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Coach, Know Thyself 

The Developmental Consciousness of Professional Coaches 

by  

Kimberly Ann Perry 

ABSTRACT 

This dissertation explores the developmental consciousness (DC) of a sample of certified 

professional coaches using Kegan’s (1982) constructive developmental theory as its 

foundation.  Kegan (1994) proposes five progressively complex stages of human consciousness 

and his empirical work has found most in the general population to be at the third stage.  Kegan 

(1994) argues that, given the complex demands of work and life, adults need to be at the fourth 

order of consciousness in order to be successful.  In order to facilitate the transformation of 

clients, professional coaches arguably will need to be at least the fourth order of 

consciousness.  However there is little existing research exploring the DC of coaches.  Thirty-six 

certified professional coaches participated in a Subject-Object interview (SOI), a validated 

measure of developmental consciousness (Lahey, Souvaine, Kegan, Goodman, & Felix, 

1988).  Results indicated that over a quarter of coaches (28%) had not achieved fully the fourth 

order consciousness.  A majority of coaches (66%) had achieved at least the fourth order or was 

in transition to the fifth.  Only six percent of the participants had achieved the full fifth order of 

consciousness.  

The research also explored whether the extent of coaching experience and/or the level of 

professional certification was positively related to greater developmental consciousness and 

surprisingly, found no clear relationships.  Finally, the study examined how coaches at the 

different levels of consciousness make meaning of their engagements with clients.  A broad 
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typology of coaches based on their stage of DC is presented.   The study found distinct 

differences in how coaches at the different levels of DC construct their engagements via analysis 

of six themes (anger, conflicted, changed, success, unsuccessful, and unconditional positive 

regard).  The results of this study point to the importance of attention to developmental 

consciousness in coaching education programs – including providing coaches with a 

developmental understanding of where they are on the consciousness spectrum and ways of 

increasing coaches’ complexity of mind.  This research suggests there are plenty of growth 

opportunities for coaches to achieve a greater level of developmental consciousness that will 

facilitate transformation in the clients they serve. 

  

Keywords: evidence-based research, coach developmental consciousness, constructive 

developmental theory, coaching, certified professional coaches, adult development, meaning 

making, coaching engagements. 
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CHAPTER ONE – THE STUDY 

 

Know Thyself.  To know oneself completely, one’s conscious and unconscious self, 

makes for power, self-control and success.  Individuals encounter difficulty only 

because they do not truly know themselves--their natures, limitations, abilities, 

motives.  (Socrates) 

 

Introduction 

My life’s work has centered around a passion to help other people grow and improve their 

lives.  In modern life, most of us spend our lives at work, and thus, organizations are places for 

our development and often how we construct meaning in our lives.  The relationship between 

people and organizations is both existentially and practically important in creating a sense of 

happiness through the actualization of individual potential.  The organization that emphasizes the 

importance of mental, spiritual, and physical attributes of its people, will better achieve its 

mission and vision.  The difficulty centers on developing an organization that can effectively 

execute while creating a balance between organizational needs and personal development.  

Executive and organizational coaches are the change agents that can navigate the interface 

between organizations and people to restore a more productive balance.   

The coaching engagement has the potential to transform both client and coach 

consciousness.  Contained within this helping relationship is the fertile ground necessary for the 

light of self-knowledge to enter the client’s consciousness.  The roots of client consciousness are 

determined by their thoughts and feelings, how they construct reality, find meaning, and develop 

purpose in their lives.  These roots grow more complex over time providing the nourishment 

necessary for growth.  By understanding where the client is along the spectrum of developmental 

consciousness, the coach can shed light on where they are, facilitating growth and development 

toward greater complexity of thought and action. 
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Ten years of scholarship and practice as an organizational and executive coach has ignited an 

insatiable curiosity about the development of effective coaches.  What makes an effective coach? 

How are professional coaches trained?  How does a coach know he or she is doing no harm? 

How do coaches uphold what Carl Rogers (1962) calls unconditional positive regard for their 

clients?  Rogers argues that unconditional positive regard is present when the client is accepted 

without judgment (1962).  He suggests that growth and development of the client is more likely 

when the client experiences congruence, empathy, and positive regard in a helping relationship 

(Rogers, 1962).  While Rogers argued for these competencies in the profession of counseling and 

therapy, experts in coaching have adopted this wisdom as a central tenet (Drake, Brennan, & 

Gortz, 2008; Stober & Grant, 2006; Wildflower & Brennan, 2011).  When the coach experiences 

unconscious or conscious feelings of frustration, boredom, dislike, or disappointment toward the 

client, what is the impact?  I have experienced negative feelings from both perspectives, as a 

coach, and as a client.  When I experienced my coach expressing anger and frustration toward 

me, I did not feel respected or understood, and my trust in this coach was lost.  Therefore, I 

ended the coaching engagement prematurely.  As a coach, I need to be consciously aware of 

what is going on within me, to be fully present for the client.  Being fully present is a complex 

dual awareness of my thoughts and feelings, while sensing the client’s experience.  Managing 

this dynamic environment to facilitate transformation is difficult and complex. 

During my study of human development, the theories of adult development were most 

appealing because of their practical application in understanding my own development as well as 

that of my clients.  One of the great contributors to the field is Robert Kegan (1982) and his 

constructive developmental theory (CDT).  Wildflower argues that constructive-development 

stages in Kegan’s model describe the various ways individuals make meaning and change over a 



3 

 

 

lifetime to become more complex human beings (2006).  CDT is a lifespan developmental 

construct with five evolutionary orders of consciousness: 

The first order of consciousness appears in young children from age 2 to 7 

years old.  They create meaning from a blend of fantasy and reality.  

Children perceive physical objects but cannot distinguish between them.  

There is no separation between objects, people, and self.  The self is 

driven by impulses. 

 

 

The second order of consciousness usually appears in children from 7 years 

until adolescence or early adulthood.  There is finally a separation of self 

(the subject) from others (objects).  They create meaning by learning to 

construct lasting categories where physical objects, people, and desires come 

to have properties of their own. They perceive these objects as distinct from 

me making the world concrete. 

 

 

The third order of consciousness appears during adolescence through young 

adulthood.  The subject can see another object is a subject.  The subject and 

object can observe each other and understand differences.  The world is 

more abstract, there are interpersonal relationships.  Their consciousness 

has evolved into the socialized mind.  They construct meaning based on the 

expectations and values of others, a socialized mind.    

 

 

 

The fourth order of consciousness appears in adulthood when 

individuals begin to create an internally consistent identity, a self–

authoring mind. When they reach this stage of development, they 

say we are now able to create our own expectations.  We aren't 

ignoring others' expectations, we are no longer completely made up 

by them, we are able to step back from them, we are able to 

evaluate them. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  First Order of Consciousness (Thomason, 2012) 

Figure 2.  Second Order of Consciousness (Thomason, 2012) 

Figure 3.  Third Order of Consciousness (Thomason, 2012) 

Figure 4.  Fourth Order of Consciousness (Thomason, 2012) 
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The fifth order of consciousness is rare and usually does not 

appear before individuals reach their 40s.  The self-

transforming mind is the highest order of consciousness. They 

make meaning through the interconnected relationship with 

another person or system.  They become more than who they 

are because of their interconnectedness (adapted from Kegan, 

1994; Kegan, 2013; Thomason, 2012). 

 

 

Appendix A provides a more detailed description of each of these developmentally different 

ways of viewing the world. 

 This idea of meaning making was a new model for me, yet it felt strikingly familiar.  

Laske (2006b) best described why this developmental construct seemed so familiar: 

When you think back five or ten years in your own life, you’ll find that you are able to do 

things today that you were incapable of doing or thinking earlier in your life, including 

seeing ethical conflicts clearly.  You thus already have an intuition of what “adult 

development” is. (p. 10) 

 

I could relate to this developmental theory both as a developing adult and as a coach responsible 

for developing executives.  The application of Kegan’s theory in this context centers around the 

way an executive makes meaning of key corporate issues – rather than in the specific issues, 

which often shapes the content of the coaching engagement.  The core of his theory is in the 

systemic approach to development by which people make meaning.  Kegan’s theory 

systematically blends what are referred to as a constructivist and a developmental approach to 

human self-understanding and behavior.  From a constructivist perspective, he argues that we 

construct our world through our interaction and interpretation of it, and from a developmental 

perspective, he suggests that humans qualitatively grow and change over time.  This is supported 

by the coach-client engagement.  With careful listening and probing questions, the client begins 

to reveal how he or she constructs reality.  During the conversation, the client leaves clues or 

Figure 5.  Fifth Order of Consciousness (Thomason, 2012) 
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signposts demarcating his/her developmental journey to date.  These signposts provide me with 

anchor points in order to bridge the gap between where the client is and where he or she wants to 

be.   

Another significant impact Kegan’s constructive developmental theory has on me as a 

coach, is that it activates my unconditional positive regard for the client’s current level of 

development.  Unconditional positive regard in the coaching context means the coach maintains 

a positive, accepting attitude towards the client in order to create a climate where change is more 

likely and where the development of the client is the central goal (1979).  The coach-client 

relationship is one of empathetic understanding, where the coach “senses accurately the feelings 

and personal meanings that are being experienced by the client and communicates this 

understanding to the client....[clarifying] not only the meanings of which the client is aware but 

even those just below the level of awareness” (Rogers, 1979, p. 99).  When the coach can notice 

the client creating meaning in ways that are more complex, and is able to reflect that meaning 

back to the client objectively, then the client has an opportunity to grow developmentally.   

  Research on the developmental consciousness of coaches has powerful implications for 

the success of coaching engagements.  Reflecting on my own experiences and observations led 

me to several profound questions: What would happen if a client is matched with a coach who is 

at a different level of developmental consciousness?  Are these engagements rewarding for the 

client?  Kegan’s (1994) research suggests that “one half to two thirds of the adult population 

appear not to have fully reached the fourth order of consciousness” (p. 191).  Therefore, in order 

to facilitate development in the client, the coach should be at least at the fourth order or higher in 

developmental consciousness (DC).  In the coaching literature and in professional competencies, 

coaches are supposed to be highly self-aware.  Self-awareness is an understanding of your own 
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personality and character.   Does this ability translate into higher DC?  These questions form the 

foundation and purpose of my study.     

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to establish the current state of DC in a yet unstudied 

population of professional coaches and to explore how DC relates to experience, level of 

coaching certification, and engagement with clients.  Experts at the intersection of CDT and 

coaching such as Michael Cavanaugh, PhD suggest that individuals who self-select the 

profession of coaching are more self-aware and therefore higher in DC.  However, this is not 

established empirically.  This study seeks to direct attention to developmental consciousness in 

the field of coaching and coaching education. 

The education curriculum of professional coaches varies greatly.  Some training or 

certification programs invest their time on only teaching the process of coaching, while other 

programs take a dual approach, teaching you how to coach and developing the coach to be able 

to recognize internal feelings and thoughts that emerge while coaching.  Based on my own 

observations of coaches in training in both types of programs, I argue that not enough time is 

spent developing self-awareness in the coach.  Coaching curricula need to invest more time in 

supervising coaching engagements, and offering post coaching reflections by the coach and the 

client.  These data need to be gathered by faculty and evaluated frequently, to provide the coach 

feedback when the coach’s developmental consciousness is helping or impeding the client’s 

development.       
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Significance of the Research 

 Evidence-based research is critically needed to establish the field of coaching as a 

scholarly profession with an empirical foundation and this study is intended to strengthen this 

foundation.  With the profession officially in its 20
th

 year, there is little empirical research 

dealing with the effectiveness of coaching (Kilburg & Diedrich, 2007; Stober & Grant, 2006). 

Therefore, it is up to scholar practitioners like me, to conduct valuable research blending existing 

knowledge, evidence, theory and practice.  By studying the developmental consciousness of 

coaches we can better understand how they manage the complex dynamic of client growth and 

development.  This study will be of interest to professional coaches, coach education programs, 

and coach-certifying organizations that are committed to effective coaching scholarship and 

practice.  Furthermore, this research has wider implications for the education of other helping 

professions such as the mental health and psychiatric fields.  

This study will contribute to understanding where coaches are in their developmental 

trajectory and what additional coach self-knowledge is needed to maintain the transformational 

process during the coaching session.  This study hopes to encourage more emphasis on the adult 

development of coaches in training programs.  The outcome of this research may shed light on 

need for greater developmental consciousness to effectively coach the client population they 

serve.  The essence of this study is a slight variation on the wisdom of Socrates.  Coach, know 

thyself completely, your conscious and unconscious self, makes for self-control and success in 

coaching.  While professional coaching is in its early development toward a fully recognized 

profession, it has the potential to become a powerful force for individual, organizational, social, 

and systemic change.  Executive and organizational coaches are the change agents that can 

navigate the interface between organizational goals and individual needs to restore a more 
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productive balance.  Documenting this potential through research is the evidence the profession 

needs to establish itself in the scholarly community.  

Multidisciplinary Focus 

 This study utilizes multidisciplinary research to understand the developmental 

consciousness of professional coaches.  Two core theoretical threads within the literature offer 

insight into this phenomenon.  The first is the literature of evidence-based coaching and its wide 

range of theoretical foundations used to strengthen its standing as a profession.  The second 

literature, that of adult development, specifically constructive developmental theory (CDT), 

focuses on the evolution of meaning and how reality is constructed toward greater complexity 

over time.  CDT is a theoretical foundation that sets the stage for understanding the 

developmental consciousness of the coach as well as the population of clients they serve to 

develop.   

My research contributes to these conversations by studying developmental consciousness 

in a yet un-tested population of professional coaches, to better understand how they construct 

meaning from their coaching experiences.  Coaches at different levels of developmental 

consciousness will describe their coaching engagements in qualitatively different ways.  It is my 

hope that the comparative analysis will be of great value to coaches and coach educators.  Being 

able to place oneself within particular order of developmental consciousness will be validating to 

some coaches, while a better understanding of what meaning making sounds like at higher orders 

of consciousness will create a need for other coaches to grow.  By realizing yet unachieved 

developmental consciousness, coaches and coach educators have an opportunity to develop 

curricula towards greater complexity of mind and unconditional positive regard for their clients.     
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CHAPTER TWO – REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

 I know not how I may seem to others, but to myself I am but a small 

child wondering upon the vast shores of knowledge, every now and then 

finding a small bright pebble to content myself with. (Plato) 

 

Introduction 

Like this image and quote, coaching is a small but a bright pebble in a promising but still 

developing field.  Among the big issues still being debated are, what is effectiveness in coaching 

and how can it be measured? What are the important areas of knowledge (including self-

knowledge) and competencies that a coach needs to be effective vectors of development in their 

clients?  These questions, and many others surrounding the coaching movement, can best be 

approached through deploying theory and research in addition to the more anecdotal insights of 

practice. 

This chapter will argue that theories of adult development can provide a rich foundation 

to understand the development of clients and coaches.  Specifically, constructive developmental 

theory (CDT) studies the phenomenon of the evolution of meaning or developmental 

consciousness (Kegan, 1982).  Extensive research using a particular approach to the 

measurement of developmental consciousness of adults, the Subject-Object Interview provides 

an understanding of where the populations of coaching clients are in their developmental 

trajectory.  This chapter explores CDT and its potential contribution to understanding the 

developmental consciousness of professional coaches themselves and the impact this may have 

on coaching interventions.  
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The Literature on Executive Coaching 

You cannot teach humans anything.  You can only help them discover it within 

themselves. (Galileo) 

 

The field of executive coaching has grown dramatically over the last 20 years in size and 

scope.  An unknown number of private and professional consulting firms offer proprietary, or 

standardized workshops, and executive coaching services.  Because of the demand for coaching, 

a growing number of academic institutions in the United States and internationally have 

sprouted, offering coaching programs packaged as graduate degrees, graduate certificates, 

continuing education courses, workshops, and other professional development (K. A. Perry & 

Starr, 2007).  With the presence of structured academic programs in prominent graduate schools, 

comes the requisite need for publications demonstrating the effectiveness of coaching.  However, 

with only 20 years of literature focused on the field, compared to other fields, the quantity of 

scholarly research on this subject is limited.  The scholarly conversation that does appear about 

coaching crosses a variety of disciplines including athletics, religion, psychology (humanistic, 

social, and developmental), aging, adult development and learning, neuroscience, education, 

systems thinking, organizational development change management, leadership, executive 

development, and the most recent to the scholarly scene, evidence-based coaching (EBC). 

The Evolution of Coaching     

The word coach was first documented in the 1550s, in the Hungarian village of Kocs, as 

the term for a covered carriage (Kocsi) used to transport passengers from one place to another 

(Harper, 2001).  Over the centuries the word has traveled and changed meaning.  In 1830 Oxford 

University applied it to an instructor or trainer who carries a student through a course or exam 

(Harper, 2001).  In 1861 it was used to describe someone who helps an athlete through practice 

and the game (Kilburg & Diedrich, 2007).  Then in 1866, it was applied to railway cars and used 
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to describe the economy class of transportation from 1949 to the present day (Harper, 2001).  

Out of the chaos of the megalithic bureaucracies of the 1960s and 1970s came the necessity for 

organizations to become more flexible in order to thrive.  In the 1970s to 1980s came the 

transition to collaboration with workers which necessitated widespread training, seminars, 

leading to teamwork and empowerment to ensure business performance (Hudson, 1999).  

Training seemed to resolve immediate skill-based corporate issues.  However, the issues seemed 

larger than the individual skills of a worker.  To handle the long-term issues facing 

organizations, consultants’ were ready to help corporate executives implement large systemic 

interventions.  Hudson suggests that the consultants approach to change had a fatal flaw; they did 

not last.  In the late 1980s organizational coaching was born out of the need for continuous 

improvement and sustained change (Hudson, 1999).  Hudson’s definition of a coach in this 

context is beautifully simple: “A coach is a person who works with emerging human and 

organizational forces to tap new energy and purpose, to shape new visions and plans, and to 

generate desired results” (Hudson, 1999, p. 6).  He asserts that there are eight reasons coaches 

are necessary throughout society:  

1. Coaches help adults manage change effectively 

2. Coaches model mastery 

3. Coaches provide ongoing training in technology 

4. Coaches elicit core values and commitments 

5. Coaches renew human systems 

6. Coaches sponsor future generations 

7. Coaches model collaboration and consensus building 

8. Coaches tap the genius of older workers (Hudson, 1999, pp. 7-11). 

 

In the wisdom of Galileo, coaches help people understand their personal and professional 

experiences and facilitate client self-actualization – the full realization of one’s potential.  
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What is Organizational Coaching?  

 There are a plethora of definitions available in the literatures that vary in substance and 

style.  Given the research question, this literature review focuses on professional coaching in the 

organizational workplace.  Specifically, I will be reviewing the scholarly discourse in the context 

of organizational, leadership, and executive coaching.  According to Witherspoon and White 

(1996) coaching is a continuous process which requires skill, depth of understanding, and 

practice to deliver its remarkable potential.  Grant, Cavanagh, and Parker (2010) define coaching 

as a collaborative relationship between coach and coachee to facilitate professional or personal 

goal attainment by helping the coachee to  

 Identify desired outcomes 

 Establish specific goals 

 Enhance motivation by identifying strengths and building self-efficacy 

 Identify resources and formulate specific action plans 

 Monitor and evaluate progress towards goals and 

 Modify action plans based on feedback  (A.M. Grant, Cavanagh, & Parker, 2010, p. 4).   

 

The process of coaching can be used in a wide variety of areas within the workplace.  Table 1 

outlines just a fraction of the scholarly conversation reviewed on organizational coaching and its 

applications. 
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Table 1 

 The Scholarly Conversation on Organizational Coaching Applications  

Coaching Applications Scholars 

Workplace Stress Reduction (Gyllensten & Palmer, 2005; Wright, 2007) 

Business Coaching (Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, & Stilin, 2005) 

Team or Group Coaching (Anderson, Anderson, & Mayo, 2008; Barrett, 2006; Brown & Grant, 

2010; Walker, 2005)  

Transformational Leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Boyatzis, Smith, & Blaize, 2006; Steinwedel, 

2005) 

Systemic Coaching (Cavanagh, 2006; Luthans & Peterson, 2003) 

Executive Coaching (Berger Garvey & Fitzgerald, 2002; Cavanagh, 2005; Chapman, Best, & 

Van Casteren, 2003; Crawshaw, 2005; Galuk, 2009; A. Grant & Zackon, 

2004; A.M. Grant, Curtayne, & Burton, 2009; Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck, 

1999; Jones, Rafferty, & Griffin, 2006; Kampa-Kokesch, 2001; Kampa-

Kokesch & Anderson, 2001; Kilburg, 1996, 2004; Kleinberg, 2001; Kralj, 

2001; Luebbe, 2005; Miller, 1989; Olivero, Bane, & Kopelman, 1997; 

Orenstein, 2006; Sherman & Freas, 2004) 

Peer Coaching (Capobianco, 1999; Gattellari et al., 2009) 

Skills Coaching (Witherspoon & White, 1996) 

Performance Coaching (Witherspoon & White, 1996) 

Developmental Coaching (Drath & Van Velsor, 2006; Laske, 1999a; Witherspoon & White, 1996) 

Evidence-Based Coaching (Cavanagh, Kemp, & Grant, 2005; Laske, 2004; Laske, Stober, & 

Edwards, 2003; Stober & Grant, 2006) 

  

Over the last 20 years, organizational coaching has evolved from new activity spread by 

word of mouth from one CEO to another on the golf course, to a worldwide developmental 

profession with annual revenue reaching $1.5 billion in the US with over 30,000 professional 

coaches globally (A.M. Grant et al., 2010).  The prevalence of coaching within organizations has 

reached 93% in U.S. global corporations, 88% in U.K. organizations, and over 64% in Australian 

companies (2010).  A recent survey of Australian professionals who received coaching indicated 

that their reason for staying with their organization was that the company provided them with a 

coach (2010).  The global demands, the explosion of information technology, the speed by which 
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change occurs exacts a heavy toll on even the best leaders. “Despite its growing importance, 

executive coaching remains unregulated, poorly defined area, with no licensing, credentialing, or 

professional designation” (Brotman, Liberi, & Wasylyshyn, 1998, p. 202).  Brotman et al. (2000) 

assert that for coaching to grow into its own discipline, coach standards and competencies need 

to be defined in order to preserve its integrity and maintain consumer confidence. 

Who Are the Coaches? 

 With the increased demand for organizational executive coaching, there is a plethora of 

coaching professionals hanging a shingle and selling their services to executives or organizations 

looking to develop their high potential leaders.  Because no universally accepted coaching 

credential has emerged, organizations and executives need to select the coach that best fits their 

needs.  A 2003 Corporate Leadership Counsel survey of where organizations locate suitable 

professional coaches found that organizations prefer to use their informal networks to find 

coaches for their executives (p. 24). Some organizations in the US and Australia have begun to 

require executive coaches be certified by the International Coach Federation (ICF) as a condition 

of contracting (A.M. Grant et al., 2010).  

Professional coaches come with a wide range of education, certifications, and experience. 

Coaches with a doctorate such as industrial and organizational psychologists have the highest 

level of education.  Sherman and Freas (2004) suggest that psychologists as executive coaches 

are too naive about business to win the trust of savvy executives.  Grant et al. (2010) assert that 

while coaching psychologists are not widely used in organizations, they are the most qualified 

and have training as scientists with a theoretical foundation, and the critical thinking skills 

supported by a long history of research to provide effective coaching.  However, the majority of 

practicing coaches do not have a terminal degree.  Coaches may have graduate degrees in areas 
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such as organizational development, or graduate school certificates.  Professional organizations 

like the International Coach Federation offer certifications provided coaches demonstrate their 

required competencies.   In its simplest form executive coaches may simply have extensive 

business skills and leadership experience with the confidence and patience to win the trust of the 

stakeholder or executive.  No matter the level of education,  professional affiliation, or 

experience, Kilburg and Diedrich (2007) suggest that executive coaches should have the 

following knowledge and expertise.  

 Psychology  Interpersonal Communication  Business Functionality 

 Individual assessment  Group Dynamics  Conflict mediation 

 Individual differences  Motivation  Board relations 

 Adult Learning  Organizational Development  Labor relations 

 Organizational Behavior  Understanding of the Industry  Video feedback 

 Change Management  Strategic Planning  Career development 

 Organizational Systems 

Theory 

 Communication  Stress management 

 Leadership  Business Ethics  Board relations 

 Organization restructuring  Work-life balance  Technology 

 Development of values, 

vision and mission 

 Team building and 

development 

 Quality and process 

management  

Note. Adapted from Kilburg & Diedrich, 2007, pp. 32-33. 

Brotman et al. (2000) suggest that in order to bring about lasting change in executives, 

coaches must possess 12 core competencies: (a) approachability, (b) comfort around top 

management, (c) compassion, (d) creativity, (e) customer focus, (f) Integrity and trust, (g) 

intellectual horsepower, (h) interpersonal savvy, (i) listening, (j) dealing with paradox, (k) 

political savvy, and (l) self-knowledge. 

 In an attempt to standardize the field of coaching, professional organizations were 

organized.  The European Mentoring and Coaching Council (EMCC) was established in 1989 

with 1,300 member coaches.  The U.S. based International Coach Federation (ICF) was founded 

in 1995 and now has a membership of 22,135.  Both of their missions are to set coach standards, 
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provide certification, and foster evidence-based coaching research to advance the art, science, 

and practice of professional coaching (EMCC, 2011; ICF, 2014c).  Each professional 

organization has its own set of coach competencies for membership.  Appendix D illustrates the 

EMCC Competency Framework and Appendix E illustrates the ICF Core Competencies Rating 

Levels.    

