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This paper takes as its starting point a relational perspective on the experience of 
coaches and coachees in the contexts in which they work.  The relational turn in 
fields as diverse as psychoanalysis, social sciences, social constructionism in 
psychology, quantum physics and relational and developmental neuroscience all 
point to the fundamental interconnectedness and mutually influencing properties of 
fields of matter, particles, animate and inanimate forms, ideas and, central to the 
context of coaching, humans and the systems they give rise to (Cavanagh, 2006; 
Eoyang and Holladay, 2013; Gantt and Agazarian, 2005; Izod, 2008; Mindlell, 2000).  
In this paper I wish to consider some of the complexities and opportunities that 
opening to this wider field perspective might have to offer coaches, clients and the 
evolution of the profession. !
Each coach-coachee-context constellation is a unique intersubjective field, shaped 
by the subjectivities and meaning making of coach, coachee and the context in which 
the coaching is happening.  Context includes both the subjectivity of stakeholders as 
well as the multitude of organisation and wider socio-political forces at play that may 
have direct and indirect bearing on what arises in the coach-coachee-context 
system. !
This perspective is particularly relevant in environments which are increasingly 
characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (Hicks Stiehm, 
2002).  Where coaches and clients alike are tasked with having to make meaning 
together from a host of interdependent variables, in both the environment and the 
personhood of client and practitioner, in order to make decisions and act into the 
client’s system in ways conducive to the success of individual and enterprise.  
Furthermore, the capacity to engage with complexity and support clients and 
coaches to navigate this territory, and continue to generate new theoretical and 
practice knowledge represents a leading developmental edge of the coaching 
profession.  A framework such as that provided by APECS for accreditation of 
professional coaches is well suited to guiding developments in this direction. !
Beyond Protocols !
Approaches to coaching and contracting that are steeped in individualist and 
positivist notions of cause and effect, linear predictability and achievement of pre-
determined outcomes in as short a time possible, fail to factor in the complexity of 
many organisational environments and relational interdependencies which can both 
enable and constrain the capacity and impacts of any individual coachee to act.   !
An essentially relational orientation to coaching, which sees the coachee as situated 
in a context, which both shapes and stands to be shaped by the him or her, cannot 



be overly and solely concerned with developing the individual along the lines of 
yesterday’s knowledge and predetermined competency frameworks.  Rather, it needs 
to focus on the personal/professional development, which may be required in the 
client’s specific context and time, in order to impact the client system in ways 
beneficial to the enterprise.  This is essentially expressed as a concern with 
developing the capacity for individuals to increase in the awareness, confidence and 
skills required to respond to ever increasing complexity.  This requires vigilant holding 
of the tension between individual and context in order for new possibilities and forms 
of knowing and action to emerge. !
The Coach-Coachee-Context Constellation !
Context can be considered as co-constructed by those who participate in it. The work 
of Schon (Schön, 1983) and Lefkoe (Lefkoe, 1985) introduced the concept of ‘context 
training’ and perspective transformation where learners ‘are able to create a new 
context for themselves, a new way of seeing themselves or of defining their roles’ 
and thereby develop a new skill base to work within this new context. This 
understanding has extended to complexity (Stacey, 2001) and social constructionist 
perspectives (Gergen 2009, 2010) that point to the dynamic interplay of individuals 
and context in making meaning and generating knowledge and action.   They offer a 
perspective on organisational life that privileges the patterns of interaction between 
individuals and sees these as central to the forms organisations take and the 
meaning they acquire in the minds of their employees (Cavicchia 2009)  !
Organisations are characterised by having to manage a tension between the forces 
driving for homogeneity, containment and control, and those forces representing 
difference and diversity (Pascale, 2000). Too much leaning in the direction of 
alignment with organisational orthodoxies and control, and innovation and flexibility 
suffer.  Too much individual differentiation and autonomy, and the risk of chaos sets 
in.   !
Dialogue between these forces is what can catalyse creativity, change and renewal.  
Approaches to adult learning and coaching that are unselfconsciously aligned with 
the forces for control and containment are more likely to uphold the status quo. This 
may or may not (depending on context) be desirable, functional and necessary for 
organisational health and effectiveness.  Mechanistic, linear and pseudo-rational 
approaches to coaching succeed when the assumptions embedded in the approach 
match the assumptions of the organisation in which the coaching is taking place and 
the view of stakeholders commissioning the work.  They are also predicated on 
assumptions of the coachee as a passive recipient of, or willing participant in, an 
intervention that has been designed by others in service of organisational change. 
This mirrors approaches to education where the curriculum is determined by 
respective authorities who ensure educational interventions are in alignment with 
what has been set.  On the surface at least, consensus and established propositions 
in the dominant discourse of organisational learning and development come together 
to shape and attempt to control coaching and prescribe its outcomes. The risk here is 
that coaching assumes a similar status to the ways in which mental health services 
were put to use by communist and totalitarian systems.  On the surface, the well 



