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 This manual is dedicated to my wonderful husband, Paul 

Clark, a biotechnology patent attorney, who dreamed up 

the idea for me to start Wellcoaches in 1999 while I was a 

biotechnology executive. 

 Paul is the reason that my life and the lives of many 

thousands of coaches and their clients are now works of art. 

 Margaret Moore/Coach Meg 
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Preface

 xiii

 Wellcoaches Corporation, the American College of 

Sports Medicine (ACSM), and our growing com-

munity of coaches are building the foundation 

for the new professions of wellness coach, health 

coach, and fi tness coach. Since Wellcoaches was 

founded in 2000, we have worked hard to establish 

the gold standard in coaching competencies in the 

healthcare, fi tness, and wellness industries. Our in-

tegrity; commitment to the highest standards; and 

our passion, vision, and dedication are what bonds 

the Wellcoaches community together. 

 Having trained more than 10,000 coaches and 

now more than 1,200 coaches per year (all who 

have learned from previous versions of this man-

ual), we’ve built the largest community of coaches 

in healthcare worldwide and the foundation to 

support a global industry that we hope grows to 

100,000 coaches or more. 

 Although this manual, widely used by coach 

training programs and universities around the 

world, is now in its second edition, it represents 

only the beginning. The fi eld of coaching psychol-

ogy continues to rapidly evolve with our help. 

The way our coaching psychology curriculum has 

grown indeed mimics the way coaching works 

with clients. A clear vision has led to clear goals and 

impressive outcomes that continually stretch us in 

new and surprising ways. Since the publication of 

the fi rst edition, our curriculum has matured into a 

robust and evidence-based protocol now published 

in nine research studies with many more to come. 

 We are teaching evidence-based coaching psy-

chology to pioneering credentialed professionals in 

health, fi tness, and mental health, enabling them 

to energize and empower clients to master health 

well-being. Together, we hope to make a dent in 

some of the toughest challenges of our times: the 

epidemics of obesity, sedentary lifestyles, stress, 

poor nutrition, and ever-rising healthcare costs. 

 Organization 

 This manual comprises 12 chapters designed to 

provide the emerging coach with the knowledge 

needed to practice the skills necessary to perform 

the tasks required of a competent coach. The 

knowledge and skills outlined in this manual rep-

resent over 12 years of experience in educating and 

training 10,000 health and allied health and well-

ness professionals on how to coach. Each chapter 

provides sample coaching conversations to extend 

the translation of theory into practice. 

 The manual’s coaching processes have been 

validated through dozens of coaching interven-

tions and protocols. The manual supports the 

coaching science to practice content assembled by 

the Institute of Coaching at McLean Hospital, a 

Harvard Medical School affi liate, co-founded and 

co-led by Wellcoaches founder Margaret Moore. 

The manual also supports the national standards 

and certifi cation set forth by the National Consor-

tium for the Credentialing of Health and Wellness 

Coaches, co-founded and co-led by Wellcoaches 

founder Margaret Moore. 

 The fi rst three chapters focus on becoming 

and being a coach. In Chapter 1, we explore defi -

nitions of coaching; describe coaching specialties; 

introduce scope of practice, ethical, and liability 

guidelines; and make the case for professional 

coaches trained in best practices. Chapter 2 dis-

cusses the key skills that generate the coaching re-

lationship. Chapter 3 discusses coaching presence 

and introduces being skills and the importance of 

self-care. 

 The next two chapters examine ways to re-

spectfully honor clients and “accept and meet 

them where they are.” In Chapter 4 we introduce 

the constructs of compassion and nonviolent 

communication and their importance for coach 
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xiv Preface

self-care as well as supporting clients to better 
understand their emotions, needs, and drives. 
 Chapter 5 provides tools rooted in positive psy-
chology and appreciative inquiry for building of 
strengths and positive emotions as resources to 
support sustainable change. 

 Next, we provide a structural foundation for 

moving clients toward a vision for wellness or 

well-being, grounded in heartfelt purpose and 

meaning. Beginning with an examination of the 

importance and types of motivation, Chapter 6 

describes the philosophies and tools of motivational 

interviewing for building self-effi cacy. Chapter 7 

explores the richness of the transtheoretical model 

and its cognitive and behavioral processes of be-

havior change. 

 Finally, we describe the tools and processes for 

facilitating the process of change. Chapter 8 dis-

cusses approaches to client assessment, followed 

by Chapter 9, which describes detailed approaches 

and guidelines for helping clients build visions and 

goals based on the creative and collaborative prin-

ciples of design thinking. In Chapter 10, we then 

describe the heart of a coaching session, the genera-

tive moment, which represents the most powerful, 

creative, and engaging moments in coaching. Con-

ducting coaching sessions, described in Chapter 11, 

provides step-by-step checklists that allow new 

coaches to get a head start in navigating coaching 

sessions. 

 And, in the spirit of lifelong learning, we close 

Chapter 12 with the introduction of a new model 

human thriving building on nine human primary 

needs, drives, values, and capacities. 

 The publication of this manual continues to 

help us realize our vision, which is nothing less 

than helping people take charge and master health 

and well-being on a large scale. To get there, large 

numbers of professionals will need to learn and 

master the principles and practices of coaching psy-

chology presented in this manual. The more dedi-

cated we are to “walking the wellness walk” and 

to assisting others on the journey through dynam-

ic, growth-promoting coaching relationships, the 

more probable that our dream will become a reality. 

 Features 

 Thank you for making the leap and working to 

become a world class coach who will make a big 

impact on the lives of many. We are delighted that 

you have joined the movement. We ask you to help 

us continue to defi ne and meet the highest possible 

standards. 

 Margaret Moore (Coach Meg) 

 Erika Jackson 

 Bob Tschannen-Moran 
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“I saw an angel in the stone and carved to set it free.”

— M I C H E L A N G E L O

1

Introduction
C H A P T E R  1

P a r t  1 — D e f i n i n g 
t h e  R o l e  o f  a  C o a c h

OBJECTIVES

After reading Part 1 of this chapter, you will be 
able to:

 ● Defi ne coaching and identify the value of the coach/
client partnership

 ● Explain why professional coaches are needed to 
address health and wellness today

 ● Distinguish between the coaching approach and the 
expert approach

 ● Describe the current state of health and wellness 
coaching outcomes research

 ● Describe the coaching process

Welcome to the Wellcoaches Coaching Psychology 
Manual. This manual is designed to support edu-

cation and training in basic coaching skills and 

processes. When we use the term “coach” through-

out the manual, we are referring to professional 

coaches who work in health, wellness, and life 

domains related to well-being. The manual is of 

value to anyone interested in coaching knowledge 

and skills.

What Is Coaching?

Coaching is a vehicle for helping people to achieve 

a higher level of well-being and performance in life 

and work, particularly when change is hard. Coach-

ing is a growth-promoting relationship that elicits 

autonomous motivation, increases the capacity to 

change, and facilitates a change process through 

visioning, goal setting, and accountability, which 

at its best leads to sustainable change for the good.

The emerging industry of professional coaching, 

which began more than 25 years ago, focused ini-

tially on executive, business, and life coaching. Com-

mercial and academic coach training and education 

programs have graduated more than 50,000 coaches 

worldwide. Health and wellness coach training pro-

grams emerged in the next stage, addressing men-

tal and physical health and well-being in consumer, 

organizational, and healthcare settings.

Coaching is a partnership with clients in a 

thought-provoking and creative process that inspires 

and supports them to maximize their per sonal 

and professional potential, which is particularly 

important in today’s uncertain, complex, and often 

overwhelming environment. Coaches honor the 

client as the expert in his or her life and work, 
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2 Core Coaching Skills

and they believe every client has the potential to 

be creative and resourceful in order to fully self-

actualize. Standing on this foundation, the coach’s 

responsibility is to:

 ● Discover, clarify, and align with what the client 

wants to achieve

 ● Encourage client self-discovery

 ● Elicit collaborative and client-generated solutions 

and strategies

 ● Hold the client responsible and accountable 

(International Coach Federation [ICF], 2014)

Health and wellness coaches are professionals 

from diverse health and allied health backgrounds 

who work with individuals and groups in a client- (or 

patient-) centered process to facilitate and empower 

the client to achieve self-determined goals related to 

health and wellness. Successful coaching takes place 

when coaches apply clearly defi ned knowledge and 

skills so that clients mobilize internal strengths and 

external resources for sustainable change (National 

Consortium for the Credentialing of Health and Well-

ness Coaches, 2012).

Professional coaches in healthcare and wellness 

form partnerships with clients to optimize health

and well-being by developing and sustaining 

healthful lifestyles. Coaches help clients enhance 

self-motivation and self-regulation, leverage strengths, 

navigate a journey of change, and build other psy-

chological resources needed to change for good, 

including mindfulness, self-awareness, positivity, 

hope, optimism, self-effi cacy, and resilience (Frates 

& Moore, 2011). Health and wellness coaches assist 

clients in connecting the dots between who they 

are and who they want to be, and in taking the 

incremental behavioral steps that will enable them 

to succeed in their desired changes, leading to a 

higher level of health and well-being.

Although some life and executive coaches may 

help their clients address health or wellness goals, 

they are typically focused on aligning personal and 

professional goals and values with improving well-

being and performance in life and work. They don’t 

have a primary focus on helping clients to establish 

health-promoting mental and physical behaviors 

that are aligned with evidence-based guidelines in 

fi tness, nutrition, weight management, health risk, 

stress management, and life satisfaction.

Whatever the focus, masterful coaches use 

evocative, less frequently didactic, approaches with 

clients. They do more listening than talking, more 

asking than telling, and more refl ecting than com-

menting. Coaching is not primarily advising clients 

on how to solve problems, simply educating clients 

about what they should do, nor analyzing the root 

causes of client predicaments. Although advising, 

educating, or analyzing problems are occasionally a 

part of coaching, they are not the primary purpose 

or approach of coaching. Coaches are collaborative 

and co-creative partners in clients’ journeys to reach 

their visions and goals.

Coaches don’t make it easy for clients by giv-

ing them answers; they facilitate the client’s own 

self-discovery and forward momentum. Mastering 

health, wellness, and other life domains and devel-

oping the confi dence to sustain one’s well-being is 

a journey of personal growth. A coach is a part-

ner in defi ning “Point B” and co-designing and 

co-navigating the journey to get there (Fig. 1.1).

The outcomes delivered by coaches include the 

following:

 ● Increased self-awareness and self-knowledge

 ● Increased personal responsibility

 ● Acquisition of new knowledge and skills

 ● Attainment of personal and professional goals

 ● Sustainable behavior change

 ● Increased life satisfaction

 ● Increased self-effi cacy

 ● Developed sense of purpose and meaning

 ● Becoming one’s best self

Why We Need Health
and Wellness Coaching

As it gains recognition over coming years, health 

and wellness coaching and wide dissemination of 

coaching skills have the potential to be a transfor-

mational force in the healthcare system in many 

countries. Coaching competencies can be applied 

in many settings (in-person and telephone, indi-

vidual, and in groups) and by many professionals 
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 CHAPTER 1 :  Introduction 3

(professional coaches, health professionals integrat-

ing coaching skills and tools into current protocols, 

and peer health and wellness coaches for community 

outreach). Coaches are focused on self-care reform 

(Gregory, 2013) as an important endeavor in the 

healthcare reform underway in many countries.

Lifestyle-related chronic diseases, heart disease, 

stroke, and cancer account for 50% of deaths, whereas 

obesity, prediabetes, and diabetes are reaching epi-

demic levels of prevalence in the United States and 

spreading globally. U.S. healthcare costs associated 

with lifestyle-related chronic diseases are estimated 

to be 75% of total costs (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2013) and growing rapidly with an 

aging population engaged in unhealthy lifestyles. 

Former U.S. Comptroller General David Walker 

(2012) notes: “Our current healthcare spending is 

unsustainable and could eventually bankrupt the 

country absent dramatic changes in our current 

healthcare programs and system.”

Fewer than 5% (Berrigan, Dodd, Troiano, 

Krebs-Smith, & Barbash, 2003) of adults engage in 

the top health behaviors and only 20% of adults are 

thriving (Kobau, Sniezek, Zack, Lucas, & Burns, 

2010). This is the fi rst time in human history where 

being in control of one’s health and making health 

investments day in and day out are poised to be 

dominant societal themes, just as smoking cessa-

tion was two decades ago, or sacrifi cing for the 

greater good was during World Wars I and II.

Health behaviors include stress management 

interventions as evidence mounts for the role of 

chronic negative emotions in impairing the brain’s 

ability to learn and change in the present moment, 

and accelerating the onset of chronic diseases and 

early death (Cole, 2012). Meanwhile, mindful-

ness practices, which improve emotion regulation, 

have been shown to ameliorate a growing num-

ber of medical conditions (Marchand, 2012). Early 

research is showing that positive emotions and 

shared positive emotions in caring relationships 

improve mental and physical health (Fredrickson, 

2013). A next research frontier is the role of mean-

ing and higher purpose in improving well-being; 

published research by Cole and Fredrickson (2013) 

begins to suggest impairment of gene expression of 

the immune system in people with a low level of life 

purpose (Fredrickson et al., 2013).

The economic and clinical case for health-

promoting behaviors as safe and effective interven-

tions to help prevent and treat many chronic diseases 

is leading to a new medical domain—that of lifestyle 

medicine and the emergence of the American College 

of Lifestyle Medicine (www.lifestylemedicine.org) 

and the Institute of Lifestyle Medicine (www.

instituteofl ifestylemedicine.org) championed by 

organizations such as the American College of Pre-

ventative Medicine and the American College of 

Lifestyle Medicine. The second edition of a lifestyle 

medicine medical textbook was published in 2013 

(Rippe, 2013) and included a chapter on health and 

Figure 1.1. A coach supports clients in navigating from Point A 

to Point B, where they are to where they want to be.

Point A

Point B
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4 Core Coaching Skills

wellness coaching (Frates & Moore, 2013), the fi rst 

in a medical textbook.

Helping people take better care of their health 

is among society’s most pressing priorities. In the 

United States, where employers assume a good deal 

of the responsibility for employee healthcare costs, 

organizational leaders are called upon to create 

workplaces that foster rather than damage health 

to both reduce healthcare costs and improve pro-

ductivity and engagement (Moore & Jackson, 2014). 

Yet healthcare providers often do not have the skills 

nor are they reimbursed to help people learn and 

sustain new health-giving habits and leave behind 

health-damaging ones. The healthcare system was 

designed to manage acute medical emergencies and 

conditions. It is not well-suited to helping people 

manage a lifelong journey of developing and sus-

taining health-promoting behaviors. To date, a focus 

on prescriptive and expert educational approaches 

to helping people adopt health-promoting lifestyles 

has shown limited success (Frates & Moore, 2013).

Despite widespread knowledge about the serious 

risks of unhealthy lifestyles, many continue unhealthy 

habits or pursue quick fi xes that don’t last. Most peo-

ple are not confi dent in their ability to lose weight or 

change their lifestyles. The demands of everyday life 

have never been greater. People face a bewildering 

array of health and wellness guidelines, products, and 

services, making it diffi cult to create a personal for-

mula. Navigating the inevitable obstacles to making 

changes, including confusion, resistance, and ambiva-

lence, is challenging. Many have histories of repeated 

failure. Most people do not believe they can reform 

their self-care or master their health and wellness.

People want to be well. They yearn to be in 

control of their health, to feel better, and to have 

more energy. But there is an enormous gap between 

wanting to be well and the everyday reality of living 

with the physical and mental health consequences 

of overeating, under-exercising, and having too 

little down time to recharge one’s batteries.

New life skills are needed to develop a personal 

blueprint for well-being and become confi dent in 

one’s ability to implement it. Most don’t believe 

they are able to master these life skills. For exam-

ple, the increasing numbers of those who choose 

bariatric surgery over lifestyle management tech-

niques for healthy weight loss may be indicative of 

a lack of confi dence in one’s ability to implement 

healthier behaviors (Elfhag & Rössner, 2005).

The health and fi tness industry is working hard 

to help. Never before have there been more experts, 

assessments, resources, guidelines, technology, 

books, web tools, and beautiful high-tech facilities. 

The wellness revolution is underway (Pilzer, 2002) 

with a welcome new emphasis on enabling long-

term behavior change or “changing for good” 

(Prochaska, Norcross, & DiClemente, 1995).

Although all of these resources are valuable, 

more is needed. The “expert approach” of telling peo-

ple what to do isn’t ideal when they have low self-

effi cacy (Joos & Hickam, 1990). Experts are trained to 

deliver prescriptions and advice, and they often work 

harder than their clients in trying to help them. But the 

expert approach subtly lets the client or patient off the 

hook, sending the subtle message: You are not in charge.
The expert approach is vital when one is facing 

an immediate health crisis or considering surgery. It 

is not ideal when one wants to lose weight, reduce 

stress, or develop a positive and confi dent mindset. 

Delegating to experts comes with a price—loss of 

control and autonomy. Building confi dence requires 

new patterns of thinking, doing, and relating.

The fi eld of health and wellness also needs a shift 

in emphasis to strengths and opportunities, building 

on what’s working and away from an emphasis on 

diagnosing and fi xing what’s not working. The more 

focus on the latter, the more self-confi dence is under-

mined. It makes it harder, not easier, to change when 

the focus is on what’s wrong and what’s not work-

ing. Not enough positive energy and emotion are 

harvested to fuel the pursuit of change.

Moreover, clients need a whole-person view 

of health and well-being given our complex lives. 

Specialists who work in only one area, such as exer-

cise, nutrition, or mental health without integration 

of the others, often experience a limit in their effec-

tiveness. Multiple areas are intrinsically intertwined 

and are most successfully dealt with together. Most 

people need assistance with integrating information 

from multiple experts to decide what actions to take 

and how to prioritize them. People fi nd it confusing 
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 CHAPTER 1 :  Introduction 5

when experts contradict each other. It is certainly not 

a recipe for promoting an “I can do it!” attitude.

In addition to unique genetics, each person 

is unique with respect to their history and prefer-

ences, diet trials and tribulations, and exercising 

or sedentary habits. More and more information 

on dietary allergies emphasizes the unique differ-

ences in our biology. People have their own food 

and exercise preferences. Some people love to jog 

and have been doing so since they were teenagers. 

Those same people are not necessarily swimmers. 

Other people love cycling or spinning. Disability or 

pain, such as knee pain from osteoarthritis, might 

limit the exercise options for some clients. Team 

sports such as basketball or soccer might be the best 

recommendation for an exercise routine. Zumba 

(a form of exercise dance which started in Latin 

America) has taken off among women as a fun, 

musical experience that doesn’t feel like exercise. 

Preferences depend on the person, their past expe-

riences, and their current interests and resources.

When it comes to providing information, differ-

ent people have different learning styles. Some adults 

are visual learners who can benefi t from graphs and 

pictures, whereas others are auditory learners who 

rely on lectures and conversations to consolidate 

information. Knowing your client and his or her 

learning style helps you adapt your approach so that 

your efforts will be effective and effi cient.

It is important to approach each client as a unique 

individual, supporting his or her journey to fi nd the 

formula which best fi ts his or her genetics, history, 

capacity, and way of life. Clients need to develop a 

wellness, health, and fi tness habit port folio that is tai-

lored to their personal circumstances and capacities.

With a focus on building self-effi cacy and auto-

nomy, professional coaches are trained to:

 ● Accept and meet clients where they are today

 ● Ask clients to take charge

 ● Guide clients in doing the mindful thinking, 

feeling, and doing work that builds confi dence

 ● Help clients defi ne a higher purpose for health 

and well-being

 ● Uncover a client’s natural impulse to be well

 ● Support clients in tapping into their innate 

fi ghting spirit

 ● Address mental and physical health together

 ● Assist clients to draw their own health and 

wellness blueprint

 ● Encourage clients to set and achieve realistic 

goals (small victories lay the foundation for 

self-effi cacy)

 ● Harness the strengths needed to overcome our 

obstacles

 ● Reframe obstacles as opportunities to learn 

and grow

 ● Enable clients to build a support team

 ● Inspire and challenge clients to go beyond 

what they would do alone

What Coaching Is Not: 
The Expert Approach

Coaching is an especially powerful methodology 

when it comes to stimulating individual behav-

ior change because it is focused on helping clients 

grow into becoming more autonomous experts in 

their own well-being and personal path. Coaches 

fi rst look to collaborate and partner rather than 

showing up as experts who primarily analyze prob-

lems, give advice, prescribe solutions, recommend 

goals, develop strategies, teach new skills, or provide 

education.

Although such expert approaches can be help-

ful in a coaching relationship, they are used “just 

in time” and infrequently. In the coach approach 

(Table 1.1), the client is called to become the decision-

maker and to grow into the expert on the path for-

ward as well as the evaluator of success. The goal 

of coaching is to encourage personal responsibility, 

refl ective thinking, self-discovery, and self-effi cacy. 

We want clients to discover their own answers and 

to create their own possibilities, as far as possible, 

rather than to be given answers or direction by the 

coach. Client-originated visions, plans, and behav-

iors are the ones that stick.

In 2010, Pollak and colleagues explored the 

impact on weight loss counseling when physi-

cians were trained in motivational interviewing 

techniques. After one visit, the patients whose phy-

sicians used motivational interviewing techniques 
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(collaboration, empathy, open inquiry, refl ections) 

lost an average of 3.5 lb three months later. The 

patients whose physicians were not using motiva-

tional interviewing techniques gained or maintained 

weight. In just a few moments, coaches and health-

care providers can make a difference by using a col-

laborative rather than prescriptive dynamic.

Using the coach approach rather than the expert 

approach, coaches generally don’t direct the client’s 

goals and strategies, although they do guide the 

coaching process. They engage in coaching inqui-

ries, asking powerful and insightful open-ended 

questions (what? how?) rather than closed-ended 

questions (do you? will you? did you?). They use 

refl ections to mirror what they are hearing, such as, 

“You’re feeling unhappy about your life balance, and 

you want to have more energy” or “You’re excited 

and proud that you were able to walk three times 

this week, and it allowed you to time for peace and 

calm.” And coaches listen, listen, and listen some 

more, with empathy and curiosity.

Coaches engage the minds and hearts of clients 

by assisting them in discovering their strengths, clari-

fying their values, increasing their awareness, setting 

their priorities, meeting their challenges, brainstorm-

ing possibilities, and designing positive actions. 

Such engagement enables clients to generate a new 

self-concept (Who is my best self?), to create new sup-

ports and environments (What supports my best self?), 

and to take new actions (What manifests my best self?). 

By empowering clients to fi nd their own answers, 

through asking nonjudgmental and provocative 

questions and delivering powerful refl ections, 

coaches become catalysts for lasting change.

In transitioning from the expert to the coach 

approach, many coaches report the challenges as 

well as the rewards of:

 ● Asking questions with a beginner’s mind—not 

assuming that they already know the answers

 ● Not making decisions and judgment calls 

quickly, but allowing clients the chance to go 

deeper and get to important topics

 ● Not thinking about what to say next, but 

instead listening for a dangling thread hanging 

off of a client’s last words

 ● Not generating quiet resistance with even a hint 

of know-it-all energy

 ● Reading, respecting, and working with clients’ 

emotions as possible guideposts to insights

 ● Not rushing clients through their “muck,” but 

instead compassionately helping them sit there 

until the desire to change gains energy

 ● Not being on “automatic pilot” to ensure that a 

checklist gets completed, but instead being fully 

present to the client’s reality and present needs

These and many other shifts can assist people 

with successfully mastering the health and wellness 

challenges of the present day. It can be especially 

diffi cult for healthcare professionals who have been 

trained extensively as experts and who are armed 

with large quantities of authoritative knowledge 

and written materials to support their expert sta-

tus, to take off the expert hat, and shift to the coach 

approach. In many cases, it can also be diffi cult for 

clients to see and work with their coaches in a differ-

ent way because they have long been conditioned 

to be told what to do rather than to take charge of 

their own health, wellness, and self-change. It is a 

challenge for coaches and clients alike to come from 

a new framework, but when the shift is made, the 

transformations follow.

Expert Approach Coach Approach

Authority Partner

Educator Facilitator of change

Defi nes agenda Elicits client’s agenda

Feels responsible for 

client’s health

Client is responsible for health

Solves problems Fosters possibilities

Focuses on what’s wrong Focuses on what’s right

Has the answers Co-discovers the answers

Interrupts if off  topic Learns from client’s story

Works harder than client Client works as hard as coach

Wrestles with client Dances with client

Table 1.1 Comparing Approaches

Published in fi rst edition. Created by Wellcoaches Corporation.
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Thomas Gordon (1970) has outlined twelve 

ways of being that do not demonstrate a coach 

approach:

 1. Ordering, directing, or commanding

 2. Warning, cautioning, or threatening

 3. Giving advice, making suggestions, or 

providing solutions

 4. Persuading with logic, arguing, or lecturing

 5. Telling people what they should do; 

moralizing

 6. Disagreeing, judging, criticizing, or blaming

 7. Agreeing, approving, or praising

 8. Shaming, ridiculing, or labeling

 9. Interpreting or analyzing

 10. Reassuring, sympathizing, or consoling

 11. Questioning or probing

 12. Withdrawing, distracting, humoring, or 

changing the subject

Health and Wellness 
Coaching Research

The health and wellness coaching research litera-

ture while at an early stage, with studies trailing the 

latest developments in coaching education and 

skills training, is beginning to show that coach-

ing interventions, multiple in-person or telephone 

coaching sessions for three months or longer, are 

improving health outcomes for several chronic 

diseases including diabetes, heart disease, obesity, 

and cancer survivors (Appel et al., 2011; Butter-

worth, Linden, McClay, & Leo, 2006; Edelman et al., 

2006; Frates & Moore, 2011; Galantino et al., 2009; 

Newnham-Kanas, Morrow, & Irwin, 2011; Spence, 

Cavanagh, & Grant, 2008; Wennberg, Marr, Lang, 

O’Malley, & Bennett, 2010; Wolever et al., 2010). In 

2013, Wolever and  colleagues published a system-

atic review of the health and wellness coaching lit-

erature to identify 284 articles that operationalized 

health and wellness  coaching:

 1. A process that is fully or partially patient-

centered

 2. Includes patient-determined goals

 3. Incorporates self-discovery and active 

learning processes (rather than more passive 

receipt of advice)

 4. Encourages accountability for behavioral goals

 5. Provides some type of education along with 

using coaching processes

 6. Coaching occurs as an ongoing relationship 

with a coach who is trained in specifi c 

behavior change, communication, and 

motivational skill

Coaching competencies will continue to evolve 

as new discoveries are made by psychologists and 

neuroscientists. Coaching outcomes research address-

ing a wide spectrum of health and wellness needs 

from child hood to end of life is a vital endeavor to 

support the integration of coaching interventions 

into evidence-based medicine, healthcare, and con-

sumer wellness offerings.

As is the case for any new professional domain, 

there is much progress to be made and research to 

be conducted to enable health and wellness coach-

ing to become integrated into mainstream health-

care and corporate and consumer wellness. A U.S. 

volunteer organization, the National Consortium 

for Credentialing Health & Wellness Coaches (www.

ncchwc.org) has developed standards, a national 

certifi cation, as well as a collaborative research 

agenda to expand the evidence base. The Institute 

of Coaching at McLean Hospital, a Harvard Medi-

cal School affi liate, is awarding coaching research 

grants and furthering the trans lation of science into 

best coaching practices in healthcare and beyond.

How Coaching Works

This manual describes the process of coaching as 

taught and implemented by Wellcoaches trained 

coaches and continually upgraded since 2002 and 

serves as an excellent starting point for new coaches 

or coaches who wish to expand their toolboxes. 

However, it is important to note that one cannot 

become a masterful coach by reading a manual. As 

in any skill-based work, the development of coach-

ing skills requires practice, feedback, refl ection, 
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mentoring, supervision, and continued practice. 

This is why organizations such as the International 

Coach Federation (ICF), a coach credentialing and 

coach training program accreditation organization, 

and the Wellcoaches School of Coaching, a coach 

training organization, require mentoring and tests 

of a coach’s practical application of skills to earn a 

coach certifi cation.

The Process of Coaching

Health and wellness coaches are not limited to 

helping clients improve diet and exercise. Health 

and well ness coaches address the whole person, 

what it means to thrive mentally and physically, and 

how to leverage the biology of change. The coach-

ing relationship is designed to facilitate sustain-

able change and optimize health and well-being. 

With self-determination as a driver, clients move 

from dependency to empowerment, thereby making 

longer lasting, confi dence-building, internally moti-

vated changes that are appropriate for their evolv-

ing lives. Given that chronic stress directly damages 

health, the positive emotions generated by coaching 

will potentially be shown to reduce the incidence 

of disease symptoms, preventable chronic diseases, 

and early mortality.

In broad strokes, coaching progresses through 

several stages:

 ● Coaches and clients discuss a coaching contract 

so that clients understand the coaching process 

and expectations for the role of coach and client.

 ● Before and during the fi rst coaching session, 

clients provide background information so that 

coaches are well-informed on the priorities, key 

concerns, and any medical conditions. Increasing 

self-awareness is an important goal of coaching, 

and assessments are an effi cient tool to support 

self-discovery in the beginning.

 ● During the fi rst coaching sessions (which may 

occur in one longer session or over the course 

of several sessions), clients work toward the 

creation of a vision, and three-month plan and 

goals to move toward a vision. Clients confi rm 

that they are ready and want to do the work 

to make changes in at least one area. This is 

also described as a wellness vision process and 

ideally is completed once per year.

 ● The vision and three-month goals are reviewed 

and agreed in detail. Clients also commit to 

three to fi ve goals or small steps or experiments 

each week to enable progress toward the goals 

and vision.

 ● In each subsequent coaching session, weekly or 

as needed, coaches and clients review progress, 

elevating energy, brainstorming strategies, 

meeting challenges, developing solutions, 

generating possibilities, and agreeing on goals 

for the following week.

 ● During most sessions, a key topic is explored 

and resolved in a “generative moment” so that 

the client navigates around emerging challenges 

to continue on the change path.

 ● The ideal length of these sessions is 30–45 min-

utes, although some circumstances require more 

or less time. In fact, some protocols suggest that 

longer sessions (e.g., 60 minutes), occurring less 

frequently (once or twice a month) can have 

a greater impact than shorter, more frequent 

sessions. With the use of the coach approach, 

an impactful, life-giving, growth-promoting 

session is possible within even 10 minutes.

After a few weeks of coaching sessions, clients 

begin to notice some early wins and subsequent 

rewards, including improvements in how they 

feel and in their motivation to change. It’s also not 

uncommon, after a burst of enthusiasm in the fi rst 

few weeks, for clients to encounter challenges or 

setbacks. Both coaches and clients work hard to 

help clients engage their strengths, reignite motiva-

tion, fi nd solutions, and brainstorm possibilities for 

meeting these challenges to reach the goal of estab-

lishing new behaviors. Anticipating, welcoming, 

and overcoming such challenges is a critical part 

of mastering new behaviors. It is what turns chal-

lenges into learning experiences.

Coaching sessions can be done face to face 

or by telephone or video conferencing. Phone and 

video conferencing coaching has become increas-

ingly popular, particularly in addressing the needs 

of larger or remote populations. Although there are 

obvious benefi ts to working with a coaching client 
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in person, sometimes more can be accomplished 

in phone and video sessions than in face-to-face 

sessions because there are fewer distractions and 

the distance helps minimize the client’s disruptive, 

negative self-talk relative to the presence of the 

coach. Additionally, distance live coaching sessions 

can be more cost-effective to implement (Wennberg 

et al., 2010).

Integrating the Coach Approach

The following considerations can assist coaches in 

know ing whether a coaching relationship is func-

tioning effectively:

1. Make sure clients are working at least as 

hard as you are.

2. Make sure clients are talking more than 

you are.

3. Make sure clients fi rst try to fi nd the answers 

for themselves.

4. Ask permission to give expert advice, if you 

think it might be benefi cial, so that the client 

is still in control.

5. Brainstorm two to three choices with a client 

so that the client taps into his or her own 

creativity and is the informed decision maker.

6. Speak less, and speak simply—deliver only 

one question or refl ection at a time.

7. At every turn in the coaching conversation, 

stop and consider how to use the coach 

approach (inquiry/refl ections) with the client 

before offering an expert approach.

8. Balance questions with refl ections so that cli-

ents don’t feel like they are being interrogated.

9. Use silence to elicit deeper thinking.

Example #1: Wendy Well hangs up the phone 

and refl ects on her coaching session with Coach 

Carl. Wendy recalls all of the insightful questions 

that Carl used. She wonders how he got to be 

so intuitive that he just knows what she is think-

ing without even having to say it. She is grateful 

that he is so wise and able to create great learn-

ing moments for her to move forward toward her 

goals. “Carl is a good coach,” Wendy thinks as she 

smiles.

Example #2: Wendy Well hangs up the phone and 

refl ects on her coaching session with Coach Carl. 

Wendy recalls all of the insights she had during 

the conversation. She tapped into her intuition 

and said things about herself that hadn’t been 

said out loud until now. She is feeling wiser and 

is discovering new ways to move forward toward 

her goals. “I’m doing great!” Wendy thinks as she 

smiles.

In the second example, the coach has collaborated 

with the client in a way that builds her self-effi  cacy,  

confi dence, and creative capacity for insight.

COACHING CASE

10. If clients confi rm that they need to acquire 

new knowledge and skills to reach their 

goals and visions, help clients defi ne the path 

to gaining the new knowledge and skills, 

with input from other experts when needed.

“Less is more” is a good rule of thumb for 

coaches when it comes to teaching, advising, and 

educating.
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Appendix A: 

What Brings Clients to Coaching?

Although people come to coaching for their own 

unique reasons, 12 themes are commonly cited by 

clients when they make the decision to invest in 

working with a professional coach:

1. Quick fi xes over—“I’m done with quick fi xes 

and want to make changes that last.”

2. Precious asset—“I have decided that my 

well-being is my most precious asset, and 

I’m ready to invest for the long term.”

3. Get off the fence—“I am fed up with sitting on a 

fence and want to commit to a wellness path.”

4. Not about weight—“I realize that it’s about 

well-being and not weight.”

5. Be the boss—“I want to be the boss of my 

health and wellness and quit delegating 

responsibility to others.”

6. Health style—“I’d like to develop my unique 

style of health rather than use one-size-fi ts-all 

approaches.”

7. Mental game—“I know what to do and now 

want to master the mental game, turning 

intention into reality.”

8. Peak performance—“I recognize that to reach 

peak performance at home and work, I need 

peak wellness.”

9. Big picture/small steps—“I know that an 

extreme makeover isn’t the answer, and 

I want to take small steps which are 

powerful.”

10. Confi dence—“I’m fi nished with self-doubt 

and want to build confi dence in my ability 

to master wellness.”

11. Winning the wellness game—“I want to 

focus on winning the wellness game and not 

losing or quitting.”

12. Close the gap—“I want to close the gap 

between where I am and where I want to be 

when it comes to my health and well-being.”
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P a r t  2 — C o a c h i n g 
P s y c h o l o g y

OBJECTIVES

After reading Part 2 of this chapter, you will be 
able to:

 ● Name the key components that make up the emerg-

ing fi eld of coaching psychology, including the role 

of neuroscience

 ● Describe self-determination in theory and why it is a 

key theory in coaching psychology

 ● Describe four proposed coaching mechanisms of 

action

What Is Coaching Psychology?

The fi rst coaching psychologist, Anthony Grant 

(2011) at the University of Sydney, proposes a work-

ing defi nition of coaching psychology drawing on 

previous defi nitions proposed by the Australian 

Psychological Society and the British Psychological 

Society:

Coaching psychology is a branch of psychology that 

is concerned with the systematic application of the 

behavioral science of psychology to the enhancement 

of life experience, work performance and wellbeing 

for individuals, groups and organizations. Coaching 

psychology focuses on facilitating goal attainment and 

on enhancing the personal and professional growth 

and development of clients in personal life and in work 

domains. It is not aimed at directly treating clinically 

signifi cant mental illness issues or abnormal levels of 

distress. (pp. 84–99)

Coaching psychology, which can also be called 

coaching science, or the science of coaching relation-

ships that are designed to deliver self-actualization, 

is vibrant, creative, and evolving rapidly. Today, 

coaching psychology integrates dozens of theories 

and academic fi elds, most recently the neuroscience 

fi eld. It is being built by psychologists and coaching 

scholar-practitioners around the world.

Bodies of knowledge that are applied in coach-

ing psychology include self-determination (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985); positive psychology (Peterson, 2006); 

appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005); 

non violent communication (Rosenberg, 2005); moti-

vational interviewing (Miller & Rollnick, 2012); emo-

tional intelligence (Goleman, 1996); design thinking 

(Brown, 2009); fl ow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990); 

social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001); adult and 

constructive development (Kegan & Lahey, 2009); 

and a number of therapy practices adapted to coach-

ing such as cognitive behavioral therapy (Burns, 

1980). Many of these bodies of knowledge are 

translated in this manual into coaching skills and 

knowledge to enable coaches to assist clients to 

learn, grow, and move forward in the direction of 

their desired goals.

Self-Determination: The End 
Game of Coaching

The most respected theory of human motivation 

today, which also addresses primary human needs 

and well-being, is self-determination theory devel-

oped by Edward Deci and Richard Ryan at the Uni-

versity of Rochester over the past 30 years. The end 

game of coaching is self-determination—a client’s 

ability to reach his or her highest level of motivation, 

engagement, performance, persistence, and creativ-

ity (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Ryan and Deci believe that 

to the extent that a coaching client’s environment 

nurtures and meets three primary psychological 

needs (autonomy, competence, relatedness), auton-

omous self-regulation of behavior can occur. The 

need to feel autonomous (rather than controlled), 

the need to feel competent (confi dent and effective), 

and the need to feel related (having social support 

and connection that are autonomy-supporting) are 

addressed by coaches as resources for the journey 

toward higher self-determination.

According to Deci and Ryan (1985), three dimen-

sions of the social environment can facilitate auton-

omy, competence, and relatedness. All of these 

dimensions are contained in the coaching relation-

ship. The fi rst is structure, which involves develop-

ing clear, realistic expectations; achievable goals; and 

encouraging capability as well as providing positive 
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feedback, autonomy support, and involvement. It 

is important to note that the support of autonomy 

(self-determination), as well as of competence, is vital 

to fuel motivation. As a result of goal attainment, the 

client gains increased self-effi cacy, a sense of auton-

omy and self-determination. According to Bandura 

(1997), self-effi cacy beliefs come from performance 

experiences, vicarious experiences, imagined expe-

riences, verbal persuasion, and physiological and 

emotional states. Self-effi cacy is not only essential to 

our psychological well-being and physical health but 

also to self-regulation—how we guide our behavior 

in the pursuit of desired goals.

The second dimension is autonomy support, 

which involves acknowledging that clients have 

choices regarding behavior. This can be accom-

plished by encouraging a client to identify the pur-

pose for a behavior, minimizing external rewards 

and punishments, providing opportunities for both 

participation and choice, and acknowledging what-

ever negative feelings are evoked when engaging in 

behaviors. To support a client’s autonomy, a coach 

encourages the client to initiate behaviors based on 

a client’s own values and desires, not those imposed 

by an external source such as a spouse, employer, or 

society as a whole. Owning one’s reasons to change 

leads to greater autonomy and success. There has 

been much research showing that more autono-

mously regulated behaviors are more stable, lead-

ing to greater positive outcomes.

The third dimension, involvement, concerns the 

quality of relationships and the perception that sig-

nifi cant others are invested, understand the person’s 

challenges, and can reliably serve as psychological 

and emotional resources. Professional coaches serve 

as masterful supporters of client autonomy and 

self-determination.

What Comes of Self-Determination?

A client who is experiencing high, autonomous 

motivation is more likely to have:

 ● Greater persistence

 ● More fl exibility and creativity

 ● Better heuristic performance

 ● More interest and enjoyment

 ● Better mental health and well-being

 ● Better physical health

 ● Higher quality of close personal relationships

These fi ndings are consistent no matter what 

age, socioeconomic status, and culture (Ryan, 2013). 

The bottom line—human beings are wired to thrive 

when granted the opportunity to engage in behav-

ior that is of personal interest and value, when 

they are able to have a sense of competence around 

the behavior, and when they feel cared for and con-

nected to other human beings on the journey to 

self-determination.

Four Coaching Mechanisms 
of Action

Health and wellness coaches apply four coaching 

mechanisms to enable sustained change, a biolog-

ical transformation of mindset and behavior. The 

fi rst mechanism relates to designing a relationship 

that fosters brain learning, growth, and change. The 

second and third mechanisms can be considered 

the twin engines of change, also central themes in 

self-determination theory and motivational inter-

viewing. People need to want to change, so they 

need to be motivated, and it has to come from 

within themselves. The second twin engine is con-

fi dence. They need to believe they can do it, feel-

ing both “I want it” and “I can.” Both need to be 

recharged frequently, even daily, to propel people 

forward. The last mechanism is the change process 

or journey itself, including assessments, visions, 

action plans, creative brainstorming, accountabil-

ity, and referrals.

Mechanism 1: Growth-Promoting 
Relationships

Drawing on humanistic psychology (Stober, 2006), 

coaches adopt the strengths-based stance that cli-

ents are not broken and needing to be fi xed, but 

that they have the potential to be creative, resource-

ful, and resilient and are able to gain control and 
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optimize health, well-being, and performance in life 

and work. Clients are too often focused on what’s 

wrong, and they are out of touch with their full 

capacities.

Skilled coaches help clients fi gure out what 

they want and need, helping them fi nd their own 

way, given a safe, nonjudgmental, challenging, and 

invigorating space. Aligned with Michelangelo’s 

quotation, along the lines of “I saw an angel in 

the stone and carved to set it free,” coaches help 

clients chip away at layers of life’s clutter to reveal 

their best selves. Valuing the client’s learning pro-

cess more than they value their own expert knowl-

edge, coaches help clients broaden and build on 

their strengths. Coaches know that they don’t know 

many of the answers, and they hold a curious 

beginner’s mind.

How Coaches Help Clients Change 
Their Brains

Coaches support clients in developing new behav-

iors and mindsets by facilitating client-directed 

neuro plasticity over time, fostering the ideal condi-

tions for a client’s brain to change. Neuroplasticity 

is the brain’s ability to grow, adapt, and change. 

Rewiring the brain is the process that underlies bio-

logical self-determination or self-directed neuro-

plasticity. The physiological mechanism for change 

is generally understood as the process of neurons 

forging new connections, creating new pathways 

and networks in the brain (Hammerness & Moore, 

2012). Robust neural networks that endure likely 

require months, or a year or more, of client-directed 

neuroplasticity.

A coach’s mindful presence is an important pre-

condition to helping a client become mindful during 

a coaching conversation and encourages more mind-

ful moments in a client’s everyday life to improve 

self-refl ection, self-awareness, self-regulation, self-

compassion, positivity, and creativity, all noted below 

as critical to the brain’s change process. Enhanced 

mindfulness enables coaches to improve listening 

skills; for example, being more present and not dis-

tracted by thinking about what to say next. A mind-

ful state helps a coach better sense a client’s positive 

and negative emotions, important messengers for 

both client and coach.

Coaching conversations help clients focus the 

brain’s attentional resources on their personal ambi-

tions and growth, enhancing the brain’s ability to 

learn. A full focus of the brain’s attentional resources 

is a fi rst step in neuroplasticity and diffi cult to 

experience given today’s epidemic of distractions. 

Undistracted attention, a state of full awareness, 

enhances neuronal activity by harnessing various 

regions of the brain, including the prefrontal cortex 

and subcortical limbic and brain stem areas, into 

an integrated coherent state. Attention enhances 

the responses of selected neurons under focus and 

reduces neural activity in other brain regions. An 

attentive brain can focus and learn without dis-

tractions, be productive and creative, and make 

fewer errors (Hammerness & Moore, 2012).

At its essence, coaching is a creative process, 

helping clients create neuronal connections and net-

works, imagine new possibilities, and develop new 

behaviors and mindsets. Carson (2010) has identi-

fi ed seven brain activation states or “brainsets” that 

enable the creative process, starting with a mindful 

absorbing of new information, intense reasoning or 

thinking about a problem to solve, envisioning or 

imagining a possible outcome, brainstorming to 

generate new possibilities, a fl ow state that pro-

duces a creative outcome, and an evaluation phase 

to enable sifting through options and implement-

ing an action plan.

The brain is a connection machine, constantly 

making connections to refl ect conclusions about 

how everything fi ts together, to make meaning of 

“it all” (Kegan, 1983). We are constantly trying to 

interpret the meaning of what happens to us, what 

others do, and what the effects are. Most activity 

in the brain involves creating connections between 

existing neurons and pruning these connections. 

Every piece of data, each idea, habit, and thought 

is made up of a set of connections among neurons. 

Making new connections and discovering new 

ideas and perspectives is pleasurable. When we 

create a new connection, we experience a positive 

charge of energy—the ah-ha of insight, temporarily 

opening our minds to new possibilities. A client’s 
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self-generated insights are important in supporting 

neuroplasticity.

Coaching sessions explore and make mean-

ing of a client’s values, vision, health, way of life 

and learning, challenges, and experiences along the 

journey of change. Clients move an automatic pilot 

mode of living into the spotlight of awareness and 

thoughtful refl ection, and they take their personal 

relationship with health to a higher level of evolu-

tion. Instead of sacrifi cing thriving to meet life’s 

demands, thriving becomes essential to meeting 

those demands. The meaning of health and thriv-

ing and one’s ability to change the course of a way 

of life has changed for good.

A coach’s skills engage, arouse, energize, and 

challenge clients to do the work needed to change 

their brains. They include not only “doing” skills 

such as listening, curious and open inquiry, and 

perceptive refl ections but also “being” skills such 

as mindfulness, empathy, authenticity, affi rmation, 

courage, zest, calm, playfulness, and warmth. Taken 

together, these skills enable coaches to build and 

sustain a close relationship and partnership with 

clients and promote brain learning and growth.

Mechanism 2: Elicit Self-Motivation

There are two general categories of motivation—

external and autonomous—as defi ned by Deci and 

Ryan (2002). Then, there are two types of external 

motivation. External motivation, or external regu-

lation, occurs when someone other than ourselves, 

such as a boss, spouse, or parent, tells us what to do, 

and we don’t think much about it beyond “I want 

to do what this person wants me to do to avoid 

confl ict.” For example, a coaching client might say 

“I’m exercising because my wife will get upset if 

I don’t.” That is the extent of his exploration and 

refl ection. A second form of external motivation is 

when we internalize the external ideal, without a 

deeper alignment with personal values and desires, 

as an inner critic that says, “I should” or “I ought” 

to exercise or eat better. Although external motiva-

tion may work in the short term, it is not an effective 

form of motivation for the long term.

Autonomous motivation on the other hand 

does lead to sustainable motivation. Autonomous 

motivation often has a future orientation, for exam-

ple, when we want to be fi t and strong because we 

want to have the energy to make a difference every 

day or because we don’t want our children to have 

to take care of us if we have a heart attack or stroke. 

Connecting a behavior to something in the future 

that we value, or the identity we want to project, is 

the type of motivation that has been shown to lead 

to sustainable weight loss. Then we have internal-

ized our reason to do something because it is good 

for our future or fi ts with the identity to which 

we aspire. Future-oriented and desired identity-

oriented autonomous motivation is the kind of 

motivation that works best (Deci & Ryan, 2002).

The other type of autonomous motivation that 

is also valuable is the one that produces fl ow expe-

riences in our lives. It happens when we love to do 

an activity in the moment—we just love our yoga 

class, we are excited about cooking a new recipe, 

or we can’t wait to listen to music to relax. When 

we love to do something, we do it for its own sake. 

We do it because it taps into our strengths, and it is 

fun and engaging. Although that can be a powerful 

kind of motivation for health behaviors, it can take 

many years to fi nd. We may never fall in love with 

exercising, cooking, or meditation. It is important 

to keep looking, but it may not come along quickly. 

Clients need support in developing future-oriented, 

positive identity-based autonomous motivation, 

digging deeper to get to the “why behind the why.” 

A client who wants to lose weight may initially be 

focused on wearing smaller sized clothes for a fam-

ily celebration in a few months, and a coach may 

need to deepen the inquiry until a client has tapped 

into longer lasting, more meaningful motivation 

that will keep her on track while making dozens 

of health decisions each day. An example could be 

a heartfelt desire to be stronger and more energetic 

so as to not be physically dependent on her grown 

children as she ages, as she has watched her mother 

become.

Self-motivation is tapping into an energy source 

or a life force that is intrinsic and biological. It is 

often a heartfelt drive to help others, be a role model, 
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make a difference in the world, to use our strengths 

competently, and to make our lives meaningful. 

Authentic motivation improves cognitive function, 

attention, emotion regulation, and creativity, bring-

ing meaningful and dependable intentions to a chal-

lenging journey of change.

Mechanism 3: Build Confi dence

Although a high level of autonomous motivation is 

important to starting and sustaining a change jour-

ney, it is insuffi cient in the absence of self-effi cacy 

or confi dence in the face of one’s obstacles. Capac-

ity and confi dence to change are typically built 

by diligent efforts over time. People have varying 

levels of self-motivation and confi dence across a 

diverse set of eating, exercise, mindfulness, or emo-

tional and self-regulation behaviors. If a client is 

reasonably confi dent and motivated to make even a 

small change, the success that follows will increase 

confi dence and motivation further. Hence, it is often 

important to help clients select a habit that, while a 

stretch, is within reach and will build confi dence a 

little. A little success will improve motivation and 

confi dence and get clients started on an upward 

spiral.

Most people who have struggled with weight 

loss or a chronic disease for some time face many chal-

lenges that have led to failed change attempts and are 

stuck in a state called chronic contemplation. Self-

effi cacy is at a low level (Moore, Tschannen-Moran, 

Drake, Campone, & Kauffman, 2005). Cohen et al. 

(2009) has shown that not only do positive emo-

tions allow us to be more open-minded and creative 

but they are also a main variable in determining 

one’s resilience to setbacks and adversity. Ideally, 

each coaching session elicits and leverages a good 

dose of positive emotions. “What’s the best thing 

that happened to you in the past week? What are 

you enjoying most in your life right now? What’s 

your favorite thing to do? What makes you thrive 

or your eyes light up?” Coaches fi nd ways to spark 

authentic positivity as a resource for creative brain-

storming to bounce back from setbacks or circum-

vent challenges. Then, when clients inevitably reach 

a roadblock, they can access more energy and cre-

ativity, improving the capacity to fi nd new paths to 

rise above obstacles.

Another important approach to improving con-

fi dence is to help clients tap into another drive in 

Deci and Ryan’s (2002) self-determination theory—

to be competent. People dislike being incompetent; 

we hate falling off our metaphorical bikes, especially 

as adults. People are more competent and success-

ful when they apply their values, strengths, and tal-

ents, as learned from the research in the application 

of character strengths (Niemiec, Rashid, Linkins, 

Green, & Mayerson, 2013). When clients tap into 

their strengths in new and creative ways, their men-

tal processing comes up with solutions more quickly.

The Transtheoretical Model of Change (Pro-

chaska, 1995) delivers tools to coaches that help 

clients determine client readiness for change of 

a given behavior, which is related to the level of 

self-effi cacy. The model categorizes stage of read-

iness to engage in a behavior and then measures 

the use of key variables that have been found to 

promote behavior change. The four key variables 

are (a) stage of change, (b) decisional balance, 

(c) self-effi cacy (i.e., examining challenging situa-

tions to create a personal relapse prevention plan), 

and (d) processes of change. Most recently, Norcross 

(2012) has translated the Transtheoretical Model of 

Change into a set of evidence-based emotional and 

behavioral processes that fi t each of fi ve stages of 

change: psych (getting psyched), prep (getting pre-

pared), perspire (take action), persevere (manage 

slips), and persist (maintain change).

Along the journey, coaches help clients deal with 

setbacks in order to fully harvest learning. Creative 

brainstorming or relational fl ow is common in most 

sessions in order to generate new insights and increase 

hope and optimism by coming up with creative possi-

bilities to navigate around numerable challenges.

Mechanism 4: Process of Change

Just as organizations inch forward via projects that 

have strategies, goals, plans, and timelines, coaching 

clients focused on health goals benefi t from struc-

tured projects and processes. Coaching often starts 
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with health and wellness or well-being assessments 

to support progress tracking. Then, just like an 

architect creates a picture of a new house, the brain 

needs a vision or picture of what the ideal future 

looks like, the “envision brainset” in Carson’s model 

of creativity (Carson, 2010). Next, it is time to design 

experiments, goals, and action plans that are set in 

motion to move clients toward their visions. Some 

clients prefer small steps, whereas others want the 

challenge of bolder goals.

Behavioral or SMART (an acronym for specifi c, 

measurable, actionable, realistic, and time-bound) 

goals, such as “I will do three 30-minute yoga ses-

sions per week,” focus on engaging in new habits 

consistently and provide specifi c ways to measure 

the success of goals. Clients may decide to set skill-

building goals such as learning how to lift weights 

safely, cook healthy meals, or meditate, or they may 

want to set “performance” goals, such as reaching 

a certain weight or blood pressure level or complet-

ing a walking race.

Having clients determine how they want to 

be accountable is a critical step, as accountability 

to others is an important source of support. There 

are many mobile technology tools for tracking and 

accountability to self and others. Coaching organi-

zations may provide online client fi les including 

assessments, tracking, goals records, and journal-

ing. The simplest approach is a regular progress 

report, perhaps weekly, monthly, or quarterly. 

Setting quarterly or annual milestones for review 

and celebration provide important validation of 

progress. Clients may also need the support of 

other health experts and therapists along the jour-

ney, and coaches need to have a wide network of 

referrals and credible information sources at their 

fi ngertips.

It is important to note that coaching programs 

and sessions may have a structure, but coaching is 

not about following a formula. The peak moments 

of generativity, the heart of coaching sessions, are 

often described as an intuitive dance or relational 

fl ow (Moore, Tschannen-Moran, Drake, Campone, 

& Kauffman, 2005). In moments of relational fl ow, 

both coach and client are highly engaged, awake, 

challenged, and stretched to the outer edges of 

their abilities. During relational fl ow, clients shift 

perspectives and gain insights and new ideas. 

Clients change in these moments, and small for-

ward leaps occur, which accumulate over time to 

lead to lasting change. These powerful coaching 

moments engage a coach’s life force, too; deliver-

ing a growth-promoting partnership is one of life’s 

greatest pleasures for coaches.
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P a r t  3 —Tr a i n i n g , 
S c o p e  o f  P r a c t i c e ,
a n d  P r o f e s s i o n a l 
G u i d e l i n e s

OBJECTIVES

After reading Part 3 of this chapter, you will be 
able to:

 ● Describe important considerations for coach train-

ing, self-care, and professional development

 ● Distinguish coaching and therapy

 ● Distinguish coaching and other professional roles

 ● Defi ne liability and scope of practice guidelines

 ● Outline the ethical expectations for coaches.

Becoming a Coach

Although the mastery of health and wellness and 

the life domains which impact mental and physical 

thriving are among one’s highest priorities, most 

would agree that managing these are among the 

greatest life challenges, especially today when the 

environment is stacked against us. Supporting those 

whose spirits are buried under signifi cant excess 

weight, those who haven’t moved their bodies with 

vigor for a long time, or those who are “stressed 

out” is perhaps the toughest arena the world of pro-

fessional coaching faces today. It is wise then for 

coaches to seek out the best training available. This 

manual helps set the bar.

Authentic empathy and complete acceptance 

come out of the pores of masterful coaches. They 

cannot summon an ounce of judgment. They have 

an uncanny ability to sniff out client strengths, val-

ues, and desires. They prefer to listen rather than 

talk. They love and enjoy client stories. They see the 

funny side in ways that facilitate growth. They hold 

up the mirror with courage when necessary. They 

have the patience to allow clients to sit in the muck, 

even in tears, without succumbing to the urge to 

rescue. They assist clients to achieve more than they 

otherwise might on their own. Masterful coaches 

take risks to challenge clients to reach higher at the 

right moment. They know that lives are at stake if 

clients don’t take great care of themselves. Best of 

all, masterful coaches know how to celebrate client 

success.

Learning to Be a Coach

It is important for credentialed health and allied 

health professionals who are performing the role 

of a health and wellness coach to be trained and 

certifi ed in coaching competencies. By learning 

how to competently use coaching skills and pro-

cesses, experienced health and allied health pro-

fessionals can improve the impact and results of 

their roles in helping clients and patients improve 

their well-being.

Some people are natural-born coaches with 

amazing aptitude for empathy, inquiry, mindful-

ness, insight, or courage. Others have developed 

their coaching skills through life experience. Even 

the best talents, however, benefi t from formal train-

ing, mentoring, and certifi cation (followed by years 

of practice, more training, and more mentoring to 

improve mastery). Learning and growth for coaches 

never stop, just as the process doesn’t stop for clients; 

it is a lifelong journey. The coach training industry 

has plenty of opportunity ahead in developing more 

masterful coaches who assist people in becoming 

masters of their own well-being and of their lives 

(Williams & Anderson, 2006).

The International Coach Federation is one 

resource for identifying accredited coach training 

programs covering diverse specialties and niches. 

Wellcoaches coach training programs are a top rec-

ommendation for coach training, for both health 

professionals focused on health and wellness and 

nonhealth professionals combining coaching with 

a domain expertise such as career, retirement, or 

fi nancial planning. Most of all, when selecting a 

coach training program, consider choosing one that:

 ● Provides evidence-based competencies, skills, 

and tools grounded in well-respected theo-

ries regarding the psychology of change and 

well-being or thriving
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 ● Acknowledges the value of positive psychology 

and other tools honoring one’s strengths, values, 

and resources

 ● Encourages client autonomy, self-effi cacy, and 

collaboration

 ● Requires live practice of newly acquired 

skills and feedback from master coaches 

and mentors

 ● Employs faculty with training and extensive 

experience as professional coaches and coach 

trainers

Practicing to Be a Coach . . . 
and a Client

To be an effective coach, it is important to experi-

ence being a client. It helps coaches understand the 

change process a client goes through. It also allows 

the coach to personally experience the results that 

can occur from a coaching partnership. Qualifi ed 

coaches can be found through the ICF or Well-

coaches, depending on the area of focus. Working 

with a mentor who may provide more advice and 

training than a coach and developing a buddy or 

peer coach relationship are other avenues to help 

one grow as a coach.

Secondly, as with any new skill set, practice is 

the only way to learn to ride the coaching bike. The 

most important step one can take throughout the 

learning journey is intensive practice of the new 

skills and ways of being—shifting from being an 

expert to being a facilitator. Early in the learning 

process, it is valuable to recruit three to fi ve practice 

coaching clients. There is much to be gained from 

applying the new skills of coaching early and often 

to better understand what works best, which skills 

come most naturally and which skills will require 

the development of new coaching muscles.

Create a Professional 
Development Plan

Being a great coach is a lifelong journey; the learning 

and professional growth never stops. It is extremely 

important to sustain a deliberate and organized 

effort to continue to develop and expand one’s skills 

as a coach. One possible step is to create a profes-

sional development plan:

 ● Assess your coaching skills on a scale of 0–10 

(review all manual chapters to identify the most 

important coaching skills for self-rating).

 ● Set up your intended outcomes—where you 

want to be in six months and one year. Choose 

a couple of skills to work on at a time in three-

month increments. This helps you focus.

 ● Develop an action plan to get there—what 

you are going to do. Use books, peers, skill 

practice, role-plays, classes, conferences, etc. 

in your plan.

 ● Set up a review time and make revisions.

 ● Celebrate all of the good things in your coaching 

life as well as your milestones as a developing 

coach!

Note that this same process can be applied to 

assess the coaching process while working with a 

client. For example, at the end of a coaching ses-

sion or client relationship, refl ect on the following 

questions:

 1. What am I learning about myself and others 

in coaching?