With such a variation of coach competencies and standards based on the practice of 

coaching being debated in the literature, it is difficult for the coaching movement to develop a 

strong theoretical foundation.  The field seems to be driven more by professional coaches’ desire 

for credibility through credentialing mills or training programs, neither of which guarantees solid 

professional training (A.M. Grant et al., 2010).   One way to accomplish this is to establish a 

standardized education program for coaches to be trained in these competencies. 

Executive Coaching as an Academic Discipline 

A growing number of academic institutions in the United States, Europe, and Australia 

offer coaching programs packaged as graduate degrees, graduate certificates, continuing 

education courses, workshops, and other professional development activities (K. A. Perry & 

Starr, 2007).  These coaching programs are housed within a variety of departments or schools 

including arts and sciences, psychology, business, education, public policy, and human resources 

(K. Perry, 2008).  Out of the chaos and turmoil of coaching education offerings, an orderly 

academic system began to emerge in the 21
st
 century.  Coaching now seems to be on a pathway 

toward becoming an academic field.  In 2005, an expansion of the U.S. academic coaching 

community occurred when a small number of other colleges and universities offering coaching 

programs formed a consortium.  One important goal was to form an alliance around the 

establishment of educational standards for academic and professional coaching programs.  At 
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this epicenter the “Graduate School Alliance for Executive Coaching” (GSAEC) formally 

assembled (2011).   A consensus began to form between the 11 member graduate schools which 

suggested that for executive coaching to become a recognized profession, it must have an 

academic foundation: 

 Adler School of Professional Coaching 

 Babson College 

 Fielding Graduate University 

 Franklin University 

 Kennesaw State University 

 Massachusetts School of Professional Psychology 

 New York University 

 Rutgers, The State University of NJ 

 University of Pennsylvania  

 University of Texas at Dallas (K. Perry, 2008). 

 

 GSAEC’s mission is to strengthen the discipline and practice of executive and organizational 

coaching by 

 Building, sustaining, and supporting a collaborative community of educators, researchers, 

practitioners, and consumers 

 Establishing and fostering academic standards for graduate-level courses and programs 

 Supporting academic institutions wishing to develop or re-design executive and 

organizational coaching programs 

 Compiling, organizing, sharing, and sponsoring research that builds the executive and 

organizational coaching community and contributes to the body of knowledge (GSAEC, 

2011). 

 

Stober and Grant (2006) suggest that coaching is still establishing its “credibility as an effective 

means for change and growth.  Linking coaching practice with existing, applicable bases of 

knowledge of science and practice is an important step in enhancing credibility and shifting from 

a focus primarily on techniques and skills to a broader and deeper understanding of relevant 

knowledge and coach education” (p. 1).  

In an effort to distinguish coaching from a simplistic informed practitioner model to an 

explicitly theoretically and empirically grounded model, Grant (2003) first coined the term 
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evidence-based coaching (EBC).  According to Stober and Grant (2006), EBC evolved from the 

medical and social service domains and is far more than “simply producing evidence that a 

specific coaching intervention is effective, or being able to demonstrate a return on 

investment….It is a broader view based on the underlying assumption that translating research 

evidence into practice can optimize outcomes” (p.5).  How to accomplish evidence-based 

coaching is at the epicenter of controversy.  The debate seems to center around which research 

methods can successfully evaluate coaching.  Methods range from the gold standard meta-

analysis-systematic reviews of randomized controlled trials, double-blind RCTs, controlled 

studies without randomization, quasi-experimental studies, non-experimental studies such as 

narrative, correlational, or case studies,  expert opinions and clinical experience (p.5).  “Critics of 

evidence-based practice have argued that the gold standard drives towards an unrealistic 

perfectionism and cannot, in fact deliver certainty” (Stober & Grant, 2006, p. 5).  The 

conundrum centers on the fact that coaching engagements are not medical interventions and 

therefore do not lend itself to valuation through medical methodologies.  Stober and Grant 

(2006) suggest a more sophisticated definition of the term evidence based practice: “the 

intelligent and conscientious use of best current knowledge integrated with practitioner expertise 

in making decisions about how to deliver coaching to individual coaching clients and in 

designing and teaching coach training programs” (p. 6).  This foundation provides the 

practitioner with the theoretical framework, critical thinking, and methodological rigor which 

can be used to navigate the complex transformation of clients.  What evidence-based research 

has been conducted on coaching? 
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Evidence-Based Coaching Research 

 Coaching research has grown significantly since its 1920 debut on the academic scene in 

a study on the effects of coaching on intelligence tests (Dunlap & Snyder, 1920).  A ProQuest 

search of peer-reviewed coaching papers excluding sports and athletics coaching yielded the 

following results depicted in Figures 6 and 7.  As you can see, scholarly papers on this subject 

have been on the rise since 1990.  Already in the first 2 years of this decade coaching papers are 

set to triple.     

 

Figure 6.  Proquest peer reviewed coaching papers 1920 to 1979. 

  

Figure 7.  ProQuest peer reviewed coaching papers 1980 to present. 
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Another ProQuest search of coaching dissertations and theses, excluding sports, physical 

education, and athletics, yielded 1,550 publications. The first dissertation on coaching was 

published by Gershman  (1967) on the effects of supervisor coaching on the attitude and 

performance of the subordinate.  Figure 8 depicts the coaching dissertations and theses published 

up to the present day.     

 

Figure 8.  ProQuest coaching dissertations and theses. 

An analysis of the ProQuest coaching dissertations and theses between 2000 and 2012 resulted in 

753 publications.  Table 2 shows the breakdown of these by subject category.  Coaching studies 
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Table 2 

 ProQuest Coaching Dissertations and Theses by Subject from 2000-2012 

Frequency Coaching Dissertation and Theses by Subject Category 

499 
Education, teacher, school, adult, reading, guidance counseling, special, bilingual, 

vocational, college, in-service training  

203 Organizational, management, executive, HR, business, leadership 

139 
Psychology, educational, developmental, social, behavioral, cognitive, personality, 

clinical, mental health 

36 Theology, religion, clergy 

16 Women’s studies 

33 Family, life, personal  

45 
Sociology, social work, cultural, government, criminology, minority and ethnic 

groups 

(April 2012) 

Further analysis of the ProQuest coaching dissertations and theses broken down by study type 

can be found in Table 3.    

Table 3  

ProQuest Coaching Dissertations and Theses by Study Type from 2000-2012 

Frequency Study Type Coaching Dissertation and Theses Publications 

65 Empirical (Lewis-Duarte, 2009; Newsom, 2008; Saling, 2005) 

59 Descriptive (Fanasheh, 2003; Kleinberg, 2001; Turner, 2004) 

250 
Case study (Brantley, 2007; Choi, 2005; Fahy, 2007; Fuhrman, 1990; 

Yedreshteyn, 2008) 

197 Survey (Gryschuk, 2005; Klopfenstein, 2007; Pecina, 2008) 

96 
Outcome (Dingman, 2004; Kappenberg, 2008; Lewis-Duarte, 

2009) 

5 
Randomized controlled (DeLong, 2002; Deviney, 1994; Dolhanty, 2005; 

McLaren, 2007; McMakin, 2007) 

14 Quasi-experimental (Gomez, 2005; McCoy, 2009; Rennick, 2002) 

12 Longitudinal (Adams, 2011; A.M. Grant, 2002) 

(April 2012) 



22 

 

 

Most of the research on coaching is empirical, descriptive, and anecdotal narratives on 

the experience of being coached.  According to Grant et al. (2010), very few of these studies use 

well established quantitative measures.  The more scientifically rigorous research has the fewest 

dissertations represented by the 18 studies using randomized controlled and quasi-experimental 

methods.  Three of the five randomized controlled studies involved coaching medical patients to 

achieve improved outcomes (DeLong, 2002; Dolhanty, 2005; McMakin, 2007).  McLaren (2007) 

studied the outcome of training along with peer coaching of Head Start teachers versus a control 

group who received training alone.  Deviney (1994) studied 45 supervisors at a nuclear power 

plant in which the group was divided up into three populations: one group received feedback and 

coaching from their managers over 9 weeks, one group received feedback with no coaching from 

their manager, and one control group who received neither.  In both these organizational 

coaching studies, there was no significant change in behavior from the groups who received 

training versus the control group.  One of the few randomized controlled research studies in the 

literature where coaching was found to improve goal attainment, increase resilience, and reduce 

stress was published by A.M. Grant, Curtayne, & Burton, (2009). This type of quantitative 

research is the best to determine coaching outcomes, however they are few in number and 

difficult to implement.   

 Quasi-experimental studies in coaching appear in greater frequency in the literature 

however the results so far have shown little certainty in the effectiveness of coaching (Gomez, 

2005; McCoy, 2009; Rennick, 2002).  On the other hand longitudinal studies have shown 

improved outcomes with coaching.  Adams (2011) conducted a 9-month study of 12 pre-school 

teachers who received coaching and developed greater complexity and accountability toward 

expectations in the mental models they used in the classroom.  Grant (2002) studied academic 
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coaching using three models: cognitive only, behavioral only, and a combined cognitive and 

behavioral coaching.  Only the combined approach saw increased academic performance 

immediately following coaching and then maintained their performance 6 months later.  Based 

on the current state of coaching research, more extensive evidence-based research that is 

grounded by theory needs to be conducted on coach effectiveness to ensure that coaches are 

effective vectors of transformation in their clients. 

The Literature on Constructive Developmental Theory 

My intention is to tell of bodies changed to different forms; the gods, who 

made the changes, will help me--or I hope so--with a poem that runs from the 

world's beginning to our own days…. 

The heavens and all below them, earth and her creatures, 

All change, and we, part of creation, also 

Must suffer change.  (Ovid, trans. 1955, p.3) 

 

Introduction 

With Ovid’s wisdom in hand, to fully understand how adults suffer change, the theories 

of adult development provide a rich foundation to understand the development of clients as well 

as coaches.  Based on the research cited previously both adults in this helping relationship are 

key to the success of the engagement.  As a scholar/practitioner and professional coach, theories 

of adult development were most appealing because of their practical application in understanding 

my own development as well as that of my clients.  Studying the giants of adult development 

such as Erik Erikson (1980), Robert Kegan (1982, 1994), Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990), and 

Abraham Maslow (1968) just to name a few, sheds light on human development in unique ways.  

Of these great contributors to the field, Kegan’s constructive developmental theory, is a lifespan 

developmental construct where adults construct meaning of their world, increasing in complexity 

over time.  Kegan’s theory describes a phenomenon, the evolution of meaning or developmental 

consciousness as humans develop.  Appendix A illustrates the dramatic differences in 
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consciousness that change over time.  These developmentally different orders of consciousness 

are based on what an individual can see (make object) or not see (are subject to).   

I embark on a journey to shed light on the research as it exists today on constructive 

developmental theory (Kegan, 1982, 1994).  Using critical analysis, I will present an overview of 

the literature on CDT, its strengths and limitations, including the significant questions which 

remain unanswered.  The knowledge I gain from this journey will inform the design of my own 

search for knowledge –evidence-based research--that will add new knowledge and wisdom to my 

community of executive coach scholar-practitioners.   To set the stage, it is necessary to present a 

brief history of constructive developmental theory (CDT). 

Origins of Constructive Developmental Theory 

The genesis of psychology began in 387 BC when Plato suggested that the brain is the 

mechanism of mental processes.  The word psychology is derived from the Latin words, Psyche 

– a Greek conception of the self, and logos – the Greek word for philosophy, the rational 

principle that governs and develops the universe.  According to Kegan, psychology is “a 

reckoning of the spirit” and to support his argument, he cites Hegel’s definition of spirit from 

The Phenomenology of Mind: “The spirit is never at rest and always engaged in ever progressive 

motion, and giving itself a new form” (in Kegan,1982, p.1).  It is this reckoning and motion 

which is the subject of Kegan’s book, The Evolving Self (1982).  Like Ovid in Metamorphoses, 

Kegan (1982) tells a story about adult transformation and development.  He describes the very 

nature of these forms and the experience of restless creativity and the courage it takes for us to 

discover again and again our new form.  “The zone of mediation where meaning is made is 

sometimes called the ‘ego,’ or the ‘self’ or the ‘person’” (p. 3).  For some experts, it is one of the 

many functions which make up a complex person.  While any number of theorists and 
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frameworks can be set to take an interest in the person as a meaning maker, the psychological 

traditions that have had the most impact on clinical and counseling psychology are two:  

1. The psychological traditions of neo-psychoanalytic, and the neo-psychoanalytic ego 

psychology (Erikson, 1950; Freud, 1936; Hartman, 1958; Kris, 1975) and the neo-

psychoanalytic object relations theory (Fairbairn, 1952; Guntrip, 1968; Jacobson, 

1964; Mahler, 1968; Winnicott, 1965).   

 

2. The existential-phenomenological tradition (Angyal, 1965; Lecky, 1945; A. H. 

Maslow, 1954; May, Angel, & Ellenberger, 1958) whose most influential exponent 

for counseling and clinical psychology has surely been Carl Rogers. (1951; in Kegan, 

1982, p. 3). 

 

Kegan’s (1982) theory proffers a third psychological tradition with a deep conviction to 

existential and dynamic personality psychologies called the “constructive-developmental (it 

attends to the development of the activity of meaning-constructing), and it has a venerable past in 

the meaning-making ranks” (p. 4).  Constructive developmental theory has its origins in the work 

of  giants such as James Mark Baldwin (1906), John Dewey (1963), and George Herbert Mead 

(1934) and the central figure, Jean Piaget (1936).  However, Kegan contends that his neo-

Piagetian theory would address many of the limitations of his predecessors’ constructs. 

According to Kegan (1982) the previous psychologies lack the theoretical and methodological 

rigor to speak with any depth in “an intersubjective way about this activity, to locate or even 

explored the regularities among persons in this activity, with respect to either its forms or its 

processes” (p.12).  Kegan contends that we are left with two un-integrated philosophies on 

meaning-making: (a) a rigorous but reductionist approach to meaning making and (b) the vague 

but richer conception of psychological activity.  He argues that by integrating these philosophies 

on meaning-making we would be able to “attend not only to the shape and sequence of our 

various consolidations of meaning, but to the universal processes themselves of constructing, 

defending, subordinating, surrendering, and reconstituting a meaning” (Kegan, 1982, p.12).  
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Kegan found wisdom in his more integrated constructive-developmental framework which 

studies the phenomenon in nature, the evolution of meaning.  His theory seems to identify a 

structure, itinerary, or map of how our thinking becomes more complex over time.      

Kegan’s Constructive Developmental Theory – The Evolution of Meaning 

 Kegan’s exhaustive study of Piaget’s physical and Kohlberg’s socio-moral construction 

of meaning, led him to offer a wider and more integrative explanation of the evolution of 

meaning: 

I consider the meaning of each evolutionary truce for basic organization of the 

psychological self-a lifespan developmental approach to object relations which describes 

a sequence of emotional, motivational, and psychodynamic organizations, as well as the 

now familiar cognitive and socio-moral ones. (Kegan, 1982, p.74) 

 

The constructive-developmental approach, which develops not out of this psychoanalytic 

tradition but out of the Piagetian one, takes a somewhat different view – both of the 

phenomena of infancy and other representations in the later living...Its argument, in fact, 

it's a shift of figure and ground.  It suggests that rather than understanding issues of 

differentiation and integration in the context of infancy, the phenomenon of infancy are 

better understood in the context of the psychological meaning of evolution, a lifetime 

activity of differentiating and integrating what is taken as self and what is taken as other. 

(Kegan, 1982, pp. 75-76) 

 

Kegan (1982) begins his neo-Piagetian theory with a more humanistic explanation of object 

relations: “our relations to that which has been thrown from us, or the experience of this 

throwing itself” (p. 76).  Central to his theory is an understanding of motion as the prior context 

of personality.  It is this motion that is the evolution of meaning, a constitutive activity (Kegan, 

1982).  This evolutionary activity involves constructing of the object (differentiation) and 

relating to it (integration).  Kegan (1982) refers to this process as subject-object relations, which 

emerge over a lifetime of development.  It is a “succession of qualitative differentiations of the 

self from the world, with a qualitatively more extensive object with which to be in relation 
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created each time; a natural history of qualitatively better guarantees to the world of its 

distinctness; successive triumphs of “relationship to rather than ‘embeddedness in’” (p. 77). 

In contrast, the Piagetian and psychoanalytic object relations theory looks to the early 

years of life for its tenets.  From the neo-Piagetian perspective infancy is not qualitatively any 

different from any other milestone in the lifespan.  The foundation of this perspective lies on the 

activity of meaning-constituted of evolution.  It is the transformation during the first 18 months 

of life that gives birth to object relations – “is only the first instance of that basic evolutionary 

activity taken as the fundamental ground of personality development” (Kegan, 1982, p. 79).  

Kegan posits that human development is a phenomenological process.  Meaning making is a 

multifaceted activity; a physical activity, which involves grasping and seeing; a social activity, 

which requires another person; and a survival activity in which by doing it we live.   

Appendix A illustrates in detail how Kegan (1994) organizes this activity within five 

“orders of consciousness”.  According to Love and Guthrie (1999), Kegan uses the term “order 

to indicate a dimensional quality (that is, a level) rather than a strict sequence (such as the term 

stage suggests).  Each successive principle transcends the last in the new way of knowing 

incorporates the meaning-making abilities of the last and the individual becomes able to reflect 

on these abilities” (p. 67).  Before outlining the five orders of consciousness, I think it is 

important to describe Kegan’s underlying assumptions for his theory.  Love and Guthrie (1999) 

summed up these five underlying assumptions of Kegan's theory quite succinctly: 

1. The orders of consciousness not only refer to how one thinks but more generally to how 

one constructs experience, which includes thinking, feeling, and relating to others. 

2. Kegan's orders concern the organization of one’s thinking, feeling, and social relating 

rather than the content. 

3. Each order of consciousness is constituted by a different subject-object relationship. 

4. The orders of consciousness are related to each other.  One does not simply replace the 

other; rather, each successive principle subsumes the prior principle.  Thus, the new order 

is higher, more complex, and more inclusive. 



28 

 

 

5. What is taken as subject and object is not fixed: what was subject at one order becomes 

the object at the next order.  Therefore, there is a developing ability to relate to or see that 

in which we were formally enmeshed. (p. 67) 

 

Kegan's construct includes five orders of consciousness, which demonstrates the movement of 

subject toward becoming object in the next order of consciousness. 

Five Orders of Consciousness 

Kegan developed these orders over many years of research and over the course of two books 

(1982, 1994).  His descriptions and examples of each order were quite intricate and exhaustive.  

Lahey et al (1988). describe each order in technical terms of how each is structured.  On the 

other hand, Love and Guthrie (1999) provided the most articulate and concise description of each 

order.  Brief descriptions of each order of consciousness from these three sources are as follows:  

Kegan’s Orders of Consciousness 

1. Single point, immediate, atomistic  (1
st
 Order of Consciousness)- For individuals 

at this order of consciousness the world is not concrete, and there is no realization 

that others have separate minds, separate intentions, and separate vantage points.  If 

their perception of an object changes, the object itself changes.  Children come to 

have reflexes rather than be them, and to the self is that which coordinates the 

reflexes through perceptions and impulses. 

2. Durable Category (2
nd

 Order of Consciousness) - Physical objects, people, and 

desires come to have properties of their own that characterize them as distinct from 

me.  Children now recognize that they are individuals with characteristics, and this 

creates a self-concept.  In addition, other people become “property”--bearing selves 

distinct from me.  A shift from a fantasy orientation to a reality orientation occurs in 

which individuals begin to develop self-sufficiency and take on the social role of a 

child.  Individuals are still concerned primarily with the pursuit on satisfaction of 

their own interests, or not yet able to own membership in the wider community than 

the one defined by self-interests, and they are not able to think abstractly. 

3. Cross-categorical, trans-categorical (3
rd

 Order of Consciousness) - Individuals 

start to reflect on the type of friends they are.  They also begin to consider not just 

what will happen to them or to their wants but what will happen to the bonds or 

relationships in their life.  As a result, individuals become able to subordinate some 

of their own interests to a shared interest, instead of only being able to get their own 

needs met.  At this order, in addition to the ability to construct one's own point of 

view, the recognition emerges that others are constructing their own points of view 

as well.  This requires movement from I am my point of view to I have a point of 

view. 
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4. System/Complex (4
th

 Order of Consciousness)– Individuals who reach this order 

develop the capacity to stand outside of their values and form a deeper internal set of 

convictions that form a context for and regulate behavior.  These values about 

values provide a means for choosing among values when in conflict.  Rather than 

being regulated by, and held to the standard of a value, ideal, or belief, an individual 

at the fourth order would have to be able to subordinate a perfectly respectable ideal 

(like openness and honesty) to a bigger theory or ideology that can regulate the 

ideal.  The making of an ideology involves an ability to “subordinate, regulate, and 

indeed create (rather than be created by) our values and ideals -- the ability to take 

values and ideals as object rather than subject of our knowing.” 

5. Trans-system, trans-complex (5
th

 Order of Consciousness)– Individuals hold 

suspect their sense of their own and each other's wholeness; they reject false 

assumptions of distinctness or completeness.  The self-as-system is seen as 

incomplete--only a partial construction of all that the self is.  It is the process of 

creating self through relationships that is imperative.  The shift to this way of 

meaning making can be accomplished by an experience of losing one's balance or a 

sense that one's personal organization is threatened or about to collapse.  A sense of 

boundaries being violated maybe felt.  Fears may also develop about losing one's 

control and sense of being distinct.  A key tenet of this order is a new orientation 

toward contradiction in paradox.  Rather than feeling a need to choose between the 

two poles in a paradox, an individual recognizes the contradiction and orients 

towards the relationship between the poles. 

 (Adapted from Kegan, 1982, 1994; L. Lahey et al., 1988; Love & Guthrie, 1999) 

Appendix A describes Kegan’s orders of consciousness in greater detail.  Kegan argues that there 

is no guarantee that any one of us will ever achieve the fifth order of consciousness; it is 

comforting to know that there is more development yet to be achieved. 

With descriptions of each order of developmental consciousness in hand, the next question 

that came to mind was, I wonder where we are on this evolutionary journey?  At what level does 

the general population construct meaning? To answer these questions, a review of the research 

literature was the next step in this journey.  

The State of Developmental Consciousness in the General Population 

Kegan (1994) argues that in order to be effective partners, parents, workers, and leaders 

individuals must be capable of self-authorship (4
th

 Order of Developmental Consciousness).  

Each order of development takes a conscious step towards greater complexity of meaning.  For 
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example, achieving the fourth order is more about the gradual process of growth in 

consciousness than it is about mastering new cognitive skills.  Kegan supports his claim that 

different orders of mental complexity are developmental through longitudinal research.  His 

research involves following adults over a period of several years, conducting and re-conducting 

subject-object interviews to see if there is evidence of a change in mental complexity or structure 

of consciousness over time.  This longitudinal study of developmental consciousness in adults 

was conducted by Kegan, Lahey, Souvaine, Popp, and Beukema over a 9 year period (Kegan, 

1994, pp. 189-90).  Twenty-two adults were interviewed and re-interviewed annually using the 

Subject-Object Interview.  The results of his findings can be found in Appendix B.  The results 

showed that adults were constructing reality with greater complexity over time.  This process 

takes time, developing slowly, an incremental step towards the next order of consciousness in a 

year period.  The scoring of these interviews was blinded, so researchers did not know the 

previous year’s results.  The researchers double scored many of the interviews and had high 

inter-rater reliability. The results showed that over time, participants made slow progress towards 

the next order. However, some participants stayed at the same order of consciousness for several 

years.  

Kegan further define these sub positions between two orders of consciousness as follows:  

Between the third and fourth orders, it distinguishes between ways of organizing in 

which:  

 Only the third order is in evidence (designated “3”);  

 The third order begins to be reflected on, but the fourth order is not yet constructed 

(designated “3(4)”);  

 Both the third and fourth order principles are in evidence, but the third order 

predominates (designated “3/4”);  

 Both the third and the fourth order principles are in evidence, but the fourth order 

predominates (designated “4/3”);  

 The fourth order is the governing principle but it must work at not letting the third 

order intrude (designated “4(3)”); and  
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 The fourth order is securely established (designated “4”); adapted from Kegan, 1994, 

pp. 189-90).  

 

Measuring Developmental Consciousness – The Subject-Object Interview 

The Subject-Object Interview is the method used to reliably distinguish six sub positions 

between any two orders of consciousness.  It is a 90-minute interview used to “assess an 

individual’s unselfconscious ‘epistemology’ or ‘principle of meaning-coherence’” (L. Lahey et 

al., 1988, p. 427).  This assessment was designed by Kegan and his associates of the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education based on his constructive developmental theory first espoused in 

his book, The Evolving Self (Kegan, 1982).  This assessment is considered a “Piagetian semi-

clinical interview in which the experimenter asks questions to determine how a given ‘content’ 

(e.g., the same quantity of water in two differently shaped glasses) is construed” (L. Lahey et al., 

1988, p. 427).  The content generated during the interview is from the real-life experience of the 

person being interviewed.  The content is the interviewee’s thoughts and answers which come 

from the heart (emotional) as well as the mind (cognitive), and the intra and interpersonal aspects 

of how the individual constructs his or her reality.  In order to understand how the individual 

experiences reality, both interpersonally and intrapersonally, real-life situations are elicited 

through a series of 10 possible probes.  The interviewee selects the one or two probes that he or 

she finds most compelling.  The interviewer then explores the individual’s underlying level of 

epistemology with a series of deeper questions about the situation the probe elicited.   

