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Abstract 

The self-experience of both coaches and their clients is constantly being 

configured and reconfigured in the organism-environment fields of the 

organization and the coaching dyad.  Furthermore, the organization context and 

dynamics permeate and infuse the coaching relationship.  The relational 

orientation of Gestalt suggests the dynamics of relating can provide a rich source 

of data as well as opportunities for growth and learning to occur.    I describe a 

number of aspects of the organization field that can be seen to dominate thought 

and feeling.  These dominant aspects can work to constrain inquiry, thinking, 

spontaneity and experimentation necessary for responding to complex 

organizational challenges.  I illustrate how these aspects can manifest in the 

coaching relationship, before suggesting how coaches might work to support 

expansion in clients through the integration of those aspects of experience that can 

be disavowed in many organizational settings. 
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The Organizational Ground 

 

Organizations can be thought of as contexts of human endeavour.  They represent 

particular configurations of the field determined, among other things, by purpose, inputs 

(raw materials, resources) and outputs (products, services), location, processes, values, 

cultures and, put simply, what they do and how they do it. 

 

Some of these elements are embodied and externalised in structures such as buildings and 

machinery, protocols and procedures.  The vast majority of elements which come 

together to configure organizations are held internally in the minds of employees and 

organization members, and enacted in behaviours which are determined by these inner 

frames of reference.  This world of the organization “in the mind” or, in Gestalt terms, 

the phenomenology of organization members, has been shown by Nevis (1987) to 

comprise a vast array of components.  This domain of experience, feelings, conceptual 

maps and perception is a powerful determinant of organizational behaviour and is the 

locus of much coaching, organizational inquiry, meaning making and emergent change 

(Armstrong, 2005; De Vries, 1980; Nevis, 1987).   

 

These frames of reference give rise to particular aspects of organizational life which can 

be seen to feature in many organizations today.  Whilst there are wide variations in the 

subtleties of individual organization cultures, I wish to suggest that these aspects can be 
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seen, to a greater or lesser extent, to operate as implicit norms or dominant patterns of 

thought (and corresponding behaviour) in many organizational cultures, where they also 

act as the ground out of which the figure of coaching theory and practice arises. 

 

Dominant Aspects 

 

Objectivity and the Rational 

 

“Before the discovery of Australia, people in the Old World  

were convinced that all swans were white, an unassailable 

belief as it seemed completely confirmed by empirical evidence”. 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb  (2007, pp. xxvii). 

 
 

Many organization theorists have now commented on the tendency in organizations to 

privilege the rational (De Vries, 2001; Czander, 1993; Hirschhorn & Barnett, 1993; 

Morgan, 1986; Obholzer & Zagier-Roberts, 1994, Stacey, 2001).  This is, in part, due to 

the anxiety that can be evoked when considering the complexity of human subjectivity, 

intersubjectivity and contingency, along with the early rise of scientific paradigms 

(Gilbreth, 1911; Taylor, 1911), predicated on mind-body dualism (Wheeler, 2000), for 

studying and intervening in organizations.  
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In its extreme forms, organizational rationality attempts to completely disavow any 

emotional life, turning organizations into what Morgan (1986) has termed “psychic 

prisons”.  Tasks and processes are privileged over dialogue and reflection, the cognitive 

over the affective, doing over being. 

 

Problems…problems….  

 

The bias for rationality contributes to a number of implicit assumptions about the nature 

of problems and change.  Stacey uses the phrase “rationalist teleology” (2001, p. 27) to 

describe the movement in organizations towards goals and solutions that are reasoned and 

decided without attention to the less conscious or unspoken dynamics of human 

experience and interaction.   

 

The dominance of the problem-solution orientation, with its drive for predictability and 

control, gives rise to a linear and logical approach to root cause analysis and problem 

solving.  This disavows the constant evolutionary change, creatively adjusting and 

emergent (in the sense of unable to be known in advance) properties of organizations and 

their participants (Streatfield, 2001). 

 

Furthermore, Johnson (1992) has demonstrated that, whilst certain problems do lend 

themselves to solutions that can be arrived at through the application of reason and logic, 

with one obvious solution being arrived at, many problems in organizations are actually 

paradoxical in nature, consisting of apparently opposing forces such as reducing costs 
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whilst maintaining levels of customer service; attending simultaneously to the needs of 

the individual, team and enterprise; balancing health and safety regulation with 

operational pragmatism.  These forces, comprising both cognitive and affective content, 

need to be balanced and kept in some creative tension.  Coming down on either side of 

the dualism will often lead to detrimental impacts.   

 

The pursuit of predictability, and its function of containing anxiety in the face of the 

unknown, can lead individuals to hold in mind an idea of the solution ahead of any 

inquiry.  This is often based on what one of my client’s termed “yesterday’s learning”.  

This tendency is enshrined in the project management exhortation to “start with the end 

in mind.”  Whilst it is important to frame intentions regarding the resolution of 

challenges, where clients are rigidly wedded to a particular solution, they inevitably pre-

configure the field, limiting their imagination and the spontaneity necessary for 

supporting creative adjustments that are more grounded in, and informed by, prevailing 

field conditions.  

 

The splitting off of the irrational and subjective has contributed to shaping cultures in 

which not only can feelings not be accessed openly, there is a very real suspicion of them.  

Yet, increasingly, the clients I work with report being faced with complex challenges, 

where different stakeholders and subject-matter experts hold different perspectives and 

feelings on a given situation, where these need to be aired, and their impact on behaviour 

examined, in order to break out of entrenched and unproductive patterns of practice.  

Furthermore, leaders are having to find ways to ensure productivity and safe practices are 
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maintained with workforces that may be feeling demoralized and anxious in light of 

global economic trends and constant flux. 

