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Chapter 1

A Guide to the Wonderland That is Coaching

An Introduction to the Style, Format and Content of This Book
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When we begin coaching we enter a fantasy world, a journey into a wonderland called ‘the other person’. It is like the world we know but different; at times it may parallel our own reality and at others it is unrecognizable. When the director of a large organization tells me she wants to do the best she can, we are in territory I can personally relate to. When she describes how she gets up at 5am every day to check and double-check emails and papers before sending them because she is frightened of being considered an imposter, then I feel we have entered into a different reality. A daily experience for her, but to me an invention of her mind that seems hard to comprehend. Yet, comprehend I must, and in order to work with my client effectively, I must step out of the wonderland that is my own reality and be willing to step into hers.

As a coach it is a great privilege and responsibility to be invited into other people’s worlds and to be able to offer the skills of enquiry, observation and challenge to help them. While many of the problems we experience in life and work may have commonalities, they are also uniquely individual, shaped by each of our life experiences, thoughts and feelings. Each time I begin working with a client I remind myself that their internal reality may not follow the same rules as mine, and, as such, it is a fantasy wonderland where I don’t know where anything will lead. I don’t know what is solid and what is fragile. I don’t know where there might be historic sites and monuments to past troubles and I don’t know where in this wonderland there might be great resources and undiscovered potential.

Coaching isn’t just full of wonder because of our clients’ challenges. The resolution of problems and the solutions for improvement sometimes follow unexpected and illogical paths. A line of questioning about practical solutions is often unproductive until we examine a client’s imaginations and unpick their beliefs and perceptions about what is happening. We must resolve the internal reality before external progress can be made. Sometimes clients suggest solutions which will surely perpetuate their problem or simply create a new one. Only when we take what seems like a fantastical approach and examine the problem at a different level do we find a way forward.

As you read this book I hope you will gain insights into your own reality and you will learn skills to enhance your coaching conversations, as well as … hang on a minute, ‘What’s that, Alice?’

‘It’s a book about me, too – make sure you say it’s about me.’

‘Yes, I will.’

The book is also about Alice, the star of the story and her own journey as she learns about coaching.

‘And it’s about the characters I meet – make sure you mention Rita and Ronald.’

‘But, Alice, Rita is a turtle and Ronald is a fish. It might be too early to introduce talking animals, this is a serious book.’

‘Well, you made them all up and brought them to life. That whole ant-rope-stuff-thingy. Don’t pretend you didn’t write this.’

‘Anthropomorphism, Alice. And, good point, I did do that.’

‘Anyway, people will soon forget that the animals are talking. Just tell them.’

‘Alice, why don’t you introduce some of the characters in the story?’

‘Right then, I will. First, there’s the Caterpillar – I never did find out his name. Then there’s Rita – she’s a turtle, although I thought she was a tortoise at first and she didn’t like that. She is a-ma-zing – she knows everything about coaching and taught me so much. Ronald was my fellow student – he’s a manager for a company that makes bikes and Rita taught us both how to coach other people. Oh, and he’s a fish, did I mention that? Then there’s Christina – she’s a ladybird who I coached about her interview technique. Hugo is a chimpanzee – he had some social anxiety and Rita coached him; I learned loads from watching her work. Reynard is a fox who we met when we got sent to the Doghouse. I didn’t do anything bad, I promise. And there’s Tad – he’s a frog. I don’t know what to say about him – his songs were good but he was a bit crazy.’

‘I think that will do for starters, Alice; I want to keep a few surprises. Let’s tell people what they’re going to learn about.’

And, since in coaching we often start by identifying a goal, it seems appropriate to ask you what your goals are for reading this book. You might like to consider:


	What do you want to learn about with regard to coaching?


	What questions do you have about coaching that you would like answered?


	What would make this a really worthwhile read for you?