The interview is recorded, transcribed, and analyzed.  The analysis is a process of looking for 

segments or bits, which are expressive of subject-object structure.  Those new to scoring the SOI 

often misunderstand what denotes structure.  The misunderstanding centers around the attempt to 

analyze the interviews by “identifying stage-typical themes, preoccupying concerns or motives.  
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Actually, subject-object balances have nothing to do with specific themes, motives, issues of 

preference.  The subject-object balances are principles of organization.  These themes, motives, 

and issues are stereotypical contents of organization” (L. Lahey et al., 1988, p. 12).  The units of 

analysis are the subject-object structural bits, which are identified in the transcribed interview.  

“A typical interview may have from 8-15 such units.  Each unit is scored independently and an 

overall score is arrived at through a uniform process.  Interviews are usually scored by two raters 

to determine interrater reliability, at least one of the raters having previously demonstrated 

reliability” (L. Lahey et al., 1988, p. 427).  The analysis culminates in a score which 

“distinguishes 5 increasingly complex epistemologies believed to evolve in sequence, each 

successive epistemology containing the last.  The assessment procedure is able to distinguish five 

gradations between each epistemology, so over 20 epistemological distinctions can be made” (L. 

Lahey et al., 1988, p. 427). 

Subject-Object Interview Validity and Reliability 

The Subject-Object Interview has been used since 1983 by researchers studying 

developmental consciousness in a variety of populations.  Hundreds of interviews have been 

conducted all over the world with “children as young as eight and adults in their seventies; with 

psychologically troubled persons and those functioning well and happily; with all social classes 

with males and females” (L. Lahey et al., 1988, p. 427).  Inter-rater reliability in these studies has 

“ranged from 0.75 to .90.  One dissertation reports a test-retest reliability of 0.83.  Several report 

expectably high correlations with like-measures (cognitive and social-cognitive measures), a 

preliminary support for the measure’s construct validity (L. Lahey et al., 1988, p. 427). 

Based on the research using the Subject-Object Interview, Kegan successfully argues 

through his plethora of detailed case examples and research outcomes that societal demand 
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placed on adults: as parents, partners, colleagues, and at work, requires fourth order 

consciousness to be successful and well-balanced.  Kegan takes this one step further by asking 

critical questions such as, How well does the consciousness of contemporary adults match the 

complexity of the mental demands made of them? Just how common is the phenomenon of being 

“in over one's head”?  Kegan never published the results of his 9
th

 year follow-up interviews of 

all participants.  To satiate his readers’ curiosity, he gathered the findings of others who 

continued his research using different populations.  Kegan’s composite analysis of similar 

research conducted by others of 13 studies demonstrated qualitatively that most adults are in fact 

“in over their heads” (Kegan, 1994).  Kegan argues that the demands and expectations of modern 

life exceed most adults’ mental complexity.  “At any given moment, around, one half to two 

thirds of the adult population appear not to have fully reached the fourth order of consciousness” 

(Kegan, 1994, p. 191).  For more detailed information on Kegan’s research and how he came to 

this conclusion based on a composite sampling of the research, please refer to Appendix C.  As a 

result of careful analysis of these published studies, there is a greater understanding of the state 

of adult development in the general population using the Subject-Object Interview based on 

Constructive Developmental Theory.  In this next section, I will review critiques of CDT. 

Critical Analysis of Kegan’s Constructive-Developmental Theory 

McCauley et al.’s literature review of constructive-developmental theory from a leadership 

perspective was very helpful in understanding the conversation that existed up to the year of its 

publication (McCauley, Drath, Palus, O'Connor, & Baker, 2006).  According to the authors, 

there is mixed support for the general idea that a leader’s order of consciousness has a direct 

impact on his/her leadership effectiveness or performance.  During the review, the authors found 

a number of limitations in the research and suggest that more robust research is needed to link 
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more clearly with on-going streams of leadership research, and to explore the aspects of the 

theory beyond individual order of development.  The most significant limitation in the literature 

McCauley et al. found was the small sample size.  Like McCauley, post 2006, I found very little 

additional research published using CDT and the Subject-Object Interview.  I was able to find 

only one significant research project that is currently underway to measure leader development 

over time that addresses many of the limitations McCauley identified.  

The genesis of this research began with Anthony Grant, Director of the world's first 

Coaching Psychology Unit at the School of Psychology at Sydney University, who acquired 

funding from the Australian Research Council Linkage Grant (2007-2010) totaling $3.5 million 

to conduct coaching research on Developing Leadership for High Stress Workplaces: Improving 

Well-Being, Engagement, Productivity and Staff Retention (A.M. Grant, 2010).  The research 

investigators; Michael Cavanagh, Paul Atkins, and Gordon Spence are “investigating the 

connection between managers abilities to engage with multiple viewpoints, and workplaces 

where staff are productive and flourish” (Whitelock, 2010, para. 1).  This 3-year randomized 

controlled study (n=270) of 180 leaders and managers from a law firm and five Sydney hospitals 

will assess the adult development under three conditions/cohorts.  The conditions/cohorts include 

training alone, training plus coaching, and a control cohort.  The participant’s adult development 

is measured using the Subject-Object Interview at three intervals: pre, post, and 12-month 

follow-up for each of the three conditions/cohorts.  According to Michael Cavanagh, principal 

investigator, this research is critical in understanding the impact coaching can have on the ability 

of leaders to handle the demands of the workplace.  The researchers are investigating whether 

training alone or training supported by coaching can change the developmental consciousness of 
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the managers.  Their hypothesis is that managers who receive training and coaching will have 

increased developmental consciousness. 

What is most exciting about this research is that I was privileged to participate directly in 

the study as a research consultant and reliable scorer of participant Subject-Object Interviews.  In 

addition, as a member of the research group, I participated in weekly discussions of scoring 

strategies and SOI interview segments.  During one of the research group discussions, I recall 

Michael Cavanagh (personal communication, October 10, 2010), the principle investigator 

issuing criticism of Kegan’s construct.  Cavanagh believes that the order of consciousness one 

finally achieves is not as fixed as Kegan suggests.  It has been Cavanagh’s experience that under 

significant workplace stress, individuals can regress to lower orders of consciousness.  Once the 

stress subsides, the person can operate at a higher order.  This criticism identifies the precarious 

position is in as one transitions from one order to the next.  My next thought was, if this is true, 

then how can we as researchers accurately determine the order of consciousness of the research 

participants? How do we know if their result is a current state (favorable conditions) or regressed 

state of consciousness (stressful conditions)?  In addition, Kegan would argue that it takes an 

adult a significant period of time, and a lot of self-work to move from one order to the next.  Will 

enough time/learning have taken place to see any significant change in developmental 

consciousness?  

With all these concerns swirling around in my head, I wonder to what extent my research 

findings will help to answer these complexities.  In my scholarly opinion, this research will have 

a greater impact on evidence-based theories of coaching.  This study seeks to add new 

knowledge to deepen our understanding of how CDT combined with coaching can impact an 

individual’s developmental consciousness over time.    
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Love and Guthrie (1999) suggest that Kegan (1994) focused his theoretical application 

primarily in the context of the demands of daily life.  They also suggest his theory has practical 

applications within coaching, and other helping relationships.  Popp and Portnow (2001) suggest 

that Kegan's theory (1982) of adult development draws upon Winnicott’s (1965) construct of a 

“holding environment” while relating it to the process of development throughout life.  

“Constructivist theories of developmental change cast the individual as an active agent in his 

own growth.  These theoretical models share the conviction that individuals are consistently 

engaged in constructing knowledge, imposing meaning, organization, and structure upon 

experience.  It is this process that brings coherence and ballast to our lives” (Popp & Portnow, 

2001, pp. 52-53).  Stober and Grant (2006) argue that constructive-developmental theories focus 

on development in particular and specific ways: 

Constructive-developmental theories focus on complexity and perspectives taking; thus they 

do not focus on many other aspects that make humans interesting and unique--nor do they 

focus on group or systems interactions (although there is much to be learned about groups 

and systems from paying attention to the meaning making of individuals).  These theories 

don't claim that perspective taking is the most important part of an individual; they must 

attempt to understand (and sometimes measure) this one facet of human experience. (p. 79) 

 

 Jennifer Berger Garvey (2006) also suggests the most serious criticisms of developmental 

theories are twofold; they can be judgmental and they privilege some things over others in a 

hierarchical bigger is better design: 

Developmental theories are hierarchical, and they do have an internal belief that as you 

move along your developmental path, you have more of some things than you had before 

(and, necessarily, more of some things than others who are not yet as far as you).  

Developmental theories do also privilege some things; constructive-developmental 

theories privilege ability to take multiple perspectives and see many shades of grey.  Both 

of these serious critiques are accurate. 

 

I believe that while these are true, they are not inherently problematic.  We all have 

judgments inside us about our clients (and our partners and our families and ourselves). 

Developmental theories don’t create such judgments, they shape them and offer a 
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framework for making good decisions about them…. Development is just another way of 

categorizing our judgments so we can test them and decide whether they’re worth 

holding on to – and worth helping our client work on. (2006, pp. 94-95) 

 

Karen Eriksen (2006) suggests that developmental perspectives like Kegan’s offer hope 

because “client problems or positions are not permanent; instead, change and growth are ever 

occurring and always possible” (p. 290).  These developmental theorists suggest that people have 

the capacity to move forward, change and adapt.  The focus of the developmental perspective is 

actually on change and the process of adaptation over time and in a socio-historical context. 

However, Eriksen also identifies the challenges that exist by viewing people from a 

developmental stage perspective.  People are not consistent in their meaning-making systems 

across life circumstances and operate from different stages when in different settings: 

Someone may operate from Kegan's fourth order of consciousness when counseling and 

supervising but a third order of consciousness when getting their car fixed.  Adults who 

have successfully worked in one setting may find themselves operating at a more limited 

stage when beginning to work in a new work setting…. under stress individuals may 

operate from a lower developmental stage.  These ideas counter Kegan's conception of a 

person reaching a level of meaning making that accounts for all areas of life (2006, 

p.296).   

 

Other critics of developmental theories have emerged from the feminist and narrative theorists 

(Eriksen, 2006).  They view the “hierarchies of stage models of development as patriarchal and 

consider the expert evaluation supervisees’ or clients’ developmental capacities to be patronizing 

and egotistical” (pp. 296-297).  On the other hand, Eriksen notes the limitations of this thinking: 

Feminist and narrative theories apparently failed to realize that the co-construction (the 

notion that supervisors and counselors should, for instance, decide together how 

supervision ought to be conducted and what a counselor might learn) that they advocate 

may itself require developmental capacities beyond those of many supervisors and 

therapists. Furthermore, feminists point out, and Kegan agrees, that women are socialized 

into the characteristics more fully associated with the interpersonal stage and men to the 

institutional stage. (p. 297) 

 

To assume that women are less developed, just because of their upbringing, than men is  
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disconcerting and overgeneralized.   

  

Judy Stevens-Long  (1979) suggests that Kegan's theory is an “ambitious version of ego  

development” and like other critics, she considers it a “hard” stage theory: 

He is postulating that Piagetian style stages occur in adulthood as well as childhood and 

adolescence.  This means that all the earlier skills and abilities are subsumed in later 

stages, so very little variation in thinking from one situation to another is permitted and 

no regression is thought to occur.  These are general assumptions upon which many 

critiques are mounted (by showing through research that these assumptions are not 

met).  He also assumes that specific learning experiences do not change one’s 

developmental level.  Beyond that, of course, is the general assumption that higher stages 

are more “sophisticated,” or better somehow.  There is a social justice critique of some 

proportions here since there is cross-cultural evidence that the highest stages rarely 

emerge outside of a Western type higher education. (Judy Stevens-Long, personal 

communication, 2009) 

Baxter Magolda, Creamer, and Meszaros (2010) would agree with Stevens-Long by 

suggesting that “collectivist cultures may give people less epistemic authority than individualist 

cultures do, prompting differences in evolution and endpoints of meaning making” (Baxter 

Magolda, Creamer, & Meszaros, 2010, p. 268).  Another criticism this group of scholars have 

identified is in the research methodology.  For example, there is great “difficulty in assessing 

underlying meaning-making structures that are used across context and that distinguish between 

stages of reasoning that are recognized or articulated from those actually employed” (p. 221).  

The problems center around the existing measures (i.e., the SOI) as constructed on the 

participants’ perspective in which culture and context can have a significant impact.  They 

suggest more work is needed to create a “valid, less time- and expertise-intensive measures of 

self-authorship [4
th

 order] [that] would go a long way in pursuing theoretical questions and 

assessing self-authorship in practice” (p.280).  With the scholarly discourse of CDT identified, it 



39 

 

 

is necessary to summarize my own assessment of CDT’s strengths and weaknesses as a scholar-

practitioner coach.    

While proponents and critics of constructive developmental theory abound, many of 

Kegan’s fellow neo-Piagetian constructive-developmental contemporaries have added to his 

construct in other domains of human development.  Table 4 outlines just a few of these important 

contributions within their specific domains. 

Table 4 

Contributions to Human Development Literature by Neo-Piagetian Constructive 

Developmentalists  

Domain of Human Development Neo-Piagetian Constructive-Developmentalists 

Abstract thought  (Basseches, 1984; Commons, 1990; King & 

Kitchener, 1994; Kohlberg, 1969, 1981; W. G. 

Perry, Jr., 1970) 

Adult learning and higher education (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; 

Berger, 2004; Daloz, 1986; Macuika, 1990; 

Mezirow, 2000; W. G. Perry, Jr., 1970; 

Weathersby, 1976) 

Moral and spiritual development (Fowler, 1981; Kohlberg, 1969, 1981; Parks, 

1986) 

Social and psychological development (Noam, Powers, Kilkenny, & Beedy, 1990; 

Selman, 1980; Stone, Patton, & Heen, 1999) 

Skill development  (Kitchener & Fischer, 1990) 

Self and identity development (Harter, 1999; Kegan, 1982, 1994; Kitchener, 

1986; Loevinger & Wessler, 1970) 

Role capacity, professional effectiveness 

and role leadership  

(Jentz & Wofford, 2004; Kegan & Lahey, 1983; 

Lewis & Jacobs, 1995; B. Torbert & Cook-

Greuter, 2005; W. R. Torbert, 1976, 1991) 

Ways of organizing information (Fischer & Pipp, 1984; Kitchener & Fischer, 1990) 

The holding environment (Winnicott, 1965) 

Personality theory, race, gender, class, or 

cultural difference 

(M. B. Baxter Magolda, 1992; C. Gilligan, 1993; 

Heath, 1983; Jacobi, 1973; Myers, 1993) 

Organizational transformation (Fisher, Rooke, & Torbert, 2000; Senge, Ross, 

Smith, Roberts, & Kleiner, 1994) 
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CDT’s Strengths 

Life is a succession of lessons which must be lived to be understood. (Keller, n.d., para. 1) 

   

This quote above best describes Kegan's constructive developmental theory.  Keller 

describes the process of developing from subject (lived experience) to object (understood 

experience).  Kegan stood on the shoulders of giants like Rogers, Erikson, Piaget, Kohlberg, and 

Perry in his new theory on human development.  He constructed his theory based on the 

limitations of his predecessors and developed a researchable process which provided the 

evidence that development continues throughout the lifespan.  As a scholar practitioner and a 

professional coach, the strengths of Kegan’s theory have added value to my coaching practice in 

three major ways.  First, his theory has provided me with valuable insight and understanding of 

how I construct meaning over time, as well as how my clients evolve.  By understanding where 

my clients are in their developmental trajectory, I can meet them where they are and then help 

develop them to the place where they want to be.  Second, his construct helps me maintain 

positive regard for my clients by understanding this journey will take time.  Some clients may be 

ready to bridge the gap between one suborder of consciousness to the next; some may not be 

ready to challenge their understanding of reality.  Third, I have supplemented my coaching 

strategies with new techniques, especially when working with clients who construct 

consciousness at a higher level than I do.     

The critical question for me at this moment, is that if over half of the population are “in 

over their heads,” these results could explain need for professional coaching services.  

Professional coaches may not be developmentally aware enough to handle the clients that are 

lower or higher than their own level of consciousness.  A developmental gap between coach and 
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client could affect the success of the coaching engagement.  Further study of the literature may 

reveal an opportunity for future research. 

CDT’s Weaknesses 

 In my scholarly estimation, the method for assessment of Kegan’s order of 

developmental consciousness is its greatest weakness.  After studying how to interview and score 

participants using Subject-Object Interview (SOI) for over 2 years, it is a difficult assessment for 

several reasons.  First, it is expensive (due to transcription fees) and time consuming to 

administer (90 minutes to interview, and at least 2 hours to score).  In addition, the SOI is 

difficult to learn in two major ways.  The skills used to score the interview are quite different 

from the skills used to interview a participant.   

The challenge in scoring SOIs is not to get sidetracked by the story, specific language, or 

let my own construction of reality get in the way of finding the persons’ meaning-making 

structure.  There were times when I came up with a quite different score than my colleagues on 

the same SOI interview.  In a group discussion, we would defend the structure we identified to 

come up with a consensus as to the level of meaning-making.  How do we really know where the 

individual is actually operating?  Based on this experience, I wonder if there is a more effective 

way of assessing meaning-making. 

  The challenge in interviewing is in asking the right question that moves the participant 

from the level of the story and to a deeper level about the origin of their thought process.  Was 

their meaning based on others’ thoughts of what they should do or was it self-authored?  It was 

difficult to fully assess the ceiling of their meaning making (where they couldn’t find words to 

explain where their idea came from) in the 90-minute timeframe.   
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The next step is to review the literature to uncover the discourse at the intersection of 

CDT and coaching.  Understanding what research questions remain unanswered, I can design 

meaningful research that will add new knowledge to my community of scholar-practitioners in 

the field of leadership development and executive coaching.  William G. Perry Jr.’s sage advice 

is apropos at this juncture:  

The wisdom doesn't come from the theories; the theories come from the wisdom.  And the 

wisdom comes from the defeat of all the more attractive alternatives. (Gilligan, Kegan, & Sizer, 

1999, para. 8)                                                    

 

Literature at the Intersection of CDT and Coaching  

Creativity--like human life itself – begins in darkness. (Cameron, 2009, para. 1) 

  

This image and quote creates a powerful metaphor for the potential of the executive 

coaching engagement.  It is within this helping relationship where the spark of 

creativity enlightens the human potential for both the client as well as the coach. 

The coaching engagement can lift the covers of darkness allowing the light of self-knowledge 

and understanding to enter the client’s consciousness.  It is my purpose as a professional coach to 

create an awakening within the client, where he or she learns more about him/herself and 

uncovers what he or she does not yet know or understand.  It is taken for granted within the 

coaching profession and often assumed, since both the coach and client are both adults who have 

achieved some level of maturity, all or most coaches are capable of helping another adult achieve 

an awakening.  Not so, according to Leni Wildflower (2006), “It is not possible to coach 

individuals who are at a level [Order of Consciousness] above your own” (p. 23).  Otto Laske 

(2006b) would concur, in suggesting:  
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The higher stage of maturity a coach has reached, the greater is his or her potential to 

help clients.  Of course, this only holds to the extent that the coach has learned to 

recognize and take into account the client’s own developmental stage.  It also means that 

if the coach functions at a lower stage of maturity than the client, ethical issues can arise 

since in that case the coach may arrest or delay, and thus harm, the client’s mental 

growth.  (p. 10) 

 

As a scholar/practitioner coach Laske’s hypothesis is quite concerning.  Research has established 

the current state of developmental consciousness in the western adult population.  If coaches 

effectively facilitate the development of their clients, coaches must be at an equal or higher level 

of developmental consciousness.   

 A ProQuest Dissertation and Theses search using constructive developmental theory 

yielded 174 publications within different domains such as education, psychology, religion, and 

organizational (see Table 5). 

Table 5 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Using Constructive Developmental Theory  

Dissertations & Theses                                                        Quantity 

Constructive Developmental Theory (CDT) 174 

CDT & Education 82 

CDT & Psychology 136 

CDT & Religion 35 

CDT & Organizational 26 

CDT & Leadership 23 

CDT & Executive 11 

CDT & Coaching 4 

(April 2012) 

As you can see from this search, a relative dearth of dissertations and theses cover the topic of 

coaching and constructive developmental theory.  Only four dissertations covered these two 

areas of interest (Astorino, 2002; Diehl, 2010; Laske, 1999b; Scott, 2009).  With these four 
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dissertations in hand, I will embark on a critical analysis which will explore how constructive 

developmental theory is being used in coaching-related research.     

 Astorino Dissertation 

Michael Astorino’s dissertation (2002) presented an integral model of executive 

coaching.  The foundation of his coaching model was based on Kegan’s constructive 

developmental theory.  “The outlook of this dissertation will emphasize more ‘what is’ executive 

coaching as well as ‘how to do’ it” (p. vii). Astorino’s intention was to contribute to the 

knowledge base by grounding executive coaching research in the applied psychological sciences.  

Astorino’s presented a well-grounded argument for why an executive coaching model based in 

Constructive Developmental Theory is important for practicing coaches.  However, this 

dissertation lacked the critical evidence to prove that this model is effective.  The most intriguing 

portion of his dissertation was his assertion that the adult development of the coach informs the 

coaching engagement, but is ignored in practice theory.  He quickly moves on to how Kegan’s 

theory can inform the coaching process.   

Diehl Dissertation 

Diehl’s (2010) dissertation interviewed eight potential coaching clients using 

eutopiagraphy, a narrative in the traditional form of a biography, and the Subject-Object 

Interview to reveal how a client’s meaning-making can affect coaching goals, outcomes.  Diehl 

determined that clients at the third order of developmental consciousness levels wanted their 

coach to be directive, providing suggestions on how to improve.  The clients who had evolved to 

the fourth order of consciousness wanted a coach who was more collaborative and inquisitive to 

explore their understanding of the world and facilitate self-actualization.  This outcome sheds 

light on the need for coaches to understand the developmental consciousness of their clients as 
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well as themselves in order to anchor their coaching process to the current order of 

developmental consciousness while exploring more complex meaning-making thoughts and 

actions.  The limitations of this study were its small sample size, its focus on what clients wanted 

from their coach, and not on the outcome of a correctly matched coaching relationship.  The next 

dissertation (Laske, 1999b) will shed some light on how a coach’s level of adult development 

can affect the coaching engagement.  

Laske Dissertation 

Otto Laske’s (1999b) dissertation and subsequent peer-reviewed journal article (1999a) 

discusses his integrated model of developmental coaching based on constructive-developmental 

psychology.  He argues for a deepening of the developmental perspective within the coaching 

context.  “What is presently lacking is a lifespan developmental perspective that would aid in 

making the notion of meeting the client ‘where the client is developmentally’ more precise.  

Such a perspective requires a widening of the time window within which coaching is conceived 

and practice, as a means of locating the coaching experience at some point along the trajectory of 

the client's lifespan development” (1999a, p. 139).  He successfully argues that a constructive-

developmental approach is a prerequisite for any wide scope to coaching strategy.  He does not 

suggest that other coaching approaches such as cognitive-behavioral and/or psychodynamic are 

inferior to a constructive-developmental approach.  Laske asserts that coaches must fully 

integrate all three approaches into practice.  An integrated model increases the agility of the 

coach to select the best approach to advance the client's development.   

Laske (2000) advances research by using the Subject- Object Interview along with the 

Developmental Structure/Process Tool (DSPT) to demonstrate how coaches can more precisely 

identify the client's developmental order.  In 2004 Laske published a study based on the 
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hypothesis that the developmental consciousness of the coach has an effect on the outcome of 

coaching.  An associated hypothesis was proffered: Considering the level of developmental 

consciousness of the six executives being coached the coach must be at least at the fourth order 

of developmental consciousness .  Laske (2004) predicted that “as long as the coach is at a 

developmental level commensurate with the client (either the same level or a higher level), a 

positive coaching outcome (ROI) can be expected.  Conversely, whenever the client's 

developmental level exceeds that of the coach, coaching is either developmentally counter-

productive or behaviorally ineffectual, or both” (p. 48).  The study results demonstrated 

improved development in some executives and not in others.  Many of Laske’s explicit 

hypotheses/assumptions were not discussed in his study conclusion.  The reasons are due to the 

strengths and limitations of his study. 

Laske’s Strengths 

Laske is an experienced developmental psychologist, a published researcher (peer reviewed), 

and author of several books and chapters on adult development.  He has demonstrated through 

his publications a thorough understanding of constructive developmental theory and its 

application in the coaching context.  He uses the same integrated model of developmental 

coaching process with all participants (Laske, 1999a).  With his thorough understanding of CDT, 

he was able to advance the development of most of his clients. 

Laske’s Limitations 

All client participants were at a level of consciousness equal to, or lower than Laske. 

Therefore, since Laske had already achieved an equal to or greater level of adult development 

than his participants had, he could facilitate the development of all six of his study participants. 