 

As I write this, the global economy is in the grip of a crisis where daily rollercoaster 

swoops and plunges in stocks and shares are being driven by anxiety, faint upturns in 

hope, and fear.  During times like these it can be easier to see the relationship between 

affects, cognition and behaviour, yet this relationship exists even when times are less 

fraught.  

 

The new leader, recently promoted into a more senior role, may struggle with feelings of 

self-doubt.  She may have to manage internal conflicts such as a pressure to be seen to be 

in control and doing something of value when, in fact, she is still to find her bearings and 

understand the culture in which she is now working.  Similarly, a health and safety 

manager may find himself needing to manage his own perception of risk and desire to 

protect others (informed by personal history and feelings of responsibility), whilst 

experiencing considerable pressure from leaders of commercial departments to reduce 

time consuming and costly safety procedures.  

 

Different perspectives and preoccupations are often picked up and embodied by different 

individuals in the organization.  This can fuel conflict which, in turn, prevents resolution.  

Many of my coaching clients bring questions related to how to surface, explore and 

resolve these differences in service of the organization’s success and well-being.  They 

seem to be becoming aware that it is often the failure to examine the complex field of 
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intersubjectivity and interactions that contributes to, and perpetuates, familiar problems 

and counterproductive behaviours. 

 

Human Beings…..Human Doings. 

 

 “And fish move in the water, and from the skies 

 comes a rushing of wings while 

 Chronometers tick and cannon boom.” 

 

 Miroslav Holub (2006, pp. 145) 

 

 

Be it supplying produce to supermarkets, caring for the elderly, teaching psychotherapists 

or sending people into outer space, organisations exist to do things.  From this emphasis 

on activities and outputs arises a phenomenological stance among organization members 

that is oriented toward doing and achievement.  

 

On numerous occasions I have had senior leaders comment on feeling disorientated and 

guilty on moving into more strategic roles where inquiring, reflecting and meaning 

making are now privileged over doing.   

 

Their new role places particular and personal demands on them. They are required to 

bring more of themselves to work.  They need to be able to slow down, imagine, create, 
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and bear confusion and uncertainty (at least temporarily) in order to shape a future and 

respond flexibly to organizational and environmental changes.  Yet, they can believe they 

are not contributing.  I see this as an illustration of how doing is equated with a 

particularly concrete and material idea of contribution which adds instant, visible and 

tangible value.  In this context an individual’s felt sense of worth is bound up with these 

assumptions and satisfying the conditions they generate – improve the bottom line, do 

more, faster and for less!  

 

Given these pressures, slowing down to inquire can feel like a luxury clients can ill 

afford.  A colleague of mine was taking time to understand the dynamics of the 

organization with which she was about to conduct a coaching intervention.  This involved 

her in a series of meetings with the sponsoring client who was more than happy to pay for 

the time, and was valuing these diagnostic conversations and how they were refining the 

focus, and scope, of the intended intervention.  Her manager, however, expressed concern 

that she was wasting time talking when she should be delivering!   

 

The rise of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1996) in the literature and discourses on 

organizational life testifies to an increasing awareness that human beings are social and 

sentient, and can no longer be assumed to always fit easily within rigidly determined (and 

externally imposed) roles and behavioural expectations.  Furthermore, Hirshhorn (1997) 

has pointed out that the nature of many of today’s organizational challenges such as 

gaining competitor advantage, customer relationship management, maintaining focus 

during times of heightened instability, require organization members to be more present 



9 
 

to themselves, their emotions and each other.  Where emotions and anxieties cannot be 

contained, and their impact on cognition and behaviour thought about, individuals can 

resort to knee-jerk activity as a way of evacuating their anxiety into action.  With my 

coaching clients I have often been witness to a cycle of anxiety driving unwise decision 

making…. leading to poor or damaging impacts…… which, in turn, generate more 

anxiety….leading to more precipitous action.… and so on. 

 

Bias of Individualism 

 

“Wholeness is what is real,….fragmentation is the response of this whole to 

man’s action, guided by illusory perception, which is shaped by fragmentary 

thought”.  David Bohm (2002, pp. 9). 

 

As opposed to the relational and field theoretical biases of Gestalt (Wheeler, 2000), the 

individualistic bias of many organizations gives rise to beliefs and assumptions that the 

individual is the locus of all potency and success.  Assessment stresses the individual 

qualities and developmental needs of the individual employee.  Successes and failures are 

thought about primarily in terms of the individual’s performance.  Some attempts are 

made to assess employees and put together teams composed of a range of separate styles 

and attributes, each held by one individual.  This still represents a collection of separate 

entities and does not acknowledge the complex and dynamic interplay between them.  It 

fails to recognize that self-experience, behaviour, and the capacity to think and function 
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are also influenced by the ways in which individuals perceive their organizations, their 

tasks, each other and their relationships.  

Individualism is not all bad, however.  At times it may be wholly appropriate, and 

contextually relevant, for a leader to assert an individual perspective or make an 

authoritative stand.  I shall illustrate this later. For now I wish to consider those less 

productive aspects of organizational individualism, and contexts where an unexamined 

individual orientation does not support resolution of challenges. 

 

Individualism gives rise to cultures in which there are right ways and wrong ways of 

doing things, good and bad answers, acceptable and unacceptable behaviour and an “in” 

and “out” crowd. There can be great rewards for perceived successes and much shame at 

failure.   

 

A more relational or field theoretical perspective would see the individual and his/her 

attributes as part of a complex field of multiple forces out of which successes and failures 

arise.  Whilst individuals do learn and grow, the capacity to do so, and the value this 

learning generates for the organization are, in large part, determined by how these 

individuals interact and mutually influence one another.  

 

This is a more supportive and realistic paradigm given the complexity of many 

organizations today.  Here projects often depend on the contributions of multiple 

stakeholders, with authority more distributed than in traditional hierarchies (Hirschhorn, 

1997).   Drath and Palus (1994) have noted that the nature of many organizational 
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challenges requires different individuals, in different positions in the hierarchy, with 

different subject matter expertise, biases, assumptions and agendas, join together to 

develop shared meaning, intentions, and interventions.   