 2. Am I modeling wellness? If not, how do I see 

my role as a coach?

 3. What ideas of mine are being challenged in 

the coaching process?

 4. What am I discovering about myself?

 5. What are my strengths and weaknesses in 

working with this client?

 6. What mindset works best for me to facilitate 

my coaching?

 7. What stops me from saying what wants to 

be said?

 8. What don’t I understand about my client, 

and what does this show me about myself?

 9. In what ways am I fl exible, rigid?

 10. In what ways am I being supportive or critical?

 11. What judgments am I making about my 

client’s life?
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 12. What surprises me in coaching?

 13. What did I learn about the coaching process?

 14. What in coaching makes me the most 

uncomfortable?

Self-Care for the Coach

Taking care of oneself on all levels, or self-care, is 

an important part of optimal wellness. In fact, mas-

tery of wellness can be considered mastery of self-

care. Self-care can be defi ned as a way of living that 

incorporates behaviors that enable one to maintain 

personal health and balance, replenish energy and 

motivation, and grow as a person.

We all know the importance of eating a healthy 

diet and engaging in regular physical activity. But 

self-care goes beyond these basics and can include 

the following activities and many more: improving 

your physical surroundings; developing a practice 

that exercises your mind and soul; balancing fam-

ily, social, and work demands with time to unwind 

by spending time in nature; soaking in a hot bubble 

bath; watching a beautiful sunrise; and listening to 

one’s favorite music.

Practicing self-care does not come easily to 

many people who work in the “helping professions” 

because they are so accustomed to taking care of 

everyone else. It may feel selfi sh to “put yourself 

fi rst” and take care of one’s own needs when so 

many other things demand your time, energy, and 

attention. However, nurturing the body, environ-

ment, relationships, and spirit is a vital part of main-

taining good health and a vibrant life, and it is a key 

factor in having the strength and motivation to con-

tinue to give to others.

Burnout is a stress syndrome that is prevalent 

among those working in health and helping pro-

fessions. It happens when people try to reach unre-

alistic goals and end up depleting their energy and 

losing touch with themselves and others in the 

process. Burnout mainly strikes highly commit-

ted, conscientious, hard-working people and can 

be experienced by those who care passionately 

about the work they do. Burnout is “the extinction 

of motivation or incentive, especially where one’s 

devotion to a cause or relationship fails to produce 

the desired results” (Freudenberger & Richelson, 

1980). Because burnout is a condition caused by 

good intentions, it is easy to see how preventing it 

is important for coaches.

Modeling to Be a Coach

Coaches share the same journey as clients: we are all 

seeking to walk the talk and to thrive. As ICF-Master 

Certifi ed Coach Jay Perry says, “Coaching is not 

a service profession, it is a modeling profession.” 

Throughout this manual, we will focus on how to 

structure the coach-client relationship so that it 

generates life-changing movement, learning, and 

growth on the part of the client. That is the point of 

coaching—to assist clients to clarify and reach their 

goals and to enjoy developing and strengthening 

their true selves in the process. However, this takes 

more than just the masterful use of coaching tech-

niques. It takes a presence, a way of being in the 

world and with clients, which brings out the best in 

people through the quality of the connection itself. 

It’s not just what the coach does, but who the coach 

is that determines our effectiveness in coaching.

For health and wellness coaches to manifest this 

presence and to generate this quality of connection, 

they need to “be the change they seek.” In other 

words, coaches need to model in their own lives 

the very attributes of health, fi tness, and wellness 

that they assist their clients to create. That doesn’t 

mean a coach has to be “perfect,” but he or she 

clearly should be on the path to discovering his or 

her best self. The more coaches experiment with 

and put into practice the wisdom that is developed 

with clients, the more transformational their pres-

ence will be. Clients respect and are inspired by 

coaches who “walk the talk.”

To put on the mantle of role model without being 

boastful, coaches need to take care of themselves 

on all levels—physically, emotionally, intellectually, 

socially, and spiritually. Clients draw on the energy 

of a coach who is masterful at self-care, experiencing 
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greater movement and change than they otherwise 

might. The better coaches attend to their own needs, 

the better they can help clients to do the same.

Distinguishing Coaching 
and Therapy

Coaching and therapy are synergistic and differ-

ent interventions, although there is an overlap in 

the tools and skills used by coaches and therapists 

delivering solution-focused, positive, and future-

oriented therapy models. At its simplest, coaches 

help clients who are not experiencing serious men-

tal distress build a better future, whereas therapists 

generally work with clients in distress and help them 

heal small and large emotional traumas and/or 

manage mental health conditions and dysfunctional 

mental patterns. Therapists are licensed to treat 

diagnosable disorders based on the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition 

(DSM-5), which includes all currently recognized 

disorders in mental health. Coaches are not clinical 

diagnosticians, and coaches do not focus directly on 

improving a clinically diagnosed condition, although 

coaching programs have promise as an adjunct to 

mental health interventions.

It’s important that coaches are vigilant in notic-

ing issues that may require the support of a licensed 

mental health provider. Some of the more obvious 

reasons that coaches would refer to an equipped 

mental health provider are when a client (Meinke, 

2007):

1. Is exhibiting a decline in his or her ability 

to experience pleasure and/or an increase 

in being sad, hopeless, and helpless

2. Has intrusive thoughts or is unable to 

concentrate or focus

3. Is unable to get to sleep or awakens during 

the night and is unable to get back to sleep 

or sleeps excessively

4. Has a change in appetite, whether a decrease 

or increase

5. Is feeling guilty because others have suffered 

or died

6. Has feelings of despair or hopelessness

7. Is being hyperalert and/or is excessively tired

8. Has increased irritability or outbursts of anger

9. Has impulsive and risk-taking behavior

10. Has thoughts of death and/or suicide

Additionally, it is important to look for the less 

obvious indicators of mental health concerns that 

extend beyond the realm of coaching. Notice if a 

client keeps making attempts to change their way 

of living but keeps holding themselves back with 

self-defeating behavior or if a client wants to pro-

cess feelings repeatedly rather than moving forward 

toward learning and insight (Arloski, 2013).

Wendy Well set a goal to have conversation with 

her supervisor about decreasing her workload 

three weeks ago. Each week, Coach Carl and 

Wendy have discussed this goal, and no prog-

ress has been made. Instead, Wendy continually 

expresses doubt in her ability to have this conver-

sation and often refers to her childhood experi-

ences when she was criticized by her parents for 

speaking up when she had a concern. Carl notices 

this rumination on a past experience and the need 

to process these childhood feelings and says, “I’m 

noticing that the topic of your parents and their 

infl uence on you has been a part of our session 

for the last three weeks. It seems there are feelings 

to be resolved here that go beyond the work that 

you and I can do together in coaching.”

COACHING CASE

Distinguishing Coaching 
from Other Professionals

Following are distinctions among a variety of pro-

fessions that are similar yet distinct from coaching, 

as provided by ICF (2015) and the National Com-

mission for Health Education Credentialing (2014):

Consulting: Individuals or organizations retain 

consultants for their expertise. Although 
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consulting approaches vary widely, the assump-

tion is the consultant will diagnose problems and 

prescribe and sometimes implement solutions. 

With coaching, the assumption is that it is ideal 

for individuals or teams to generate their own 

solutions with the coach supplying facilitation, 

supportive, discovery-based approaches and 

frameworks, several options, and expertise 

when needed.

Mentoring: A mentor is an expert who provides 

wisdom and guidance based on his or her own 

experience. Mentoring may include advising, 

counseling, and coaching. The coaching process 

does not focus primarily on advising, mentoring, 

or counseling. It focuses instead on individu-

als or groups and teams setting and reaching 

their own objectives.

Training: Training programs are based on objectives 

set out by the trainer or instructor. Although 

objectives are clarifi ed in the coaching pro-

cess, they are set by the individual or team 

being coached with facilitation provided by 

the coach. Training also assumes a structured 

learning path that coincides with an estab-

lished curriculum. Coaching is less structured 

without a set curriculum.

Education: Educators, particularly health educa-

tors, work to encourage healthy lifestyles and 

wellness through educating individuals about 

behaviors that promote healthy living and 

prevent diseases and other health problems. 

They attempt to prevent illnesses by informing 

and educating individuals about health-related 

topics and the habits and behaviors necessary 

to avoid illness. Although coaches may provide 

education, it is combined with coaching in a 

thoughtful way that enables client autonomy 

and choice.

Athletic development and personal training: 

Although sports metaphors are often used, 

professional coaching is different from sports 

coaching. The athletic coach is often seen as 

an expert who guides and directs the behavior 

of individuals or teams based on his or her 

greater experience and knowledge. Professional 

coaches possess these qualities, but their 

experience and knowledge of the individual 

or team together determines the direction 

in a more co-creative, collaborative model. 

Additionally, professional coaching, unlike 

athletic development, does not focus on 

behaviors that are being executed poorly or 

incorrectly. Instead, the focus is on identifying 

opportunity for development and new goal 

achievement based on individual strengths 

and capabilities.

Therapy: Therapy deals with healing pain, dys-

function, and confl ict within an individual or 

in relationships. The focus is often on resolving 

diffi culties arising from the past that hamper 

an individual’s emotional functioning in 

the present, improving overall psychological 

functioning, and dealing with the present in 

more emotionally healthy ways. Coaching, on 

the other hand, supports personal and profes-

sional growth based on self-initiated change in 

pursuit of specifi c actionable outcomes. These 

outcomes are linked to personal or professional 

success. Coaching is future-focused. Although 

positive feelings and emotions may be a natural 

outcome of coaching, the primary focus is on 

creating actionable strategies for achieving 

specifi c goals in one’s work or personal life. 

The emphases in a coaching relationship are 

on action, accountability, and follow-through.

Liability and Scope of Practice

The potential for negative impact a coach can have 

on a client’s well-being is important to consider. A 

coach needs to set clear limitations around his or her 

scope of practice to minimize liability risks of advice 

that could be harmful to a client. A coach should pro-

vide expert advice and teaching only in the areas in 

which he or she has nationally recognized creden-

tials and follow evidence-based guidelines. Every 

client should be informed of the scope of practice and 

of the expert knowledge as validated by respected 

credentials that a coach brings to the relationship. If 

a coach is working with paying clients, professional 

liability insurance is also critical.
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It is also important for coaches to apply their 

expert knowledge and step in when clients are doing 

or planning to do things that will endanger their 

health, fi tness, or wellness (such as over-exercising, 

exercising unsafely when injured, not following a 

physician’s prescription, sharing medication, follow-

ing an unhealthy diet, or remaining in a high-stress 

situation). It is also important for coaches to not give 

advice on areas outside their areas of evidence-based 

competence and professional expertise. Coaching is 

no place for amateur advice.

The professional coaching industry takes the 

matter of coaching ethics very seriously. The ICF’s 

Code of Ethics in Appendix B outlines expectations 

around confl icts of interest, professional conduct 

with clients, and confi dentiality.

The Board Certifi ed Coach credential, offered 

through the Center for Credentialing and Educa-

tion, requires adherence to an ethics policy, which 

includes an emphasis on working only within one’s 

scope of expertise, requiring all applicants to recog-

nize the limitations of coaching practice and qualifi -

cations and providing services only when qualifi ed, 

to seek supervision from qualifi ed professionals 

when necessary, to provide referrals when unable 

to provide appropriate assistance to a client as well 

as when terminating a service relationship, and to 

ensure that clients, sponsors, and colleagues under-

stand that coaching services are not counseling, ther-

apy, or psychotherapy services, and avoid providing 

counseling, therapy, and psychotherapy (Center for 

Credentialing & Education Board of Directors, 2010).

Wellcoaches certifi ed coaches are required to 

adhere to clear standards as outlined in the Well-
coaches Certifi cation Handbook:

 ● As a certifi ed coach, you may provide expert 

advice only in the areas where you have 

nationally recognized credentials.

 ● You will inform clients of your scope of cre-

dentials and expertise.

 ● Any existing professional, licensure, or certifi ca-

tion affi liations that certifi ed health and wellness 

coaches have with governmental, local, state, or 

national agencies or organizations will take pre-

cedence relative to any disciplinary matters that 

pertain to practice or professional conduct.

 ● Wellcoaches certifi ed coaches shall be dedicated 

to providing competent and legally permissible 

services within the scope of practice of their 

respective certifi cation. These services shall be 

provided with integrity, competence, diligence, 

and compassion.

 ● Wellcoaches certifi ed coaches are truthful about 

their qualifi cations and the limitations of their 

expertise and provide services consistent with 

their competencies.

Appendix B:

The ICF Standards of Ethical Conduct 
(www.coachfederation.org)

Preamble: ICF Professional Coaches aspire to con-

duct themselves in a manner that refl ects posi-

tively upon the coaching profession; are respectful 

of different approaches to coaching; and recognize 

that they are also bound by applicable laws and 

regulations.

Section 1: Professional Conduct at Large

As a coach:

1. I will not knowingly make any public state-

ment that is untrue or misleading about 

what I offer as a coach or make false claims 
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in any written documents relating to the 

coaching profession or my credentials or 

the ICF.

 2. I will accurately identify my coaching quali-

fi cations, expertise, experience, certifi cations, 

and ICF Credentials.

 3. I will recognize and honor the efforts and 

contributions of others and not misrepresent 

them as my own. I understand that violating 

this standard may leave me subject to legal 

remedy by a third party.

 4. I will at all times strive to recognize personal 

issues that may impair, confl ict, or interfere 

with my coaching performance or my 

professional coaching relationships. 

Whenever the facts and circumstances 

necessitate, I will promptly seek professional 

assistance and determine the action to be 

taken, including whether it is appropriate to 

suspend or terminate my coaching 

relationship(s).

 5. I will conduct myself in accordance with 

the ICF Code of Ethics in all coach training, 

coach mentoring, and coach supervisory 

activities.

 6. I will conduct and report research with 

competence, honesty, and within recognized 

scientifi c standards and applicable subject 

guidelines. My research will be carried out 

with the necessary consent and approval of 

those involved and with an approach that 

will protect participants from any potential 

harm. All research efforts will be performed 

in a manner that complies with all the 

applicable laws of the country in which the 

research is conducted.

 7. I will maintain, store, and dispose of any 

records created during my coaching business 

in a manner that promotes confi dentiality, 

security, and privacy, and complies with any 

applicable laws and agreements.

 8. I will use ICF Member contact information 

(e-mail addresses, telephone numbers, etc.) 

only in the manner and to the extent autho-

rized by the ICF.

Section 2: Confl icts of Interest

As a coach:

 9. I will seek to avoid confl icts of interest and 

potential confl icts of interest and openly dis-

close any such confl icts. I will offer to remove 

myself when such a confl ict arises.

 10. I will disclose to my client and his or her 

sponsor all anticipated compensation from 

third parties that I may pay or receive for 

referrals of that client.

 11. I will only barter for services, goods, or other 

non-monetary remuneration when it will not 

impair the coaching relationship.

 12. I will not knowingly take any personal, pro-

fessional, or monetary advantage or benefi t 

of the coach-client relationship, except by a 

form of compensation as agreed in the agree-

ment or contract.

Section 3: Professional Conduct with Clients

As a coach:

 13. I will not knowingly mislead or make false 

claims about what my client or sponsor will 

receive from the coaching process or from me 

as the coach.

 14. I will not give my prospective clients or 

sponsors information or advice I know or 

believe to be misleading or false.

 15. I will have clear agreements or contracts with 

my clients and sponsor(s). I will honor all 

agreements or contracts made in the context 

of professional coaching relationships.

 16. I will carefully explain and strive to ensure 

that, prior to or at the initial meeting, my 

coaching client and sponsor(s) understand 

the nature of coaching, the nature and limits 

of confi dentiality, fi nancial arrangements, 

and any other terms of the coaching agree-

ment or contract.

 17. I will be responsible for setting clear, appro-

priate, and culturally sensitive boundaries 

that govern any physical contact I may have 

with my clients or sponsors.
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 18. I will not become sexually intimate with any 

of my current clients or sponsors.

 19. I will respect the client’s right to terminate 

the coaching relationship at any point during 

the process, subject to the provisions of the 

agreement or contract. I will be alert to indi-

cations that the client is no longer benefi ting 

from our coaching relationship.

 20. I will encourage the client or sponsor to 

make a change if I believe the client or spon-

sor would be better served by another coach 

or by another resource.

 21. I will suggest my client seek the services of 

other professionals when deemed necessary 

or appropriate.

Section 4: Confi dentiality/Privacy

As a coach:

 22. I will maintain the strictest levels of confi -

dentiality with all client and sponsor infor-

mation. I will have a clear agreement or con-

tract before releasing information to another 

person, unless required by law.

 23. I will have a clear agreement upon how 

coaching information will be exchanged 

among coach, client, and sponsor.

 24. When acting as a trainer of student coaches, 

I will clarify confi dentiality policies with the 

students.

 25. I will have associated coaches and other per-

sons whom I manage in service of my clients 

and their sponsors in a paid or volunteer 

capacity make clear agreements or contracts 

to adhere to the ICF Code of Ethics Part 2, 

Section 4: Confi dentiality/Privacy standards 

and the entire ICF Code of Ethics to the 

extent applicable.

The ICF Pledge of Ethics

As an ICF Professional Coach, I acknowledge and 

agree to honor my ethical and legal obligations to my 

coaching clients and sponsors, colleagues, and to the 

public at large. I pledge to comply with the ICF Code 

of Ethics and to practice these standards with those 

whom I coach. If I breach this Pledge of Ethics or any 

part of the ICF Code of Ethics, I agree that the ICF 

in its sole discretion may hold me accountable for so 

doing. I further agree that my accountability to the 

ICF for any breach may include sanctions, such as loss 

of my ICF Membership and/or my ICF Credentials.

Approved by the Ethics and Standards Committee 
on October 30, 2008. Approved by the ICF Board of Direc-
tors on December 18, 2008.
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“The coach’s certainty is greater than the client’s doubt.”

— D A V E  B U C K ,  P R E S I D E N T  O F  C O A C H V I L L E
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Coaching 
Relationship 
Skills

C H A P T E R  2

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Defi ne the coaching relationship, the “heart of 
coaching”

 ● Describe the skills for establishing trust and build-
ing rapport within a coaching relationship

 ● Name and discuss three core coaching skills

 ● Identify the skills for mindful listening, open-ended 
inquiry, and perceptive refl ections

 ● Identify additional tools for developing the coaching 
relationship

 ● Connect the building of strong relationships to self-
determination theory

Relationship: The Heart 
of Coaching and Growth

A trusting, authentic, and connected bond between 

coach and client is the fi rst goal of any coaching 

relationship. The following summarizes the per-

spectives of a variety of expert coaches and coaching 

organizations who place high value on the coach-

client relationship:

“Coaching Mastery: Establishing and maintaining a 

relationship of trust.

Defi nition: Ensure a safe space and supportive relation-

ship for personal growth, discovery, and transformation.

Effect: The client is open to sharing and receiving; the 

client perceives the coach as a personal advocate; the 

client sees transformation and growth as manageable; 

and the client has realistic expectations of results and 

responsibilities of coaching.

Key Elements: Mutual respect and acceptance; confi dence 

and reassurance; and the client feels safe to share fears 

without judgment from the coach.”—International 

Association of Coaching, 2014

“Coaching Competency: Co-creating the Relationship

How: Establishing trust and intimacy with the client—

ability to create a safe, supportive environment that 

produces ongoing mutual respect and trust.

 ●  Shows genuine concern for the client’s welfare and 

future

 ●  Continuously demonstrates personal integrity, hon-

esty and sincerity

 ● Establishes clear agreements and keeps promises

 ●  Demonstrates respect for client’s perceptions, learn-

ing style, personal being

 ●  Provides ongoing support for and champions new 

behaviors and actions, including those involving 

risk taking and fear of failure

 ●  Asks permission to coach client in sensitive, new 

areas”—International Coach Federation, 2014

“Coaching is that part of a relationship in which a 

person is primarily dedicated to serving the long-term 
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development, competence, self-generation, and alive-

ness in the other.”—Doug Silsbee, Presence-Based Coach-
ing, 2008

“Coaching is the art of creating an environment through 

conversation and a way of being that facilitates the 

process by which a person can move toward desired 

goals in a fulfi lling manner.”—Tim Gallwey, The Inner 
Game of Work, 2000, p. 177

“Coaching is a process that fosters self-awareness and 

that results in the motivation to change as well as the 

guidance needed if change is to take place in ways 

that meet organizational performance needs.”—David 

Dotlich and Peter Cairo, Action Coaching, 1999, p. 31

“Coaching is essentially a growth and results-oriented 

conversation—a dialog between a coach and a coachee. 

Coaching helps individuals access what they can 

discover given a deeply refl ective and collaborative 

mindset. Clients may never have asked themselves 

the coach’s questions, and they have a greater ability 

to discover answers than they often appreciate. A 

coach assists, supports, and encourages individuals 

to discover their answers. Coaching is about fostering 

learning—yet a coach is not a teacher and does not 

always know how to do things better than the client. A 

coach can notice and observe patterns, set a stage for 

new actions, and then work with a client to put these 

new, more successful actions into place.

Through various coaching techniques such as 

listening, refl ecting, asking questions, and provid-

ing information, clients become more self-refl ective, 

self-correcting, and self-generating. Coaching starts 

by asking the right questions—a coach engages in a 

collaborative alliance with the individual to establish 

and clarify purpose and goals and to develop a plan 

of action to achieve these goals.”—Perry Zeus and 

Suzanne Skiffi ngton, The Complete Guide to Coaching at 
Work, 2000, p. 3

Despite nuances of perspective and empha-

sis, these defi nitions of coaching share a common 

denominator: relationship. Human beings are fun-

damentally and pervasively motivated by a need 

to belong, by a strong desire to form and maintain 

enduring personal attachments; they seek frequent 

positive interaction within the context of long-term, 

caring relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

Coaching is one such growth-fostering relation-

ship that enables clients to reach their goals and get 

closer to their visions.

It has long been thought that the relation-

ship between a helper (therapist or coach) and 

a client is the fundamental ingredient in positive 

outcomes. This was confi rmed in a meta-analysis 

completed by Norcross and Lambert (2010), which 

found that the therapy relationship makes substan-

tial and consistent contributions to patient success 

in all types of psychotherapy studied (e.g., psy-

chodynamic, humanistic, cognitive, behavioral, 

systemic) and accounts for why clients improve 

(or fail to improve) as much as the particular treat-

ment method (Norcross & Lambert, 2010). Based 

on coaching research, De Haan (2008) reports that 

the quality of the coach-client relationship (also 

called “working alliance”) is the best predictor of 

client success. It’s not that the client who experi-

enced positive outcomes described the relationship 

as positive, but that a relationship deemed pos-

itive at the beginning of the engagement leads to 

subsequent positive outcomes. The second most 

important factor reported was a set of personal 

characteristics for the coach—being empathetic, 

inspiring confi dence, appearing competent, his or 

her own positive mental health, and the ability of 

the coach to operate from the client’s value system 

(Fig. 2.1) (De Haan, 2008).

The core coaching skills described in this chap-

ter are also consistent with International Coach 

Federation’s core coaching competencies (Interna-

tional Coach Federation, 2014) and the International 

Asso ciation of Coaching’s list of coaching masteries 

Figure 2.1. The success of the coaching experience depends on 

the coaching relationship.
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(certifi edcoach.org) and are widely taught by coach 

education and training schools. These skills are not 

new discoveries by coaches; rather, they are foun-

dational relational skills of counseling and clinical 

psychologists and are core skills of the motivational 

interviewing approach used both in therapy and in 

coaching.

Most importantly, a respectful, collaborative, 

client-centered coaching relationship also supports 

self-determination.

“Many models of intervention and change have sug-

gested that the practitioner-patient relationship is an 

important medium and vehicle of change. In health-

care this is especially so, as vulnerable individu-

als, often lacking in technical expertise, look for the 

inputs and guidance of professionals. In this process, 

a sense of being respected, understood, and cared 

for is essential to forming the experiences of connec-

tion and trust that allow for internalization to occur.” 

(Ryan et al., 2008).

Relatedness, one of the key components in 

the development of self-determination, is nurtured 

when one is in a relationship; it conveys respect, 

and the individual feels valued and experiences 

warmth and empathy from the coach.

Establishing Trust and Rapport

The coaching relationship requires the establishment 

of strong trust and rapport in order to generate a 

productive and fulfi lling change process. When trust 

and rapport are absent, so is a growth-fostering envi-

ronment. Megan Tschannen-Moran (2004) defi nes 

trust as the “willingness to be vulnerable to another 

based on the confi dence that the other is benevolent, 

honest, open, reliable, and competent.” Understand-

ing the importance of these fi ve qualities, masterful 

coaches pay constant attention to using them in every 

conversation. Additional dimensions of relationship 

building are expanded in the following.

Hold Unconditional Positive Regard

According to Carl Rogers (1995), unconditional 

positive regard is defi ned as “being completely 

accepting toward another person, without reserva-

tions.” Holding such regard for clients is essential 

for establishing rapport and trust. The coaching 

alliance will be weak and unsuccessful if clients do 

not believe that their coaches are on their side, 

accepting them unconditionally.

Judgment, criticism, and disappointment—both 

spoken and unspoken—do not motivate or support 

behavior change. It is not appropriate for the coach 

to point out clients’ shortcomings and teach them 

better ways; rather, a coach is called to champion cli-

ents’ strengths and invite them to fi gure out better 

ways. When a coach believes in his or her clients 

and holds positive regard for them—regardless of 

what they do or do not accomplish—the relation-

ship can bolster both self-effi cacy and self-esteem. 

Unfailing positive regard is the key to establishing 

rapport and trust, and it is the foundation for master-

ful coaching.

Show Empathy

Traditionally, empathy is defi ned as “the feeling 

that you understand and share another person’s 

experiences and emotions: the ability to share some-

one else’s feelings.” The diffi culty with this view of 

empathy in the coaching relationship is that it can 

distract from the focus on the client’s agenda and 

shift focus to the experience (feelings, perspectives, 

opinions) of the coach. This can lead to more unde-

sirable attitudes such as sympathy (identifying 

with the client’s experience on an emotional level 

and experiencing the same emotions or emotional 

contagion) and pity (a strong feeling of sadness or 

sympathy for someone or something that causes 

sadness or disappointment).

In the context of coaching, empathy is more 

accurately defi ned as a respectful understanding of 

another person’s experience, including his or her 

feelings, needs, and desires. From this perspective, 

empathy is quite different from sympathy. Some-

one who is sympathetic identifi es with another’s 

experience, whereas an empathetic person seeks to 

understand and appreciate that experience. And 

empathy acknowledges the client’s right to feel and 

experience the situation however he or she chooses 
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without needing pity, sadness, or disappointment 

from the coach. Coaching is made possible by 

empathic engagement that builds relationships and 

facilitates growth.

Empathy helps build trust and rapport. When 

clients are struggling, it's especially important to 

connect with their feelings, needs, and desires in 

a positive, supportive, and understanding way. 

When clients feel judged, their self-effi cacy and 

readiness to change may be undermined. When 

clients feel a lack of compassion, they may become 

resistant to coaching resources.

Be a Humble Role Model

To develop trust and rapport with clients, coaches 

serve as humble role models for optimal health and 

wellness, “walking the talk” without being boast-

ful, arrogant, or rude. Humility is present when 

a coach is continually working on his or her own 

fulfi llment, balance, health, fi tness, and well-being, 

knowing there is still much to learn. The challenge 

is to be a role model without placing oneself on a 

pedestal or talking too much about one’s own suc-

cesses. The key is to never dominate the conversa-

tion with one's own experiences in an eagerness to 

help and to always remain humble.

At the start of a coaching partnership, coaches 

typically deliver a brief yet inspirational intro-

duction that captures our passion for health, fi tness, 

wellness, and coaching. A succinct summary of a 

coach’s background and how he or she works with 

clients should be included. “What more do you want 

to know about me?” is a great way to end the sum-

mary and invite questions that build rapport.

People come to coaching not only to learn, but 

also for inspiration. Most people already know or at 

least have a sense of what they “should” be doing 

to improve health, fi tness, and wellness. They just 

don’t know how to do it consistently. By drawing 

close to someone who does, like a coach, they hope to 

gain insight and inspiration for the journey. Personal 

disclosure on the part of the coach is appropriate 

and valuable when it serves the best interests of 

the client and the coaching program, not because 

a coach wants to share and be understood (subtly 

inviting the client to play the helper role). A coach 

must carefully discern if and when to share who he 

or she is; why he or she cares about health, fi tness, 

and wellness; how he or she lives; his or her victories 

and struggles; and what he or she knows and doesn’t 

know about health and wellness.

Slow Down

It is important to continue to establish trust and 

rapport in each and every coaching session. Trust 

and rapport are not earned in a single moment. 

They are earned or lost during every moment of 

coaching sessions. If coaches are in a hurry to “get 

down to business,” trust and rapport will be com-

promised or lost. Coaches need to set aside the time 

to have a relaxed—and relaxing—presence with 

clients. Even when appointments are scheduled back 

to back, it is important to slow down, be completely 

present, and savor every moment with each client.

Under-Promise and Over-Deliver

Nothing undermines trust and rapport more than 

broken promises. That is why it is extremely impor-

tant to monitor and select one’s words carefully, both 

during coaching sessions and in communications 

between sessions. A professional coach delivers on 

every promise. Some promises, such as being ready 

and available when clients call for coaching, are 

unspoken parts of the coaching agreement. Other 

promises, such as sending clients information, are 

offered in the course of conversation.

Delivering on all promises is crucial to the 

coaching relationship. Be careful to not fall into 

the trap of over-promising and under-delivering. 

This may be common in our society, as people 

seek to make themselves look good, but it quickly 

leads to failed coaching relationships and poor out-

comes. Delivering more than was promised creates 

an even stronger bond. Going beyond the expected 

minimum is a great way to build rapport and trust. 

For example, coaches may contact clients by e-mail 

between coaching sessions to congratulate them or 

to remind them of something important. Offering 

the opportunity for an occasional extra coaching 

session or check-in at no extra charge is a real “wow!” 
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and a great relationship builder. When clients e-mail 

or contact a coach, it is best practice to respond 

within 24 hours business hours, if only to acknowl-

edge the contact and to promise a date and time for 

a more thoughtful response.

The Client Finds the Answers, 
as Far as Is Possible

The more that clients, in creative collaboration with 

their coaches, discover new insights, perspectives, 

strengths, goals, and plans, and the more they design 

their own strategies for growth and change, the more 

autonomous and competent they become.

When clients need to gain knowledge or learn 

new skills to move forward, it’s important to pre-

serve client autonomy when helping them gain 

knowledge and skills. If coaches have relevant knowl-

edge and expertise, they ask permission to offer their 

expertise and teaching, while leaving clients in 

control of their decision and choices. If coaches do 

not have relevant expertise and knowledge, coaches 

can help clients fi nd and pursue appropriate knowl-

edge and expertise from other sources.

Coaching is about fostering growth, not forcing 

it. It can be especially diffi cult to encourage clients to 

fi nd their own answers when the coach has exper-

tise in particular areas (e.g., diabetes, weight loss). 

Clients may ask for advice in managing medical 

conditions, making medical decisions, or learning 

new skills (e.g., strength training or meditation). The 

more expertise one has, the easier it is to slip into the 

role of expert or advisor and to insist on what clients 

must work on or do. Given that telling clients what to 

do can damage trust, create resistance, and hold back 

self-determination, imagine that the client is sitting in 

the driver’s seat, and the coach is offering expert infor-

mation to consider from the passenger seat, rather 

than grabbing the steering wheel and deciding what a 

client should do or where a client should go next

There is a growing and hopeful shift in the 

healthcare industry to become more client-centered 

(patient-centered) and allow for increased client 

determination and self-discovery. In a systematic 

review on health and wellness coaching, 61% of 

coaching processes could be described as patient-

centered, 45% allow clients to determine their own 

goals, and 42% encourage self-discovery (Wolever 

et al., 2013). The healthcare fi eld still has a long 

way to shift away from top-down and authoritative 

directing, prescribing, and educating in order to fos-

ter autonomy, competence, and self-determination.

When it is given, information should be offered 

in response to a request or offered as a choice, and 

it should almost always be framed as a possibility 

rather than as a prescription. Allowing the client to 

make the choice supports autonomy and is mutu-

ally constructive for coaches and clients alike. Some-

thing is wrong in the relationship when coaches are 

working harder or talking more than their clients in 

coaching sessions, whether to create goals, fi gure 

out strategies, or develop the case for change.

Coach Carl notices that his client, Wendy Well, seems 

frantic at the beginning of their coaching session. 

When he mentions this, she acknowledges that it 

has been a hectic day and she is feeling stressed. 

Carl has taught many stress management courses 

in workplace wellness programs and could easily 

make suggestions about stress reduction techniques 

that Wendy could use. Instead, Carl uses the coach 

approach and asks Wendy what she could like to do 

in this situation and what would be most helpful as 

his support. Wendy, still frenzied, responds saying 

she’s not really certain; stress just seems to be a 

way of life. Next, balancing the expert approach 

with the coach approach, Carl asks Wendy whether 

she would like to discuss some quick techniques 

to tame her frenzy right now. Wendy agrees. Carl 

remembers the importance of allowing a client 

to feel autonomous and says the following: “One 

thing that has been helpful to my clients in the 

past is to pause for 60 seconds to do some deep 

breathing. Another client really enjoyed taking a 

moment to explore what she was grateful for. And 

another got a real boost from doing a simple chair 

yoga exercise. Which of these appeals to you? Did 

any give you an idea for something you could do 

right now that would work for you?”

COACHING CASE
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Confi dentiality Is Crucial

The coaching relationship is built on a foundation 

of confi dentiality. Clients need to know that the 

information they share with their coaches will not 

be shared with others. A coach should make this 

clear both orally and in writing. Some clients may 

initially be intimidated or uncomfortable about 

personal disclosure. It is up to the coach to create a 

safe place by establishing a policy of confi dentiality 

from the beginning.

There may be instances when a client wants to 

share something personal but does not want it to 

be recorded in your paper, electronic, or web client 

fi les. A client may say something like, “I want to 

tell you something, but I don’t want it to be written 

down or be part of my record.” It is important to 

exclude such confi dences from records or coaching 

notes but only if it does not create liability (i.e., it is 

a health-endangering or illegal behavior).

Additionally, the Health Insurance Portability 

and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA) requires 

that individuals, organizations, and agencies that 

meet the defi nition of a covered entity under HIPAA 

must comply with the law’s requirements to pro-

tect the privacy and security of health information 

and must respect certain rights with respect to indi-

viduals' health information. This includes provid-

ers such as doctors, clinics, psychologists, dentists,

chiropractors, nursing homes, and pharmacies if 

they transmit any information in an electronic form 

in connection with a transaction for which the fed-

eral government’s U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services has adopted a standard. It would 

be wise for any coach engaging in health and well-

ness-related coaching to be aware of the require-

ments of HIPAA. Learn more at www.hhs.gov.

Be Authentic

Authenticity is not only the best policy, it is the only 

policy when it comes to coaching. Clients and coaches 

alike should agree to “share what is there” with cour-

age, because honest communication leads to learn-

ing and growth. However, coaches should never be 

or sound critical or judgmental. Coaches are called 

to share thoughts, feelings, and intuitions with com-

passion, empathy, and care. A trusting and meaning-

ful coaching relationship is built through authentic 

inquiries and refl ections.

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is the nonjudgmental awareness of 

what is happening in the present moment. The topic 

of mindfulness is now supported by a large body of 

knowledge and practice; it is considered a health-

promoting intervention that enhances the coaching 

process. In order to increase client awareness of 

the critical variables which infl uence their success, 

coaches ask questions, give feedback, and co-create 

assignments that increase client mindfulness.

More often than not, clients are not fully aware 

of and awake to where they are and what they are 
doing. That’s because people often walk around on 

automatic pilot. When they are eating, they may 

simultaneously be reading, working, or worrying 

about past or future events instead of tasting fully 

each bite of food. When they are working out, they 

may be thinking about all they have to do that day 

instead of being in tune with their bodies and what 

they are doing.

Mindfulness is a way to break free from being 

on autopilot. By paying attention to our thoughts, 

feelings, behaviors, relationships, and environments 

without judgment or condemnation, we wake up 

to the experience of what’s going on around us and 

within us while it’s actually happening. This frees us 

to make informed decisions about new directions.

Everyone has the ability to be mindful. For 

example, eating provides a wonderful opportunity 

to become mindful. Instead of rushing through meals 

or snacks, doing two things at once with hardly a 

thought as to what we are eating, where the food 

comes from, or how it will impact our bodies, minds, 

and spirits, we can slow down and pay attention in 

ways that increase enjoyment, change our relation-

ship to food, and make us more conscious of our 

consumption. Such mindfulness can lead not only to 

improved eating habits but also to fuller experiences 
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in other areas of life. Increased mindfulness in one 

area leads to increased mindfulness in all areas.

One strategy for promoting mindfulness is to 

ensure that a coach’s working space has minimal 

distractions, (e.g., foot traffi c, noise, phone, and 

computer alerts) that could interfere with one’s 

ability to remain present and focused. Relaxation 

and reminder techniques can assist you in leaving 

your thoughts and concerns “at the door” in order 

to focus entirely on the client. “Set your intention to 

pay attention” is a great refrain to use prior to each 

coaching session.

To give clients an experience of mindfulness 

during coaching sessions, coaches may want to 

include mindfulness exercises. For example, coaches 

may want to start their coaching conversations with 

a minute of silence and breath work. They may also 

choose to guide clients to discover an object with a 

beginner’s mind. For example, the coach can guide 

clients to experience a raisin very slowly by exam-

ining its surface, feeling its texture, smelling it, etc. 

Clients can then be told to put it in their mouths 

and get a sense of it on their tongues. Then and 

only then should they take the fi rst bite, eating it 

as slowly as possible, noticing each sensation as it 

comes. This exercise allows clients to awaken from 

their automatic reactions to food which may not 

support healthy eating.

By increasing mindfulness during coaching 

sessions, clients learn to increase mindfulness in 

their daily experiences. They naturally grow to 

pay more attention not only to the food but also 

to the many dynamics of health, wellness, and life. 

Jon Kabat-Zinn (2005) writes:

“When, through the practice of mindfulness, we learn 

to listen to the body through all its sense doors, as well 

as to attend to the fl ow of our thoughts and feelings, 

we are beginning the process of reestablishing and 

strengthening connectedness within our own inner 

landscape. That attention nurtures a familiarity and an 

intimacy with our lives unfolding at the level of what 

we call body and what we call mind that depends 

and strengthens well-being and a sense of ease in 

our relationship to whatever is unfolding in our lives 

from moment to moment. We thus move from dis-ease, 

including outright disease, to greater ease and harmony 

and, as we shall see, greater health.” (p. 123)

Because it is important to be mindful in the 

everyday moments of our lives, coaches may want 

to offer advice to clients on how they can ele-

vate mindfulness between coaching sessions. For 

example, clients can ask themselves the following 

questions before, during, and after eating:

 ● Where am I?

 ● What is my body position?

 ● What is going on around me?

 ● Am I really hungry?

 ● What does the food look, smell, feel, and 

taste like?

 ● What am I thinking about?

 ● What am I feeling?

 ● What do I really want to eat?

 ● How can I enhance my experience of eating?

Coaches cannot facilitate the development of 

mindfulness in their clients unless they become 

mindful. It is only in the practice of mindfulness 

that we can come to understand the process and its 

effect on health, fi tness, and wellness. By practic-

ing mindfulness in our everyday lives and showing 

up mindfully with clients, coaches enable clients to 

learn, grow, and develop beyond what they might 

otherwise have imagined possible.

Mindfulness is also a critical ingredient for 

coaches in managing their emotions during coach-

ing sessions. The more a coach knows about what is 

going on with themselves, the less they will allow 

their own events, feelings, opinions, and worries to 

get in the way of being present in the moment.

When clients trigger an emotional response, a 

coach needs to notice those feelings and then gen-

tly set them aside, staying focused on the client. 

Examining those feelings later outside the coaching 

session—alone or with a mentor coach—is important 

to a coach's development.

Here are some tips for activating mindfulness 

before coaching sessions:

 ● Take three deep breaths.

 ● Close eyes for fi ve seconds.

 ● Become aware of your breathing.

 ● Say to yourself:
 �  I am grateful for this opportunity to connect 

and make a difference.
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 �  I have an opportunity to make a pivotal 
contribution.

 �  I am open to and curious about what will 
unfold.

Three Core Coaching Skills

Although different coaching models and platforms 

have their own inventory, language, and description 

of what’s in the coaching repertoire, three coach-

ing skills are consistently found across platforms, 

and these form the basis for developing the coach-

ing relationship. They are introduced here and are 

explored again from different angles in later chapters.

Mindful Listening

Mindful listening is perhaps the most important 

of all coaching skills. It is certainly a critical com-

ponent in building trust and rapport with a client. 

Additionally, it is the most important element in 

improving the quality of the conversation between 

coach and client. When coaches are distracted, 

whether physically, intellectually, emotionally, or 

spiritually, the coaching relationship suffers.

Listening that brings full, nonjudgmental 

awareness of what someone is saying in the present 

moment is the hallmark of great coaching. Indeed, 

there may be no other relationship in our clients’ 

lives where they are heard in the way they are heard 

by coaches. People seldom have the undivided, 

nonjudgmental attention of anyone, even for brief 

periods of time. Trying to do two things at once 

may cause us to lose strands of the conversation and 

degrade the quality of our inquiries and refl ections. 

And clients can tell when coaches are not 100% 

present. If coaches fail to pay full attention, their 

energy becomes less focused and engaging. Clients 

will often accept this low level of focus and engage-

ment because it is the norm in modern culture. It’s 

up to the coach to take the conversation to a higher 

level by paying full attention.

Paying attention is about more than just listen-

ing to or looking at the client. In the overstimulated 

environment of today, brains have become “wired 

into a state of frenzy and chronic distraction” 

(Hammerness & Moore, 2012). Coaches and clients 

need to retrain their brains to sustain attention to be 

truly mindful in the present moment. Mindfulness 

is the nonjudgmental awareness of what is happen-

ing in the present moment. Mindfulness is a way 

to break free from being on autopilot or from being 

frenzied and caught up in the core emotions of 

anxiety, sadness, and anger. By paying attention to 

one’s thoughts, feelings, behaviors, relationships, 

and environments without judgment or condemna-

tion, it is possible to wake up to the experience of 

what’s going on around us and within us while it’s 

actually happening. This frees one to make informed 

decisions about new directions. Therefore, mindful-

ness is important for both the coach and client in the 

coaching session.

Mindful listening involves listening for the 

meaningful whole, including such diverse elements 

as a client’s best experiences, core values, signifi cant 

moments, feelings, current challenges, and future 

dreams. In addition, the stories clients tell enable 

coaches to tap into their intuition in order to gener-

ate better questions and more evocative refl ections. 

These are the raw materials of coaching. Masterful 

coaches listen to the words and to the truth beyond 

the words. It is important to not only listen to the 

facts (cognitive listening) but also to the feelings 

and needs behind the facts (affective listening). 

“The facts, ma’am, just the facts,” may be suitable for 

detective work, but it is never enough for coaching. 

Clients’ moods, emotions, tones, energy, body lan-

guage, hesitations, and pacing provide important 

clues. Listening for trends and repeated patterns can 

lead to important insights.

Here are some quick tips for mindful listening:

 ● Do not think about what you will say next until 

your client has spoken the last word of his or 

her thought.

 ● Pause after your client has spoken.

 ● Weave the client’s last words into the next step.

 ● Weave the client’s story into later steps.

 ● Listen for emotions as well as facts.

 ● Do not interrupt (except in the rare moment 

when your client wanders off track).

 ● Mirror what the client has said to confi rm your 

understanding.
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Mindfulness is also a critical skill for coaches 

in managing their emotions during coaching ses-

sions. The more coaches are aware of their inner 

experience, the less they will allow their own expe-

riences, feelings, opinions, and worries to get in 

the way of being present in the moment. When cli-

ents trigger an emotional response for the coach, a 

mindful coach will notice those feelings and gently 

set them aside to stay focused wholly on the cli-

ent. Following the coaching session, the coach can 

then examine those feelings alone or with a mentor 

coach. Coaches must silence the voices in their own 

heads so they can actively pay attention to the voice 

of the client. “Listen until I don’t exist” is the motto 

of great coaches. That’s because they set aside their 

agendas in order to pay singular attention to their 

clients’ agendas. Coaches describe the experience 

as both liberating and deep. Mindful listening is 

transformational, not only for the client but also for 

the coach.

also to the many dynamics of health, wellness, and 

life. Thich Nhat Hanh (1999) writes:

Feelings, whether of compassion or irritation, should 

be welcomed, recognized, and treated on an abso-

lutely equal basis; because both are ourselves. The 

tangerine I am eating is me. The mustard greens I am 

planting are me. I plant with all my heart and mind. 

I clean this teapot with the kind of attention I would 

have were I giving the baby Buddha or Jesus a bath. 

Nothing should be treated more carefully than any-

thing else. In mindfulness, compassion, irritation, mus-

tard green plant, and teapot are all sacred.” 

–Thich Nhat Hanh, The Miracle of Mindfulness: An 

Introduction to the Practice of Meditation

Open-Ended Inquiry

To enable clients to open up and explore their sto-

ries, it’s important to ask open-ended questions. 

Open-ended questions elicit long, narrative answers. 

Closed-ended questions elicit short, “sound-bite” 

answers.

Coach Carl has had a busy day of coaching; clients 

were scheduled for him back to back with barely 

a moment’s break in between. As if that weren’t 

enough to make him feel frenzied, Carl just fi nished 

a session with his most diffi  cult client and is begin-

ning to regret one of the questions he asked his 

client because it seemed to take the session off  

track. However, Carl has another coaching ses-

sion with Wendy Well in two minutes and knows 

that he needs to be mindful and calm for her. 

He takes three slow, deep breaths, being mindful 

of each breath in and out. Next, he focuses on a 

mantra: “I am grateful for this opportunity to con-

nect and make a diff erence. I am open and curious 

about what will unfold. I choose to be present.”

COACHING CASE

By increasing mindfulness during coaching 

sessions, clients learn to increase mindfulness in 

their daily experiences. They naturally grow to pay 

more attention not only to eating and exercising but 

Closed-Ended Questions

Coach Carl is checking in with Wendy Well to 

see how she did with her goals from last week. 

“Did you eat salad for lunch last week?” he asks.

“Yes,” she replies.

“OK, great!” says Carl, “Did you enjoy it?”

“Yes” she replies again.

“Good. Will you do it again next week?” he asks.

“Probably not,” she says.

COACHING CASE

Closed-ended questions can lead to a dead-end, 

lifeless conversation, creating more work for the 

coach and fewer insights for the client.
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“What” and “how” are often the best ways to 

begin open-ended questions because they encourage 

storytelling. Because stories are the stuff that move 

people to change, “what” and “how” are the starting 

points for great coaching questions. “Why” ques-

tions are often not as useful, as they tend to provoke 

analysis rather than storytelling. They may also evoke 

resistance because they can suggest judgment. For 

example, asking “Why did you eat the whole cake?” 

may cause a client to respond defensively. “Why” 

questions, however, can be powerful when deployed 

to elicit autonomous motivation. You can connect 

clients to their deepest motivators by asking, “Why 

do you treasure your vision and goals, and why do 

they matter deeply?”

Although coaches use more open than closed 

questions, there is a place for closed questions. 

For example, when coaches ask clients whether 

they want to commit, whether it is to a vision, strat-

egy, or goal—“Are you ready to move forward?”

Do not rush clients through the telling of their 

stories sparked by open-ended inquiry. By taking 

the time to evoke and listen to a client’s stories, a 

coach refl ects a genuine interest in a client’s expe-

rience and aspirations. It’s never helpful to grill a 

client with a series of questions, especially one right 

after another. Instead of asking clients to cut to the 

chase, invite clients to elaborate in order to tease 

out the nuances, meanings, and treasures in their 

stories. Displaying curiosity is a wonderful way to 

help a client open up. It’s also not helpful to make 

assumptions or launch too quickly into advice 

giving. Take the time to listen to what’s being 

said, to what’s not being said, and to what clients 

may want to say, gently guiding them to discover 

their own answers. Great inquiries elicit what is 

on the client’s mind rather than what is on the 

coach’s mind.

When clients avoid or fail to respond to a 

question, or if you think they aren’t being totally 

authentic in their answer, drop it and come back 

to it at another time. If this happens consistently 

regarding the same issue, you may want to share 

this perception with your client without judgment. 

Accept the client’s decision about what to share 

and what to keep private.

Examples of Open-Ended Inquiry

 ● What would you like your wellness to look 

like in three months, one year, two years, 

fi ve years, etc.?

 ● What are the top three values in your life?

 ● What are the top three goals in your life?

 ● What part of your life is most important to you?

 ● What would you like less of in your life?

 ● What would you like more of in your life?

 ● What excites you?

 ● What would you like to accomplish in the next 

three months?

 ● What motivators are important enough to you 

to enable you to overcome your obstacles meet 

your goals?

 ● What would your life be like if you achieve 

these goals?

 ● What would your life be like if you do not 

achieve these goals?

 ● What is the best case scenario?

 ● What is the worst case scenario?

 ● What will it take for you to make changes?

 ● What have you tried and succeeded to accom-

plish in your life that is similar to this goal?

 ● What are some new possibilities that you haven’t 

considered before?

 ● What do you think is the best possible outcome 

of our coaching program?

 ● What do you think is the likely outcome of our 

coaching program?

 ● What do you think is the worst possible out-

come of our coaching program?

 ● What would you like the outcome of our coaching 

program to be?

 ● What is happening when you feel _______?

 ● What are the triggers that are stimulating you 

to feel _______?

 ● What would it take to deal with your feelings 

of ______?

 ● What is holding you back or standing in your 

way? How is it holding you back?

 ● What are you afraid of?

 ● What is at risk for you?

 ● What is more important to you than meeting 

this goal?

Moore_CH02_final.indd   36Moore_CH02_final.indd   36 5/24/15   1:43 AM5/24/15   1:43 AM



CHAPTER 2 :  Coaching Relationship Skills 37

 ● What would make this the right time for you to 

do this?

 ● What is on your plate right now that may be 

getting in the way, this week, this next month, 

in the next three months, etc.?

 ● What would you like to do?

 ● What are you able to do to overcome ____ 

or meet your goal?

 ● What are you willing to do to overcome ____ 

or meet your goal?

 ● What do you want to do to overcome _____ 

or meet your goal?

 ● What can I do to best help you today (or in our 

coaching program)?

 ● What might I do better to help you today (or in 

our coaching program)?

 ● What would your life be like if you do not 

achieve this goal?

 ● What would your life be like if you do achieve 

this goal?

 ● What is the best case scenario if you achieve this 

goal?

 ● What is the worst case scenario if you don’t 

achieve this goal?

 ● What might be wrong about this goal?

 ● What might be right about this goal?

 ● What will it take for you to reach this goal?

 ● What would it take for you to be ready to change?

 ● What motivator is important enough to you to 

help you reach this goal?

 ● What can you/we learn from this?

 ● What is the solution here?

 ● In the next week, what could you think about 

or do that would move you forward?

 ● What have you tried and succeeded to accomplish 

in your life that is similar to this goal?

 ● What are some new possibilities that you haven’t 

considered before?

Perceptive Refl ections

Asking too many questions of any sort in a row 

can lead to a client feeling interrogated. Perceptive 

refl ections are another form of listening. They enable 

clients to hear what they are saying from the van-

tage point of another person. This process is often 

more provocative and transformational than inquiry 

because it causes clients to connect more deeply to 

their emotions and the truth of the matter.

When coaches ask questions, clients objec-

tively think about and formulate an answer before 

responding. The “CEO” (or analytical) region of the 

brain (mostly the left prefrontal cortex) is activated 

as people are drawn into their analytical minds.

When coaches perceptively paraphrase and 

refl ect what they think clients are saying, clients react 

with a deeper, more emotional response generated 

from the limbic region of the brain where emotions, 

rewards, and pleasure are regulated. The combina-

tion of questions and refl ections may integrate the 

use of higher and lower brain regions.

Open-Ended Inquiry

Coach Carl is checking in with Wendy Well to see what 

she learned from her goals over the last week. “Tell 

me about what happened with your goal of eating 

lunch salads last week. What went well?” he inquires.

“I had salad for lunch every day last week. I exper-

imented with putting new sources of protein on 

it every day and even tried not having any salad 

dressing,” she replies.

“Sounds as though the experimenting went well,” 

says Carl. “What did you enjoy about that?”

“I was really surprised that with the right combi-

nation of things, the salad was just as fulfi lling as 

the hamburger or pizza I would usually get,” she 

answered.

“Good. What will you do with this learning next 

week?” he asks.

“I would like to have salad for lunch Monday 

through Thursday next week. But Friday is my 

coworker’s birthday and I know that we’ll have 

pizza that day to celebrate. Still, I think I’ll exper-

iment with veggies instead of pepperoni on the 

pizza,” she says.

COACHING CASE
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The purpose of perceptive refl ections is to elicit 

ideas and conversation in the client which support 

change. Instead of the coach making the case for 

change, the client is encouraged to pick up the ball 

and run with it. When the case for change comes 

from the client rather than the coach, rapid progress 

can be made in the direction of desired outcomes.

It's not important to focus on making refl ections 

that are “right” or “perfect.” If the refl ection is accu-

rate, clients agree. If it is off target, clients disagree. 

Either way, the refl ection moves clients forward and 

engages them in the search for more self-awareness, 

higher well-being, and the “best me.”

The simplest refl ection is to restate what a client 

says in more or less his or her own words. Like a 

mirror, such simple refl ections enable clients to see 

themselves more clearly and make adjustments if 

they so desire. Other, more complex refl ections are 

intentionally designed to be more evocative. They 

communicate not only that the coach is actively 

listening but also that the coach is noticing things 

the client may be overlooking. They can serve to 

make the prospect of change sound bigger, brighter, 

or more inviting. They enable clients to stop and 

consider whether they want to spend more time on 

those issues.

Examples of Simple Perceptive Refl ections

 Wendy Well:  “I am worried about setting a run-

ning goal because I haven’t run since 

high school.“

 Coach Carl:  “You are concerned about running 

because it has been a long time since 

you last ran.“

 Wendy Well:  “I’m looking forward to setting a run-

ning goal because I haven’t run since 

high school but I used enjoy it a lot.“

 Coach Carl:  “You remember enjoying running in 

high school, and look forward to feel-

ing that way again.“

 Wendy Well:  “I’m so glad I set that running goal. 

I haven’t felt this good since high 

school.“

 Coach Carl:  “You are happy that you set goal 

because running makes you feel good.“

In the chapter, “Harnessing Motivation to 

Build Self-Effi cacy,” we describe additional forms of 

perceptive refl ections: empathy, amplifi ed, double-

sided, and shifted-focus.

Additional Relationship-Building 
Tools

Along with mindful listening, open-ended inquires, 

and perceptive refl ections are high-impact coaching 

tools, here are several more tools for enhancing client 

progress.

Positive Reframing

Positive reframing means framing a client’s expe-

riences in positive terms. Once the conversation 

takes a positive turn, it is easier to engage in brain-

storming, action planning, and forward movement. 

It is a natural human tendency to look at, focus on, 

and talk about problems. Indeed, many people who 

come to coaching would say they want help with a 

problem. “I’m overweight,” “I’m out of shape,” and 

“I’m stressed out” are three of the most common 

complaints in the health and wellness arena.

From week to week, many clients also want to 

start the coaching conversation with a problem as 

the issue of the day. For example, “I blew my diet,” 

“I didn’t exercise like I said I would,” and “I took no 

time for myself this week.” Masterful coaches avoid 

the temptation to respond to such complaints with a 

root-cause problem analysis, which can be demoral-

izing, overwhelming, and counterproductive.

Instead of inspiring and empowering change, 

problem analysis can weigh people down with 

more reasons not to change. Without dismissing 

people’s problems, masterful coaches know how to 

reframe the conversation in positive terms.

At times, clients need to be reminded that 

setbacks are an essential part of the change process. 

When learning to walk, infants fall many times. 

These are not failures, but essential lessons that help 

them learn how to walk. By encouraging clients 

to positively reframe, a coach can enable them 

not only to get back on track but also to avoid 
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becoming attached to feelings of failure, even if 

they think they failed.

Silence

One thing is certain—if the coach is talking, the 

coach is not listening. Given the importance of 

listening in coaching, it’s vital that coaches become 

comfortable with silence. When clients are speaking, 

do not interrupt them and/or think about what to 

say next. After asking a question, do not talk again 

before the client answers. Be prepared for the sur-

prises of silence! It is a wonderful gift and a core tool 

in coaching. In masterful coaching sessions, clients 

talk more than twice as much as coaches. Nicola 

Stevens (2005) encourages coaches to remember 

the acronym, “WAIT—Why am I talking?” (p. 161).

Silence evokes deeper exploration by sending 

the empowering message without words, “I believe 

that you can fi gure this out by going deeper.” Often, 

silence will lead to new insights and directional shifts 

that clients and coaches may have never anticipated. 

Silence supports the client in providing a sense of 

autonomy and sends the message the coach is con-

fi dent in the client’s competence.

Humor and Playfulness

Although coaching is serious business with serious 

goals in which people are seriously invested, this does 

not mean the coaching conversation itself needs to 

have a serious tone. In fact, a consistently serious tone 

may cause clients to dread their coaching sessions 

and consequently fail to connect and progress.

The more often a coach can make clients laugh 

and see the lighter side of their challenges and 

opportunities, the more they will open themselves 

up to change. A playful approach can make clients 

more open to experimentation and to trial and cor-

rection. Be careful not to joke about something that 

may make a client feel vulnerable. Use empathy 

to distinguish between those areas that are ripe 

for humor and those that may make your client feel 

worse if treated too lightly. Be sure clients never think 

you’re laughing at them. It’s fair game, though, to 

laugh at yourself!

Championing

At all times coaches champion their clients’ ability 

to realize their goals, especially when they lack 

self-effi cacy. When the coach has an upbeat and 

energetic attitude, combined with a positive out-

look, clients are more able to fi nd the courage for 

change. Coaching is a hope-inspiring relation-

ship. Dave Buck (2004), President of CoachVille, 

describes this dynamic as follows: “The coach’s 

certainty is greater than the client’s doubt.” That 

dynamic is what attracts clients to masterful 

coaches. When clients are struggling, coaches reas-

sure them that different people move toward mas-

tery of health, fi tness, or wellness at different speeds 

and at different times in their lives. When they are 

ready, they can and will succeed. As the coach, 

work to facilitate a client’s movement at a time and 

As she shares her experience in working on her 

goals last week, Wendy Well is frustrated and 

disappointed.

“I was certain that I would be able to eat salad for 

lunch most days last week. I’d had such a good 

experience with it last week, and this week I blew 

it! I’m so mad at myself!”

“I hear that you are disappointed and frustrated 

because you really wanted to feel successful with 

this goal,” Carl responds. “Tell me about the good 

choices you did make last week.”

“Well, I did choose to have vegetables on the pizza 

we had during the celebration on Friday,” she 

refl ects.

“And what good came from that?” Carl asks 

curiously.

“You know, I really enjoyed the banana peppers; 

I didn’t even miss the pepperoni,” she recalls with 

a smile.

COACHING CASE
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speed that is comfortable yet challenging. This is the 

“fl ow zone” that will enable clients to achieve the 

goals they have set for themselves. 

to make you the fi rst to know if anything isn’t 

working; then there is an opening to talk about their 

concerns rather than act them out by not showing 

up. Upon the receipt of criticism, listen for and 

respond to needs that are going unmet for the client. 