Of course, you might not know. If you’re new to coaching and want to understand more about what it is, how it works and what the key skills are, then the earlier chapters will be of great interest to you in setting the scene. If you’re experienced in coaching, then the first chapters may be revision of key ideas before we progress on to more advanced coaching concepts. The latter chapters introduce some more complex ideas and consider some of the entanglements that coaches and their clients can experience.

‘Ben, I think you should also explain why you’ve written this book.’

‘Good suggestion, Alice. I think there are two questions: first, why write about coaching? And second, why write this book?’

Why write about coaching? I care about coaching because I believe that the skills and attitudes of a coach are increasingly important. In the world of business, pressures seem only to increase as change happens faster, and I worry that the skills of enquiry and listening are being forgotten. The resulting problems become more protracted and conflicts harder to resolve. The single-minded heroic leader is a thing of the past, and today’s leaders must use a blend of styles and approaches if they are to be successful. In wider society we observe increasing polarization and conflict, and I think it unlikely that this will be resolved by each side pushing harder against the other. The ability to listen and acknowledge the views of another, to question and seek to understand, even when these views are different from our own, is central to integration and unity. These may seem like lofty ideals, but I believe that the fundamental skills of a coach have a great deal to offer.

In writing about coaching, I refer to three things: first, working and operating as a coach and offering your services to help clients; second, the leadership style of coaching and the application of coaching skills to managers, business owners and leaders; and third, the attitudes and skills of asking questions, exploring ideas and listening which apply to our everyday conversations, whoever they might be with.

‘Wow, Ben, that’s a bit heavy. It sounds like you think coaching is going to save the world.’

‘Do you think so, Alice? Well, I can assure you I don’t and it won’t, but I do think the skillset has some important applications which I want to share with people.’

The second question: why write this book? There are a couple of reasons. First, most books about coaching are textbooks or manuals.

‘BORING! Textbooks remind me of school. Boring. Boring. Boring.’

‘You’re not a fan of textbooks then, Alice? Personally, I have read some very well-written textbooks about coaching, but sometimes reading a textbook can be hard work. I want to write something fun and engaging that makes learning easy. Furthermore, I want to make the complex ideas in coaching accessible and easier to understand with examples that bring them to life.’

In fact, now might be a good time to map out some of the key ideas in the coming chapters.

Chapter 2 introduces what coaching is and why the approach might be used. My own definition is that coaching unlocks potential, increases flexibility, gives options and develops the individual.

Unlocking potential means helping someone become aware of limiting patterns of thinking, feeling, communicating and behaving, so they are unencumbered and free to utilize and discover their full potential. Sometimes these limitations are rooted in past experiences that may require some examination, but, more often than not, once a person becomes aware of their own internal processes of thinking and feeling, they can begin to work with them. Increasing flexibility and giving options applies behaviourally as well as in thinking and feeling. If a person always has the same feeling in response to something, they have very little choice in how they behave. Coaching can explore and highlight new ways of behaving and bring new perspectives that change thoughts and feelings. Developing the individual refers to the bigger picture of helping someone increase self-awareness and expand their emotional and behavioural range. This may have benefits above and beyond the focus of the coaching and help the person as an individual not just in regard to the specific coaching issue.

Chapter 3 starts with the essential coaching skill of listening, something which a lot of us are not as good at as we think we are.

‘Actually, Ben, I read that, in a survey, nearly everyone said their listening skills were above average.’

‘Um, well, yes, Alice. Like I said.’

Chapter 3 also explores asking questions, the difference between open and closed questions, and, since coaching is primarily about open questions, what makes a good open question.

‘And I get to sing a song while the Frog plays the mandolin.’

‘Yes, well remembered, Alice, I’m glad you mentioned that.’

‘Shall I sing it again now? It might make a nice introduction.’

‘I love your enthusiasm, Alice, but I think we should save it for Chapter 3. People will enjoy it more then. Look, in the meantime, why don’t you talk about what else is coming in the book?’

‘I’d rather sing a song, Ben, but OK. Chapter 4 is where I meet Ronald and do some coaching with him. He finds it really helpful and becomes curious about learning coaching himself, so I invite him to join Rita and me in learning some more. Chapter 5 is really good because I set Rita and Ronald a really difficult riddle. I ask them: ‘What has fewer holes the more holes you make in it?’