 

These situations simply do not lend themselves to one leader with all the authority and 

experience to know what to do to make things happen, and rigid hierarchies where 

authority is held by those above who are “served” by those below.   

 

A field theoretical perspective can offer much to coaching clients who, through their 

implicit individualistic biases may be assuming more responsibility for outcomes than is 

realistic or appropriate.  They can be supported in this way to link their personal learning 

journey to the wider field and the mutual impact between organism(s) and environment. 

 

Donna Orange (2008) has described, in relation to the clinical setting, how embracing a 

more complex perspective on meaning and experience with our therapy clients can 

reduce shame.  I have found that holding a more complex field perspective on my 

coaching clients’ challenges and behaviour can reduce the potential for them to feel 

paralyzed by shame that is, in part at least, induced by failing to live up to systemically 

and individually imposed ideals.  This, in turn, can support the unlocking of creativity, 

spontaneity and experiment so necessary in resolving complex organizational field 

forces. 
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“Bigging it up!” – Ideals and Their Discontents. 

 

 “For the person who is living by ideals, the essential problem 

 in relationships usually involves the difference between love and 

 power.  If an individual is being fed and nourished emotionally by the  

mother – or a mother surrogate such as husband, company (my italics), 

Church, collective values – she is probably starving in relation to 

herself….She has to perform perfectly in order to be loved.  Her emotional 

stability is determined by another’s reaction.”  

 Marion Woodman (1982, pp. 62). 

 

As with Western society in general, organizational cultures can be characterized by 

varying degrees of narcissism, which infuse self-experience, relationships and behaviour 

(Bentley, 2005; Czander, 1993; Schwartz, 1990). 

 

Narcissism in corporate cultures and coaching clients gives rise to a preoccupation with 

personal achievement and image.  Its creative edge is that it can drive activity and the 

pursuit of success, which, often, also happen to act in service of the enterprise. 

 

It will come as no surprise, however, that where an attachment to individual success 

prevails over, or is split off from, the good of the organization, this can fuel cultures 

characterized by competitiveness, with little support for the collaboration and 
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compromise so necessary in complex organizations requiring many individuals with their 

own unique perspectives and processes to work out how to work together.   

 

Narcissistic process, and its project of maintaining the precarious integrity of the 

individual’s self-image, chimes with, and contributes to, maintaining the bias in 

organizations for individualism over the relational.  This in turn reduces the space in the 

field for individuals to reflect and learn together, as there is a preoccupation with 

defending individually held positions and perspectives upon which (in a narcissistic 

sense) self worth and success are perceived to depend.  

 

With coaching clients who have a narcissistic style, it can be challenging to develop a 

relational learning partnership.  If the client is identified with an image of competence, it 

will be difficult for him to acknowledge confusion and limitation.  Without this 

fundamental acknowledgement, openness to inquiry, uncertainty and discovery will be 

limited. 

 

The Organization Ideal 

 

Schwartz (1990) has described how organizations also provide their employees with 

behavioural expectations that come to represent ideals to which each individual must 

aspire in order to succeed and belong.  This can pick up on the false-self - real-self split 

so characteristic of narcissistic process, where individuals invest much energy in 

becoming what they believe they need to be in order to satisfy the requirements of the 
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environment.  The need to belong is so strong (and the result of non-compliance often so 

shameful) that many individuals, irrespective of the degree of their individual narcissism, 

will find themselves under pressure to comply.  

 

Omniscience - Omnipotence 

 

Two such ideals, which I have observed in many organizations, are those of omniscience 

and omnipotence.  Coaching clients can be under enormous external and corresponding 

internal pressure to “know it all” and be able to achieve extraordinary results, irrespective 

of contingencies, interdependencies and limiting field conditions.   

 

Whilst these ideals can serve to motivate some, their downside is that they can discount 

the complexity of many organization environments and distort perception of what is 

possible.  They can interfere with the setting of ambitious, yet realistic, targets.  I 

consulted to one organization where targets were being constantly set extremely high in 

the belief that this would motivate people.  As they were often so unrealistic that they 

could not be achieved, people were left feeling as if they had failed, in spite of having 

achieved much that was significant.  In this way satisfaction was kept infuriatingly, for 

many, permanently just out of reach.  Ultimately this reduced the very motivation that 

was so sought after.   

 

The challenge many of my clients face today is how to remain engaged and creative 

whilst working within constraints over which they have little control.  Fantasies and 
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beliefs about what constitutes success, if they are not grounded in the realities of the 

field, can actually limit creativity and what Lapierre (1993) has termed “relative potency” 

- in essence the capacity to creatively adjust to environmental conditions.  Where an 

individual configures the field on the basis of an omnipotent fantasy, any resolution of 

the field which falls short of this is likely to be experienced as failure, or be unavailable 

to the imagination altogether.  I have seen clients, supervisees and trainee coaches all 

experience a palpable increase in creativity and agency if they can succeed in framing 

their work as happening within real field constraints, rather than assuming they can and 

must eradicate them. 

 

Lichtenberg (1990) has described in detail the oppressive properties of communities 

when they insist individuals become confluent with their norms in order to belong.  The 

pressure to “fit in” can make it difficult for coaching clients to experience or express any 

feeling or thought which is considered to be unacceptable.  Given the privileging of the 

rational in most organizations, any expression of feeling other than passionate optimism 

and loyalty to the organization may be off limits, at least publicly!   Whilst some 

common understanding of organizational expectations is important for defining the 

organization, these beliefs and structures can become ossified, institutional defences, or 

fixed gestalts, which, if unexamined, limit the range and adaptability of individuals and 

the organization in the face of constant change in both external and internal 

environments.   
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As a Gestalt-informed consultant and coach, I am interested in researching with my 

clients their experience, the field conditions in which they operate and the interplay 

between the two.  Over the years I have found myself coming up against boundaries and 

fixed gestalts in the minds of my clients around what is acceptable within their context.  