Thank clients for their input and use it to get better 

as a coach. Consult a mentor or engage in coaching 

supervision to develop strategies to improve. Never 

jump to conclusions; always ask for the client’s 

perceptions, interpretations, and points of view.Coach Carl champions Wendy Well:

•  At the beginning of the coaching session: 

“I’ve looked forward to speaking with you 

today Wendy. You are so engaged in our work 

together, and I’m always eager to see what 

insights you have.”

•  During the coaching session: “How exciting to 

hear that you were willing to continue with your 

vegetable experiment. You are tenacious!”

•  At the close of the coaching session: “Today 

your strengths of curiosity and compassion for 

yourself were defi nitely present.”

Continually focus on and champion the positive 

changes, without dwelling too long on the nega-

tives. Coaching is about possibilities, action, and 

learning, not blame and shame.

COACHING CASE

Solicit Input and Suggestions

It is important to ask clients to share input and 

make suggestions on how the coaching process can 

be made more productive and enjoyable. Soliciting 

input builds the coaching relationship by making 

it clear to a client that the coach is totally devoted 

to the client’s success. Frequently ask, “What was 

most valuable about today’s session?” and “How 

could our sessions work better for you?” Listen 

for what is unspoken but conveyed in a client’s 

tone and hesitations. Ask for clarifi cation if it seems 

there might be an issue or shift in energy. Keep 

private notes and follow-up on the points raised as 

soon as possible.

Most new coaches experience clients who go 

missing in action, not showing up for coaching 

sessions or disappearing without explanation. By 

asking clients at the outset of the coaching program 

Wendy Well has been doing so well on her eating 

goals that Coach Carl decides he won’t ask about 

how she did this week. He fears that she’ll get 

bored with the coaching relationship if they keep 

talking about the same thing each week or, worse 

yet, will seem like a nag. Wendy came to the coach-

ing session today eager to talk about her eating 

goals because she’d had a huge breakthrough 

in her understanding of what was driving her to 

snack in the afternoons. She was disappointed 

that Carl didn’t even ask about those goals today 

because she doesn’t have anyone else in her life 

with whom she can explore these kinds of topics. 

“I hope Carl isn’t getting bored with me since I’ve 

been working on the same eating goal for several 

weeks,” she worries.

COACHING CASE
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“Presence is more than just being there.” 

-  M A L C O L M  F O R B E S

43

Coaching 
Presence

C H A P T E R  3

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Defi ne coaching presence

 ● Distinguish between the “doing” and the “being” 

skills of coaching

 ● Describe character strengths and their role in 

coaching

 ● Discuss the choices, frameworks, and practices that 

support masterful coaching

Defi ning Coaching Presence

Tim Gallwey (2000) defi nes coaching as “the art of 

creating an environment, through conversation and 

a way of being, that facilitates the process by which 

a person can move toward desired goals in a ful-

fi lling manner.” Gallwey goes on to note that this 

“requires one essential ingredient that cannot be 

taught: caring not only for external results but for 

the person being coached” (p. 177).

This defi nition highlights that coaching supports 

client growth and change not only by what coaches 

do (have conversations with clients) but also by 

who coaches are (a way of being with people). It is 

concerned not only with results but also with the 

person seeking to achieve those results. The two 

always go hand in hand. Coaching presence, there-

fore, is a way of being with clients (mindful, empa-

thetic, warm, calm, zestful, fun, and courageous) that 

facilitates growth and change through connection. 

Failure to have a full coaching presence with clients 

undermines the impact of coaching sessions. If a 

client partnership is not successful, it may have less 

to do with techniques than with the nature of a 

coach’s presence.

The International Coach Federation also rec-

ognizes coaching presence as a core coaching 

competency, the “ability to be fully conscious and 

create spontaneous relationship with the client, 

employing a style that is open, fl exible and confi -

dent.” To this end, the ICF indicates that a profes-

sional coach:

 ● Is present and fl exible during the coaching 

process, dancing in the moment

 ● Accesses one’s intuition and trusts one’s inner 

knowing—“goes with the gut”

 ● Is open to not knowing and takes risks

 ● Sees many ways to work with the client and 

chooses in the moment what is most effective
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 ● Uses humor effectively to create lightness and 

energy

 ● Confi dently shifts perspectives and experiments 

with new possibilities for own action

 ● Demonstrates confi dence in working with 

strong emotions and can self-manage and not 

be overpowered by or enmeshed in clients’ 

emotions

That’s why it’s so important for coaches to 

develop their own empowering frameworks or 

philosophical principles in their work with clients. 

Thomas Leonard (2002), a founder of the modern life 

coaching movement, is famous for suggesting the 

following notions:

 1. It’s all solvable or it’s not.

 2. Risk is always reducible.

 3. There’s usually a better way.

 4. Success is a byproduct.

 5. Emotions are our teachers.

 6. Inklings are higher intelligence.

 7. The answer is somewhere.

 8. Self-confi dence can be arranged.

 9. Problems are immediate opportunities.

 10. People are doing their very best, even when 

they seem not to be.

Frameworks on which coaches lean empower 

clients in movement, growth, and connection. 

They undergird what is described as the “quality 

of presence” that leads to “growth-fostering” or 

“growth-enhancing” relationships (Jordan, Walker, 

& Hartling, 2004). Clients learn and grow not only 

because of what coaches do but also because of 

who coaches are being.

Being Skills

Coaching presence is developed through practice of 

using relational qualities called “being skills.” They 

are the skills coaches use to build growth-promoting 

relationships and also represent a coach’s way of 

being when at his or her most authentic.

When coaches cultivate a strong coaching 

presence, grounded in being skills, they possess a 

calm, confi dent energy that is radiated outward to 

clients. “Don’t just do something, stand there!” is a 

Buddhist saying that expresses this understanding. 

By modeling the being skills and the coach’s trust 

in the client’s ability to succeed, the coach shifts 

from coaching competence to coaching mastery. The 

energy of mastery infuses clients with the self-

effi cacy clients need to move forward successfully 

with their vision and goals.

These being skills include such critical qualities 

as mindfulness, empathy, warmth, affi rmation, calm, 

zest, playfulness, courage, and authenticity. We 

describe these qualities of being as “skills” because 

they are qualities that can be chosen, valued, and 

strengthened in the course of a coach’s professional 

development (Fig. 3.1).

Mindfulness

Masterful coaching requires mindfulness, or a 

nonjudgmental awareness of what is happening 

in the present moment. “When one is mindful, 

one is actively engaged in the present and sensi-

tive to both context and perspective. The mindful 

condition is both the result of, and the continuing 

Coaching
Presence

Affirmation

Zest

M i n d f u l n e s s

M i n d f u l n e s s

Playfulness

Authenticity

Courage

Calm

Warmth

Empathy

Figure 3.1. Illustrates how the “being” skills of coaching 

presence relate to one another. Surrounding the core of coaching 

presence is mindfulness, which determines how the coach shows 

up for coaching and how the other skills are engaged. Around 

the perimeter, the being skills are arranged in ways that show 

the connections as well as the distinctions between them.
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cause of, actively noticing new things” (Langer 

& Carson, 2006).

Being fully aware and awake in this way is a 

prerequisite for everything a coach does. If the coach 

is not mindful, he or she will not be skillful enough 

to assist clients in engaging in a deep coach-client 

relationship that will enable them to reach their 

vision and goals. It is the task of the coach to pay 

full attention while suspending judgment and using 

empathy, inquiry, and refl ections. In this way, mind-

fulness requires two components: self-regulation in 

order to pay attention in the moment and a posture 

of curiosity, openness, and acceptance.

A good starting point for developing mindfulness 

is to begin tuning into the signals sent by our bodies, 

which work ceaselessly to get our attention. Negative 

emotions and physical sensations indicate that some 

of our needs are not being met, whereas positive emo-

tions and physical sensations are signs that they are.

Body intelligence is about having the aware-

ness, knowledge of, and engagement in health 

habits that generate physical energy and thriving 

(Gavin & Moore, 2010). To develop both emotional 

and body intelligence and increase mindfulness, one 

can move one’s conscious attention into a “brainset” 

that Harvard psychologist Shelley Carson calls the 

“open awareness” brain state (Fig. 3.2).

Although there is no single strength identifi ed 

as “mindfulness” by the Values-in-Action (VIA) 

Signature Strengths Questionnaire, the following 

strengths, in descending order of correlation, were 

found by one study to have a signifi cant positive 

relationship to mindfulness: self-regulation, bravery, 

integrity, perspective, citizenship, and social intelli-

gence (Silberman, 2007). These correlations suggest 

intriguing lines of research and development. For 

example, Silberman discusses ways in which mind-

fulness may “cultivate a number of strengths simul-

taneously,” perhaps by its ability to quiet “mental 

chatter.”

Empathy

In the coaching context, empathy is defi ned as the 

respectful understanding of another person’s experi-

ence, including his or her feelings, needs, and desires. 

It is the core relational dynamic that leads to move-

ment and growth in coaching. An empathetic coach 

understands and connects with the clients without 

sharing the experiences, getting hooked, or being 

hijacked by emotions emerging from within or from 

the client.

Like mindfulness, empathy allows the coach to 

suspend all judgment, analysis, suggestions, stories, 

or motivation to fi x things in favor of connecting with 

and understanding what’s alive in and coming up 

for another human being in the present moment. 

Someone who is empathetic is:

 ● Curious without being demanding

 ● Interested without being intrusive

 ● Compassionate without being condescending

 ● Persistent without being impatient

Empathy seeks solely to understand and value 

another person’s experience with respect and com-

passion. It is the intention to “get with” where another 

is coming from and nothing else (Jordan et al., 2004). 

When a client realizes that his or her feelings and 

needs matter and that he or she is being heard and 

taken seriously by the coach, a zone of new possibili-

ties is created. It takes work to nurture and maintain 

this intention. In the interest of being helpful, coaches 

are especially prone to advise, educate, console, reas-

sure, explain, correct, and solve problems. Although 

Figure 3.2. Note that the prefrontal cortex is blue, signify-

ing that its activity is low. The brain in this state is not think-

ing, analyzing, or planning; instead, attention moves deep and 

back into the sensory, or “experiencing,” brain regions. Within 

a coaching conversation, this state of experiencing leads 

to meaningful and connected engagement with the client. 

(Source: www.organizeyourmind.com)
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such behaviors may at times be appropriate and use-

ful in coaching conversations, they interfere with and 

do not align with a posture of empathy.

Lastly, empathy is good for the coach and 

the client. Intentionally cultivating nonjudgmental 

attention leads to connection, which leads to self-

regulation and ultimately to greater order and health 

(Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006).

Warmth

There is a reciprocal relationship between warmth 

and empathy. Without warmth, all attempts at 

empathy will fail. That’s because empathy requires 

a sincere, heartfelt desire to connect with another 

human being. Obligatory expressions of empathy 

will be revealed as inauthentic. Likewise, without 

empathy, all attempts at warmth will fail. That’s 

because warmth requires an awareness of what oth-

ers are feeling and needing in the present moment.

Warmth comes from what psychologists call 

“positive regard.” It has the power to open up clients, 

just as sunshine has the power to open fl owers. Too 

little or too much warmth, however, can distress 

clients, just as too little or too much sunshine can 

damage fl owers. Warmth has to be tailored appro-

priately for every situation. The key is to radiate just 

the right amount of warmth in just the right way, 

so our clients warm up and the coaching process 

becomes energized.

Warmth generates full engagement. It is a con-

tagious quality of being that enlivens conversations, 

relationships, and circumstances.

When the coach and client warm up to each 

other, their energies elevate, ideas are generated, 

light bulbs go off, and new possibilities get created. 

When a coach expresses genuine warmth toward a 

client, it meets the deeply rooted need for connection 

in the service of self-determination.

Affi  rmation

When a coach gives the gift of affi rmation, he or she 

conveys acceptance and appreciation of a client’s 

thoughts, feelings, and choices. This is not the same 

as affi liation, which implies alignment and agree-

ment with the client’s thoughts, feelings, and choices. 

Masterful coaches extend unfailing affi rmation to 

both themselves and others because they come from 

a framework that recognizes perfection in every sit-

uation. As a biologist would say, “every cell is doing 

the best it can with the resources it has at hand.”

How can each and every situation be perfect, 

even when it obviously isn’t? Each can be perfect 

by virtue of the fact that every moment is the only 

moment that can be happening at any moment. 

There’s no way to arrive at any future moment other 

than through the present moment. Nor is there any 

way for the present moment to be any different than 

it is, given all the past moments. Affi rmation and 

acceptance have to do with combining mindfulness 

and empathy. If we see every situation as perfectly 

In which scenario do you think Wendy received 

empathy?

Scenario 1

Wendy Well: “I am so angry! My boss told me that 

I have to work a 10-hour shift this week, which 

means that I can’t do my evening walk, and there 

is no way that I’ll be able to eat healthy.”

Expert Carl: “Well surely there is a way that you 

can stick to your goals. Don’t give up now; you’ve 

worked so hard and had such success! You can’t 

have the all-or-nothing attitude. What about walk-

ing in the morning instead?”

Scenario 2

Wendy Well: “I am so angry! My boss told me that 

I have to work a 10-hour shift this week, which 

means that I can’t do my evening walk and there is 

no way that I’ll be able to eat healthy.”

Coach Carl: “You are angry and disappointed 

because you’ve been so proud of yourself for being 

consistent with your exercise and eating plans. 

You are frustrated because you are having a diffi  cult 

time thinking of strategies maintaining this when 

your schedule changes. What else are you feeling?”

COACHING CASE
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designed for our own movement and growth, then 

we can embrace every situation for where it comes 

from and where it leads us. Living fully in the pres-

ent moment makes perfection easy to affi rm.

That is the posture masterful coaches generally 

take in life, particularly with their clients. They 

neither disparage themselves nor others. Instead, 

they continuously come from the transactional 

framework of “I’m OK, you’re OK” (Harris, 2004). 

The notion that things are not OK is dissipated by 

recognizing that all unhealthy thoughts, words, and 

actions are expressions of unmet needs. By hearing 

the needs that underlie thoughts, words, and actions, 

masterful coaches can remain unfailingly affi rmative 

in relationship to both themselves and others.

Such perspectives enable coaches to reframe 

negative energy and challenging circumstances as 

positive opportunities for movement and growth. 

Carol Kauffman, PhD, Assistant Clinical Professor 

at Harvard Medical School, tells the story of a young 

Asian woman with an eating disorder who came 

to a session feeling down. She shared that she had 

spent $40 on food for lunch, which she had vomited 

up in an alleyway. (This was not the fi rst time she 

had done this.) When she lifted up her head, she 

noticed a homeless person not far away, sitting 

on the ground. Mortifi ed and totally ashamed, she 

thought, “My goodness, this person doesn’t have 

$40 to spend on food, and look what I’ve just done.” 

Upon hearing this, Dr. Kauffman responded, “We 

all have a dark alleyway. That happens to be yours, 

but we all have one. We all have things in our lives 

we’re ashamed of. You’re not alone, and you’re not 

terrible. You’re human.”

Instead of allowing her client to wallow in 

her guilt and shame (her place of “not OK”), 

Dr. Kauffman positively reframed the incident and 

affi rmed her client. Extending unfailing affi rmation, 

regardless of the situation, is about helping clients 

respond to life’s experiences without catastrophiz-

ing. Until we can accept every situation as perfectly 

designed for our own movement and growth, there 

is no way to be happy and productive in life.

Taken together, empathy, warmth, and affi rma-

tion foster an important quality of being necessary 

for masterful coaching. It doesn’t happen through 

our dispensing expert advice, teaching, consoling, 

explaining, or correcting. It happens through pres-

ence and connection.

Calm

The word “calm” comes from Greek and Latin roots 

that refer to “burning heat” or the “heat of the day.” 

To fi nd a resting place in those contexts is the energy 

of calm, demonstrated and exercised by masterful 

coaches. It’s an energy that comes from connecting 

with and trusting the unfolding of life, whether on 

the most personal or universal of levels.

“My certainty is greater than your doubt,” says 

Dave Buck of CoachVille. This idea represents not 

only an approach masterful coaches take with clients 

but also their way of being in the world. Calm energy 

in the fi re is the strength that comes from knowing 

that it’s never too late to make a difference. That’s 

what makes it possible for fi rst responders to handle 

emergencies effectively. Instead of dissolving in the 

midst of chaos and distress, they maintain perspec-

tive and poise in the moment.

Coaches with calm energy are able to step back 

and observe emotional frenzy in themselves and in 

their clients and create some degrees of freedom from 

automatic triggers. This enables them to avoid auto-

matic responses such as fear and anxiety; instead, they 

notice the emotion, they are present, and they make 

a choice about the response (Shapiro et al., 2006).

Masterful coaches do the same in their lives and 

work. They set aside those inner voices, the negative 

ones that interfere with feeling at peace with one-

self, the world, and work. At the start of every day, 

before every coaching session, and in many other 

moments in life, they claim the calm energy to make 

a difference and perhaps even to generate a break-

through. They believe in and are confi dent of who 

they are and what they do. Through being present 

and open to the unfolding of things to come, they 

add meaning, purpose, and value. It isn’t necessarily 

easy but it can be done.

Zest

This energy is different from the energy of calm. It 

is by nature optimistic and hopeful. It anticipates 
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the best and as a result often generates the best. 

This is similar to the energy from childhood, when 

a child is anticipating a special activity or occasion 

(such as going to the zoo or getting on an airplane), 

excited with energy and full of zest.

In their book, The Art of Possibility, Roz and 

Ben Zander (2002) write about the importance of 

“shining eyes” in determining people’s level of 

engagement. Zest looks and feels like eyes shin-

ing and smiles sparkling. In spite of life’s obvious 

challenges, masterful coaches radiate zest in ways 

that generate conversations for change. It’s almost 

impossible for coaches who are fi lled with zest not 

to infuse that energy into coaching sessions.

It may not be possible to radiate zestful energy 

every minute of every day, but masterful coaches 

do so more often than not. That is what makes a 

coaching practice successful! People want to get 

close to and build on the attractive energy of zest. It is 

self-reinforcing and upward spiraling. Zest supports 

resilience and self-effi cacy in the service of coaching 

outcomes.

One simple strategy for elevating zest without 

a total life makeover is to cultivate gratitude. Notic-

ing, remembering, and celebrating good things that 

happen are powerful antidotes to the patina of bad 

things that tends to build up over time. Understand-

ing this, masterful coaches stoke their own attitude of 

gratitude through daily positive practices that build 

happiness, balance, and self-esteem.

Just as there is a reciprocal relationship between 

giving and receiving empathy, there is also one 

between giving and receiving zest. The more things 

coaches do to fi ll up their own lives with zest, the 

more zest they will have to share with others. This is 

one area in which self-care clearly and directly trans-

lates into coaching effectiveness. It is not possible to 

masterfully coach in a state of feeling overwhelmed, 

fatigued, stressed, burnt out, or in despair. Without 

doing the things that make life worth living, includ-

ing adequate time for rest and recovery, it is hard, if 

not impossible, to share zestful energy with others.

Playfulness

Just as empathy, warmth, and affi rmation go 

together, so do playfulness and zest. They may be 

distinct energies, but they nevertheless support 

one another. Indeed, it’s impossible to sustain zest 

without playfulness. Playfulness ignites our energy 

for and engagement with life.

Just as playfulness underlies zest, humor and 

curiosity underlie playfulness. Without the abil-

ity to laugh, especially in the face of life’s ironies, 

incongruities, and adversities, one would seldom 

fi nd the energy to play. Young children laugh hun-

dreds of times per day; older adults average about 

17 times per day. Masterful coaches and other 

healthy adults know how to laugh and have fun 

(Balick & Lee, 2003; Wooten, 1996).

Perhaps that’s why laughter clubs, which started 

in India, have turned into a global movement. These 

groups, which typically meet in the morning, run 

through a series of laughter patterns that eventually 

give way (after an initial warmup) to an epidemic 

of spontaneous giggles, chuckles, and guffaws. Par-

ticipants report feeling refreshed, relaxed, revital-

ized, and rejuvenated by the experience.

Coaching is serious business, but that doesn’t 

make it the business of seriousness. Unless we carry 

ourselves and show up with a certain lightness of 

being, clients will dread coaching and fail to move 

forward as they otherwise might.

Courage and Authenticity

Perhaps the most challenging way of being for 

many coaches involves courage and authenticity. 

The word “courage” may conjure up images of 

judgment, confl ict, and pushiness. But being cou-

rageous is not about being mean, cruel, or threaten-

ing. It’s about naming what is present to wake up 

client’s awareness, create connection, and generate 

movement.

Masterful coaches who understand the differ-

ence between being nice and being authentic are 

able to boldly express their observations, feelings, 

needs, and requests in the service of client out-

comes. They have a genuine way of stepping up to 

the plate and making conversations real. In concert 

with all the other coaching strengths, masterful 

coaches have a fearless, conversational prowess 

that shakes things loose and stirs things up without 
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offending, violating, blaming, shaming, or demean-

ing people.

Approaching clients with courage and authen-

ticity may be diffi cult and intimidating at fi rst, but by 

shining a light on what “wants to be said,” coaches 

can move clients forward in dynamic and powerful 

ways. That’s because truth is contagious and reso-

nant. As long as we stay with accurate observations 

free from evaluations and honestly refl ect back what 

we are experiencing and seeing, we enable our clients 

to honestly gain new awareness and understanding 

of who they are and what they are facing. As a result, 

clients can muster the courage to more fully meet 

their needs.

Guy Corneae expresses this dynamic in the 

introduction to Being Genuine: Stop Being Nice, Start 
Being Real by Thomas d’Ansembourg (2007), a com-

munication guide for courageous and authentic 

conversations:

Expressing one’s truth while respecting others and respecting 
oneself . . . that is the journey [this book invites us to take] 
by suggesting that we plunge straight into the heart of 
how we enter into dialogue with ourselves and others. In 
it we learn how to reprogram the way we express our-
selves. Once that has been done, there comes the joy of 
being closer to others and closer to ourselves. There is 
the joy of being open to others. And at the heart of this 
process lies the possibility of giving up the familiar, even 
comfortable, confusions with which we so often content 
ourselves, instead of gaining access to a universe of choice 
and freedom. (p. 1)

Such is the key to courageous and authentic 

conversations in coaching—and in life in general. 

Having courage in coaching means sharing what 

is being noticed, felt, needed, and wanted. It often 

takes time to make this deeper level of connection, 

but it’s worth it. Respectful and genuine interactions 

with our clients can provoke the change they seek.

Conveying Coaching Presence

Coaching presence is conveyed in many ways, 

including word choice, phrasing, pace, body lan-

guage, facial expressions, and intonation. A variety 

of factors combine in different ways for each coach 

to make coaching effective. Masterful coaches use 

their voices well, both in face-to-face and telephone 

coaching. Sometimes they use their voices to build 

excitement with stimulating energy. At other times, 

they use their voices to calm things down with 

soothing energy. Either way, coaching presence is 

conveyed when voice is used in just the right way 

at just the right time.

Silence, too, is an important part of coaching 

presence. It conveys comfort, respect, and spacious-

ness for client experience. Feelings, needs, and desires 

can take a while to surface and become clear. When 

coaches are comfortable with silence, their presence 

becomes more evocative.

One universal trait of coaching presence is 

the dance between intention and attention in the 

present moment. Although coaching presence may 

appear graceful and even effortless in the hands of 

a masterful coach, it never happens by accident. It 

takes clear intention and lots of practice. The more 

coaching we have under our belts, the stronger our 

presence will be.

None of this works unless coaches are ready, 

willing, and able to engage. When coaches are 

exhausted, their strengths desert them. When coaches 

are rested, all strengths come into play. Paying atten-

tion to the rhythm of work and rest, of energy out 

and in, is an essential part of self-management for 

conveying coaching presence.

A key factor to consider is the fl ow of energy in 

the fi eld between coaches and clients. When pres-

ence is conveyed artfully, coaches and clients lean 

into each other with full engagement. This leaning 

in can be seen in the eyes and heard in the voice as 

one thing leads spontaneously to another. If one or 

the other is leaning out or pulling away, then some-

thing isn’t working. It’s time for the coach to try a 

different approach.

Coaching Presence as a 
Symphony of Strengths

Coaches bring their own unique presence to coach-

ing relationships and conversations. Because no 

two coaches are exactly the same, no two coaches 
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come from exactly the same frameworks or use the 

core coaching skills in exactly the same way. Who 

a coach is being infl uences and in many respects, 

determines how he or she connects, moves with 

the clients, and intuitively dances, generating new 

possibilities and forward momentum.

One way to think of presence is as the expres-

sion of a unique symphony of talents and character 

strengths. These are the aptitudes or capacities that 

coaches most value and use most ably. In multiple 

studies, research has shown a direct relationship 

between the engagement of a person’s character 

strengths and his or her effectiveness, as well as 

happiness, in both life and work. That’s as true for 

coaches as it is for anyone else. The more the coach 

plays to and comes from his or her own strengths, the 

more powerful and effective the coaching will be. 

This is not to say that strengths are the only factors 

that generate one’s coaching presence. However, at 

an early stage of one’s evolution as a coach, feeling 

overwhelmed by how much there is to learn and 

practice is common. It is vital for new coaches to 

discover or reconnect with personal strengths and 

use them to foster one’s presence as a coach.

To fully engage our talents and character 

strengths, it helps to know what they are. One of the 

more signifi cant contributions of positive psychol-

ogy over the past 10 years has been the develop-

ment of classifi cation schemes for human strengths 

that are similar in both form and function to the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 
5th edition (DSM-5). What the DSM-5 is to mental 

illness, the emerging models for strengths, talents, 

and virtues are to mental and emotional wellness. 

One strengths model is StrengthsFinder, a popular 

workplace model developed by the Gallup organi-

zation (Rath, 2007).

Peterson and Seligman (2004) have developed a 

different model, identifying 24 character strengths, 

grouped into six large categories called virtues that 

consistently emerge across history and culture. The 

virtues are wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, tem-

perance, and transcendence. A free online survey, 

known as the VIA Signature Strengths Question-

naire, generates a report that identifi es a person’s 

character strengths in rank order (from 1 to 24). The 

top fi ve strengths are called “signature strengths,” 

which interact with each other and most infl uence 

a person’s presence in the world.

The following summarizes and organizes the 

24 character strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 

with the addition of coaching perspectives. All 

strengths and coaching perspectives are valuable, 

and there is no “right” combination of signature 

strengths when it comes to masterful coaching. 

Coaching strengths and perspectives impact every 

aspect of presence and practice, including who 

coaches are, how coaches show up for coaching, 

who coaches attract as clients, and how coaches 

facilitate clients’ movement and growth.

Wisdom and Knowledge

Cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and 

use of knowledge:

 1. Creativity (originality, ingenuity):

Thinking of novel and productive ways to do 

things; includes artistic achievement but is not 

limited to it

Coaching Perspective: “I love to think outside 

the box with my clients, generating novel and 

productive—even fun—ways of doing things.”

 2. Curiosity (interest, novelty-seeking, 

openness to experience):

Taking an interest in all of ongoing experience for 

its own sake; fi nding subjects and topics fascinating; 

exploring and discovering

Coaching Perspective: “I love to explore all facets of 

a situation, especially the best situations have to 

offer, to broaden and build on client strengths.”

 3. Open-mindedness (judgment, critical thinking):

Thinking things through and examining them from 

all sides; not jumping to conclusions; being able to 

change one’s mind in light of evidence; weighing 

all evidence fairly

Coaching Perspective: “Instead of jumping to con-

clusions, I love to think things through, adopt 
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different perspectives with my clients, examining 

them from all sides with no urgency.”

 4. Love of learning:

Mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowl-

edge, whether on one’s own or formally; obviously 

related to strength of curiosity but goes beyond it 

to describe the tendency to add systematically to 

what one knows

Coaching Perspective: “I love to learn new things 

and assist my clients in learning new things, 

building on what we know now to master 

unknown skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge 

in the future.”

 5. Perspective (wisdom):

Being able to provide wise counsel to others; having 

ways of looking at the world that make sense to 

oneself and to other people

Coaching Perspective: “I love to make sense of 

experience, both for myself and with my clients, 

in meaningful and purposeful ways.”

Courage

Emotional strengths that involve the exercise of 

will to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, 

external or internal:

 6. Bravery (valor):

Not shrinking from threat, challenge, diffi culty, or 

pain; speaking up for what is right, even if there is 

opposition; acting on convictions, even if unpopular; 

includes physical bravery but is not limited to it

Coaching Perspective: “I am willing to speak the 

truth in love, holding my clients feet to the fi re 

even when it may be uncomfortable.”

 7. Persistence (perseverance, industriousness): 

Finishing what one starts; persisting in a course of 

action in spite of obstacles; “getting it out the door”; 

taking pleasure in completing tasks.

Coaching Perspective: “I hang in there with my 

clients until we get the job done. Nothing is 

impossible; some things just take a little longer.”

 8. Integrity (authenticity, honesty):

Speaking the truth and more broadly, presenting 

oneself in a genuine way; being without pretense; 

taking responsibility for one’s feelings and actions.

Coaching Perspective: “I seek to be genuine in all 

my communications with clients, especially when 

I sense there may be feelings, needs, and desires 

below the surface that want to be spoken.”

 9. Vitality (zest, enthusiasm, vigor, energy):

Approaching life with excitement and energy; not 

doing things halfway or halfheartedly; living life as 

an adventure; feeling alive and activated

Coaching Perspective: “I love life, and I do every-

thing, including coaching, with excitement and 

energy. Life is an adventure that I seek to live 

and share with full engagement. People fi nd that 

to be infectious.”

Humanity

Interpersonal strengths that involve caring and 

supporting others:

10. Love: 

Valuing close relations with others, in particular 

those in which sharing and caring are reciprocated; 

being close to people

Coaching Perspective: “I love to feel close to peo-

ple and be in mutually supportive relationships. 

Warmth is a signature of my coaching style.”

 11. Kindness (generosity, nurturance, care, 

compassion, altruistic love, “niceness”):

Doing favors and good deeds for others; helping 

them; taking care of them.

Coaching Perspective: “I love to help people and do 

nice things for them. I often reach out to my clients 

in special and caring ways that touch the heart.”

12. Social intelligence (emotional intelligence, 

personal intelligence):

Being aware of the motives and feelings of other 

people and oneself; knowing what to do to fi t into 
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different social situations; knowing what makes 

other people tick.

Coaching Perspective: “I can easily understand and 

navigate people’s feelings, needs, and desires 

(including those beneath the surface). People 

say I ‘connect with respect,’ the hallmark of my 

coaching.”

Justice

Civic strengths that underlie healthy community life:

13. Citizenship (social responsibility, loyalty, 

teamwork):

Working well as a member of a group or team; being 

loyal to the group; doing one’s share

Coaching Perspective: “My clients always come fi rst 

and think of me as being on their team. I love to be 

their partners in facilitating growth.”

14. Fairness:

Treating all people the same according to notions of 

equality and justice; not letting personal feelings bias 

decisions about others; giving everyone a fair chance

Coaching Perspective: “It’s not my agenda, but my 

client’s agenda, that counts. I leave my personal 

opinions out of the equation as I seek to model 

fairness in all my dealings.”

15. Leadership:

Encouraging a group, of which one is a member, to 

get things done while at the same time maintaining 

good relations within the group; organizing group 

activities and seeing that they happen

Coaching Perspective: “I model being a leader in 

my work and personal lives, and I demonstrate 

my leadership with my clients by encouraging 

and supporting them to be leaders in their lives.”

Temperance

Strengths that protect against excess:

16. Forgiveness and mercy:

Forgiving those who have done wrong; giving people 

a second chance; not being vengeful

Coaching Perspective: “I accept my clients right 

where they are and just the way they are. I am 

never judgmental and never suggest that my cli-

ent is wrong; rather, I explore and appreciate the 

lesson in every situation.”

17. Humility/modesty:

Letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; 

not seeking the spotlight

Coaching Perspective: “Although I ‘walk the talk’ 

when it comes to my own path of development, 

I never call attention to myself or put myself up 

on a pedestal. We’re all learners in my book.”

18. Prudence:

Being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue 

risks; not saying or doing things that might later be 

regretted

Coaching Perspective: “I love to design doable strat-

egies with clients. I want my clients to be success-

ful, and that requires setting goals that are specifi c, 

measurable, actionable, realistic, and timelined.”

19. Self-regulation (self-control):

Regulating what one feels and does; being disci-

plined; controlling one’s appetites and emotions

Coaching Perspective: “Silence is my friend. I love 

to take my time, to think through my thoughts 

and feelings, and then say just the right thing at 

just the right time to move my clients forward. 

I also am a role model for self-regulation in my 

personal wellness.”

Transcendence

Strengths that forge connections to the larger uni-

verse and provide meaning and purpose:

20. Appreciation of beauty and excellence 

(awe, wonder, elevation): 

Noticing and appreciating beauty, excellence, and/

or skilled performance in all domains of life, from 

nature to art, to mathematics and science, and to 

everyday experience.
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Coaching Perspective: “My clients never cease to 

amaze me. I love to acknowledge their beauty, 

excellence, and skill. No matter where they are on 

the journey, there is always something to celebrate 

and relish.”

21. Gratitude:

Being aware of and thankful for the good things that 

happen; taking time to express thanks

Coaching Perspective: “I bring an ‘attitude of grat-

itude’ to life that my clients usually pick up on 

and come to share. What a gift to be alive, to work 

together, and to learn new ways to experience 

well-being!”

22. Hope (optimism, future-mindedness, 

future orientation):

Expecting the best in the future and working to 

achieve it; believing that a good future is something 

that can be brought about

Coaching Perspective: “I always believe in my cli-

ent’s ability to become his or her best self. I know 

that self is in him or her, no matter what, and I love 

to bring it out in all its fullness.”

23. Humor (playfulness):

Liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other 

people; seeing the light side; making (not necessarily 

telling) jokes

Coaching Perspective: “There’s no shortage of 

laughter when it comes to my coaching sessions. 

I love to make learning fun, enjoyable, and 

meaningful. We even learn to laugh at our mis-

takes along the way.”

24. Spirituality (faith, purpose, religiousness):

Having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and 

meaning of the universe; knowing where one fi ts with-

in the larger scheme; having beliefs about the meaning 

of life that shape conduct and provide comfort

Coaching Perspective: “I see my clients as partic-

ipating in a much larger narrative that includes 

the purpose and meaning of the universe. I love 

to make that connection with my clients and to 

watch the mysteries unfold.”

Being Skills Tied to Strengths

When a coach is relying on their strengths, it is eas-

ier to access the being skills that support a strong, 

connected, and authentic coaching relationship. 

The good news is that strengths and being skills are 

connected:

Mindfulness is related to: self-regulation, bravery, 

integrity, perspective, citizenship, and social 

intelligence

Empathy is related to: social intelligence, self-

regulation, love, curiosity, open-mindedness, 

perspective, forgiveness and mercy, and 

spirituality

Warmth is related to: vitality, love, social intelligence, 

kindness, gratitude, forgiveness and mercy, and 

humility/modesty

Affi rmation is related to: appreciation of beauty and 

excellence, gratitude, kindness, hope, creativity, 

and perspective

Calm is related to: spirituality, bravery, integrity, 

open-mindedness, perspective, self-regulation, 

and prudence

Zest is related to: vitality, humor, gratitude, 

curiosity, love of learning, bravery, persistence, 

and appreciation of beauty and excellence

Playfulness is related to: humor, curiosity, 

creativity, vitality, hope, spirituality, and 

perspective

Courage and authenticity: integrity, bravery, social 

intelligence, fairness, and persistence
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Describe the impact of negative emotions on brain 

learning

 ● Describe how compassion supports self-

determination

 ● Defi ne empathy and discuss how it relates to 

compassion

 ● Describe an empathy protocol called nonviolent 

communication (NVC)

 ● Defi ne the four key components of NVC: observa-

tions, feelings, needs, and requests

How Coaches Handle a 
Client’s Negative Emotions

Emotional states and the balance of negative and 

positive emotions have an enormous impact on the 

brain’s capacity for learning. Coaches assist clients 

in developing optimal emotional states to support 

learning. The fi rst step toward an “organized mind” 

is to tame an overdose of negative emotional frenzy 

that many people deal with daily (Hammerness & 

Moore, 2012). Negative emotions reduce the brain’s 

ability to learn, to take in new knowledge and 

skills, by impairing the function of the prefrontal 

cortex, impairing access to working memory which 

is the raw material for creativity. This hampers curi-

osity, cognitive agility, and creative and strategic 

thinking.

A study of physician empathy (Hojat et al., 2011) 

concluded that patients whose physicians have high 

empathy scores were signifi cantly more likely to 

have good control of blood sugar and cholesterol 

levels than physicians with low empathy scores. 

A coach’s compassion makes an important con-

tribution in helping clients handle their negative 

emotions. Most people, particularly those who have 

chronic diseases and feel badly about their personal 

contribution to a disease process, have a vocal inner 

critic, a voice that says “I can’t do this,” “I’m not good 

enough,” and “I failed.” Self-criticism is a potent 

source of negativity that depletes brain resources, 

making it hard to move forward.

When coaches radiate warmth, patience, and 

empathy, clients are better able to let go of the past, 

accept themselves, and feel self-compassion. It can 

be diffi cult for health professionals to be patient 

and empathetic when people are not making prog-

ress, and yet acceptance and empathy are essential 

Expressing 
Compassion

C H A P T E R  4

“If we only listened with the same passion that we feel about 
being heard.”

— H A R R I E T  L E R N E R
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if coaches are to help clients loosen the grip of neg-

ative emotions and self-talk.

Kristin Neff (2011), a psychologist studying 

self-compassion, who started a self-compassion 

movement, has studied the value of self-compassion 

as a method of processing negative emotions and 

suffering well. Self-compassion toward one’s neg-

ative emotions leads to a softer, kinder motivation 

that improves the brain’s ability to learn and change. 

Unfortunately, fear of failing and of being a failure 

is not an optimal source of motivation. In contrast, 

Neff’s formula for self-compassion is an excellent 

guide for coaches; it starts with a mindful accep-

tance of negative emotions, followed by a heartfelt 

connection to others who share similar negative 

emotions, and, lastly, self-kindness, perhaps cross-

ing one’s hands over the heart area for a moment.

Goleman (2006) suggests that there are two 

types of emotional reactions: low road and high 

road. Low-road reactions occur automatically, such 

as when we hear a sudden noise in the night and 

our heart jumps. High-road reactions occur when 

we reappraise the situation, halting the further 

release of stress hormones, adrenaline and cortisol. 

Reappraisal dampens the overactive amygdala (the 

inner “uh oh” voice). When we reappraise events, 

we are more likely to remember the content of those 

events. When we can mindfully distinguish between 

an event and our interpretations of it, we are setting 

the stage for optimistic reappraisal. The reappraisal 

process is a matter of becoming aware of often 

unconscious interpretations, bringing relevant fi lters 

(values, beliefs, culture) to consciousness and intro-

ducing positive changes in our perspectives.

A task of a coach then is to support clients in 

making reappraisal a conscious, ongoing process. 

Optimistic reappraisals are important in building a 

client’s internal resources. Reappraisal is not about 

suppressing emotions. In fact, suppression leads 

to higher levels of negative emotions and worsen-

ing disease symptoms. We are also vulnerable to 

errors and poor judgments when brain function is 

impaired by fear. The coaching conversation can 

bring this often unconscious process to the con-

scious mind, where it can be named and normal-

ized. Calming the amygdala by naming the threat 

enables more constructive activity in the problem-

solving portion of the brain.

Fredrickson (2009) has shown that positive emo-

tions improve attention, open-mindedness, creativ-

ity, and the ability to reach a strategic perspective. 

Furthermore, when we are able to attain and sus-

tain a positive emotion to negative emotion ratio 

above 3:1, our level of resilience rises to enable our 

ability to adapt and change. Positive emotions are 

vital for brain learning in the moment and for a cli-

ent’s change success over time.

In each coaching session, coaches create an oasis 

for clients, one that is calm, mindful, undistracted, 

and positive. Coaches also help clients become more 

self-compassionate toward their negative emotions 

and inner critics and develop a level of positive emo-

tions needed for curiosity and creativity, leading to 

new insights and possibilities. Coaches support cli-

ents in learning from their behavioral experiments 

to substitute curiosity for negative self-talk that can 

come from perceived failure.

Exploring Self-Esteem

Self-esteem, the belief that one has value and worth 

as a person, or healthy self-respect, is an important 

basic need of human beings. It drives us to set a 

high bar for our achievements and then measure 

how well we are performing. In the right dose with 

a positive voice, it is a powerful source of produc-

tive motivation, spurring us forward to achieve 

great things. However, if performance falls short of 

one’s internal standard, this drive can turn into an 

inner critic and a potent source of negative emo-

tions. As a result, it can have a negative impact on 

one’s ability to improve and maintain well-being.

The benefi ts of high self-esteem (Baumeister, 

Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003) include:

 ● Facilitates greater resilience through persistence 

in the face of challenge

 ● Leads to greater initiative

 ● Promotes leadership as those with higher 

esteem are more willing to speak up in group 

situations

 ● Has a relationship to feelings of happiness
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Those with low self-esteem are “more prone 

than others to get sick or suffer other physical 

problems in connection with stressful daily events” 

(Baumeister et al., 2003, p. 27). Additionally, those 

with low self-esteem may benefi t more from ther-

apy than from coaching, and an appropriate refer-

ral should be considered.

However, there is a growing movement that the 

focus on fostering high self-esteem, largely empha-

sized in American culture in the middle of the 21st 

century, is also not all good. High self-esteem can 

also lead to more undesirable outcomes:

 ● Narcissism, coupled with aggression

 ● Increased focus on social comparison

 ● An infl ated view of how others perceive the 

person with high self-esteem

 ● A willingness to be more critical of others

 ● A greater willingness to experiment with poten-

tially risky health behaviors

If esteem is based on social comparison, rather 

than one’s true sense of value, it is diffi cult to avoid 

a judgmental mindset, with a labeling of others as 

“good,” “bad,” “better,” or “worse.” Additionally, 

as others progress, the goals of the client would con-

tinually need to shift to keep up with the increased 

competition. When self-esteem is grounded in a 

client’s comparison of self to others in their envi-

ronment, their goals are driven by the success (or 

failure) of others rather than their own autonomous 

motivation.

Contingent self-esteem is experienced by people 

who are preoccupied with questions of worth and 

esteem and who see their worth as dependent on 

reaching certain standards, appearing certain ways, 

or accomplishing certain goals (Ryan & Brown, 2003). 

This is especially detrimental in the context of health 

and wellness behaviors and goals if clients are moti-

vated by external drivers such as the desire to please 

and appear worthy to others rather than experienc-

ing autonomous motivation.

When external factors are instigators of change, 

coupled with thoughts such as, “I want to please 

you” or “I will get in trouble if I don’t do it,” learn-

ing, creativity, and task performance are diminished. 

In coaching, if a client’s self-esteem is dependent on 

the perception of the coach, the praise received from 

the coach, and the success of a goal, the pressure to 

meet expectations undermines success and lowers 

authentic enthusiasm.

Self-Compassion: How to Suff er 
Well and Calm One’s Inner Critic

Kristin Neff (2011) proposes that self-compassion 

includes three elements: self-kindness, a sense of 

common humanity, and mindfulness.

Self-kindness requires recognition that the 

human experience inevitably includes suffering, 

heartache, embarrassment, disappointment, and 

failure. When one practices self-kindness amidst 

such trials, one chooses to be gentle and forgiving 

rather than angry and self-critical. This kindness 

may need to be accompanied by a willingness to be 

vulnerable and be truly seen, imperfections and all.

Brené Brown (2012) suggests that shame is bred 

by harsh, self-critical judgment and is often kept 

hidden and secret to hide vulnerability. Fortunately, 

a good coaching relationship founded on trust and 

authenticity can help a client be more willing to 

experience and share vulnerability followed by 

self-kindness.

Having a sense that one is part of greater com-

mon human experience, rather than feeling isolated 

and individualized, also contributes to greater 

self-compassion. When a client is aware that he or 

she is likely not alone in experiencing such negative 

feelings, it becomes easier to accept those feelings.

Additionally, it is important to acknowledge 

that one’s situation is impacted by the environment 

as much as it is by individual choice. The social 

context and environment (people, places, things) in 

which a client lives is equally important to address 

when considering behavior change and when iden-

tifying solutions for improved life experience.

Self-compassion involves openness to experi-

encing the full range of human emotions so that they 

are acknowledged and honored without suppres-

sion, avoidance, exaggeration, or rumination. The 

practice of mindfulness allows for a nonjudgmental 

and observational approach to one’s thoughts and 

feelings.
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Self-Compassion Leads to 
Self-Determination

The benefi ts of self-compassion are numerous, espe-

cially related to a client’s need for self-determination. 

First, experiencing a connectedness with oth-

ers—acknowledging the interconnectedness of all 

humankind—supports one’s most basic need for 

relatedness. When behaviors are driven by love, 

rather than fear, feelings of confi dence and a sense of 

security are more likely to take hold. Frenzy is tamed, 

leading to a calmer heart and mind. When a client is 

calm, he or she is better able to make wise and inten-

tional choices informed by emotional intelligence. 

Autonomy is supported when one is encouraged to 

be refl ective and make choices in line with one’s val-

ues, needs, and motivations. Better behavioral choices 

lead to an increased chance of success, or mastery 

experiences, which completes the circle in building 

confi dence or a sense of competency for the next task.

Nonviolent Communication: 
A Model for Expressing 
Compassion

Several useful tools for supporting compassion—

both for the client and coach—can be found in 

the work of Marshall Rosenberg’s framework 

of nonviolent communication. Since the 1960s, 

Rosenberg studied and developed a method for 

expressing empathy, a critical tool for experienc-

ing compassion. Rosenberg’s method, called NVC, 

takes a moment to learn and a lifetime to master 

(Rosenberg, 2005, 2006).

An empathetic connection can bring clients out, 

helping them acknowledge their feelings and needs, 

leading to a deeper awareness for the client and a 

more connected coaching relationship. Once this is 

accomplished, there’s no limit to the constructive 

actions a client can take and the behavior changes 

they can make.

Defi ning Empathy

Empathy is the respectful understanding of another 

person’s experience, including his or her feelings, 

needs, and desires. It is not a prelude to the work 

of coaching; it is the work of coaching. Through the 

respectful and appreciative understanding of a cli-

ent’s experiences, the coach supports the client in 

expanding his or her awareness, creating openness, 

and facilitating change. All coaching relationships 

must begin with the premise that change is facili-

tated by a calm, safe, and judgment-free relational 

space in which people are free to honestly share 

their thoughts, feelings, needs, and desires with-

out fear of judgment, ridicule, or pressure. This is 

especially true when clients experience a seemingly 

irresolvable confl ict between what they want and 

where they currently are. The more a client feels 

“stuck” and unable to move, the more important it 

is for coaches to express empathy and to appreciate 

the discomfort of being on a fence.

Although coaches widely recognize the impor-

tance of creating such a generative relational space 

with clients, it is sometimes diffi cult to maintain 

a calm, safe, judgment-free posture in the face of 

health-risk behaviors. It becomes even more diffi cult 

when those behaviors persist in spite of a coach’s 

best efforts to support self-responsibility and behav-

ior change. As the coach, it is tempting to push the 

client hard to make change happen. It is important 

to remember, however, that this can actually inter-

fere with empathy and provoke resistance to change.

People often confuse empathy with pity and 

sympathy. Understanding the distinction is impor-

tant for coaches to learn. In the context of coaching, 

sympathy means identifying with someone’s expe-

rience primarily on an emotional level. Sympathiz-

ing with someone means “I feel your pain” or “I 

share your joy.” Sympathizing with someone who 

feels sad can make us feel sad. The same goes for 

every other emotion, both positive and negative. 

That’s because emotions are contagious.

Although such “emotional contagion” is a 

dynamic shared by all animals (De Waal, 2006), 

using some of the same faculties as empathy, it 

doesn’t involve listening with the whole being. 

Indeed, sympathy often interferes with listening 

because it turns our attention more toward our own 

feelings, needs, and desires than to those of the other. 

The result can be overlooking clients’ needs and 
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desires. That’s why, although expressing pity and 

sympathy can help at times, it does not have the 

transformational power of empathy.

Pity is also not useful in the coaching relation-

ship as it means grieving someone’s experience, 

usually because of circumstantial hardships. For 

example, we may pity a starving child or an outcast 

member of society. Such sorrow can lead to chari-

table actions, such as giving assistance or showing 

mercy. Although helpful, these actions, which stem 

from viewing and relating to people as casualties, 

usually do not serve to empower them. A person 

who pities someone communicates in effect, “I feel 

sorry for you.” That attitude undermines self-esteem 

and has no place in coaching. Few people like to be 

pitied, no matter how diffi cult the situation. Coach-

ing comes from the framework of believing in the 

client’s ability to learn from and grow in any situa-

tion. Pitying runs counter to this framework, imply-

ing fateful resignation.

Empathy is not about feeling sorry for some-

one; it’s about understanding and respecting where 

someone is coming from. Empathy necessitates 

both emotional and cognitive awareness to appre-

ciate a person’s experience, to connect respect-

fully, and to give voice to what people may be 

feeling, needing, and desiring. Empathy requires 

full engagement and deep appreciation. There is 

no hurry or judgment in empathy; rather, there is 

a safe, calm, no-fault zone where people can dis-

cover and develop their truths. Whereas sympathy 

is typically not discretionary, welling up in us like 

an intruder in ways that are sometimes helpful and 

sometimes not, empathy treasures emotion as a 

guest. Its impact is to open clients up to signifi cant 

learning, growth, and change.

When we are empathetic, we say in effect, “I 

respect your pain” or “I celebrate your joy.” To do so, 

we recognize the emotion for what it is and appreci-

ate what it has to teach us. This requires us to learn 

and use the language of empathy. Expressing empa-

thy requires us to develop a different language. It 

necessitates conscious engagement of emotional 

intelligence and the intuitive dance of dialogue. It 

takes real mastery, especially when people are act-

ing out their pain in hostile or destructive ways.

Expressing Empathy with 
Nonviolent Communication

The NVC model for expressing empathy assumes 

four important distinctions:

 1. Make observations, not evaluations. By limit-

ing our descriptions to what can be perceived 

by the fi ve senses (sight, hearing, taste, smell, 

and touch) in specifi c times and places, we 

stave off the tendency to judge, exaggerate, 

interpret, generalize, catastrophize, assume, 

or criticize. For example, “I failed to exercise 

last week” is an evaluation. “I went to the 

gym one time last week” is an observation.

 2. Express feelings, not thoughts. Many are in 

the habit of confusing thoughts and feelings. 

Although grammatically correct, none of the 

following sentences express feelings: “I feel like 

a failure,” “I feel it is useless,” “I feel that my 

boss is controlling,” and “I feel inadequate.” 

These are thoughts masquerading as feelings, 

and they are not useful in expressing empathy. 

NVC refers to them as “faux feelings.”

Wendy Well: “I am having such a diffi  cult time 

with my manager. I think I’m going to get fi red 

from my job, and then how will I aff ord to eat all of 

the healthy foods we’ve been discussing?”

Coach Carl with pity: “Oh, you poor thing! It is 

just terrible the way your manager treats you! You 

should win a prize just for putting up with that!”

Coach Carl with sympathy: “I completely under-

stand. I remember when I worked for someone 

just like that about 10 years ago. It is so frustrating 

to not be understood; I remember it just like it was 

yesterday, but I got through it and so can you.”

Coach Carl with empathy: “It does sound like 

a diffi  cult time, and I hear how worried you are 

while also really wanting to keep your positive 

momentum going.”

COACHING CASE

Moore_CH04_final.indd   59Moore_CH04_final.indd   59 5/24/15   1:44 AM5/24/15   1:44 AM



60 Core Coaching Skills

 3. Identify needs, not strategies. The distinction 

between universal human needs and specifi c 

strategies to meet those needs represents 

the crux of NVC. “Needs are more than the 

things we can’t live without. They represent 

our values, wants, desires and preferences for 

a happier and more meaningful experience 

as a human. Although we have different 

needs in differing amounts at different times, 

they are universal in all of us,” such as the 

need for competence, connection, safety, or 

love (New York City Nonviolent Communi-

cation [NYNVC], 2014). Although grammati-

cally correct, none of the following sentences 

expresses universal needs: “I need you to stop 

at the store,” “I need to work out every day,” 

and “I need to get going on this project.” These 

are strategies for meeting universal needs. 

They do not represent the needs themselves.

 4. Make requests, not demands. Once we’ve be-

come clear about the feelings and underlying 

needs, it’s time to either confi rm our under-

standing or agree on an action. Either way, 

NVC uses the language of request: “Would 

you be willing to tell me what you heard me 

say?” or “What agreements would you be 

willing to make with regard to exercise in 

the coming week?” It is important to respect 

both the autonomy of the person and the 

possibility of the moment.

Undergirding Rosenberg’s method is an aware-

ness of a causal connection between personal feel-

ings and universal needs (i.e., “When universal 

needs are being met, people feel good. When they 

aren’t being met, people feel bad.”). These feelings 

and needs are often below the surface. No change is 

possible until and unless those needs are fully and 

respectfully recognized and expressed.

The lists in Table 4.1 are representative but not 

exhaustive (Tschannen-Moran, 2012).

More examples are included in The Introduction 
to NVC by Greg Kendrick (2007) and other summa-

ries (e.g., Lamb, 2002). The point is not to memorize 

and quote such lists but to become aware of the gen-

erative value of connecting with people’s feelings 

and needs in a calm, safe, and judgment-free way. 

Whether clients show up for a coaching session 

with positive or negative energy, having their feel-

ings and needs acknowledged can deepen connec-

tion and accelerate a session’s progress.

Figure 4.1 depicts the NVC communication 

model. This model works equally well as both a 

format for expressing gratitude and celebration 

(when needs are being met) and for requesting 

understanding and agreements (when needs are 

not being met). Both dynamics are two sides of the 

same coin. To express feelings rather than thoughts 

and needs rather than strategies, it helps to have a 

robust vocabulary of feeling and need words.

The ambivalence a client may express in coaching 

is a universal experience in the process of change and 

should be welcomed and explored. Moving through 

the ambivalence can be a real challenge when clients 

are innervated by evaluations, thoughts, strategies, 

and demands. It helps to remember that behind every 

evaluation there is an observation, behind every 

thought a feeling, behind every strategy a need, and 

behind every demand a request. Becoming curious 

about underlying observations, feelings, needs, and 

requests is the key to developing and expressing 

empathy. Warm empathy is an incredible gift that can 

propel the conversation forward in unexpected and 

dynamics ways. As Carl Rogers once said, “Empathy 

feels damn good” (Rosenberg, 2005, p. 113). It is the 

key to building up the emotional capital that under-

girds positive, health-promoting behaviors.

The Role of Empathy for the Coach

An awareness of one’s own feelings and needs is cru-

cial if coaches want to be an empathic presence for 

their clients. A mindful coaching practice includes 

the intentional practice of acknowledging one’s own 

feelings and needs outside of and within the coach-

ing relationship. When coaches fi nd it diffi cult to give 

empathy, it probably means they are not receiving 

enough empathy themselves. Both regular self-em-

pathy and mutual empathy among signifi cant others 

are essential practices for authentic coaching pres-

ence because a coach will not be able to be fully pres-

ent with a client unless he or she can come to work 

free of distraction from beckoning unmet needs.
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Table 4.1 Needs-Related Feelings

When Needs Are Not Being Met When Needs Are Being Met

Hostile

Animosity, antagonistic, appalled, aversion, cold, contempt, disgusted, dislike, 

distain, hate, horrifi ed, repulsed, scorn, surly, vengeful, vindictive

Exhilarated

Ecstatic, elated, enthralled, exuberant, giddy, 

silly, slaphappy

Angry

Enraged, furious, incensed, indignant, irate, livid, mad, outraged, resentful, 

ticked off 

Excited

Alive, amazed, animated, eager, energetic, 

enthusiastic, invigorated, lively, passionate

Annoyed

Aggravated, bitter, cranky, cross, dismayed, disgruntled, displeased, exasperated, 

frustrated, grouchy, impatient, irked, irritated, miff ed, peeved, resentful, sullen, 

uptight

Inspired

Amazed, astonished, awed, dazzled, radiant, 

rapturous, surprised, thrilled, uplifted, wonder

Upset

Agitated, alarmed, discombobulated, disconcerted, disturbed, disquieted, 

perturbed, rattled, restless, troubled, turbulent, turmoil, uncomfortable, uneasy, 

unnerved, unsettled

Joyful

Amused, buoyant, delighted, elated, ecstatic, 

glad, gleeful, happy, jubilant, merry, mirthful, 

overjoyed, pleased, radiant, tickled

Tense

Antsy, anxious, bitter, distressed, distraught, edgy, fi dgety, frazzled, irritable, 

jittery, nervous, overwhelmed, pressured, restless, stressed out, uneasy

Relaxed

At ease, carefree, comfortable, open

Afraid

Apprehensive, concerned, dread, fearful, foreboding, frightened, hesitant, 

mistrustful, panicked, petrifi ed, scared, suspicious, terrifi ed, timid, trepidation, 

unnerved, wary, worried, reserved, sensitive, shaky, unsteady

Curious

Adventurous, alert, interested, intrigued, 

inquisitive, fascinated, spellbound, stimulated

Vulnerable

Cautious, fragile, guarded, helpless, insecure, helpless, leery, reluctant

Confi dent

Empowered, proud, safe, secure, self-assured

Confused

Ambivalent, baffl  ed, bewildered, dazed, fl ustered, hesitant, lost, mystifi ed, 

perplexed, puzzled, skeptical, torn

Engaged

Absorbed, alert, ardent, curious, engrossed, 

enchanted, entranced, involved

Embarrassed

Ashamed, chagrined, contrite, guilty, disgraced, humiliated, mortifi ed, remorse, 

regretful, self-conscious

Hopeful

Expectant, encouraged, optimistic

Longing

Envious, jealous, nostalgic, pining, wistful, yearning

Grateful

Appreciative, moved, thankful, touched

Tired

Beat, burned out, depleted, exhausted, fatigued, lethargic, listless, sleepy, weary, 

worn out

Refreshed

Enlivened, rejuvenated, renewed, rested, 

restored, revived, energetic

Disconnected

Alienated, aloof, apathetic, bored, cold, detached, disengaged, disinterested, 

distant, distracted, indiff erent, lethargic, listless, lonely, numb, removed, 

uninterested, withdrawn

Aff ectionate

Closeness, compassionate, friendly, loving, 

openhearted, sympathetic, tender, trusting, 

warm

Sad

Blue, depressed, dejected, despair, despondent, disappointed, discouraged, 

disheartened, downcast, downhearted, forlorn, gloomy, grief, heavy-hearted, 

hopeless, melancholy, sorrow, unhappy

Peaceful

Blissful, calm, centered, clear-headed, mellow, 

quiet, serene, tranquil

Shocked

Appalled, disbelief, dismay, horrifi ed, mystifi ed, startled, surprised

Relieved

Complacent, composed, cool, trusting

Pain

Agony, anguished, bereaved, devastated, heartbroken, hurt, miserable, wretched

Content

Glad, cheerful, fulfi lled, satisfi ed

From Tschannen-Moran, 2012.
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By connecting deeply with their own feelings 

and needs or those of others (to the point of griev-

ing when needs are not being met and celebrating 

when they are), coaches grow their empathy muscles 

and open the way for relational authenticity (Jordan, 

2004). A masterful coach pays attention to develop 

the emotional intelligence needed to identify his or 

her own feelings and the needs driving those feelings.

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows,
who violently sweep your house
empty of its furniture,
still treat each guest honorably.
He may be clearing you out
for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice,
meet them at the door laughing,
and invite them in.

Be grateful for whoever comes,
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.

—Rumi

References

Baumeister, R. F., Campbell, J. D., Krueger, J. I., & Vohs, K. D. 

(2003). Does high self-esteem cause better performance, 

interpersonal success, happiness or healthier lifestyles? 

Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 4(1), 1–44.