Perhaps the most critical limitation in proving or disproving his hypotheses was the small sample 
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size of only six participants.  None of his participants sufficiently exceeded the coaches’ order of 

consciousness, therefore he was unable to prove his hypothesis that coaching is ineffectual, 

counterproductive, or even harmful.  

Laske (2004) was able to achieve a small developmental shift in level/order of consciousness 

for most of his clients.  However, the limitations of his study did not provide enough evidence to 

substantiate his outcome hypothesis that having a coach who is at a level/order of 4 and a client 

who is at a level/order of 5 is “developmentally counter-productive; behaviorally ineffectual, if 

not harmful to clients” (p. 48).  Perhaps for brevity sake, Laske overly reduced the evidence in 

this article in order to make a more succinct point about the ROI of coaching.  In search of more 

evidence, Laske’s book entitled Measuring Hidden Dimensions (2006a) and a subsequent article, 

“Why Does Your Maturity Matter? How Developmental Theory Impacts Your Coaching 

Competence” (2006b) provided additional insight.  Keep in mind, in these latest publications 

Laske shifts from “levels” to “stages” to describe Kegan’s orders of developmental 

consciousness.  Laske asserts,  

A developmental stage is simply a specific mode of functioning in the social world that is 

determined by how an individual makes meaning of his/her experiences.  Some important 

considerations regarding developmental stages are: 

 You can’t go to stage X if you haven’t been at stage X-1. 

 Making a developmental shift to stage X is a discontinuous process.   

 Learning and development differ, the former depending on available 

developmental potential. (2006b, p. 10) 

 

Based on the work of Kegan (1982; also Laske, 2006a), there are three major adult development 

stages (3,4, and 5).  The stage of development cannot be predicted by age or education, 

“however, age is a ‘boundary variable,’ in that you wouldn’t expect a 20 year old to be at stage 

5” (2006a, p. 5).  Laske suggests that if a coach was at stage 3 (defined by peers, community, and 
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convention), and the client was at stage 4 (anchored in own autonomous value system, able to 

stand back from conventions and expectations of others, and is highly reflective of own unique 

self-positioning), the coach may not be able to help the client given the stark contrast in maturity 

levels (2006a).  Laske asserts that the coach in this example would misconstrue the client’s 

concerns interpreting them from the coach’s less developed perspective (value system and self-

concept).  The coach may even hold back the client developmentally, and possibly even “reignite 

developmental risks the client has already overcome (such as regressing to a lower stage)” 

(2006b, p. 13).   Laske invites future developmental coaching researchers to test this hypothesis.  

Laske’s own research is empirically weak in testing his hypotheses.  He offers a strong argument 

based on constructive developmental theory for an understanding of one’s own developmental 

stage as the coach or as a client in search of a coach who is at “a developmental stage above your 

own!” (2006a, p. 239). 

Scott Dissertation 

The only dissertation I could find in the literature that studied the developmental 

consciousness of the coach was Sydney Scott’s (2009) phenomenological study of 11 coaches 

who had achieved the fourth or fifth order of developmental consciousness.  Scott’s participants 

came from Laske's InterDevelopMental Institute's and the Integral Institute's coach database.  

She used the Subject-Object Interview (L. Lahey et al., 1988) to include or exclude coaches from 

the study.  Scott assessed the order of consciousness of many coaches from these two programs 

and found most had not yet reached the fourth order of developmental consciousness.   

Therefore, this population of coaches was excluded from the study (Scott, 2012b).   

Scott (2009) focused her study on the 11 coaches who had achieved at least the fourth 

order of consciousness.  She interviewed these coaches to identify the self-work the coaches 



49 

 

 

applied to achieve such a high level of developmental consciousness.  The coaches indicated that 

ongoing activities like critical introspection, quiet contemplative activities, yoga and continual 

learning were important to increasing their developmental consciousness.  Understanding their 

own ways of knowing and being exposed to other coaches (peers) with greater complexity of 

mind, helped them develop greater consciousness over time.  This proactive engagement in 

individual and group activities that requires more complex constructions supported their 

mindfulness during coaching and significantly improved their work in helping clients achieve 

higher developmental consciousness.  Scott concurs with Laske’s (1999) assertion that coaches 

should only work with clients who are at or below their own level of developmental 

consciousness for coaching to be effective.  Scott (2009) suggests that coaches do the self-

developmental work necessary, “to become aware of the developmental levels from which adults 

may be operating, and to discover how to customize their coaching approach accordingly” (p. 

177).  Scott (2009) emphasizes the need for further research on the developmental consciousness 

of coaches leading to better coach training programs which focus on the developmental tools to 

support clients and coaches who are on their way toward greater complexity of consciousness.   

The limitations of Scott’s study were the small sample size and its descriptive assessment 

of how the coaches became more developmentally conscious.  Scott asserts that these two 

coaching programs were the only coach training programs that build extensive coach self-work 

toward greater developmental consciousness into the curriculum (Scott, personal 

communication, 2012).  She provided no substantial evidence of this claim in her research.  

Despite having the developmental curriculum in place in the two coaching programs, there were 

a significant number of coaches who had to be excluded from the study.  I wonder if coaches 

from other programs would be excluded as well.   
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A Gap in Constructive Developmental Coaching Research 

A review of the literature has clearly focused primarily on the effectiveness of coaching 

using mostly empirical, descriptive, case study, and survey methods.  The research using CDT 

has focused on the developmental consciousness of adult participants in various domains.  With 

over half of the adult population at the third order of developmental consciousness, the coaches 

should be at a higher level of consciousness.  Coaching is a helping relationship that requires two 

adults to facilitate transformation and growth.  The research at the intersection of constructive 

developmental theory and coaching has focused on the developmental consciousness of the 

client.  There is no evidence-based research on the developmental consciousness of the catalyst 

in this relationship, the coach.  There is a great opportunity to stand on the shoulders of scholars 

like Kegan et al., Astorino, Diehl, Laske, and Scott by conducting research on a new population 

of participants.  The potential for adding new knowledge to the development of coaches and the 

profession of coaching contributes to the purpose and significance of this research. 

Central Research Questions 

 Set on a foundation of the current literature and the implication for future research at the 

intersection of constructive developmental theory and evidence-based coaching, the central 

research questions of this study are, What is the current state of developmental consciousness of 

professional coaches? Does the amount of coaching training and experience translate into greater 

developmental consciousness? And how do professional coaches at different levels of 

developmental consciousness make meaning of their coaching engagements?  By answering 

these questions, I can help coaches and coach educators understand where coaches are 

developmentally and how much potential there is for growth.  Additionally, it has the potential to 

inform the curricula used to evaluate and educate professional coaches. 
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Contributions of the Study 

Using constructive developmental theory and qualitative research methodology, this 

study explores a yet untested subpopulation of professional coaches whose sole purpose is to 

help the population of clients who are “in over their heads” with the demands of work and life. 

The research of Kegan (1994) and other scholars suggests that most adults are in fact “in over 

their heads.”  Scholars suggest that there are a significant number of people who need help 

managing the demands of work and stand to gain the most from professional coaching. 

Understanding where certified coaches stand developmentally in comparison to the population 

would be of great value to the profession of coaching for four reasons. 

1. Creating New Knowledge. The fundamental characteristics of this mindful inquiry are 

connected to theory, specifically constructive developmental theory (CDT); framed by 

consciousness of both the researcher and participant; and this study is interested in the 

meaning-making of a population of certified professional coaches.  As a scholar-

practitioner coach this research is a two-way relationship: with a global professional 

coaching body of practice, and the existing knowledge of the research done using CDT 

and evidence-based coaching as a resource, in order to evaluate, test, apply, modify, and 

extend the existing knowledge (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998).   

2.  New Applications for CDT Theory. Using the same constructive developmental theory 

and qualitative research methodology, my research will explore a yet untested 

subpopulation of professional coaches whose sole purpose is to help the drowning 

population of clients who are in over their heads. The new knowledge which is created by 

this research will determine where professional coaches are in their developmental 

trajectory.  Does this population of professional coaches have the developmental maturity 
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to be of the greatest assistance to the general population of clients they serve?  If the 

answer is yes, a majority of coaches would need to exceed the maturity level of the 

general population and be in the range of fourth order to fifth order of consciousness to 

be most effective in transforming others.  If the answer is no, then the distribution of 

coaches is much like the general population, developmentally at the third order of 

consciousness.  If this is the case, coaches would need to do more self-work to ensure that 

their own consciousness does not impact the client’s development.   

3. Create a New Developmental Curriculum for Coach Education. The outcome of this 

research could inform the academic curriculum of coaches.  The current lack of 

developmental awareness in coaches is a significant coach competency deficiency 

according to Laske (1999a):  “the barrier to making coaching a developmentally 

transformative enterprise may therefore lie in the limited view practitioners hold of their 

own development as adults” (p. 158).  This ignorance perpetuates the old adage of “the 

blind leading the blind.” On the other hand, with developmental awareness, as Astorino 

(2002) pointed out in his dissertation: “Once the coach has an understanding of the 

executive’s order of consciousness, the coach can address skill development within the 

confines of the order as well as push the executive to achieve more complex ways of 

understanding” (p.143).  Organizations like the Graduate School Alliance for Executive 

Coaching are establishing academic guidelines for coaching programs.  This research 

could help inform coaching programs and core competencies to include adult 

developmental awareness and developmental assessment of coaches.  

4. Establish Coach Developmental Consciousness Comparison Based on Experience. 

This research will establish a baseline developmental comparison between professional 
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coaches with a wide variety of experience.  There is no research currently published 

which establishes an understanding of the differences in developmental consciousness in 

this group.  The outcome of this research will help us understand if more experienced 

coaches are more developmentally conscious than those who are less experienced.  Are 

professional coaches developmentally prepared to facilitate coach transformation?   

Answering this question helps inform coach competencies. 

For the above stated reasons, this mindful research inquiry will be a valuable contribution of 

new knowledge and understanding about the state of developmental consciousness in coaches.  

The data, information, and knowledge could inform both the education of coaches and the core 

competencies of certified coaches. 
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CHAPTER THREE – METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 

 

By three methods we may learn wisdom:  

 first, by reflection, which is noblest; 

 second, by imitation, which is easiest; and 

  third, by experience, which is the most bitter. (Confucius) 

                                                              

 

Introduction 

 The wisdom of Confucius lends itself well to the goal of this study.  Understanding 

constructed experience (developmental consciousness) of professional coaches is what this study 

attempts to assess.  How the coaches experience and organize their world of coaching reveals 

their meaning making and its limitations.  This research is interested in identifying the coaches’ 

developmental structure--the hidden assumptions about how coaches see their world, what they 

know, how they know it, and what they do not know.  Answers to the central research questions 

require a comprehensive method to assess developmental consciousness.  Since Kegan and his 

colleagues have already assessed the developmental consciousness of the western population 

using a valid and reliable qualitative approach, it would be natural to turn to his method for this 

study. 

Semi-Clinical Qualitative Research Approach  

 To understand the developmental consciousness of professional coaches in this study, I 

will use Kegan’s Subject-Object Interview (SOI).  The SOI is a 90-minute, semi-clinical 

interview procedure used to assess the developmental consciousness, “an individual’s 

unselfconscious ‘epistemology’ or ‘principle of meaning coherence’” (L. Lahey et al., 1988, p. 

427).  Lahey et al. (1988) conducted over 200 SOI’s on participants of all age groups, gender, 
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and social classes, as well as those who were psychologically troubled and those who were well 

adjusted to life.  Participants who have experienced the SOI have mentioned that the interview 

process was positive and gratifying because the interviewer was simply trying to better 

understand what their experience means to them (L. Lahey et al., 1988).  Therefore SOI is the 

instrument of choice for this study because of the complex developmental content that is 

generated from real-life experience of the person being interviewed.  The content is the 

interviewees’ thoughts and answers which come from their heart (emotional) as well as their 

mind (cognitive), and the intra and interpersonal aspects of how individuals construct their 

reality.  The participant selects the one or two probes that he or she finds most compelling.  The 

series of six possible probes are as follows (Berger, 2002): 

 Can you tell me of a recent experience about… 

 being quite angry about something? or 

 about being quite torn about something? or 

 taking a strong stand or conviction about something? or 

 What is it that is most important to you? or 

 about change? or 

 experiencing success? 

 

The interviewer then explores the individual’s underlying level of epistemology with a series of 

deeper questions about the situation the probe elicited.  The Subject-Object Interview is not 

looking for the stereotypical contents of organization such as themes, topics, motives, or issues 

of preference.  The interview is looking for the subject-object balances which are the principles 

of organizing meaning  (L. Lahey et al., 1988).  The intent of the interview is to answer the 

following questions:  

 From where in the evolution of subject-object relations does the person seem to be 

constructing his/her reality?  

 Which subject-object balance is the person primarily operating out of? 

 How does the person’s developmental position get defended? 

 What [does] it cost the person to maintain this position?  
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 How wide or how narrow a range of experience they are able to deal with from this 

position? 

 From where in the evolution of subject-object relations are the person’s meanings 

generated?” (L. Lahey et al., 1988, pp. 10-11)   

 

 

Based on two dissertations using the SOI, Berger (2002) and L. L. Lahey (1986), I am 

adapting the original SOI assessment in two ways.  First, I used a series of six probes (Berger, 

2002) instead of the original 10 designed by Kegan.  Second, I asked the participants to use the 

probes to discuss their experiences in the context of their work as a coach (L. L. Lahey, 1986),  

in order to understand how the coach experiences reality within the coaching engagement, both 

interpersonally and intrapersonally.  

I used the interview transcript to score the developmental consciousness of each coach to 

establish an aggregate DC by years of experience and level of coach certification.  Additionally, 

I analyzed the interview data qualitatively to establish a comparative analysis of how 

developmental consciousness of the coaching engagement is constructed at each of the five 

orders.    

Study Population 

 For the data to answer the central research questions, the population in my study consists 

of professional coaches with a wide variety of coaching experience and occupying different 

certification levels within the dominant global coaching organization.  The International Coach 

Federation (ICF) is a global nonprofit organization created in 1995 by professional coaches who 

practice executive, leadership, and life coaching.  The ICF is uniquely suited to provide the study 

population.  They are the leading professional organization with over 22,000 member coaches 

dedicated to advancing the profession by setting ethical and code of conduct standards.  The ICF  

provides independent certification for coaches, a directory of certified coaches, and research to 
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help inform the public who are in search of coaching services (ICF, 2014c).  Of the total 

membership, 11,503 coaches in 92 countries hold one of three ICF credentials.  It is the 

credential requirements that creates a level of standardization in coach training, and experience 

that makes this population of professional coaches a good source of study participants (see Table 

6).  Today, the ICF is recognized around the world for  

 Its coaching core competencies;  

 Connecting members to a global coaching community;  

 Establishing a professional code of ethics and standards;  

 Developing an internationally recognized credentialing program;  

 Facilitating networking opportunities through local ICF Chapters;  

 Conducting and dispensing coaching research;  

 Establishing guidelines for coach-training programs;  

 Providing focused discussion through Special Interest Groups (SIGs);  

 Conducting regional and international conferences;  

 Partnering with strategic and resource partners to benefit members (ICF, 2011b). 

The ICF offers coaches three levels of certification that are valid for a 3-year period (ICF, 

2014b).  Table 6 defines each ICF certification level and the requisite credential requirements. 

To become a certified coach by the International Coach Federation, coaches must demonstrate in 

a recorded coaching session, 11 core competencies (ICF, 2011a).  Two examples of the 11 core 

competencies that a competent coach must demonstrate are the  

 Ability to create a safe, supportive environment that produces ongoing mutual respect 

and trust. 

 Ability to be fully conscious and create spontaneous relationship with the client, 

employing a style that is open, flexible, and confident (ICF, 2011a).       

 

The ICF’s evaluation of a single recorded coaching session is only a snapshot of the coaches’ 

skills and behavior; maintaining unconditional positive regard over a lifetime of coaching 

engagements is not as simple as it seems. 
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Table 6 

ICF Certification Levels and Credential Requirements  

Certification Designation Credential Requirements 

Associate Certified Coach  (ACC) 

 

Is a practiced coach with at least 

 100 hours of coaching 

client experience  

 

ACC Credential requirements  

 completion of an ICF Accredited Coach Training Program 

or 60 hours of Coach-specific training  

 100 hours of client coaching experience  

 10 hours of mentor coaching 

 Letters of reference from two qualified coaches along with 

an application fee  

 Must demonstrate ACC competency (see Appendix E) in a 

live oral exam 

 6,901 coaches certified at this level (January 2014) 

Professional Certified Coach (PCC)  

 

Is a proven coach with at least 

 750 hours of client 

coaching experience  

 

PCC Credential requirements  

 Completion of an ICF Accredited Coach Training Program 

or 125  hours of Coach-specific training  

 750 hours of client coaching experience  

 10 hours of mentor coaching 

 Letters of reference from two qualified coaches along with 

an application fee 

 Must demonstrate PCC level competency (see Appendix 

E) in a written, live oral and recorded session exam 

 3,934 coaches certified at this level (January 2014) 

Master Certified Coach (MCC)  

 

Is an expert coach with at least 

 2,500 hours of client 

coaching experience (ICF, 

2014b). 

 

MCC Credential requirements:  

 Completion of an ICF Accredited Coach Training program  

or 200 hours of Coach-specific training  

 2,500 hours of client coaching experience  

 10 hours of mentor coaching 

 3 letters of reference from qualified coaches along with an 

application fee 

 Demonstrates MCC competency (see Appendix E) in a 

three-part exam: a recorded coaching session, a written 

exam, and a live oral exam 

 668 coaches certified at this level (January 2014)  

(ICF, 2014b) 

Participant Selection and Data Collection Procedures 

An invitation flyer was emailed to potential participants through the ICF website, my 

network of peers, and the Fielding Coaching Salon, in search of participants who are ICF 



59 

 

 

certified (see Appendix F).  Fifty-one certified coaches initially consented to participate in this 

research (see Appendix G).  As will be explained below, the final sample consisted of 36 

coaches. 

Ensuring Participant Confidentiality   

Every effort was made to ensure the confidentiality of the participant names and related 

client information.  Each participant name was converted into a numerical code to insure 

confidentiality and only the researcher knew the participant names.  The audio files, transcripts, 

participant consent forms, and confidentiality agreements from professional assistants were 

stored on a password-protected home computer.  My computer was backed-up daily on an 

external secure and encrypted server outside my home.  Paper transcripts and research rosters 

were stored in a locked file cabinet in my home office.  Interview recordings were captured in 

MP3 format by a teleconferencing service and downloaded to my home computer.  A back-up 

recording of the interview was made with a digital handheld recorder and downloaded to my 

computer.  The audio files were uploaded to a secure FTP site that was password encrypted to be 

picked up by the transcriptionist.  The transcriptionist, the expert SOI interviewer, and expert 

scorers signed a Fielding-approved Professional Assistance Confidentiality form.  All identifying 

information that might identify participants will be destroyed 5 years following the completion 

of my dissertation unless further research is conducted.   

Pilot Study 

Prior to starting the formal study, I conducted a pilot study with three professional 

coaches, one from each of the ICF certification levels.  I received approval to conduct the pilot 

study by the Fielding Graduate University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The purpose of 

the pilot was to test the interview protocol to be sure that the methodology used was answering 
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the central research questions.  I reliably scored all three participants at the fourth order of 

developmental consciousness.  They can easily work well with clients who work well in their 

own self-authored coaching method.  With this limited population, a generalized statement about 

the state of developmental consciousness could not be made.  Expanding this study to include a 

greater number of participants at each level of ICF certification will shed more light on the 

answer to this question.  Additionally, years of coaching experience did not translate to greater 

developmental consciousness in this study.  Coaches with 3, 13, and 18 years of coaching 

experience were operating at the fourth order of developmental consciousness.  It seemed to be 

the cumulative experience of working within the corporate world--the school of hard knocks and 

their coach training, that seemed to be the cause of their development.   

The limited population size makes it difficult to make generalizable statements however, 

with more data an answer to this question may be possible.  This pilot informed my final study 

by confirming that the method successfully answered my research questions on a smaller scale.  

It helped me sharpen my interview skills, recording, transcription, and scoring the interviews for 

the level of coach developmental consciousness.  Following the research method from start to 

finish with 3 participants helped ensure effective data collection, organization, and analysis for 

the final study.        

Research Participants  

Thirty-six certified coaches, 12 from each of the certification categories (ACC, PCC, and 

MCC) were randomly selected, from the 51 who had agreed to participate in the research, to 

complete a 60- to-90-minute qualitative Subject-Object Interview to assess their developmental 

consciousness for the formal study.  Interview instructions were provided to participants via 
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email prior to the scheduled interview.  To ensure participant understanding, the instructions 

were reviewed again at the time of the interview. 

Data Collection and Organization Procedures 

 The SOI interview was conducted over the phone and recorded with the participants’ 

consent.  The interview took place in a quiet uninterrupted environment of the participants’ 

choice.  I completed the Data Collection Instrument and used it as a guide during the interview 

(see Appendix H).  At any point during the SOI interview the participant had the right to stop the 

interview and withdraw from the study and his/her data would be destroyed.  A digital recording 

of the interview was sent to a transcriptionist for written account of the interview.  

The recorded Subject-Object Interview audio files were sent to a professional assistant 

transcriptionist via a secured (password-protected) FTP site for conversion into transcribed 

interviews for the developmental scoring phase of the research.  Each participant audio file was 

titled with a unique research code number (Kaperry coach-#).  This research code number was 

placed on the transcript for identification.  Upon receipt of the transcript, I verified the quality of 

each transcript to its corresponding recording to ensure the quality of the transcription.  All 

transcripts matched their recording with no significant transcription deviations.  

All research materials, including consent forms, data collection instruments, transcripts 

digital audio recordings, and research notes will be kept in a locked filing cabinet for a period of 

5 years following the completion of the study.   

Data Analysis 

 Each participant transcript was analyzed to determine the developmental consciousness 

of the coach.  According to Lahey et al. (1988) the DC analysis answers one key question, “from 

where in the evolution of subject-object relations does the person seem to be constructing his or 
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her reality” (p. 10).  The units of analysis are the subject-object structural bits identified in the 

transcribed interview culminating in an overall developmental consciousness score.  Subject-

Object structure within the interview was identified in the following ways: 

 When a person takes responsibility for which he/she actually is able to know 

responsibility can be taken.   

 Something must be object for the person in order to take responsibility for it; a person 

cannot take responsibility for that which he/she is subject to. 

 The difference in subject-object structures is how the individual sees or knows the world 

in qualitatively different ways.  This means that each structure has its own abilities and 

limitations in terms of what a person can and cannot take psychological responsibility for. 

 Anytime a person demonstrates either what they can and cannot do vis-à-vis 

responsibility, we have data from which to generate hypotheses regarding his or her 

structure.  

 Still another means of orienting to subject-object phenomena is to attend to the 

psychological ‘boundary’: what psychological process does the speaker claim as his or 

her own (thus places on the “inside” side of the boundary) and what psychological 

processes does the speaker identified as belonging outside himself or herself. (L. Lahey et 

al., 1988, pp. 15-16) 

 

Each individual structural bit is marked and scored throughout the interview.  By separating 

the participant’s experiences from the subject-object evidence, the interview was narrowed 

down into one overall developmental consciousness position (one of nine possible DC 

scores: 1, 1-2, 2, 2-3, 3, 3-4, 4, 4-5, or 5) for each participant.  The 36 DC scores were then 

sorted into two tables: by years of experience, and level of coach certification.   

 The comparative analysis was conducted by pulling out scored subject-object segments 

from all the interviews when the coach experienced one of the following themes: 

 Anger – Were there times when you experienced anger while coaching?  

 Torn – Were there times when you felt torn about coaching? 

 Changed – How have you changed as a coach recently? 

 Success – When have you experienced success in coaching? 

 Unsuccessful – Have you ever experienced an unsuccessful coaching engagement?  

 Describe unconditional positive regard for your clients.  
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Within each theme, subject-object segments were selected and sorted by developmental 

consciousness level.  The segments selected were rich in structure that uniquely identified the 

way these coaches developmentally construct the reality of their work.   A comparative analysis 

of how coaches at different levels of DC engage with their clients emerged.    

Validating the Accuracy and Trustworthiness of Findings 

To become certified as a reliable scorer and interviewer of the SOI, I attended the 

Subject-Object Interview Workshop in Cambridge, MA. Certification required successful 

scoring of 10 known SOI interviews within the reliable range (within +/- 1/5 of the reliable 

score).  The known interviews were scored by SOI experts in the original Harvard Research 

Study Group established by Kegan.  Out of the 13 known SOI interviews provided, I scored the 

interview within the reliable range 100% of the time.  In addition, I also scored 12 research 

transcripts for the University of Sydney in order to maintain my skills as a reliable scorer of the 

SOI.     

To answer the central research questions by assessing the developmental consciousness 

of professional certified coaches, I drew on the work of L. Lahey et al. (1988).  During the 

interview phase, my Subject-Object Interview skills were evaluated twice for quality purposes by 

an expert SOI interview professional.  This professional provided me with positive feedback on 

the quality of my subject-object interview skills to identify the developmental consciousness of 

the participants.   