 

At the first session with Daniel, a Senior Leader in an international bank, I went to some 

lengths to talk about the way I work as a coach.  I explained that I see my job as 

reflecting with clients on the nature of their organizational challenges and how they 

perceive them, with a view to both of us working to discover what might support 

resolution of challenges within the client and the wider organization.  

 

I was curious, therefore, during our early meetings, at the frequency with which he would 

ask me (often in a rather sheepish way that contrasted with the confidence I had seen him 

display when talking about his work) whether I thought the session was going well.  

 

I felt a pull into giving my assessment of the work so far.  After all, this was a very senior 

client of mine, making a direct request.  Surely I must respond to it?  I started to scan my 

recollection of our work to date, the conceptual frameworks I was drawing upon, and 

prepared to launch into a fulsome (and undoubtedly polished!) commentary.  Yet, just as 

I was about to speak, I became aware of a nagging concern.  Something did not feel right 

to me.  I felt as if I were being invited to do all the work, and pass judgement in a rather 

one-sided, authoritative way.  I found myself imagining soothing and reassuring Daniel, 

and became curious about what this might be revealing about him, me and our 
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relationship.  I reined myself in and, going back to phenomenological first principles, 

commented: 

 

“I have noticed that on a number of occasions you have asked me for my assessment of 

our work together and I find myself curious about what might be happening for you when 

you ask me this”.  

 

The response I received was immediate and tinged with a considerable amount of anger. 

 

“Well you’re the coach, you should know where it needs to be going!” 

 

I was taken aback by the force of his response.  I felt myself slipping into some familiar 

shaming self-talk about how I was getting it wrong by not meeting my client’s overt 

expectations, and how I was risking my reputation with a client who was important to me 

(and my portfolio!). 

 

I supported myself by returning in my mind to part of the original contract we had to 

create space for reflection, and reminded him of how, if he were willing, it might be 

worth pausing for a moment to pay attention to what was unfolding between us.  He 

seemed slightly taken aback by my response before breaking into a curious, inviting 

smile. 
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I wondered aloud what his looking to me to determine whether the session was going well 

might be saying about the organization and his relationship to it. 

 

This seemed to open the flood gates.  He became visibly animated and spoke about how 

his organization had very clear guidelines for how to think, speak, and behave, and that 

senior managers were expected to be the gatekeepers for these behaviours, 

communicating them and policing them.   

 

He quickly saw for himself that he had brought this dynamic into the room and projected 

the role of arbiter of what constituted success on to me.  

 

This allowed me to restate that, as far as I was concerned, there were two of us in the 

room, each with the capacity to determine how well the work was going.  Me, on the 

basis of my background and my understanding of coaching.  Him, on the basis of the 

extent to which he experienced being able to use what emerged in our sessions to support 

himself to work more effectively in the organization.  I also suggested that, at times, we 

may not agree.  Far from implying this was problematic, I speculated that this might 

actually provide fruitful contact where our differences might prove to be the source of 

new perspectives…for both of us!     

 

This seemed to shift something.  I experienced myself relaxing and becoming more 

present, allowing thoughts and associations to arise without a need to pin them down in 

the form of an assessment.  Daniel too seemed to connect more deeply with his own 
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experience and thoughts, holding them lightly and relishing the space, as he put it to 

“play with possibilities”. 

 

Over time, Daniel came increasingly to value this space (physical and psychological), 

make use of it to think more freely, and consider what he might do differently outside of 

our meetings.  He would still experience anxiety at having thoughts which differed from 

the organizational ideal of unquestioning compliance.  I was openly able to link this to 

my anxiety when he initially asked me for my assessment of the session and we saw how 

we both could experience self-doubt and shame when our experience and thinking 

seemed to run counter to the environment’s expectations (mine in relation to Daniel, his 

in relation to the organization).  We would then spend time considering what 

interventions he might make, and how they might be graded so that his colleagues might 

at least consider what he had to say.   

 

The sessions enabled Daniel to find the internal support to question and challenge 

received ways of thinking and doing that had outgrown their effectiveness and were 

actually hampering efficiency in the wider field, and in his department in particular. 

 

This vignette serves to illustrate how clients can project aspects of the field onto the 

coach, particularly the organization’s preoccupation with expertise.  Daniel was later able 

to talk about his frustration with me when I resisted giving him the assessment, which, at 

one level, he thought he wanted so much.  We surfaced together that he needed to believe 

I knew what I was doing (signified, interestingly, by expert opinion rather than process 
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and inquiry expertise) given his own, more private, levels of anxiety.  By both of us 

finding the support to stay with an inquiry-mindedness in relation to what was happening 

between us, he was able to connect more with his own mental and creative resources and 

reclaim the capability he was initially so willing to project onto me. 

 

At times this brought him into conflict with his line manager who was still operating on 

the basis of unquestioned assumptions about power and hierarchy.  For those readers who 

might be feeling this approach borders on the reckless, it may be interesting to note that, 

two years into the work, Daniel’s manager has left the organization and Daniel has been 

promoted into a more senior strategic role. 

 

 

Coaching as Contact – The Challenges of the Novel 

 

Perls, Hefferline and Goodman (1951) describe how, for growth and learning to occur, 

individuals must experience contact with the novel.  Against the ground of the aspects of 

organizational life outlined above, it can be difficult as a coach to hold the degree of 

marginality necessary to be sufficiently novel or “other” to support and challenge clients 

to experience and perceive things differently, in a way that is beneficial to their 

development and their organization’s success.  Barber (2006) suggests this phenomenon 

is, in part, due to the way “organizations make collective demands on the individual that 

infiltrate and subjugate them to a collective consciousness which sucks them into the 

personality structure of the group” (pp. 78).   
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There can be an enormous pressure for clients and coaches alike to align with the usual 

and familiar ways organizations and their members perceive reality.  This will not always 

be problematic.  There may be occasions when clients and coaches choose to be more 

confluent with the demands of the environment, where this is seen to be the most 

effective way of supporting the interests of the enterprise.  At other times, attending to 

the needs of the business might call for experimentation with different perspectives.  