Brown, B. (2012). Daring greatly: How the courage to be 
vulnerable transforms the way we live, love, parent and 
lead. New York: Gotham.

De Waal, F. (2006). Primates and philosophers: How moral-
ity evolved. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Fredrickson, B. (2009). Positivity: Groundbreaking 
Research Reveals How to Embrace the Hidden 
Strength of Positive Emotions, Overcome Negativity 
and Thrive. New York: Crown Publishers.

Goleman, D. (2006). Emotional intelligence. New York: 

Bantam Books.

Hammerness, P., & Moore, M. (2012). Organize your 
mind, organize your life. Buffalo, NY: Harlequin.

Hojat, M., Louis, D. Z., Markham, F. W., Wender, R., 

Rabinowitz, C., & Gonnella, J. S. (2011). Physicians’ 

empathy and clinical outcomes for diabetic patients. 

Empathy, 86(3), 359–364.

Humphrey, H. (2000). Empathic listening. In Empathy 

Magic Home Page. Retrieved October 16, 2008 from 

http://empathymagic.com/articles/Empathic%20

Listening%20’0061.pdf

Jordan, J. V., Walker, M., & Hartling, L. M. (Eds.). 

(2004). The complexity of connection: Writings from 
the Stone Center’s Jean Baker Miller Training Institute. 

New York: The Guilford Press.

Kendrick, G. (2007). An introduction to nonviolent 
communication (NVC). In Celebrate Empathy with 

LifeTrek coaching. Retrieved October 16, 2008 from 

http://www.celebrateempathy.com/NVC_Intro.pdf

Lamb, R. (2002). Communication basics: An overview of 
nonviolent communication. Albuquerque, NM: Center 

for Nonviolent Communication.

Neff, K. (2011). Self-compassion: The proven power of being 
kind to yourself. New York: William Morrow.

New York City Nonviolent Communication. Needs list. 
Retrieved April 26, 2015 from http://www.nycnvc.

org/needs.htm

Rosenberg, M. S. (2005). Nonviolent communication: A 
language of life. Encinitas, CA: PuddleDancer Press.

Rosenberg, M. S. (2006). The nonviolent communication 

training course: Home study course. Louisville, CO: 

Sounds True.

Ryan, R., & Brown, K. (2003). Why don’t need self-

esteem: On fundamental needs, contingent love, 

and mindfulness. Psychological Inquiry, 14(1), 27–82.

Tschannen-Moran, B. (2012). Expressing Empathy with 
Nonviolent Communication. Retrieved April 26, 2105 

from http://www.schooltransformation.com/

wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Expressing_Empathy.pdf

Connection
action

Universal
requirements

Observe Feel Need Express/
Request

Evaluations Thoughts Strategies Demands

When I
see/hear/
notice...

I feel... Because
I need...

I appreciate/
Would you be
willing to...?

Objective
descriptions

Wonderful/
miserable

Figure 4.1. The NVC communication model.
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Defi ne positive psychology

 ● Defi ne the role of positive psychology in the coach-

ing relationship

 ● Name and discuss the fi ve basic principles of appre-

ciative inquiry (AI)

 ● Name and discuss each stage within the 5-D cycle 

of AI

 ● Describe the process of using AI to facilitate the 

development of a client’s positive vision (or desired 

future) within a coaching session

Positive Psychology

When Martin Seligman became president of the 

American Psychological Association (APA) in 1998, 

he had a vision of a new domain of psychology. 

Rather than mainly focusing on what ails the human 

mind (e.g., neurosis, anxiety, depression), Seligman 

proposed that psychology turn more of its atten-

tion to the conditions that enable people to fl ourish, 

to what makes people feel engaged, fulfi lled, and 

authentically and meaningfully happy. This move-

ment became known as positive psychology and has 

delivered important applications for coaches as an 

evidence-based body of knowledge to support the 

process of behavior change and foster higher levels 

of well-being. This movement led Martin Seligman 

and his close colleague Christopher Peterson to com-

plete a deep and thorough exploration of character 

strengths and virtues—understanding what is right 

with humans, not mostly what is wrong.

Strengths and strategies based in the principles 

of positive psychology, such as optimism and grati-

tude, are increasingly linked not just to greater men-

tal well-being but also to greater physical well-being. 

Optimism is linked to better health outcomes, rang-

ing from increased protection against cancer and car-

diovascular disease to fewer colds (Seligman, 2011). 

Positive emotions are also correlated with higher lon-

gevity. Danner, Snowdon, and Friesen (2001) found 

that higher levels of positive emotion expressed in 

the autobiographies of young nuns (who used words 

such as “joy” and “thankful”) were correlated to 

longer lives; those nuns lived up to 10 years longer 

than those who expressed lower levels of positive 

emotions and higher levels of negative emotions.

Chronic stress and the accompanying negative 

emotions have been shown to negatively impact 

Celebrating 
Our Best

C H A P T E R  5

“You are never given a wish without also being given the power 
to make it true.”

— R I C H A R D  B A C H
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health, whereas long-term positive emotions may 

prevent people from becoming ill, favorably affect-

ing morbidity and mortality. Happy people are also 

more likely to engage in healthy behaviors. Posi-

tivity and health is a two-way street; good health 

generates positivity, and positivity generates good 

health, an upward spiral.

In her book Positivity, Barbara Fredrickson (2009) 

summarizes her 25-year research career focused on 

the study of positive emotions. Happiness is about 

focusing on a target for one’s state of being—moment 

to moment, day to day, week to week, month to 

month. Data shows that 80% of people are below an 

optimal ratio of positive to negative emotions, which 

could be contributing to an epidemic of unhealthy 

lifestyle behaviors. With more positive emotions, 

people are healthier and have the resources to change 

and grow, bouncing back from adversity. Positive 

people fl ourish and fi nd themselves on upward 

spirals. With fewer positive than negative emotions, 

people just survive, or even languish, falling into 

downward spirals.

A New View of Positive Psychology

As the positive psychology movement matures, so 

does the perspective on its goals. In the early stages, 

there was strong focus on increasing one’s happi-

ness through positive emotions, engagement, and 

meaning: The end game was to feel good. Critics 

of the happiness movement suggest that there is 

more to life than happiness or just feeling good. For 

example, Gruber, Mauss, and Tamir (2011) suggest 

there is danger in the happiness movement because 

a life of thriving includes positive and negative 

emotions; in other words, a balance of emotions is 

important. Negative emotions serve an important 

role of informing us of dangers or unmet needs of 

ourselves or others.

Seligman (2011) then introduced the PERMA 

model of well-being with fi ve components to expand 

on his initial thinking:

 ● Positive emotion

 ● Engagement

 ● Relationships

 ● Meaning

 ● Achievement

Fredrickson (2009) also goes beyond happiness 

to focus on fl ourishing. She contends that people who 

fl ourish not only feel good, but they also do good. 

They have a sense of purpose or calling, and they 

are highly engaged in life. Positive people give to 

others with their best possible selves to achieve 

their best possible futures. Fredrickson contends 

that the way to happiness is to fl ourish through 

cultivating positivity in order to be optimally resil-

ient in the face of negativity. Hence, positivity is a 

necessity, not a luxury; it is an essential component 

of good health and well-being.

How Does Coaching 
Generate Positivity?

An important mechanism of action for coaching is 

that coaches build positivity by helping clients defi ne 

what makes them thrive, identify, cultivate, develop, 

and harvest more positive emotions and achieve 

important goals. These aspects of the coaching rela-

tionship keep the positivity spiral moving upward. 

Positivity is a key mechanism of action for resilience 

and life satisfaction (Fredrickson, 2009). Daily we are 

reminded that resilience in the face of minor or sig-

nifi cant adversity is essential to human well-being, 

not just nice to have.

Coaching generates positivity by fostering the 

capacity, resources, and processes that are needed for 

successful change. Coaching helps clients identify 

what makes them fl ourish, building Fredrickson’s 

(2009) top 10 positive emotions:

 ● Inspiration: connecting health and well-being to 

higher purpose and life meaning

 ● Hope: creating a vision of the future, identifying 

small steps forward that feel doable, and devel-

oping the experimental mindset of a scientist

 ● Pride: uncovering strengths and talents and 

appreciating success in meeting goals

 ● Interest: setting goals that are engaging and 

“a stretch” but not anxiety-producing

 ● Love: fostering trust, rapport, and connection 

with the coach and harnessing social support
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 ● Awe: identifying inspiring role models and heroes

 ● Amusement: laughing at oneself and situations

 ● Joy: improving awareness and enjoyment of 

thriving

 ● Gratitude: appreciating life’s gifts including 

challenges

 ● Serenity: stopping to savor moments of 

contentment

Appreciative Inquiry (AI): 
A Tool for Celebrating the Best

AI is a philosophy as well as an approach for moti-

vating change and enhancing well-being that focuses 

on exploring and amplifying the best in a person 

or situation. AI was developed initially in the late 

1980s as a transformational change process for orga-

nizations and groups by David Cooperrider and 

his colleagues in the Department of Organizational 

Behavior at the Weatherhead School of Management 

at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, 

Ohio (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Hammond, 

1998; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003). It has since 

been adopted by many other disciplines, including 

positive psychology, sociology, and coaching.

AI does not focus on weaknesses and problems 

to fi x; instead, clients are encouraged to acknowl-

edge strengths and imagine possibilities in order to 

rise above and outgrow their problems. Given the 

value of building positive emotions, AI is a valu-

able coaching tool for uncovering and celebrating 

the best of what is and what could be.

Carl Jung (1962), a 20th century psychiatrist 

and founder of analytical psychology, describes 

the appreciative view of challenges in this way:

The greatest and most important problems of life are all in 
a certain sense insoluble. . . . They can never be solved, but 
only outgrown. . . . This “outgrowing,” as I formerly called 
it, on further experience was seen to consist in a new level 
of consciousness. Some higher or wider interest arose on the 
person’s horizon, and through this widening of view, the 
insoluble problem lost its urgency. It was not solved logi-
cally in its own terms, but faded out when confronted with 
a new and stronger life-tendency. (p. 91f)

Five Principles of 
Appreciative Inquiry

Building on Jung’s insights, AI offers fi ve principles 

(Fig. 5.1) that undergird its practice (Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005).

Positive
Actions & Outcomes

Positive Energy & Emotion
(Positive Principle)

Positive Conversations & Interactions
(Constructionist Principle)

Positive Questions & Reflections
(Simultaneity Principle)

Positive Anticipation of the Future
(Anticipatory Principle)

Positive Attention in the Present
(Poetic Principle)

Figure 5.1. The fi ve princi-

ples of AI lead to positive 

actions and outcomes.
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The Positive Principle

Positive actions and outcomes stem from positive energy 
and emotion. The positive principle asserts that posi-

tive energy and emotion disrupt downward spirals, 

building the aspirations of people into a dynamic 

force for transformational change. Positive energy 

and emotions broaden thinking, expand aware-

ness, increase abilities, build resiliency, offset neg-

atives, generate new possibilities, and create an 

upward spiral of learning and growth. By identify-

ing, appreciating, and amplifying strengths, people 

go beyond problem solving to make bold shifts for-

ward. Demonstrating “why it’s good to feel good,” 

their actions become positively charged and positive 

outcomes are evoked (Fredrickson, 2003).

The positive principle asserts that positive actions 

and outcomes stem from the unbalanced force gener-

ated by positive energy and emotion. Newton’s fi rst 

law of motion states that objects at rest tend to stay 

at rest while objects in motion tend to stay in motion 

unless acted upon by an unbalanced force. Apply-

ing this law to human systems, the positive principle 

holds that the negative energy and emotion associ-

ated with identifying, analyzing, fi xing, or correct-

ing weaknesses lacks suffi cient force to transform 

systems and propel them in new directions. At best, 

such root cause analyses will only correct the prob-

lems. At worst, they will cause a downward spiral.

The Constructionist Principle

Positive energy and emotion stem from positive conver-
sations and interactions. The constructionist principle 

asserts that positive energy and emotion are gener-

ated through positive conversations and interactions, 

leading to positive actions and outcomes. Through 

our conversations and interactions with other peo-

ple, we create the realities in which we live. “Words 

create worlds” is the motto of AI in general and 

the constructionist principle in particular.

More than any of the other fi ve principles, the 

constructionist principle makes clear the importance 

of the social context and environment in creating 

the present moment and changing future moments. 

Inner work and self-talk alone are not suffi cient. 

Different environments generate different truths and 

different possibilities. They even generate different 

dimensions of individual experience. As Rosamund 

Stone Zander and Benjamin Zander (2000) summa-

rize the constructionist principle: “It’s all invented! 

So we might as well invent a story or framework of 

meaning that enhances our quality of life and the 

lives of those around us” (p. 12). Clients can invent 

those stories and frameworks in conversations with 

their coaches.

The Simultaneity Principle

Positive conversations and interactions stem from posi-
tive questions and refl ections. The simultaneity princi-

ple makes the following claim: Conversations and 

interactions become positive the instant we ask a 

positive question, tell a positive story, or share a 

positive refl ection. Positive questions and refl ections 

are themselves the change we seek. They are not 

just a prelude to change; they are the change. They 

don’t just begin a process that leads to a positive 

future; rather, positive questions and refl ections 

simultaneously create a positive present. By shifting 

conversations and interactions in a positive direction, 

one can create a positive present. Positive conver-

sations with a coach can create a positive world for 

the client.

The inquiries and refl ections used in a coaching 

conversation are fateful. According to Jacqueline 

Bascobert Kelm (2005), “There are no ‘neutral’ ques-

tions. Every inquiry takes us somewhere, even if it 

is back to what we originally believed. Inhabiting 

this spirit of wonder can transform our lives, and the 

unconditional positive question is one of the greatest 

tools we have to this end” (p. 54).

The Anticipatory Principle

Positive questions and refl ections stem from positive antic-
ipation of the future. The anticipatory principle asserts 

that when there is a positive anticipation toward the 

future, everything tilts in that direction. Positive antic-

ipation of the future is a proleptic force that energizes 

the present. The word “prolepsis” literally means “a 

forward look.”
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lems begets more problems; a focus on possibilities 

begets possibilities. With positive emotions, one’s 

vision widens, and through this broadened mind, 

comes more fl exibility, attunement to others, creativ-

ity, and wisdom (Fredrickson, 2013a, 2013b). Seeing 

and attending to the poetry of life is inspiring. It’s not 

that problems disappear. Rather, other things become 

more important. Life’s poetry evolves into a spiral of 

positive imagination.

Forming the base of a pyramid, on which all 

the other principles are built, the poetic principle 

connects hope with mindfulness and intention with 

attention. Becoming mindful of what adds richness, 

texture, depth, beauty, signifi cance, and energy to life 

awakens life’s magnifi cent potential. It’s as though 

life becomes a work of great poetry, fi lled with hope-

ful meaning and forward movement toward positive 

growth and change.

The 5-D Cycle of Appreciative Inquiry

The fi ve AI principles have resulted in the devel-

opment of a transformational change process that 

works with large groups as well as with individuals. 

Although the process has been described in various 

ways, the 5-D cycle (defi ne-discover-dream-design-

destiny) (Fig. 5.2) is the most common and easily 

remembered (Watkins & Mohr, 2001).

The anticipatory principle asserts that it takes 

a specifi c, positive image of the future in order 

to impact the dynamics of the present. The more 

concrete and real the image, the more yearning and 

movement it creates. According to Warren Bennis and 

Burt Nanus (1985), “Vision is a target that beckons” 

(p. 89). Margaret Wheatley (1999) describes vision 

as a fi eld (p. 53ff). As such, it is “a power, not a place, 

an infl uence, not a destination.” It is best served, 

then, by imbuing the present with “visionary mes-

sages matched by visionary behaviors” (Wheatley, 

1999). Anticipation becomes the hallmark and herald 

of change.

Equipped with a glimpse of what things look 

like at their best, a client will become more creative, 

resourceful, and resilient, fi nding ways to make 

things happen. The questions and refl ections that a 

coach chooses fl ow from the coach’s outlook in regard 

to the client. It is crucial that a coach adopts a sense of 

hope about the positive possibilities in a client’s life.

The Poetic Principle

Positive anticipation of the future stems from positive 
attention in the present. The poetic principle asserts 

that the more one attends to the positive dimensions 

of the present moment, the more positive the inten-

tions for future moments will be. A focus on prob-

Figure 5.2. The 5-D cycle of AI helps 

guide clients through a transformational 

process to meet their goals.

Positive
Core

1. D
efine 2. Discover

5. D
estiny 3.

 D
re

am

4. Design

“What is the focus?”
(Affirmative topic choice)

Clarifying

“What gives life?”
(The best of what is)

Appreciating

“What might be?”
(What the world

is calling for)
Envisioning

“How can it be?”
(Compelling goals)
Co-constructing

“What will be?”
(How to empower,

learn, and  
improvise)
Innovating
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Defi ne

The process starts by securing an agreement between 

coach and client as to what the client wants to learn 

(topic choice) and how the client wants to learn it 

(method choice). The effectiveness of the AI process 

depends on the agreement being both clear and 

appropriate.

Some clients may not be ready, willing, or able 

to implement a strengths-based approach to trans-

formational change. Get a sense of this by noticing 

how much they want to talk about their problems 

and their pains. Express compassion as an entry 

point to move the conversation forward. In the 

absence of forward movement after a reasonable 

amount of time, clients may make more progress 

with a therapist or counselor by developing ways to 

heal or process negative emotions and experiences.

The AI protocol includes four discoveries:

1. Best experience. Even when people bring seem-

ingly intractable challenges to the coaching 

session, it is important to encourage them to 

look at things through an appreciative frame 

and a light of curious wonder and interest. All 

situations have beauty and value, no matter 

how diffi cult. “Tell me a story about the best 

experience you have had dealing with such 

problems in the past” is an example of a way 

to reframe defi cits into assets. Such stories as-

sist clients in remembering that their lives are 

not problems to be solved but mysteries to be 

lived, and coaches can instantly marshal client 

concentration and energy. Although coaching 

is important work, a successful coach balances 

the serious nature of behavior change with the 

ability to make the process light and fun, elic-

iting a sense of adventure. The principles and 

practices of AI allow coaches to do just that. 

The coach who endeavors to stay positive, 

anticipate greatness, reframe reality, evoke 

insight, and share stories (the fi ve principles) 

enables clients to experience coaching as 

bringing out the best in them rather than the 

worst. Through the processes of defi ning am-

bitions, discovering strengths, dreaming pos-

sibilities, designing strategies, and delivering 

the goods (the fi ve practices) both coach and 

client alike have their spirits energized and 

lifted. The issues may be weighty, but the pro-

cess of AI can lighten the load in the course 

of moving forward. Using humor, laughter, 

and playfulness in AI energizes the behavior 

change process so that solutions expand in 

scope, sustainability, and effectiveness.

AI can be used week after week in 

coaching sessions because people always 

have new experiences, values, conditions, 

and wishes to talk about. Instead of starting 

a coaching session by asking “So how did it 

go since the last time we met?,” ask a more 

positive opening question that uses AI, such 

as “So what was your best experience (or your 

best learning experience) since the last time 

we met?” The coach may change the time 

Coach Carl: “Great to reconnect with you again, 

Wendy. What is the most important topic for us 

to focus on in the 30 minutes we have together?”

Wendy Well: “Good question. By the end of our 

session, I would really like to have a game plan 

for managing my eating while I’m on vacation 

next week.”

COACHING CASE

Discover

Once the learning agreement is clear, the next step is 

to assist clients in discovering promising examples 

of their desired outcomes, both past and present. 

AI makes the assumption that in every person’s life 

and situation, some things are always working, even 

though they may be buried and need to be unearthed. 

Life-giving examples, images, and stories that support 

the learning agreement can always be discovered.

To facilitate the discovery process, AI has devel-

oped an appreciative interview protocol that can be 

adapted and used by coaches at any point during the 

coaching process. It is particularly effective when 

clients are discouraged or stuck.
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frame or shift the focus but should always stay 

in a positive frame (New & Rich-New, 2003).

3. Generative conditions. A masterful coach 

pays attention to the larger dynamics 

at play in a client’s life rather than just 

the immediate goal or task. AI avoids 

fragmented inter ventions by recognizing 

the totality of the whole. For example, 

one of the more impactful consequences 

of the constructionist principle for coach-

ing is in the area of self-improvement. 

People do not change by themselves, 

solely from the inside out; rather, change 

also happens from the outside in as we 

engage in conversation with others. 

Because self-improvement is infl uenced 

by relationships, it’s important to use AI 

to open up the conversation to include 

environments, systems, communities, 

organizations, networks, movements, 

relationships, processes, policies, practices, 

structures, and resources.

Coach Carl: “Tell me about a time, perhaps on a 

vacation, when you were able to make healthy 

choices despite having temptations.”

Wendy Well: “Oh, it’s been a long time. You know, 

now that I think about it, I did pretty well a few 

weeks ago at my parents’ surprise anniversary 

party.”

COACHING CASE

Coach Carl: “You relied on your strengths of 

self-regulation and perspective to make choices 

that you knew you would feel good about 

later. What else supported you in being healthy 

that day?”

Wendy Well: “Since I was planning and really 

managing the party, I didn’t think I’d get to eat 

much during it anyway. So about two hours 

before it began, I had my husband bring me a 

grilled chicken salad from a restaurant around the 

corner. That kept me from feeling too hungry later 

in the night.”

COACHING CASE

Coach Carl: “So a few weeks ago, you were faced 

with some temptations at a party during what 

was a stressful, busy time, and you made healthy 

choices. Congratulations! What were the reasons 

that led you to make the choice to eat well then?”

Wendy Well: “One reason was that I wanted to 

have really great memories of the party—I’d been 

planning it for a year. I didn’t want to think back on 

that evening and be upset by what I had chosen 

to eat.”

COACHING CASE

2. Core values. AI emphasizes life-giving expe-

riences, core values, generative conditions, 

and heartfelt wishes as it energizes clients 

to learn to make new contributions and 

to express new ways of being in the world. 

That is the fuel for destiny. The challenge is 

to enable clients not only to deliver on their 

promises but also to go beyond them. This 

happens when clients learn to experiment, 

innovate, and improvise so that they can 

take bigger, bolder, and better actions in 

the service of their dreams. Designs require 

continuous learning, dialogue, and updating 

in order to be fulfi lled and fulfi lling.

4. Three wishes. “Tell me about your hopes and 

dreams for the future. If you found a magic 

lamp and a genie were to grant you three 

wishes, what would they be?”

The purpose of these discoveries is to boost the 

energy and strengthen self-effi cacy of clients through 
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the vivid reconnaissance of mastery experiences. 

The more direct, personal, and relevant the mastery 

experiences, the greater their positive impact on a 

client’s motivation for and approach to change.

analysis by using stories, narratives, metaphors, 

and images to make dreams come alive.

Several considerations impact the dream-

making process. The fi rst is the question of a calling: 

What is life calling a client to be or become? The 

second is the question of energy: What possibilities 

generate excitement for a client? The third is the 

question of support: What is the positive core that 

supports a client?

Don’t be lured into creating provocative pos-

sibilities for a client. “The client fi nds the answers. 

The client fi nds the answers. The client fi nds the 

answers.” Encourage clients to generate their own 

possibilities by thinking outside the box without 

regard to consequences. After clients have accessed 

their own creative resources, coaches may or may 

not offer to put additional ideas on the table for 

consideration. In every instance, the client retains the 

choice in creating the dream, design, and destiny.

When the dream becomes a target that beckons 

and an anticipatory fi eld that surrounds and sup-

ports a client’s best self, it is time to move on to 

design.

Coach Carl: “Great planning! As you think about 

your vacation, what three wishes do you have for 

creating ideal memories with no regrets?”

Wendy Well: “I want to enjoy my food, slowly 

savor each bite, and not regret anything I’ve eaten 

at the end of the day.”

COACHING CASE

The discovery phase of AI can be viewed as 

the most important phase in the coaching session. 

It elevates self-confi dence and lays the foundation 

for all that follows. That’s why it’s so important 

to not rush through the discovery process in order 

to get to goal setting. The simultaneity principle 

makes clear that asking appreciative questions is 

not a prelude to the work of coaching; it is the work 

of coaching. Inquiry into what happens when the 

client functions at his or her best is transformational 

in and of itself. It not only forms the basis for change, 

it is the change in which they seek.

Dream

Once clients have discovered the best of “what is,” 

it is time to encourage them to envision the best of 

“what might be.” The discoveries of the last phase 

are used to create a dream that is grounded in the 

client’s history, as it expands the client’s potential. 

Moving beyond the level of three magical wishes 

to the level of realistic but provocative propositions 

about the future, the dream will be even larger than 

the client would otherwise have imagined without 

the discovery phase having been done.

In the dream-making process, AI encourages 

the use of both left brain and right brain activities. 

The poetic principle goes beyond the limitations of 

Coach Carl: “Those three wishes are very clear. 

I’m curious—what is your deeper goal here? How 

does this fi t into your larger life goal?”

Wendy Well: “Gosh, if I can live with no regret on 

vacation—a time when people usually let their 

guards down and have no rules—I can do anything 

in the ‘real world.’ ”

COACHING CASE

Design

The design phase of the AI process gives the dream 

legs by working to align the client’s infrastructure 

with the dream. Clients are asked to make propos-

als and set goals as to how the dream would man-

ifest itself in terms of habits, procedures, systems, 

technology, roles, resources, relationships, fi nances, 

structures, and stakeholders. What would shift if a 
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The Value of Appreciative Inquiry 
in Coaching

AI is a valuable tool for energizing, motivating, 

and mobilizing a client toward behavior change. It 

starts with the presumption that anything is possible 

(the constructionist principle) and then employs a 

methodology (the 5-D cycle) to help clients make 

it happen, thus elevating both self-esteem and self-

effi cacy. The increases in positivity and self-effi cacy 

lead naturally to the dream, design, and destiny 

phases. When done well, the mounting energy and 

motivation for change generated by the discovery 

phase of the AI process are palpable. The anticipa-

tory consideration of best experiences, core values, 

generative conditions, and heartfelt wishes through 

a vivid investigation of past and present increases 

the client’s readiness, willingness, and ability to 

move forward into the future. “Now what?” and 

“How do we get going?” are the operative ques-

tions of the later phases. AI generates an expansive 

upward spiral that enables clients to successfully 

mount the behavior change pyramid. By going 

through the 5-D cycle multiple times, clients and 

coaches create dreams and designs beyond those 

initially imagined possible.

The AI protocol is a great place to start, espe-

cially when clients do not have a clear focus. It can 

kindle the embers of desire until the fi re is burning 

bright. It can also support specifi c client learning 

and development. For example, instead of asking 

clients for a generic best experience story related to 

health and wellness, ask them for a best experience 

story that is specifi cally related to their positive 

visions (or desired futures). Such targeted learning 

from a positive frame can dramatically accelerate 

the behavior change process.

AI requires clients to use a mixture of analytic 

activities and creative activities. It is not enough 

to encourage clients to identify and commit to 

SMART goals (goals that are specifi c, measurable, 

actionable, realistic, and timelined). No matter 

how well-crafted the strategy, a purely analytic 

approach will fail if it is not supplemented by a 

process that engages the client’s heart and stirs the 

client’s imagination. SMART goals must also be 

compelling goals.

client’s infrastructure were aligned with his or her 

dream? Describing those shifts in detail is the fun-

damental work of the design phase.

It is important to make the design phase as 

detailed and personal as possible. Encouraging 

clients to make commitments, offers, and requests 

with a close horizon, perhaps a one- or two-week 

deadline, is relevant to both this and the fi nal phase 

of the process.

 ● Commitments represent actions that clients 

promise to take in response to the requests of 

others.

 ● Offers represent actions that clients volunteer 

to take.

 ● Requests represent actions that clients seek 

from others in order to successfully implement 

the design.

Coach Carl: “It sounds like your dream for vaca-

tion fi ts well into your bigger dreams for yourself. 

Would you like to begin to create a plan for your 

vacation?”

Wendy Well: “Absolutely.”

Coach Carl: “What is the commitment you are 

ready to make?”

COACHING CASE

Destiny

The purpose of AI is to elevate both the positive 

energy and self-effi cacy of clients in order to assist 

them in realizing their destinies. It is not just a 

feel-good process; it is also an action process that 

makes dreams come true and makes dreaming 

intrinsic to the client’s way of being in the world. 

By developing an “appreciative eye,” clients learn 

to make the 5-D cycle their preferred approach to 

problems and opportunities in order to fulfi ll their 

destinies. They learn to continuously innovate their 

way to even higher levels of performance and life 

satisfaction.
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To this end, AI encourages clients to be cre-

ative by imagining, articulating, and designing their 

dreams for the future. Clients can use pictures, 

images, metaphors, art, movement, music, and/or 

stories (the poetic principle). The more creative the 

dreams, the better when it comes to making the 

case and generating the energy for change. Clients 

often enjoy the invitation to use their whole selves 

in the development of their dreams and designs for 

the future. There is no end to what they will come 

up with once they have the permission and encour-

agement to get creative (e.g., changing body posi-

tion, drawing pictures, modeling clay, standing on 

tables, stepping over lines, writing poetry, ringing 

bells, singing songs, stretching muscles, controlling 

breath, telling stories, shouting affi rmations, and 

imagining visualizations).

It is tempting to think that the outcome of 

using AI in coaching is a clear plan with detailed 

next steps. Although that is often the case, it is not 

the only or ultimate outcome. AI sets in motion 

an appreciative and innovative approach to life-

long learning. The destiny phase of the 5-D cycle 

has been described as going back around the 

cycle again and again in perpetuity. When clients 

learn how to define-discover-dream-design, as 

their way of being in the world, they end up real-

izing their destiny as they grow into their best 

selves. The 5-D cycle is not just a tool or tech-

nique for coaches to master, it is also—and most 

importantly—a way of living. By using and shar-

ing AI with our clients, we empower lifelong 

upward spirals of personal and organizational 

development.

But Really, What About 
Problem Solving?

It is the nature of the human mind to zoom in 

to look at what’s not working, to notice, analyze, 

and solve problems. But that does not necessarily 

make it the best or most effective strategy to use. 

Indeed, tackling problems head on often provokes 

discouragement and resistance rather than fostering 

encouragement and readiness to change. This insight 

is what led to the development of AI as a way of 

solving problems through the back door. Instead 

of tackling problems head on, AI assists clients in 

outgrowing problems through engaging in new and 

stronger life urges. In the process, problems that 

once seemed overwhelming and intractable lose 

their energy and sometimes even fade from view.

When working on client challenges with the AI 

framework, keep the following in mind:

“You Have What It Takes to Succeed”

This is the posture of great coaching. If a coach does 

not believe in the ambitions and innate abilities of 

their client, it will negatively impact progress toward 

improved health and well-being. If a coach questions 

a client’s desires and capabilities or does not believe 

he or she has what it takes to succeed, then it may be 

time to refer that client to another coach or helping 

professional.

“My Certainty Is Greater 
than Your Doubt”

Great coaches come from this framework, but know 

that it is better to not directly make this argument to 

their clients. We provoke skepticism and resistance 

when we attempt to persuade clients that they can 

do something. We evoke confi dence and movement 

when we stay with clients in the muck until they 

become clear about where they want to go, how they 

want to get there, and how they will generate the 

energy. Great coaching communicates a calm energy 

of confi dence on which clients can build and from 

which they can learn.

Speak the Truth in Love

If the defi nition of love includes “mutual care,” it is 

important for coaches to bring this to the coaching 

relationship, especially in times of challenge. With-

out falling into the trap of arguing for change, it is 

important for coaches to honestly share what they 

see. If there is an elephant in the room and the cli-

ent fails to notice it, it may be time for a client to 

hear the coach speak the truth in love. The energy 
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for change is not created by naive or delusional 

self-appraisals. Clients who are not fully engaged, 

being honest with themselves, following through 

on their promises, working hard, and/or making 

progress may benefi t from coaches refl ecting these 

perceptions. Returning to the 5-D cycle is another 

way to encourage the client to move forward.

Use Appreciative Inquiry to 
Handle a Client’s Self-Sabotage

Avoid “wrestling” with clients who are not meeting 

their goals or following through on their promises 

week after week. Instead, use the 5-D cycle to make 

sure the goals and promises are exciting to the client 

and appropriately scaled to the client’s capacity. 

Setting goals or making promises because they would 

be “good for the client” represent something the 

client “should” do and will generally fail over time, 

as is the case with goals that are designed to “please 

the coach.” Setting goals or making promises which 

stretch the client’s capacities must include appro-

priate, capacity-building strategies in order to be 

stimulating and effective. If after employing these 

strategies and not provoking resistance the coach 

still cannot assist a client to move forward, it may 

be true that the client is experiencing challenges 

that that go deeper than coaching can resolve. If so, 

it may be time to make a therapeutic referral.

Coach the Client and 
the Environment

Designing environments to be supportive of a 

client’s goals and promises is essential for client 

success. A strength-based approach to coaching does 

not work in isolation from a client’s environment. 

Indeed, the design phase of AI makes clear the 

importance of whole system frameworks, including 

various internal/external and individual/collective 

dynamics. In the design phase of the 5-D cycle, the 

role of the coach is to make sure that a client does 

not overlook or ignore any aspect of the system. For 

example, the client may need to learn new skills, 

modify his or her environment in order to eliminate 

triggers, or gather social support. Friends, colleagues, 

and relatives can provide emotional support, prac-

tical support, partnering, or listening ears.

Examples include:

 ● Exercising with someone

 ● Phoning someone daily or several times 

a week

 ● Reporting progress regularly to someone

 ● Eating with someone and gaining support for 

health-supporting choices

 ● Sharing goals, food logs, and exercise goals

 ● Joining a gym with a friend or spouse

 ● Having a spouse watch the kids while 

exercising

Stay in a Positive Frame

Again, it is human nature to selectively notice and 

focus on problems. We have a negativity bias; we 

scan the environment for negative information, even 

if the negative event only happens once (Hanson, 

2009). That’s why news headlines get our atten-

tion when they focus on tragedies, terrorism, and 

scandals.

The coach begins with empathy, appreciating 

the power that fear and anxiety have over a client. 

Coaches create a safe coaching environment where 

clients can relax rather than being distracted by 

scanning the environment for danger and other 

negativity. Fear also presents an opportunity to edu-

cate clients about brain science so they understand 

that the brain is wired to be instinctively afraid, even 

if the negative emotions are out of proportion with 

the real threat.

The 5-D cycle of AI shifts the spotlight away 

from train wrecks and onto the positive aspects 

of the past, present, and future. When clients drift 

into an analysis of past or present failures, it is 

important to gently but fi rmly bring them back to 

an appreciative frame. Acknowledge the problem, 

and then invite them to look at it from a different 

perspective. Two possible questions to ask to 

make the shift from a traditional problem-solving 

approach are “How did this make a positive con-

tribution to your development?” and “How else 

would you describe this situation?” When the coach 
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adopts a positive frame, a client will eventually fol-

low. By using the generic AI interview protocol, it 

is possible to quicken the interest of clients in the 

life-affi rming and life-giving dimensions of their 

own experiences.

It Is “Trial and Correction” 
Not “Trial and Error”

Trial and correction, rather than trial and error, 

underlies AI. The process is analogous to the nearly 

universal human learning experience of learning 

how to walk. Those fi rst few tentative baby steps 

occur after months of watching other people walk 

upright. These role models awaken in toddlers the 

desire and ambition to walk, and at the appropriate 

developmental moment, begin to encourage them. 

They stand the toddlers upright, hold their hands, 

and move them forward. With outstretched arms, 

they cheer and cajole until the brave youngsters 

take their fi rst unsupported steps.

No one teaches toddlers how to walk with 

step-by-step instructions. They don’t have the bio-

mechanics explained to them. They fi gure it out for 

themselves in a gradual process of trial and correc-

tion. After the fi rst steps, toddlers inevitably fall 

down. This does not provoke criticism or condem-

nation. No one takes it as a failure. On the contrary, 

toddlers are cheered on, encouraged to try again 

and again until they master the skill.

Enabling clients to loosen up and experiment 

with different strategies without the fear of failure 

is the essential work not only of AI but also of 

coaching. Brainstorming provocative possibilities 

using the 5-D cycle is one way to make that hap-

pen. Such possibilities can be provocative in part 

because it is unknown whether or not they will 

work. Only time will tell through the process of trial 

and correction.

Sharing stories with each other is a great way 

to incorporate the richness of “trial and correc-

tion” into coaching sessions. Stories have a way of 

inducing people to discover and discern their own 

meanings and movement. Like a toddler watching 

people walk, when we listen to each other’s stories, 

our ambition awakens, evoking more robust moti-

vation for change.

Acknowledge Success

Clients easily lose sight of their progress when they 

have setbacks or don’t reach their goals as quickly 

as they wish. Keep reminding them of past prog-

ress, no matter how much or little they have made. 

For example, “Three months ago, you couldn’t walk 

a mile” or “Before we started, you wouldn’t have 

even noticed that the restaurant meal was high in 

calories. You’re more conscious of those issues now, 

and your body is used to lighter food. That is a big 

step!” Remember, masterful coaches champion 

their clients in each and every conversation.

Using Appreciative 
Inquiry to Transform the 
Coaching Relationship

Because coaching promotes client development 

within a learning partnership, it is important for 

coaches to solicit feedback from clients. Many cli-

ents need permission to honestly share their feel-

ings and wishes about the coaching experience. The 

appreciative interview protocol can be modifi ed to 

encourage honest sharing and elicit feedback through 

a positive frame. For example, at periodic intervals 

during the coaching program, the following inqui-

ries could be used:

 ● “What’s the best experience you have had so far 

through the coaching process?”

 ● “What are the values you most often see me 

modeling as a coach?”

 ● “What conditions have most helped you reach 

your goals and move forward?”

 ● “If a genie were to grant you three wishes 

regarding our coaching relationship, what 

would they be?”

Feedback solicited through this appreciative 

frame is quite different from criticism. By focusing on 

positive, life-giving experiences, values, conditions, 
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and wishes, both coach and client are empowered 

to be honest and to make the coaching relation-

ship as productive and as enjoyable as possible by 

motivating change that focuses on exploring and 

amplifying strengths.
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“Whether you think you can or can’t, you’re right.”

— H E N R Y  F O R D

77

C H A P T E R  6 Harnessing 
Motivation to 
Build Self-Effi cacy

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Describe the diff erence between controlled and 

autonomous motivation

 ● Defi ne motivational interviewing (MI) and discuss 

how it is integrated into coaching

 ● Name the key MI tools, including a variety of refl ec-

tive listening statements and the use of rulers to 

evoke readiness to change

 ● Defi ne and discuss four sources of self-effi  cacy

Harness Motivation 
to Build Self-Effi  cacy

This manual opened with a simple description of 

coaching: Coaching is a growth-promoting relation-

ship, which elicits motivation, increases the capacity 

to change, and facilitates a change process through 

visioning, goal setting, and accountability; at its 

best, this relationship leads to sustainable change 

for the good. This chapter focuses on two of these 

key elements—“elicits motivation” and “increases 

the capacity to change.”

You may also recall that in Part 2 of Chapter 1 

on coaching psychology, we proposed four coach-

ing mechanisms of action. We described two of 

these mechanisms as the twin engines of change—

self-motivation (“I want to do it”) and self-effi cacy 

(“I believe I can do it”). We explored how these two 

mechanisms build on self-determination theory. In 

this chapter, we explore other science-based con-

structs, theories, and models, which add to the dis-

cussion of motivation and self-effi cacy in coaching. 

We draw further from self-determination theory and 

address the four principles of MI. We explore the 

four sources of self-effi cacy defi ned in social cog-

nitive theory (SCT). We also weave in references to 

the early research on life purpose and meaning, non-

violent communication (NVC), appreciative inquiry 

(AI), and fl ow theory. The next chapter on the trans-

theoretical model identifi es other change processes 

that are related to motivation and self-effi cacy.

What Does It Mean 
to be Motivated?

Motivation is the energy that can drive one to:

 ● Start a new habit or learn a new skill

 ● Take steps toward a goal

 ● Focus on making a habit or learning a skill 

toward a goal
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 ● Sustain a habit or skill

 ● Appreciate and savor goal achievement

However, not all types of motivation are created 

equal, and not all strategies for uncovering motiva-

tion increase a client’s drive and commitment to 

change.

Controlled Motivation

Motivation may come from an external source with 

the good intentions of motivating a client to make 

critical behavior changes or to change unhealthy 

thinking. External sources of motivation can have 

the best outcomes in mind for a client while pushing, 

strongly encouraging, or even demanding “compli-

ance” in behavior change. Words such as “should,” 

“must,” and “have to” imply an external standard 

or expectation that relates to self-respect and self-

esteem. “I am a good or bad person depending on 

whether I do a behavior,” a form of internal compli-

ance is implied, and this is in contrast to a heartfelt 

desire for the behavior’s outcome.

to comply by a desire to please another or get this 

person’s approval or respect. They may also be react-

ing to the fear of consequences for not doing so. Sim-

ply put, long-term behavior change does not reliably 

result from force, facts, or fear (Deutschman, 2007). 

This is why, for example, many patients with heart 

disease often require multiple procedures that could 

have been prevented if lifestyle changes had been 

made.

Unfortunately, although external motivation 

sometimes leads to compliance, it also leads to defi -

ance rooted in a person’s need for autonomy, the 

deep need to march to one’s own drummer rather 

than comply with another’s wishes. When one acts 

in compliance with another’s desires, a sense of 

autonomy is jeopardized. The need for autonomy 

is so fi erce that people may resist and rebel against 

expert advice on healthy lifestyle change just to 

preserve autonomy. Parents of teenagers know this 

phenomenon all too well, and it is universal across 

the lifespan to resist being told what to do, from the 

“terrible twos” to elders who are hanging onto their 

independence for as long as they can.

Edward Deci (2013), co-founder of self-deter-

mination theory, suggests that although it is possi-

ble to get people to behave in healthy ways through 

seduction or coercion or through the use of fi nan-

cial incentives, the behavior will only last as long as 

the incentives are there. This means that an expert 

advisor or employer delivering an external source 

of motivation may not lead to self-generated moti-

vation and may even eventually provoke resistance 

and defi ance, making people less likely to engage 

than without the external motivator.

Autonomous Motivation

How does a coach support a client in unleashing 

his or her own motivation without the use of force, 

facts, fear, or good old-fashioned cheerleading? 

The answer is tapping into the client’s autonomous 

motivation.

Autonomous motivation is about behaving 

with a full sense of volition, interest, and choice. 

When people are autonomously motivated, they 

control their choices, and they are acting in ways 

When clients respond to external motivation 

with changes in behavior, they are most likely driven 

Controlled Motivation 

Coach Carl: “OK, Wendy, I’m pretty concerned about 

the fact that you are still smoking. You’ve been so 

great about making great strides in your health over 

the last few months, but this is an area that hasn’t 

improved and is concerning. I know you’d feel so 

much better and proud of yourself if you made 

some progress in this area, and I am certain that you 

can do it! Also, are you aware of your employer’s new 

incentive program? If you commit to participate in 

the “Smoke Freedom” program and stay active in it 

for three months, you’ll get a $50 gift card. Wouldn’t 

it be great if we could say we accomplished this?”

Wendy Well: “Well, OK, I guess I can give it a try.”

COACHING CASE

Moore_CH06_final.indd   78Moore_CH06_final.indd   78 5/24/15   1:45 AM5/24/15   1:45 AM



CHAPTER 6 :  Harnessing Motivation to Build Self-Effi  cacy 79

they fi nd interesting, important, better, or of deep 

value (Deci, 2013).

Deutschman (2007) cites the work of Dr. Dean 

Ornish, a professor of medicine at the University of 

California at San Francisco and founder of the Pre-

ventive Medicine Research Institute. Ornish (2002) 

also recognized the importance of a higher quality 

motivation which took into account the psycho-

logical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of 

change. In his work with patients who had had a 

heart attack, he noticed that patients would be 

“compliant” with the “doctor’s orders” only for a few 

weeks after the event and out of fear (Ornish, 2002).

However, in the long term, patients stopped 

thinking about their mortality, denial would return, 

and they would return to their unhealthy lifestyles. 

So Ornish (2002) took a different tact; rather than 

motivating patients with the “fear of dying,” he sup-

ported them in considering a new vision, focused on 

the “joy of living” and the benefi ts that come with 

living. He recognized that joy is a more powerful 

motivator than fear.

When behavior change is intrinsic, clients experi-

ence pleasure—it’s fun, challenging, and interesting. 

This kind of motivation can be present-focused, savor-

ing its impact in the here and now and how good it 

feels to have made healthy choices at the end of a day. 

Or it can be future-focused, with the client knowing 

that the change will lead to a better future, energizing 

him or her to make the world a better place, stepping 

closer to his or her “best self,” and recognizing that a 

bigger reward comes after the behavior is sustained.

According to Deci (2013), the benefi ts to people 

who experience high autonomous motivation are 

big. They include:

 ● New and positive behaviors persist longer.

 ● They are more fl exible and creative.

 ● Performance improves.

 ● People experience more enjoyment in making 

changes.

 ● People have better physical health and higher 

quality personal relationships.

Autonomy is a core human drive as Deci and 

Ryan (2002) have taught us; we are wired to dislike 

being told what to do. Clients perform best when 

they are free to make an autonomous choice. This 

is good news because people also assume responsi-

bility for their health when they act autonomously. 

The U.S. healthcare system is designed to be top-

down and authority-led, putting the patient in the 

passenger seat while the healthcare provider sits in 

the driver’s seat, determining the agenda and deliv-

ering advice and education. This deprives a patient 

of the opportunity to take charge and drill down to 

fi nd a heartfelt source of motivation. The coaching 

model, which starts by eliciting autonomy, can help 

shift this dynamic in the healthcare system.

When there is an awareness of the importance of 

the need for autonomous motivation, positive results 

follow. For example, Deci (2013) cites a smoking 

Autonomous Motivation 

Coach Carl: “Wendy, what is on your mind for our 

session today? You’ve raised a few topics in previ-

ous conversations—a desire to get more rest and 

your interest in quitting smoking. Would you like 

to discuss either of these, or is there something 

else you want to talk about today?”

Wendy Well: “Well, I’ve been procrastinating on 

the conversation about smoking for months now. 

I know my employer is really getting strict with 

insurance and that my being a smoker is going to 

have an impact.”

Coach Carl: “So, on one hand, your employer is 

encouraging all employees to quit smoking. On 

the other hand, you have a choice in the matter. 

Is this something you want to discuss today, or is 

there something more important to you?”

Wendy Well: “Quitting smoking is actually pretty 

important to me. It’s just so hard to quit, and 

frankly, I can’t stand being told what to do.”

Coach Carl: “It is frustrating when you feel you don’t 

have control. Let’s look at the ways you are in con-

trol here. What about quitting is important to you?”

COACHING CASE
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cessation study that looked at the degree to which 

medical staff supported patient autonomy. By meet-

ing patients’ fundamental psychological needs, the 

staff supported patients in becoming more auto-

nomously motivated; the patients then perceived 

themselves as more competent in their ability to quit 

smoking.

Coaches engage in undistracted listening and 

refl ecting with an open, mindful, and curious mindset 

rather than preaching and prescribing, which triggers 

resistance and even defi ance. Clients are often taken 

aback when they connect for the fi rst time with their 

own heartfelt desire for change—it’s not about pounds 

on a scale, it’s about unleashing clients’ desires to 

improve their health so that they have the resources 

they need to live the lives they most want to live.

Motivational Interviewing: 
A Model for Increasing 
Motivation and Self-Effi  cacy

MI is a counseling methodology developed over 

the past 30 years initially as a new approach to the 

treatment of addiction. MI methods support the 

eliciting of autonomous motivation, encouraging a 

client to fi nd his or her own reasons to change. It 

involves pro-change talk and avoids triggering of 

change-resistance talk, which can cause the client 

to resist being told what to do.

In coaching, the more clients make their own 

case for change (pro-change talk), the more likely 

they are to actually make changes. Conversely, the 

more coaches make the case for change, the more 

likely it is that client resistance will increase and the 

motivation for change will decrease.

MI aims to increase autonomous motivation 

for change with the following strategies developed 

by MI founders Rollnick and Miller (2012):

 1. Engaging: developing growth-promoting 

and relationship-building strategies that 

support the client’s autonomy

 2. Focusing: helping clients develop more clar-

ity around their values and goals

 3. Evoking: generating a connection to the client’s 

autonomous motivations and drives

 4. Planning: designing action plans that sup-

port the building of self-effi cacy

MI explicitly avoids the top-down expert 

approach in favor of assisting patients to make 

their own best decisions about why, what, how, and 

whether to change (Pantalon et al., 2013). Below we 

explore the four MI principles, integrating other 

theories and models that support and extend these 

principles.

Motivational Interviewing 
Principle 1: Engaging

MI starts with the premise that pro-change talk is 

facilitated by a calm, safe, judgment-free relational 

space in which people feel secure in honestly shar-

ing their thoughts, feelings, needs, and desires with-

out fear of judgment, ridicule, or pressure. This is 

especially true when clients experience a seemingly 

irresolvable confl ict between good reasons to not 

change and good reasons to change. The more a 

client feels “stuck” and unable to move forward, the 

more important it is for coaches to express empathy 

and to validate and appreciate the discomfort. And, 

the more labeling, assessing, telling, and demanding 

that the coach does, the less engaged the client will 

become.

MI holds that efforts such as pushing, nagging, 

prodding, enforcing, and insisting that clients make 

change are usually counterproductive because they 

encourage resistance talk rather than change talk, 

which hinders the advancement of the client’s 

agenda and the work of coaching in general. To 

summon empathy and leave promotional efforts 

behind, it helps to recognize risky behaviors, like 

smoking, as expressions of a client’s unmet needs. 

No change is possible until and unless those needs 

are fully and respectfully recognized, expressed, 

and appreciated.

Rolling with Resistance

MI holds that a client’s resistance talk says more 

about the approach of the coach than about the 
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client’s readiness to change. One way to show sup-

port for client autonomy is to “roll with resistance.” 

The fact is clients do not resist change, but they 

resist being changed. Marshall Rosenberg (2005) 

describes resistance- creating approaches as life-

alienating communication, noting that the follow-

ing forms of communication can increase resistance 

and interfere with empathy:

 ● Moralistic judgments

 ● Diagnostic labels

 ● Enemy images

 ● Guilt trips

 ● Making demands

 ● Denying choice or responsibility

 ● Rewards and punishments

 ● Making comparisons

Holley Humphrey (2000) notes that the fol-

lowing communication patterns also interfere with 

empathy, whether they are intended to be construc-

tive or not. That’s because they come more from 

pity and sympathy than they do from empathy.

 ● Advising: “I think you should . . .” “How come 

you didn’t . . .?”

 ● Educating: “This could turn into a very positive 

experience for you if you just . . .”

 ● Consoling: “It wasn’t your fault, you did the 

best you could.”

 ● One-upping: “That’s nothing; wait until you 

hear what happened to me.”

 ● Storytelling: “That reminds me of the time . . .”

 ● Shutting down: “Cheer up. Don’t feel so bad.”

 ● Interrogating: “When did this begin?”

 ● Commiserating: “Oh, you poor thing.”

 ● Explaining: “I would have called but . . .”

 ● Correcting: “That’s not how it happened.”

All of these approaches increase the likelihood 

of resistance talk. The use of empathy, inquiry, 

and refl ection increase the likelihood of change 

talk. Empathy makes the relational fi eld between 

client and coach both safe and interesting, open-

ing the door to new possibilities and facilitating 

change. Instead of arguing with clients or fi ghting 

fi re with fi re, empathy helps redirect and thereby 

diffuse the energy of resistance in constructive ways.

Learning to roll with resistance is an essential 

skill in masterful coaching. Coaches pushing back 

against resistance can increase resistance and can 

move clients backward in their readiness to change. 

When a coach feels the temptation of the “righting 

refl ex” to confront resistance directly, such as by 

arguing, diagnosing, fi xing, or any other commu-

nication pattern that fosters resistance, it is impor-

tant to take a deep breath; extend self-compassion 

for one’s need for the client to change; and then 

respectfully explore the client’s underlying feelings, 

needs, and desires. The more curious we become 

about those underlying feelings, needs, and desires 

while suspending our own judgments, interpreta-

tions, assumptions, evaluations, and agendas, the 

greater the chance of developing a life-giving con-

nection and facilitating change talk.

The followings perspective shifts may assist 

coaches in rolling with resistance:

 ● From client resistance to an external desire to 
connection. The more a coach tries to get a client 

on board or seek compliance, the more a client 

resists change. In contrast, the more a coach 

seeks to respectfully understand the client’s 

experience, the more open a client becomes.

 ● From authoritative expert to inspiring confi dence. 
The more a coach claims to know what’s best 

for a client, the more likely resistance will 

be provoked. In contrast, the more the coach 

believes in a client’s ability to learn, the more 

confi dent a client becomes.

 ● From causes to capacities. The more a coach digs 

for causes of problems, the more trouble is dug 

up. The more a coach and client collaboratively 

search for capacities, the more engaging the 

change process becomes.

 ● From counterforce to counterbalance. The more 

forcefully a coach argues against ambivalence 

and for change, the more a client will push 

back. The more a coach counterbalances client 

ambivalence with appreciative awareness of the 

good reasons to not change, the more change 

talk is generated.

Once an empathic connection is made, MI 

encourages coaches to use open-ended questions, 

refl ective listening statements, as well as a variety 
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of rulers to develop awareness of the gap that may 

exist between present behavior and important per-

sonal goals or values. The coach should not point 

out the discrepancies, which can feel judgmental. 

That can trigger resistance to behavior change. 

Rather, clients should be encouraged to notice the

discrepancies for themselves. When they do, they 

will experience new feelings, become aware of 

new needs, and express new desires. Exploring 

discrepancies with empathy and curiosity can help

clients to become more open and motivated to 

change.

Open-Ended Inquiry

Along with other models used by coaches, MI lever-

ages the full value of open-ended inquiry. Recall 

that all of the questions in the discovery phase of AI 

(related to best experiences, core values, generative 

conditions, and heartfelt wishes) are open-ended. 

Such questions allow clients to take an active role in 

the coaching session as they explore both the posi-

tive and negative impacts of their behaviors.

Some examples of open-ended questions that 

evoke change talk are:

 ● What is the best experience you have had with 

your desired future behavior?

 ● What concerns do you have about your current 

behavior?

 ● What values do you seek to live by in your life?

 ● How might your desired future behavior lead to 

benefi ts in the future?

 ● How might your current behavior lead to prob-

lems in the future?

 ● What changes would you like to make in your 

routine? (Miller & Rollnick, 2012)

As clients tell their stories and give expres-

sion to their full experience, the discrepancies that 

become self-evident may seem overwhelming. If 

this happens, the coach can best help a client by 

expressing empathy and appreciation for the good 

reasons leading to ambivalence.

Because open-ended inquiry encourages the 

client to process his or her experience and talk more 

than coaches, ideally more inquiries in a coaching 

session are open-ended than closed-ended.

Perceptive Refl ections

Refl ective listening statements function like mir-

rors, enabling clients to see themselves in new 

ways and improve both motivation and capacity 

for change. Timely and provocative refl ections 

(empathy for unmet needs, amplifi cation of topics 

that might improve motivation and confi dence) 

are at the heart of the MI model. MI uses more re-

fl ective listening statements than questions of any 

type. That’s because questions tend to generate 

left brain thinking-dominated responses, whereas 

refl ections tap into emotions and needs. Addition-

ally, a series of questions all in a row can make peo-

ple feel interrogated. The ideal ratio of refl ections 

to questions over the course of a session is about 

2:1. This is a good rule of thumb for coaching too.

Empathy refl ections, or “empathy guesses” as 

they are referred to in the language of NVC, are par-

ticularly valuable for expressing empathy. “When we 

are thinking about people’s words, listening to how 

they connect to our theories, we are looking at peo-

ple—we are not with them” (Rosenberg, 2005). The 

key to being “with” a client is to be wholly present 

with them by listening for the feelings that they are 

expressing and the needs that are being met or unmet.

Motivational Interviewing 
Principle 2: Focusing

The second principle of MI is to enable a focused 

exploration of the discrepancies between a client’s 

stated values and goals and their current behaviors. 

This principle is narrower than the focus of a typical 

coaching session in which a coach and client collab-

orate to determine the focus and agenda for the ses-

sion. Rather, this principle is about more narrowly 

directing the focus on the gap between a client’s 

present situation and their values and goals. This 

can be appropriate if offered to a client fi rst as one 

of several options and he or she chooses to proceed 

to explore this discrepancy as the next best step.

Developing Discrepancy

Exploring a decisional balance, the pros and cons 

of a particular change, is a helpful tool in assisting 

Moore_CH06_final.indd   82Moore_CH06_final.indd   82 5/24/15   1:45 AM5/24/15   1:45 AM



 CHAPTER 6 :  Harnessing Motivation to Build Self-Effi  cacy 83

clients to think through whether they are ready, 

willing, and able to make a change. Open-ended 

questions and refl ective listening statements encour-

age clients to thoroughly consider the pros and cons 

of change. What are the costs and benefi ts of not 

changing? What are the costs and benefi ts of chang-

ing? A decisional balance discussion helps clients 

more fully appreciate the sources of their autono-

mous motivation (costs of not changing, benefi ts of 

change) and what is required to build confi dence 

(fi nding possible strategies to deal with the benefi ts 

of not changing and the costs of changing).

Physician and MI expert Richard Botelho (2004) 

uses a quantitative rating system (Fig. 6.1), along with 

the decisional balance conversation in his tool for 

promoting change talk and increasing motivation. 

Coaches can use this tool during coaching sessions.

A coach can either help a client focus on one

column at a time (e.g., focusing fi rst on all of the

reasons to stay the same) or use a technique called 

mental contrasting where the client would alternate—

fi rst identify a reason to stay the same and then a 

reason to change, and back and forth (Oettingen & 

Gollwitzer, 2010).

Response to Make a Change

What are your concerns about staying the same?
(List as many as possible.)

2.

What are the benefits of making a change?
(List as many as possible.)

4.

Response to Stay the Same

What are the benefits of staying the same?
(List as many as possible.)

1.

What are your concerns about making a change?
(List as many as possible.)

After listing as many reasons as possible, explore your thoughts and feelings about staying the same or making a change. To
explore your thoughts, answer the question, “On a scale of 0–10, what do I think about all the reasons I came up with?” To
explore your feelings, answer the question, “On a scale of 0–10, how good do I feel about all the reasons I came up with?”
Finally, looking at the two scores, answer the question, “On a scale of 0–10, how ready am I to make a change (motivation
score) or stay the same (resistance score)?”

3.

Resistance Score �

Thinking Score � Feeling Score �

Motivation Score �

Thinking Score � Feeling Score �

None Low Moderately High Very High

0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 101

Figure 6.1. Tool for developing discrepancy.

Moore_CH06_final.indd   83Moore_CH06_final.indd   83 5/24/15   1:45 AM5/24/15   1:45 AM



84 Core Coaching Skills

Clients are fi rst asked to list the benefi ts and 

concerns about not making or making a change. 

Once the lists are generated, clients are asked to rate 

on a scale of 0–10 (with 10 being the highest and 0 

being the lowest) what they think and feel about their 

lists. After looking at the thinking and feeling scores, 

clients are then asked to assign composite scores to 

their levels of resistance and motivation to change.

Perceptive Refl ections for 
Developing Discrepancy

Four powerful refl ections used by MI practitioners 

to develop discrepancy between the desired future 

and current behaviors are simple, amplifi ed, double-

sided, and shifted-focus refl ections. Each can be 

used in conjunction with an NVC-style empathy re-

fl ection, addressing the client’s feelings and needs.

Simple Refl ections

These refl ections are like the images seen in a fl at 

mirror. A simple refl ection paraphrases and restates 

what clients are saying, using their own words with-

out exaggeration, interpretation, or distortion. The 

impact of such simple refl ections can be surprisingly 

powerful.