‘That’s a really difficult riddle, Alice. But it’s not the main focus of Chapter 5, is it?’

‘You’re always so serious, Ben, you need to smile more. I’m going to find you a fun poem.’

Alice does rather like poetry and from time to time she recites some verse, although she does tend to get the words wrong.

‘I don’t get the words wrong; I improve them and make them relevant to the subject matter.’

‘That’s right, Alice, sorry. Is it all right if I continue explaining the book while you find your poem?’

She’s gone. Chapter 5 then. As well as Alice’s riddle about holes, the chapter introduces the GROW coaching model which provides a structure for how to have a coaching conversation from start to finish. There are plenty of example questions for you to use. In writing this book I’ve selected the GROW framework because it’s simple but effective; there are only four stages to remember and it provides plenty of scope for different applications.

In Chapter 6 Alice puts the GROW framework into practice and there is an example of a coaching conversation. Over the last 15 years I have had hundreds of coaching conversations and I’ve noticed patterns in the way clients describe the problems and challenges they face. None of the coaching examples in this book are based on any single coaching client I’ve worked with but are an amalgamation of coaching work that relates to that issue. I’ve attempted to make each character’s answers as realistic as possible based on my own experience. Chapter 6 also examines the differences between coaching and other approaches: mentoring, teaching, counselling and therapy. When people begin learning coaching I’ve noticed there is sometimes confusion about the differences and overlaps. All of these approaches are valuable ways to work, but I think it’s helpful to be clear about what coaching is and what it isn’t.

Chapter 7 introduces the concept of a map of the world, the idea that we each have our own version of reality that is constructed inside of us. We might think that our experience of the world is how it actually is, but in fact our perceptions are shaped by our own thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values and previous experiences. This concept is important in coaching, as it is often useful for coaches to consider how our clients frame their challenges or problems. The separation of these things is essential, and one of our main roles in coaching is to ask questions that enable the client to separate their thoughts about a situation from the actual situation.

Chapter 8 introduces the learning ladder and the four stages that we each progress through when learning something new. These are unconsciously unskilled, consciously unskilled, consciously skilled and unconsciously skilled.

‘And we go to the beach.’

‘Alice, you’re back! I was just introducing the learning ladder.’

‘I couldn’t find the poem, Ben, so I’m going to do it from memory.’

She’s standing up. Here we go.


‘Smiling is contagious,

It spreads from me to you,

A turtle smiled at me today,

And taught me something new.

I discovered things I didn’t know,

And realized I’m not skilled,

But because of this I’m keen to learn,

And my experience will build.

Each time I learn I start to smile,

While I practise something new,

I realized learning can be fun,

And now coaching is what I do.

When you’re learning, pause awhile,

And allow yourself some grins,

Knowledge and skills will make you smile,

As your expertise begins.’*



‘Brilliant, Alice. I don’t know how you do that.’

‘I’m not sure I remembered it completely correctly.’

‘Well, it’s a lovely poem. I’m outlining what’s coming in the book. I’ll carry on, shall I?’

She’s muttering to herself. I think she’s trying to remember the original poem.

Let’s continue.

Chapter 9 is a coaching example with a client who has social anxiety. This is an example of where an issue occurs within the client’s own thinking and feeling, within their map of the world. Since the problem exists within the client’s own thinking and feeling, that is where we must work to transform and find a way forward. Too often I see coaches attempting ‘practical’ solutions to issues which are unlikely to be resolved that way. These so-called ‘practical’ solutions tend to address the symptom of the problem rather than the cause. For instance, in the Chapter 9 example our client, Hugo, has some social anxiety and difficulty talking to new people. A practical suggestion might be to go with a friend for some support or have a drink to relax. These may or may not help but only address the symptom of the problem.