These choices will be informed by the context client and coach find themselves in at any 

given moment.  In the context of leadership and managing upwards, Daniel chose to 

question assumptions and behaviours that seemed to be detrimental to the success of the 

organization.  He might choose, however, in communicating with his direct reports, to set 

more rigid boundaries, if there were a need to contain enthusiastic rule breaking that 

might have a negative impact on his department and meeting his objectives.  In this way 

it can be seen that the relationship of organism to environment has a dialectic quality to it 

(Phillipson, 2008), at times leaning into confluence with the field, at others calling forth 

more individual creativity and challenge. 

 

Faced with an individual or organization strongly wedded (often unconsciously) to a 

particular dominant aspect, it can feel difficult to inquire and raise awareness in a way 

that calls into question some of the assumptions which underpin it.  In working to 

develop a more phenomenological feedback culture in an information technology 

organization (Coffey and Cavicchia, 2005), I and my colleague discovered that the 

organization’s ideals of perfection were actually contributing to making it difficult for 
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people to develop, as there was little room for making mistakes in order to learn.  Falling 

short of an ideal of perfection was experienced by individuals as deeply shaming.   As a 

result, a culture of politeness and platitudes had developed where difficult performance 

conversations and developmental feedback were avoided. 

 

As a coach, I can feel anxious when it comes to raising awareness of ways in which an 

organization falls short of living up to its own ideals, or when raising what Schein (1988) 

terms “disconfirming data”.  This is where the actual experience and behaviour of 

individuals, or “theory in use”, does not align with the “espoused theory” (Argyris, 

1990).  The very act of seeing things differently can, at times, feel exposing and 

subversive.  

 

Where attachment to ideals and fixed ideas is particularly strong, I have experienced a 

complete incapacity to think and make connections in my mind.  I can feel as if I am 

being induced into confluence with the organization’s version of reality as embodied by 

my coaching client.  I find myself unable to access my natural curiosity and love of 

inquiry, which I have come to trust and rely upon as a practitioner.  When this happens, it 

can often be a sign of my clients’ own difficulties with thinking beyond their system’s 

propaganda and their introjection of it.  From a Gestalt perspective, it is clear that, at 

times like this, contact and, therefore, change and growth, will inevitably be diminished.  

“Thinking outside the box” has now become a cliché in organizational consulting, yet it 

remains exceedingly difficult in these organizations to do, especially when attachment to 

the maintaining of the box can be so great. 
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Even where there is more support for questioning in the system, I can often feel exposed 

if my comments and associations set me apart as “other” to the system.  I can encounter 

my own anxieties about belonging and concerns regarding securing work by giving 

clients a degree of what they want (as opposed to what may be needed for development to 

occur).  I can sometimes feel as if my survival and viability as a practitioner are under 

threat.   

 

This can be at once grounded in reality, in that the client could resort to rejecting my 

perspectives and eject me from the system, and also be a resonant countertransference 

with my clients’ anxiety at the prospect of facing a more complex perspective on their 

organization than they had previously considered. This, in turn, might result in them 

feeling set apart from the mainstream.  Shaw (2006) suggests that anxiety is a necessary 

and inevitable part of all change processes.    Reflection and inquiry can often lead to 

implications and consequences that clients may be reluctant to acknowledge and be 

unsupported (initially) to act upon.  This is not to say that they always need to be acted 

upon, but rather, allowed to surface in order that they might be considered for what they 

have to offer and support more aware response-ability. 

 

In being sufficiently other to allow for contact and change, I often feel to some extent that 

I am risking.  Risking that my difference will be too alien for my client to contact, risking 

that my willingness to be vulnerable and sit with my own “not knowing” will be 

interpreted as incompetence and result in reputational damage.  These feelings often 
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mirror the experience of clients, as in the case of Daniel, who might also be 

experimenting with allowing more feelings and broader thinking into their repertoire.  

Acknowledging the mutual risk coach and client might encounter can go a long way to 

normalize the experience of exposure.  It raises the need to consider what support (for 

both) might be needed to ensure safe emergency of new perspectives and practice.  

 

This is easier said than done.  At times, when feeling particularly vulnerable and under 

organizational pressure to comply with dominant norms, I have retreated into my own 

defensive narcissism.  Here I can assume an air of superiority and expertise, hiding 

behind models and theories in order to press home my points.  I have found this to be, in 

large part, counter-productive, as it often results in clients feeling at some level missed, 

coerced, patronized and disconnected from their own resources.  When this happens, I 

need to find support for my own shame at having failed to live up to an ideal of my own, 

in order that I can be more present to myself and my clients. Though difficult to do, it is 

worth the effort.  Where clients and coaches are able to be grounded in the deeper, more 

complex truths of their experience, and move beyond their omnipotent identifications and 

fixed beliefs, the benefits to them, their creativity and impact can be vast.   

 

A relational approach to coaching requires that the coach be willing to bring more of 

him/herself to the meeting with clients, including those aspects that may have little 

support in the organizational field.   Managing and making use of a wider range of 

feelings and thoughts, and finding appropriate self and environmental support, represent 

core competences for any coach or client interested in incorporating more of a relational 
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orientation into their work.  In this way we support our clients to access more of 

themselves in service of their development and effectiveness.   

 

Fig. 1. sets out a number of dominant aspects along with those that can be disavowed. 