 During the scoring phase, 10% of the interviews were scored by an additional 

experienced SOI scorer to ensure inter-rater reliability.  The results of the 36 SOIs were tabulated 

to determine the percentage of ACC, PCC, and MCC coaches by order of developmental 

consciousness using the SOI Data Collection Form found Appendix I. 
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 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have outlined my approach to answer my research questions and have 

described and justified the use of the Subject-Object Interview on a research sample of 36 

certified coaches, 12 of each level of ICF certification (ACC, PCC, MCC).  In the next chapter, I 

report the findings from both scoring of the SOI and the qualitative analysis of the interview 

data. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 

The object of knowledge is what exists and its function to know about reality. 

(Plato) 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research study was to understand the developmental consciousness of 

professional certified coaches using Kegan’s constructive developmental theory (CDT; 1994) as 

a foundation.  The application of Kegan’s theory in this context centers around the way a coach 

constructs meaning of his or her experience coaching others – which often shapes the coaching 

engagement.  Three research questions guided this study:  

1. What is the current state of developmental consciousness of professional coaches?  

2. Does the amount of coaching experience or level of certification translate into greater 

developmental consciousness?  

 

3. How do professional coaches at different levels of developmental consciousness 

make meaning of their coaching engagements?    

  

This chapter presents the six major research findings.  The first section will provide an 

analysis based on demographic information.  The second section will answer the first research 

question by establishing a baseline developmental consciousness for professional coaches.  The 

third section will analyze developmental consciousness by years of coaching experience.  The 

developmental consciousness by level of ICF certification can be found in the fourth section.  

The fifth section provides a comparative analysis by developmental consciousness.  Finally, the  

third research question is answered in the sixth section by exploring the differences in meaning-

making at the different orders of developmental consciousness. 
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Participant Background Data 

A total of 36 professional certified (ICF) coaches, representing Canada, Europe, and the 

United States participated in this study.  Twelve from each of the three levels of ICF certification 

were randomly selected for this study:   

 12 Associate Certified Coaches (ACC) – These participants are considered  practiced 

coaches with at least 100 hours of coaching client experience  

 12 Professional Certified Coaches (PCC) – These participants are proven coaches 

with at least 750 hours of client coaching experience  

 12 Master Certified Coaches – These participants are the most experienced coaches 

with at least 2,500 hours of coaching experience (ICF, 2014b). 

Of the 36 participants, 31 coaches were female and 5 coaches were male.  The following 

demographic information was collected at the start of each interview.  

1. Date of interview – I conducted 36 Subject-Object Interviews, a 90-minute semi-

clinical interview procedure used to assess developmental consciousness, their 

underlying epistemology or meaning-making (L. Lahey et al., 1988), over a 

period of 3 months from December 2, 2012 through February 16, 2013.   

 

2. Current level of ICF certification – Each participant was asked their current 

level of ICF certification (ACC, PCC, or MCC).  Twelve from each level of 

certification were randomly selected to be interviewed from the 51 who originally 

consented.   

 

3. Location – Each participant was asked their current location by state/province 

and country.  Canada was represented by 9 participants, Europe by 1 participant, 

and the United States by 26 participants.  From a cultural perspective, this 

population represented exclusively western (Europe and North American) 

coaches. 

 

4. Years of coaching experience – Each participant was asked his or her years of 

coaching experience.  Participant years of experience levels ranged from 1 year to 

30 years of experience coaching.  Participant median years of experience were 

11.6 years.  Table 7 outlines the range of coaching experience and the median 

years of experience by certification level. 
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Table 7  

Summary of Coach Experience by Level of ICF Certification 

Level of ICF Certification Range of experience Median years of experience 

ACC 1-11 years 5.2 years 

PCC 3-30 years 11.9 years 

MCC 12-26 years 17.9 years 

 

At the start of the interview participants were reminded of the interview process they 

consented to and were given the opportunity to drop out of the study and their participation was 

continuously voluntary (see Appendix G).  All 36 participants agreed to continue and all 

completed the entire 90-minute Subject-Object interview (L. Lahey et al., 1988).  The digital 

recording of the interview was converted into a transcript.   The transcript was analyzed to 

determine the developmental consciousness of each participant coach.  The units of analysis are 

the subject-object structural bits identified in the transcribed interview culminating in an overall 

developmental consciousness score.   

The Developmental Consciousness of Professional Coaches 

The first major finding of this study establishes a baseline developmental consciousness of 

professional certified coaches and answers the first research question: What is the current state of 

developmental consciousness of professional coaches?  Zero participants scored at the first order 

or the second order of developmental consciousness.  Zero participants scored at the third order 

of developmental consciousness.  Twenty-eight percent of the coaches studied were in transition  

between the third and fourth order of developmental consciousness.  A majority of the coaches 

(66%) had achieved at least the fourth order of developmental consciousness or were in 

transition toward the fifth order.  Only six percent of the participants had achieved the fifth order 
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of developmental consciousness.  Table 8 illustrates the percentage of coaches at each level of 

developmental consciousness.   

Table 8 

Summary of Coach Developmental Consciousness 

Developmental Consciousness Score Percent of Participants 

5
th

 Order  6% 

In transition between 4th and 5
th

 22% 

4
th

 Order  44% 

In transition between 3rd and 4
th

 28% 

3
rd

 Order  0% 

Developmental Consciousness by Years of Coaching Experience 

By examining the developmental consciousness compared to the years of coaching 

experience, this study was able to answer the second research question: Does the amount of 

coaching experience translate into greater developmental consciousness?  Based on the results 

depicted in Table 9, there is no relationship between the years of coaching experience to the level 

of developmental consciousness achieved.  The coaches with the least years of experience were 

found to be in transition between the third and fourth order (42%).  An equal number of coaches 

with less than 5 years of experience had achieved the fourth order of developmental 

consciousness, while 16% were on their way to the fifth order.  A majority of coaches (63%) 

with 6 to 15 years of experience had achieved the fourth order of developmental consciousness, 

with 14% were on their way to the fifth order.  However, 23% of these moderately experienced 

coaches were in transition between the third and fourth order.  In the population of the most 

experienced coaches, 19% were between the third and fourth order, while 72% had achieved at 

least the fourth order or were in transition toward the fifth order.  Nine percent of the most 

experienced coaches had achieved the fifth order of developmental consciousness.   
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Another way to view this data is by order of developmental consciousness (see Table 9).  

The fifth order coaches ranged in experience from 6 years to 30 years of experience.  Fourth 

order coaches were found in all three experience groups, with the most found in the 6-15 years of 

coaching experience.  The largest group of coaches (42%) were in transition between the third 

and fourth order and were found in the 1 to 5 years of experience group.  However, a comparable 

number such of coaches were in more experienced groups, 23% and 19% respectively.  

Table 9 

Summary of Coach Developmental Consciousness by Years of Experience 

Coach Developmental 

Consciousness 

N=36 

1-5 years 

Coaching 

Experience 

N=12 

6-15 years 

Coaching 

Experience 

N=13 

16-30 years 

Coaching 

Experience 

N=11 

5
th

 Order 0% 7% 9% 

Transition between 4th and 5
th

 16% 7% 36% 

4
th

 Order 42% 63% 36% 

Transition between 3rd and 4
th

 42% 23% 19% 

3
rd

 Order 0% 0% 0% 

Developmental Consciousness by Level of Coach Certification 

A similar perspective is accomplished by comparing the level of developmental 

consciousness to the level of ICF certification the coaches achieved.  There is even less of a 

relationship between level of ICF certification and the developmental consciousness achieved 

based on this study (see Table 10).  Sixty-seven percent of the ACC coaches had achieved the 

fourth order of developmental consciousness, with 8% in transition between the fourth and fifth 

and 25% in transition between the third and fourth order.  Among the PCC coaches 50% were 

still in transition between the third and fourth order.  Seventeen percent of the PCC coaches had 

achieved fourth order and 32% were on their way to the fifth order of developmental 

consciousness.  Half of the MCC coaches achieved the fourth order, with 8% still in transition 
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between the third and the fourth order.  Thirty-three percent of the MCCs were in transition 

between the fourth and fifth order, with 8% achieving the highest order of developmental 

consciousness. 

Another way to view this data is by order of consciousness.  Coaches at all three levels of 

certification represented the transition space between the third and fourth order, with the most 

representing the PCC level of certification.  The fourth order of consciousness was also 

represented by all three levels with the most appearing at the ACC level.  The transition space 

between the fourth and fifth order was represented at all three levels of certification, with the 

most appearing at the MCC level.  The fifth order of developmental consciousness was equally 

found at 8% at the PCC and MCC levels of certification. 

Table 10 

Coach Developmental Consciousness by Level of ICF Certification 

Coach Developmental 

Consciousness 

N=36 

ACC Coaches 

N=12 

PCC Coaches  

N=12 

MCC Coaches  

N=12 

5
th

 Order 0% 8% 8% 

Transition between 4th and 5
th

 8% 25% 33% 

4
th

 Order 67% 17% 50% 

Transition between 3rd and 4
th

 25% 50% 8% 

3
rd

 Order 0% 0% 0% 

Comparative Analysis by Developmental Consciousness  

Adult development and self-reflection plays an important role in the evolution of coach 

developmental consciousness.  This section will answer the third research question: How do 

professional coaches at different levels of developmental consciousness make meaning of their 

coaching engagements?   
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Each participant was provided a set of six Coach Interview Discussion Cards prior to the 

start of the interview (see Appendix J).  The participants chose the card(s) they wanted to discuss 

during the interview.  Table 11 outlines the cards participants chose to discuss during their 

interview. Most coaches chose the success card (33%) with an even distribution of coaches 

selecting the other five cards.  

Table 11 

Summary of Coach Interview Discussion Cards Chosen by Participants 

Angry Success Strong Stand Torn Change Important 

18 33 23 24 26 26 

 

For the 36 participant coaches in this study, their coaching experiences were rich in 

content and developmental structure.  In over 60 hours of transcribed Subject-Object Interviews 

a broad typology of coaches based on their level of developmental consciousness emerged from 

the study.  Using Kegan’s orders of consciousness as a point of reference, Table 12 summarizes 

and distinguishes these broad types or profiles as they emerged from this research.  A coach 

developmental profile can be defined at each of the stable orders of consciousness: the 

Interpersonal Coach, the Observer Coach, and the Transformational Coach.  
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Table 12 

Kegan’s Orders of Consciousness Compared to Study Coach Developmental Consciousness   

Kegan’s Orders of Consiousness  Study Coach Developmental Consciousness  

3
rd

 Order of Consciousness starts in 

adolescence with a more complex view of 

the world. The evolution to the socialized 

mind where we start taking in the 

expectations and values of those 

surrounding us and orient to them 

extrinsically to figure out how we can have 

our needs met.  We shape a coherent self 

that is now aligned with what your mom, 

your friends or someone else wants of me.  

We call this the socialized mind because 

you become part of the society because 

society has become more a part of you.  

You align yourself with these values and 

are able to be faithful and made up by 

them. 

The Interpersonal Coach has achieved the third 

order of developmental consciousness.  Coach 

consciousness is established through the 

mutuality of the interpersonal relationship with 

his/her client.  This coach is likely part of a 

societal group of professional coaches.  They are 

socially bound by coach rules of engagement and 

a code of ethics learned from their professional 

membership group without question.  This coach 

may be formally trained by a particular coaching 

program with a defined and unique curriculum.  

These coaches will use the theories and tools 

provided by their program to coach their clients.  

They are loyal to what they have been taught and 

will use these methods without question.  For this 

coach, success or failure in coaching is defined 

and validated externally by teachers, clients, and 

other experienced coaches.  They are likely new 

to coaching and will accept all clients who hire 

them.    

Transition between the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 Orders of Consciousness - In a modern society we have a 

demand for something more than meeting people’s expectations.  Increasingly there is a kind of 

demand for us to step back from other’s expectations just because we may not always agree and 

to begin to form an internal seat of judgment.  A kind of personal authority, a framework of our 

own.  Our own personal ideology that brings us to the next fourth order of consciousness. 
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The hallmark of 4
th

 Order of 

Consciousness is a self – authoring mind.  

When you reach this stage of development 

they say we are now able to create our own 

expectations.  We aren't ignoring others' 

expectations, we are no longer completely 

made up by them, we are able to step back 

from them we are able to evaluate them.  

This stage in other theories is considered 

the fullest form of development.  Where 

you become your own person.  We call it 

the self-authoring mind because you begin 

to author your own identity.  Instead of 

being written upon, which is what happens 

in the socialized mind and written upon by 

the society, you pick up the psychological 

pen you create your own identity and 

thereby you become a more personal 

authori-tee.  According to Kegan, some 

people never able to step back from their 

own personal ideology.  This self-

authoring mind has a lot of organizing 

power over our experiences.   

The Observer Coach has achieved the fourth 

order of developmental consciousness.  This 

coach is more experienced and has created his/her 

own way of coaching based on what has worked 

well for his/her as a coach.  As members of a 

professional organization, they may help define 

the rules of engagement, and coaching ethics. 

Some may teach in coaching programs or mentor 

new coaches.  Some may create their own 

coaching theories, coaching programs, and 

market them to other coaches.  These coaches are 

able to stand back and observe their client’s 

development and are able to see multiple 

perspectives.   They experience objective 

knowing.  For this coach it’s all about self-

regulation, self-formation and self-authorship.  

Therefore, for these coaches, success or failure in 

coaching is defined and validated by their 

observation and the evaluative nature of their own 

internal voice.  This coach will have a defined 

client selection process and will select clients 

which fit his/her self-authored criteria of a 

suitable client.  They will only accept coachable 

clients.  Failure is rarely experienced by this 

coach because of his/her selection process.  

Transition between the 4
th

 and 5th Orders of Consciousness –Around midlife, some people 

are able to step back a bit from their own internal frameworks, and come to see inevitably any 

one system of meaning is going to leave some things out, it's going to privilege some things or 

people, it's going to disadvantage others.  This evolution does not happen overnight – quite a 

long, gradual, and tumultuous transition.  As people come to this recognition, they gradually 

move away from their own ideology arriving at a place where they actually can hold onto more 

than one system at once.  This brings us to the next order of consciousness, the self-

transforming mind. 
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5
th

 Order of Consciousness – The self-

transforming mind is the highest order of 

consciousness that we are able ,on an empirical 

basis, to actually document.  As the self-

transforming mind begins to make-meaning, it 

can hold a whole ideology or a system. It is able 

to take it as object it's not ultimately identified 

with one particular ideology, but rather its 

coherence.  Its coherence comes from 

recognizing the multiplicity of these ideologies. 

The self-transforming mind appears after middle 

age and is the rarest.  It appears in single digits 

in many studies typically in around 5 to 10% of 

the sample.  Because we are living longer, 

people are becoming more mature and complex.  

It is only in the relationship between the subjects 

that the true fullness of the subject comes into 

being.  They are connected in a very special way 

beyond an observation of each other but through 

interconnectedness with each other they each 

change.  They can see systems of systems all 

interwoven.  All of reality is shaped by 

relationship of, and between them. They have a 

complexity of mind that can handle dialectical, 

inter-institutional relationships between forms, a 

transformational interpenetration of selves. 

The Transformational Coach has 

achieved the 5
th

 order of developmental 

consciousness.  This coach is highly 

experienced and represents the highest 

complexity of consciousness.  They are as 

much changed by the coaching relationships 

as the client is.  This coach creates an 

environment for forming and transforming 

ideas, theories, or systems with all who are 

open to connect with them at the deepest 

most complex level.  Success and failure 

can be experienced at the same time within 

a coaching relationship.  They accept the 

dualities of life.  They can be courageous 

and vulnerable at the same time.  The coach 

no longer identifies with one or the other.  

They are open to whatever emerges from 

the interconnection with their client and the 

world.   Being in community is important to 

the transformational coach.  They easily 

tune into the environment; it’s a way of 

being in which something new results from 

the interconnectedness of one or more 

individuals or systems.   

(Adapted from Kegan, 2013; L. Lahey et al., 1988) 

Coach Developmental Consciousness by Theme 

This research is even more interesting when one compares the different levels of 

developmental consciousness by theme.  The themes discussed in this section include the 

following: 

 Anger – Were there times when you experienced anger while coaching?  

 Torn – Were there times when you felt torn about coaching? 

 Changed – How have you changed as a coach recently? 

 Success – When have you experienced success in coaching? 

 Unsuccessful – Have you ever experienced an unsuccessful coaching engagement?  

 Describe unconditional positive regard for your clients (Rogers,1962).   

   

The segments of transcript used in this section were modified to protect the anonymity of the 

coach and client without affecting the structure of the coach’s developmental consciousness.   
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These examples are rich in content that uniquely identifies the way these coaches 

developmentally construct the reality of their work. 

Theme 1. Experiencing Anger While Coaching 

Over half of the participants freely discussed what made them angry or frustrated as a 

coach.  The following two interview excerpts illustrate how the Interpersonal Coach experiences 

anger or frustration when clients don’t follow social norms or agreements and when they don’t 

receive feedback from the client that their coaching was valuable.  

Anger might be a bit of a strong word for that, but certainly I was annoyed about the 

work I was doing with one client.  Because I felt that I was being used as a coach, and not 

in positive way.  I was being taken advantage of.  When the client called me, it was not 

about coaching, she broke down and was crying and crying about something that had 

nothing to do with our coaching. 

 

When I’m coaching for free, I want to feel valued even though there’s no monetary 

currency being exchanged.  Therefore, if I feel that the time I am devoting to this client is 

not being valued and used in a wise way, then that kind of makes me angry or annoyed.   

 

Appendix K contains two more examples of how an Interpersonal Coach experiences anger.  

 

Anger experienced by coaches who are in transition between Interpersonal Coach and 

Observer Coach occurs when they are caught between what is socially expected and their own 

way of coaching.  Transition interview excerpts are longer because the coach flips from one 

order of consciousness to another. 

I was upset when the client told me that I would not be needed anymore.  I would not be 

needed for another five months.  Since I'm a service for money I was frustrated.  The 

word I used was mad.  I was mad.  I had no right to be mad, and he was probably – No he 

was right.  That was the right thing to do.  Who knows, in three months he might call me.  

I sent him an email, and I said, did I do something wrong? Are you frustrated with 

anything?  He sent me back a very nice long email telling me anything but that.  It's been 

so successful that he just needs to catch up to some of the stuff that we did.  So it just 

goes to kind of show you that my anger was just so misplaced.  It was my insecurities is 

where it came from.  I'm not sure if it was that he thought he didn't need me right now, or 

the fact that maybe I failed.  Maybe he felt that I wasn't being useful.  That wouldn't 

make me angry at him at all.  As a matter of fact, I was mostly angry at myself maybe I 
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wish I could have done something different so he would have been happier with what we 

did, so he would keep me as a client.   

 

Appendix K contains two more examples of how coaches who are in transition between 

Interpersonal Coach and Observer Coach experience anger. 

 Observer Coaches experience anger from a quite different perspective.  They are 

frustrated when clients cannot construct reality as they do.   

I wouldn’t say that I got angry, but I got frustrated.  Because I saw something and he 

didn’t see it.  I pushed and he got angry with me.  I was frustrated by his anger, but I also 

wanted to be right.   

 

The frustration even escalated to anger because I personally don’t see how they can find a 

solution if they are pessimistic.  So what frustrates me the most is when the pessimism is 

so extreme that it has turned into suspicions and paranoia and deep, deep distrust of their 

colleagues? It’s like they are shutting down any avenue of solution.  It is frustrating on is 

that just a more humanitarian level.  You know, here is one person making assumptions 

about a whole group of people.  It goes to the level of anger for me. 

 

Appendix K provides four additional examples of how the Observer Coach experiences  

 

anger.   
 

Theme 2. Being Torn or Conflicted about Coaching 

 The theme of torn or conflicted about coaching was discussed by 66% of the coaches.  

Torn is experienced differently at each level of developmental consciousness.  It is not only in 

between the levels of developmental consciousness that coaches experience being torn.  The 

Interpersonal Coach described being torn by competing social loyalties and the lack of external 

validation by the client: 

I was torn because I realized my client wanted to let go one of their team members based 

on my interview data.  He took the feedback I gave him and changed it and added a lot of 

negative data to justify letting the person go.  I felt really torn because I felt like the data 

was being manipulated, and that was wrong.  I have been working with him for a few 

months and he is still doing things like this.  I guess it is more of a feeling of frustration.  

I guess where I felt torn, is where is my allegiance?  How can I respond supportively and 

empathetically with him when he is doing something that I believe is wrong? What’s at 

stake for me?  I think because I did these interviews, I feel an allegiance to the Complany 
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as a whole.  I give all my effort to conduct 360 feedback interviews, and now the data has 

been manipulated by my client.  The conflict is with my personal values. 

 

I have a client who didn’t show up to his last session, and I tried phoning and emailing 

him.  I never did get in touch with him.  I wanted to know if he was all right.  I never 

learned why.  That made me feel torn about my own sort of status in his eyes.  Like was it 

just, you know, that he didn’t want to be in that last session, he didn’t feel there was a 

value, or did he feel that he had gotten what he needed?  I was torn between my curiosity 

of, what’s going on in his life, and a feeling of inadequacy.  I guess not knowing whether 

the coaching was helpful to him.  Can feel good about knowing that I helped him?  There 

was no ending.  There was no chance to really get any feedback.  What could I have done 

differently?  What did he find helpful?  It was very unclear to me.  

 

   

Appendix K provides several examples of being torn between two very different and 

competing ways of seeing the world.  These coaches are in between the Interpersonal and the 

Observer Coach level of developmental consciousness.  They are torn by how they were taught 

to coach and what works for them based on experience.  

The Observer Coach does not seem to experience being torn.  They are quite confident in 

who they can coach successfully and will be selective about the clients they choose to coach.  

The following excerpt is one example: 

The torn card doesn't play much anymore because the only time I was torn was whether 

or not I should be coaching this person.  I'm never torn in coaching, but whether or not 

this person is a good fit for me, and I am a good fit for them, that I've been torn about.  In 

the beginning the thing that put me in that situation was financial.  After a while, I just 

said that's not actually even worth it.  This is a past piece.  It's not whether I can or can't 

coach someone.  I do believe I can coach anyone who wants to be coached.  However, the 

caveat is, am I the best fit for that person, and is that person a good fit with me?  That's 

another distinction.  Can I coach them?  Yes.  Do I want to; not necessarily.  Well, if I'm 

in a relationship, and it's a constant struggle, and I feel like I have to constantly work on 

it, it's not a fit.  We have an interview and a chat, and I try some coaching things with 

them during the interview just to see how they respond, and they will be listening to me.  

I'll be very transparent about how I coach.   

 

Coaches are torn between the Observer and Transformational Coach when their self-

authored way of coaching is no longer working for them.  They begin to experience their 
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coaching engagement in a more complex way.  They begin to see dualities and be conflicted 

about them.  Several examples of coaches experiencing opposing constructs at the same time can 

be found in Appendix K.   

The Transformational Coach is changed by the connection with his or her client and the 

world. Transformational Coaches are open to what emerges by the interconnection of individuals 

and systems.  These coaches know and experience the benefits of transformation and are 

frustrated when systems are not willing or open to the complexity that transformation can bring:  

As I’m going into a group, I’m thinking how is this group going to influence me or 

impact me? I find a pattern of the expectation from individuals in that the system, the 

family, the organization is serving them rather than me serving the family, the 

organization, the system.  It’s not a technique.  It’s just the way of being.  It’s the way I 

am.  As I said over the years, I had to learn to understand myself first.  And it’s through 

that understanding of myself, which I continuously keep on working on to get – to tune 

myself with the environment and get a clearer sense of what I am, what I’m doing, what 

I’m thinking, what I’m feeling, you know, all the time.  Therefore, it’s a way of being.  

It’s not a technique.  Therefore, I need to be humble in how I enter it.  Clients haven’t 

done enough exploration of themselves to see how to learn how they impact the 

environment, and the environment impacts them.  I struggle trying to get most of our 

coaching students who need understand the importance of self-exploration because many 

people through the schooling systems it’s about the cognitive.  Your thoughts are the 

ones that are going to lead you to do this type of disconnect.  They forget about the 

impact of their thoughts on their emotions on the client.  Both need to be taken into 

account because they influence each other.   

  

Theme 3. Changed as a Coach 

 A majority of coaches (75%) discussed how they have changed over time.  They 

discussed what they were like prior to the change and how they are different now.  Since none of 

the participants had recently experienced a transformation to the Interpersonal Coach, there are 

no examples of this experience.  Additionally, coaches in transition between levels of 

developmental consciousness were focused on the struggle between two ways of thinking; they 

did not discuss being changed.  Change was discussed by coaches who had evolved in a stable 

level of consciousness and could easily describe the difference in perspective from where they 
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were to where they are now.  Therefore examples of coaches who had finally achieved Observer 

Coach are shown below:   

I’m a little bit more fluid, a little bit freer.  When I first started coaching, I wanted to be 

sure I did it right and go by the book.  Now I just do what needs to be done.  I trust 

myself and I trust my knowledge and my experience enough. 

 

When I started to coaching I wanted to be liked, and now I’m not your friend anymore.  

It’s not that important to be liked.  It’s more important that I’m there for the client.  I’m a 

lot different. That was a huge personal shift for me.  When I started out coaching, I would 

not say the tuff stuff because I wanted to be liked.  I think it’s my own personal 

development and my sense of I am good enough for me.  I don’t need the kind of friends 

that validate me.  It’s my own self-worth, my spirituality, I call it intuition. 