being and healing of the individual was “said” to be privileged, whilst privately being 
used as a state-sanctioned mechanism for “reprogramming” political dissidents. !
Given the complexity of many organisational contexts and challenges, there is a 
need to find increasing ways for the coaching of individuals to serve to revitalise 
business practices and expand the range of organisation members for responding to 
these complexities in timely and creative ways. !
Multi-pointed Contracting !
Coaches participate in a field of human interaction where at any time different 
subjectivities, agendas, life-experiences and meanings are being co-created 
(Cavicchia, 2009; Cock, 2010).  Some of these may be visible and articulated, others 
invisible at the level of public conversation, and yet cannot but influence behaviour.  
The multi-pointed contracting conversation(s) represents an opportunity for coaches 
to intervene in order to expand perspectives on how coaching might be being put to 
use in a particular context, and create conditions where possible for coaching to be 
leaning towards the discovery of new meaning and action.  This may involve the 
questioning of stakeholder assumptions about the nature of individuals, organisation, 
learning and change. !
I want here to offer a series of viewing angles which can only barely lift the lid on the 
dynamics which can characterise the contexts in which coaching is taking place with 
varying degrees of visibility, and which coaches involved in contracting for and 
facilitating adult learning inevitably find themselves having to hold, whether this be 
implicit or explicit.   !
Public – Private !
Psychoanalytic perspectives on organisational life (Gould et al 2001; Hirschhorn, 
1993) point to the complex human system dynamics which operate “under the 
surface” in organisations and shape patterns of human interaction.  When contracting 
with coachees and organisation stakeholders, what is said publicly may not be 
precisely what is meant or desired.  Yet more linear and mechanistic assumptions 
about organisations being predominantly rational and logical would take this at face 
value.  Coaches often have to manage the differences that exist in the public 
narratives that are being constructed and the more private realities that often reveal 
themselves in the confidential context of the coaching relationship. The principle of 
“do no harm” so enshrined in much coaching theory reveals itself to be problematic 
when, in leaning towards the organisation’s agenda, coaches risk harming the 
coachee by denying her a mind of her own.  Should the coach then work in service of 
the coachee’s agenda, as if the organisation were irrelevant, the risk becomes one of 
harming the organisation.   !
This raises the question of how coaches might ethically, effectively and pragmatically 
facilitate more dialogue between the private and the public, the under the surface, 
unofficial novelty of individual differences and the official public orthodoxies of the 
organisation. 