 

DOMINANT ASPECTS 

 

DISAVOWED ASPECTS 
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Objectivity 

Thought; logic; reason; pre-existing 

meaning and conceptual maps. 

 

 

 

 

Rationalist Teleology 

Planning; predicting; driving towards 

pre-determined outcomes; formulae for 

change; assumptions about value and 

success imposed from “expert” or 

hierarchy; problems seen as having route 

causes and solutions. 

 

 

 

 

Doing 

Activities and action; tangible outputs; 

narrower range of experience and 

behaviour; reactivity; fast pace. 

 

Subjectivity 

Emotion; awareness of perceiving 

processes; increased awareness of 

relationship between affect and 

cognition; phenomenology; anxiety. 

 

 

Complexity and Emergence 

Tracking and raising awareness of here 

and now relating and meaning making; 

meaning/success/value seen as arising 

out of dialogue and collaborative 

inquiry; problems and challenges seen 

as requiring moment by moment 

awareness, responsiveness and 

resolution of multiple field forces. 

 

 

Being 

Wider range of experience; qualities of 

presence; deeper listening; reflection; 

expanded awareness; slower pace. 
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Individualistic Paradigm 

Individual seen as bounded system; 

individual seen as primary locus of 

learning and change; potency located 

within individual; relational stance of I-

It, subject to object. 

 

 

 

Omniscience/Omnipotence 

Fantasies of success limiting 

acknowledgment of limitations; pseudo- 

competence; omnipotent fantasies; 

grandiosity; idealization; instant 

omniscience. 

 

 

Deficit Model of Learning 

Ideal of some omniscient state; learning 

designed to plug gaps; shame at failing 

to live up to ideals. 

 

 

Field/Relational Paradigm 

Individual experience/self seen as 

arising and existing at the organism-

environment boundary; potency seen as 

a function of the dynamic interplay 

between individual(s) and environment; 

relational stance of I-Thou, subject to 

subject. 

 

Relative Potency 

Grounding expectations and successes 

in realities of field forces; confusion; 

uncertainty; real-self; humility; relative 

potency; discovery. 

 

 

 

Learning as continuous Expansion 

Omniscience seen as illusion; learning 

seen as life-long and never complete. 
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Cult of the Expert 

Single experts seen as repositories of all 

knowledge and expertise; knowledge 

transferred down capability gradient. 

Multiple and Varied Expertise 

Expertise seen as residing in many 

individuals and accessed, unlocked, 

discovered through dialogue and 

inquiry; knowledge and resolutions 

created collaboratively. 

Fig 1. 
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Dynamics Arising In The Coaching Relationship 

 

Gestalt psychotherapy has increasingly privileged attending to the dynamics of the 

therapist-client dyad for what they can reveal of the client’s self-organization and his 

process at the boundary with the therapist (Philippson, 2001).  The intricacies of how 

therapist and client mutually and reciprocally influence one another have been shown 

(Hycner & Jacobs, 1995) to reveal much data about the client’s and therapist’s inner 

worlds and the world they co-create together.  In this respect, the relationship is at once 

the source of awareness and discovery, as well as being the here and now crucible in 

which change and growth occur.  Philippson (2008a) goes further to suggest that the 

relational world exists prior to the inner world.  Daniel Stern expresses this shift when he 

says “We used to think of intersubjectivity as a sort of epiphenomenon that arises 

occasionally when two separate and independent minds interact.  Now we view the 

intersubjective matrix……as the overriding crucible in which interacting minds take on 

their current form” (pp.77-78). 

 

In a similar way, a relational approach to coaching offers an orientation which allows for 

inquiry into the dynamics of the relationship, and the moment by moment unfolding of 

client and coach experience, in service of awareness and development.  Furthermore, the 

coaching relationship, occurring as it does in the context of an organizational field, can 

also offer up data about the impact of that field on both client and coach, as well as a 

container in which to explore these impacts and expand range and choice for responding.   
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Integrating the Disavowed Aspects. 

 

As with Daniel, clients frequently bring the dominant currents of organizational life I 

have been discussing into the coaching relationship.  These can be conscious and 

unconscious.  Whilst there will be occasions and situations when it is appropriate to lean 

into, and draw upon, the dominant aspects, I have attempted to show that the nature of 

organizational life, and challenges faced by many leaders and managers, can call for 

clients and coaches alike to extend their range beyond those patterns of thought and 

behaviour that have, historically, been preferred currency. 

 

Relationally oriented work sees the individual and field mutually influencing each other.  

Thus a change in one can bring about a change in the other, and vice versa (Stolorow and 

Atwood, 1992). 

 

Many approaches to coaching in the current literature are themselves infused with similar 

assumptions to those that underpin a number of the dominant aspects I have been 

discussing.  Sequential stage models, process maps, developmental teleology, specific 

outcome orientation, all can dominate, to the extent that the rich territory of relatedness is 

less explored and utilized in the service of client and organizational growth.  

 

This is not to imply that methodologies, coaching contracts and intended outcomes, 

which are lightly held, do not have their place.  In many ways they are necessary for 

earning credibility in the organizational domain and for bounding and focusing the work.  
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What I am suggesting is that, with a relational orientation, the coach’s presence, and 

personal relationship to the disavowed aspects, are what can contribute to creating a 

sufficiently novel force to support greater contact and expansion.  Integration of the 

disavowed is not, however, a substitution of the disavowed for the dominant.  Rather, 

integration represents a potential expansion of range in coaches and clients for times 

when received wisdom and familiar responses are no longer sufficient.  

 

I now wish to outline some of the ways in which the dominant aspects can manifest in the 

coaching relationship, the responses they can give rise to in coaches, and ways in which 

coaches might begin to experiment with allowing the disavowed into their work and 

client interactions.  The following descriptions are synthesized from my own experience, 

that of students and supervisees.  They are meant to offer examples of dynamics that can 

and do arise in the coaching relationship, but are not intended as an exhaustive list.  