Amplifi ed Refl ections

These refl ections are like the images seen in a 

convex or concave mirror. They maximize or min-

imize what clients say in order to evoke disagree-

ment from them in the direction of change talk. By 

refl ecting an increased or decreased intensity of 

a client’s perspective, magnifying both the affect 

and the outcome, clients may react quickly with 

new insights and reasons to change. To avoid being 

manipulative, the coach should use statements 

only in the service of client-generated goals. To 

avoid being mocking or patronizing, the coach 

should deliver such statements in charge-neutral 

terms.

Wendy Well: “I don’t have time to exercise. My 

friends and my spouse don’t either!”

Coach Carl’s simple refl ection: “It seems that 

you, your friends, and your spouse don’t have time 

to exercise.”

Wendy Well: “That’s true, except for one of my 

friends who is an avid runner. I don’t know how 

he does it!”

Coach Carl’s empathy refl ection: “When you say 

you have a friend who is an avid runner, it sounds 

like you are impressed and may be curious, won-

dering how he manages to fi nd the time.”

COACHING CASE

Wendy Well: “I don’t have time to exercise. My 

friends and my spouse don’t either!”

Coach Carl’s amplifi ed refl ection: “I hear you 

saying that you don’t know anyone close to you 

who has time to exercise and that it feels impossi-

ble for you to fi t exercise into your schedule.”

Wendy Well: “It’s not impossible for me to exer-

cise. It’s just hard to fi nd the time. Once in a while 

I do manage to exercise, and I know there are peo-

ple out there who exercise regularly, so maybe 

I could fi gure out a way.”

Coach Carl: “Sounds as though you are curious 

and feeling a little energized about fi nding a way 

to exercise more regularly, learning from the expe-

rience of others.”

COACHING CASE

Double-Sided Refl ections

These refl ections are like the images seen in trifold 

mirrors; they reveal multiple perspectives at the 

same time. By encouraging clients to look at differ-

ent facets, perhaps comparing a current resistant 

statement with a prior readiness statement, they 

gain perspective and make different decisions as to 

if and how they want to move forward.
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Shifted-Focus Refl ections

These refl ections are like the images we see in a 

periscope. They redirect our attention away from 

a resistance-provoking subject in order to focus on 

another area. Once change talk begins in that area, 

the resistance-provoking subject can be reconsid-

ered with more success.

It is important to note that when a coach 

employs amplifi ed and empathy refl ections, it is 

a guess as to what will stimulate change talk and 

what feelings and needs may live behind a client’s 

words, body language, or tone. Whether the guess 

is right or wrong does not matter. What matters is 

the integrity of the intention to generate change 

talk and to connect with honesty and empathy. 

Such attempts generate appreciation, awareness, 

and movement in the client. Because such refl ec-

tions often bring to the surface strong feelings and 

deep needs, it’s important to stay with the lan-

guage of empathy until clients feel acknowledged 

and heard.

Motivational Interviewing 
Principle 3: Evoking

The third principle of MI centers on uncovering a 

client’s reasons for change. Encouraging the client to 

explore their autonomous “why” behind a behavior 

change, especially with an orientation toward the 

future, can create the energy needed for a shift. As 

Rumi said, “What you seek is seeking you.”

The Role of Meaning in Motivation

One’s sense of purpose and meaning can also be 

an important foundation for reasons for change. 

The quest for meaning is the key to mental health 

and human fl ourishing, including overcoming 

adversity. By nature, humans are meaning-focused, 

motivated by the desire to understand the world 

in which we live and to search for something out 

there that demands our devotion (Frankl, 2006).

In his research, Paul Wong (1987), found that 

having a sense of meaning, life purpose, and 

life control were predictors of psychological and 

Wendy Well: “I don’t have time to exercise. My 

friends and my spouse don’t either!”

Coach Carl’s double-sided refl ection: “I hear you

saying that you don’t have time to exercise and 

that your friends and spouse don’t either. But I’ve 

also heard you say that exercise makes you feel 

better and that regular exercise would be good for 

your energy and health.”

Wendy Well: “That’s the problem. I want to exer-

cise, and it does make me feel better, but it cuts 

into my time with family and friends. If I could 

fi gure out how to do both, perhaps I could make 

exercise stick.”

Coach Carl: “It sounds like you are feeling dis-

couraged because it’s hard to meet your needs 

for both exercise and connection, and it would be 

worthwhile to fi nd a way.”

COACHING CASE

Wendy Well: “I don’t have time to exercise. My 

friends and my spouse don’t either!”

Coach Carl’s shifted focus refl ection: “This sounds 

challenging, so little time to exercise. I’m wondering 

about the dance class you started with your part-

ner. You were doing pretty well with that; I remem-

ber you saying that you were enjoying the classes.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, that’s the best decision I’ve 

made in quite a while. No more sitting in front of 

the TV on Thursday nights! It’s been great to do 

something active together. We may even add a 

second night to the schedule.”

Coach Carl: “It sounds like you are feeling happy 

with dancing and the time with your partner 

because it’s meeting your needs for both physical 

activity and connection.”

COACHING CASE
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physical well-being. Wong concludes that meaning is 

necessary for healing, resilience, optimism, and well-

being. An interesting new research direction concern-

ing purpose led to the Boyle et al. (2012) fi nding that 

people with Alzheimer’s disease who had a strong 

sense of life’s purpose were less affected by brain 

plaques and tangles than were people with Alzhei-

mer’s disease without a strong sense of purpose. 

Even though their brains were similarly physiolog-

ically diseased, something about having “purpose” 

prevented the disease from fully manifesting in 

cognitive decline.

Coaches help clients examine the larger value 

and purpose behind any desired change, mining 

the past for lessons learned, the present for what 

contributions the change could make to perfor-

mance and life purpose, and the future related to 

potential contributions to causes beyond self.

Examining Motivation with Rulers

MI readiness and confi dence rulers are useful tools 

for the exploration of motivation to change (Fig.6.2).

These scoring rulers enable clients to think out 

loud and quantify qualitative topics that are hard to 

pin down—their readiness, willingness, and ability 

to change. To evoke willingness, MI asks clients to 

rate the importance of making a change right now.

The coach might ask, “On a scale of 0–10, 

how important would you say it is to change your 

______________ at this time?”

With all three rulers, it is valuable to explore 

with a client: “What led you to not pick a lower 

number?” “What would help you get to a higher 

number?” Open-ended questions such as these, fol-

lowed by perceptive refl ections, can evoke change 

talk and support behavior change.

Motivational Interviewing 
Principle 4: Planning

The MI principle of planning involves collaborat-

ing on an action plan supported by increasing self- 

effi cacy. Let’s explore the broader topic of self-effi cacy 

next before addressing the MI planning principles.

Self-Effi  cacy

Self-effi cacy, the belief that one has the capability 

to initiate and sustain a desired behavior, is one of 

the most important outcomes of coaching in combi-

Wendy Well: “Quitting smoking is actually pretty 

important to me. It’s just so hard to quit, and 

frankly, I can’t stand being told how to do it by 

non-smokers.”

Coach Carl: “It is frustrating when you feel you 

haven’t discovered yet how best to quit. Let’s look 

at what is under your control here. What about 

quitting is important to you?”

Wendy Well: “Well, it would get my employer to 

stop nagging me.”

Coach Carl: “That sounds like a good outcome. 

I’m curious about other outcomes that matter 

even more. What else do you see that would be an 

immediate benefi t?”

Wendy Well: “I’d probably lose this nagging cough 

that keeps me from getting a good sleep.”

Coach Carl: “And what else?”

Wendy Well: “My coworkers wouldn’t look at me 

like I have the plague.”

Coach Carl: “It sounds like that is hurtful for you. 

What do you wish was happening?”

Wendy Well: “I feel a bit like an outcast around 

them. I miss out on some conversations and fun 

when I’m taking smoke breaks during lunch, for 

example.”

Coach Carl: “You really want to feel like you aren’t 

missing out on any of the opportunities to con-

nect with them. You want to feel included.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, that’s it.”

Coach Carl: “And beyond the workplace, which is 

just one aspect of your life, what would it mean to 

you to be free of smoking?” 

COACHING CASE
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nation with improvements in self-image (becoming 

one’s best self) and lasting mindset and behavior 

change. A goal of coaching is for clients to achieve 

and sustain the goals that brought them into coach-

ing and to feel confi dent in their ability to attain new 

goals in the future, navigating challenges well as 

they arise. In other words, clients should be able to 

learn how to learn and change so that they can move 

on from a coaching partnership in self-directed, 

motivated, and confi dent ways.

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT)

A primary resource for understanding self-effi cacy 

is SCT, offi cially launched in 1986 with the publica-

tion of Albert Bandura’s book, Social Foundations 
of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory. 
Simply put, SCT asserts that human behavior is 

determined by three factors which interact with 

each other in dynamic and reciprocal ways: personal 

factors (such as what one believes and how one 

feels about what one can do), environmental factors 

(such as support networks and role models), and 

behavioral factors (such as what one experiences 

and accomplishes). SCT is named as such because 

it emphasizes the primacy of cognitive processes in 

constructing reality and regulating behavior.

Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (2003) 

believes that self-effi cacy increases when one expe-

riences fl ow—when the challenge of the task and 

the skills to accomplish it are high and close to 

equal. When one is engaged in a task that is mis-

matched with one’s skill, effi cacy decreases and anx-

iety increases.

Self-effi cacy is impacted by all three factors (per-

sonal, environmental, and behavioral), and masterful 

coaching works to align those factors. Bandura (1994, 

1997) indicates that it is important to pay attention to 

four sources of self-effi cacy: physiological/affective 

states, verbal persuasion, vicarious experiences, and 

mastery experiences. Combined with other bodies 

of knowledge including the self-determination 

theory, the transtheoretical model of change (TTM), 

AI, NVC, MI, and positive psychology (including 

positive emotions, fl ow, and strengths), Bandura’s 

work on self-effi cacy complements the coaching 

Not important
at all

Willingness Ruler

About as important
as everything else

Most important
thing in my life

0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 101

I do not think I will
achieve my goal

I have a 50% chance
of achieving my goal

I will definitely
achieve my goal

0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 101

Confidence Ruler

I am not ready
to change

I am almost ready
to change

I am very ready
to change

0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 101

Readiness Ruler

To evoke an ability rating, MI asks clients to rate how confident they are at being able to make
a change right now. The coach might ask, “On a scale of 0–10, how confident are you that
you can change your                          at this time?”

To evoke a willingness rating, MI asks clients to rate how important is it to make a 
change right now. The coach might ask, “On a scale of 1–10, how important is it to you to 
change your                          at this time?”

After exploring importance and confidence, it may be helpful to ask directly about a client’s
readiness to change right now. The coach might ask, “On a scale of 0–10, how ready are you
to change your                          at this time?”

Figure 6.2. Readiness, willingness, 

and confi dence rulers.
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toolbox by bringing a unifi ed framework to these 

different but overlapping theories.

Physiological/Aff ective 
States—Cultivating Eustress, 
Minimizing Distress

Nothing is more personal than one’s body and feel-

ings, both of which can interfere with self-effi cacy. 

That’s why it’s so important to assist clients in 

becoming physically and emotionally comfortable 

with rather than intimidated by the prospect of 

change. The reasons for change become motiva-

tional only when they engage the whole person, 

including the person’s physical sensations and emo-

tional reactions, which can signal met or unmet 

needs. Simply put, how people feel about the pros-

pect of change impacts their self-effi cacy. If they have 

butterfl ies in their stomachs or a dry throat while ap-

proaching a task, for example, they are more likely 

to have low self-effi cacy than when approaching a 

task feeling relaxed and confi dent. That may seem 

obvious, but the cause-and-effect relationship goes 

both ways; physiological states affect self-effi cacy 

and vice versa, and coaches work to elicit both.

If stress is defi ned as stimulation, then distress 

represents either too much or too little stimula-

tion. As noted earlier, the former provokes anxiety, 

whereas the latter produces boredom. Both are dis-

tressing, and in the extreme, both can generate 

negative health impacts.

Eustress, literally defi ned as “good stress,” 

occurs in the fl ow zone. We fi nd ourselves engaged 

but not overwhelmed, in control of our experience 

but not bored. This is the sweet spot that coaches 

seek to hit with clients, both during the coaching 

session—challenging clients to stretch their think-

ing and feeling while being affi rmative and empa-

thetic to avoid distress (Rosenberg, 2005)—and after 

the coaching session, as clients actively pursue their 

visions and goals.

Giving respectful attention and understand-

ing to physiological/affective states, both during 

and between coaching sessions, can assist coaches 

and clients in fi nding that sweet spot. For example, 

during coaching sessions, coaches can offer empa-

thy refl ections to elicit and connect with what cli-

ents may be feeling and needing in the moment. 

Coaches can also ask clients to change body posi-

tion, breathe rhythmically, move their hands, walk 

around, trace a labyrinth, look at an object, draw 

pictures, play music, or connect in other ways with 

their physiological/affective states as different actions 

are being contemplated and reviewed.

The same is true for the coach’s own physio-

logical/affective states because they often mirror 

what a client is feeling and needing. The more aware 

coaches become of their own sensations and feelings 

in the moment as a coaching session progresses, the 

more on-target coaches become with their questions 

and interventions.

Getting clients to pay attention to their physio-

logical/affective states between coaching sessions is 

equally vital in assisting clients in moving forward. 

Noticing and understanding what’s happening on 

an emotional level while clients are experimenting 

with behavior changes can assist clients in discov-

ering the things that fi ll them with or drain them of 

energy. Self-effi cacy increases as clients do more of 

the things that fi ll them with energy. Coaches help 

clients set aside the pursuit of things out of a sense 

of obligation or the idea that they should in favor 

of doing things out of a sense of choice and the feel-

ing that it is what they value and want. When the 

locus of control shifts from the external to the inter-

nal frame, clients fi nd more energy, motivation, and 

greater confi dence to change.

Verbal Persuasion—
Evoking Change Talk

Many different environmental factors impact self-

effi cacy; two of the most important are the things 

people say to us (verbal persuasion) and the things 

people do around us (vicarious experience). Ver-

bal persuasion is not about wearing the “expert 

hat” and telling clients what they should do. That 

typically generates both resistance and resentment. 

Wearing the appreciative hat and stimulating a cli-

ent to discover what they can do, however, is an en-

tirely different matter. Inputs such as these tend to 
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enrich life and generate movement as clients become 

persuaded that they have what it takes to initiate 

and maintain a desired behavior.

However, the more coaches try to persuade 

clients of what they should do, the more resis-

tance coaches evoke, which decreases readiness to 

change. To assist clients to become persuaded with-

out provoking resistance, coaches communicate 

confi dence in the ability of clients to reach their 

vision and achieve their goals. When that confi -

dence is heartfelt, sincere, and based on client 

strengths, it helps bolster self-effi cacy. Although it 

may take time and many such verbal inputs from 

a variety of socially interactive phenomena, client 

inertia can be overcome. Put simply, the coach’s 

belief in a client increases a client’s belief in him-

self or herself.

It is the work of the coach not only to assist cli-

ents with the decisional balance of weighing pros 

and cons but also to support clients in acquiring the 

belief that they have what it takes to move forward 

and that life will support them in wonderful ways 

once they get started. As we have mentioned, Dave 

Buck of CoachVille frames the persuasive work of 

coaching in the terms, “My certainty is greater than 

your doubt.” Such persuasion involves all aspects 

of being, including the cognitive, emotional, phys-

ical, and spiritual domains. It hinges on the track 

record and credibility of the coach and the quality 

of the coaching relationship.

Albert Bandura (1997) would caution against 

inauthentic, or unrealistic, persuasion suggesting 

that “cheerleading” for behaviors that aren’t realis-

tic undermines a client’s progress and the coach’s 

efforts. Bandura’s recognition that verbal persua-

sion must be appropriately scaled refl ects the basic 

insight of the transtheoretical model’s stages of 

change as well as Csikszentmihalyi’s work on fl ow. 

Masterful coaches dance with their clients to set 

appropriate, stage-specifi c challenges and to iden-

tify the relevant skills to be learned over time. 

When this happens, the coaching relationship can 

remain indefi nitely productive because there are 

always new challenges to tackle and new skills to 

learn. AI is an especially powerful framework and 

process for assisting clients to become persuaded 

that they have what it takes to do what they want 

to do. By evoking the stories of their best experi-

ences and exploring their core values, strengths, 

generative conditions, and heartfelt wishes, clients 

become empowered to dream, design, and deliver 

their destinies.

When clients express resistance, the TTM, NVC, 

and MI models are invaluable. Resistance may come 

from the coach’s inaccurate assessment of a client’s 

readiness to change, setting a challenge that does not 

match the client’s capacity, or formidable internal 

and external obstacles. Resistance may also develop 

when coaches speak from the expert position, tell-

ing clients what they “need,” should, or “have” to 

do to reach their goals. MI uses many tools to avoid 

provoking resistance, including expressing empa-

thy, silence, attentiveness, open questions, as well as 

refl ective listening statements. These MI tools have 

the ability to shift the client from resistance talk to 

change talk, thus increasing the client’s perceived 

self-effi cacy.

Bandura (1994) notes that it is far easier to 

discourage someone with our words than it is to 

encourage them. The wrong words spoken at the 

wrong time can undermine confi dence and produce 

disappointing results. Wearing the expert hat can 

overwhelm and intimidate rather than empower 

and inspire. It’s better to listen and remain silent 

than to push the wrong buttons in our attempt to 

get things moving.

Vicarious Experiences—
Observing Similar Role Models

The world’s fi rst commercial bungee jumping took 

place in November 1988 off the Kawarau Bridge 

in Queenstown, New Zealand. The 43-meter drop 

continues to attract thousands of visitors each year 

who fi nd it fascinating to watch the process of 

someone deciding to take the plunge. When peo-

ple arrive, they fi rst go to the viewing platforms, 

one high and the other low. They watch people of 

different genders and ages get strapped in and dive 

off the bridge into the gorge. With each successive 

jump, some become more interested, open, and 

confi dent. They develop the belief that “I can do 
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that too.” Their self-effi cacy increases by the vicari-

ous experience of watching the others.

Such experiences are yet another vital environ-

mental factor when it comes to self-effi cacy. The 

more opportunities people have to witness and 

relate to others who are doing what they want to do, 

the more likely it is that they will initiate and sus-

tain that behavior themselves (Deutschman, 2007).

Sharing and telling stories are other ways for 

clients to have effi cacy-building, vicarious expe-

riences. Coaches can encourage clients to tell sto-

ries of others who have successfully handled their 

current goals and challenges. Coaches can also tell 

stories from their own life experiences and the expe-

riences of others with whom they have worked or 

known. The more positive change stories coaches 

and clients share together, the more vicarious expe-

riences come into the coaching conversation—and 

the more self-effi cacy grows.

It’s better to encourage clients to fi nd their 

own stories of vicarious experience rather than to 

tell stories, but both can come into play over the 

course of a coaching conversation. When coaches 

tell too many stories, it can sound either boastful 

(“Look what I did!”) or demanding (“All these peo-

ple got their acts together! Why can’t you?”). When 

stories are told judiciously, however, as part of the 

give and take of the coaching session, they serve as 

powerful tools to generate the energy for change.

If and when clients are unable to come up with 

their own stories of vicarious experience, coaches 

can encourage them to do research and fi eld stud-

ies. To use the analogy of bungee jumping, coaches 

can assist clients in fi nding a platform from which 

to watch others do what they want to do. When this 

happens, their self-effi cacy is likely to increase. The 

more success stories clients have in their repertoire 

and the more they tell those stories to their coaches 

and to others, the more likely it becomes that they 

will see themselves as able to achieve their desired 

outcomes.

That’s especially true if the stories describe 

people similar to themselves. The greater the per-

ceived similarity, the greater the impact a vicarious 

experience will have on self-effi cacy. Why do some 

people decide to jump off the Kawarau Bridge 

while others demur, even though everyone has 

the same vicarious experience? It may have to do, 

in part, with how closely one identifi es with those 

who take the plunge.

Mastery Experiences—
Successful, Perseverant Eff orts

The fourth SCT factor, the behavioral factor, is 

both the most powerful source and the ultimate 

outcome of self-effi cacy. What we actually accom-

plish ourselves does more than anything else to 

cultivate successful, perseverant effort. As the old 

saying goes, “Nothing breeds success like success.” 

Conversely, “Nothing breeds failure like failure.” 

Under standing this dynamic, masterful coaches 

assist clients in achieving quick wins and then 

staying on the winning path from week to week. 

Positive outcomes lead to increased self-effi cacy, 

whereas negative outcomes lead to decreased self-

effi cacy. That’s why mastery experiences can be 

viewed as both cause and effect when it comes to 

self-effi cacy.

That’s as true in coaching as it is in other 

areas. Masterful coaches do a better job of danc-

ing with their clients than do uncertain or insecure 

coaches. As a result, masterful coaches generate 

better results and attract more clients—both of 

which serve to enhance their sense of self-effi cacy 

as coaches. Instead of a destructive downward 

cycle, mastery experiences generate a constructive 

upward cycle. To increase the frequency, intensity, 

and quality of their clients’ mastery experiences, 

masterful coaches discern where clients are in the 

TTM stages of change and then guide them to 

structure stage-appropriate, incremental goals that 

are both engaging and manageable.

The MI principle of “planning” calls for real-

istic, well thought-out plans that consider barriers 

and challenges. To strengthen goal commitment 

and the possibility for mastery, the coach and client 

collaborate to:

 1. Dream to envision the desired future

 2. Explore the client’s intention with motivation 

and meaning

Moore_CH06_final.indd   90Moore_CH06_final.indd   90 5/24/15   1:45 AM5/24/15   1:45 AM



 CHAPTER 6 :  Harnessing Motivation to Build Self-Effi  cacy 91

 3. Create specifi c, measurable, and meaningful 

action steps

 4. Examine the client’s level of confi dence 

and adjust the action steps as necessary to 

increase confi dence

 5. Create contingency plans

 6. Imagine success and its positive consequences

 7. Affi rm commitment, strengths, and ability

As Csikszentmihalyi (2003) observes, biting 

off either too much or too little undermines self-

effi cacy because doing so generates either anxiety 

or boredom; this is where the research studying 

fl ow and self-effi cacy converge. People with high 

self-effi cacy experience fl ow more often than do 

people with low self-effi cacy, because people with 

high self-effi cacy know how to set goals and design 

projects that are just within reach.

Masterful coaches help clients transform their 

experiences in goal implementation into learning. 

Assisting clients in approaching their lives as sci-

ence experiments or living laboratories can free 

clients to try new things and bounce back quickly 

from apparent setbacks. There are no failures in sci-

ence, only learning experiences. Science is a “win-

learn” rather than a “win-lose” enterprise. Data are 

collected and theories are revised until things work 

and fi t together; this is also true when it comes to 

mastery experiences. If something doesn’t work, 

we use that data to design new experiments until 

we fi nd something that does work.

As in AI, coaches come from the perspective 

that we can always fi nd things that work. It is 

important for coaches to assist clients in fi nding 

things that are important, interesting, enjoyable, 

and stage-appropriate from the vantage point of 

the client. There is little value in conducting an 

experiment for its own sake. It is ideally related to 

a larger, positive vision of who clients are, what 

they value, and where they want to go. It must 

also be grounded in the reality of what clients 

know and have accomplished in the past. Master-

ful coaches enable their clients to frame their goals 

and projects in these terms. They are masters of 

meaning-making, learning, and the pleasures in 

change.
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“Growth is not steady, forward, upward progression. It is 
instead a switchback trail; three steps forward, two back, one 
around the bushes, and a few simply standing, before another 
forward leap.”

— D O R O T H Y  C O R K V I L L E  B R I G G S

93

Readiness 
to Change

C H A P T E R  7

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Describe the transtheoretical model (TTM)

 ● Defi ne the fi ve stages of change

 ● Describe coaching competencies for each stage of 

change

 ● Defi ne operant conditioning and decisional balance

 ● Describe the Mount Lasting Change model

Introduction to Change 
of Mindset and Behavior

A primary goal of coaching is to facilitate a client’s 

self-determined change, growth, and performance. 

In the health and wellness arenas, coaches and clients 

are particularly concerned with mindset and behav-

ioral changes that support a higher level of health 

and well-being.

Fortunately, there are excellent theories and 

extensive research on the preconditions and pro-

cesses of cognitive and behavioral change to sup-

port a coach’s toolbox. One of the most important 

is the TTM from the fi eld of behavioral psychology, 

which contributes a wealth of principles, skills, and 

processes to the foundation of health and wellness 

coaching. The TTM-inspired Mount Lasting Change 

pyramid described in later discussion lays out key 

cognitive, behavioral, and relational processes of 

change as a coaching framework.

Transtheoretical Model of Change

The TTM of behavior change developed by Dr. James 

Prochaska and collaborators is based on decades of 

research evaluating and measuring behavior change 

for a wide variety of health behaviors, including 

smoking cessation, exercise adoption, and mam-

mogram engagement. This model is a blueprint for 

effecting self-change in health behaviors and can 

be readily applied in health and wellness coach-

ing as well as other coaching domains (Prochaska, 

Norcross, & DiClemente, 1994).

The TTM provides coaches with an understand-

ing of how and when new behaviors can be adopted 

and sustained and why clients may struggle, fail, 

or quit.
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Clients may decide to employ a coach because 

they already recognize they need and want to ini-

tiate and sustain new health- and wellness-related 

behaviors and they are committed to doing so. 

Health and wellness behavior change is partic-

ularly challenging today in light of life’s heavy 

demands and stresses that can deplete resources 

for change. If it were easy, clients probably would 

not seek the support of a coach or they would have 

already made and sustained the changes they need 

and want.

Research has shown that self-change is a staged 

process in which one moves from not thinking about 

changing a behavior to thinking about it planning 

for the change and before actually starting the 

new behavior.

Using techniques that prematurely encourage 

new behaviors can discourage change. For example, 

people who have not yet made up their minds to 

change are typically not suffi ciently ready to start 

engaging in the new behavior. Applying pressure 

to move them into setting goals and starting new 

behaviors too early can cause them to resist or with-

draw from the change process.

To avoid such a setback, it is valuable to help cli-

ents consider the stage of change for each domain, 

and even subdomain, of health and wellness at the 

outset of a coaching partnership. Clients will typ-

ically be in different stages of change for different 

areas and also for different behaviors. They might be 

ready to adopt a healthy breakfast but not ready to eat 

more vegetables with dinner. They might be ready to 

walk but not participate in strength-training. They 

might be interested in practicing a self-compassion 

exercise but not in meditation. Globally, they may be 

more interested in dealing with stress, nutrition, or 

exercise fi rst.

Once aware of the stage in which a client is for 

a behavior or domain, a coach can apply techniques 

for facilitating change that are specifi c and effective 

for that stage. Application of specifi c techniques 

at each stage may support clients in reaching their 

health and wellness goals more quickly and effec-

tively as well as create a solid foundation for sus-

taining them.

Stages of Change and Eff ective 
Coaching Skills for Each

Prochaska and colleagues (1994) taught that the 

stages through which people move are predictable 

and identifi able. They begin with the precontem-

plation stage during which they are not yet think-

ing about making change, all the way through to 

the maintenance stage where changes have been 

adopted as a way of life and are stable. The charac-

teristics people exhibit at each stage are distinct and 

recognizable.

The fi ve stages of change are:

 1. Precontemplation (not ready for change)

 2. Contemplation (thinking about change)

 3. Preparation (preparing for action)

 4. Action (taking action)

 5. Maintenance (maintaining a positive behavior)

It is important to note that a client is not a stage 

but rather a client is in a particular stage related to 

a particular behavior or domain of change such as 

nutrition or physical activity.

Precontemplation: “I Won’t” 
or “I Can’t”

When someone is not yet thinking about adopting 

a positive or healthy behavior, it’s usually because 

they fall into one of two categories of the pre-

contemplation stage; these are the clients who say 

“I won’t” or “I can’t.” Those who say “I won’t” are not 

interested in changing because they do not believe 

that they have a problem. Family and friends may 

feel otherwise and may be nagging them about it, 

but clients themselves fail or refuse to acknowl-

edge a need to change, or perhaps more accurately, 

they may resist being changed by others. Those 

who say “I can’t” would like to change, but they 

don’t believe it’s possible. For different reasons, 

both kinds of clients are not even contemplating let 

alone working on making a change in a particular 

area. Clients in the “I won’t” category need to hear 

messages that communicate an understanding of 

their stage of readiness and an appreciation of their 

full autonomy and control over their choices. It is 
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important that they are not made to feel judged or 

inadequate. Coaches should validate, with sincer-

ity, the good reasons for the unhealthy behaviors, 

the needs these behaviors meet, and how they help 

clients cope with the demands of their lives.

Clients in the “I can’t” category are aware that 

there are issues to be addressed and there is a need 

to change, but they believe change is too complicated 

or diffi cult. They may have tried and failed over and 

over in the past. These people may be acutely aware 

of their barriers and need help to look at the barriers 

in a positive and possibility-minded way so that they 

can learn from them rather than being overwhelmed 

by the negative emotions and low confi dence gener-

ated by past failures or large roadblocks today.

Most clients will be in the contemplation and/

or preparation stage for at least one area (fi tness, 

weight, nutrition, stress, mental, or physical health), 

and coaching can support them in reaching the 

maintenance phase (sustaining one or more new 

behaviors consistently week to week) within three 

to six months. Many clients are dealing with signifi -

cant life stressors that are depleting their abilities to 

change, and these may be areas suited to a coaching 

partnership before addressing health behaviors. A 

coach may also be able to support a client in moving 

forward later in areas where they are in precontem-

plation when openings emerge in coaching sessions. 

Also, when clients progress in one area, their confi -

dence in self-change grows and they may become 

ready to move forward in another area where their 

previous readiness was minimal.

To move forward, a client in the precontempla-

tion stage fi rst needs to experience genuine empathy 

and unconditional acceptance. This is the time to use 

refl ections to demonstrate understanding and respect 

for a client’s emotions and needs. A coach’s ability to 

recognize and accept that a client does not intend to 

change a particular behavior is the key to building 

trust and future possibilities. A coach steps on a cli-

ent’s autonomy by encouraging him or her to move 

forward in making a behavior change when he or 

she is not ready to do so. Instead, focusing on under-

standing a client at a deeper level without judgment 

or fear supports a client’s self-determination.

Coach Carl: “Hello Wendy, my name is Coach 

Carl. I’m calling on behalf of your employer from 

Incredible Insurance, Inc. When you completed 

a health assessment last month, we noticed that 

you indicated that you are smoking several packs 

of cigarettes each day. I wondered if we could talk 

about ways to support you in stopping smoking.”

Wendy Well: “Oh, yes, I fi gured that someone 

would call me. Smokers are like second-class citizens 

these days, you know. I suppose you are telling me 

I have to stop smoking, or I’ll lose my insurance or 

get a penalty.”

Coach Carl: “It sounds like it’s been unpleasant 

and frustrating for you to feel as though you are 

being treated like a second-class citizen because 

you smoke.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, it sure is. I feel like I have to hide 

and be embarrassed about it. I hate the critical 

looks I get.”

Coach Carl: “I can imagine that you wish people 

would be more accepting of your need and desire 

to smoke.”

Wendy Well: “Exactly. I wish they would just leave 

me alone and let me smoke in peace. It’s the only 

thing that keeps me sane in my crazy life, and I 

don’t know how I would cope without smoking.”

Coach Carl: “I can understand how smoking is 

helping you cope with a lot of stress. Smokers are 

the only people left who take fi ve-minute breaks 

and breathe deeply [said with a smile]. I’m hearing 

that you aren’t ready right now to talk about strat-

egies to reduce or quit smoking.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, you’ve got it. I wish others 

would get it. Maybe someday I’ll think about quit-

ting smoking but not now.”

Coach Carl: “I really appreciate that smoking is 

helping you right now. Is there another change 

you are ready to make that I could help you with?”

COACHING CASE

(continued on page 97)
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With a coach, clients can sort their barriers into 

those that are real, feel large, and need to be put to 

the side right now; those that are excuses and can 

be reframed in new, positive ways; and those that 

can be overcome by tapping into the energy of deep 

autonomous motivation. Taking large barriers off 

the table in the immediate term can lower a client’s 

resistance level to discussing any change; time may 

have to elapse before clients can perceive these barri-

ers as manageable. A client doesn’t have to convince 

a coach that the barrier feels insurmountable. This 

acceptance shows your clients that you are on their 

side. When clients are readier to work with you, fi nd 

a strong positive source of self-motivation and iden-

tify other behaviors they are ready to change. When 

clients connect to something they really want, such 

as being a role model for their children by not smok-

ing, they are far more motivated to work on other 

healthy changes in addition to smoking. For exam-

ple, other healthy changes may include a walking 

program, yoga for relaxation, more fruits and veg-

etables, or getting in control of a large life stressor 

such as caring for an ill family member.

Contemplation: “I May”

Another term for the contemplation stage is the “I 

may” stage. At this stage, clients are thinking about 

changing unhealthy behaviors or adopting healthy 

behaviors and are considering taking action within 

the next six months. They are more aware of the ben-

efi ts inherent in changing and are less satisfi ed with 

their present health and well-being than are those 

in precontemplation around a specifi c behavior but 

still feel a sense of doubt and will delay the change.

Clients may express a fair amount of ambiva-

lence about change, feeling that change will be dif-

fi cult or even impossible to achieve. People often 

remain in the contemplation stage for a long time, 

and could be considered chronic contemplators, 

because they cannot imagine themselves behaving 

differently and/or they do not know how to change. 

They are still weighing the benefi ts of change against 

the effort it will take, and the balance is pretty even 

between the reasons to change and the reasons to 

stay the same. It is not until the reasons for making 

the changes (the “pros”) have more weight than the 

reasons for staying the same (the “cons”) that a client 

becomes ready to change.

When openings emerge, those who are thinking 

“I may” might be willing to explore their best expe-

riences with change in the past as well as the posi-

tive reasons for behaving in a particular way in the 

future. By focusing on their past accomplishments, 

values, and vision, they may come to appreciate how 

change would improve their lives. Assist these 

clients in connecting the dots between the changes 

they seek and the values and hopes for the future 

that they hold. Setting behavior change in this larger 

context makes the change more meaningful and sig-

nifi cant. If clients have not suffi ciently identifi ed 

their personally compelling motivators to change, 

including new supportive relationships and new 

reasons to change, a coach can support them in think-

ing this through. A clear vision of what they want 

(not just what they don’t want) is essential.

These clients need to examine not only the upside 

but also the downside of giving up old behaviors

for new healthier behaviors. Identify which barriers 

are immovable for now and which can be navi-

gated. Normalize, don’t catastrophize. Most every-

one is stuck in at least one life domain. Support 

contemplating clients in identifying and accom-

plishing small, realistic investigating and thinking 

goals at fi rst to enhance motivation and/or confi -

dence, thereby empowering them to be more confi -

dent in their ability to change.

Clients can move beyond the contemplation 

stage by connecting to their strengths and getting 

excited about the possibilities that would emerge 

with change. The discovery work alone may be 

enough to move them to the next stage of change. 

Increasing their awareness of compelling reasons 

to change and getting them to connect with people 

who have successfully made similar changes are 

key change strategies.

When appropriate, coaches can ask whether 

clients want them to share important scientifi c facts 

about the benefi ts of a behavior. Coaches can assist 

clients with discovering and sorting through the 

benefi ts for change, and these can become positive 

and even powerful motivators.
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In the contemplation stage, stage-appropriate 

goals include mindset shifts through reading, think-

ing, talking, listening, discovering, and deciding—

often not actually doing the particular behavior. 

Or sometimes, a client might also adopt the Nike 

“just do it” mantra and take tiny behavioral steps 

like fi ve-minute walks, 10 minutes of yoga poses, or 

an apple a day while sorting through ambivalence. 

A series of small successes without a larger com-

mitment can also build self-effi cacy and improve 

readiness.

Preparation: “I Will”

The preparation stage is also known as the “I will” 

stage. In the preparation stage, ambivalent feelings 

have been largely overcome. Clients have strength-

ened their motivation, and they are planning to take 

some action within the next month. These clients 

have one or more strong motivators. They know 

what their barriers are, and they have come up with 

some possible solutions that provide some hope for 

success. If these thinking tasks, developing strate-

gies to navigate barriers, are not accomplished, then 

clients will likely remain in the contemplation stage.

During preparation, clients experiment with 

their possible solutions, discard the ones that do not 

Wendy Well: “So you really aren’t going to try to 

press me to stop smoking?”

Coach Carl: “I’m really not. Whether you do or 

don’t is completely your choice. I’m here to support 

you when you are ready to start thinking about it 

and perhaps help you make a diff erent change that 

seems more manageable.”

Wendy Well: “Well, I’m not interested in giving 

up cigarettes; they help me calm down during my 

stressful work days.”

Coach Carl: “I appreciate that smoking helps you 

get through your stressful days.”

Wendy Well: “I have been working overtime for 

months on an urgent project, barely getting down-

time at home let alone exercise—nothing healthy, 

really.”

Coach Carl: “This is a tough phase with no time 

to take care of yourself. And you don’t have time 

to exercise.”

Wendy Well: “I’ve never been someone who 

exercises.”

Coach Carl: “So exercising seems like a stretch.”

Wendy Well: “Maybe not. I was just thinking that 

if I could walk on the treadmill or something, I 

might feel a little less stressed out. Could be a 

good anxiety reliever, but I don’t know. Like I said, 

I’ve never exercised before.”

COACHING CASE Continued

Coach Carl: “Tell me more about the appeal of 

exercise.”

Wendy Well: “My husband started to run about 

nine months ago, and I’ve been amazed at how 

much it has changed his body and his attitude. I’ve 

been a little envious. Plus, I’ve noticed that after 

sitting all day at the offi  ce, I just don’t feel good.”

Coach Carl: “You think exercising could improve 

your attitude and help you feel better after a long 

day of being sedentary. What are some possibilities 

for adding exercise?”

Wendy Well: “I thought about the treadmill but 

realized it is spring and I’d rather be outside. There 

is a nice park just a block from work, but honestly, 

I don’t think I would ever go during the workday. 

So I’ve been thinking about walking when my hus-

band starts his run.”

Coach Carl: “Sounds as though you’ve thought 

through a few options that won’t work and have 

one in mind that could. What do you like about the 

idea of walking while he runs?”

Wendy Well: “He would inspire me to get moving. 

And he would be glad that he is helping me because 

he worries about my smoking.”

COACHING CASE Continued
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work, and think up new approaches. In this stage, 

a coach can support clients in solidifying plans for 

change. For example, a client could write down a 

formal statement of what they are committing them-

selves to do, containing specifi c details of what, 

when, and how. Additionally with a coach, a client 

could brainstorm to identify the many small steps 

that could be taken as long as they are realistic.

If clients exhibit ambivalence, resistance, or fear 

of failure, it is important to explore the challenges 

and identify new ways to navigate around their 

challenges. However, a coach must be cautious not 

to add to the resistance by telling a client what to do. 

Honor a client’s competence, and fears, by asking 

the client to take the lead in co-creating solutions 

and strategies.

Discuss situations clients think could be prob-

lematic when they actually start the behavior and 

have them develop multiple possible strategies 

before they begin.

Action: “I Am”

During the next stage, which lasts six months or 

longer, clients are working on building new relation-

ships, practicing new behaviors, and establishing 

new habits. The action stage is also known as the 

“I am” stage.

Here, clients may have to concentrate hard while 

practicing fl edgling new behaviors and refi ning their 

lifestyles. In this stage, clients have identifi ed one 

or more new behaviors they want to establish and 

are doing them consistently, building up week by 

week, month by month, to a target level. For exam-

ple, a client may be working toward more cardio-

vascular exercise, for instance, three to four times a 

week for 15–60 minutes at a time at a moderate to 

high level of intensity, or he or she may be meeting a 

specifi c set of nutrition criteria he or she has agreed 

on with a physician. A client may also be striving 

toward a goal that will provide some relief from a 

life overfl owing with stress.

When clients are in the “I am” stage for a par-

ticular behavior, it is important that they keep their 

strengths and values at the top of their minds to 

get on and stay on track. It’s also valuable for them 

to engage social connections or develop new rela-

tionships with people who share their interests and 

behavioral goals. The more modes of support they 

can identify, the better.

(One month later)

Coach Carl: “It’s been a month since we last spoke. 

I’ve missed connecting with you. Tell me what is 

going well with the goals that you set for yourself 

in our last session.”

Wendy Well: “I’m glad we are reconnecting too. I 

think I am off  to a pretty good start! For the last 

three weeks, I have walked at least two days each 

week for about an hour each time.”

Coach Carl: “Wow! That is a great start! When we 

set the goal, you were aiming for 30 minutes, and 

you’ve been walking for an hour. What helped you 

go beyond your original goal?”

Wendy Well: “First, I fi nd that my husband and I 

are in much better moods in the evenings after 

we have both exercised. We laugh more in the 

evening. And remember that I told you work was 

stressful? That hasn’t changed, but I feel like the 

walking helps me destress and let go of it for the 

evening.”

Coach Carl: “That’s great to hear. What strengths 

and strategies have you used to be so consistent 

in walking?”

Wendy Well: “I have gotten in the habit of not 

planning to run any errands until after my walk on 

those days. I also just try to remember how good 

the walk felt the time before.”

Coach Carl: “Congratulations on your progress 

and perseverance! With cold winter days coming, 

I wonder what you are thinking it will take to stay 

on track.”

COACHING CASE Continued
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Through gradual changes and small achievable 

steps, clients can feel successful early. It’s important 

to anticipate situations that could be problematic 

and encourage clients to develop multiple possi-

ble strategies to handle these situations before they 

come up.

Coaches should anticipate and be prepared for 

lapses in behavior and support clients in reframing 

lapses as temporary setbacks. These incidents are 

best perceived as important learning opportuni-

ties rather than failures. An all-or-nothing mentality 

about goals can lead to guilt, self-blame, and rea-

sons to quit. A client could even benefi t from con-

ducting a safe, planned lapse, such as a day without 

exercise or a meal during which he or she can eat 

anything, to develop new mental skills, perspective, 

and resilience under a controlled situation.

Because there is a high risk of a return to the 

preparation stage, discussions to process the learn-

ing from setbacks and reframe them as sources of 

valuable learning are important. A client may lapse 

once in his or her execution of a desired behavior or 

may cease to engage in the desired behaviors all 

together for a week or more. These situations pro-

vide an opportunity to explore a client’s response 

to the situation, the perceived loss of control, and the 

help or hindrance of social connections. A coach can 

support clients in exploring their challenging situa-

tions and to learn from them for the future. Assist-

ing clients in developing new relationships with 

people who share their interests and behavioral 

goals can make signifi cant differences. With the 

right modeling and supportive environment, cli-

ents will be more likely to make progress in the 

action stage of change.

Maintenance: “I Still Am”

When a client is in the maintenance stage for a 

behavior, s/he is in the“I still am” stage. This stage 

begins when the new behavior change has become 

a habit and is done automatically—usually at least 

six months after the initial behavior has changed. 

Clients are now confi dent that they can maintain 

the new behavior, and they would rate their con-

fi dence to maintain the new behavior at a level of 

8 or 9 out of 10. In this stage, their self-effi cacy is 

both high and self-reinforcing.

Just because clients progress to the maintenance 

level does not mean they don’t need to continue 

working diligently to maintain a new behavior and 

prevent relapse. (Nor does it necessarily mean that 

they will no longer need or want a coach.) There 

are different sets of risks in maintenance, including 

boredom and the danger of gradually slipping back 

into old, less healthful habits.

Lapses, in which people temporarily abandon 

new behaviors, can occur during the maintenance 

period just as easily as it can during the action 

stage. If and when this happens, clients often need 

assistance to set new goals and get refocused. For 

example, they may benefi t from signing up for an 

event related to the goal, taking up a new type 

of exercise, trying a new but related skill, or helping 

others who are just getting started. This can be 

easier in maintenance than in action because the cli-

ents have already come to experience the value and 

benefi ts of their new behavioral patterns. Lapses 

in this stage don’t usually produce any signifi cant 

alteration in the health and fi tness benefi ts of the 

behavior change, which means people can more 

easily and quickly get back on track. Learning to 

make such adjustments is indeed a sign of being in 

the maintenance stage of change.

Relapses can be more challenging in any stage of 

change. As extended abandonments of new behav-

iors, relapses lead to the reduction or even to the 

disappearance of benefi ts. To reverse a relapse, it 

is important to revisit, revise, and reconnect clients 

with their strengths, values, resources, visions, goals, 

and motivators. In addition to exploring lessons 

learned, it is important to go back and restart the 

preparation and action process with judgment-free 

listening, inquiries, and refl ections. The more viv-

idly clients can remember and reconnect with their 

capacity to put their strengths to work, the more 

they will develop the self-effi cacy and regain their 

sense of control.

The fi ve stages of change are illustrated in 

Figure 7.1; you can see that lapses and relapses are 

a normal part of the change process.
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Table 7.1 provides a summary of the coaching 

skills that are useful for each stage of change with 

reference to the International Coach Federation’s 

Core Coaching Competencies (International Coach 

Federation [ICF], 2015).

Processes of Change

Prochaska recognized that some people were ready 

to change and others were not and that different 

strategies had to be used for people in different 

stages of readiness. After surveying a wide variety 

of different psychotherapeutic models, Prochaska 

and his collaborators (1994) put together the TTM

to identify what processes worked best for people in 

different stages of change. With Carlo DiClemente, 

10 such processes that describe what people actu-

ally do to change were identifi ed. Five are cogni-

tive processes and fi ve are behavioral processes of 

change.

Cognitive processes encompass a wide range 

of refl ective learning processes in which people are 

sorting out their thoughts, feelings, and desires 

regarding a particular health-promoting change. 

These processes, which often take place over a period 

of several months or even years, include:

 1. Getting information: fi nding out about all the 

benefi ts (e.g., medical and life) of doing a 

behavior

 2. Being moved emotionally: taking to heart the 

health and life benefi ts of a behavior and using 

these benefi ts to ignite a client’s drive to change

 3. Considering how one’s behavior affects others: 

for example, thinking one’s children may be 

learning from witnessing a parent’s positive 

behavior

Thinking About It 

Preparing for Action

Taking Action

Maintaining a Good Thing for Life!

Not 
ready 
yet

Lapses 
or sliding
backward
occasionally 
is not unusual.

Figure 7.1. Stages of change.
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Stage Skills to Use Explanation

Precontemplation: 

I won’t

Listening

Compassion

Mindfulness

Inquiry

Refl ections

Autonomy

Reframing

Sharing

Brainstorming

AI and MI

We’ve all been there, and the client needs to know we understand their needs, emotions, 

and circumstances. This is not the time to judge but to empathize. Compassion, “to suff er 

with,” is the operative word. Accepting people right where they are without lecturing 

them about where they ought to be will build the trust and intimacy so necessary to 

being a catalyst for change. (See ICF Core Competencies 3 and 4.)

The I won’ts need to bolster their appreciation of the pros.

I can’t Listening

Compassion

Mindfulness

Inquiry

Refl ections

Affi  rmation

Reframing

Sharing

Self-effi  cacy

Sorting barriers

AI and MI

I can’ts need to bolster their confi dence for overcoming the cons. We can also off er to 

help them sort through their barriers.

Everyone in precontemplation needs not only reasons why but also hope when it 

comes to the prospects for change.

Contemplation: 

I may

Listening

Compassion

Mindfulness

Inquiry

Refl ections

Affi  rmation

Reframing

Sharing

Brainstorming

AI and MI

Self-effi  cacy

Contemplators need to get in touch and stay connected with their strengths, core 

values, and autonomous motivation for change. Identifying strengths, values, and 

motivators will assist contemplators in completing the vision of the coaching process, 

giving them more clarity on where they want to go and why.

Contemplators need to fi nd strong motivators. They need to identify their barriers 

and come up with possible solutions. Accomplishing these three thinking tasks 

moves contemplators forward into preparation. Sharing information as well as stories 

related to the possibilities for and benefi ts of making a change can make an invaluable 

contribution to the client’s change process. (See ICF Core Competencies 7 and 8.)

Preparation: I will Listening

Compassion

Inquiry

Refl ections

Affi  rmation

AI

Brainstorming

Experimenting

Committing

Testing

Scheduling

Accountability

Once people have strong motivators, know their barriers, and have thought of some 

possible solutions, it’s time for the coach to work with them on designing actions 

(ICF Core Competencies 9 and 10). This starts with exploring their positive core 

(AI, Chapter 4) through powerful questioning (ICF Core Competency 6). Although 

we may want to teach them the tricks to being successful, it’s better to assist them in 

discovering, designing, committing to, and experimenting with their own strategies 

for success. Those are the ones that are more likely to stick.

Table 7.1 Coaching Skills for Behavior Change

(continued on next page)
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Stage Skills to Use Explanation

Action: I am Listening

Inquiry

Refl ections

Support

Self-effi  cacy

Normalizing

Calibrating

Reengineering

Environmental

Design

If ever there were a time for a coach to be a cheerleader and a champion, it’s in 

the action stage of change. The client has started on the path—he or she needs 

our confi dence, energy, and commitment to believe he or she can stay on the 

path (ICF Core Competency 9). We walk a tightrope here between support and 

challenge. Clients need to be inspired. Too much support, and we baby them; too 

much challenge, and we overwhelm them. To inspire them, we keep just the right 

amount of tension on the line.

As clients run into challenging situations, the coach helps them analyze them and 

come up with relapse prevention plans.

Maintenance: 

I still am

Listening

Inquiry

Refl ections

Support

Inspiration

Modeling 

Improvisation

Creativity

Autonomous 

  motivation

If it takes 21 days to develop a new, easy habit, it may take 21 months to develop a 

new lifestyle. During the process, clients will discover new and exciting things about 

themselves; they will also encounter challenges and setbacks as well as boredom and 

discouragement. Helping clients develop into role models for others is a powerful 

way for them to stay motivated.

By being fl exible, creative, and inventive, coaches can assist clients in staying 

engaged. This is part and parcel of managing progress and accountability (ICF Core 

Competency 11), which may be too heavy for some clients to handle without 

continued experimentation and improvisation (ICF Core Competency 9).

AI, appreciative inquiry; MI, motivational interviewing.

Table 7.1 Coaching Skills for Behavior Change (Continued)

 4. Self-image: connecting the dots and seeking 

congruence between one’s vision, values, 

and behaviors to enhance integrity

 5. Social norms: connecting and talking with 

like-minded people who are all working on 

the same behavior (e.g., a support or special 

interest group)

Behavioral processes encompass a wide range 

of action-oriented learning processes in which peo-

ple are experimenting with new health-promoting 

behaviors and adopting the ones that work. These 

processes include:

 1. Making a commitment: for example, writing 

down exactly what new behavior will be 

done and when

 2. Using cues: for example, designing environ-

mental reminders to do what is planned

 3. Using substitution: replacing an old health-

risk behavior with a new health-promoting 

behavior (e.g., substituting carrot sticks or a 

straw for a cigarette)

 4. Social support: recruiting family and friends 

to help with behavior change by asking for 

specifi c forms of support; this requires clients 

to think carefully about what they would like 

someone to do and then to ask the person on 

their support team to do it

 5. Rewards: setting up reward systems for 

having completed action goals

Supporting Clients in Moving 
Through the Stages of Change

After establishing trust and rapport with an orien-

tation around the clients’ strengths and values, it is 

valuable to encourage clients to identify what stages 

of readiness they believe they are in with regard to 

their potential areas of focus or any life issues related 

to their health and well-being. This alone can gener-

ate engaging conversations as to why they picked the 

stage they picked, what got them to where they are, 

and what goals or behaviors they want to focus on 
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fi rst in moving forward. This also supports in devel-

oping a client’s sense of competence and autonomy 

in moving toward change.

Supporting Self-Effi  cacy

One goal of using the TTM process is to increase a 

client’s sense of self-effi cacy or belief that one has the 

capability to make a change in a desired area. Self-

effi cacy describes the circular relationship between 

belief and action; the more you believe you can do 

something, the more likely you are to do it. The more 

you do something successfully, the more you believe 

that you will be able to do it again.

The opposite is also true; the more you believe 

that you cannot do something, the less likely you 

are to do it. The more you do something unsuccess-

fully, the less you believe that you will be able to 

do it again. In other words, to quote an old adage, 

“Nothing succeeds like success.” Therefore, it 

is important that clients set appropriate goals—

ones that correspond to a client’s stage of change 

and capability. The potential consequence of inap-

propriate goals is that the client may lapse, possibly 

setting up a series of relapses. That’s also why it is 

so important to correctly determine a client’s stage 

or readiness to change (e.g., whether you are work-

ing with an “I may” or an “I will” person). In other 

words, it can be risky for a client in the contempla-

tion stage for a behavior to set late-stage behavioral 

goals. Instead, a more appropriate goal type would 

be a thinking goal, which encourages the explora-

tion of motivators and challenges.

When clients have experienced a challenging 

situation and have had a lapse, the coach can work 

to reframe the experience as a learning experience.

Operant Conditioning

Another way to engage clients in the processes of 

change, especially in the behavioral processes, is to 

focus on the relationship of a behavior and its conse-

quences. Known as operant conditioning, or learning 

through positive and negative reinforcement, it is a 

form of learning that takes place when an instance 

of spontaneous behavior is either re inforced or dis-

couraged by its consequences.

Successful operant conditioning looks for the 

antecedent conditions that may trigger an undesired 

behavior. For example, missing breakfast may lead 

to overeating at lunch, which may lead to feelings 

of guilt, which may lead to irritability. This irritabil-

ity may lead to abandonment of any improved eat-

ing habits for that day. The end result can be an ice 

Wendy Well: “I really failed at my goal to not 

smoke over the weekend.”

Coach Carl: “I know that was a challenge for you, 

and I hear your disappointment.”

Wendy Well: “Frustrated, mad at myself. I know 

I can do better than this.”

Coach Carl: “If you want to reach this goal, I know 

you can. Let’s rewind and see what can be learned 

here. What factors do you think contributed to 

your decision to smoke after you had committed 

to not smoking on the weekend?”

Wendy Well: “I know exactly what happened. I 

was out running errands, so I was in my car all day, 

and I didn’t stop to eat lunch. Before I knew it, I was 

smoking in my car.”

Coach Carl: “Connect the dots for me. How did 

that situation lead to smoking?”

Wendy Well: “First, once I was hungry, I had no 

willpower. And I wanted something to put in my 

mouth.”

Coach Carl: “Interesting, there may be something 

here to learn about your triggers.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, I’m defi nitely less likely to make 

a good choice when I’m hungry.”

Coach Carl: “Interesting observation. How will 

you apply this learning in the future?”

COACHING CASE
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cream binge after dinner. When a behavior chain is 

identifi ed, assisting clients to alter a behavior earlier 

in the chain instead of later can generate signifi cant 

shifts and benefi ts.

It is often easier to manipulate the antecedents 

than to modify the consequences or behaviors. Exam-

ples of antecedent conditions could include a long 

drive to get to the gym, an unpleasant workout 

environment, driving by a favorite ice cream shop, 

a particularly stressful day, or negative self-talk. For 

example, stressful workdays and self-statements, 

such as “I am overwhelmed and can’t deal with 

everything,” may lead to overeating at dinner on 

a continual basis. It may be helpful to create a goal 

that helps clients relieve some of the stress during 

the day or before eating in addition to their goals 

that relate to eating.

Readiness to Change Assessment

The following readiness to change assessment 

(Table 7.2) can be used with clients to prioritize the 

behaviors they want to change and rate their confi -

dence in their ability to change.

It’s not important that clients use the formal 

names of the stages themselves. It may be better to 

simply have clients choose the descriptive statement 

that best describes where they are with respect to 

changing a particular behavior:

 ● I won’t do it.

 ● I can’t do it.

 ● I may do it.

 ● I will do it.

 ● I am doing it.

 ● I am still doing it.

Once a client has become familiar with the stages 

of change, a coaching session may fl ow according 

to the following pattern:

 ● Explore the client’s strengths, core values, and 

primary motivators or reasons for change.

 ● Co-identify the client’s stage of change and one or 

more appropriate cognitive or behavioral goals.

 ● Co-design strategies that will promote quick 

wins and self-effi cacy with those cognitive or 

behavioral goals.

 ● Discuss challenges, as appropriate, that may 

interfere with behavior change and stimulate 

generative thought about possible solutions.

 ● Elicit the client’s commitments as to the steps 

he or she will take and the efforts he or she will 

make in the week ahead.

 ● Reconfi rm the client’s readiness to change and 

willingness to move forward.

Decisional Balance

An effective way to engage clients in the processes 

of change, especially the cognitive processes, is to 

encourage them to weigh the pros and cons of a 

particular behavior or behavioral change. Known 

as a decisional balance (Janis & Mann, 1977), such 

weighing increases the chance of successful behavior 

change by taking into consideration:

 ● The pros or gains for self, gains for others, 

approval of others, and self-approval

 ● The cons or losses for self, losses for others, 

disapproval of others, and self-disapproval

Wendy Well: “I want to stop smoking for my 

health, so I won’t get sick down the road.” 

Coach Carl: “Tell me more about what you imagine 

is possible for you ‘down the road’ that isn’t now.”

Wendy Well: “I have three grandchildren whom 

I really love and with whom I want to be able to 

spend time.”

Coach Carl: “One of the most important reasons 

for you to make a change is to be able to enjoy 

time with your grandchildren.”

Wendy Well: “Yes. Another reason is that I really 

want to stop smoking now because my children will 

not allow my grandchildren to come into my house 

because I smoke, and I want to be able to bake 

cookies and play games with my grandchildren.”

COACHING CASE
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Pros, benefi ts, and motivators are the good things 

about doing a new healthy behavior. They are what 

the client will get if he or she behaves in this new 

healthy way. Through inquiry, the coach can sup-

port the client in moving from a general, non specifi c 

pro to a specifi c, personal, positive motivator.

Cons, barriers, and challenges are things that 

make it hard to do a new healthy behavior. By get-

ting clients to sort through their barriers, the coach 

can assist them in discovering that some barriers 

are large and only time will change them, whereas 

some can be overcome by a strong enough pro or 

motivator. For example, the young executive who 

was working 14 hours a day in his fi rst job trying to 

make a name for himself had absolutely no time to 

exercise regularly until an attractive young woman 

who worked out regularly joined his fi rm. He then 

somehow found the time to go to gym because he 

wanted to get to know her. Some barriers can be 

overcome by a strong enough motivator.

Although it may seem counterintuitive, research-

ers have found that the pros have to outweigh the 

Research has shown that self-change is a staged process. We move from not thinking about changing 

a behavior to thinking about it, to planning to change, and then to testing out ways to do it before we 

actually start. When thinking about changing or adopting a behavior, ask yourself the following:

1.  Why do I really want to change the behavior; what makes the change important to me (the benefi ts 

or pros)?

2.  Why shouldn’t I try to change the behavior; what is in my way (the obstacles or cons)?

3.  Do my pros outweigh my cons?

4.  What would it take for me to change the behavior and overcome my cons? What’s my strategy?

5.  Can I really do it?

To move forward, it is best if you believe in your ability to change; the pros outweigh the cons and you 

have realistic strategies to overcome the cons. Behavioral scientists recognize fi ve stages of readiness 

to change a behavior:

1.  Precontemplation (“I won’t or I can’t in the next six months.”)

2.  Contemplation (“I may in the next six months.”)

3.  Preparation (“I will in the next month.”)

4.  Action (“I’m doing it now.”)

5.  Maintenance (“I’ve been doing it for at least six months.”)

A number of techniques can help you move from not thinking to thinking, to planning, to doing, and 

to continue doing. Determining how ready you are to change a behavior can assist your coach in 

helping you make that change. The following questions can assist you and your coach with making 

that determination. Your answers will help your coach guide the conversation so that you can move 

through the stages of change and reach your goals.