 

Two more examples of how Observer Coaches have changed can be found in Appendix K. 

 

This next excerpt describes a situation where the coach is being transformed by the client 

in a way that is an unusual experience for the coach.  This coach is likely coaching someone at a 

higher level of developmental consciousness than how the coach normally operates.  The coach 

is open to being changed and is likely in transition between Observer Coach and 

Transformational Coach.   

I’ve got a client now who I really have to watch because we see things philosophically so 

much alike.  And I really don’t want this person to be my client, I really want him to be 

just a friend. He is in the process of changing careers and needs help organizing this new 

business.  He was extremely successful in a high powered industry and now he wants to 

be self-employed by opening new business.  He is going from a highly structured 

business to one with much less structure.  I am coaching him through that.   We both 

really enjoy our conversations.  We share our perceptions of the world, and how they 

relate to the spirit.  He is very different from my other clients, he is larger.  Our 

conversations are uncomfortable in the fact that they are too comfortable.  It’s the fact 

that this guy came to me to coach him and, my God, we have gotten into an intellectual 

transformational sort of experience.  It’s really enjoyable, and so, I have to remind myself 

to ask him periodically if he is making progress on what he wants to do.  As long as the 

answer is yes, and we can see it, it’s fine to have all of the joy, the feelings, and the 

connections during our conversations.  Our conversations are different in that I am not 

quite as fearful of doing the right thing or asking the right question, I think I am actually 

more aware of myself during our sessions.  When we are done with the coaching 

sessions, I actually see things in the world differently because of the realm in which we 

talk is more about perceptions.  Later on in the day I may go out for a walk and literally 

see things differently, or I’m more aware that I’m seeing them with a different metaphor 
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or different construct.  It’s a different way of knowing where I am in the world.  I am 

being changed by my interaction with this client.  I go into all my coaching relationships 

with the intent on being changed by client.  I have been changed by my other clients also. 

I just think that it has to do with my interests in the world.  Here is a client that comes 

along and had an experience in the world and is expressing himself as being in the world 

in that way, not in his social life, but in his professional life.  It seems similar to the way 

that I experience the world but he does it in a very different way.    

 

The Transformational Coach experiences change whenever he or she connect with his/her client.  

One example is as follows: 

The change in perspective was one of those wonderful times when you can actually see 

and feel growth happening in the moment.  I was having a perspective I hadn’t had 

before.  I could feel it actually stretching.  I could actually feel my sight and insight had 

expanded.  So internally and externally there was this expansiveness that I recognized as 

new or as more, or whatever you want to call it.  Growth happens normally.  But to have 

it, it was rare to notice it was happening.  I tried to enjoy the experience of it.  Looking 

back, it’s really opened up some new ideas about my relationship with the whole concept 

of responsibility professionally, personally, you know, as a person in the world, as a 

spiritual being.  It’s opened up a new parallel process for me.  I’m in a bunch of different 

transition processes, I think, right now.  And so, it’s multipronged or multi-threaded and, 

you know, this is a whole new thread, and it certainly fuels and is fueled by the others.  

So the old sense of responsibility was limiting.  It was more black and white.  It was more 

right and wrong.  More based on what the stakes were for all the parties as opposed to 

what all the possibilities were for all the parties.  What could be lost rather than what 

could be gained.  
 

Two more quite interesting examples of Transformational Coaches experiencing change can be  

 

found in Appendix K.   

 

Theme 4. Success in Coaching 

 As expected, the theme of success in coaching was discussed by 33 of the 36 coaches.  

As with other studies using the Subject-Object Interview success is the most frequent card 

chosen.   For the Interpersonal Coach, success is determined by external sources such as the 

client, other experienced coaches, or their coach instructors.  Three examples of how coaches at 

this level of developmental consciousness experience success are as follows:  
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I want to be perceived by others that I am successful in my work as a coach.  That’s 

important to me.  It’s more about my reputation.  I would like people to think that I am 

can produce results or that I can create a successful experience with people.   

 

Success for me as a coach.  Wow, that’s a hard one.  Instantly my mind goes back to it’s 

that final assessment.  If the client has expressed satisfaction, that’s how I know I’m 

successful.  So certainly having that instant feedback by the end of an engagement or half 

way through is helpful to know if the client is getting what they need.  Are we exploring 

the areas that you want?  So having that feeling of success that I’m helping that person.   

 

I think for me, successful is achieving the goal that they set.  Because the goal in the 

coaching – to achieve it, is to be in service to the client.  So the definition of success 

comes from the client.  And if the feedback from the client is that, they, we've succeeded 

in the coaching then that's the definition of success for that coaching.   

 

Appendix K provides two additional examples of how the Interpersonal Coach experiences 

success. 

 

 

The coaches who are in transition between the Interpersonal Coach and the Observer 

Coach see success defined both externally and internally.  They bounce from internal to external 

forms of validation of their success:  

I define success as more work, referrals, and client feedback, those types of things.  But I 

think for me, it’s more of that intuitive success, knowing that I served the client well.   

 

I definitely have confidence.  Because I am enjoying the conversation.  I’m being 

inquisitive.  I’m being curious.  And that in itself creates awareness for my client.  And I 

tell the truth of what I see.  I think I’m comfortable with that probably 90 percent of the 

time because – because that’s my perception.  That’s my perception and my view of what 

I see of how they are coming across.  And I always ask the question, so what have others 

told you?  What other feedback have you received?  I think they are okay with that.   I 

think I’m getting there, but it’s still a work in progress for me because there are still 

things that I’m learning.  I’m always learning by thinking I should already know that, or 

why can’t I keep all this information in my head.  And I become too hard on myself, 

instead of being okay with where I’m at.    

 

Two additional examples of success from coaches between Interpersonal Coach and Observer  

 

Coach can be found in Appendix K.  
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Observer Coaches can detach themselves and objectively observe the client.  This coach 

can see, feel, and understand different perspectives.  They develop their own coaching style 

based on experience, from what’s worked.  The Observer Coach has a client selection process 

that ensures there is always a good fit and the engagement as a result, is successful.  Here are two 

examples of Observer Coach success:  

A good fit between coach and client is one of the strongest indicators, strongest factors in 

the success of the coaching relationship.  That the coach and coachee have good 

chemistry, good trust, and similar world views.  So yeah, some people may not see me as 

the right coach for them. 

 

Effective coaching is I’m fully present with the client.  I’m listening to them.  I’m not off 

somewhere else.  I’m right there, and I ask questions that shift their thinking that draw on 

their own experience, expertise, insight.  And it creates an insight, and it creates a 

different way for them to behave, a different way for them to see something like as a 

different perspective.  And effective coaching leaves the client empowered and in action. 

 

Appendix K provides two additional examples of success at the Observer Coach level of  

 

developmental consciousness. 

 

A coach who is in transition between Observer and Transformational coach can articulate 

both an internal and external way of coaching.  They are caught between two very different 

worldviews and are becoming more open to what emerges from coaching others.  An example of 

a coach at this level of developmental consciousness can be found in Appendix K.  

 Examples of how the Transformational Coach experiences success are when the coach 

and client are both changed as a result of their interaction.  The coach experiences dualities like 

being courageous and vulnerable.  They are open to whatever emerges from the 

interconnectedness with their client.    

I do a check out myself, and what am I feeling?  Before this person walks into my room, 

before I walk into their office.  I do that quick check, a mindfulness check, and then I 

know when I walk into the office if I pick up something, I know that I didn’t bring that 

with me.  It is something within that environment I’m walking into.  So it’s been kind of 
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years of developing that process.  I don’t go through that because I have learned to let go 

of that during the session.  I use what I’m experiencing myself in the session as part of 

the information for us to work on.  For example, one time I felt tightness in my chest.  I 

would ask the client, how did you feel when you said that with those words?  They might 

say, well, I didn’t feel anything.  I said okay, fine.  I let it go.  And then if I feel the same 

thing again, I go back again and say, well, I’m feeling that tightness again.  Here it is 

again.  And sometimes the person might say, yeah, I wasn’t aware of it, but now that you 

mention it, yes, it is there.  And they are quiet.  And sometimes the next thing is the tears 

start flowing from their eyes, or sometimes they just take a moment and just pause and I 

just let them pause.  And sometimes I might feel just like I can’t breathe clearly myself. 

And I would say to them, look, I don’t know what’s happening with you, but the things 

that we are talking about, I feel like I’m just choking.  What’s going – happening with 

you?  It’s that kind of thing when I use what I’m sensing in myself.  They can accept it or 

they can reject it.  It doesn’t matter.  That’s okay.  We are in a relationship together.  So it 

is about interaction between us.  That is the source of that feeling, but I am the one, 

because of my experience, who can pick that up, whereas they might not be able to pick 

that up.  Therefore I bring their awareness to it.  I bring their attention to it.   

 

There is a point of creative tension between coach and client.  I need to remain constantly 

mindful and in the moment to make sure that I'm focused totally on the other person and 

not reflecting on myself.  So what that tells me about my coaching is that my coaching is 

very strong and courageous in its vulnerability.  My coaching is courageous, strong, and 

courageous in its vulnerability.  Absolutely, I can be both of these at the same time.  

Because I believe that vulnerability can be strength.  That courage is not the absence of 

fear, but the recognition of fear and standing up to it.  Courage is standing up before 

something and being able to be vulnerable.  Vulnerability is the ability to be open to 

whatever emerges from the connection between coach and client.  It is a huge strength to 

stand there and say I will be vulnerable.  I will be vulnerable to life.  I will be open to life.  

I will be accessible to my client. 

 

Appendix K illustrates two more interesting examples of Transformational Coach success. 

 

Theme 5. Unsuccessful Coaching Engagements 

 During the Subject-Object Interview in order to determine where the coach is 

developmentally, I would test for the upper and lower limits of the level by probing for opposing 

perspectives.  While coaching failures was not a card to choose from, when coaches described 

successes, I probed for the opposite perspective, when their coaching wasn’t successful.   Thirty-
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three coaches described experiencing unsuccessful coaching sessions.  I admire the candor with 

which they described this construct.  The Interpersonal Coach is unsuccessful when the client or 

organization expresses dissatisfaction.  They are subject to the feelings of their client.  They 

accept responsibility for the unhappiness their client experiences while coaching as described in 

the following examples:    

Can I be successful and my client thinks the coaching wasn’t successful?  I’m not sure.  

Yeah, I’d have to think about that one.  It’s more about my desire for my clients to say 

that they had a successful experience.  Even if I did all the right things and my client said 

it wasn’t successful, I’m not sure I would say it would be successful.  I can have success 

in the organization, but I may not have success with every single person I coach.  I just 

don’t think it’s even possible.  I’m not sure.  I don’t know, I think that’s too hard for me 

to answer.  I mean from a financial perspective I want the organization to think that I’m 

successful, because I can still be retained by that organization.  My business is at stake if 

I am not successful. 

 

If I hurt somebody’s feelings, or I pushed them, to a place they didn’t want to go.  That’s 

the sensitivity part of me, and where it becomes foggy between friend and coach.  So that 

would be the hardest part if I opened a door that they didn’t want to even look into.  I 

don’t want to cause people pain through coaching.  Coaching to me has to be a positive 

experience. If I brought somebody to a level where there was any kind of discomfort or 

pain that’s what would bother me.  I have to respond to that discomfort by going back to 

the core competencies by re-establishing the coaching relationship.  Rejection is the 

hardest part that goes into my whole life probably.  I don’t like to be a person responsible 

for any negative thing that happens in anybody’s life.  Where did it come from? Wow.  It 

came from the fact that I was always striving for acceptance.  That’s the value of this 

need to be accepted, if you would call that a value.  I’m afraid they won’t like me.  It’s 

rejection.  Receiving acceptance from my client is very important to me.   

Even the most experienced Observer Coach can be triggered to a lower level of 

developmental consciousness if the coach has recently had a similar traumatic experience.  The 

following example is of an Observer Coach falling back to the transition state between 

Interpersonal and Observer developmental consciousness.   

I was teaching a coaching class and was demonstrating coaching in a fishbowl situation 

with coaching students watching.  A person who volunteered to be my client in this 

demonstration wanted to talk about his drinking problem.  Okay, we’ll talk about your 

drinking problem, it would be good to show the students the difference between coaching 
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and therapy.  Well, in his story, it was hitting me so close to home because my sister died 

of alcoholism just the year before.  So it was still very raw for me.  The stories he was 

telling me were almost as if they were the same stories of my sister.  I was not able to get 

out of that emotional state.  I was hooked.  I was overcome with emotions, and it was 

really, really difficult for me to continue coaching.  And so, I said, thank you for his time, 

but I’m not able to continue our conversation.  So we stopped.  I have logged hundreds 

and hundreds of hours coaching, I think this has only happened once or twice in all that 

time.  What I think makes sense to me about this, is that I was still in a place of grief.  I 

was still processing the loss of my sister.  I had a lot of levels and lot of layers of 

unhappiness about how she lived her life.  I had a lot of judgment about it.  I had a lot of 

judgment about how my parents and the rest of her support system enabled her.  I hadn’t 

completely come to peace with some of the things that I could never resolve really other 

than to come to peace with them, and that was still a work in progress.  And so, I wasn’t 

ready to coach someone who had the same kind of problem.  That came so close to home 

for me.  So my explanation was it just takes a while to work through grief.  It isn’t 

something that you can get over in a month, particularly when it’s a relationship that is so 

complex like an alcoholic one would be. 

 

One additional example of a coach stuck in this transition can be found in Appendix K. 

 

The Observer Coach knows what kind of client he or she works well with.  They ensure 

their success through a self-authored selection method.  Here are several examples: 

Well, probably I would just find another way to do it.  I'm not the kind of person – I'm a 

pretty driven person, so if I find I'm doing something where I'm not being successful, or 

gaining success, or feeling like a success, coming from it for me or someone else, I will 

probably just go on and try something different and be successful in that.  Not being 

successful really isn't an option for me because I think I can find success at something.  

And if I try one area and I can't find it, then I'll just move to another area and find it in 

that area.  So non-success is not an option for me.  It's just kind of a driving force. 

I usually start them off with a strong dose of reality, and if they can’t handle that, they 

probably aren’t going to stay.  And what I mean by that is I tell them that as long as the 

rest of the world is going to make their decisions for them, they are going to be an 

unhappy puppet because they are going to have to adjust to what everybody else wants.  

And they will never be able to make anybody else happy, because what people want is 

going to change from moment to moment.  And so, they are setting themselves up for a 

lifetime of misery.  And I’m not willing to help them with that.  So do they want to do it 

on their own or not.  What I’m doing is constantly tearing down the outside authority, and 

it’s part of the job as a coach is to say come back to your own authority  It’s a journey.  It 

doesn’t come automatically.   
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I's not whether I can or can't.  I do believe I can coach anyone who wants to be coached.  

However, the caveat is am I the best fit for that person, and is that person a good fit with 

me?  That's another distinction.  Can I coach them?  Yes.  Do I want to; not necessarily.   

Appendix K provides two more examples of unsuccessful from an Observer Coach 

perspective. 

 The Transformational Coach can accept success and failure at the same time.  They can 

accept opposing ideas and be open to whatever emerges from the engagement.  Here are two 

examples:  

Sometimes it’s different.  That’s why I was saying they might not accept it.  Sometimes 

the timing is what matters.  It may be at that particular time they can’t connect with what 

I’m saying.  It is coming up for me, and that’s fine.  I say okay, let it go.  And then some 

times, again, if the timing is right, they will connect to it better and say, yeah, I wasn’t 

aware of it.  Now that you mention it, yes, I can feel it.  I can connect with that.  That 

might also go with just somebody clearing their throat.  If they clear their throat once, I 

let it go.  Twice, I let it go.  The third time then I say look, this is the third time you’ve 

cleared your voice.  You know, what is happening?  And then they will be able to say 

something about oh, I’ve been having a cold coming up lately.  I say okay, that’s fine.  I 

was just curious.  So I use my curiosity a lot in that sense because all types of information 

in the session is a potential source of data. 

 

That I’ve lost that connection, that I’ve gone into my head, or that the ego has gotten in 

the way and has really taking me off track.  Well, I try to meet the individual or the client 

where they’re at.  So there’s no judgment about whether or not, you know, there’s 

something wrong with a client when perhaps they’re not being true to themselves.  I 

believe that I need to be as true as I can be in that coaching relationship in order to offer 

my best.  I don’t impose that on my client in terms of I invite them to bring all of who 

they are into their coaching relationship.  Now whether they are being true to themselves 

or not, I may not know that in every conversation.  However, when there is a discrepancy 

between what they are saying and what they may have said, and what they’re actually 

doing, I will reflect that back to them.  And it’s at that point that I invite the client to take 

a look at, okay, how is this aligning for you in terms of what you’re saying and what 

you’re doing?  Where are you at when you look at these two pieces?  And then I’ll let the 

client take a look at it, and whatever follows from that moves us in the coaching process. 
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Theme 6. Unconditional Positive Regard 

How do coaches maintain what Carl Rogers (1962) calls unconditional positive regard for 

their clients?  Rogers argues that unconditional regard is present when the client is accepted in 

total, positively and without judgment.  He suggests that growth and development of the client is 

more likely when the client experiences congruence, empathy, and positive regard in a helping 

relationship (Rogers, 1962).  While Rogers argued for these competencies in the profession of 

counseling and therapy, experts in the emerging profession of coaching have adopted this 

wisdom as a central tenet for coaches (Drake et al., 2008; Stober & Grant, 2006; Wildflower & 

Brennan, 2011).  When the coach experiences unconscious or conscious feelings of frustration, 

boredom, dislike, or disappointment toward the client, what is the impact? In this study, several 

participants explicitly discussed their challenges and opportunities with unconditional positive 

regard.  

I feel torn in where is my allegiance? How can I respond supportively and empathetically 

with my client when he is doing something that I believe is wrong?  The conflict is with 

my personal values.  When I see a wrong being done by my client, if feels wrong to me.  

What’s at stake for me? Because I did all these feedback interviews, I feel an allegiance 

to the company.  When my client starts manipulating the data to be punitive, it feels 

wrong.  My work is being manipulated and my final product does not have the level of 

quality that I want my work to have.  I need to recognize that, it’s no longer my work.  

It’s been modified.  And so, I can disengage myself from it.  But that’s hard to do 

because again, I had this loyalty to the company. 

 

The first piece is unconditional acceptance.  It’s simply accepting them wherever they 

are, whatever they say, whatever they’re doing, not approval, just simply acceptance.  

Yes, you had that experience.  Yeah, I hear you.  I see what you’re saying.  Yeah, I 

understand that experience embarrassed or upset you or made you ashamed or whatever.   

But always allowing it to simply be an experience, and accepting the person for who they 

are.  I’m not saying that I agree with what they think may be a good idea.  There’s not a 

judgment in it.  And then, that’s the second part is with the acceptance is the non-

judgment.  Do you like it?  Is it working for you?  And it’s about them and not about my 

perceptions, or my judgments or what I think is right or wrong.  Staying conscious and 

present, and I’m sure there are times that I don’t, but to the best of my ability staying 

conscious and present and being aware.  Am I having a judgment about this?  Are there 

thoughts about it that I think they should do something a certain way, because if I’m 
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there, I’m in judgment, and I’m not unconditionally accepting them.  So keeping a part of 

myself as the observer of myself, and aware of do I have an agenda?  Do I have a 

judgment?  Do I think they are wrong or they shouldn’t do it that way?  Then I’m 

personally out of integrity.   

 

As a coach, it means that I have created a space of unconditional caring or acceptance or 

maybe even love for a person, in which space for a period of several months they can  

just be who they are.  That to me is success.  I accept them the way they are, and they 

accept themselves as they are.  When I feel that we mirror each other in coaching, when I 

feel the peacefulness of the person in realizing they are a great person and have 

something to contribute.  And I can see it in their face.  I can hear it in their voice.  I can 

see it in their posture.  And there is a congruence of I really am a great person.  And that's 

the result of my holding that space for us over time.  Most people don't have anyone who, 

in coaching terms, champions them very consistently.  And as coach, I can do that.  So 

for me it's not about them getting the results that they want.  That happens also, but that's 

quite secondary.  When you're coming through the space of feeling you are you and 

loving that, then the world opens up.  I would say first of all I have to be congruent and 

authentic within myself.  And that means my thoughts, my emotions, and my body all 

support me to be the best of who I can be.  I also believe that the fact that I have spiritual 

practice supports me being able to maintain consistently that space while I am coaching. 

 

The final finding in this study is that the Transformational Coach is the most 

unconditional in his or her positive regard for his/her clients.  These coaches are open to 

whatever emerges from the engagement; success and failure can be present at the same time: 

I use my own awareness of my own reactions, internal state, are vital for what I do with 

clients, and becoming increasingly clear about when something I’m feeling in my own 

body or my own emotions is mine or is the client’s.  Now there is a mirror, mirror on 

things going on.  And so, I’m just becoming increasingly clear about that so that 

sometimes I am really clear.  No, this is not my emotion.  I’m feeling it, but it’s not my 

emotion.  And so, I can share that back out with a client in way that can be useful for a 

client.  Yeah.  I think that because I feel so much so more able  to make contact with 

clients pretty much no matter how they show up because rather than expecting them to 

show in a particular coachable way, they show up as they show up, and then I make 

contact with whatever is showing up.  I think working, having clients have intentions 

about why are we working together and what do you hope to achieve is really important.  

So I join with clients meeting their own outcome expectations.  At the same time, and I’m 

not sure how much different this is, at the same time, I’m really clear with clients from 

the beginning that when we embark on a process of change, we really don’t know what’s 

going to happen.  I feel that it’s really important to allow space for what needs to emerge 

to emerge.   
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I have become increasingly comfortable with not knowing.  I don’t have an agenda for 

my clients.  I had an intention of being with them and creating, you know, holding a 

space and interacting with them in a way that would be of benefit in whatever way would 

emerge as important. 

I believe that we’re all in this cosmic mustard, you know, and I don’t believe that my 

being stops at the edge of my skin.  So I believe that there is a connection that transcends 

the physical among all of us, dead and alive, past and present, you know, future.  So 

that’s what I mean by the cosmic mustard.  I know there’s a connection.  So we have a 

shared understanding.  I mean, that’s an example of the, you know, where it doesn’t end 

at just me, you know.  I might be the one speaking, but you’re listening and you’re taking 

what my words are and filtering through them through your own life experience, and 

somehow someway we get shared understanding.  So I mean, this is where it’s getting a 

little bit esoteric for me, but I do think that there is a connection, and there is a divine 

connection that really does transcend the physical. 

 

Summary of Findings 

This study explored professional coach developmental consciousness using Kegan’s 

Subject-Object Interview  (L. Lahey et al., 1988).  The 36 participants described how they 

construct meaning from their coaching engagements.  They embraced the interview questions by 

providing candid detailed constructs of their experience coaching others.  While coaching, 

participants experienced a broad range of feelings and experiences such as anger, success, 

failure, change, and being conflicted.  Specific examples of these experiences at the different 

developmental levels provided a rich comparative analysis.  At the conclusion of the interviews, 

participants expressed appreciation for being able to reflect and express their experiences as 

coaches.   

While the meaning-making described was unique to each coach, their developmental 

structure placed them on the consciousness spectrum.  These findings suggest there is a wide 

range of developmental consciousness in professional certified coaches.  Their consciousness 
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ranged from the transition between third and fourth order through to the fifth order of 

consciousness.  Some experts suggest professional coaches operate at or above the fourth order 

of developmental consciousness, while others claim the opposite (Jennifer Berger Garvey, 

personal communication, 2012; M. Cavanagh, personal communication, 2010; Scott, personal 

communication ,2012a; Wildflower, personal communication, 2012).  This research found 28% 

of the participants below the self-authoring level of developmental consciousness.  The majority 

of coaches (44%) in this study achieved the self-authoring fourth order of developmental 

consciousness.  Less than 6% achieved the fifth order of consciousness.  The findings suggest no 

relationship between level of coach experience or level of certification and the level of 

developmental consciousness achieved.  

For the 36 participant coaches in this study, their coaching experiences were rich in 

content and developmental structure.  In over 60 hours of transcribed Subject-Object Interviews 

a comparative structure of developmental consciousness within the coaching context emerged.  

How coaches make meaning of their coaching engagements and developmental consciousness at 

the different levels of meaning making were described through the experience of the research 

participants.  By understanding these differences, coaches and other helping professionals can 

better understand where they are in the developmental spectrum and identify areas of self-

growth. 

The next chapter discusses the research findings in light of the scholarly research, and 

suggests applications for further research and practice. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – DISCUSSION 

The shortest and surest way to live with honor in the world is to be in reality 

what we would appear to be; and if we observe, we shall find that all human 

virtues increase and strengthen themselves by the practice and experience of 

them. (Socrates) 

Introduction 

Over 2000 years ago, Socrates argued that an individual who truly knows him or herself 

will succeed, for he/she will know exactly what is within his or her own capabilities, and the area 

in which to apply them, whereas the person who does not know him/herself will constantly 

misinterpret and misjudge.  Most assume they know themselves the best, but that doesn’t 

guarantee self-awareness.  In fact, someone with greater developmental consciousness can know 

you better than you know yourself.  There are powerful lessons in this wisdom for professional 

coaches and other helping professionals.   

Discussion of Three Key Findings 

The main purpose of this research was to answer three research questions.  First, what is 

the current state of developmental consciousness in 36 certified professional coaches?  Second, 

does the amount of coaching experience translate into greater developmental consciousness? 