 

Objectivity – Subjectivity 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

Here the client might demonstrate a particular way of thinking about his role and 

developmental challenges characterized by generalized assumptions and beliefs about 

himself and the world.  He will want a coach who can demonstrate logically and 

rationally what he needs to do in order to be successful.  Reliance on prior knowledge 

and a tendency towards reduction dominate.  There will be little tolerance of ambiguity 
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and nuance.  The potential for new insights and perspectives to arise is limited, as the 

content of discourse tends to lean into what is already known, familiar and safe.  Access 

to feeling and embodied experience will be restricted. 

 

Resonances in the coach. 

 

As the coach you may feel a need to keep justifying why you work the way you do.  You 

may experience, or imagine, that unless you make explicit every step of your thinking 

and rationale, you will not be understood, or will be dismissed by the client.  You may 

find your own thought processes becoming superficial, mechanistic and formulaic.  

Relational contact will be low. 

 

Integration of disavowed aspect. 

 

Resist any pull to give a rationale for every thought and intervention.  Simply disclose 

reactions and thoughts and check to see whether they resonate with the client and, if so, 

how.  If interventions do not make instant rational sense to the client, invite him to report 

on his responses to what you have just said (even if he feels or understands little).  Adopt 

a stance which is allowing and acknowledging of your own feelings.  Track the client’s 

process of making contact with you and your interventions.  Invite the client to pay 

attention to how he is feeling in relation to his challenges, you, and the way you are 

working.  Offer a matter of fact consideration of the role of feelings in organizational life.  
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Be prepared to use examples or make educative interventions to help bridge the mind-

body split. 

 

Rationalist Teleology – Complexity and Emergence 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

The client will be primarily oriented towards processes and methodologies for change.  

She may demonstrate a high need for predictability and pre-determined outcomes.  She is 

likely to be uncomfortable with contingency, the unpredictable and emergent.  Lacking 

support to hold a more complex view of the underlying dynamics in herself, others, or in 

her organization, she may retreat into rigid structures and processes.  This can serve to 

contain anxiety and create the illusion of mastery over the unpredictable.  Thinking “out 

of the box” will be difficult. 

 

Resonances in the coach. 

 

Unless you share the client’s bias for control and containment of the unpredictable, you 

might feel constrained and contracted in your range of feeling and thinking.  Any strong 

sensations and intuitive insights might feel risky and problematic.  This is as a result of 

there being little room in the field to play with possibilities, form tentative hypotheses 

and test them out.  You may find yourself disregarding thoughts, images and associations 
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that do not fit within a tightly structured logical sequence of ideas.  You may feel that the 

conversation is “surface” rather than deep or particularly contactful. 

 

Integration of the disavowed aspect. 

 

Ground yourself in a phenomenological stance and practice horizontalizing (Moustakas, 

1994), where you treat everything that happens in the client, in you, and the relationship 

as potentially relevant.  Name what you see and feel, and check for resonance with the 

client.  Be prepared for the fact that many of your interventions may initially fall very 

flat.  Watch any pull to make instant impact!  Clients may take time to consider 

observations and possibilities that take them outside of familiar territory.  Over time the 

client may come to see that aspects of the field, which made little sense in the past, now 

seem to be relevant.  Track meaning making processes in the client and in yourself, and 

resist the temptation to make observations fit into pre-existing conceptual maps.  Hold 

meaning lightly and practice openness to updating it in light of new data and insights. 

 

Doing – Being 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

The client will come expecting action.  He may display low tolerance of inquiry and 

relationship building.  He may want to know exactly how coaching can help him behave 

differently ahead of any inquiry or contracting.  He may implicitly see the coach as an 
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extension of the organization’s hierarchy and expect to be told what to do in order to 

succeed in the system. 

 

Resonances in the coach. 

 

You can feel under pressure to make things happen fast.  You may find yourself working 

hard to come up with elaborate action plans on the client’s behalf.  You can feel under 

pressure to suggest solutions, rather than take the time to inquire with the client and 

explore the organizational field and the client’s relationship to it.  Meaning making can 

be rapidly inferential.  You may feel your capacity to surface underlying field conditions 

to be limited or unavailable.  There may be a pressured and agitated quality to 

interactions with the client. 

 

Integration of disavowed aspect. 

 

Slow down and take time to sense into yourself.  Hold back on making solution-oriented 

interventions, resist the pull to get busy.  Pay attention to self-support, breathing and 

grounding.  Work at being a more reflective presence.  Be willing to articulate the 

emotional/energetic field for what it might reveal of the organization and your and your 

client’s relationship to it.  Spend time inquiring into field conditions.  Acknowledge any 

discomfort in the client. 
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Individualistic Paradigm – Field/Relational Paradigm 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

The client will tend to consider herself to be the centre of all learning and change.  She 

will look to developing her range and repertoire in the belief this is the only way to make 

a difference.  She may downplay or ignore the field conditions in which she works, or the 

other relationships that are also critical in making things happen.  A common orienting 

belief is “if only I were more/less….I could do …”.  The relational stance of the client 

towards others is I-It (Buber, 1958) or “subject-object” where others are seen as needing 

to be influenced in service of the individual’s agenda. 

 

Resonances in coach. 

 

As coach, you too may find yourself focusing on the client to the exclusion of the wider 

field and its impact on the client’s experience of herself and her challenges.  The work 

will tend to move in the direction of looking primarily at the client as if she were a closed 

system.  You may find that you are paying little or no attention to your relationship with 

the client and the subtleties of mutual influence, suggestive of actually being caught in a 

particular co-created phenomenon! 
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Integration of disavowed aspect. 