!
Control – Emergence !
More managerial and “rational” approaches to OD and coaching are predicated on 
assumptions of cause and effect and the logical sequencing between interventions 
and predictable outcomes (Cavicchia, 2009).  This can give rise to coaching where 
the coach works to maintain focus tightly within the parameters set by the 
organisation.  This may be appropriate and useful where skills development is the 
focus of the work and all parties are in sufficient agreement and genuine alignment 
as to the scope and objectives of the intervention.  The measures of success can be 
predicted, sought and may even be quantified. !
Such an approach becomes more problematic where the coachee may be needing to 
use coaching as a reflective space to explore the challenges she faces, the impacts 
of these on her identity, self image and efficacy, to make sense of them in 
conversation with a skilled other and in so doing develop the resources and 
resilience to respond to complex situations in experimental, creative and effective 
ways.  Here it is more difficult to predict precisely what use the coachee will be able 
to make of the coaching intervention, as transformational learning, involving a shift in 
internal perceptual frames, is by its very nature, relatively unpredictable. !
This raises the question of how to capture, articulate and communicate development 
and learning that may not be what was imagined at the contracting phase but which, 
nonetheless, might have significant bearing on individual and organisational 
performance. !
Individual - Organisation  !
Coaching, by the process of being a one to one intervention in a context, raises the 
tension of the individual and organisation.  As I have identified above, the coachee’s 
agenda for development may align or diverge in varying degrees from the 
organisation’s agenda as embodied and enacted by stakeholders, leaders, and those 
commissioning coaching services.  A number of individual-to-context relationship 
dynamics are possible here. !

i. Coachee to Context 
  

Different recipients of coaching will be differently disposed toward the intervention. 
Research into attachment (Bowlby, 1977; Levine, 2010; Marris, 1991) identifies that 
early patterns of interaction with caregivers establish very strong and unconscious 
patterns of expectation and interaction in human relationships, which also translate 
over into work relationships and the relationship to the organisation itself (Cavicchia, 
2010).  As a result of these psychological patternings, some coachees will be inclined 
to comply unquestioningly with the requirements of the context, whilst others may 
appear to have an almost allergic reaction to any expectation of stakeholders, 
experiencing them as unacceptable demands, and reacting with passive-aggressive 
resistance or outright hostility. !



The same possibilities (along with a myriad of graded positions between the two 
extremes) also apply to coaches and organisational stakeholders.   !
ii. Coach to Context  !
Some coaches will be more inclined, with varying degrees of conscious awareness, 
to view the organisation as an authority to be obeyed.  Others may be more inclined 
to surface and explore questions of power and authority and how these might be 
informing the way in which the coaching contract is being co-constructed in the 
minds of all participants involved in commissioning the work, including the coachee.   !
Career background and orientation also play an important part here.  Coaches who 
have come to coaching after long corporate careers may be more identified with 
organisation culture and the need for compliance in service of belonging and control.  
Some career coaches and organisation consultants who have been tasked for many 
years with asking provocative questions in service of organisational development, 
double and triple loop learning, may find it easier to question.  Professional survival, 
reputational anxiety and financial concern also contribute to informing the position a 
coach might take on the individual-organisation continuum situation-by-situation and 
moment-by-moment. !
iii. Stakeholder to Context  !
Different stakeholders (the line manager, department head, learning and 
development professional etc.) may also come with different values and perspectives 
on learning and change.  Some will be very motivated by concern for homogeneity, 
control and containment, where others might be more comfortable with an ontological 
approach, surfacing and questioning the basic assumptions that govern the 
construction of the organisation’s reality and behaviour, and that may also be 
implicated in the challenges the organisation currently faces. !
Multi-pointed contracting as an opportunity to intervene in the meaning making 
processes of the system. !
As coaching matures as a profession, I see the multi-pointed contracting process as 
an opportunity for coaches to position their offer in a way that attends to these 
complexities.  It offers the possibility of raising the awareness of different 
protagonists as to the ways in which the intervention is being co-constructed.  
Coaches stand to offer a catalytic novelty the more willing and able they are to map 
these dynamics and talk to them with stakeholders.  This facilitative meta-perspective 
is likely to call upon coaches to develop the knowledge, self-awareness, confidence 
and skill to draw attention to wider patterns of meaning and meaning making than 
simply those attributed to the coachee as if he/she existed in isolation.   Creating 
conditions for coaching to be a force for the generation of new knowledge, 
possibilities and action in an organisation starts here. !
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