And third, how do professional coaches at different orders of developmental consciousness make 

meaning of their coaching engagements.  From exploring the data found in Chapter 4, two 

additional questions emerged.  Fourth, does the level of certification translate into greater 

developmental consciousness?  And fifth, what does a comparative analysis of Kegan’s orders of 

consciousness versus coach developmental consciousness uncover?  Out of more than 60 hours 

of interviews, six themes emerged from the transcripts.  Chapter 4 presented a broad typology of 

coach developmental consciousness and compared the differences in consciousness by theme: 
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1. Experiencing anger while coaching 

2. Being torn or conflicted about coaching 

3. How the coach has changed recently 

4. What does success in coaching mean? 

5. What does unsuccessful coaching mean? 

6. What does unconditional positive regard mean? 

 

There were dramatic differences in how coaches constructed their coaching engagements at each 

level of developmental consciousness.  A synthesis of the data and themes compared to the 

existing literature resulted in key findings that will be discussed in this chapter: First, I will 

discuss the baseline developmental consciousness of professional coaches.  Second, I will 

explore the impact of coach developmental consciousness.  Finally, I will discuss the need for 

awareness and growth in coach developmental consciousness.   

Baseline Developmental Consciousness of Professional Coaches 

This study established a baseline developmental consciousness for 36 professional 

certified coaches.  A majority of coaches had achieved the fourth order of consciousness (44%), 

with 22% in transition toward the fifth order, and 6% achieving the fifth order developmental 

consciousness.  The most significant finding was that 28% had not yet fully achieved fourth 

order consciousness.  These findings contradict those who say (M. Cavanagh, personal 

communication, 2010) that all coaches are at or above the fourth order and confirmed those who 

say (Berger Garvey, personal communication, 2012; Scott, personal communication,  2012; 

Wildflower, personal communication, 2012) professional coaches can be at the third order of 

consciousness.  The 28% of coaches that are stuck in transition between the third and fourth 

order have an opportunity to develop more developmental consciousness.  Forty-four percent of 

the fourth order coaches in this study also have an opportunity to the fifth order.   
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Years of coaching experience did not seem to result in greater developmental 

consciousness.   I did not expect to find so many inexperienced coaches at the higher levels of 

consciousness.  Nor did I expect the most experienced coaches to be in transition between 

Interpersonal and Observer Coach.  There was even less of a relationship between level of 

certification and developmental consciousness.  More of the ACC coaches had achieved 

Observer Coach or higher than the PCC coaches.  Most of the MCC coaches had achieved 

Observer Coach, or were on their way towards or had achieved Transformational Coach.   

The Impact of Coach Developmental Consciousness 

Astorino (2002) suggested that coach adult development informs the coaching 

engagement.  This study supports his claim through a comparative analysis of how the coaches 

experience and make meaning of their coaching engagements at the different orders of 

developmental consciousness.  A synthesis of the collective consciousness at each level of 

developmental consciousness yielded the following descriptions: 

Interpersonal Coach (Third Order) - Coach consciousness is established through the 

mutuality of the interpersonal relationship with the client. Coaches at this level are part of 

a societal group of professional coaches.  They are socially bound by coach rules of 

engagement and a code of ethics learned from their professional membership group 

without question.  This coach may be formally trained by a particular coaching program 

with a defined and unique curriculum.  They will use the theories and tools provided by 

his/her program to coach their clients.  They are loyal to what they have been taught and 

will use these methods without question.  For this coach, success or failure in coaching is 

defined and validated externally by teachers, clients, and other experienced coaches.  

They are likely new to coaching and will accept all clients who hire them.    

Observer Coach (Fourth Order) - This coach is more experienced and has created 

his/her own way of coaching based on has worked for well.  As a member of a 

professional organization,  this coach may help define the rules of engagement, and 

coaching ethics.  Some may teach in coaching programs or mentor new coaches.  Some 

may create their own coaching theories, coaching programs and market them to other 

coaches.  This coach is able to stand back and observe the client’s development and are 

able to see multiple perspectives.   They experience objective knowing.  For this coach 

it’s all about self-regulation, self-formation and self-authorship.  Therefore, for this 
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coach, success or failure in coaching is defined and validated by his/her own observation 

and the evaluative nature of his/her own internal voice.  This coach will have a defined 

client selection process and will select clients which fit the self-authored criteria of a 

suitable client.  They will only accept coachable clients.  Failure is rarely experienced by 

this coach because of the selection process. 

 

Transformational Coach (Fifth Order) – This coach is highly experienced and 

represents the highest complexity of consciousness.  They are changed by the coaching 

relationships as much as their clients are.  This coach creates an environment for forming 

and transforming ideas, theories, or systems with all who are open to connect with 

him/her at the deepest most complex level.  Success and failure can be experienced at the 

same time within a coaching relationship.  They accept the dualities of life and can be 

courageous and vulnerable at the same time.  This coach is open to whatever emerges 

from the interconnection with the client and the world.   Being in community is important 

to the transformational coach.  They easily tune into the environment, it is a way of being 

in which something new results from the interconnectedness of one or more individuals 

or systems.   

 

These descriptions of the levels of developmental consciousness within the coaching 

context suggest that developmental consciousness of the coach does inform his/her engagements.  

Additionally this finding also supports Diehl’s (2010) assertion; why third order clients prefer 

fourth order coaches who are more directive, and why fourth order client’s prefer fifth order 

coaches who can help them explore their world and facilitate transformation.   

Further evidence of the impact of coach developmental consciousness on the coaching 

engagement can be found by analyzing the differences in developmental consciousness by 

theme.  Six themes were discussed in Chapter four: (a) anger, (b) torn/conflicted, (c) changed, 

(d) success, (e) unsuccessful, and (f) unconditional positive regard within the coaching context.  

The salient findings from Chapter four and Appendix K are summarized in the next six 

subsections. 

Anger 

The most surprising finding of this research was that 50% of the participants discussed 

being angry while coaching.  I did not expect the coaches to discuss their experience of anger in 
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the coaching context.  I was most impressed by the candor of the participants who were willing 

to discuss this strong emotion we all can relate to.  Interpersonal Coaches experienced anger 

when they felt taken advantage of by their clients, or when the clients did not value them.  The 

Observer Coach became angry and frustrated with clients who could not see the reality that was 

obvious to the coach.  The implication of this finding is that Interpersonal Coaches will need to 

develop themselves to a higher and more complex consciousness in order to better facilitate 

client growth.  Relying on external sources of validation can often get in the way of client 

development.  Development to a more constant and confident internal voice, will help the coach 

objectively observe and reflect upon the client’s consciousness.  The Observer Coaches who are 

frustrated with their clients, who are not developmentally ready to see reality, need to better 

understand developmental consciousness and how coach judgment can get in the way of their 

clients success.        

Torn or Conflicted 

 Sixty-six percent of the coaches in this study discussed being torn or conflicted while 

coaching.  The transcript samples analyzed in Chapter four found that Interpersonal Coaches are 

torn by competing social loyalties and the lack of external validation from the client.  Those 

coaches who were in transition between Interpersonal and Observer Coach were often torn by 

what they were taught in training and what has worked for them based on trial and error.   The 

Observer Coaches in this study were quite confident and did not experience being torn or 

conflicted.  Each Observer Coach had their own client selection process to ensure their clients 

were the right fit for them in order to prevent conflict.  Those coaches who were in the transition 

state between Observer and Transformational consciousness described being conflicted about the 

way they coach, that it wasn’t working as well as it once had.  The findings suggest that 
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Transformational Coaches are more open to being changed by their clients and systems they 

interact with.  These coaches know and experience the benefits of transformation and are often 

frustrated when systems are closed or not open to the complexity that transformation can bring.  

The implications of this finding argue in favor of coaches developing toward greater complexity 

of consciousness.    

Changed  

 Over 75% of the participants discussed how they have changed as a coach.  Change was 

discussed by those who had recently arrived at a stable developmental consciousness.  It was 

easy to describe the differences between how they coached in the past and the way they coached 

now.  In the transcript excerpts in Chapter four and in Appendix K, the Observer Coaches 

described the past as being very restrictive versus their new found freedom of coaching in a way 

that worked best for them.  They all described their past as being worried about clients liking 

them versus their present state of being more confident and no longer concerned with external 

validation.  One of my favorite transcript excerpts from Chapter four was from coach in 

transition between Observer and Transformational consciousness.  He described being 

transformed by his client in a way that seemed an unusual experience.  While he was always 

open to being transformed by his clients, this one was extraordinary.  This coach was likely 

coaching someone who was at a higher developmental consciousness. The implications of this 

theme are for coaches to work towards a Transformational developmental consciousness.  They 

experience coaching in a more positive, experiential, and transformational way.                

Success  

In other studies, the success card is the most frequent card chosen, and this study was no 

exception.  A majority of participants (92%) discussed their successful coaching engagements.  
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For the Interpersonal coach, success is determined by external sources, primarily the client.  

They are dependent on client happiness for referrals.  Those in transition between Interpersonal 

and Observer Coach describe the need for validation from their client that is often in conflict 

with their own experience of success.  The Observer Coach always ensures success through their 

client selection process.  They know what kind of client is a good fit for their coaching style.  If 

they encounter clients who are not a good fit, they will refer them to other coaches, often 

Interpersonal Coaches who are in need of clients.  The Transformational Coach is open to 

whatever emerges from the coaching engagement.  They are comfortable with both success and 

failure and may experience both at the same time.  They often describe successful coaching 

engagements when both the client and the coach are changed as a result of their connectedness.  

This finding supports Laske’s (2006b) suggestion that successful coaching outcomes are better 

when the coach’s developmental consciousness is equal to or greater than the client’s 

developmental consciousness.  The implications of this finding argue for coaches to develop 

toward greater developmental consciousness in order to facilitate client growth and development.      

Unsuccessful  

As a consequence of testing for structure at the transition points in developmental 

consciousness, 92% of participants who discussed success were also prompted to discuss 

opposing examples of unsuccessful coaching engagements.  I admired the candor with which the 

participants described their unsuccessful coaching engagements.  The Interpersonal Coach was 

unsuccessful when the client was dissatisfied.  These coaches accepted the full responsibility for 

their clients’ unhappiness with the coaching experience.  Even a confident Observer Coach can 

be triggered (fall back) to a lower level of consciousness by an unexpected client story of a 

similar traumatic event as described in the transcript excerpt in Chapter four.  While other 
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Observer Coaches described being unsuccessful as not an option for them.  The Observer 

Coaches’ client selection process ensures they do not experience unsuccessful coaching 

engagements.  Transformational coaches are the most open to unsuccessful coaching 

engagements.  They are content with anything that emerges from the interaction.  Success and 

failure can occur at the same time.  This finding also supports Laske’s (2006b) suggestion that 

when a client works with a coach at a lower level of developmental consciousness, the 

engagement is counterproductive.  The implications of this theme are that coaches need to grow 

towards a transformational developmental consciousness. 

Unconditional Positive Regard 

 Carl Rogers (1962) argues that unconditional positive regard is present when a client is 

accepted without judgment.  He suggests that clients are more likely to grow developmentally 

when they experience congruence, empathy, and positive regard from a helping relationship 

(Rogers, 1962).  What is the impact when a coach experiences unconscious or conscious feelings 

of frustration or dislike toward the client?  The participants in this study described in Chapter 4 

the challenges and opportunities with unconditional positive regard.  For example, one coach 

described how a client’s actions were in conflict with the coach’s values.  It was difficult for the 

coach to be supportive and empathetic.  Several coaches described unconditional acceptance of 

their client – a way of being that is without judgment, unconditional caring, as the definition of 

success.  The findings from Chapter 4 suggest that coaches who had achieved Transformational 

consciousness had the greatest unconditional positive regard for their clients.  Coach educators 

and certifying organizations such as EMCC and  the ICF have adopted Rogers unconditional 

positive regard as a core competency (Drake et al., 2008; Stober & Grant, 2006; Wildflower & 

Brennan, 2011; see Appendix D and E).   
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In total, the findings of this research support the need for greater awareness and growth of 

coach developmental consciousness to ensure the development of client consciousness that is 

fundamental to the coaching profession.   

Awareness and Growth in Coach Developmental Consciousness 

 Kegan (1994) argues that society has placed increasing demands on adults who are in 

over their heads.  He provides a plethora of detailed case examples and research outcomes that 

societal demands placed on adults: as parents, partners, colleagues, and at work and requires 

fourth order consciousness to be successful and well-balanced.  Kegan and others have found 

that up to two-thirds of the western population has not yet achieved fourth order consciousness.  

These overwhelmed clients often hire professional coaches to help them manage the demands of 

work and life.  Laske (2006a) and Wildflower (2006) suggest that it is difficult if not impossible 

to coach clients who are above one’s developmental consciousness.  This study suggests that 

28% of coaches have not fully achieved fourth order (Observer Coach) consciousness.  

Therefore, it would behoove professional coaches to understand their own developmental 

consciousness and that of their clients in order to facilitate growth.   

 New Knowledge: Highlights of Study Contributions 

 My study is built upon a foundation of the current literature and the implication for future 

research at the intersection of constructive developmental theory and evidence-based coaching to 

understand the developmental consciousness of professional certified coaches.  Six themes of 

coach developmental consciousness emerged out of four main findings: (a) definition of the 

Interpersonal Coach developmental consciousness representing Kegan’s third order, (b) 

definition of the Observer Coach developmental consciousness representing Kegan’s fourth 

order, (c) definition of the Transformational Coach developmental consciousness representing 
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Kegan’s fifth rder, and (d) comparative analysis of the different levels of developmental 

consciousness by theme.  My study created new knowledge in three important ways. 

 First, using CDT as the foundation and the Subject-Object Interview (L. Lahey et al., 

1988) as the method to establish the current state of developmental consciousness of professional 

coaches adds new evidence-based research to the scholarly discourse.  The findings suggest there 

is a wide range of developmental consciousness with this population of coaches.  Their 

consciousness ranged from the transition between third and fourth order through to the fifth order 

of developmental consciousness.  Some experts suggest professional coaches operate at or above 

the fourth order of developmental consciousness, while others claim the opposite (Berger 

Garvey, personal communication, 2012; Cavanagh, personal communication, 2010; Scott, 

personal communication, 2012; Wildflower, personal communication, 2012).  This study found 

that of the 36 coach participants, (a) 28% achieved the transition between Interpersonal and 

Observer Coach developmental consciousness, (b) 44% achieved Observer Coach developmental 

consciousness, (c) 22% achieved the transition between Observer and Transformational Coach 

developmental consciousness, and (d) 6% achieved Transformational Coach developmental 

consciousness.   

Taken together, this study contributed to the scholarly discourse in establishing a baseline 

status of developmental consciousness of professional certified coaches.  Through the lens of 

adult development we can better understand this professional population who provide coaching 

services to clients who are “in over their heads” (Kegan, 1994).  

Second, my study compared the developmental consciousness of participants to their 

years of coaching experience or training.  My study findings suggest that there is no clear 
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relationship between the years of coaching experience to the level of developmental 

consciousness achieved.  Additionally, a similar perspective is accomplished by comparing the 

level of developmental consciousness to the level of ICF certification the coaches achieved.  The 

findings show there is no relationship between level of ICF certification and the developmental 

consciousness achieved based on this study.  The results of this study suggest that ACC certified 

coaches have achieved a greater level of developmental consciousness compared to the more 

experienced PCC certified coaches.  A majority of MCC coaches had achieved Observer Coach 

or greater developmental consciousness.  It seems to be the cumulative experience of working 

within the corporate world--the school of hard knocks and their coach training, that seemed to be 

cause of their development.  It is with this experience that they can lend a hand to their clients in 

bridging the developmental gap.    

 Third, my study revealed a broad typology of coaches based on the level of DC in which 

six themes emerged at different levels of developmental consciousness.  The segments of coach 

transcripts selected illustrate the differences in coach meaning-making at different levels of 

developmental consciousness.  By understanding these differences, coaches and other helping 

professionals can better understand where they are in the developmental spectrum and identify 

opportunities for self-growth.  For the 36 participant coaches in this study, their coaching 

experiences were rich in content and developmental consciousness.  

Limitations of Study 

 All research has its own unique set of requisite limitations.  My study is no different.  The 

limited sample size of 36 certified coaches cannot make generalized statements about the 

developmental consciousness of all professional certified coaches.  This research of a random 

sample of certified coaches can provide a baseline status of developmental consciousness in this 
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professional population.  Expanding on my pilot study population (N=3) to this study of 36 

participant coaches did find a greater range of developmental consciousness.  An even greater 

variation in developmental consciousness could be the result of the population who self-selected 

to participate, who by nature and experience constructed their work at least partially at the 

Observer Coach to even higher levels of developmental consciousness.  With this limited 

database in mind, the three coaches studied were able to hold and explore multiple perspectives. 

Each coach was able to empathize with their client and hold them in positive regard.  Most of the 

coach participants (33 of 36) drew upon their successes and failures when coaching their client to 

explore more complex perspectives.  Additionally, most participant coaches described their 

unique observer or transformational method of coaching, based on experience and lessons 

learned while coaching others.  Transformational coaches and their complexity of consciousness, 

described being changed by their clients during their coaching sessions.     

Implications for Research 

Using the same constructive developmental theory and qualitative research methodology, 

this study explores the developmental consciousness of professional certified coaches whose sole 

purpose is to help the population of clients who are “in over their heads” with the demands of 

work and life (Kegan,1994).  The research of Kegan and other scholars suggests that most adults 

are in fact in over their heads.  Scholars suggest that there are a significant number of people 

who need help managing the demands of work and stand to gain the most from professional 

coaching.  This study provides a semi-clinical qualitative baseline level of developmental 

consciousness for professional certified coaches for four important reasons. 

First, as previously discussed, this study creates new knowledge of value to the scholarly 

community.  The fundamental characteristics of this mindful inquiry are connected to theory, 
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specifically constructive developmental theory (CDT); framed by consciousness of both the 

researcher and participant; and is interested in the meaning making of a population of certified 

professional coaches.  As a scholar-practitioner coach this research is part of a two-way 

relationship with a global professional coaching body of practice, and the existing knowledge of 

the research done using CDT and evidence-based coaching as a resource, in order to evaluate, 

test, apply, modify, and extend the existing knowledge on this population of professionals (Bentz 

& Shapiro, 1998).   

Second, this study provides new applications for CDT Theory.  Using the same 

constructive developmental theory and qualitative research methodology, this research explored 

a new subpopulation of professional coaches.  This new knowledge establishes where 

professional coaches are in their developmental trajectory.  This population of professional 

coaches has the developmental maturity to be of the greatest assistance to the clients they serve.  

A majority of coaches are in the range of fourth order to fifth order of consciousness to be most 

effective in transforming others.  This study suggests 28% of the coaches are torn between two 

levels of consciousness, Interpersonal and Observer order.  This minority of coaches has more 

self-work to ensure their own consciousness does not impact the client’s development.  The 

majority of Observer Coaches also have self-work to do in order to achieve the fullest form of 

unconditional positive regard that Transformational Coaches seem to possess.    

Implications for Practice 

 Third, my research establishes new definitions of coach developmental consciousness at 

the three stable levels of consciousness: (a) Interpersonal Coach, (b) Observer Coach, and (c) 

Transformational Coach.  By reading these descriptions, professional coaches may be able to 

place themselves along the evolutionary spectrum of developmental consciousness.  If they need 
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additional information to inform their placement, the comparative analysis-based six themes will 

provide additional guidance.  Participant coaches described their experiences of: (a) anger or 

frustration regarding their clients, (b) feeling torn by a coaching experience, (c) how they have 

changed as a coach, (d) their coaching successes, (e) along with their coaching failures, and (f) 

how they construct unconditional positive regard for their clients.  This research establishes a 

developmental comparison between professional coaches at different levels of consciousness.  

There is no research currently published which establishes an understanding of the differences in 

developmental consciousness in this group.  This study suggests coaches may benefit by placing 

themselves in the developmental spectrum and understand what developmental opportunities 

they have yet to achieve. 

Fourth, this study can inform a new developmental curriculum for coach education and 

certification.  The coach participants randomly chosen were eager to participate in this study.  

All participants enjoyed the process of being interviewed.  Most indicated that the questions 

challenged their thinking about their coaching experience in a positive way.  They also were 

excited to hear about the results.  Experts suggest a current lack of developmental awareness in 

coaches is a significant coach competency deficiency according to Laske (1999a):  “the barrier to 

making coaching a developmentally transformative enterprise may therefore lie in the limited 

view practitioners hold of their own development as adults” (p. 158).  This ignorance perpetuates 

the old adage of “the blind leading the blind.” On the other hand, with developmental awareness, 

as Astorino (2002) pointed out in his dissertation, “Once the coach has an understanding of the 

executive’s order of consciousness, the coach can address skill development within the confines 

of the order as well as push the executive to achieve more complex ways of understanding” 

(p.143).  My research findings can help organizations like the Graduate School Alliance for 
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Executive Coaching who have established academic guidelines for coaching programs.  This 

research can help inform coaching programs and core competencies of professional certification 

organizations to include adult developmental awareness and developmental assessment of 

coaches.  

Conclusion 

This mindful research inquiry provides a valuable contribution of new knowledge and 

understanding about the state of developmental consciousness in professional certified coaches.  

With the broad range of developmental consciousness described in this study, coach educators 

can understand where their coaching students are in the developmental trajectory.  There is 

opportunity to use this data to inform coaching education programs toward increasing coach 

complexity of mind to the level of Transformational Coach.  The comparative analysis will also 

provide professional coaches with a developmental understanding of where they are on the 

consciousness spectrum.  This research suggests there are plenty of growth opportunities for 

coaches to achieve a greater level of developmental consciousness that will facilitate 

transformation in the clients they serve.  Once we as coaches, know where we are on the 

developmental consciousness spectrum we can utilize coaching strategies provided by authors 

such as Fitzgerald and Berger Garvey (2002) to help our clients develop.  For the Observer 

Coach who wants to achieve Transformational consciousness we can benefit from Scott’s (2009) 

findings to grow and develop greater consciousness.  This research suggests a professional call to 

action:  

Coach, Know Thyself!   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Kegan’s Orders of Developmental Consciousness 

Order of Consciousness Definition 

Single point, immediate, atomistic- 

Young children from birth to 7 or 8 

years are incapable of abstract 

thought.  Physical objects represent 

the child's short term perceptions of 

them: 

Meaning is made from a very egocentric, fantasy -- filled 

position.  The world is not concrete, and there is no realization 

that others have separate minds, separate intentions and 

separate vantage points…. if their perception of an object 

changes, the object itself changes.  Children come to have 

reflexes rather than be them, and to the self is that which 

coordinates the reflexes through perceptions and impulses.  

Impulse control is not possible because children are subject to 

their impulses, and non-expression raises the threat of risking 

‘who I am’. 

 

Transition from the first order of consciousness to the second occurs in momentary impulses and 

immediate perceptions which move from being the subject, to the object of experiencing.  Therefore 

the new subject becomes a lasting durable category. 

Durable Category - Children from 7 

or 8 until adolescence or early 

adulthood transition make meaning 

by learning to construct durable 

categories: 

Lasting classifications in which physical objects, people, and 

desires come to have properties of their own that characterize 

them as distinct from “me.” For example, a child comes to 

recognize that some animals fall into the category ‘dog’ 

whereas others do not fit into this category because of 

properties such as fins, trunks, or wings.  Children now 

recognize that they are individuals with characteristics, and 

this creates a self-concept.  In addition, other people become 

‘property -- bearing selves distinct from me.  For example, 

distinctions between family, friends, and strangers become 

possible.  A shift from a fantasy orientation to a reality 

orientation occurs in which individuals begin to develop self-

sufficiency and take on the social role of a child.  Individuals 

are still concerned primarily with the pursuit on satisfaction of 

their own interests, or not yet able to own membership in the 

wider community than the one defined by self interests, and 

they are not able to think abstractly 

Gradual transition from the second order to the third order is likely to occur during adolescence or 

young adulthood usually due to societal demands of entering college.  Kegan suggests that many 

adolescents are unable to meet the expectations which adults hold them to.  The difficulty might be 

more a matter of not understanding the rules of the game then one of an unwillingness to play. 
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Cross-categorical, trans-

categorical – Usually occurs 

sometime during young adulthood 

when one is able to “think abstractly, 

identify a complex internal 

psychological life, Orient to the 

welfare of the human relationship, 

construct values and ideals self-

consciously and subordinate one's 

own interests.  It is the capacity to 

experience the self in relation to a 

specific category rather than as the 

category: 

For example, individuals might start to reflect on the type of 

friends they are.  Individuals also begin to consider not just 

what will happen to them or to their wants but what will 

happen to the bonds or relationships in their life.  As a result, 

individuals become able to subordinate some of their own 

interests to a shared interests instead of only being able to get 

their own needs met.  At this order, in addition to the ability to 

construct one's own point of view, the recognition and 

emerges that others are constructing their own points of view 

as well.  This requires movement from ‘I am my point of 

view’ to “I have a point of view.”  Prosocial expectations, such 

as being a good citizen, require this type of Cross-categorical 

knowing.  Cross categorical thinking also makes possible 

experiencing emotions as inner psychological states.  This 

requires integrating the simpler, categorical self into a more 

complex context that relates to the self.  For example, rather 

than simply experiencing depression (emotion as subject -- I 

am depressed), individuals might recognize themselves as 

being in a state of depression as opposed to a normal state of 

being (emotion as object -- I am experiencing depression). 