 

Remember whatever you are working on with clients that is pertinent to their personality 

characteristics and individual learning contracts, the work is taking place in a system of 

relationships.  Clients’ thoughts and feelings reveal not only their inner processing and 

meaning making, but will contain data about how they are being impacted consciously 

and unconsciously by the environment in which they work.  Remind clients of the 

dynamic interplay between their experience and perceptions and those of others.  You can 

model this by drawing attention to the way you and your client mutually influence each 

other in the coaching relationship. 

 

Omnipotence/Omniscience – Human Limitation 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

The client will appear driven to achieve greatness and success.  He will look to coaching 

to give him more and more tools in order to achieve an edge over others.  He will look to 

have his strengths mirrored and confirmed by the coach.  His contact style can lean 

towards introjection (if he thinks you have something to offer), as he is compelled to take 

in as much as he can in the belief that this will increase his knowledge capital through 

which to control and master the environment.  He may display anxiety, disinterest and 

criticism if something is unclear or ambiguous.  He will look for “tried and tested” 

solutions with “guaranteed outcomes”.  He may be prone to setting extremely high and 
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unrealistic targets for himself, and will discount any aspects of the field or context that 

may make it unlikely that he will achieve his targets.  Different perspectives in others 

might be viewed as obstacles to be dismissed and neutralized rather than engaged with 

and thought about. 

 

Resonances in coach. 

 

You may feel under pressure to “get it right”.  There will be little support in the field for 

ambiguity and uncertainty.  Consequently you may feel anxious when you experience 

moments of doubt or confusion, and quickly reach for pre-existing templates or maps to 

impose onto the client.  Coach and client may find themselves competing to prove the 

greatness of their individual experience and wisdom.  You may feel you need to list all of 

your past achievements and successes.  Recollections of challenging situations and 

difficulties may be curiously absent.  You may be reluctant to challenge where 

aspirations are clearly unrealistic.  The number of contracts for consulting and project 

management which promise the earth and deliver far, far less, testifies to the power of 

omnipotent fantasies in distorting perception of what is realistically possible. 

 

Integration of disavowed aspect. 

 

As a coach, befriend your own limitations.  This will undoubtedly involve much personal 

work.  Only when we can embrace our normal human limitation can we model a way of 

being that supports clients to manage anxiety in relation to their own.  Resist the pull to 
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stroke and shore up only the client’s strengths.  Inquire into the client’s challenges and 

acknowledge confusion and uncertainty as necessary parts of any journey of inquiry and 

learning.  By allowing ourselves to experience our “not knowing”, without judgement, 

our capacity to be open to discovery increases.  Be willing to talk about your own 

challenges, failings, and how you have learnt from these experiences. 

 

Deficit Model of Learning – Learning as Continuous Expansion 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

The client who holds a belief that learning is based on deficits is likely to be less 

supported and prone to shame.  She may see coaching as remedial rather than supportive 

and developmental.  There may be some truth in this, where a subtext to coaching might 

be to bring a client in line with behavioural expectations and ideals held by senior 

members of the organization hierarchy.  The client with this self-organization may look 

to the coach to tell her what to think and do.  She may feel or believe she has little 

experience and knowledge to draw upon. 

 

Resonances in coach. 

 

You may feel you have to tread carefully if you are resonating with any fragility in the 

client.  Alternatively, you may unconsciously pick up on the client’s desire to be told 

what to do, and find yourself getting busy and working hard on the client’s behalf. 
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Integration of disavowed aspect. 

 

Be interested in the client’s experience and views.  Hold back on getting busy.  Instead, 

ask the client for her thoughts and perspectives.  Work to surface what resources the 

client can draw upon in herself.  You can also ask the client what interests her and co-

create a learning contract that balances organization requirements with the client’s own 

areas of interest. 

 

Cult of the Expert – Expertise Held by Many 

 

Manifestation of dominant aspect. 

 

The client can project “expert” onto the coach.  He may appear to hang on the coach’s 

every word.  It is also possible that the client will feel diminished by his own projection 

and appear ambivalent towards you and your interventions.  The client may appear not to 

trust his own thinking and look to you to validate this.  He may become dependent on you 

(and vice versa!), telephoning frequently in order to run his thinking by you ahead of any 

meeting or intervention. 
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Resonances in coach. 

 

The conversation can feel one-sided.  You may find yourself talking a lot and working 

hard.  If you have concerns about your own competence you may feel shored up by the 

client’s apparent interest and willingness to accord you regard and status, or anxious that, 

at any moment now, you will be exposed as an impostor.   

 

Integrating the disavowed aspect. 

 

Be prepared to disclose your own uncertainties and confusion.  Demonstrate your 

comfort with not knowing or not being sure, and your capacity to think things through.  

Model reflective practice in order that the client can learn how to do this for himself and 

connect with his own resources, rather than imagine you, the coach, have all the answers.  

Where a client is ambivalent about the power he has accorded you, it can be useful to be 

willing to bumble a little, being human rather than superhuman or overly polished.  Resist 

any pull to “tell” or impart wisdom.  Practice a stance of what Adam Phillips (1998), in 

the context of psychoanalysis, refers to as having a  “stab at hinting”.  This is an attitude 

of tentative musing on the part of the coach, where clients are then likely to feel freer to 

pick up on, or to reject, what is being said on the basis of their own contacting and 

assimilating processes. 

 

 

 



42 
 

Conclusion 

Through these examples I hope to have given some illustration of the dynamic interplay 

of organism(s) and environment in configuring the moment-by-moment experience of 

coaches and their clients.  A relational perspective offers an expansion of coaching theory 

beyond an emphasis on models and tools, to encompass relational dynamics as both a 

source of data and experimentation in the service of individual and organizational 

change.  This can place challenges on both coaches and clients to bring more of 

themselves to the process of relating and inquiring.  As I write this conclusion, I am 

aware of the work that remains to be done in continuing to explore the implications for 

theory and practice of a relational orientation to coaching. 
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