Chapter 10 discusses implementing coaching as a manager and considers its place within organizations. More and more leaders and managers are recognizing the benefits of using a coaching approach as part of conversations with their team, colleagues, customers and suppliers. In this chapter we consider how best to incorporate a coaching approach and how to make it work effectively. The commencement of any coaching is particularly important, and we examine the contracting conversation and how to ensure clarity about roles, responsibilities and expectations.

In Chapter 11 there is consideration of the dynamics that can exist within a coaching relationship and the entanglements that can arise without clear boundaries. What happens when the coach becomes embroiled in wanting their client to resolve something, either because the coach cares deeply and wants to help or because the coach’s own ego requires a ‘successful’ outcome. Building on this, we ask: when is helping not really helping? And how do we recognize when a coaching conversation may be disempowering a client? All this really raises the question: how do we as coaches empower clients and foster self-reliance instead of dependence?

Chapter 12 is an example of a difficult coaching conversation where a client seems to be resistant to acknowledging their own part in the problem and reluctant to address it. This can happen for many reasons: a lack of awareness of their own part in it; being unwilling to lose a benefit that having the problem gives them, or not having the energy or resources to really face up to it. Whatever the reason, this chapter shows how this issue might be addressed.

In Chapter 13 we consider the importance of rapport with a client. Given how essential rapport is for coaching, it may seem strange that I wait until this point to introduce it. Often, rapport is discussed at the beginning of coaching training and is considered one of the simpler skills to learn. However, in my experience, it all too often gets forgotten subsequently as more complex coaching skills are covered. This is a pity, since in my opinion creating deep rapport with a client by entering into and working with their map of the world is an advanced skill that requires mastery.

‘Like Mrs Parker at school saying that science is the only real subject and art is a waste of time.’

‘What do you mean, Alice?’

‘Well, Rita said there’s a big difference between agreeing with someone and accepting that something is true for them in their world. I think Mrs Parker is wrong, but if I was coaching her I’d acknowledge and work with her map of the world.’

‘Great description, Alice.’

‘She is wrong, though.’

‘Of course! And you make a good point. As a coach, the way that we challenge a client’s thinking and feeling is by working with it not against it.’

As well as rapport, Chapter 13 also discusses so-called ‘client resistance’ within coaching. I don’t think such a thing really exists intrinsically in the client; rather, resistance is a response to something the coach is doing (or not doing). Usually, resistance appears when a coach has insufficient rapport and is seeking to impose their own map of the world on to their client.

Chapter 14 introduces feedback and examines how it is used in coaching. Giving feedback as a manager is different from giving feedback as a coach. We begin by examining how a coaching style might be employed for managerial feedback and then how it is different in coaching. Feedback in coaching literally means feeding back observations to the client and bringing things to the client’s attention when it would be useful – for example, when a client says certain words, when a client changes their body language or tone in response to something, or when the coach notices a pattern of behaviour or thinking. All of these things can be useful to raise a client’s self-awareness.

In Chapter 15 there is a coaching conversation through which we explore conflict. Most of us will experience difficulties in our relationships either at work or in our personal lives and it is a common coaching issue. This chapter demonstrates one useful tool for bringing insight and awareness to the dynamics of a conflict which can help a client make progress.

Chapter 16 reflects on this coaching conversation with a more detailed explanation of perceptual positions and we explore the three different positions from which we can perceive something.

1st Position is YOU, feeling how you feel and knowing your own reality, your thoughts, beliefs, values, goals and needs. 1st Position is essential for a strong sense of knowing yourself and your boundaries. 2nd Position is that of the OTHER person, experiencing the other’s point of view, their feelings, thoughts, values and beliefs. 3rd Position is that of a detached OBSERVER, someone who is outside the specific context or relationship. It is an objective perspective, standing back from the situation and seeing the bigger picture. It can be very helpful for looking at the wider consequences for everyone involved and detaching from the emotion of the situation.