1. The goal or behavior I want to work on fi rst is:

2.  My reasons for wanting to accomplish this goal or change this behavior are:

3.  The strengths, aptitudes, values, and resources that I can draw upon include:

4.  The main challenges I will face while changing this behavior are:

5.  My strategies to move forward and meet those challenges are:

6.  The eff orts I made toward changing this behavior in the last week are:

7.  My goal for next week with respect to this behavior is:

8.  My readiness to change the behavior is (circle the level that best describes where you are):

• I won’t do it.

• I can’t do it.

• I may do it.

• I will do it.

• I am doing it.

• I am still doing it.

Table 7.2 Readiness to Change Assessment
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cons for someone to actually start and continue a 

new behavior successfully. This means it is impor-

tant to help clients in the early stages of change who 

have not yet started to do a behavior to fi nd per-

sonally salient, specifi c, positive pros or motivators 

while they honestly sort out their cons.

When a client is thinking about changing a 

behavior, a coach may use the following inquiries:

 1. What is leading you to want to try and 

change the behavior? (What are the pros?)

 2. What are the reasons you shouldn’t try to 

change the behavior? (What are the cons?)

 3. What would it take for you to change the 

behavior? (What’s your strategy to overcome 

your cons?)

Cognitive processes comprise the key work for 

clients in the early stages of change. By assisting 

such clients with articulating strong, personal, spe-

cifi c, and positive motivators and by assisting them 

in discovering not only their barriers to change but 

also possible solutions or workarounds, coaches help 

clients get ready for action.

If a client is in the “I can’t” stage and totally 

focused on barriers and all the reasons that they 

cannot make a change, acknowledge the value of 

their appreciating their barriers. If the three tasks 

of a person in the early stages are fi nding a moti-

vator, knowing their barriers, and coming up with 

some possible solutions, this person has one of the 

three tasks completed. He or she is acutely aware of 

the barriers. The work of coaching is to make sure 

the other two tasks get done.

The Mount Lasting Change Model

Drawing from the cognitive and behavioral processes 

of the TTM as well as from evidence-based princi-

ples of behavioral psychology and positive psychol-

ogy and experience in coaching clients and training 

and testing coaches, Wellcoaches created a graphic 

metaphor for the coaching process: Mount Lasting 

Change. This behavior change pyramid provides a 

guide to what it takes to make lasting changes in 

mindset, behavior, self-awareness, and self-image 

(Fig. 7.2).

The base level of the pyramid represents the 

vision and higher purpose for change. First, the cli-

ents decide to take charge. Then, they defi ne what it 

would like to be their best selves—what they value 

most about life and what they are striving for. It is 

also important to identify the skills and knowledge 

to reach one’s “best self” as well as the strategies 

for using strengths to handle challenges. The next 

level addresses how the vision is turned into a real-

istic plan, including behavioral goals, one’s support 

team, and how to increase confi dence. Then a com-

mitment is formalized. The third level depicts the 

doing process (specifi c behavioral goals) with early 

wins and constant fi ne-tuning. The fourth level rep-

resents the approach to sustaining new behaviors. 

The top is the “best self.” This is what a client yearns 

to become or uncover through the change process.

Change isn’t a linear process along which one 

proceeds from the bottom directly to the top of the 

pyramid. Clients cycle up and down the fi ve levels, 

sometimes for years. When they don’t make lasting 

change, they typically have missing or weak build-

ing blocks. A coach works with a client to lay down 

the structure and assemble the building blocks to 

get to lasting change and the client’s best self.

The Mount Lasting Change pyramid can be 

applied to any area of health, well-being, and per-

formance in life and work. One can use the pyramid 

for single behaviors (e.g., three 30-minute walks per 

week) or groups of related behaviors (e.g., nutri-

tion including fi ve servings of fruits and vegetables 

per day, balanced breakfast fi ve days a week, and 

healthy snacks fi ve days a week).

Vision Level

The bottom “vision level” of the pyramid is the 

foundation for change. It is essential not to rush 

through this level. Devoting the time to generously 

exploring a client’s positive core—the vision-level 

building blocks—prior to moving into preparation 

and action is enlightening and valuable. Revisiting 
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and reinforcing the vision building blocks along the 

way breathes life and inspiration into the change 

process.

Self-Awareness and Responsibility

Developing mindfulness and self-awareness of 

where the client stands with all of the building 

blocks is an ever-present theme. Taking charge and 

personal responsibility for change is the call to 

action, activating autonomy and self-determination. 

People choose to make specifi c changes at specifi c 

times and for specifi c reasons when they are ready, 

willing, and able.

Strengths

The change process is much more likely to succeed 

if clients identify and stay connected to the strengths 

and abilities that have proven successful in other 

parts of their lives. Building on what’s working now 

is a key coaching approach.

Lasting 
Change

Relapse 
Prevention

Celebrate

Best Self Real Me

Plan Support Confidence Commitment

Self-Awareness +
Responsibility

Strengths Values 
Benefits + 
Information

Challenges
+ Strategies

Behavioral 
Steps

Rewards Problem Solving

Results

Action

Vision

Preparation

Figure 7.2. Mount Lasting Change.
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Values

This building block is at the center of the founda-

tion because it represents both the higher purpose 

and deeper meaning for the change. One’s values, 

when clearly articulated and kept in view, are what 

keep them going in the face of big and small chal-

lenges. What people value or treasure about the 

benefi ts of change is highly personal, ranges widely, 

and changes over time. Some values include being 

a role model, having peace of mind, looking good 

or youthful, living in balance, and exercising self-

control. To discover client values, ask about who they 

want to be and why they want to be that way. Of 

course, one can’t become that person overnight, but 

one can start doing the things that person would do. 

Acting “as if” is a great way to get on track. Coach-

ing discussions often center around a client giving 

himself or herself permission to live from his or her 

values, especially when that means saying “no” to 

others to practice self-care. Coaches can assist clients 

in recognizing that setting boundaries to support 

self-care undergirds being one’s best in life and work.

Benefi ts and Information

One must identify, explore, prioritize, and emotionally 

connect with the list of potential benefi ts to be derived 

from making lasting change. When needed, provid-

ing just-in-time education and information on the 

new behavior(s) will be important for keeping a client 

interested in experimenting with new behaviors.

Challenges and Strategies

Identifying and exploring signifi cant challenges, 

such as competing priorities, lack of time, lack of 

confi dence, and the benefi ts of not changing are 

ongoing life processes. Raising awareness of how 

challenges might be both harmful and helpful is 

important thinking/feeling work for those in the 

early stages of change.

The thinking/feeling work around challenges 

then leads to the thinking/feeling work around real-

istic strategies for moving forward. Some clients will 

get so excited about a new interest that challenges 

will seemingly fade from view. Other clients will 

want to develop specifi c strategies for dealing with 

challenges, especially if they have a long history of 

derailment. Either way, the key to masterful coaching 

is to elevate a client’s confi dence in his or her ability 

to move forward successfully. At its core, coaching 

generates hope in a client’s ability to change as well 

as awareness of realistic strategies that work.

Preparation Level

Confi dence

Before proceeding and while on the change path, it 

is vitally important to have a moderate to high level 

of confi dence in one’s ability to be successful. If a 

client’s confi dence level is less than a score of 7 out 

of 10, more work is needed to increase the level to 

at least a 7 or an 8. One of the most important goals 

of the behavior change process is self-effi cacy; one 

must have the confi dence that one has the ability to 

initiate and sustain a desired behavior, even in the 

face of challenges.

Commitment

When an oral or written commitment is made to 

another person—a family member, friend, colleague, 

physician, or coach—to establish a new habit, the 

probability of success is increased.

Support

Making changes can be tough and having support 

from family, friends, or colleagues, who can help us 

work through the change process, stay on track, and 

provide positive feedback, is extremely valuable. 

It’s often helpful for clients to ask for support and be 

specifi c, explaining the kind of support that is work-

ing or not working. Clients appreciate and experi-

ence more success when they have support for their 

autonomously selected goals.

Plan

The details are crucial. Developing and updating a 

detailed plan describing scheduling and prepara-
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tion, as well as clearly defi ning the behavioral goal 

(what, when, and how), is an important activity. 

Tracking performance is also important—using 

journals or logs, for example, to record how we eat, 

exercise, and relax.

Action Level

Behavioral Steps

Choosing, refi ning, and committing to specifi c behav-

ioral goals which are realistic while challenging is 

the all-important “doing” part of behavior change. 

Committing to the mastery of a new behavior in 

three months or so, and then maintaining it for a fur-

ther three to six months, reaching high self- effi cacy, is 

a good target for change. The goal should be specifi c 

and measurable; for example, replace “exercising 

more” with “I will walk four days a week for 30 min-

utes at a moderate intensity.” Building up to a three-

month behavioral goal should progress gradually 

each week in manageable steps. Some weeks, more 

progress will be made than others. A good starting 

point would be “walking four days for 10 minutes” 

or “walking two days for 20 minutes.”

Problem Solving

Although challenges and strategies are addressed on 

the vision level as part of the foundation for change, 

clients inevitably encounter challenges and setbacks 

along the way to reaching and mastering their behav-

ioral goals. Coaches can assist clients in viewing such 

times in a positive light as opportunities to learn and 

grow. An effective problem-solving process, includ-

ing brainstorming, enables rapid self-awareness, 

increased desire to stay on track, and prompt correc-

tive actions, which may include brainstorming and 

experimenting with new action strategies or even 

tweaking the behavioral goals themselves. The secret 

is to normalize and appreciate such experiences for 

the gifts they have to offer rather than to fret or cata-

strophize and begin a downward spiral.

Rewards

To reinforce a client’s motivation and confi dence, 

it is important to experience quick “wins,” to enjoy 

extrinsic rewards, and to savor the intrinsic value 

of behavioral changes. Clients generally start to feel 

better, stronger, lighter, or more energetic, for exam-

ple, when they start to exercise more, eat better, relax 

more, be more engaged with life, or have more fun. 

They need to mindfully observe, enjoy, and celebrate 

such rewards to fully engage with and sustain the 

change process.

Results Level

Lasting Change

The diligent effort to build up to a behavioral goal 

and embrace the challenges along the way has a 

big payoff when clients are successful. The key is to 

move from extrinsic incentives to intrinsic motiva-

tion and contentment. That is the work of masterful 

coaching.

Relapse Prevention

Even after one has mastered a new behavior, there is 

still potential to get sidetracked. Shift happens. New 

challenges emerge as environments and motivations 

change. Developing strategies to prevent relapses 

is the thinking/feeling work required when a client 

has reached the maintenance stage of change.

Best Self

One of the big bonuses of lasting change is the 

expansion of one’s sense of self. Often, one’s best 

self is buried under extra physical and emotional 

weight and stress and is revealed when change has 

been experienced, even mastered. A coach encour-

ages a client to take time to notice, embrace, enjoy 

his or her best self, and celebrate!

General Suggestions for 
Coaching Change in Light 
of the Transtheoretical Model

Ambivalence, the existence of coexisting and con-

fl icting feelings that create a decisional balance that 

doesn’t lean toward pros or cons, can be a major 
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factor inhibiting clients’ commitment to change. 

Feeling ambivalent is a common and perfectly 

normal state of mind. Guide clients to accept their 

ambivalence rather than to fi ght it in order to better 

work their way through it. It may always be pres-

ent to some extent, and that’s OK. Ambivalence 

doesn’t need to be completely resolved for clients 

to get started and be successful with change. For 

example, some people may always be ambivalent 

toward getting up early to exercise, but they con-

tinue anyway because the intrinsic rewards make 

it worth doing.

If ambivalence jeopardizes your clients’ commit-

ment, then it is a problem. If it simply makes them 

question their commitment, and does little more than 

lead to a temporary detour now and then, it can 

be positive experience as they develop resilience 

and an ability to get back on track. Self-awareness 

of their positive core and goal setting through lapses 

and relapse are powerful tools for dealing with 

ambivalence.

Clients may underestimate the power of a per-

sonal coaching program at the beginning. With 

your help, they will make changes they didn’t real-

ize were possible. As their confi dence in changing 

grows, their readiness to change will spill over to 

other areas of their health and fi tness and even other 

areas of their lives.

Change in one area of life can have a mobilizing 

effect on changing another area. Coaches will fi nd 

that when clients have success in areas where their 

readiness to change is more advanced, they may 

progress past contemplation in the more diffi cult 

areas, powered by new self-effi cacy.

Assist clients in frequently connecting with their 

positive core, especially their strengths, aptitudes, 

values, and resources for learning and growth. This 

will assist them in maintaining a hopeful and posi-

tive relationship to the prospect of behavior change. 

Remind your clients that change can be uncomfort-

able and diffi cult in the beginning. This is normal 

when people are stepping out of their comfort zones 

and seeking to make conscious changes.

Reassure clients that lapses are common during 

the early stages of change; that is why they will need 

a lot of encouragement and support when they fi rst 

get started. If clients are struggling with change, the 

coach can reassure them that what they are experi-

encing is a normal part of the change process and 

let them know that they are doing something that is 

diffi cult for most people. It is a good time to remind 

them of progress they have made to date—such 

as hiring a coach! Most people under estimate their 

ability to change and lack the tools and process to 

facilitate change. A coach can help clients raise their 

level of confi dence by never losing sight of their pos-

itive cores. “You CAN do it!” is a key framework of 

masterful coaching.

Coaches help clients develop internal motiva-

tion and focus less on external motivators by having 

them look inside and focus on changing behaviors 

for themselves and not for anyone else. If a client’s  

motivation originates externally (i.e., “I’m doing 

this for my spouse/children/employer/etc.”), it can 

wobble and then lead to guilt, frustration, anger, 

and often quitting. When clients can honestly say 

“I’m doing this because it will make me feel good 

and feel good about myself,” then they have internal 

or intrinsic motivation. The guilt-inducing, self-

esteem–based “I should do this” is usually counter-

productive because it fosters inner criticism which 

is depleting. Client should focus on their internal 

and positive motivation and not on externally 

induced pressure and validation.

Common sources of ambivalence include:

 ● I don’t really want to do this (I don’t have a 

good enough reason).

 ● I can’t do this.

 ● I have never done this.

 ● I don’t have the time.

 ● I can’t get started.

 ● It’s too hard.

 ● I won’t be able to . . . (drink beer with my friends, 

enjoy parties, eat what my family eats, etc.)

At the conclusion of a coaching session, a coach 

should consider: “Is this client really in the stage 

I think they are in or have they moved back into 

an earlier stage, and I need to help them set more 

thinking/feeling goals instead of behavioral goals?” 

When the coach is not on the same page as the client, 

the dynamic dialogue can disappear, leaving a sense 

of disconnection.
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If clients have not made signifi cant progress 

on chosen goals over 3–4 weeks and the goals are 

not unrealistic, it may be time to honestly question 

whether they are truly committed to those goals. 

They may want to change their goals or even their 

approach. For example, a client may benefi t from a 

different intervention, such as a dietitian, personal 

trainer, or psychotherapist, or a more prescriptive or 

structured program with a lot of education. Often, 

clients receive such honest questions as a “wakeup 

call” that renews their commitment to change.

The breakthrough comes when clients take con-

trol and responsibility for their own well-being 

and health, the change process, and becoming con-

nected with their own motivators. This will unleash 

their inner resources to navigate the obstacle course 

of change.
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“It takes a lot of courage to show your dreams to 
someone else.”

— E R M A  B O M B E C K

113

Client 
Assessment

C H A P T E R  8

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Identify the value of assessments to the coaching 

partnership

 ● Identify assessments to use with clients

 ● Review a sample well-being assessment

 ● Identify medical or mental health red fl ags

 ● Prepare for and support a fi rst coaching session

The Value of Assessments

Client assessments are valuable tools in the coach’s 

toolbox and offer a variety of benefi ts to the coach-

ing partnership.

In the corporate environment, an executive or 

business coach might measure behaviors and ways 

of being using assessments of emotional intelli-

gence (EI) or personality type. Coaches of various 

niches may use a variety of assessments focused 

on life balance or wellness. A common example is 

the “wheel of life,” which is focused on self-care 

and balance. Assessments of character strengths 

or talents provide an excellent springboard for 

new directions in coaching sessions. Many coaches 

and clinical groups value the positivity ratio. The 

higher the ratio, the more resources available for 

change, and increasing the ratio is a valuable goal.

Assessments stimulate reflection and self-

awareness. Assessments can be helpful at the begin-

ning of a coaching relationship because they not 

only inform coaches, they also help clients gain 

self-awareness, insights, and a sense of their pri-

orities for a coaching program. Assessments are 

also effi cient because precious coaching time isn’t 

used to gather a lot of data; that can feel like an 

interrogation.

Other benefi ts of having clients complete an 

assessment include:

 1. Trust and rapport: When building trust with 

a new client, an online or paper assessment 

provides him or her with a safe space in 

which to fi rst tell his or her “story.”

 2. Honoring personality preferences: Clients 

with a preference for introversion will tend 

to be more comfortable communicating 

personal information in writing, at least 

initially, than those with a more extroverted 

preference.

 3. The written word: There is power in pro-

viding clients with an opportunity to see 
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a qualitative and quantitative summary 

of their state of well-being. For the same 

reasons that writing down goals is important, 

seeing the information collectively can be 

both affi rming and a powerful motivator 

for action.

 4. Developing discrepancy: An assessment can 

help a client more clearly see the difference 

between where they are and where they are 

not in terms of behaviors and outcomes.

The process of deliberately answering questions 

about subjects such as one’s priorities, needs, values, 

readiness, and challenges promotes self-discovery 

and expands awareness. By stimulating such mind-

ful noticing, assessments begin the coaching pro-

cess even before the fi rst coaching session. People 

become more aware of who they are, where they 

are starting, what well-being encompasses, and 

where they want to go. The International Coach 

Federation (2014) identifi es “creating awareness” 

as a core coaching competency precisely because 

awareness precedes action in the service of goals.

Progress depends on clients expanding their 

awareness of what is possible. This cannot be done 

for them without provoking resistance. They must 

do it for themselves, and assessments are an excel-

lent way to get the conversation started. Through 

listening, inquiry, and refl ections, coaches can then 

expand client awareness even further in the pro-

cess of assisting clients in climbing Mount Lasting 

Change. At its best, ever-expanding awareness gen-

erates an upward spiral of continuous learning, 

growth, and development.

When coaches are integrated into healthcare, 

corporate wellness, or health promotion programs, 

tracking health behavioral and biometric data 

through assessments is vital for program outcomes 

measurement. Health risk assessments (HRAs), such 

as the one provided at vectorwellness.com, are now 

widely validated and used as tools by health plans 

and employers to measure health and lifestyle status 

as well as change readiness. These also may identify 

“red fl ags” with respect to mental health status or 

medical care gaps.

Assessments are invaluable to coaches in the 

health and wellness fi elds because they can provide:

 ● An overall picture of the client’s present state of 

being including physical health, lifestyle habits, 

strengths, life satisfaction, and readiness to 

make changes

 ● A snapshot to better understand and appreciate 

the client’s life context; the coaching questions 

and approach for a client who has signifi cant 

health issues such as obesity, hypertension, 

back injury, or cancer is different than the 

approach for a highly motivated, fi t client

 ● Awareness of situations, such as a major loss or 

recent diagnosis

 ● Early indication of the client’s strengths and 

healthy habits as well as health risks and areas 

of challenge

 ● Identifi cation of red fl ags related to physical 

health issues (e.g., medical care gaps, injury, or 

contraindications to exercise) or mental health 

issues (depression or other mental health con-

cerns) for which a referral may be important or 

even critical

A Caution in the Use of Assessments

Although assessments are valuable when used 

appropriately with the best of coaching skills, there 

are still a few potential dangers which we explore 

below.

Less Room for Collaboration and 
More Room for the Expert Hat

If a coach is not well-trained in using an apprecia-

tive approach to reviewing and debriefi ng results, 

assessments tend to shine the light on what is 

“wrong” in client behaviors and outcomes. It can be 

tempting to fall into old habits of looking for what 

needs to be fi xed and donning the “expert hat” to 

do so right away. Noticing biometric numbers that 

need to go up or down, for example, could shift 

a health coach into “fi x it” mode, listing all of the 

dangers and “shoulds” for a client. Although being 

aware of health concerns and other concerns is 
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vitally important, a masterful coach uses an assess-

ment as a conduit for deeper conversations rather 

than as a mandate for prescribing change.

Evaluation Rather than Empathy

When an assessment reveals a client’s health or life 

choices are of concern, it can be tempting to expe-

rience pity or sympathy for the client. Frustration 

can emerge as the coach wonders how the client 

could have chosen a particular behavior, such as 

smoking, overeating, or overworking. Instead of 

evaluation, assessments can provide an opportu-

nity to show acceptance and express empathy. The 

review of and conversation surrounding an assess-

ment can establish the foundation of trust between 

coach and client that lays the groundwork for the 

growth-promoting relationship.

Assessments Are Completed by Humans

Lastly, assessments are completed by people who 

get distracted, do them at the last minute, and/or 

mark responses to please or impress their coaches. 

Hence, assessments aren’t always accurate and don’t 

tell the whole story. The coaching session is the place 

for the assessment to come to life through refl ection, 

inquiry, and listening.

The bottom line is that concern for compassion 

should always come before concern for compliance 

in any coaching relationship and not just because 

it feels better; compassion leads to more behav-

ioral change (Jack, Boyatzis, Khawaja, Passarelli, 

& Leckie, 2013). Although compliance-based con-

versations activate the sympathetic nervous system 

(which is activated when a person senses danger), 

coaching-based conversations activate the para-

sympathetic nervous system which enables problem 

solving, envisioning, and taking a view of a broader 

perspective.

Assessments and Autonomy

Most importantly, when used with a coaching 

approach, assessments are a tool to uncover the 

motivational drivers for the clients, indicating what 

is most important to them and the priorities they 

have for their lives. Assessments can be an excel-

lent strategy for ensuring that the client feels in 

control of the process, competent to make progress, 

and in a relationship with a compassionate coach 

partner on the journey.

Assessments for Coaching

There are many assessments that coaches use, ini-

tially or during the coaching relationship to support 

the client in creating greater self-awareness as well 

as a vision and goals. The following list includes 

assessments, or assessment methodologies, that 

coaches in a variety of domains fi nd helpful in their 

work with clients.

 1. Six Dimensions of Wellness: Dr. Bill Hettler 

(1976), co-founder of the U.S. National Well-

ness Institute, developed the six dimensions 

of wellness model (Fig. 8.1), defi ning wellness 

as an active process through which people 

become aware of and make choices toward a 

more successful existence: contribution, con-

nection, values, self-care, self-determination, 

and contribution.

Occupational

Intellectual

Physical

Em
ot

io
na

l

Spiritual So
ci

al

The Six
Dimensions
of Wellness

Figure 8.1. The Six Dimensions of Wellness (Hettler, 1976).
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 2. The Wheel of Life: Using the Wheel of Life 

(Fig. 8.2), a concept made popular in Coactive 
Coaching (Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House, 

Sandahl, & Whitworth, 2011), clients rate 

their levels of satisfaction in each area using 

a scale of 0–10 with 10 being total satisfac-

tion. The center of the wheel represents 0 and 

the outer edge is 10.

 3. Values-in-Action (VIA) Signature Strengths 
Questionnaire: The VIA Signature Strengths 

Questionnaire is a free 240-question assess-

ment (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) that 

measures and reports 24 character strengths 

in rank order. The site also hosts numerous 

other free assessments relating to optimism 

and mental health. We explored the 24 char-

acter strengths in the discussion on “Coach-

ing Presence.”

 4. The Quality of Life Inventory: This is a brief but 

comprehensive assessment that provides a 

profi le of strengths and problems 

in 16 areas of life, such as love, work, health, 

and play. It is available through Pearson 

Assessments (Frisch, 1994).

 5. DISC: Dominance, infl uence, steadiness, and 

compliance are examined in this four-quad-

rant behavioral model that examines the 

behavior of individuals in their environment 

or within a specifi c situation. DISC looks at 

behavioral styles and preferences (Clarke, 

1976).

 6. Myers Briggs Type Indicator: One of the most 

widely used and highly respected measures 

of personality preferences; it identifi es indi-

vidual preferences in terms of four pairs of 

preferences: extroversion–introversion, 

sensing–intuition, thinking–feeling, and 

judging–perceiving (Myers & Briggs, 1975). 

In her book, 8 Colors of Fitness, author 

Suzanne Brue (2008) asserts by understand-

ing type preferences, clients can understand 

their fi tness personality. With this under-

standing, they can choose the specifi c forms, 

interactions, and environments that are most 

appropriate for them.

 7. Positivity Ratio: Based on the work of 

Dr. Barbara Fredrickson (2009), the score 

provides a snapshot of how one’s emotions 

of the past day combine to create your posi-

tivity ratio, the ratio of positive emotions to 

negative emotions.

 8. Self-Compassion Scale: From Kristin Neff’s 

(2011) defi nition of compassion (self-kindness, 

a sense of common humanity, and mindful-

ness), this assessment provides insight into 

one’s level of self-compassion.

 9. Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS): 
The MAAS, validated by Brown and Ryan 

(2003), examines openness and receptive 

awareness to what is taking place in the 

moment.

 10. Five Facet Mindfulness Scale: Another explo-

ration of mindfulness based on observing, 

describing, acting with awareness, nonjudg-

ing of inner experience, and non-reactivity 

to inner experience (Baer, Smith, Hopkins, 

Krietemeyer, & Toney, 2006)

 11. Quickie Well-Being Assessment: A short-form 

questionnaire development by Wellcoaches 

focused on foundational areas of well-being 

(Moore, 2011) (Fig. 8.3)

 12. Decisional Balance: As introduced in a 

previous chapter, motivational interviewing 

is a methodology that supports the eliciting 

of autonomous motivation, encouraging 

Healthy
Finances

Healthy
Environment

Healthy
Thoughts

Healthy
Relationships

Healthy
Self-Care

Healthy
Time

Figure 8.2. The Wheel of Life.
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Quickie Well-Being Assessment
While our genes control some of our health and well-being, we are in the driver’s seat for at least 50% of our health,
well-being, and quality of life. How well are you driving your mind, body, life, and work? Please rate yourself on 25 well-being
items on a scale of 1 to 4 (“Rarely” to “Most of the time”).

1 � Rarely 2 � Once in a while 3 � Half of the time 4 � Most of the time

Mind
I am fully present, attentive, and focused on the activity, task, meeting, and/or conversation in which I am
engaged in the moment.

1.

Body
I put high-octane fuel (healthy foods and drinks) in my tank.1.

Life and Work
I have crafted a life that has meaning and a sense of purpose.1.

I use my top strengths most days.2.

I often express gratitude.3.

I do good deeds for others that aren’t expected.4.

I connect with people who matter so they are part of my support system.5.

I plan and control my finances so they don’t control me.6.

I make time to recharge my batteries, which include having fun.7.

I view setbacks as learning opportunities.8.

I am knowledgeable and ever curious about the latest discoveries on
optimizing well-being.

9.

I exercise my body with vigor at least three days a week.2.

My energy is high from morning to night.3.

I am a competent boss of my weight.4.

Most nights I get a good night’s sleep.5.

I get medical tests, seek medical advice, and manage any health
issues and biological flaws.

6.

I listen to and act thoughtfully on the signals that my body sends to
me about what it needs.

7.

When faced with stresses and roadblocks, I say to myself “I can handle this.”2.

I believe that I can accomplish whatever I set my mind and body to do.3.

When obsessions or addictions arise, I work diligently on overcoming them, which includes getting help if I need it.4.

I act thoughtfully on my positive and negative emotions when they pop up.5.

I cultivate and enjoy positive feelings related to my past.6.

I celebrate the present by savoring small pleasures in life.7.

I am hopeful and optimistic about the future.8.

I am able to bounce back quickly from setbacks.9.

Scores:

75–100: Master at well-being—
an inspiring role model,
supporting and
encouraging others

65–74: Well-being—
on the way to becoming
a master well-being

55–64: Novice well-being—
on the way to becoming
a well-being

Below 55: Well-being in training—
seek support and
encouragement from
other well-beings

Figure 8.3. The Quickie Well-Being Assessment.
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a client to fi nd his or her own reasons to 

change. It involves pro-change talk and 

avoids triggering of change-resistance talk, 

which can cause the client to resist being told 

what to do. Through the use of motivational 

interviewing techniques, such the Decisional 

Balance Tool, coaches and clients review 

reasons for and against change as a tool for 

assessing readiness to change (Botelho, 2008). 

Coaches also ask clients to assess readiness, 

willingness, and ability to change using rul-

ers on a scale of 0–10.

 13. Transtheoretical Model of Change: The fi ve 

stages of change model provide coaches 

with an understanding of how and when 

new health-promoting behaviors can be 

adopted and sustained and why clients may 

struggle, fail, or quit (Prochaska, Norcross, & 

DiClemente, 1994). Assessing the client’s stage 

of change for a particular behavior is critical 

for identifying appropriate change strategies.

A Well-Being Assessment

Wellcoaches developed a comprehensive well-being 

assessment built on concepts developed by Dee 

Edington, PhD (2008), a leading health promotion 

researcher while at the University of Michigan. 

Edington is also a developer of an industry stan-

dard health risk appraisal. The assessment is online 

and serves to enhance the client’s self-awareness 

and provide foundational information for the coach. 

As a holistic assessment, it looks at the many differ-

ent components of well-being, including:

 1. Energy: levels of energy throughout a typical 

day, including energy boosters and energy 

drains

 2. Life satisfaction: sense of purpose, joy, grati-

tude, work satisfaction, and personal rela-

tionship satisfaction

 3. Mental and emotional fi tness: coping skills, 

resilience, sleep patterns, stress levels, emo-

tional status, social activity/support, and 

personal loss

 4. Weight management: body mass index, height, 

weight, and waist measurement

 5. Physical activity/exercise: frequency and types 

of physical activity

 6. Nutrition: intake frequency of healthy snacks, 

whole grains, fruits and vegetables, water, 

soft drinks, alcoholic beverages, and trans 

fats

 7. Health: blood pressure, cholesterol, heart rate, 

relationship with a physician, gender-

related health issues, frequency of illness, 

medications, tobacco use, and personal/

family health history

Clients fi nd it especially valuable to look at 

wellness from this broader perspective, acknowl-

edging that energy, life satisfaction, and mental/

emotional fi tness are key contributors to health in 

addition to the “traditional” factors such as weight 

and nutrition.

Uncovering Motivation

This well-being assessment can provide initial infor-

mation about a client’s:

 1. Priorities: An assessment can be designed 

to calculate or allow clients to indicate their 

areas of highest priority. For example, on a 

scale of 0–10 (10 being the highest), the client 

may indicate that focusing the coaching 

program on improving life satisfaction is 

a 10 (highest priority), whereas improving 

nutritional habits is a 5 (of average priority).

 2. Confi dence: Similarly, the assessment may 

include a method for clients to indicate the 

strength of their belief in their ability to make 

a behavioral change. This information enables 

the coach to more appropriately design op-

portunities for the development of self-effi cacy 

by working with the appropriate personal, 

environmental, and behavioral factors.

 3. Readiness for change: It is benefi cial for an 

assessment to create an awareness of the 

client’s stage of change within the various areas. 

When it comes to moving a client forward, 
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each of the fi ve stages of change (precontem-
plation, contemplation, preparation, action, and 
maintenance) requires a different approach for 

exploration. Knowing where a client stands 

in terms of their readiness is critical for set-

ting goals that are appropriate to the client’s 

stage of change and for building self-effi cacy.

Explore Assessment Results

A protocol for the appreciative review and explo-

ration of client assessments is described below. 

Although this protocol was developed for the review 

of wellness, well-being, health, and HRAs, the prin-

ciples are relevant to other assessments too.

 1. Read with an open mind. Prior to the fi rst 

coaching session, take time to carefully 

review the client’s completed assessment. 

In reviewing, the goal is not to evaluate but 

to consider the responses with curiosity, 

keeping in mind that an assessment provides 

only a partial story. Open-minded curiosity 

will enable the coach to ask better questions 

during the assessment review, use intuition 

and sense what is unsaid, challenge the 

coach’s assumptions about the client, devel-

op a strengths-based framework through 

which to appreciate the client, and be more 

open to new information and energy shifts 

during the fi rst coaching session.

 2. Seek out success. It is tempting to begin an 

assessment review with a search for all of the 

“problems” or areas to “fi x.” Drawing on the 

lessons from the disciplines of appreciative 

inquiry and positive psychology, we know 

that “what we focus on grows” and that “our 

fi rst questions are fateful.” Therefore, if the 

coach begins the initial review of the client’s 

information with a focus on what’s “wrong,” 

an assessment is more likely to support that 

tendency within coaching relationships. 

Starting with the assumption that all clients 

can tap into capacities and leverage strengths 

for positive change will enable the coach 

to better support clients in the building of 

self-effi cacy.

 3. Notice the client’s arousal. The next task in 

reviewing a client’s assessment is to look for 

the areas in which the client is feeling an emo-

tional charge, either positive or negative. Look 

for places in which the client indicates there 

is a concentrated energy, such as in his or her 

priorities for change and the importance he 

or she assigns to each of the well-being areas. 

The role of the coach is to look for the client’s 

autonomous motivation—the areas in which 

the client is expressing an interest in growth 

and change—not the areas in which the coach 

believes the client should be interested.

 4. Consider the stages of change. If the assessment 

includes indicators of the client’s stage(s) of 

change, consider how this might impact the 

coaching program and the client’s needs. 

Remember to prioritize the cognitive and 

emotional goals in the early stages of change 

and the planning and action goals in the later 

stages of change.

 5. Question gaps. Due to design or user errors 

or incomplete answers, assessments will 

sometimes leave the coach with questions 

about inconsistencies in responses. For exam-

ple, a client may name improving nutrition 

as the “highest priority” while indicating a 

low score in terms of readiness to change. In 

these cases, the coach will want to take note 

and be prepared to inquire about the dis-

crepancy in information during the coaching 

session.

 6. Note concerns. Where appropriate, an assess-

ment review should include an examination 

of any mental health or medical concerns 

indicated by the client. Be aware of any red 

fl ags such as health risks, injuries, or other 

health concerns that might require a phy-

sician’s release before engaging in regular 

exercise. If a client wants exercise to be a part 

of the coaching program, a physician release 

form can be provided to the client to give to 

his or her physician. This is a document the 

coach can create, asking the client’s doctor 

for any recommendations or restrictions in 

working with a coach.
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Guidelines pertaining to the need for medical 

clearance and exercise participation are available 

from organizations such as the American College 

of Sports Medicine (ACSM, 2013) in their ACSM’s 
Guidelines for Exercise Testing and Prescription. Guide-

lines for nutrition can be found through the Acad-

emy of Nutrition and Dietetics, Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC) Healthy Living site, 

and www.nutritionfacts.org. Coaches without rec-

ognized education and experience in these areas 

should always refer to an expert or expert sources.

depression and may need to be referred to 

their physicians.

 ● Eating disorders: Clients who have lost a great 

deal of weight without surgery and/or medica-

tion and continue to do so when advised it will 

be harmful to their health (anorexia), exercise 

beyond their normal physical capacity, or con-

tinue to gain and/or lose 20–30 pounds without 

stabilizing, may be showing signs of an eating 

disorder and may need to be referred to their 

physicians.

 ● Substance abuse: Clients who display unusual 

behaviors, such as acting out or violent out-

bursts, that are uncharacteristic of their usual 

behaviors may be showing signs of substance 

abuse, including steroid use, and may need to 

be referred to their physicians.

 ● Anxiety disorders: Clients who suffer from panic 

attacks, claustrophobic behavior, or shortness of 

breath may be showing signs of anxiety disorder 

and may need to be referred to their physicians.

If a client shares a serious or life-threatening 

mental or physical health issue during an assess-

ment or coaching session, advise him or her that 

the situation is outside of the scope of coaching 

and encourage and assist him or her to seek profes-

sional help as soon as possible.

Honor Intuition and the Client

If a coach has a sense that a client should seek fur-

ther medical attention or needs resources outside 

the coach’s expertise, a coach must respectfully 

express that concern. If the client then chooses not 

to engage with additional resources, it is recom-

mended that the coaching relationship be termi-

nated until the client has received the appropriate 

assistance. Therefore, it is valuable to build rela-

tionships with highly respected health experts that 

could serve as sources for referrals. This may also 

lead to cross-referrals and business building. If a 

coach does not have connections to appropriate 

referrals, clients can also be encouraged to see their 

primary care physicians for referrals.

If a coach seeks advice about a client from 

another health professional, it is critical that the 

Wendy Well: “I have diabetes and I was consid-

ering not taking my medicine because I think it 

makes me feel worse. If our coaching helps me 

make better food choices, I think I’ll probably stop 

taking the medicine.”

Coach Carl: “It can be frustrating when you’re 

taking medications that make you feel worse 

than better in some ways. And you have hope 

that changing your diet will help you feel better 

so that one day you may not need medication. 

However, I am not a physician or a dietitian, so 

those decisions are beyond the scope of our work 

together, and I cannot advise you on that topic. 

As you are working with a medical doctor for this, 

I recommend that you continue to seek the rec-

ommendations of your doctor and that you have 

your physician complete a release for us to work 

together safely.”

COACHING CASE

Although coaches do not diagnose mental health 

risks, they need to know what to look for in order to 

make appropriate recommendations or referrals to a 

psychologist, therapist, or physician for consultation. 

The following indicators are examples and not all 

inclusive:

 ● Depression: Clients who are not eating or sleep-

ing in normal patterns, such as not sleeping 

or sleeping all of the time, appetite loss, or 

binge eating, may be showing signs of clinical 
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tenets of the Health Insurance Portability and 

Accountability Act (HIPAA) are followed, taking 

full precautions not to share the client’s name or any 

revealing personal information (US Department of 

Health and Human Services).

Coaching with a Well-Being 
Assessment

The fi rst coaching sessions with a client are an oppor-

tunity for establishing trust and rapport, confi rming 

a coach’s sense of the client’s circumstances based 

on any assessments that may have been completed 

ahead of time and determining the readiness/energy 

level of the client for change. It should never be 

assumed that assessments completed ahead of time 

reveal the whole story or refl ect how the client will 

be feeling when the coaching session takes place. 

Also, mistakes or misinterpretation of questions can 

sometimes occur when fi lling out forms.

It is wise to confi rm in a coaching session 

important items that might be signifi cant in work-

ing toward a client’s vision or checking in on items 

that don’t seem to add up based on other comments. 

That’s why it’s so important for coaches to practice 

mindfulness and to be in the moment with clients 

rather than fi xated on the results of an assessment. 

Assessments are helpful as guides; they become 

unhelpful when they introduce an agenda that trig-

gers a client to become resistant.

Establish Trust and Rapport

It is crucial to establish trust and rapport with clients 

at the outset of every coaching session; that is espe-

cially true at the outset of the fi rst coaching session. 

Coach and client may be unknown to each other 

apart from information exchanged ahead of time, so 

it is essential for coaches to put clients at ease and to 

bring them into their confi dence through:

 ● Holding clients in positive regard

 ● Expressing empathy

 ● Slowing down

 ● Listening with full attention

 ● Allowing clients to formulate and fi nd their 

own answers

 ● Honestly sharing observations

 ● Under-promising and over-delivering

 ● Being humble in sharing information and advice

 ● Honoring confi dentiality

Uncover Motivation

The coach begins by thanking the client for com-

pleting the assessment(s), and get a sense of their 

experience and learning from assessments. Ask 

the client to share any feelings, issues, or questions 

they may have in the wake of the assessment(s). 

Pay attention to the emotional charge as well to the 

underlying needs so that you can offer an empa-

thetic refl ection in reply. It is important that the 

client feels heard and respected on an emotional 

level before moving on.

 ● “What’s most important for you right now?”

 ● “What are you most excited to talk about?”

 ● “What are you yearning for in your life?”

 ● “What areas of life make you feel most alive?”

These are the operative inquiries. Regardless 

of how they may have rated and prioritized things 

at the time of the assessment(s), coaches work with 

clients in the moment. Things may have shifted 

between then and now for any number of reasons 

(including the taking of the assessment[s] them-

selves). It’s the job of the coach to remain open to 

the presenting energy and issues of the client rather 

than showing up with an agenda for the coaching 

session (however grounded that may be in the 

assessments). The aim is to fl ow and co-construct 

things with the client rather than to wear the expert 

hat of teacher or advisor.

Use Appreciative Inquiry to Discover 
Client Successes, Strengths, 
Frameworks, and Hopes

The best way to discuss an assessment is to use the 

information gleaned from it to make powerful, client-

specifi c, strength-based inquiries in a way that will 

assist clients in knowing themselves and moving 
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forward in the direction of their desired futures. By 

asking clients open-ended questions about their suc-

cesses, strengths, frameworks, and hopes, the coach 

will not only learn more about their priorities and 

the issues they want to focus on at this time, but it 

will also elevate the client’s readiness and energy for 

change. Clients are used to taking assessments that 

have the intention of revealing fl aws that need to be 

fi xed; it is refreshing when assessments are used to 

reveal strengths that need to be reinforced. Conversa-

tions about assessments are a time for learning rather 

than telling what clients should know or do.

Other inquiries are:

 ● “What questions do you have after completing 

the assessment?”

 ● “What insights do you have by completing the 

assessment?”

 ● “I’m curious about the way you responded 

to . . . Tell me more.”

 ● “About what do you feel most proud?”

 ● “What surprised you?”

 ● “What concerns you? ”

Masterful coaching is about paying attention to 

and building on the energy clients show up with 

for coaching. When their energy is low (whether 

physically, mentally, emotionally, or spiritually), 

appreciative empathy can bring new energy. When 

their energy is high, appreciative inquiry can assist 

them with getting or staying inspired. Either way, 

discovering client successes, strengths, frameworks, 

and hopes that are grounded in reality as revealed 

by the assessment(s) and by what they have to say 

now, in the moment, will enable clients to develop 

a vision and to design appropriate actions.

Discover Preferred Client Learning 
Modes and Styles

People learn best in different ways. More than 

80 learning style models have been developed and 

another book would be needed to do them justice. 

The Myers Briggs and DISC assessments, to men-

tion only two of the more popular ones, reveal 

learning styles and are among the models to con-

sider. Although there is considerable criticism of the 

validity of learning style models and assessments 

by psychologists and psychometricians, there is no 

dispute that individual preferences in learning styles 

play a role in change and learning. Take weight loss, 

for example. Some prefer to learn from books, some 

want a close personal mentor such as a personal 

trainer, some enjoy online self-help programs or 

online social networks, some value a local live group 

discussion or class format, some seek out competi-

tions, whereas others do best when they go away 

for an intensive learning week with experts.

One of the International Coach Federation’s 

(2014) core coaching competencies relates to learn-

ing style: “[The coach] demonstrates respect for 

client’s perceptions, learning style, and personal 

being.” Apart from such respect, it’s important for 

clients to connect with coaches in ways that promote 

their learning and growth. Noticing the language 

and approaches they use, the coach can then better 

come alongside clients in the process of enabling 

them to more rapidly and successfully acquire new 

knowledge and skills.

Discuss Components 
of the Assessment

Next, the coach will inform the client that they have 

reviewed their assessments ahead of time, getting a 

sense of where they are at right now and on what they 

want to work. Explain, however, that assessments 

never tell the whole story and that it would be help-

ful if they would be willing to share what surfaced 

for them during the assessment and where they 

want to go with what emerged. Ask specifi c ques-

tions to clarify missing information and to bolster 

the self-confi dence of the client. Seek out successes 

to notice the client’s emotional charge, identify the 

client’s readiness to change, and note concerns that 

may relate to physical or mental health risks.

When clients talk about “failures” or things 

that have not worked for them in the past, a coach 

can support them in reframing those experiences as 

learning opportunities and life lessons. Clients grow 

through “trial and correction,” not “trial and error.” 

By taking this non-judgmental, growth-oriented 

framework, coaches create a safe place in which 
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clients can open up and say anything. Whenever 

possible, the coach can champion a client’s capacity 

to change and assisting him or her in fi nding com-

pelling reasons to try again.

Curiosity on the part of a coach empowers cli-

ents to fi nd their own answers, to be more resource-

ful, and to discover new possibilities for moving 

forward. Curiosity is not interrogation; it is rather 

an open, inviting, judgment-free, leisurely, and even 

playful exploration of opportunities for learning 

and growth. As the coach demonstrates curiosity 

with the clients, the clients will be more curious 

about their own capacities and more willing to try 

new things.

To use curiosity well, a coach uses deep, open-

ended inquiries that require thought to answer and 

connect clients to their heartfelt dreams and desires. 

Such questions often reveal information that would 

not otherwise come to the surface. It is important to:

 ● Notice the energy shifts in client responses.

 ● Be curious when there is a change in affect, 

whether that’s increased energy for change or 

resistance to it.

 ● Avoid responding to clients with analytical 

questions. For example, if a client says, “I want 

to lose weight” or “I need to get in shape” say 

“Tell me about what makes that important to 

you” or “Tell me about what that would make 

possible for you.” Such curiosity is likely to 

elicit more information than “Why do you want 

to do that?” because analytical “why” questions 

can sound challenging or judgmental.

Related to an assessment such as the Wellcoaches 

well-being assessment, questions such as the follow-

ing are useful in generating deeper insights:

 ● Personal
 � You mentioned that you have children/

grandchildren. Tell me about them.

 � What brought you to a coach?

 � What would be different in your life if you 

felt healthier and fi t?

 ● Physical activity
 � What fi tness activities did you like in the past?

 � What fi tness activities can you see yourself 

doing?

 � I noticed from your assessment that you 

haven’t exercised recently. Tell me about that.

 ● Nutrition
 � What healthy eating habits do you have now?

 � What changes would you like to make in 

your eating?

 � How do you feel about your eating right now?

 � What eating habits would you like to 

improve?

 ● Weight management
 � When have you been the most successful at 

managing your weight? Describe your expe-

rience and the circumstances.

 � You said you weigh “X” now, and you’d like 

to weigh “Y.” What would that change make 

possible?

 � Tell me about your best past experiences with 

weight management.

 � What has worked in the past?

 � What have you learned from your past efforts 

in managing weight that would be helpful in 

the future?

 ● Stress
 � When is your stress at its lowest?

 � What works best for you when it comes to 

managing stress?

 � What do you do when you’re under stress?

 � What have you tried in the past to reduce 

stress that would be helpful in the future?

 ● Energy
 � How would you describe your daily energy 

level?

 � What fi lls your cup and gives you energy?

 � What empties your cup and drains your 

energy?

 ● Health
 � When was the last time you had a physical 

exam with a physician?

 � How are you feeling today?

 � Tell me about your relationship with your 

physician.

 � I see from your questionnaire that you have 

[name of condition]. What is the treatment 

plan you have been following?

 � What is your greatest hope related to your 

health?
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 ● Life satisfaction
 � What are you most satisfi ed about in your life?

 � For what are you most grateful?

 � What brings you the most pleasure?

 ● Other possible inquiries include the following:
 � What are you doing presently in this area of 

health, fi tness, and wellness?

 � Describe your best experience with this area.

 � What have you done in the past that worked?

 � How would you rate your mastery of this 

area on a scale of 0–10?

 � By what values are you striving to live by?

 � How are your environment, work, and 

relationships impacting you?

 � Tell me more about . . .
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Describe design thinking and its connection to 

coaching

 ● Describe the process of designing a coaching agree-

ment with the client

 ● Describe the process of designing a vision within a 

coaching session

 ● Describe the process of designing three-month and 

weekly goals within a coaching session

Introduction to Planning

There are few human endeavors that succeed with-

out investing the time and effort to develop realistic 

and inspiring plans. In the workplace, planning is 

the basis for forward progress, change, and trans-

formation. Accordingly, planning and goal setting are 

among the International Coach Federation’s (2014) 

core coaching competencies. Realistic and inspir-

ing plans also provide the framework for clients to 

improve their health and wellness.

Wellcoaches has designed and refi ned a vision-

ing, planning, and goal setting process for coaches 

to use with clients: well-suited but not limited to 

the journey toward mastery of health and well-being. 

Not only does it assist clients in establishing new 

life habits and making behavioral changes that last, 

clients also learn life skills that enable change and 

build the capacity for future change. Coaches assist 

clients in developing well-conceived plans through 

the creation of a compelling vision—one that strongly 

beckons—three-month goals designed to lead to 

that vision, and weekly behavioral goals that gener-

ate steady and incremental progress.

The Nature of Design Thinking

Design thinking, a concept born of the world of 

architects and artists, provides some important prin-

ciples for co-creating plans with coaching clients. 

Like architects, coaches support clients in creating 

a clear vision of what they want to build and help 

make plans to create strong foundations and frame-

works on which to build. In the design process, 

the coach as “architect” takes a solution-focused 

approach, incorporating both analysis and imagi-

nation. According to Nelson and Stolterman (2012), 

“Design is the action of bringing something new 

Design Thinking
C H A P T E R  9

“Goals are dreams with deadlines.”

— D I A N A  S C H A R F  H U N T
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and desired into existence—a proactive stance that 

resolves or dissolves problematic situations by 

design.”

This collaborative state requires open-ended 

inquiry, mindful listening, and empathy above all. 

The coach as “designer” doesn’t come to the design 

stage with a predetermined idea of what the client’s 

vision and goals should be. Instead, coaches honor 

the principles of design that rely on the following 

strategies (Brown, 2008):

Empathy. Seeing the world through the eyes 

of the client by encouraging the client to tell 

his or her own story and listening for the 

perspectives the client has to share. The coach 

listens for the spoken and unspoken, checking 

out intuitions and tapping into the creativity 

of client.

Optimism. The coach assumes that no matter 

how challenging the constraints of the client’s 

situation, there is always a solution, and the 

client is capable of success. Much like the 

anticipatory principle of appreciative inquiry, 

a coach who uses design thinking holds a 

positive image of the future on behalf of 

the client.

Collaboration. The design thinking approach 

acknowledges the value of the collaborative 

nature of inspiration and design. Similar to the 

constructionist principle of appreciative inquiry 

and lessons learned from social cognitive theory, 

there is recognition of the power of two or more 

brains working toward a grand design which, 

in the case of coaching, is the grand design for 

one’s life!

Experimentalism. “Signifi cant innovations don’t 

come from incremental tweaks. Design thinkers 

pose questions and explore constraints in 

creative ways that proceed in entirely new 

directions,” states Brown (2008). In the pro-

cess of creating a great vision and subsequent 

goals, this means that both coach and client 

must let go of the idea that the fi rst idea is the 

best idea. This opens up the opportunity for 

prototype testing, evaluation, and redesign 

along the way.

Designing the Coaching Program

The startup of a coaching program sets the tone for 

the entire coaching relationship both by establish-

ing trust and rapport and by creating an inspiring 

and engaging vision and goals on which a client will 

work for weeks and months to come. The design of 

the relationship—including the principles of empa-

thy, positivity, creative collaboration, and a learning 

and growth mindset through experimentation—is 

ideally conveyed to the client at the outset.

Designing the 
Coaching Agreement

The fi rst session is an opportunity to ask a few “get 

to know you” questions related to the client’s occu-

pation, family, hobbies, physical activities, or daily 

routine and to fi nd areas of commonality between 

coach and client. The coach can briefl y share his or 

her own biography but should avoid talking too 

long or too much about him or herself so as not 

to take the focus off of the client and the client’s 

agenda for coaching.

It is also an opportunity to convey the coach’s 

heartfelt passion about the work as well as to describe 

relevant education and experience. Clients can tell 

when the coach is reciting lines, and it does not sound 

genuine. Before beginning the coaching session, ask 

“What more do you want to know about me before 

we begin?”

Of course, the underlying reason for these 

“warm up” conversations is to establish a sense of 

connection between coach and client. Humans have 

a need to belong, which includes a perception that 

the other feels a genuine concern and has a long-term 

interest in being connected (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995). For client’s to become self-determining beings, 

they need to feel connected to others and experi-

ence a sense of belonging “with” another (Deci & 

Ryan, 2002). The coaching relationship is above all 

a collaborative partnership with deep respect for 

the talents, strengths, and skills that each person 

brings to it.
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Describe the Role of the Coach

The fi rst session is a critical time to explain or remind 

the client of the difference between education and 

coaching. Whereas educators have information, 

expertise, and wisdom that they want to share with 

their students, coaches enable clients to discover a 

lot of that for themselves. On occasion and when 

appropriate, coaches may provide expert advice 

or knowledge during a coaching session (Wolever 

et al., 2013). Most of the time, however, coaches will 

listen, ask questions, and refl ect what they are hear-

ing in ways that promote client learning, growth, 

and movement. That is the coach approach—it’s a 

personalized learning system which enables clients 

to fi nd their own answers and achieve exceptional 

results even in the face of challenges. The coach can 

share his or her confi dence that this approach often 

assists clients in reaching higher than they would 

otherwise. It is even better when this confi dence is 

based on a coach’s track record of client success.

There Is No One “Right” Way

It is crucial that clients realize they are not getting 

a cookie-cutter approach. With regard to support-

ing a client’s autonomy and competence, the kind 

of connection that grows out of coaching relation-

ship is the kind that is organically shaped based on 

the present needs of the client. A masterful coach 

does not apply a “one-size-fi ts-all” template to the 

client moving through the change process. This is 

why masterful coaches rely on a variety of theories 

and processes, such as self-determination (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985); positive psychology (Peterson, 2006); 

appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005); 

nonviolent communication (Rosenberg, 2005); moti-

vational interviewing (Miller & Rollnick, 2012); emo-

tional intelligence (Goleman, 1996); design thinking 

(Brown, 2008); and fl ow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990). No single model can provide all of the tools 

needed to support the complexity of the dynamics 

of change in human beings impacted by a multitude 

of factors within their psyches and in their envi-

ronments. Coaches spend a lifetime adding to their 

toolboxes in order to continually improve their client 

outcomes.

Highlight the Promise to Build 
and Maintain Trust

One of the most crucial ways to build trust is through 

responsible and respectful record keeping. Being 

clear about policies of confi dentiality and record 

keeping assures that coaches respect the client’s 

right to privacy and are fundamentally prudent in 

the protection of those rights (within the limits of 

institutional regulations and/or laws such as the 

Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act) 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2014). This extends to those records created, stored, 

accessed, transferred, and disposed of by coaches 

during the course of working with clients. Clients 

base their trust in a coach on the assessment of the 

coach’s benevolence, honesty, openness, reliabil-

ity, and competence (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). The 

coach’s commitment to maintaining confi dentiality 

is key to maintaining this trust.

Agree on Coaching Principles

It is important for coaches and clients to agree 

and commit to some key principles for coaching 

programs before or during the fi rst coaching ses-

sion (Whitworth, Kimsey-House, Kimsey-House, & 

Sandhal, 2007).

For example, the coach and client may consider 

agreeing on the following principles at the onset of 

the coaching relationship:

Coach
 ● I will help my client identify and fully engage 

his or her strengths on the path to a better future.

 ● I will ask provocative questions and encourage 

my client to arrive at his or her own answers 

whenever possible and co-create answers 

otherwise.

 ● I will encourage realistic expectations and goals.

 ● I will be direct and fi rm with constructive 

refl ections when needed.

 ● I will support my client in brainstorming 

creative possibilities for moving forward and 

navigating roadblocks.

 ● When appropriate, with permission, and 

within my scope of practice, I will offer advice, 
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instruction, and resources for improving health, 

well-being, and performance.

 ● I will be punctual and responsive.

 ● I will recognize early whether the chemistry with 

a client is good or not optimal. If not optimal, 

I will refer the client to another coach.

 ● I will acknowledge when my client has an issue 

that is outside my scope of knowledge and skills 

and recommend other resources.

 ● I will send a summary of each coaching session, 

including vision and plan for client editing 

(or ask the client to do so).

Client
 ● I want to improve my level of health, well-being, 

or performance in life or work.

 ● I am ready to take responsibility to make and 

sustain changes in at least one area.

 ● I am ready to invest at least three months to 

make improvements.

 ● I will be open and honest, and I will share 

personal information that is relevant to my 

health, well-being, and performance.

 ● I am ready to become more self-aware.

 ● I am curious and open to suggestions and 

trying new things.

 ● I understand that setbacks are normal on the path 

of change and necessary in order to establish 

new mindsets and behaviors.

 ● I will be punctual and responsive.

Whatever the language, it is recommended that 

the agreement established between the coach and 

client is in written form and revisited periodically 

to ensure that both parties are honoring the estab-

lished boundaries and expectations. It is much eas-

ier to address concerns about the relationship based 

on principles which have already been agreed.

Startup Coaching Session

An initial coaching session is typically focused on 

gaining a good understanding of the client’s history, 

strengths, and goals as well as to start building 

a vision and plan. It is important to explain that 

the objectives for the fi rst coaching session include 

discussing assessment results (if an assessment was 

part of the startup phase); learning more about the 

client’s priorities, strengths, goals, motivators, chal-

lenges, and resources; and supporting the client in 

developing a plan (including a vision, three-month 

behavioral goals, and several fi rst week goals). 

Because the initial coaching session is particularly 

impactful, and can cover a lot ground, it may require 

more time than subsequent coaching sessions, either 

designed as a longer initial session or divided over 

the course of several sessions. At their best, initial 

coaching sessions (Table 9.1) can range from 60 to 

Table 9.1 Protocol for Designing the 
Coaching Relationship

Set Expectations

What is coaching and what is not coaching?

Introduce coach’s biography.

Confi dentiality and record keeping

Discuss coaching agreement principles.

Clarify expectations regarding logistics (e.g., payments, 

scheduling, rescheduling, and length of sessions).

Share assessment for client to complete.

Prepare for Startup Session

Review the well-being assessment: Seek out success, notice 

aliveness, consider stages of readiness, question gaps, and 

note concerns.

Practice mindfulness.

Remember the key coaching skills: mindful listening, 

open inquiry, and perceptive refl ection.

Formulate curious, strengths-based inquiries.

Session Opening

Welcome and thank you

Thank client for completing assessments.

Review the session agenda: Confi rm client’s expectations 

and priorities, review an assessment, gather additional 

information, create vision, and design goals.

Explore Well-Being Assessment

Ask client what questions s/he has after completing the 

well-being assessment.

Ask client what insights s/he may have had had by complet-

ing the well-being assessment.

Gather missing information, and clarify the coach’s questions.

Discuss client’s medical history and need for physician release, 

if applicable.
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90 minutes, whereas subsequent sessions can range 

from 20 to 60 minutes (Moore, Tschannen-Moran, & 

Jackson, 2002).

Designing Visions

After coaches and clients have a good sense of each 

other and have developed trust and rapport, the next 

stage in the coaching relationship is to support the 

client in articulating and developing a compelling 

vision of his or her desired future self. Having clear 

goals is correlated with happiness and life satisfac-

tion (Headey, 2008), whereas having a vision of one’s 

best self enhances well-being and increases hope 

(King, 2001). A magnetic and beckoning vision 

contributes to the motivational energy that moves 

clients forward in the stages of change.

By connecting clients with a vision that con-

siders their best experiences, core values, and gen-

erative conditions, it becomes easier for clients to 

imagine the way forward to a target, hence confi -

dence grows too.

At their best, health, wellness, and life visions 

are as follows:

 ● Grounded (building on current success)

 ● Bold (stretching the status quo)

 ● Desired (what people truly want)

 ● Palpable (as if they were already true)

 ● Participatory (involving many stakeholders) 

(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005)

A compelling vision identifi es what people 

want rather than what they don’t want. It’s hard to 

see and feel the absence of something; in contrast, 

it’s hard to ignore and resist the presence of some-

thing. This holds true for wellness and every other 

area of life. Wellness is not the absence of disease or 

the opposite of illness (World Health Organization, 

2014); wellness is rather the presence of well-being 

and the culmination of life and health-giving prac-

tices that include mindfulness, self-compassion, 

energy, and all that contributes to thriving. Thriv-

ing results from tapping into one’s special talents, 

strengths, and purpose (Benson & Scales, 2009), 

having a growth mindset oriented toward learning 

(Dweck, 2006) and the ability to set and achieve the 

goals needed to grow.

Looking at wellness holistically, considering the 

breadth of possibility for human thriving is exciting, 

especially when clients have a personalized descrip-

tion of what they want, and believe they can do 

and be in the longer term (six months, one year, two 

years, fi ve years, etc.). Successful coaching programs 

begin at this place, discovering through apprecia-

tive inquiries and refl ections the values, outcomes, 

behaviors, motivators, strengths, and structures 

that clients want to realize through coaching.

Coaches avoid analyzing the causes of obstacles, 

barriers, setbacks, and challenges as though they 

were defi cits to be fi xed or problems to be solved. It is 

not helpful to ruminate for long or try to solve “why” 

the client has not achieved his or her dreams yet. 

This can generate a downward spiral of increasing 

discouragement and resistance. It is better to assist 

clients in generating new possibilities for meeting and 

overcoming challenges by staying positive, appre-

ciating strengths, brainstorming alternatives, and 

mobilizing resources. It is empowering for clients 

when coaches use verbal persuasion to communicate 

confi dence in the client’s ability to move forward 

(Bandura, 1977).

In the early stages of change, where challenges 

loom large and may appear overwhelming, it’s 

especially important to express empathy for client 

emotions and needs as well as express confi dence 

that they have what it takes to succeed. This will 

both validate clients and reconnect them with their 

capacity for change and growth; it will shift the 

conversation in a positive direction. In the later 

stages of change, after clients already have a mea-

sure of self-effi cacy, clients will need to brainstorm 

and plan action strategies, including approaches 

to tackle emerging challenges that will be easier to 

handle given the higher level of self-effi cacy.

The Importance of Motivation

As clients explore the most inspirational and fea-

sible goals, it’s important to tie those goals back to 

a client’s reasons for change, which underlie their 

visions. Understanding the reasons behind the 
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goals helps clients stay on track. For example, if a 

client wants to lose 10 pounds, it is important to 

uncover how this is connected to the vision of his 

or her best self (e.g., “You want to lose 10 pounds 

because . . . ?”). Once the reasons are pinned down, 

explore whether the motivator is strong enough to 

keep a client on track (“Is this enough to get you to 

the fi nish line? Will this reason keep you on track 

to make the necessary changes?”). It is important 

to help a client identify reasons that are strong pos-

itive motivators. Different prompts and motiva-

tors work for each client. For some, the motivator 

might be wanting to play with their grandchildren. 

In this case, posting a photo of the grandchildren 

on the refrigerator may help. For many, an eating 

log may motivate them to make conscious choices 

instead of eating mindlessly or in reaction to emo-

tions. Some may want to add an avoidance moti-

vator, such as avoiding loss of eyesight caused by 

diabetes. Keeping a picture of full health in mind 

can be a powerful motivator. Clients can breathe 

life into the motivator by creating a picture that 

they can summon later when they are making deci-

sions between health-giving behaviors and less 

healthy ones.

Listen attentively for the use of words such as 

obstacles, barriers, setbacks, risks, or challenges. 

Explore what they mean by those words and what 

will enable them to move forward in order to achieve 

their goals, not just immediately but also in the long 

term. Staying focused on solutions and possibilities, 

a coach can assist clients in meeting their goals by 

asking questions such as:

 ● Tell me more about what is driving you to 

accomplish this goal. What is important to you 

about this goal? What results are you looking for?

 ● What have been your best experiences in 

accomplishing goals like this in the past?

 ● What values would be represented by your 

accomplishing this goal?

 ● For whom do you want to make this change?

 ● What structures and supports could assist you 

in being successful at reaching this goal?

 ● To what extent is this scaled appropriately with 

just the right amount of challenge? (Moore et al., 

2002)

Although each of these topics will support the 

creation of a compelling vision, the importance of 

the client’s connection to their autonomous moti-

vation cannot be overstated (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

Too often we’ve seen a client’s fi rst “design” of a 

vision being driven by external forces and validation, 

based on what others want of them or what they feel 

they “should” want for themselves. These visions 

aren’t deeply rooted enough to plan and nourish 

goals that lead to sustainable action.

As clients work on their visions, the following 

questions can assist clients with discovering not only 

their long-term wishes but also with beginning to 

formulate their three-month goals. All of these ques-

tions will never be used with any one client on any 

one occasion (or the clients would feel interrogated); 

each of these questions add value, however, and may 

be useful, as clients seek to distill their vision into a 

provocative proposition (Tables 9.2 and 9.3).

 ● What would you like your health, well-being, 

or performance in life or work to look like in 

three months, one year, two years, fi ve years, etc.?

 ● What do you believe is possible?

 ● What are the top three values in your life? 

How is your well-being linked to these values?

 ● What are the top three goals in your life? 

How is your well-being linked to these goals?

 ● What part of your life is most important to you? 

How does well-being fi t into that?

 ● What would you like more of in your life? 

How is that linked to your well-being?

 ● What would you like less of in your life? 

How is that linked to your well-being?

 ● What excites you? How can we link that to 

your well-being?

 ● What motivators might enable you to overcome 

your inertia and start moving forward?

 ● What would your life be like if you achieved 

your vision? How would that feel?

 ● What would your life be like if you do not 

achieve your vision? How would that feel?

 ● What is the best-case scenario?

 ● What have you tried and accomplished in your 

life that is similar to this goal?

 ● What are some new possibilities that you haven’t 

considered before?
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Table 9.2 Protocol for Designing a Wellness Vision

Value: Explain the value of creating a wellness vision: A vision is a compelling statement of who you are and what health-promoting, 

life-giving behaviors you want to do consistently.

What’s working now: Ask about strengths and current successes: What are you currently doing to support your health and well-being? 

About what elements of your life do you feel best about? In what way did you contribute to making those true and/or possible?

Strengths: Collaborate to identify the client strengths: What are your success stories? What gives you pride? What qualities do you 

most appreciate about yourself?

Thrive: Identify ways a client can thrive: What makes you thrive? When are you most alive?

Important: Ask what is most important to the client right now: Given all that is going well, what are you wishing? What elements 

of your health and well-being do you want to improve?

Motivation: Discover the client’s motivators: What are the benefi ts of making changes now? What is the driving force behind the 

desire to change now? What do you treasure most about potential change?

Visualize: Support the client in visualizing his or her vision, and describe it in detail: What are the most important elements in your 

vision? Tell me what your vision looks like. Paint me a picture. What would you look and feel like at your ideal level of wellness? 

What kind of person do you want to be when it comes to your health and well-being?

Past successes: Discover previous positive experiences with elements of the vision: What have been your best experiences to date 

with the key elements of your vision—times when you felt alive and fully engaged? Tell one or two stories in detail.

Strengths to realize vision: Identify the strengths and values that could be used to reach the vision: Without being modest, what 

do you value most about your life? What values does your wellness vision support? What strengths can you draw on to help you 

close that gap and realize your vision? How can the lessons from your successes in life carry over to your current situation?

Major challenges hurting confi dence: Identify obstacles to boosting confi dence: What challenges do you anticipate having to 

deal with on the way to reaching your vision? (Talk through multiple possibilities and express empathy.) What concerns you most?

Strategies: Explore the strategies and structures (people, resources, systems, and environments) needed to navigate challenges 

and ensure success: What people, resources, systems, and environments can you draw to help you realize your vision and meet 

your challenges? What strategies may be eff ective in helping you realize your vision and meet your challenges? (Brainstorm and 

clarify multiple possibilities before focusing.)

Recap: Refl ect and summarize what you have heard the client saying about his or her vision. Collaborate on a fi rst draft statement 

that captures the vision in a way that is meaningful and compelling for them.

Commit: Ask the client to state and commit to the vision.

Table 9.3 Visualization Tool for Developing a Vision

This visualization exercise takes only fi ve–10 minutes, and it can make a signifi cant contribution, as clients seek to develop 

their visions.

•  Close your eyes, take a deep breath from the lower stomach, and slowly breathe out. (Use this as a transition throughout the exercise.)

•  In your mind, go to a quiet place where you feel comfortable, peaceful, strong, and confi dent. You feel relaxed. What does your 

quiet place look like? How do you feel being there? Notice what’s around you.

•  Picture yourself (one year, fi ve years, etc.) from now. What does your health, fi tness, or wellness look like? How do you look 

physically? What are you wearing? How does your body move? Notice any other changes in your life. Describe what you are 

doing, feeling, and thinking regarding your wellness.

•  Imagine that it is fi ve years from now, and you have accomplished your goals. What does it feel like? What are you doing diff erently? 

What is the same? What did you do to get there? Who’s around you? What activities are you doing? Describe your health now. Who 

has helped you along the way?

•  Think of one key word to summarize this experience and/or your commitment to health, fi tness, and wellness.

Open your eyes, and let’s discuss what you learned from the exercise. Debrief with a measure of confi dence and an exploration of 

the strengths and resources clients can call on to make it so.
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 ● What do you think is the best possible outcome 

of our coaching together?

 ● What do you think is the likely outcome of our 

coaching together?

 ● What would you like the outcome of our coach-

ing to be? (Moore et al., 2002)

Examples of Visions

Visions are best written in the present tense, as if 

they are already happening and in the client’s voice. 

A complete vision statement might sound some-

thing like this: “I am strong, lean, and 20-pound 

lighter, shopping for cute, attractive new clothes for 

my attractive body. I am happy with lots of energy to 

do whatever I feel like doing. My health is better, and 

I am open, more patient, and social. My motivators 

are feeling and looking great with bountiful energy. 

I also want to be around a long time for my parents, 

nieces, and nephews. When I face challenges, such 

as getting too busy, discouraged, overwhelmed, or 

stressed out, I pause, collect myself, and take doable 

steps to get back on track. Healthy eating, exercise, 

and handling stress well are important to me and 

within my grasp. Through ongoing, intentional, and 

realistic planning, I achieve my goals and realize 

my wellness vision.”

Or: “My wellness vision is that I have healthy 

eating habits and set a good example for my children. 

I exercise regularly so that I am delaying aging and 

preserving my ability to function well in my older 

years. I look better and feel youthful.”

Or: “I have plenty of strength and stamina so 

that I can play energetically with my grand children. 

I am in charge of my health and feel greater well-

being and contentment. I am a non-smoker (for good) 

and enjoy life to the fullest.”

However, there is no one right way to craft a 

vision. Although many clients tend to choose a stan-

dard structure paragraph, some may resonate with 

acronyms or bullet points. For example:

 ● Stable

 ● True to self

 ● Resilient

 ● Optimistic

 ● Nurtured by nature

 ● Grateful

And some even prefer to craft visions through 

creative methods such as music, poetry, and art 

(Moore et al., 2002).

The bottom line is that the more clients connect 

with their values and motivators and feel that they 

“own” the vision, the more successful they will be in 

casting a vision that compels them to take and main-

tain action.

Making Visions Real: 
Designing Behavioral Goals

Compelling visions incorporate not only the desired 

outcomes but also the behaviors needed to achieve 

that outcome. When clients begin a coaching relation-

ship, they typically know more about what they 

want (the outcomes) than about how they are going 

to get there (the behaviors). For example, they may 

say their goals are to maintain a healthy weight, 

increase their sense of calm, or exercise with gusto. 

These are outcome goals and they have their place, 

especially in the context of the vision statements. 

They refl ect feelings, needs, values, and desires that 

can motivate and sustain behavior change. In and of 

themselves, however, outcome goals lead to behav-

ior change when supported by a clear and compel-

ling plan (Locke & Latham, 2002).

Without a clear plan, motivation alone does not 

propel clients into action, and it often withers in the 

face of adversity. With a clear plan, however, clients 

know what to do in order to achieve their desired 

outcomes and to make their visions a reality. What 

clients need is both willpower and waypower 

(Snyder, 2003).

Clear plans include behavioral goals which:

 ● Encourage the client to take on a challenge that 

stretches them while meeting their potential 

skills and abilities

 ● Enable clients to think about and identify the 

specifi c actions and behaviors they want to do 

next in working toward their vision, answering 

the question, “Now what?” (Miller, 2009)

 ● Encourage clients to measure progress against 

their initial baseline behaviors, adjusting and 

redesigning along the way. Trial and correction, 
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not trial and error, represents the coaching 

framework for action planning.

 ● Are grounded in the client’s motivation, rooted 

in his or her values, strengths, and desires

 ● Support self-effi cacy and self-determination, 
providing opportunities to build competence 

and create connection (Deci & Ryan, 2002)

 ● Enable coaches to measure success. Having 

evidence-based data is critical for establishing 

effi cacy as well as credibility, not only in one’s 

coaching practice but also in the consumer and 

healthcare communities (Grant, 2005).

Is It SMART?

One formula to ensure that experiments are behav-

ioral goals is the SMART acronym (Doran, 1981):

 ● Specifi c

 ● Measurable

 ● Action-based

 ● Realistic

 ● Time-bound

Assisting clients with being specifi c about the 

actions and behaviors in which they will engage 

to reach their visions will increase their levels of 

success. Being specifi c about the details of how and 

when is crucial because it gives clients a time frame 

in which to accomplish the goal. (It is the difference 

between putting something on your schedule now 

versus “getting around to it” when there is time.) 

Creating measurable goals identifi es when success is 

attained.

Break down the vision into actions or behaviors 

that clients want to be doing on a consistent basis in 

three months. Each week with the client, co-construct 

new incremental experiment steps that will assist 

him or her with moving closer and closer to the 

three-month goals. Remind clients early and often 

that gradual change leads to permanent change.

Realistic goal setting is essential to client success. 

If the goal is realistic, success will follow. Quick wins 

and victories are important. Being successful at 

achieving one goal helps clients move forward with 

other goals. Success builds self-effi cacy and self-

esteem. Nothing hinders the change process more 

than setting unrealistic and unachievable goals.

Why Set Goals?

Writers Locke and Latham (2002) have thoroughly 

researched the concept of goal setting over the course 

of many decades. To summarize a small section of 

their opus, “Building a Practically Useful Theory 

of Goal Setting and Task Motivation: A 35-Year 

Odyssey”: Goals affect performance through four 

mechanisms. First, goals serve a directive function; 

they direct attention and effort toward goal-relevant 

activities and away from goal-irrelevant activities. 

Second, goals have an energizing function. High-

level goals lead to greater effort than do low-level 

goals. Third, goals affect persistence. When partici-

pants are allowed to control the time they spend on 

a task, hard goals prolong effort (LaPorte & Nath, 

1976). Fourth, goals affect action indirectly by leading 

to the arousal, discovery, and/or use of task-relevant 

knowledge and strategies (Locke & Latham, 1990).

“Happiness requires having clear-cut goals in 

life that give us a sense of purpose and direction” 

(Miller, 2009). Even better, when a client has success 

with one goal, it raises self-effi cacy and increases 

the potential for success in other areas.

However, as indicated in the Transtheoretical 

Model of Change, behavioral goals must be tailored 

to a person’s stage of change. Moving too quickly 

into action planning, particularly with clients in the 

early stages of change, will ultimately prove coun-

terproductive. Until clients are ready, willing, and 

able to take action, it is important for coaches to stay 

in listening and inquiry mode and to assist clients 

with developing “thinking about,” “feeling about,” 

and/or “learning about” goals that will increase 

their readiness to change in a particular area. 

Examples of such goals drawn from the Transtheo-

retical Model (Prochaska, Norcross, & DiClemente, 

1995), appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whit-

ney, 2005), and motivational interviewing (Miller & 

Rollnick, 2012) include:

 ● Remembering the best experiences one has had 

with health and wellness

 ● Identifying the core values that govern one’s life

 ● Noticing one’s energy in different environments

 ● Thinking about and writing down the components 

of a wellness vision
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 ● Learning about the things that improve health 

and wellness.

 ● Weighing the pros and cons of change versus 

staying the same

 ● Thinking about the importance of making a change

 ● Imagining what it would feel like to be in 

perfect health

Intermediate Behavioral Goals: 
The First Step in the Vision Quest

After a compelling vision has been articulated by 

your client or deferred until later, encourage the cli-

ent to set goals that bring the vision closer to reality. 

The Wellcoaches training program encourages three-

month goals as an intermediate step because it is 

long enough to make meaningful progress, establish 

some new habits, and experience the benefi ts, while 

short enough to stimulate a sense of urgency.

When working with clients to defi ne their 

intermediate goals, the coach asks the client what 

they want to be doing consistently three (or one or 

two) months from now in each of the physical or 

mental wellness areas they included in their vision. 

Specifi c, manageable behavioral goals should be 

linked directly to a client’s vision. For example, if 

clients want to be fi t and trim, ask what behaviors 

they want to be doing consistently that will enable 

them to achieve that outcome.

It is important to prioritize the goal areas by 

importance to the client, asking what matters most 

and why. Then, the coach and client can brainstorm 

and commit to specifi c three-month behavioral goals 

in the priority areas that will help them realize the 

vision. Before moving on to the action plan and 

experimental goals, clients should clearly state and 

summarize their goals as part of the process of verbal 

persuasion (Bandura, 1977).

Examples of Three-Month Behavioral 
Goals That Support Desired Outcomes

Desired Outcome: Improve cardiovascular health so 

that I live a long, active life.

Three-Month Behavioral Goal: I will do three 

30-minute walking sessions each week, at 

60%–70% of my maximal heart rate with my 

friend Jane (Table 9.4).

Desired Outcome: I will increase bone density so that 

I am strong enough to hike the Appalachian Trail 

for my 70th birthday.

Three-Month Behavioral Goal: I will do two 20-minute 

strength-training sessions per week at the gym.

Desired Outcome: I will have peace of mind and 

stop taking blood pressure medicine.

Three-Month Behavioral Goal: I will write in my 

journal each evening three things that happened 

that day for which I am grateful and share them 

with my wife.

Designing Weekly Experiments

Start the discussion of the fi rst action plan by focus-

ing on the intermediate goals of highest priority, 

then work through other areas that are important 

to the client. For each area, the coach will ask clients 

what they want to do immediately, during the next 

week. Weekly goals enable clients to take small 

manageable steps toward their longer term goals. 

Achieving these stepping stones is often a break-

through in building a client’s confi dence.

When it comes to weekly goals, being specifi c 

about the details of how and when is crucial because 

it helps clients pin down the details needed to accom-

plish the goal. Having a mastery experience with one 

Table 9.4 Design Three-Month 
Experiments/Goals

Explain the nature and value of setting three-month goals.

Brainstorm actions that would lead to the achievement of 

the wellness vision.

Ask the client to choose three of the actions that are most 

important to pursue.

Confi rm the connection of the actions to the wellness vision.

Assist the client in translating the actions into SMART 

behavioral goals.
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goal builds a sense of effi cacy and helps clients be 

more ready, willing, and able to move forward with 

other goals. Nothing hinders the change process 

more than setting unrealistic, unachievable goals. 

And “low goals,” as Locke and Latham (2002) call 

them, goals without enough challenge, produce low 

productivity and results.

Clients experience fl ow when their goals are 

challenging slightly beyond their skills and expe-

rience. That’s the zone for clients to enter as often 

as possible while working on their goals. This 

zone is that place which is neither too hard nor 

too easy but rather perfectly suited for client learn-

ing, growth, and success. Because client potential 

is often greater than the client recognizes, don’t 

be afraid to consider goals to which clients may 

exclaim, “No way!” Clients appreciate being called 

to go beyond what they’re imagining. To assist cli-

ents with moving into this zone more frequently, 

the coach will encourage them to not use the words 

“try,” “may,” or “maybe.” It’s better to get clients 

to speak confi dently of what they will do, even to 

the point of framing behavioral goals in the present 

tense, as if they were already fully true. This can 

positively shape client self-image and goal accom-

plishment (Tables 9.5 and 9.6) (Moore et al., 2002).

In addition to ensuring that goals are challenging, 

specifi c, measurable, and motivating, goals should:

 ● Consider what is needed to support success. Address 

environmental factors, including the client’s 

support team and other systems that impact 

their successful implementation.

 ● Have client measure confi dence. It is valuable to 

assess a client’s confi dence in his or her ability to 

meet a goal by asking, “What is your confi dence 

level on a scale of 0–10 for achieving this goal?” 

Explore why the client did not pick a lower 

number or what it would take to generate a 

higher number. If confi dence is not high enough 

to support success, reevaluate the goal, and make 

changes, and design strategies so that clients will 

feel confi dent in their ability to achieve it.

 ● Measure goal importance. To assess if clients are 

ready, willing, and able to change, it is essential 

to determine how important a goal is to them. 

Ask “How would you rate the importance of 

this goal on a scale of 0–10?” Explore why they 

did not pick a lower number and what it would 

take to generate a higher number. If clients are 

not ready for change, express empathy and 

acceptance, and explore the conditions that 

would generate readiness so that they recognize 

them when they arrive.

The Role of Brainstorming 
in Goal Setting

Brainstorming, the generation of possibilities with-

out censor, is an essential coaching skill and a fun-

damental part of generative moments in coaching. 

It is a time for coaches and clients to co-generate 

a wide variety of possible goals for consideration. 

For brainstorming sessions to be most effective, it’s 

important to:

 ● Clarify the topic

 ● Clarify the output (what’s being generated)

 ● Defer judgment

 ● Encourage bold, even wild ideas

 ● Build on what others say

 ● Be visual and specifi c

 ● Go for quantity

 ● Do it fast

Brainstorming enables clients to develop cre-

ative approaches and their best plans before imple-

mentation. After multiple possibilities are generated, 

clients can explore each one in order to determine 

Table 9.5 Design First Experiment/
Goals

Ask the client to choose a goal that is important.

Explore the structures (people, resources, systems, and 

environments) needed to ensure.

Assist the client in designing a SMART behavioral goal.

Use a confi dence ruler to improve the client’s confi dence 

in reaching the goal.

Ask the client to restate the goal.

Affi  rm the client’s ability to achieve the goal.
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Table 9.6 Examples of Goals

Goals That Are Not Written as Behavioral Goals Behavioral Goals (Three-Month and Weekly)

Do more cardiovascular exercise at the gym Walk on the treadmill for 20 minutes at a minimum heart rate of 

70% on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday after work

Food shopping to prepare healthier snacks I will go to the grocery store on Saturday morning to purchase 

apples and almonds to have each work day.

I will be less stressed. I will take an afternoon tea break each workday at 3 p.m.

Be more aware of how much sugar I eat After dinner, each day this week, I will list sugary snack(s) I had 

throughout the day.

I want to be calm and more aware. I will meditate on Saturday morning from 8:00 to 8:30 a.m.

I will increase my water intake and drink more water mid-morning 

and mid-afternoon.

I will increase my water intake from two glasses to four glasses 

a day by drinking an 8-oz glass of water mid-morning and 

mid-afternoon, Monday through Friday.

I will eat fewer desserts this weekend. I will eat dessert one time this week on Saturday night and 

savor it slowly.

I will listen to music more. I will listen to my favorite jazz album for 45 minutes on Friday 

evening.

I will do a strength-training routine of fi ve exercises using 

8-lb dumbbells.

I will do a strength-training routine of fi ve exercises on Tuesday 

at 6:30 a.m. and Saturday at 10 a.m. using 8-lb dumbbells with 

12 reps, with a 15-second rest between each set.

I will lose one pound this week. I will eat one cup of low-sugar, high fi ber cereal for breakfast 

from Monday through Friday.

I will think about what motivates me. Before my next coaching session, I will write down my top three 

motivators for change and e-mail them to my coach.

I will make a list of the pros and cons. I will make a list of the pros and cons for losing weight on Tuesday 

night before I go to bed.

I will pay attention to how I feel when I eat. I will log my thoughts and emotions when I eat lunch and dinner 

on Tuesday and Thursday this week.

which are the most inspirational and feasible. Most 

importantly, the tone of the brainstorming conver-

sation should be positive, demonstrating high-

regard for the client’s creativity and capabilities, as 

positivity leads to enhanced problem solving and 

insight (Subramaniam, Kounios, Parrish, & Jung-

Beeman, 2009).

The Client Is in the Driver’s Seat

Be sure clients understand that they may turn away 

from any challenge or goal. It is always their choice. 

If they seem intrigued by a behavioral goal but 

intimidated by the challenge, encourage them to 

make a counterproposal that is more comfortable. 

The job of the coach is to fi nd the balance between 

challenging clients to do more than they think they 

can do while encouraging a scaling back of goals 

that are out of reach. Perceptive listening is a great 

strategy to use in this situation and with goal setting 

in general. It will often promote pro-change talk, 

explore ambivalence, and set the groundwork to 

obtain a commitment.

Another way to unleash the client’s ability is 

to encourage him or her to have self-compassion 

through the process of goal setting. And, one path-

way to self-compassion is changing perspectives 

about goals by thinking of them as “experiments.” 
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Using the design thinking premise of experimen-

tation, viewing goals as experiments to be tested 

and adjusted as needed allows clients to be more 

likely to be resilient through the challenges of try-

ing new behaviors and skills.

Tracking and Measuring 
Outcomes Progress

Self-regulation theory (MacKenzie, Mezo, & Francis, 

2012) suggests that ability to monitor oneself is a 

key factor in goal achievement, whereas the use of 

tools (such as assessments) support autonomy, a key 

component in self-determination theory. Therefore, 

it is important not only to elicit qualitative feedback 

regarding client progress but also to track outcomes 

delivered by establishing new behaviors in objec-

tive, measurable terms. When setting goals, a variety 

of baseline measurements and tracking techniques 

can be used to:

 ● Assist clients in tracking progress over time 

on selected outcomes (e.g., reduced weight or 

inches lost, improved life balance, better peace 

of mind, increased fi tness, etc.)

 ● Help clients stay motivated toward achieving 

their goals

 ● Provide important group outcomes for a coaching 

practice and for the fi eld of coaching as a whole

A combination of several tracking approaches 

is best because, in a given period, one measure may 

change, whereas another may not. Clients will be 

more motivated if they see positive changes in at 

least one behavior area through behavioral tracking.

Coach Carl: “You’ve come up with several goal ideas 

that are entirely possible for you to achieve. Great 

work! Let’s talk about how these might translate into 

action. Which of these do you think would be most 

benefi cial to actually experiment with next week?“

Wendy Well: “You know, it may seem so simple, but 

the idea of taking a shower after work really sounds 

good.“

Coach Carl: “What about that appeals to you?“

Wendy Well: “There’s something about the water, 

the way it blocks out the sounds of the house, and it 

makes you feel so fresh.“

Coach Carl: “Sounds like it calms you too.“

Wendy Well: “Yes, there is almost nothing better 

than those fi rst few minutes in the shower when the 

water feels hot, and you have fi nally gotten some 

time to yourself.“

Coach Carl: “Let’s take a minute and picture the 

evening when you come home and go straight to 

the shower before doing anything else. What else 

happens to enable you to do that?“

Wendy Well: “Well the kids would have to be told—

well, pretty much threatened—to leave Mommy 

alone for a few minutes.“

Coach Carl: “OK.“

Wendy Well: “Actually, they are very sweet and 

helpful. I’m sure if I told them what I was doing they 

would try their best not to disturb me.“

Coach Carl: “Sounds like you have raised respectful, 

loving children.“

Wendy Well: “Thank you. I guess I would also need to 

tell my husband about my plan. He usually calls on his 

way home from work. And, I am usually in the middle 

of making dinner so he would have to wait to connect.“

Coach Carl: “So, to make this happen, you would 

need to inform your family about what you’re going 

to be doing and set expectations.“

Wendy Well: “Yes, I think that’s all.“

Coach Carl: “Let’s talk about how this would sound 

as a specifi c goal. We’ve been doing this for a few 

(continued on next page)

COACHING CASE
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weeks now. How would you phrase the goal to be 

specifi c?“

Wendy Well: “OK, I will take a shower when I get 

home from work.“

Coach Carl: “How many days a week do you imagine 

yourself doing this?“

Wendy Well: “Let’s start with Monday and Friday 

right after work.“

Coach Carl: “And would you like to include what 

you mentioned about your family in phrasing this 

goal?“

Wendy Well: “Yes, I’ll do that tomorrow.“

Coach Carl: “Wonderful! And on a scale of 1–10, 

how confi dent are you that you’ll be successful with 

this goal?“

Wendy Well: “I’d say an 8.“

Coach Carl: “Awesome. What makes you say an 8?“

Wendy Well: “The image is just so fresh in my mind. 

I can remember how good it used to feel to have this 

habit, and I’m hoping it will have the same result 

now, 15 years later.“

Coach Carl: “It’s such a strong memory that you 

can almost put yourself there and believe you can 

do it again; that’s great. I’m sure you can too. Let’s 

talk about your other goal for next week. What goal 

would you like to set?“

Wendy Well: “I defi nitely want to get on the tread-

mill two days next week.“

Coach Carl: “OK, so which days would you like?“

Wendy Well: “I’d say Monday and Friday.“

Coach Carl: “And for how long?“

Wendy Well: “Let’s stick with 15 minutes.“

Coach Carl: “OK, so you will walk on the treadmill 

for 15 minutes Monday and Friday. And what time 

would you like to do it?“

Wendy Well: “Well I think my challenge was my 

tiredness during the evening time, so I want to try 

the morning.“

Coach Carl: “You want to do morning, especially 

because you had some success with that last week?“

Wendy Well: “Yes.“

Coach Carl: “And what time would you like?“

Wendy Well: “6:30 a.m.“

Coach Carl: “6:30 a.m. on Monday and Friday 

morning.“

Wendy Well: “Yes.“

Coach Carl: “And how confi dent are you in achiev-

ing that goal?“

Wendy Well: “I’d say a 6–7.“

Coach Carl: “That’s a great start—more than 50% 

confi dent. What stands between you and a confi -

dence level of an 8?“

Wendy Well: “It’s just that 6:30 a.m. is pretty early. 

I know I’m going to have to really talk myself into 

getting out of bed.“

Coach Carl: “What would make it easier to talk 

yourself into getting out of bed?“

Wendy Well: “I need to be sure I’m not so tired to 

begin with. I think trying to get to bed at a more rea-

sonable hour during the week, at least by 10 p.m., 

would help.“

Coach Carl: “So, if you got at least eight hours of 

sleep, you believe you would be able to get up earlier 

in the morning on Monday and Friday to exercise?“

Wendy Well: “Yes, yes defi nitely.“

Coach Carl: “And how will you feel after you exercise 

two days this week?“

Wendy Well: “Amazing. I will be so proud of myself, 

and I imagine I’ll have more energy.“

Coach Carl: “What is your level of confi dence now?“

Wendy Well: “Defi nitely an 8–9.“

COACHING CASE Continued
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Over time, it is important to monitor which 

combination of tracking techniques will best assist 

the client in achieving success. During the initial 

sessions, ask the client which approaches they 

would prefer, and discuss which measurements 

they would like to track. It is best to start out agree-

ing on a few effective measurements and adjust 

measurements over time as motivation increases. 

Especially when clients have created mastery goals, 

or goals to develop or enhance success, they are 

more likely to take action to increase the chances 

of success, especially when supported by clear 

evidence (Halverson, 2010).

Ask for Feedback on 
Coaching Sessions

Finally, it is important both for the coach’s learning 

and the client’s growth for the coach to get feed-

back on the coaching session before ending an ini-

tial coaching session. Asking questions, such as the 

following, provides valuable insight into what the 

client wants from the coaching experience:

“What was the most valuable part of today’s 

session?”

“How could future coaching sessions best support 

your path?”

“Is there anything you’d like to change about our 

session?”

“What can I do differently to better serve you?”

Unless they are asked directly, clients typically do 

not tell you that they would like the coaching to be 

different.

Clients may be thrilled by the startup coaching 

sessions but it’s best to inquire about their satis-

faction in each session. The coach should continue 

getting feedback and fi ne-tuning the program. 

Requesting that the client convey feedback follow-

ing the session, via email, is one way to encourage 

candor. If there are any doubts about the coaching 

chemistry, it is important to be courageous and 

address the concern. If the feeling is mutual, the 

client should be given full permission to seek 

another coach and be offered assistance with the 

process.

Putting It All Together

To summarize, coaches help clients design com-

pelling and engaging visions to inspire motivation 

and then translate their visions into realistic behav-

ioral action steps to improve self-effi cacy, increase 

potential for success, and learn a key life skill—

developing and implementing plans to improve 

health and well-being.
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Defi ne generative moments and their value

 ● Discuss the source of generative moments and how 
to leverage these moments for signifi cant progress

 ● Discuss how to use the transtheoretical model (TTM), 
nonviolent communication (NVC), appreciative in-
quiry (AI), and motivational interviewing (MI) in 
generative moments

 ● Name the skills necessary for creating and facilitating 
generative moments

 ● List the fi ve steps in the process of creating a gener-

ative moment

Defi ning the Generative Moment

Generative moments can be thought of as the peak 

of a coaching session. A generative moment can be 

fi lled with the high energy that comes from being 

ready to do something new or the peaceful calm that 

comes with a new way of thinking.

Generative moments occur when clients are 

aroused along the path of change and growth. 

They are the heart of coaching sessions that hap-

pen along the path to reaching or getting closer to 

the client’s vision. In these pivotal moments, cli-

ent feelings, needs, and desires are investigated 

around the “topic du jour.” During generative 

moments, coaches and clients explore the nature 

of the agreed topic, clarify desired outcomes, brain-

storm strategies, and identify next steps. In these 

moments, coaches and clients co-generate new per-

spectives and co-construct engaging designs for 

moving forward. Coaches often describe this col-

laboration as an intuitive dance.

We call these “generative” because they inspire 

clients to generate new ideas, perspectives, or 

insights. They may also uncover capacities, which 

can lead to bold actions that can positively alter a 

client’s future (Bushe, 2007). Generative moments 

are mini transformations that energize both coach 

and client and catalyze the next stage of the client’s 

progress.

As a client’s emotions intensify—ranging from 

excited to ambivalent to fearful—coaches and clients 

have a unique opportunity to take risks, expand per-

spectives, and challenge assumptions. The more cli-

ents can discover new perspectives, capacities, and 

actions that will meet their needs, the more progress 

they will make in moving toward their visions. It’s 

important to allow time for the generative moment 

Generative 
Moments

C H A P T E R  1 0

“Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has 
genius, power, and magic in it.”

— G O E T H E
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in most coaching sessions in order to focus on one 

topic that recharges the client’s batteries; this facil-

itates both the desire to change and the confi dence 

to get there.

Working with a client to establish and revisit a 

vision can facilitate generative moments at the out-

set of a coaching program and whenever a session 

lags. It is good to revisit the vision in detail at least 

annually, even quarterly or monthly. Although cli-

ents commit to change and grow through building 

visions, lots of old and new topics emerge for con-

sideration in coaching sessions. Many things may 

ignite a client’s interest in a topic that calls for a 

generative moment—whether clients are experienc-

ing negative or positive energy. The energy and its 

underlying needs make a client ripe for exploring 

new ways to meet those needs.

One way to think about generative moments is 

that they emerge as things that clients want less of 

(aversive indicators), things that clients want more 

of (attractive indicators), or some combination of 

the two. The former are generally accompanied by 

increased resistance, whereas the latter by increased 

readiness to pursue transformational change.

Table 10.1 provides a partial list of emotional 

indicators that may suggest that the client is pre-

senting a topic for a generative moment.

Sometimes, generative moments emerge when 

clients are still considering change—for example, 

when they are in the precontemplation or contem-

plation stages around a particular behavior. This 

often happens in response to external events. Pain 

and bad news get people’s attention, such as the mes-

sage of “change or die” from a doctor. Hope and good 

news also have a way of getting people’s attention. 

For example, many women stop smoking the instant 

they learn they are pregnant. The desire for a healthy 

baby eclipses the craving to smoke. At times such as 

these, coaches and clients have a unique opportu-

nity to shake things up and move things forward.

When Do Generative Moments 
Occur Within Coaching Sessions?

Coaching sessions tend to have a distinct begin-

ning, middle, and end. The beginning is the warm-

up phase, which is about establishing connection, 

exploring and appreciating recent events and expe-

rience around client goals, and clarifying the topic 

on which the client would like to focus. The end is 

about identifying goals and developing innovative 

strategies that will carry the client forward until the 

next coaching session (and beyond). The end can 

be considered a cool-down phase after some more 

energetic work in the middle. In between lies the 

space for the generative moment—the energetic 

epicenter or workout of the session. One caveat: 
Although there is a specifi c place and time in the 

process of a coaching session for the “generative 

moment,” generativity is not limited to this time 

and place. Ideally, generativity is woven through-

out the entire coaching session.

A good interpersonal connection and under-

standing of client experiences are crucial to setting 

in motion the fi rst steps of the generative moment. 

Understanding a client’s experience with his or her 

weekly goals, whatever the progress or lack thereof, 

Aversive Indicators Attractive Indicators

Apathy, lethargy Focus, energy

Worry, fear Confi dence, control

Anxiety Contentment

Distress Eustress

Boredom Arousal

Sad, depressed Happy, exhilarated

Unsure, hesitant Certain, willing

Confused, inarticulate Clear, articulate

Insecure Safe

Blocked Released

Stuck in the muck Free to move

Out of balance Equilibrium

Distracted, disengaged Mindful, engaged

Rigid or loose commitment Playful determination

Self-sabotage Self-support

Intransigent habits Experimental action

Table 10.1   Emotional Indicators for 
Generative Moments
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can reveal topics around which clients have aroused 

energy.

Reviewing three-month goals can reconnect cli-

ents with their values, motivators, and inspiration. 

In the absence of judgment and in the presence of 

support for growth, these moments reveal what is 

alive in and important to clients. Encouraging clients 

to share stories can shed light on their feelings, their 

met and unmet needs, and their hopes and desires. 

Such is the stuff that makes for generative moments.

What Generates 
Generative Moments?

Each time a client participates in a coaching ses-

sion, what is important to him or her shows up for 

the session as well, although a warmup phase may 

be required to uncover what that is. To use the lan-

guage of NVC, clients show up for coaching with 

something that is “alive” or stirring within them at 

that moment. It’s the coach’s job to listen mindfully 

for that life force, refl ect it back to the client, and 

inquire about where the client wants to go with that 

energy (Rosenberg, 2005).

Client-driven generative moments represent a 

shift from traditional health education and the expert 

approach to change. It is not up to the coach to gener-

ate the moment. It is up to the client to show up with 

the energy to explore and the desire to learn. The cli-

ent has that responsibility in every coaching session. 

Coaches enable clients to move forward positively by 

following the client’s lead, paying careful attention 

to the client’s feelings, needs, and desires through 

the use of empathy, AI, and refl ections. Like a mid-

wife supporting a mother through the transitional 

stages to delivery, it is not the coach’s job to have “the 

moment” but rather to support clients through the 

fl ow of the generative moment.

Once a generative moment has run its course, 

coaching sessions fl ow easily into design and plan-

ning through the use of behavioral goals and action 

plans. Clients often require assistance to frame such 

plans as starting points for experimentation, discov-

ery, and learning rather than as blueprints for exe-

cution. Static planning models (i.e., make the plan, 

implement the plan) do not refl ect the dynamic of 

human development. Innovative planning mod-

els that include client-centered empathetic design 

empower clients to make realtime adjustments and 

improvisations, thus better supporting the client’s 

confi dence in being successful.

Generative Moments Engage 
Every Coaching Skill

In order to leverage the full potential of generative 

moments, a coach needs to use every coaching skill 

and tool dynamically in the moment. At their best, 

generative moments spark the intuitive dance of 

coaching. Handled poorly, generative moments are 

not only squandered but also can set clients back in 

both motivation and action. The following coaching 

skills, introduced in previous chapters, all need to 

be fully engaged to effectively move clients through 

generative moments.

Radiating Compassion

Generative moments require a judgment-free envi-

ronment, characterized by trust and the “willingness 

to be vulnerable to another based on the confi dence 

that the other is benevolent, honest, open, reliable, 

and competent” (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). Safety 

and a strong sense of support are preconditions for 

success in all coaching sessions. This creates opti-

mal conditions for generative moments in which 

clients are challenged to stretch to the edge of their 

abilities. Establishing such a compassionate envi-

ronment enables clients to be open and authentic so 

that the important stuff can get said and considered.

Expressing Empathy

Defi ned as the “respectful understanding of another 

person’s experience,” empathy uses both emotional 

and cognitive awareness to connect with and give 

voice to what clients are feeling, needing, and desir-

ing. Without receiving empathy, clients will often 

fail to move through and derive full benefi ts from 

generative moments. Empathy differs from pity 

and sympathy in that it is a coach’s refl ection of the 

client’s perceived experience rather than a sharing 

in it. Clients are aware of empathy and presence not 

just consciously but also unconsciously, perhaps 
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through the infl uence of mirror neurons. the infl u-

ence of mirror neurons. When a coach—especially 

one who has developed a place of importance to 

the client—expresses discontent, it can send the cli-

ent into physical frenzy, increasing heart rates and 

spreading negative energy all around (Goleman & 

Boyatzis, 2008).

Mindful Listening

Defi ned as the “nonjudgmental awareness of what 

is happening in the present moment,” mindfulness is 

a way to break free from being on autopilot. There’s 

no way to identify generative moments apart from 

mindful listening. By paying attention without judg-

ment to what’s happening in oneself and in the client, 

coaches can help clients gain awareness of needs and 

choices. This is an essential component of the coach-

ing presence required to maintain a trust-building 

and growth-promoting relationship.

Evocative Inquiry

If coaches ask too many leading questions with 

implied “right” answers, the generative moment can 

be lost. True inquiry comes from the framework of 

“not assuming,” “not knowing” the answers, and 

having a beginner’s mind. The more coaches navi-

gate with open-minded curiosity, especially with 

regard to clients’ capacities and strengths, the more 

clients will discover about themselves and where 

they want to go. When coaches linger in the dis-

covery phase of AI, with engaging questions that 

connect clients to their own best selves, clients are 

better able to put their strengths to work. “Without 

curiosity, we are unable to sustain our attention, we 

avoid risks, we abort challenging tasks, we com-

promise our intellectual development, we fail to 

achieve competencies and strengths, we limit our 

ability to form relationships with other people, and 

essentially stagnate” (Kashdan, 2009).

Open-Ended Inquiry

When it comes to generative moments, inquiry that 

evokes stories and images has far more power to gen-

erate an upward spiral than does inquiry that leads 

to short or analytic answers. Open-ended inquiries 

that start with “what” or “how” are the keys to evok-

ing such responses. Too many close-ended questions 

that require short “yes” or “no” answers tend to shut 

down this dynamic. “Why” questions can feel judg-

mental or can lead to analysis paralysis. Full engage-

ment follows most directly by encouraging clients to 

remember and fully verbalize the stories and images 

of their own best selves.

Perceptive Refl ections

Asking the client too many questions in a row, even 

great questions, can feel like interrogation to the client 

and can then compromise a generative moment. Such 

inquiry often has more to do with the coach’s desire 

to propel clients forward than with clients’ desire 

to fi gure things out for themselves. The fi ve forms of 

refl ections used in MI that are especially useful in the 

context of generative moments are simple, amplifi ed, 

double-sided, shifted-focus, and empathy refl ections. 

They communicate the full engagement of the coach 

and connect the client with the motivation to change.

Honoring Silence

In response to empathy, inquiry, and refl ections, 

clients need to pause to think, feel, or connect with 

their truths. This especially happens during genera-

tive moments. It is essential for coaches to honor this 

silence, be comfortable with pauses, and not intrude 

prematurely. Once the ball is in the client’s court, it 

is usually best to wait until the client hits it back. 

Intervening too quickly prevents clients from maxi-

mizing their discoveries. Silence affi rms the coach’s 

desire to hear what the client has to say and, even 

better, implies “I trust in your thoughts and ideas.” 

It is a special gift to be with clients in silence, espe-

cially those who are introverted, because silence 

gives them time to organize their thoughts, feelings, 

and desires before translating them into words.

Creative Brainstorming

Brainstorming is an essential skill of coaching, espe-

cially when it comes to generative moments. With 

increased motivation to change comes increased 
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 1. Collaborates with the client to identify the 

topic on which to work, where he or she has 

aroused emotional energy and interest

 2. Asks for permission to explore and work on 

the topic now

 3. Encourages the client to describe what he or 

she really wants now in relation to the topic

 4. Explores the strengths or values the client 

can leverage to move forward

 5. Explores the environments the client can 

leverage to move forward

 6. Explores decisional balance and develops 

discrepancy (when the client demonstrates 

ambivalence)

 7. Engages the client in creative brainstorming 

of pathways forward

 8. Expresses and facilitates confi dence in the 

client’s ability to move forward

Collaborate with the Client to Identify 
the Topic on Which to Work Where 
He or She Has Aroused Emotional 
Energy and Interest

To identify the topic on which the client would like 

to focus, pay attention to the emotions, needs, desires, 

and values that the client has expressed throughout 

the session. Listen for:

 ● What the client is feeling

 ● What the client is attracted to

 ● What the client wants less of

 ● What the client is celebrating

 ● What needs are alive in the client

 ● What the client is resisting

 ● How ready the client is to change

 ● What gives the client energy

 ● What moves the client to action

 ● What the client highlights and remembers from 

the previous sessions

Sometimes, several topics emerge that are inter-

twined or are ambiguously defi ned. Inquiry in 

advance of coaching sessions (e.g., through e-mail) 

and the use of refl ections—particularly simple 

refl ections—are necessary to drill down to a topic 

underlying others or clarify a clear topic defi nition. 

Ideally, the topic of a generative moment will 

interest in specifi c change strategies. Such strategies 

are not handed to clients by coaches; rather, they 

are co-constructed with clients through the creative 

brainstorming of ideas, questions, approaches, and 

frameworks. Coaches and clients can generate an 

enormous number of possibilities without evalu-

ating the relative merits until later. The mood can 

be alternately playful, insightful, courageous, and 

realistic. Taking turns in coming up with possibil-

ities is a good way to build and maintain momen-

tum through the brainstorming process.

Unfailing Affi  rmation

Unfailing affi rmation is about steadfastly acknowl-

edging the client’s capacities, characteristics, and 

strengths for change. In this way, coaches positively 

impact both client effi cacy and self-compassion. 

“My certainty is greater than your doubt” expresses 

the framework that coaches come from in working 

with generative moments. When clients know that 

coaches believe in their capacities to change and 

achieve desired outcomes, they are more likely to 

get out of their own ways and try new strategies. 

Such an endorsement enables clients not only to get 

excited about the possibilities generated through 

brainstorming but also to move forward with one 

or more of them.

Generative moments grow out of the connec-

tion that coaches make with clients at the beginning 

of each coaching conversation. By establishing a 

“no-fault zone” where clients can blamelessly and 

shamelessly open up and share, coaches make it 

possible for clients to learn from their experiences 

and to move forward. Early and effective use of 

empathy, inquiry, and refl ections in reviewing client 

goals (both weekly and three-month goals) helps to 

uncover the topics clients want to explore in greater 

depth.

Facilitating Generative Moments

When creating a specifi c placeholder for the gener-

ative moment within the coaching session, the pro-

cess includes eight primary stages:
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be self-evident to the client and coach alike. It will 

shine, like a light in the darkness. When that hap-

pens, it will be easy to name the topic and move to 

the next step.

More often, coaches and clients will fl oat differ-

ent topics for consideration until one clearly rises to 

the surface. Coaches may name a topic and ask if it is 

an area the client would like to explore. When clients 

agree, it may be useful to use a motivational inter-

viewing style ruler to measure how much energy 

they have around that topic. If energy is low, there 

may be another topic worth pursuing. Or, it may be 

possible to invigorate a client’s energy by discussing 

his or her energy rating.

Another approach is to engage the client’s body 

in the search for topics. Encourage clients to pay 

attention to physical sensations in the moment by 

having them move around, strike poses, change 

body positions, walk, or use fi nger labyrinths (Rehm, 

2000). Stretching, breath work, and guided medita-

tions are also ways to invigorate the moment. Rich-

ard Strozzi Heckler (2002) refers to this as somatic 

coaching. The body is a resource for learning and for 

creating sustainable change for clients as they iden-

tify what is most important in the moment. 

Alternating between open-ended inquiries and 

refl ections is a way to clarify the topic. For example:

1. From our discussion, it sounds as though 

there are three potential topics which we 

could explore today. Here is what I have 

heard so far . . . (describe them succinctly)

2. We have time to work through one topic. On 

which one would you like to work?

3. What makes this topic the most important 

for our coaching today?

4. What outcome would you like at the end of 

today’s session?

The point is not to be “right” about the best 

topic to pursue but rather to invite clients to look 

more deeply at what is alive in them. Regardless 

of whether the coach or client fi rst names the topic, 

the key is to hold that topic as an opportunity for 

deeper connection and learning. The generative 

moment is the heart of the coaching session, and 

the client’s heart determines the focus of the gener-

ative moment.

Coach Carl: “I’ve watched you make such tremen-

dous progress in the last several weeks. It’s been 

exciting to be a part of that process, and I admire 

your tenacity through this. I’m excited to see you 

continue to take the next steps toward your three-

month goals. Congratulations!”

Wendy Well: “Thanks. I feel good about the 

progress.”

Coach Carl: “And you should savor that moment. 

Now, before we set goals for next week, we have 

a few minutes to really dive into any topic that 

you feel would be helpful to learn more about 

and understand more clearly, as you’re thinking 

about moving toward your vision. Has anything 

related to your vision been on your mind that 

would be helpful talk through with another ear 

to listen?”

Wendy Well: “I’d like to focus on ideas for ensur-

ing that I eat healthier. I notice that as the week 

goes on and I’m trying to come home from work 

and exercise and then I’ve got to get dinner, 

my goals kind of slide away from me, especially 

around eating. And my walking goal, too. At the 

beginning of the week, I just get on the treadmill 

and do it, but it seems to get harder toward the 

end of the week.”

COACHING CASE

Ask for Permission to Explore 
and Work on the Topic Now

Once a topic has been identifi ed and clarifi ed, the 

coach and client agree on the appropriateness of 

working on it now. Coaching always protects the 

freedom and choice of clients, which increases both 

the motivation for change and the probability of suc-

cess. The client’s stage of change signifi cantly impacts 

both his/her readiness to address the topic as well as 

the approach that should be taken. If clients are in the 

earliest stages of change regarding a particular topic, 

it may be diffi cult for them to mount the energy nec-

essary for a generative moment that would move 
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them forward to action. However, in these stages, cli-

ents can do valuable thinking and feeling about pos-

sibilities, working the decisional balance for change, 

and exploring new supportive relationships or envi-

ronments. A generative moment which builds hope 

can be a catalyst for increasing readiness that will 

eventually lead to transformational action.

Explore the Strengths or Values the 
Client Can Leverage to Move Forward

It is important to approach each topic as a possibility 

to be explored rather than as a problem to be solved. 

Working from a defi cit-based framework, focusing 

on what is wrong and what needs to be “fi xed,” 

can negatively infl uence how coaches view client 

potential and can compromise client self-effi cacy. 

Coach Carl: “I’m hearing that you want to fi nd 

some ways to be consistent and to be as con-

nected to your health goals at the end of the week 

as you are at the beginning of the week.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, that’s it.”

Coach Carl: “Would you like to talk about that for 

a few minutes?”

Wendy Well: “Yes, that would be helpful.”

COACHING CASE

Coach Carl: “Great! Tell me, if you could wave your 

magic wand, what would a week look like with 

consistent eating if everything just really fell in 

place as you wished it could.”

Wendy Well: “It would be automatic. It would be 

such a routine that I just know what I’m going to 

bring for lunch. I would have it on hand. It would 

be easy to put together and I would consistently 

take in a lunch to work so that it would be almost 

every day. And, I’d feel great after lunch about 

what I ate. No, not just lunch—I’d feel great at the 

end of the day every day. No regrets.”

Coach Carl: “And what’s important about that?”

Wendy Well: “One, to have more energy at work 

and also to eat healthier so that I can do some of 

these things that I want to do with my life. I’d also 

have more time if I packed my lunch. I wouldn’t 

have to go to the cafeteria; I could just be at my 

desk to eat and have quiet time. Or maybe when 

the weather gets nicer to go outside and sit. I think 

that’s a nice mental break in the middle of the day. 

In the cafeteria, you always sit with someone, you 

ultimately end up talking about work again, and 

so you never feel like you had that break.”

Coach Carl: “So there appear to be a number of 

motivators here. One is to have more energy. 

Another is to feel better about your choices in 

general. An appealing outcome of healthy eat-

ing would be having a greater sense of calm and 

peacefulness. Another motivator is reclaiming 

some down time.”

COACHING CASE Continued

Encourage the Client to Describe 
What He or She Really Wants Now 
in Relation to the Topic

The work of the generative moment starts with 

drilling down to the heart of the matter. It is a dance 

of self-discovery for clients, which challenges them 

to view and think differently about the topic and 

themselves. “Ah-ha!” experiences are common. 

Begin by tapping into or creating hope and opti-

mism by inquiring about the client’s ideal vision 

or optimal outcome related to the topic at hand.

Next, AI and MI models offer different paths to get-

ting to the heart of the matter. In general, it’s valuable 

to fi rst start with AI to build and harvest as much 

positive energy and emotion as can be elicited at a 

given moment. Reconnection to a client’s strengths 

and capacities may be suffi cient to move forward into 

brainstorming and planning. MI also offers many 

tools to understand the roots of ambivalence, to play 

with ambivalence, and, even better, to resolve it. Often, 

coaches fi nd themselves using a mix of both models.
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Instead, masterful coaches explore a topic from a 

strengths-based perspective, even when clients are 

experiencing resistance to change. Strengths-based 

inquiries focus on what is meaningful and compel-

ling to clients more than on what they do not want. 

In addition, they invite clients to recall and recon-

nect with past successful experiences.

The benefi ts of using strength-based inquiries 

are plentiful. They include generating hope, opti-

mism, and other kinds of positivity; reminding 

clients of their capabilities; and encouraging more 

of the behaviors that generated previous success. 

Remember the AI principle: that which we appreci-

ate appreciates. Using the AI interview protocol, the 

following represent a sample of questions that can 

generate positive shifts in thoughts and behaviors:

 ● Tell me about a time when you experienced 

a similar challenge and navigated your way 

through it.

 ● What did success feel like?

 ● What are the values refl ected in and how you 

have handled this situation?

 ● How does this connect with your vision?

 ● What are the needs that would be met if this 

vision were realized for you?

 ● What are the structures (people, places, things, 

tools, routines) that would enable you to be 

successful with this goal?

 ● What are your hopes for how you would like to 

handle this issue in the future?

 ● Name your main wish.

The primary objective of using the AI approach 

fi rst is to engage clients in conversations that recon-

nect to their vitality—that place of deep longing that 

brought them to coaching in the fi rst place. Such 

questions and requests shine a light on the hope and 

enthusiasm clients have for their visions and realign 

the situations with their visions.

Explore the Environments the Client 
Can Leverage to Move Forward

As Peterson and Seligman (2004) found in study-

ing the prevalence of universal strengths and 

values, self-regulation is one of the least valued 

and used strengths. Self-regulation is vital in the 

change process. It manifests in diligently planning, 

preparing, and executing behavioral experiments; 

unpacking learning; followed by adjusting the what, 

how, and when of practicing new behaviors, over 

and over again. Given that clients make behav-

ioral decisions and choices all day long under 

Wendy Well: “Yes. That’s kind of the way it felt 

when I took my lunch on Monday.”

Coach Carl: “That’s powerful. Tell me about 

Monday. That was a clear success. What led to 

that success? What were the things that were 

going on in your life on Sunday that supported 

Monday’s healthy eating?”

Wendy Well: “Well basically, Sunday is our family 

day. I clean, grocery shop, do errands, and domes-

tic things on Saturday. So Sunday is just kind of a 

down day, and in the evening, I always take time 

to kind of regroup and reorganize for the week. 

So it’s a calm evening I guess. It’s not as crazy 

as the other evenings when you get home from 

work late and have so much to do.”

Coach Carl: “You have this space on Sunday that 

you know you can use. It sounds like Sundays off er 

the opportunity to make some of those more pro-

ductive things happen.”

Wendy Well: “Right. Just in general, that’s what 

I’ve always done. So it was very easy to fi t the lunch 

in and prepare and get organized for the lunch on 

Sunday night because I kind of take that time to 

organize anyway.”

Coach Carl: “OK, so you set aside the time. What 

else did you have in place on Sunday that made it 

easier to make this happen?”

Wendy Well: “I think I knew what I had in the 

refrigerator because I just bought it on Saturday. I 

knew it was fresh, I knew it was there; it was kind of 

more present in my mind and in my thinking, too.”

Coach Carl: “OK got it. You had the lunch supplies 

you needed, you remembered what supplies you 

had, and you had the time to prepare lunches.”

COACHING CASE Continued
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mind that clients are more likely to move in the 

direction of positive change when they have fi g-

ured out and described in their own words what 

outcomes they really want and clarifi ed what chal-

lenges may be getting in the way and what it will 

take to reach their goals (change talk). After clients 

have been “sitting in the muck” for a while, strug-

gling with the discrepancy or confl ict between the 

needs to not change and the needs to change, they 

will gain motivational energy by a desire to resolve 

the discrepancy and get readier to take action to 

move forward.

Coaching tools will not work unless the coach 

starts with the intention of understanding the cli-

ent’s experience. The more coaches try to manipulate 

behavior or force an outcome, the more these tools 

will increase rather than decrease resistance. When 

that happens, coaches are working against rather 

than supporting generativity. Self-determination 

theory makes it clear that the human propensity 

for growth only happens when change is freely or 

autonomously chosen in the moment and supported 

by competence and relatedness (Markland, Ryan, 

Tobin, & Rollnick, 2005).

Engage the Client in Creative 
Brainstorming of Pathways Forward

Once change talk has begun and client energy is 

higher, it’s helpful to engage clients in the light-

hearted generation or brainstorming of ideas and 

approaches for moving forward. In brainstorm-

ing, possibilities are generated but not critiqued 

or evaluated. A good rule is the more the better 

when it comes to idea generation. Coaches and cli-

ents can take turns in the generation of ideas and 

experiments. It can be challenging for coaches and 

clients to generate possibilities in the moment, but 

it is well worth the effort. Sometimes, coaches come 

up with possibilities that clients would never have 

thought of on their own. When coaches take a turn, 

clients are given the space to think more deeply 

about or jump off from a possibility in a whole new 

direction suggested by the coach. Such brainstorm-

ing is valuable and usually fun during generative 

moments.

strong infl uences of their environments, how then 

can clients adjust their environments to bolster 

their success, including boosting of much-needed 

self-regulation?

First of course, the coaching process provides a 

valuable support to enhancing self-regulation in and 

of itself. Coaches can then help clients appreciate 

how their environments affect their self-regulation 

and encourage clients to consider “what might hap-

pen, when it might happen, and how it might affect” 

their progress. “Coaching the environment” is a 

proactive strategy that supports goal achievement 

(Gollwitzer & Sheeran, 2006). Clients can design 

environments that enable them to be more compe-

tent, a key psychological need and resource as we 

learned in exploring self-determination theory. The 

coach and client can together fi nd the environments 

that enhance completion of new experiments, and 

they can design structures (people, places, things) 

that increase the likelihood of mastery experiences.

Explore Decisional Balance and 
Develop Discrepancy (When the 
Client Demonstrates Ambivalence)

When the principles of AI do not uncover the 

heart of the matter and elevate clients’ readiness 

to move in the directions of their desires, MI tools 

can be useful to help them understand and dis-

lodge their “stuckness,” resolve ambivalence, and 

move forward.

Expressing empathy, developing discrepancy, 

rolling with resistance, and supporting self-effi cacy 

are all designed to create a safe space for clients to 

explore their thoughts, feelings, needs, and inten-

tions. When the space is right, clients can leave 

behind their uncertainty to change and open them-

selves to new possibilities. This is often a critical part 

of successfully coaching clients through their gener-

ative moments.