Chapter 17 introduces the idea of supervision. This could be considered coaching for the coach. There are a number of aspects to supervision which include exploring different approaches to use within coaching, developing skills and considering strategies that would help a particular client, and identifying when a coach’s own feelings and thinking might be unduly impacting the coaching. It’s also about coach development.

In Chapter 18 we consider how a solution can become the problem. When a person faces a difficulty or challenge, there are times when their own attempt at a solution creates a new problem that perpetuates the initial difficulty. One example of this might be ‘burying your head in the sand’, a phrase we often use when someone ignores a situation or denies its existence. This is an attempt at a solution: by ignoring or denying a problem, the person detaches and has less contact with the difficulty and they may actually feel better. However, denying the existence of the problem makes it hard to resolve (unless it just goes away on its own, which is often what someone hopes for) because a refusal to look at it includes rejecting opportunities for solutions.

The way forward in such situations is often to examine the problem at a different level.

‘If you want to cycle faster, you can either pedal quicker or change gear and pedal at the same rate.’

‘I think you might need to explain that, Alice.’

‘Ben, it’s what Rita taught us. There are different levels of change. A first-order change is change within the situation as it is, like going faster by pedalling quicker. A second-order change is changing the definition of the problem or the construction of it – that’s like changing into a new gear.’

‘Well explained, Alice. Perhaps I should let you finish this introduction.’

‘We haven’t mentioned cake yet, Ben; that’s one of my favourite things. And space rockets, too. Oh, you’ve got that look in your eye … Perhaps I should talk about the next chapter. In Chapter 19 Rita introduced two advanced concepts which were fascinating. The first is called Project Perception – or is it Project Your Perception? No, it’s not that. What’s it called, Ben?’ ‘Projection is Perception, Alice. Projection happens when we see attributes that we possess showing up in other people. We can only do so because, at some level, we possess these characteristics ourselves. If we didn’t, then we would be unable see them in others. What we perceive is what we project as being present in others.’

‘Oh yes, that’s it, Ben! What I remember is that in coaching, we need to be careful that the observations and answers our client gives are not projections from ourselves but are indeed what our client means. Otherwise we won’t really be working with their map of the world and it will be our own instead.’

‘Exactly Alice. What is the second concept in the chapter?’‘It’s that the beliefs we hold about our client can have a significant impact on the coaching. Rita told us about some research with schoolteachers that showed how their views of their students made a difference to the performance of the students. It makes me wonder whether the reason I’m not very good at science is because Mrs Parker thinks I’m not.’

‘Well, possibly, Alice. Perhaps we should talk more about that. It’s certainly true that our views of others impact how we interpret their behaviour and respond to them. Do you remember the helpful “beliefs” in the chapter?’

‘Oh yes, I like these. Rita explained she wasn’t saying they’re true, but that it might be helpful to act as if they are. I like that. The first is that people make the best choice they can at the time. Each of us makes the best choice we can, given the map of the world that we have. Sometimes a choice may be not be good or have negative consequences, but on some level it seems the best way forward.‘The second idea is that people are not their behaviours. Rita explained that we have a bias towards identifying people with the behaviours they display. There’s something called attribution theory which is concerned with how we explain actions and behaviour. The most common error is that we attribute the behaviour of other people to something about them whereas we attribute our own behaviour to the environment or situation we’re in.’‘Very good, Alice! I’m impressed.’‘The third idea is that we already have all the resources we need, or we can create them. This is the idea that there are no un-resourceful people, only un-resourceful states of mind. We are more than our problems, and we have, within us, the answers and solutions to life’s challenges or we can learn how to deal with them.

‘How did I do, Ben? Can I talk about cake and space rockets now?’

‘Brilliant, Alice! That’s a great summary. And, yes, why don’t you talk about cake and space rockets? In fact, better still why don’t we start at the beginning. Take us back where this all began.’

‘You mean when I was ill?’

‘Yes, the very beginning, Alice.’

‘OK, Ben, here we go then …’




* The poem Alice recites here is inspired by Smiling is Infectious, a poem which has been attributed to Spike Milligan.
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