Inviting clients to describe their authentic rea-

sons for changing (change talk), instead of telling 

and selling clients on why they “should” change, is 

a challenging shift for a new coach. “Get into fi shing 

and out of sales,” says motivational interviewing 

trainer and psychologist Robert Rhode. Keep in 
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It is helpful to designate a particular time during 

the generative moment for brainstorming ideas, 

questions, or approaches. Brainstorming too early 

can overwhelm clients and provoke resistance. How-

ever, failing to brainstorm at all can squander the 

potential of the moment, either because no pos-

sibilities are generated or because one possibility 

takes over before others are considered. Running 

with the fi rst idea that comes up is not only limiting 

but also may be dangerous. As French philosopher 

Coach Carl: “I’m wondering if we might take some 

time to generate some new ideas to make this 

easier for you. How can we make this goal be more 

consistently achievable, keeping in mind some of 

the things that you learned on Sunday, some of 

those environmental factors that really supported 

you in being successful? Maybe we could just gen-

erate fi ve to seven things you might put in place 

throughout the week to be more successful here. 

Anything goes when we are brainstorming; there 

are no bad ideas. How does that sound?”

Wendy Well: “Sure, that would be helpful!”

Coach Carl: “OK, perhaps we can go back and forth 

with ideas. Do you want to throw out an idea?”

Wendy Well: “I guess one idea came to mind when 

I said I knew what I had on hand. Maybe it would be 

helpful to keep more of a list or something on my 

refrigerator. If I checked them off  as I took them so 

I could see what was left, that might be more of a 

reminder of what I had.”

Coach Carl: “OK, keeping a list on the fridge. Great. 

I have an idea around making a meal list on Sunday; 

you could plan out what your lunches will be for the 

rest of the week.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, that could work.”

Coach Carl: “What else?”

Wendy Well: “Maybe buying fruit at the beginning 

of the week and taking it to work with me.”

Coach Carl: “OK, taking in some of the supplies, 

perhaps on Monday, so you have them on hand.”

Wendy Well: “Yes. I could pack them in Monday 

mornings.”

Coach Carl: “Here’s another idea; every night from 

6:30–6:40 a.m. can be your lunch packing time.”

Wendy Well: “That could be, except that’s my exer-

cise time too. I guess if I could pack my lunch on the 

treadmill, I’d be all set.”

Coach Carl: “Now that would be quite a feat! OK, 

well we’ll play with how these ideas might look in 

the real world. Let’s get one more.”

Wendy Well: “One more. I could bring a lunch that 

is premade, that I don’t even have to fi x, like maybe 

salads in containers or something like that.”

Coach Carl: “Pre-prepared lunches. OK, that would 

be less eff ort. Let’s shift gears and revisit and reignite 

your motivation. Wendy, how important is it to you 

to eat healthy on a more consistent basis? And per-

haps we can use that familiar ruler from 0 to 10, 10 

being most important.”

Wendy Well: “This one is an 8 or a 9. I think it is 

kind of a cornerstone for the other things that I 

want to do to be healthy and energetic. I was doing 

well with breakfast and dinner, but lunchtime has 

been getting away from me and dragging down 

my confi dence in other areas.”

Coach Carl: “It feels kind of like a foundation for 

success in other areas.”

Wendy Well: “Yes, and I think eating a healthy lunch 

will improve my energy for work in the afternoon. 

Sometimes, eating less healthy cafeteria food makes 

me sleepy and wanting a nap.”

Coach Carl: “You notice that there are good conse-

quences when you eat a healthy lunch both for the 

afternoon, the whole day, and beyond.”

COACHING CASE Continued
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Emile Chartier (1959) writes, “Nothing is as dan-

gerous as an idea when it is the only one you have.”

Basic protocols for successful brainstorming 

include the following:

 ● Setting a time limit

 ● Withholding judgment or evaluation of ideas

 ● Encouraging wild, fun, and exaggerated ideas

 ● Letting no idea go unsaid

 ● Setting a minimum number of ideas or 

questions to generate

 ● Building on the possibilities put forth by the other

 ● Combining and expanding ideas

 ● Asking permission to contribute ideas

With many compelling and relevant ideas in 

mind, the client will eagerly move with confi dence 

and energy to designing action plans, the next step 

of the coaching session. With high self-effi cacy, cli-

ents will be ready, willing, and able to commit to 

specifi c behaviors that will contribute to realizing 

their visions.

Express and Facilitate Confi dence in 
the Client’s Ability to Move Forward

The transition to designing action plans at the end 

of the generative moment is made compelling when 

the coach champions and supports the client’s abil-

ity to move forward with one or more of the new 

ideas or approaches. Forward movement is more 

appealing when clients believe they have the abil-

ity to turn the new ideas into action. Hence, coaches 

not only support self-effi cacy throughout the entire 

coaching session; this is especially important as 

the generative moment comes to a close.

By acknowledging what clients brought to the 

generative moment, the good work they have done 

in brainstorming, and their capacity to see their 

dreams through to fruition, coaches enable clients 

to commit themselves and to take actions that will 

generate success.

W. H. Murray (1951) of the Scottish Himalayan 

expedition famously addressed this dynamic when 

he wrote:

Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one 
elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless 
ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one defi nitely 

commits oneself, the providence moves too. All sorts of things 
occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred. 
A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising 
in one’s favor all manner of unforeseen incidents, meetings 
and material assistance, which no one could have dreamth 
would have come his or her way. I learned a deep respect 
for one of Goethe’s couplets: Whatever you can do, or dream 
you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in 
it. (pp. 6–7)

Championing the client at the close of the gen-

erative moment is an essential part of masterful 

coaching.

Relational Flow in 
Generative Moments

The earlier process provides a framework for han-

dling generative moments. Yet, in many respects, 

these moments are not “handled”; rather, they 

have a playful, surprising, improvisational, fl ow-

ing quality that cannot be scripted. The best gen-

erative moments move seamlessly and organically 

in fl ow—they feel like a dance—sometimes slow, 

sometimes quick, or more like a salsa dance.

Given their impact, new coaches can feel pres-

sure to demonstrate great skill, wisdom, or tech-

nique. The most important thing to remember is that 

generative moments are about the client’s needs 

and desires. By following the client’s lead, coaches 

can ease their way into collaborative, co-creative 

conversations. Coaches remember that they are in 

partnership rather than in charge, and they remain 

attentive to the client’s energy and insights rather 

than distracted by their own thoughts and inspired 

rather than inspirational. At their best, generative 

moments feel intense, exciting, deep, powerful, and 

moving, but not hard. Generative moments fl ow.

What Is Relational Flow?

Relational fl ow, another way to defi ne generative 

moments, happens when coaches and clients per-

ceive themselves as being in sync and engaged in 

generative, interdependent, collaborative dialogue. 

In refl ecting on peak coaching experiences, coaches 

and clients often describe their best moments as like 
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being in an intuitive dance: “a relational dynamic 

between coaches and clients when they enter a zone 

where they are fully challenged at a high level of 

skill and awareness. This dynamic, conceptualized 

as ‘relational fl ow,’ may underpin how and when 

both coaches and clients make large steps forward 

in their work” (Moore, Drake, Tschannen-Moran, 

Campone, & Kauffman, 2005).

It is a challenge to create relational fl ow, let alone 

capture or measure it. That’s because it is an intu-

itive and synergistic dynamic that is created by 

the coach, the client, and the fi eld between the two. 

Like learning to dance, the fundamental steps must 

be mastered before style, fl uidity, and fl ow can be 

demonstrated. In fl ow, coaches aren’t married to a 

plan that determines what happens next or attached 

to a particular outcome. Instead, they are able to 

use what is happening in the moment to determine 

what will happen in the next moment, improvising 

with agility based on what is most important to the 

client in the present moment.

What Supports Relational Flow?

Although research into the dynamic continues, sev-

eral bodies of knowledge illuminate and support 

the intuitive dance of coaching. These include the 

following:

 ● Flow studies—As defi ned by Mihaly Csikszent-

mihalyi (2000), fl ow exists when one is engaged 

in a challenging situation that requires fully en-

gaging and stretching one’s skills at a high level 

in response. In fl ow, one becomes immersed 

in an activity with greater attention, less effort, 

and an altered sense of time.

 ● Refl ective practitioner—The ability to dance 

effortlessly also comes from practice. A coach 

with experience is “less tied to explicit rules, 

processes, and contextual clues in order to know 

how to act effectively—and yet does so with 

less effort” (Moore et al., 2005). Experienced 

coaches rely more on intuitive thoughts and 

perceptions. They draw on previously successful 

experience—lots of it. The intuition of a master 

is powerful, whereas for novices, it’s limited.

 ● Readiness to change—A client’s ability to engage 

in fl ow depends on his or her stage of change. 

The coach must be cognizant of the client’s read-

iness to change and adjust the approach accord-

ingly. Masterful coaches do not push clients 

through the stages of change; rather, they draw 

clients out by honoring the needs of the moment.

 ● Emotional intelligence—As defi ned by Daniel 

Goleman (1998), emotional intelligence is the 

ability to “recognize our own feelings and 

those of others, for motivating ourselves, and 

for managing emotions well in ourselves and in 

our relationships.” In the coaching conversation, 

the competencies that contribute to emotional 

intelligence are necessary for intuition and use it 

for positive outcomes; this is an essential part of 

the empathy that contributes to relational fl ow.

 ● Relational competence—In the generative moment, 

the dance is a collaboration between two con-

nected people. From relational cultural theory 

(Jordan, Walker, & Hartling, 2004; Walker & 

Rosen, 2004), we know that growth through 

connection, rather than separation, leads to 

healthy functioning. In deep connection with 

their coaches, clients feel more vital, empowered, 

clear, worthy, and driven toward more connec-

tion with others (Moore et al., 2005).

Hall and Duvall (2005) conclude:

The coach dances with a client to facilitate the unleash-

ing of potentials and the experience of change. The dia-

logue dance creates motivation and energy in the player 

or the client. The dance creates readiness for change, 

the power to change, and the leverage for change. In 

this dance, new frames of mind are co-created for facil-

itating that change. The dialogue is a dance around 

support, celebration, accountability, fun, and actualiz-

ing potential. It’s a dance for enabling dreams to come 

true. Do you want to dance? (p. 6)
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OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

 ● Identify the process for conducting coaching ses-

sions following an evidence-based coaching model

 ● Follow a checklist for evidence-based coaching 

programs and sessions (Appendix A)

Introduction

Among the International Coach Federation’s core 

coaching competencies is “managing progress 

and accountability,” enabling clients to move from 

Point A (where they are today) to Point B (where 

they want to go). There are many approaches to 

the design and process of coaching programs and 

sessions that facilitate movement to Point B.

Although there is never only one “right” way to 

do coaching, clients and coaches enjoy structure as 

a means to understand and gain mastery in the pro-

cess of facilitating change. As coaches gain experi-

ence and grow their toolboxes, they can modify the 

process of coaching sessions in ways that maintain 

engagement for themselves and their clients.

Since 2002, Wellcoaches has developed, prac-

ticed, and continually refi ned a protocol for coaching 

programs and sessions, which is now evidence-based, 

proving highly effective in a growing number of 

outcomes studies. This protocol provides a valuable 

handrail for new coaches so that they are more effec-

tive from the outset. This coaching protocol has been 

applied in a variety of settings with diverse popula-

tions. A few examples include the following:

 1. Polak, Dill, Abrahamson, Pojednic, and 

Phillips (2014)—improving consumption 

of healthy food in a patient with diabetes 

through wellness coaching

 2. McGloin, Timmons, Coates, and Boore 

(2014)—wellness coaching for type 2 diabetes
 3. Sforzo, Kaye, Ayers, Talbert, and Hill (2014)—

wellness coaching for smoking cessation

 4. Roy, Lisowski, and Roberts (2014)—wellness 

coaching with physician-referred patients 

with chronic health conditions

 5. Sforzo (2013)—wellness coaching for Ithaca 

College employees

 6. Sherman, Crocker, Dill, and Judge (2013)—

at Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH), 

health coaching in the primary care setting 

for employees

 7. Schwartz (2013)—wellness coaching as an 

alternative to bariatric surgery

Conducting 
Coaching 
Sessions

C H A P T E R  1 1

“Good fortune is what happens when opportunity meets 
with planning.”

— T H O M A S  A L V A  E D I S O N
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 8. Berna (2013)—wellness coaching in a tribal 

community healthcare center with patients 

with diabetes

 9. Galantino et al. (2009)—wellness coaching 

for cancer survivors who had signifi cant 

improvements in depression scores, exercise 

behaviors, and quality-of-life scores

Having introduced the coaching session pro-

tocol for designing the relationship, a vision, and 

three-month behavioral goals in Chapter 9, the 

focus of this chapter is on the protocol for ongoing 

coaching sessions that follow the startup coach-

ing sessions. Appendix A has a coaching program 

checklist for four phases—prospect phase, startup, 

ongoing sessions, and program close or wrap-up.

Prepare for a Coaching Session

The most important moment of a coaching session is 

arguably the minute right before it starts (Table 11.1). 

That’s when coaches relax and clear their minds, set 

their intentions, and get into a coaching mindset. If 

growth and self-determination come from relation-

ships, the coach must be attentive to the nurturing of 

that relationship at every opportunity, remembering 

the following:

Confi dence is contagious. When coaches communicate 

their genuine confi dence that clients can be 

successful, client confi dence will also improve.

What is appreciated appreciates. The more the coach 

focuses on what clients want rather than on 

what they don’t want, the more energy and 

ideas clients will have for moving forward.

To listen for the client’s needs. The more the coach sets 

aside his or her own agenda in favor of listening 

for the client’s agenda, the more clients will 

discover about themselves and create new 

perspectives, possibilities, and learning.

To tell the truth. The more a coach helps clients reveal 

themselves to themselves through empathy, 

authenticity, and honesty, the more and progress 

clients will make more quickly. A coach can use 

courage and kindness to notice and refl ect dis-

crepancies between goals and current behav-

iors and to note downward thought patterns 

or downward spiral thinking.

To trust intuition. The more deeply the coach listens to 

his or her own intuition during coaching conver-

sations, the more deeply clients will connect with 

their own intuition. That helps leads to the intui-

tive dance or the generative moments of coaching.

Session Opening

First, let’s address time management. In an ongoing 

coaching session, weekly, biweekly, or monthly, for 

example, the following percentages indicate how 

coaches may want to spend their time with clients. 

The percentages indicate the number of minutes that 

coaches may want to spend with clients in each sec-

tion during a 30-minute session.

 ● Session opening—7% (two to three minutes)

 ● Weekly goal review—20% (fi ve to seven minutes)

 ● Three-month goal review (monthly or so)—

7% (two to three minutes)

 ● Generative moment—40% (10–12 minutes)

 ● Goal setting—20% (fi ve to seven minutes)

 ● Session close—6% (two to three minutes)

This could be compared to a warmup, a workout, 

and a cool-down. For longer sessions of 40–60 min-

utes, more time becomes available for generative col-

laboration, a deeper dive into the journey of change, 

for example, shifting change-hindering mindsets to 

possibility-creating mindsets. Thinking through time 

management before each session and making adjust-

ments as situations come up will assist coaches and 

clients alike with being more successful and satis-

fi ed with the coaching experience.

Trust and rapport are not earned once and for 

all during the fi rst coaching session. They are earned 

all over again, each time coaches and clients meet. 

Understanding this phenomenon, it is important to 

Prepare: Review client assessment results and client 

communication.

Get present: Practice mindfulness, set intention, and 

connect to purpose.

Get curious: Consider initial strengths-based inquiries.

Table 11.1 Prepare for a Session
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Asks how the client is right now “in this moment”

Uses refl ections to show understanding of the client’s state

Asks the client to share the best thing that happened from 

previous week(s)

Refl ects something positive about the client (e.g., highlights, 

strengths, or emotions)

Asks client to select the fi rst weekly goal to be discussed

Table 11.2 Session Opening
be prepared to start the session by asking about the 

client’s feelings and energy now in that moment 

and to listen mindfully to the response.

Next, explore the highlights rather than the prob-

lem areas since the last session. When clients show up 

with great discouragement or low energy, the focus 

on highlights may reconnect them with their own 

resourcefulness and potential. When that does not 

happen directly, the coach should express empathy 

for the client’s feelings and needs. By understanding 

and supporting clients in these ways, coaches assist 

clients in rebooting and regaining their balance so 

they can consider anew the possibilities for change 

(Table 11.2).

Session Opening

Coach Carl: “Hello Wendy. How are you today?“

Wendy Well: “I’m fi ne Carl, thanks.“

Coach Carl: “That’s good to hear. I’d love to get a little 

more specifi c about what “fi ne” means. You remem-

ber we used an energy scale before. I’m curious about 

how you’re feeling on a scale of 1–10, with 10 being 

you could climb a mountain, and 1 being you’d just 

like to climb under the covers. Where are you today?“

Wendy Well: “Late last week, I probably would have 

said 1 (one) because I had a business trip, and I was 

traveling a lot, but today I’m kind of getting back on 

track again, so I’d say I’m probably a 6 or a 7.“

Coach Carl: “So you were feeling stretched by travel 

last week, but you’re moving up the scale. And tell me 

what a 6 or a 7 feels like. How would you describe that?“

Wendy Well: “A 7 is when the alarm goes off  or 

before the alarm goes off , you get up and get ready 

and feel good about getting things done. I’ll throw 

a load of clothes in the laundry or take the dog for 

a walk, get things done and going even before I go 

to work. It just seems like I have the energy to do 

everything that I need and want to do.“

Coach Carl: “You feel more productive and ener-

getic. Traveling sometimes is tiresome, especially 

when there are time changes.“

Wendy Well: “That’s right, yes. Productive, that’s a 

good word. I’m being more productive at work too. 

I know if I have more energy, I’m more productive 

at work.“

Coach Carl: “As you think about the last week, set-

tling back into a routine and enjoying that, you’re 

meeting all of the goals that you’ve set out to meet 

each day. What is there to celebrate? What’s been 

the best thing that’s happened to you in the last 

several days?“

Wendy Well: “I think getting back into the exercise. 

I also notice that I just fi nd myself walking more. I’ll 

take my dog for a little bit longer of a walk, or I’ll walk 

up to the corner and back. And I’ve just noticed this 

week that happens kind of on its own without really 

even trying to do it. So that’s been great.“

Coach Carl: “Wendy, that’s exciting. I know when 

our sessions started, you were fi nding it hard to 

get motivated on some of those extra steps, and 

I suspected it was really in you all along. It’s terrifi c to 

hear that the stretch in your exercise is just starting 

to happen naturally without thinking about it.“

COACHING CASE
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Goal/Experiment Review

Once a connection has been reestablished, it’s time 

for clients to select the fi rst goal to be discussed. 

Don’t assume that this will turn out to be the most 

important goal for the client. Rather, it is an open-

ing for collaboration, an opportunity to get into the 

dynamic of coaching. Most clients will set two to 

fi ve behavioral goals to work on between coaching 

sessions. Each of these goals should be reviewed 

to discover client accomplishments, challenges, and 

lessons. Building on the principles of positive psy-

chology and appreciative inquiry (AI), it is most 

effective to begin with a positive “best experience” 

question for each goal.

When reviewing goals, it’s best to start by ask-

ing about the things that went well and the lessons 

that were learned. Clients should fi rst be directed 

to consider what they accomplished rather than 

start with what they did not accomplish. For exam-

ple, “Unfortunately, I put butter on my whole 

wheat toast for breakfast four times this week” 

can be reframed as: “I was successful in my goal 

of substituting peanut butter for butter on whole 

grain toast for breakfast fi ve times 20% of the time 

this week.” By reframing goal accomplishment 

in positive terms and by asking positive ques-

tions, coaches help clients fi nd the confi dence and 

energy to move forward. Positive emotions create 

an upward spiral, leading to the creativity and 

openness needed for tackling the challenges of goals 

that weren’t achieved so easily or goals yet to be 

dreamed (Fredrickson, 2009).

Examples of inquiries for the review process 

include the following:

 ● What was your best experience with your goals 

in the past week?

 ● What percentage of achievement did you reach 

for this goal? What contributed to this level of 

success?

 ● What kept it from being lower?

 ● What could have made it higher?

 ● What do you like about this goal?

 ● What did you learn from this experience?

 ● What challenges did you face along the way?

 ● Do you think this goal is too ambitious, too 

cautious, or just right?

 ● When you think about this goal, what feel-

ings does it stimulate, and what needs does 

it meet?

Inquiries such as these honor the client’s auton-

omy and competence while enabling him or her 

to grow in partnership with a trusted collaborator, 

the coach.

Accountability in Coaching

Accountability means monitoring and giving an 

account of what was done, what happened, what 

worked, what didn’t work, and what one wants to 

do differently in the future. When such accountabil-

ity comes from the coach-client collaboration, dis-

cussing what has been accomplished in objective 

rather than judgmental terms, clients often become 

empowered to reach their goals more consistently 

and effectively.

When it comes to health and well-being, people 

are generally accountable only to themselves—and 

that often isn’t enough, especially in the early stages 

of change. With such isolation and anonymity, it’s 

easy for motivation, diligence, and follow-through 

to slip. Building in accountability helps ensure that 

clients remain on track.

Checking on a client’s experience with goals is 

not the same as pestering or nagging. It is rather 

a welcome conversation that includes reviewing a 

client’s best experiences with his or her goal design 

and the learning that arises from it. When appro-

priate, the coach can assist clients with reframing 

“failure talk” as “learning opportunities.”

In a complete absence of judgment, explor-

ing progress as an accountability activity is an 

empowering conversation that provides struc-

ture, measurement, and support without being 

an unpleasant experience for a client (Table 11.3). 

The key is to keep it light without failing to raise 

important topics. To be effective, it’s important 

for coaches not to get attached to an outcome, 

remembering that a coach is not a client’s boss 

or parent.
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Experiment/Goal Review 

Coach Carl: “Which of your goals from last week 

would you like to discuss fi rst?“

Wendy Well: “Let’s talk about my walking goal fi rst.“

Coach Carl: “Tell me what happened with the walk-

ing goal, including those things you feel satisfi ed 

about or grateful for that are related to that goal.“

Wendy Well: “I think I’m just so proud of myself for 

exercising as soon as I get home for work even though 

it is hard. It is so easy to go back to my computer 

and try to respond to a few more e-mails. But I say, 

“ ‘No, I’m going to do it because I know Carl is going 

to be asking me about it.’ ” That’s a big change for me.“

Coach Carl: “That’s interesting. And of course it’s really 

not just about checking in with me. I’m curious what 

it was, aside from knowing you had to tell someone 

about it. What was it that got you on the treadmill?“

Wendy Well: “I think knowing how good I feel 

when I get off  the treadmill. And it really only takes 

15–20 minutes. In the past, when I would start an 

exercise program, it was at least 30 minutes, and so 

I would stop doing it; it was just too long and bor-

ing. So just knowing that it’s only a short amount of 

time, and then recalling how good it felt last week 

was energizing.“

Coach Carl: “I just want to make sure I’m clear 

with what happened with that goal. I know your 

intention was to walk for 15 minutes on Monday and 

Friday at 6:30 a.m. What actually did happen for you?“

Wendy Well: “I did it on Monday for 15 minutes at 

6:30 p.m. I don’t know why I said I could do it on Friday 

because co-workers and I often meet for an early 

breakfast meeting on Friday. So as I was looking at my 

goals, I decided to do it on Thursday night instead.“

Coach Carl: “That’s good forethought, planning, 

and commitment to your goal!“

Wendy Well: “Yes, and part of it was that I traveled 

back from a work trip on Thursday, so I actually 

looked forward to the treadmill after being cooped 

up on a plane.“

Coach Carl: “What did you most enjoy about get-

ting the exercise in?“

Wendy Well: “I hate to say it, but part of it was being 

done with it. I mean it does feel good, but I can’t say 

I’m one of those exercise lovers. Still, it feels good to 

be on track.“
(continued on next page)

Explores full experience with weekly goal, starting with 

the positive

Uses refl ections to show listening and understanding of 

the goal experience

Expands inquiry about the client’s best experience with his 

or her weekly goal

Responds to client challenges with judgment-free refl ections 

and inquiries

Asks what the client learned from his or her experience

Affi  rms the client’s strengths, choices, and/or situation

Inquires about the client’s percentage of success

Table 11.3 Experiment/Goal Review
Taking a design perspective (Brown, 2008) once 

the goals (or experiments) have been tested, eval-

uation of their effectiveness is the next stage. It is 

important to explore both how clients feel about their 

progress as well as the factual aspects of progress.

Three-Month Goal Check-In

It is not necessary for a client to revisit his or 

her vision and three-month goals every week. It is 

important, however, to do so at least monthly in 

order for the weekly experiments and goals to stay 

connected to a client’s larger vision and purpose. It 

is empowering to connect the dots between smaller 

incremental steps and larger motivating life goals. 

COACHING CASE
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Coach Carl: “I hear you saying that it wasn’t without 

challenges.“

Wendy Well: “Yes, it takes some strong self-

encouragement talk sometimes.“

Coach Carl: “Something you are getting better at. 

So what’s your takeaway from this experience as 

we’re thinking about goals for next week?“

Wendy Well: “I guess the takeaway is to just do it and 

to be prepared to be fl exible with it too. Instead of 

saying, “ ‘Oh Friday isn’t going to work’ ” and throwing 

out the whole goal, I reset and made it work.“

Coach Carl: “I just want to affi  rm the way that you’re 

being both forgiving and fl exible. That mindset is 

really going to support you in staying positive as 

you move forward. So in terms of your percentages 

of success here, from 0% to 100%, how successful 

were you?“

Wendy Well: “I would say 100%.“

Coach Carl: “Congratulations. And, which goal would 

you like to talk about next?“

Wendy Well: “Well, the nutrition goal. That one 

didn’t go quite as well. I did have a good lunch on 

Monday but not on Wednesday or Friday.“

Coach Carl: “OK, we will defi nitely explore what 

happened on Wednesday and Friday, so hold those 

thoughts for a moment. Let’s focus on Monday fi rst. 

Tell me about what happened on Monday.“

Wendy Well: “I had been to the grocery store on 

Sunday, and we stocked up on things for lunches 

and other things in general. So I had fruit, and 

I had some of those small bags of carrots and some 

things that were easy to pack. On Sunday night, 

I do just generally make sure the house is clean and 

the clothes are done, so I’m ready to start the week 

being very productive. I had laid out a few things 

that didn’t need to be refrigerated, and they were 

there and ready to go and Monday morning when 

I got up, so it was very easy to put together and 

take with me.“

Coach Carl: “It was part of your routine, and you 

also had some convenience built into that routine, 

because you had some of the things on hand that 

you needed.“

Wendy Well: “Right.“

Coach Carl: “And how did you feel on Monday when 

you accomplished that goal as you were eating that 

healthy lunch?“

Wendy Well: “It was good. My coworkers either buy 

lunch out, or we have a cafeteria at work which 

doesn’t have great variety. Frankly, the cafeteria 

food doesn’t taste good. Anyway, I had an apple 

and an orange packed, so I ate the orange with my 

lunch and then I kept my apple and ate it later in the 

afternoon. That was very nice too. It kept me from 

going to the vending machine and getting a candy 

bar when I was hungry.“

Coach Carl: “Then you really went above and beyond 

with this goal. So it was a treat to have a lunch that 

you knew you were going to enjoy?“

Wendy Well: “Yes and because it was there and it was 

easy—normally, if you put an apple and a candy bar 

on my desk, I would go for the candy bar, but I think 

because I had eaten a good healthy lunch and then 

because the fruit was there, it was just easier I guess.“

Coach Carl: “And, what happened on Wednesday 

and Friday when you weren’t able to take the lunch?“

Wendy Well: “On Tuesday, I had just gotten back 

from a business trip and was really tired and got to 

bed late. So when I got up on Wednesday I actually 

did think about it. And by Friday, I had kind of gotten 

out of the habit of it again and I just thought that 

everything I bought last weekend was getting old so 

I didn’t pack it.“

Coach Carl: “I hear you beating yourself up a little 

bit for that, and perhaps we can come back to that at 

some point in the conversation after we’ve fi nished 

checking in on the goals. I’m also hearing that it 

just wasn’t as convenient for you on Wednesday 

and Friday.“

COACHING CASE Continued

Moore_CH11_final.indd   160Moore_CH11_final.indd   160 5/24/15   1:53 AM5/24/15   1:53 AM



CHAPTER 11 : Conducting Coaching Sessions 161

Validates the relevance of the client’s vision and connection 

to three-month goals

Asks about the client’s best learning or growth experience 

with his or her three-month goals

Asks about the client’s level of engagement commitment with 

his or her goals and whether he or she wants to revise them

Affi  rms the client’s strengths, abilities, or growth

Table 11.4 Three-Month Goal Review

Wendy Well: “Right.“

Coach Carl: “Some things weren’t in place for that 

to happen. So what do you know now about your-

self or the goal that you didn’t know last week when 

you set this goal?“

Wendy Well: “I guess what I know is that I need the 

time, I need the pre-planning, and I need to have it 

organized if I want to make it work. I also know that 

when I get tired, I don’t make good choices. I don’t 

put the energy into doing things ahead of time. 

That’s going to happen sometimes.“

Coach Carl: “And there are other times that you do 

put the energy into it, and you plan, and that’s met 

with great success. So tell me about your percent-

age of success here.“

Wendy Well: “I guess that would be about 33%.“

This allows the client to be fl exible and adaptable, 

perhaps modifying his or her three-month goals 

and/or resetting the start or end date if the goals are 

too challenging, if a major disruption has emerged, 

or if a bigger challenge is necessary.

This is an opportunity for the coach to ask a cli-

ent to zoom out and confi rm that his or her vision 

is still connected to the three-month goals and take 

stock of what the client has learned along the jour-

ney thus far (Table 11.4).

Three-Month Goal Review 

Coach Carl: “In what ways do these three-month 

goals support you in getting to that powerful vision 

that you set a few months ago?“

Wendy Well: “I know these three-months goals 

are the direct pathway to having more energy, 

getting more accomplished, and feeling better in 

general.“

Coach Carl: “Great. And, are these the goals you 

want to continue working toward?“

Wendy Well: “Yes I do.“

Coach Carl: “And as you’ve worked toward these for 

the last several weeks, what have you learned about 

yourself in the process?“

Wendy Well: “I’ve learned that I can make changes. 

It’s not an all-or-nothing type of thing. But I’ve also 

learned that it’s easy to get sidetracked and post-

pone important things.“

Coach Carl: “It sounds like you’ve learned about the 

importance of having a plan in place and some pri-

orities in place.“

Wendy Well: “Oh yes! You have helped me unpack 

and be mindful of the nitty-gritty details of starting 

new habits.“

Coach Carl: “That’s my job! I’ve seen you make such 

tremendous progress in the last several weeks. It’s 

been exciting to be a part of that process. I really 

admire your tenacity through this. I’m excited to see 

you continue to take the next steps for those three-

month goals. Well done!“

COACHING CASE

COACHING CASE Continued
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Generate New Learning with 
the Generative Moment

After the goal progress has been reviewed, the area 

that clients are most stimulated by or struggling 

with typically becomes evident. Sometimes, it is suc-

cess and excitement that carries them forward into a 

generative moment (see Chapter 10). Other times, it 

is a challenge, ambivalence, anxiety, or uncertainty. 

Either way, coaches will want to spend extra time 

with clients around these areas (Table 11.5). These 

are the big rocks around which clients want to move 

in generative moments.

Goal Setting

Goal setting (or the design of experiments) emerges 

naturally on the tail of a generative moment. When 

clients have elevated their self-effi cacy or belief in 

their ability to accomplish a task or goal, especially 

in an area that is important to them, they want to set 

new goals for the week ahead that will keep them 

moving forward. It is important to be sure the goals 

are measurable, owned by the client, and reinforced 

by as many support structures as possible (Table 11.6).

In addition to the goals that fl ow out of the gen-

erative moment collaboration, it is important to help 

clients set goals in all areas of interest or concern.

A written summary of goals is ideally exchanged 

between coaches and clients after every coaching ses-

sion. This serves to facilitate the accountability pro-

cess and to keep the forward momentum from week 

to week. Initially, it may be helpful for the coach to 

write up the plan—vision, three-month goals, and 

fi rst week’s goals—in order to demonstrate how to 

summarize a succinct and compelling plan.

Session Close

As with the session close for initial sessions, it is 

important to end on a positive note, expressing 

appreciation for the client’s work and capturing 

what the client learned. The coach can also take the 

opportunity to ask for feedback on how to make 

the coaching session even more effective in pro-

moting the client’s forward progress (Figure 11.1) 

before scheduling the next session (Table 11.7).

Handling Client Challenges

Although every client and every coaching inter-

action is unique, there are some common challenges 

that can happen in the coaching process. It is valu-

able to be aware of some of the common situations 

Collaborates with the client to identify the topic on which 

to work on, where he or she has aroused emotional energy 

and interest

Asks for permission to explore and work on the topic now

Encourages the client to describe what he or she really wants 

now in relation to the topic

Explores the strengths or values the client can leverage to 

move forward

Explores the environments the client can leverage to move 

forward

Explores decisional balance and develops discrepancy 

when the client demonstrates ambivalence

Engages the client in creative brainstorming of pathways 

forward

Expresses confi dence in the client’s ability to move forward

Table 11.5 Generative Moment

Asks the client to choose a goal that is important and that 

he or she is ready to pursue

Explores the support, structure, or environments needed to 

ensure success and handle challenges

Assists the client to refi ne goal to be a SMART behavioral goal

Uses confi dence ruler to improve the client’s confi dence 

in reaching that goal

Asks client to restate goals

Affi  rms client’s ability to achieve his or her goals

Table 11.6 Goal Setting

Moore_CH11_final.indd   162Moore_CH11_final.indd   162 5/24/15   1:53 AM5/24/15   1:53 AM



 CHAPTER 11 : Conducting Coaching Sessions 163

Situation: Clients are starting to get bored.

Approach: Add variety to generative moment dis-

cussions, offer a new assessment, and explore 

other domains for change and goals.

Situation: Clients are not making their change pro-

cess a priority (may be manifested in excuses 

as well as missed and/or late appointments).

Approach: Share your observations, express empathy, 

and inquire as to what could make their visions 

and goals more of a priority. Share with clients 

the value of taking small, incremental steps 

(e.g., how short bursts of exercise are benefi cial).

Situation: Clients realize that coaches are not 

magicians, and they become disillusioned as to 

how much work it will take to make changes.

Approach: Normalize their experiences (everyone 

goes through this). Emphasize smaller steps. 

Share your confi dence in the process with 

clients, and assist clients with creating action 

plans that they fi nd engaging and can be suc-

cessful with in meeting weekly goals.

Situation: Clients are not attempting the behaviors 

they set for themselves as SMART goals on a 

weekly basis.

Approach: Look for what is working in client 

behaviors in order to set new goals that clients 

will experience as a fresh start. Probe deeply 

for inspiring motivators. If situation persists, 

discuss the matter with a mentor coach to 

determine next steps.

Situation: Client is not at the 50% point of their 

three-month goals at week 6.

Approach: Reassess three-month goals with your 

client to make sure they are realistic. Revisit the 

Communicates an appreciation of the client’s work in the 

session

Discovers and refl ects what the client learned in the session

Asks for feedback on how future coaching sessions would 

best support client’s path

Schedules next session

Table 11.7 Session Close

Point A

Point B

Figure 11.1. Celebrating success and championing the client.

clients might experience along the way and possi-

ble approaches that can be taken. 

Situation: Clients may tend toward being over-

zealous and unrealistic.

Approach: Carefully monitor goals to help clients 

keep them realistic.

Situation: Clients are slow to become motivated 

and do not make noticeable progress.

Approach: Address readiness to change or moti-

vational problems through AI and motiva-

tional interviewing (MI). Discover strengths, 

build self-effi cacy, weigh the pros and cons of 

change, modify environmental conditions, try 

new strategies to overcome roadblocks, and 

reconfi rm or fi nd new motivators.
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vision to reignite its power. Discuss situation 

with a mentor coach for new ideas for generat-

ing success.

Situation: Clients get discouraged by not seeing 

results in several areas.

Approach: First, focus on what is working and on 

the client’s strengths. Then, spend extra time 

discussing the areas in which expectations have 

not been met, and create a plan for improve-

ment. Try different tools and resources. Discuss 

options with a mentor coach.

Coaching Program Refresh 
or Close

The three-month point in coaching is a good time 

to review and renew the coaching program. It is 

a time to celebrate the achievement of milestones, 

consider developing a new three-month plan, mod-

ify coaching session frequency, and/or renew your 

client’s commitment to the coaching program.

When a coaching program comes to a close, 

it’s time to harvest and celebrate a client’s accom-

plishments and learning. A coaching session can be 

dedicated to deeper refl ection, unpacking the full 

experience to learn from it. What went well? What 

sustainable mindset and behavior changes were 

made? What impact are the changes having on a 

client’s life? What’s next? How can the coach sup-

port a client in his or her next phase?

Perhaps the client wants to consolidate what he 

or she has learned and end the coaching partnership 

for now. Perhaps the client wants to continue the 

coaching program with a new focus. Either way, it’s 

a good moment to have the client complete a coach-

ing program evaluation survey along the lines 

summarized in Appendix B. It may also be helpful 

to track post-coaching outcomes one or more years 

later to confi rm the coaching impact and track 

record (Table 11.8).

Coaches and clients often continue a connec-

tion for many years. A coach can send a birthday 

message or check in periodically on a client’s well-

being. They may meet once in a while. A happy 

client is an excellent source of referrals and may 

even wish to restart a coaching program on a new 

domain at a later date.

Most of all, a coach can take time to refl ect on 

what went well and consider what areas of coach-

ing skills, processes, and impacts present opportu-

nities for professional growth and development. 

The journey of learning and growth never ends for 

coaches and clients alike.
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Explore reasons for client choosing to stop coaching program 

and/or ask client to complete a brief survey like the one in 

Appendix B.

Harvest and celebrate his or her learning, and explore what 

he or she may want to consider next.

Encourage client to keep making progress and to let you 

know how he or she is doing.

Ask if you may check in with him or her from time to time.

Express your gratitude for the privilege to work with the client.

Table 11.8 Coaching Program Close
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Appendix A:

Coaching Program Guidelines

Phase 1: Prospect Stage

E-mail personal welcome and introduction and 

articles as appropriate.

Discuss what is coaching and what is not.

Introduce coach’s biography.

Discuss program protocol, fees, and payment 

terms.

Phase 2: Program Startup

Set Expectations

Share, discuss, and agree coaching agreement 

principles or template.

Confi rm confi dentiality and record keeping.

Clarify expectations regarding logistics (e.g., 

payments, scheduling, rescheduling, and 

length of sessions).

Share assessment for client to complete.

Prepare for Session

Prepare: Review client assessment results and 

client communication.

Get present: Practice mindfulness, set intention, 

and connect to purpose.

Get curious: Consider initial strengths-based 

inquiries.

Session Opening

Welcome and thank you

Thank client for completing assessment.

Review the session agenda: Confi rm client’s 

expectations and priorities, review an assess-

ment, gather additional information, create 

vision, and design goals.

Explore Assessment

Find positive aspects to emphasize and share 

from the client’s assessments.

Ask client what he or she learned about him or 

herself by completing the assessments.

Ask client what questions he or she has after 

completing the assessments.

Gather missing information.

Discuss client’s medical history and need for 

physician release if applicable.

Design a Vision

Explain the value of creating a vision.

Ask what is most important to the client right now 

and what makes him or her thrive.

Collaborate to identify the client strengths: 

Review success stories, discuss what is 
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working now, and discover what gives the 

client pride.

Discover the client’s motivators: Ask about the 

benefi ts of making changes now, and ask 

about the driving force behind the desire to 

change now.

Ask about the client’s vision (hopes, wishes, and 

dreams) for health, fi tness, or wellness.

Support the client in visualizing his or her vision 

and describing it in detail.

Use confi dence ruler to assess and improve 

self-effi cacy.

Ask what challenges would be met and what 

things would be possible if the vision were 

a reality.

Discover previous positive experiences with 

elements of the vision.

Identify the strengths and values that could be 

used to reach the vision.

Explore the support (people, resources, systems, 

and environments) needed to ensure success 

and handle challenges.

Ask the client to state and commit to the vision.

Design Three-Month Goals

Explain the nature and value of setting three-

month goals.

Brainstorm consistent behaviors that would lead 

to the achievement of the vision.

Ask the client to choose several behavioral goals 

that are most important to pursue.

Confi rm the connection of the behaviors to 

the vision.

Assist the client in developing SMART 

behavioral goals and an experimental 

learning mindset.

Design Action Plan

Ask the client to choose goals/experiments that 

are important next steps toward three-month 

behavioral goals.

Assist the client in designing SMART behavioral 

goals.

Use confi dence ruler to improve the client’s 

confi dence in reaching the goal.

Explore the client’s strengths and support 

(people, resources, systems, and environ-

ments) needed to ensure success and handle 

challenges.

Ask the client to restate and commit to SMART 

goals.

Affi rm the client’s ability to achieve the goals 

and emphasize learning/growth mindset.

Session Close

Express appreciation for the client’s work.

Discover and refl ect what the client learned.

Confi rm that the client is ready, confi dent, and 

committed to take agreed on actions.

Ask for feedback on how future coaching sessions 

would best support the client’s path.

Clarify expectations regarding payments, 

scheduling, rescheduling, and length of 

sessions.

Schedule the next session.

Phase 3: Ongoing Coaching Program

Prepare for Session

Prepare: Review notes from previous session(s).

Get present: Practice mindfulness, set intention, 

and connect to purpose.

Get curious: Consider initial strengths-based 

inquiries.

Session Opening

Ask how the client is right now in this moment.

Use refl ections to show appreciation and under-

standing of client’s state.

Ask the client to share the best thing that happened 

from previous week(s).

Refl ect something positive about the client 

(e.g., highlights, strengths, or emotions).

Ask client to select the fi rst weekly goal to be 

discussed.

Actions/Experimental Goal Review

Explore full experience with weekly goal starting 

with the positive.

Use refl ections to show listening and understand-

ing of the goal experience.
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Expand inquiry about the client’s best experience 

with his or her weekly goal.

Respond to client challenges with judgment-free 

refl ections and inquiries.

Ask what the client learned from his or her 

experience.

Affi rm the client’s strengths, values, choices, 

and/or situations.

Inquire about the client’s percentage of success.

Three-Month Goal Check-In

Validate the relevance of the client’s vision and 

connection to three-month goals.

Ask about the client’s best learning or growth 

experience with his or her three-month goals.

Ask about the client’s level of engagement and 

commitment with his or her goals.

Affi rm the client’s strengths, abilities, or growth.

Generative Moment

Collaborate with the client to identify the topic on 

which to work on, where he or she has aroused 

emotional energy and interest.

Ask for permission to explore and work on the 

topic now.

Encourage the client to describe what he or she 

really wants now, in relation to the topic.

Explore the strengths or values the client can 

leverage to move forward.

Explore the environments the client can leverage 

to move forward.

Explore decisional balance and develop discrepancy 

when the client demonstrates ambivalence.

Engage the client in creative brainstorming of 

pathways forward.

Express confi dence in the client’s ability to move 

forward.

Goal Setting

Ask the client to choose a goal that is important.

Assist the client in designing a SMART behavioral 

goal/experiment.

Use a confi dence ruler to improve the client’s con-

fi dence in reaching the goal.

Explore the support (people, resources, systems, 

and environments) needed to ensure success 

and handle challenges.

Ask the client to restate and commit to the 

SMART goal.

Affi rm the client’s ability to achieve the goal.

Session Close

Communicate an appreciation of the client’s work 

in the session.

Discover and refl ect what the client learned in the 

session.

Ask for feedback on how future coaching sessions 

would best support client’s path.

Schedule next session.

Phase 4: Coaching Program Close

Explore reasons for the client choosing to stop 

coaching program and/or ask the client to 

complete a brief survey like the one in 

Appendix B.

Harvest and celebrate his or her learning, and 

explore what they may want to consider 

next.

Encourage client to keep making progress and to 

let you know how they are doing.

Ask if you may check in with the client from time 

to time.

Express your gratitude for the privilege to work 

with the client.
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Appendix B:

Coaching Program Feedback Survey

Coach’s Name:

Client’s Name:

Coaching Start Date:

Please rate your coach’s competence on a scale of 1–10: 10 = Very Competent; 1 = Very Incompetent. 

Please feel free to add any comments.

Rating Comments

Knowledge:

Helpfulness:

Empathy and connection:

Quality of change support:

Quality of guidance:

Quality of resources:
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Effectiveness:

Other comments:

Areas for improvement:

In what ways has coaching benefi ted or 

changed you the most? Describe “before” 

and “after” if possible.

What goal is most important to you now?

Please comment on how coaching has benefi ted you in any of the following areas:

Confi dence:

Motivation:

Energy:
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Work performance/productivity:

Exercise habits:

Eating habits:

Sleep:

Stress management:

Self-compassion:

Health:
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Life satisfaction:

What are your coach’s best qualities?

How could your coach improve?

How does your coaching experience 

differ from your expectations?
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Last Words from Coach Meg

It’s all well and good for coaches to help their clients 

grow, change, and thrive. However, a coach’s integ-

rity depends on walking the walk, continually grow-

ing and learning, and, even better, to model thriving. 

As we have explored throughout this manual, there 

are many models and constructs for human thriving 

and well-being. Let’s do a quick tour and consider 

how coaches can use this manual’s lessons in order 

to thrive themselves. Then we will leave you with a 

provocative new model and a call to action.

In Chapter 1, we introduced self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002), which is a model for 

human thriving. A coach thrives if his or her needs 

for autonomy, relatedness, and competence are met. 

In Chapter 2, we explored key coaching skills that 

underpin the evocative collaboration of coaching, 

which supports the thriving of both coach and cli-

ent in the moment. Not only are clients energized 

and inspired by a generative coaching session, 

coaches are too. These are often the peak moments 

in a coach’s work life. Chapter 3 helps coaches 

consider new ways to fully engage and manifest 

their strengths in coaching and beyond. New tools 

for navigating and settling negative emotions are 

explored in Chapter 4, and these are just as helpful 

for coaches as for clients—learning to suffer well 

and quickly fi nding the calm in an emotional storm. 

In Chapter 5, we introduced the fi eld of positive psy-

chology, dedicated to studying what makes humans 

thrive, mostly mentally. The fi eld’s founder, Martin 

Seligman (2011), made a call to action for 51% of 

the population to fl ourish by 2051, an increase from 

around 20% of the population today, through pos-

itive emotions, engagement, better relationships, 

and purpose beyond self. Coaches are leading the 

way and inspiring their clients to do the same.

Digging out autonomous heartfelt motivation 

and life force and pouring that motivational energy 

into getting better, improving competence and con-

fi dence, explored in Chapter 6, is a recipe for thriv-

ing while changing and growing every day. Coaches 

can do this by trying out new coaching tools or tak-

ing risks in coaching sessions. Chapter 7 explores 

the characteristics of early stages of readiness to 

change when people may feel stuck in chronic con-

templation. Coaches can recognize their personal 

readiness quickly and stay focused on new habits 

of mind and body that they are ready, willing, and 

able to develop. They can set more intimidating 

goals aside. There is no shortage of assessments of 

The Thriving 
Coach

C H A P T E R  1 2

“Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come 
alive, and go do it. Because what the world needs is people who 
have come alive.”

— H O W A R D  T H U R M A N
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various aspects and constructs of well-being, a few 

of which we introduced in Chapter 8 to help coaches 

continually take stock and explore new opportuni-

ties to upgrade their own well-being.

Coaches benefi t from designing visions, goals, 

and experiments as much as clients do. They can 

model focused attention on a thoughtful future-

oriented, fl exible, and buttoned-down approach to 

personal change, as we explore in Chapter 9. In 

Chapters 10 and 11, in which we describe the pro-

cesses of coaching during sessions, we show how 

clients design visions, goals, and fully unpack their 

experience toward their goals. A key takeaway for 

coaches is to work with a coach themselves on a reg-

ular basis in order to experience the creative gener-

ativity, shifts, and transformations in mindset that 

happen consistently with a skilled coach.

Before we say goodbye, which is never easy even 

when writing a book, we want to share a provoca-

tive new approach to thriving, and also to emotional 

intelligence, mindfulness, and coaching, explored in 

a published hypothesis paper: Coaching the Multiplic-
ity of Mind: A Strengths-Based Approach (Moore, 2013), 

the basis for a book underway, which follows our fi rst 

book Organize Your Mind, Organize Your Life (Hammer-

ness & Moore, 2011). No doubt this second edition of 

the Coaching Psychology Manual will be out of date in 

several years, and new constructs and research-based 

coaching tools will be added to the next edition. In the 

meantime, this model offers a new lens and contrib-

utes to a larger dialogue on what it means to thrive.

Human Thriving—Nine 
Primary Capacities

The basis of the model is that the psyche is made up 

of a set of discrete human needs, drives, or capacities 

that manifest as sub-personalities, all together cre-

ating an ongoing inner dialogue and ever-changing 

kaleidoscope of agendas and concerns. These capaci-

ties communicate their agendas via voices, emotions, 

and physical sensations, continuously signaling 

whether needs are being met or not. Thriving from 

this perspective happens when we are able to decode 

our genetically based needs and capacities, meet 

those needs, and use the capacities as fully as pos-

sible. With that in mind, we describe nine primary 

capacities that together contribute to human thriving. 

These capacities won’t seem new or surprising, as we 

have touched on the themes throughout this manual. 

It’s a testament to the coaching fi eld that coaches 

have integrated the major evidence-based themes 

of human thriving into the coaching toolbox. The 

summary that follows is adapted from an Inter-

national Coach Federation Coaching World article 

titled “From Surviving to Thriving” (Moore, 2014).

Body Regulation

Along with all living organisms, humans have a pri-

mary need for a healthy and calm equilibrium of our 

physiological systems—a need to move from chaos 

to homeostasis over and over. As Stephen W. Porges 

(2007) outlines in his polyvagal theory, our bodies 

seek a balance of exertion with rest and recharge. 

They strive for homeostasis, stability, safety, health, 

and a robust autonomic nervous system, balancing 

sympathetic (stress) and parasympathetic (rest and 

recover) activity. Listening to the body’s signals tells 

us when it’s time to calm the nervous system, which 

calms the mind and improves brain function in the 

short term and delays disease and early death in the 

long term. Given the epidemics of lifestyle-related 

chronic disease, the body regulator is a voice that is 

getting drowned out by other needs described in the 

following text. Coaches can help clients tune into their 

“body intelligence,” learning to listen to basic needs 

for balance, and physical energy and health (Gavin & 

Moore, 2010) by encouraging them to pay attention 

to the signals of the body within coaching sessions 

through mindfulness and other practices of intention.

An existential question posed by this part of 

our psyches is “Do I have the physical and other 

resources I need to live fully?”

Autonomy

Psychologists Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan 

(2002), who have studied human motivation for 

three decades, leading to their robust theory of 
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self-determination, conclude that autonomy—the 

drive to march to one’s own drummer—is the fi rst, 

primary organismic need. To thrive, we need to be 

authentic and author a life aligned with our values. 

Autonomous motivation that taps into one’s life 

force is not only a stand-alone force for thriving; it 

is the type of motivation that enables elusive hab-

its, including healthy eating, exercise, and weight 

loss and maintenance, to be sustained. It is a far 

superior fuel source to external motivators, such as 

incentives, prizes, or the fear-based “stick” of exter-

nal or internal critics. An existential question posed 

by this part of our psyches is “Am I doing the right 

things in my life, marching to my own drummer, 

aligned with my heartfelt values?”

Making Meaning and Purpose

Clinical psychologist Paul Wong (2014) is one of the 

most passionate spokespeople for the importance 

of making meaning and purpose beyond oneself in 

each moment, in each domain of life, and over the arc 

of a lifetime. In his chapter, “Viktor Frankl’s Mean-

ing Seeking Model and Positive Psychology,” Wong 

keeps alive the legendary psychiatrist and Holocaust 

survivor’s story, as told in Man’s Search for Meaning 

(Frankl, 2006). The story told is how an unshakable 

purpose was essential to surviving four Nazi concen-

tration camps. A sense of a higher purpose is a potent 

source of life fuel, especially when times are tough. 

For example, a team of researchers at Chicago’s Rush 

Alzheimer’s Disease Center and Rush University 

Medical Center found that a sense of life pur-

pose signifi cantly improves cognitive function 

in people with Alzheimer’s disease. Meanwhile, 

Barbara Fredrickson and colleagues made scien-

tifi c headlines in 2013 with an experiment, now 

repeated twice, which showed that people with a 

low level of life purpose had three impaired gene 

pathways in their immune systems, whereas people 

with a high level of life purpose had healthy gene 

expression of these three gene pathways. Our genes 

may reward us for being connected to a cause larger 

than ourselves by fi ghting off cold and fl u viruses 

and other invaders that could make us ill. An exis-

tential question posed by this part of our psyches 

is “Am I contributing to making the world a better 

place in small or larger ways?”

Relationships

Serving others, taking care of others, being com-

passionate and kind, and at times choosing to put 

the needs of others ahead of our own are important 

sources of human thriving. Indeed, Deci and Flaste 

(1996) identify relatedness as another innate psycho-

logical need. In Love 2.0: How Our Supreme Emotion 
Affects Everything We Feel, Think, Do, and Become, 
Fredrickson (2013) encourages us to “make love all 

day long”; in other words, to infuse each moment 

in another’s company with your full attention, your 

head and heart in it together. In addition to simply 

feeling good, sharing positive emotions with others 

creates micro-moments of connection, which calm 

the nervous system and improve brain function. 

Over time, these micro-moments accumulate to help 

delay disease and avoid early death. Compassion 

for negative emotions experienced by ourselves and 

others is a soothing balm. Just like crying babies, neg-

ative emotions need a warm, appreciative embrace 

to settle and allow us to get on with our day. An exis-

tential question posed by this part of our psyches is 

“Am I helping others meet their needs, channel their 

drives, honor their values, and use their capacities, 

also for concerns beyond self-interest?”

Confi dence and Competence

Confi dence—what Albert Bandura (1997) put on the 

map as the psychological term “self-effi cacy”—is a 

strong predictor of successful performance in work 

goals and creating new health habits. As Henry Ford 

stated, “Whether you think you can, or you think 

you can’t—you’re right.” Deci and Ryan’s (2002) 

self-determination theory identifi es competence as 

one of three primary organismic needs, suggesting 

that acquiring new knowledge and skills, applying 

our chief strengths, and continually growing confi -

dence are all vital lifetime pursuits. A well-being-

focused coaching engagement or self-coaching pro-

cess can get us on the right track, instilling confi dence 

in the ability to combine a full work and family life 
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with a focus on self-care and well-being; this includes 

exercising safely, cooking well, keeping a healthy 

and stable weight, sleeping peacefully, and taming 

the overwhelming frenzy brought on by a life switch 

stuck in the “on” position. An existential question 

posed by this part of our psyches is “Am I getting 

better, more competent, and confi dent?”

Curiosity and New Experience Seeking

Psychologist Todd Kashdan (2012) asserts that curi-

osity is a primary driver of human well-being, writ-

ing, “When we experience curiosity, we are willing 

to leave the familiar and routine and take risks, 

even if it makes us feel anxious and uncomfortable. 

Curious explorers are comfortable with the risks of 

taking on new challenges. Instead of trying desper-

ately to explain and control our world, as a curious 

explorer, we embrace uncertainty and see our lives 

as an enjoyable quest to discover, learn, and grow.”

The primary need for new experiences to 

explore, learn, and change is easy to see in curious 

children but is often squashed by the demands of 

adult life. This is an important capacity for adapting 

to an ever-changing world: being ever-curious and 

never taking anything for granted, including one’s 

assumptions and beliefs. In fact, Kashdan notes that 

declining curiosity is one of the important early 

signs of dementia and Alzheimer’s disease. Coaches 

support clients in shifting to the perspective that 

life is just one big set of experiments with unpre-

dictable outcomes. An existential question posed 

by this part of our psyches is “Am I open and curi-

ous and engaged in life’s adventures?”

Creativity

We also quickly see in children a primary capacity 

to be creative, generative, imaginative, and sponta-

neous, but these traits often seem out of reach for 

adults, dealing with overscheduled days and over-

stretched minds. Creativity improves both mental 

and physical health. It often works best when our 

brains are unleashed to wander about, unplugged 

from deadlines and goals. This part of us has fun 

brainstorming, playing games, and being impul-

sive. When in full fl ight, it produces fl ow states that 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (2008) describes as key to 

optimal well-being—those moments in which we 

are enjoying an activity so much that we lose track 

of time. Without undue effort, we execute the activ-

ity to the best of our abilities. While the workplace 

is the best place for experiencing regular fl ow states, 

most people do not let themselves enjoy fl ow states 

every day because their minds are constrained by 

overwhelming to-do lists and distractions. An exis-

tential question posed by this part of our psyches is 

“Am I generative, coming up with new ideas and 

possibilities to address life’s challenges?”

Executive Function

Thank goodness humans have a primary capacity 

to be organized, to plan, to regulate emotions and 

impulses, and stay on track to get through to-do 

lists and meet goals. This capacity is highly polished 

in the workplace (although often at the expense of 

other capacities previously described). Those with 

attention defi cits need to work harder to build self-

regulation skills and to learn to set aside disruptive 

emotions, impulses, and distractions so that they get 

the important things done. Executive function gets 

a powerful boost when people tame their emotional 

frenzy, exercise regularly, sleep well, and eat a healthy 

diet. An existential question posed by this part of our 

psyches is “Am I doing things right or well?”

Standard Setting

As the most social animals on the planet, humans 

share a primary need for approval, appreciation, 

validation, and fair treatment by others. No man 

is an island. We want to be accepted and valued by 

our family, friends, colleagues, and communities. 

This capacity allows us to set the bar or standard, to 

set goals for our performance, and then to evaluate 

and judge that performance in ourselves and others 

across all domains of life, from getting good grades 

at school to dying well. “Am I good enough?” it asks.

At its worst, this capacity is diffi cult to please. It 

can be an inner critic, scanning for fl aws and faults, 

or a perfectionist, ever raising the bar. Sadly, a 

recent study reported that only 11% of women over 

the age of 50 report satisfaction with their bodies 
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(Runfola et al., 2013), their inner critics depleting 

their self-esteem every time they look in a mirror. 

At its best, the inner standard setter is accepting 

and content, setting the bar to challenge perfor-

mance while adopting a learning mindset when 

performance falls short. This state of contentment 

is diffi cult for many to fi nd in an achievement-ori-

ented culture and 24/7 pace. An existential ques-

tion posed by this part of our psyches in addition 

to “Am I good enough” is “Am I doing enough?”

When humans welcome, appreciate, and honor 

all of these discrete and often confl icting needs and 

agendas, the inner ambivalence and confl icts can 

settle, even if just a little, bringing more thriving 

and equanimity. Coaches can help people accept 

and advocate for all parts of themselves, discover 

underused capacities, and strive to meet more of 

their needs more of the time.

The Call for Coaches

In closing, the fi eld of health and wellness coaches, 

and all health professionals who are applying coach-

ing skills, face an enormous task ahead—that of 

improving the thriving, mental and physical, of the 

human race. Roughly 20% of adults are thriving today, 

so there is a long way to go (Kobau, Sniezek, Zack, 

Lucas, & Burns, 2010). Unleashing human thriving is 

the life calling, the higher purpose, for a whole new 

generation of the thousands of health and wellness 

coaches we aim to teach and inspire throughout this 

manual. A small army of health and wellness coaches 

has emerged in the past decade to focus on unleashing 

positive mental and physical well-being and making 

a dent in the epidemics of chronic disease and obe-

sity. We need all hands on deck—not only coaches but 

anyone who wants to join this effort. Let’s thrive fi rst, 

and then help everyone we touch get there, too.

Onward and upward.
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