 

The transition from the third order to the fourth order is the principal transformation of consciousness 

that occurs in adulthood.  The transition is sometimes signaled by strong and painful feelings of 

selfishness, loss, loneliness, lack of concentration, energy and purpose.  Some describe feelings of 

anger as they try to extricate themselves from others' expectations.  The precipitating event for the 

shift can be the loss of an important relationship, whether self initiated or through rejection or betrayal, 

because at the third order, students are their relationships (subject) rather than having them (object). 

Judgment and expectations comes to reside within the self rather than being confused with others. 

System/Complex – occurs in 

adulthood when individuals acquire 

the ability to construct 

generalizations across abstractions.  

An internally consistent identity is 

constructed which uses a formal 

system to organize the concrete, the 

context-bound and the abstract.  

However, one-half to two-thirds of 

the adult population appear not to 

have fully reached the fourth order of 

consciousness. 

Individuals who reach this order develop the capacity to 

stand outside of their values and form a deeper internal set 

of convictions that form a context for and regulate 

behavior.  These values about values provide a means for 

choosing among values when a conflict.  Rather than 

being regulated by and held to the standard of a value, 

ideal, or belief, an individual at the fourth order would 

have two be able to subordinate a perfectly respectable 

ideal (like openness and honesty) to a bigger theory or 

ideology that can regulate the ideal.  The making of an 

ideology involves an ability to ‘subordinate, regulate, and 

indeed create (rather than be created by) our values and 

ideals -- the ability to take values and ideals as object 

rather than subject of our knowing.  This capacity is 

referred to as self-authorship and incorporates the ideas of 

self-regulation, identity, autonomy, and individuation, as 

opposed to relying on others to frame the problems or 

determine whether things are going acceptably well.  

Kegan argues that in order to be effective partners, 

parents, workers and leaders individuals must be capable 

of self authorship.  For those adults who have not yet 

achieved fourth order consciousness, they would likely be 

truly “in over their heads” with all the societal demands of 
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partnership, parenthood and worklife. 

The transition from the fourth order to the fifth order is marked by being able to subordinate or 

relativize systemic knowing (fourth order) and require a move of systemic knowing from subject to 

object.  

Trans-system, trans-complex – The 

fifth order consciousness is rare and 

usually does not appear before they 

reach their 40’s.  An individual's 

identity system moves from subject 

to object and brings into being a new 

interindividual way of organizing 

reality that emphasizes a refusal to 

see oneself or the other as a single 

system or form. This order is built on 

a realization of the human tendency 

to pretend toward completeness 

while actually being incomplete.  It 

is only in relationship that we are 

who we are.  Kegan suggests this 

claim is controversial because it flies 

in the face of established notions of 

maturity.  These individuals use a 

perspective of “multipleness, where 

relationships become “a context for 

sharing and an interacting… in 

which the many forms or systems 

that each self are helped to emerge. 

Individuals hold suspect their sense of their own and each 

other's wholeness; they reject false assumptions of distinctness 

or completeness.  The self-as-system is seen as incomplete -- 

only a partial construction of all that the self is.  It is the 

process of creating self through relationships that is 

imperative.  The shift to this way of meaning making can be 

accomplished by an experience of losing one's balance or as 

sense that one's personal organization is threatened or about to 

collapse.  A sense of boundaries being violated maybe felt.  

Fears may also develop about losing one's control and sense of 

being distinct.  A key tenet of this order is a new orientation 

toward contradiction in paradox.  Rather than feeling a need to 

choose between the two poles in a paradox, an individual 

recognizes the contradiction and orients towards the 

relationship between the poles.  Therefore, contradictions do 

not threaten the individual's identity system.  This view of 

relationships focuses on the bond or link between the 

individuals.   

Adapted from (Kegan, 1982, 1994; L. Lahey et al., 1988; Love & Guthrie, 1999) 
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Appendix B 

Longitudinal Study of Adult Orders of Consciousness 

 Subject – Object Position 

Subject No 

interview 

3 3(4) 3/4 4/3 4(3) 4 4(5) 

AA   Year 

1,2 

Year 3 Year 4    

BB Year 2   Year 1   Year 3,4  

CC   Year 1 Year 2,3 Year 4    

DD Year 1,4      Year 2,3  

EE Year 1      Year 

2,3,4 

 

FF Year 2    Year 3 Year 4 Year 1  

GG    Year 1 Year 2 Year 

3,4 

  

HH   Year 1  Year 3? Year 

3? 

Year 2, 

3?, 4 

 

II Year 2 Year 1   Year 3 Year 2   

JJ  Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4    

KK    Year 1? Year 1? Year 

2,3 

Year 4  

LL   Year 1 Year 2 Year 3  Year 4  

MM     Year 3 Year 4 Year 1 Year 

2 

NN     Year 1  Year 3 Year 2,4  

OO    Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4  

PP Year 3  Year 1 

?  

Year1?, 

2 

Year 

2?,4? 

Year 

4? 

  

QQ Year 2  Year 1  Year 

3,4? 

Year 

4? 

  

RR Year 3,4 Year 

1? 

Year 

1?,2 

     

SS    Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4  

TT Year 4     Year 1 Year 2 Year 

3 

UU    Year 1,2 Year 3  Year 4  

VV Year 1    Year 4 Year 3 Year 2  

 (Kegan 1994, pp. 189-90). 
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Appendix C 

Kegan’s Composite Analysis Distribution of Order of Consciousness from Random Sample 

Studies of Adults 20 

Study # 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Order of 

Consciousness 

(Goodman, 

1983) N=24 

(Jacobs, 

1984) N=40 

(Alvarez, 

1985) N=30 

(L. L. Lahey, 

1986) N=22/44 

(Dixon, 

1986) N=24 

(Allison, 

1988) N=19 

(Beukema, 

1990) N=20 

5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Between 4 and 5 2 3 4 3 0 0 2 

4 8 15 14 13 0 12 12 

Between 3 and 4 6 10 12 24 12 3 3 

3 3 11 0 4 1 3 3 

Between 2 and 3 1 0 0 0 10 1 0 

2 4 1 0 0 1 0 0 

 

 

Study # 8 9 10 11 12 Studies  

1-12 

13 

Order of 

Consciousness 

(Sonnenschein, 

1990) N=11 

(Binner, 

1991) N=12 

(Osgood, 

1991) N=19 

(Greenwald, 

1991) N= 
27 

(Roy, 

1993) N=12 Composite 

(Bar-Yam, 

1991) N=60 

5 0 0 0 0 0 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Between 4 and 5 0 1 2 0 0 17 (06%) 6 (10 %) 

4 5 3 7 6 2 97 (34%) 25 (42%) 

Between 3 and 4 6 4 4 5 2 91 (32%) 22 (37%) 

3 0 1 2 5 7 40 (14%) 7 (11%) 

Between 2 and 3 0 1 2 6 1 22 (08%) 0 (0%) 

2 0 2 2 5 0 15 (05%) 0 (0%) 

 (Adapted from Kegan, 1994, pp. 192-195). 

Four Samples for Comparison 

Order of 

Consciousness 

Original 

Dissertation 

Composite (Studies 

1-12). N= 282     

Studies 1,5, and 11 

full range of 

socioeconomic 

classes. N=75 

Professional 

Highly educated 

composite (all 

except 1, 5, 11) 

N=207 

Bar Yam Study 

highly educated 

adults. N=60 

5  0       0% 0         0% 0         0% 0        0% 

Between 4 and 5 17      6% 2         3% 15       7% 6       10% 

4 97    34% 14     18% 83     40% 25     42% 

Between 3 and 4 91    32% 23     31% 68     33% 22      37% 

3 40    14% 9       12% 31     15% 7        11% 

Between 2 and 3 22      8% 17     23% 5       2.5% 0         0% 

2 15      5% 10     13% 5       2.5% 0         0% 

     (Kegan, 1994, p. 195) 
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Appendix D 

European Mentoring and Coaching Council (EMCC) Competence Framework (EMCC, 2009) 
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Appendix E 

ICF Core Competencies Rating Levels (ICF, 2014a) 
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Appendix F 

ICF Certified Coach Invitation Flyer 

A research project on the developmental consciousness ICF certified coaches  

Fielding Graduate University Ph.D. student seeks individuals to participate in this personally 

rewarding and important study.  I am seeking participants who meet the following criteria:  

Coaches who have been certified by the ICF as an Associate Certified Coach, Professional 

Certified Coach , or Master Certified Coach. 

 Your information will be kept strictly confidential.  You will be given the opportunity to review 

the transcript of your interview to make any corrections to it that you wish in order to make sure 

that the transcript accurately reflects your experience.   I will request permission before direct 

quotes are used.   

Your name will be converted into a research code number in order to ensure confidentiality.  By 

participating in this study you will have the opportunity to reflect on your experiences in a way 

that’s viewed to be personally rewarding.  This experience may provide an enhancement to your 

self-awareness and developmental consciousness.  The self-knowledge gained should be 

beneficial in guiding yourself through your continuing adult development.   

 

For further information please contact: 

Kimberly Perry, HOD Ph.D. student,  

Fielding Graduate University 

610-216-3035 
kaperry@ptd.net 

 

I will answer all requests for information in the strictest confidentiality; there is no commitment 

on your part at this time. 
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Appendix G 

Subject-Object Interview Informed Consent Form 

  

I agree to participate in an audio recorded interview for a study about ways people make 

meaning of their own personal experience.  I understand I will be asked about ordinary 

experiences (like feeling moved, or being angry or conflicted about some decision, etc).  I 

understand that I do not have to answer any questions I choose not to answer.  I understand that 

any excerpts taken from this interview, written or spoken, will disguise all names of persons and 

places so as to preserve my anonymity and privacy.  I understand that I will not receive feedback 

on my interview.  I understand that although most people find these interviews engaging and 

interesting, should I feel like discontinuing the interview for any reasons we may do so at any 

time.  We thank you for your generosity in making time and available for our learning. 

 

__________________________    ______________________________ 

Date        Signature of Interviewee 
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Appendix H 

SOI Data Collection Instrument 

 

Pre-interview email to participant: 

Dear Participant,  

Your 60-90 minute SOI interview is scheduled for (date and time) EDT.   

Please call the following numbers to sign into the recorded telephone interview system by 

(time): 

Conf Call Number:  

Participant access code:   

Attached you will find several important Pre-interview documents:  Please review them prior 

to the interview: 

Attached you will find an SOI Research informed consent form, Please read and sign, then 

scan or fax to me at  (number). 

Six Interview Cards -  These cards are for your use during the interview.  Since we only have 

60-90 min, we won't have time to discuss all the cards, so please pick a few cards (2-4)  to 

discuss recent experiences which relate to these words.  Feel free to jot notes on the cards to 

remind you of recent experiences which are meaningful to you.   

During the interview process I will be asking you questions about the meaning of 

your experiences. 

Please feel free to contact me should you have any questions or problems with this process, 

Kimberly Perry 

610-216-3035 

 

Identifying Information 

SOI Interview Code:__________________ Telephone #1_________________ 

 

Address:      _____________________ Telephone #2_________________ 
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                    ______________________ Telephone #3 ________________ 

        

email:         ______________________   

Years of Coaching Experience _______________________ 

 

 Thank you for your willingness to participate in the interview.  To review what is happening 

today: 

o You are participating in a 90 minute recorded interview 

o Our goal is to learn how you think about things, how you make sense of your own 

experience 

o You don't have to talk about anything you do not want to talk about 

o  You may at any time stop the interview or change the topic direction of the interview 

o Your participation is continuously voluntary 

o Any excerpts taken from this interview, written or spoken, we will disguise all names 

of persons and places so as to preserve your anonymity and privacy 

o Do you have any questions before we get started? 

Is it ok to start the Interview? 

There will be a short pause before the RECORDING begins…..OK? 

We have about an hour or so to talk about some of these experiences you have recalled or 

jotted down.  You can decide where we start.  Is there one card or cards you felt more 

strongly about than others? 

Which card would you like to talk most about?_________________________ 

What 2 or 3 recent experiences that came to mind?______________________ 

Interview Questions for follow-up questions 

Subject-Object Interview Questions at the Level of Meaning 

When we are trying to get that sense making, we want to know: how is it that you see the world 

relate to issues of boundaries between you and not you?  Since you can't ask that question up 

front (or people will give you funny looks), here are some of Jennifer’s tips: 

RULE OF 3’s 
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 1
st
 time you ask a question, you get a story 

 2
nd

 time, you get the rationale/feelings/etc. behind the story 

 3
rd

 time (or later) you get the structure of meaning making: how the person understands 

the story and why the story gets told that way 

The key is to figure out the shape of their worlds and to name its boundaries 

 search for dichotomies and name them 

 find the places where the words give out…..be gentle in this area 

Wisdom from Lahey et al (1988): 

“we are not trying to alter anything, or facilitate a process for altering anything about the 

interviewee.  We are not trying to alter their thinking, feeling, or behavior; we are not trying to 

teach, change, or help, advice, invite someone to rethink something, to learn the reason for their 

ineffectiveness, to settle their puzzlement, or to try on a new way to frame something.  

Interviewees often do feel they have learned something from the process, but this is neither are 

intent nor our agreement to promote.” p. 305 

Stay with it until you get to structure, sometimes you have to ask three different ways  

Switch to a different card if you are not getting to structure with the current card and retest your 

order hypothesis? However, if they are having difficulty explaining….Don’t let them exit the 

story TOO Early! 

FLAG Words: what I know, what I don't know, kilts, responsibility, consequences, 

failing/succeeding, control lying, need, shoulds, have to’s 

Mirror back their answer with a twist to go deeper  (what would be the worst part of that…and 

then the worst part of THAT?   

Look for who is responsible?  Who has the responsibility and why? 

 What might be the consequences for you of a or b? 

o  Consequences to: Self, Others, the World 

Look for location of Authority 

 External (others, the group, parents), Internal (self), World (paradox Both/And,  Me 

and Others) 

Active listening…. clarify to keep in…… narrow for choice….. look for ceiling….. ask the 

same question a different way   
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

I am curious about the way you see the world……Which card would you most like to talk 

about?  

Ways of asking Why? 

 What is the hardest thing for you about this situation? 

 What is the best thing for you about the situation? 

 What is the most frightening thing for you about the situation? 

 What is the least upsetting/frightening thing for you about the situation? 

 In what sense….? 

 What allows you to…..? 

 What does ….. mean to you…..? 

 What prompts you to…….? 

 How did you know that with the right thing…..? 

 What is the basis of……..? 

 How does it change your sense of yourself that……? 

 Why do your feel good/bad about that? 

 What/Why do they say that? Why do you think they thought/did that? 

 What are the constraints? 

 What would have changed the way you feel about that? 

 What was your role? 

 What do you think caused…….? 

 What effect did …….have on you? 

 How are you the same/different now? 

 What are your preferences? 

Things to ask other than why: 

 What would have changed the experience for you? 

 What are the extremes of the situation (the most anything: most upsetting, most exciting, 

saddest, etc.)? 

 What would be the costs of the particular action or event? 

 What would you have liked to have happen? 

 What would be the best (or worst) outcome? 

 What do you feel anxious about (worried/afraid/torn)? 

 What was hard for you about……? 

 How do you evaluate something? 

 Is there another way of viewing that? 

 How did you get there? 
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 How did you come up/discover with that? 

 What would it look/be like if??? 

 Can you picture it? 

 If……..then……..? 

 What was the most significant? 

Knowing? …..Test Assumptions 

 How do you know? 

 What are the ways that you would know? 

 How do you make sense/understand that? 

 How did you get that belief? Where does that believe come from?  

 How do you evaluate? How do you decide? 

 What stops/starts you? 

 What are you questioning? 

 What are you loosing…..or ….gaining?  It's  

 What does it mean to you to do X or W? 

 What does it mean to have failed/succeeded 

Testing for 4 or 5  

 Does that way always work for you? 

 Does it ever get in your way? 

 Is it EITHER….OR……   Is it x OR y? 

 Is it BOTH….is it x AND y……? 

 Could you be both at the same time?  

Switching Cards 

 Would you like to say anything more about that? 

 Would you like to move on to another card? 

 End the interview:  

Is there anything else that you want to say about that experience? 

Thank you so much for your time, are you ok with stopping here? 

Would it be ok to follow-up with you at a later time if we have any additional questions? 
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Appendix I 

SOI Data Collection Form by Certification Level 

Order of Developmental 

Consciousness 

ICF ACC Coaches % 

N=12-15 

ICF PCC Coaches %  

N=12-15 

ICF MCC Coaches % 

N=12-15 

5
th

     

In transition between  

4
th

 and 5
th

  

   

4
th

     

In transition between  

3
rd

 and 4
th

  

   

3
rd

     

In transition between 

 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 

   

2
nd
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Appendix J 

Six SOI Discussion Cards 

Angry 
 If you were to think back over the last 

several weeks, even the last couple of 

months, and you had to think about the times 

you felt Angry, are there 2 or 3 things that 

come to mind? 

Were times when he really got mad or felt a 

sense of outrage or violation-are there two or 

three things that come to mind?   

Experiences: Jot down whatever you need to 

remind you of what they were.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If nothing comes to mind for our particular card, 

skip it and go on to the next card 

Success 
 if you were to think of some times when you 

felt kind of triumphant, or that you had to 

achieve something that was difficult for you, 

or especially satisfying that you were afraid 

might come out another way, or a sense that 

you had overcome something, are there two 

or three things that come to mind? 

Experiences:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If nothing comes to mind for our particular card, 

skip it and go on to the next card 

Strong Stand/Conviction  
If you were to think of some times when you 

had to take a strong stand, or felt very keenly 

“this is what I think should or should not be 

done about this,” times when you became 

aware of a particular conviction you held, are 

there two or three things that come to mind? 

Experiences: Jot down whatever you need to 

remind you of what they were.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If nothing comes to mind for our particular card, 

skip it and go on to the next card 
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These cards are for your use only! You can keep them or discard them after the interview. 

They are just to help you jot down things we might want to talk about 

 

Torn 
If you were to think back over the last several 

weeks, even the last couple of months, when 

you felt really in conflict about something, 

where someone or some part of you felt one 

way or was urging yawn in one direction, 

and someone else or some other part is 

feeling another way; times when you really 

felt kind of torn about something, are there 

two or three things that come to mind?  

 

Experiences: Jot down whatever you need to 

remind you of what they were.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If nothing comes to mind for our particular card, 

skip it and go on to the next card 

Important 
If I were just ask you, “what is it that is 

most important to you?”, or “What do you 

care deepest about?” or “What matters 

most?- are there are one or two things that 

come to mind? 

Experiences: Jot down whatever you need to 

remind you of what they were.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If nothing comes to mind for our particular card, 

skip it and go on to the next card 

Change 
As you look back at your past, if you had to 

think of some ways in which you think 

you've changed over the last few years -- or, 

even months -- if that seems right -- are there 

some ways that come to mind? 

Experiences: Jot down whatever you need to 

remind you of what they were.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If nothing comes to mind for our particular card, 

skip it and go on to the next card 
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Appendix K 

Supplemental Interview Segments 

Interpersonal Coach Interview Segments on Anger 

I had a potential client that was going to hire me as a career coach he just kept asking for more 

information and more stuff, and I got to a point where it’s just like he’s getting all this stuff for 

free instead of paying for a service.  And so, I was beginning to get angry with this person and 

said, you know, if you need more information, you really need to set up a contract and work 

together.  So I had to set boundaries with that.  And so to me, you know, that was an instance 

where I became angry and I had to take a strong stand and set some boundaries with the 

situation.  Well, I didn’t mind that he asked once or twice after we had our initial discussion.  He 

just kept coming back and kept coming back.  And I thought, okay, enough is enough.  And so, I 

kind of put the brakes on it, and said, you know, if you want more information we need to set up 

a contract to work together.  And so, I put that boundary out there.  So I was disappointed that he 

didn’t feel that it was worth paying for…. I’ve learned a lesson that I’ll give you 30 minutes up 

front, but then if we have any further conversations you need to pay me up front.  So I’ve created 

that boundary for myself.  When I didn’t have that to begin with, I didn’t know what to do.  I was 

just kind of feeling my way through it.   I mean, I’ve got a lot of information I usually give 

people that are in career transition.  And so, I just pull just one or two things, and I’ll share that 

with them in that 30-minute timeframe.  Well, I think a lot of coaches will offer like 30 minutes 

for free.  What I hear from many other coaches that will offer 30 minutes free. 

There was someone I was working with recently, and she just stopped keeping in touch  stop 

communicating all along she talked about how helpful  it was, how she appreciated  it, how 

much she enjoyed it, and stopped coming.  I sent a couple of emails and inquired.  Just no 

response. And I hate that.  I really hate that.  So for me it’s, was there something I needed to do 

differently, and what was that, and how do I get the chance to make that right, if I don’t even get 

feedback.  And did I mess up horribly, and I’m not aware of it?  And if that can happen with one 

client, can that happen with other clients. 

Segments of Transition between Interpersonal and Observer Coach on Anger 

If I’m coaching someone who is angry, I notice that can touch some triggers in me, so from a 

somatic point of view I might feel that my stomach grips a little bit because I would say that is 

the one thing that I just in an overall person, certainly as a coach work on being able to, you 

know, resolve conflict and things like that.  Conflict avoidance has been sort of my gremlin for 

my whole life.  So when I encounter anger sometimes, I can feel myself freeze a little bit.  I kind 

of get caught up in their own anger.  So – and of course, I step back and reflect and calm myself, 

but that will trigger it for me.  I think it’s not anger in return.  It’s more around hesitancy of how 

to approach this.  So you know, I mean, it’s certainly probably coming up from my upbringing or 

past experiences in my life of not knowing exactly how to deal with it.  And as a coach, of 
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course, we’re not the ones that are dealing with it.  We’re working with others to help them deal 

with it and work through it.  So I think of a sort of a stepping back and sort of – and I hesitate to 

go to the word fear.  It’s not that I fear it, but I’m reluctance.  It’s a reluctance of entering into 

that space because it’s not comfortable for me – me as a person.  The hardest part for me as a 

coach is knowing cognitively, that my job and my role is to be an equal partner with this person 

and walk alongside them.  Whereas my innate –intuitive innate jump into action part of my 

person is to go fix this, make better, to – you know quell the anger or to calm the person.  So that 

is a struggle for me.  Certainly, through my training, my observation of experienced coaches.  

You know, just embracing that distinction between consults and coaching – consulting and 

coaching.  You know really trying and practicing, not jumping into that advising and fixing 

rather, you know, helping that person really be able to identify what’s core for them, what’s at 

stake for them in whatever their struggling with.  That I don’t like to be around angry people.  

That’s what it really gets down to.  You know, I – you know, it would be a great life in the life as 

me as a coach if I could always be working with positive, excited, you know, engaged people 

who are looking at the positive side of life and everything, which I know you know as a real 

person that’s not possible.  So that’s pretty much it.  I don’t think I make a judgment.  I’m 

curious about it.   

I had to send her an email to remind her that she needs to pay for every session.  And she sent me 

a check without a note, without anything.  And so, you know, I feel I’m very skilled.  I’ve done 

this for years, and I don’t – maybe the anger was that I just needed to be – I don’t know.  I felt I 

was not in total control of that session…. at myself the angriest was that I had made so much 

headway with her as a coach in helping her realize a lot her potential, and that I was using wasted 

energy trying to make her aware of her life situation.  That’s not my job as a coach.  It made me 

angry that I let her whole situation frustrate me again.  I’ve gotten to know her real well over 

several years.  And – and that was the level of anger that I was that I wasn’t able to redirect her, 

and get her to – you know, I wasn’t going to tell her, naturally, as a coach, I’m not going to say 

look at where you are.  I would just ask her questions.  Well how do you feel?  When he said this 

or this happened?  How do you feel about not being able to take your leisure to find a job that 

you really want?  And she kept giving me evasive answers.  The hardest thing about 

experiencing that is that I had made such headway with her that I felt less than as a coach, that I 

took a step backwards.  It was all my skills, and knowledge, and experience, and all of that, that 

it wasn’t a successful intervention.  I make sense of it by going on to my next client and realizing 

that I am a skilled coach dedicated to all the principles and ethics, and the 10 core – the 

competencies.  If I had reflected and looked at the core competencies, I think that would have 

helped me make sense of what I did to tell you the truth, but I didn’t.  I was more emotional than 

logical.   
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Segments of Observer Coach Transcripts on Anger 

I don’t get mad – I don’t get angry at my clients or even at their, you know, what they do or 

don’t do as a result of our coaching.  I can feel a sense of anger if they’re telling me something 

that they have experienced that has, you know, that has made them angry or hurt their feelings or 

something like that.  But – and I would call that empathy or even compassion.  But as a coach, 

it’s very important for me to maintain the role of compassionate observer so that I can continue 

to be a resource for them.   

When the client has suffered a serious injustice.  And sometimes when I feel a little whiff of that 

is when they – in my opinion, there’s something about the way that they are dealing with that 

they don’t get it.  And usually that’s work that they’re doing on taking care of themselves, and 

they  don’t see some area that they just really got tromped on or they do, but they haven’t yet 

learned what to do about.  And so, people are afraid to express a little bit of anger.  I might do 

that almost on purpose just a little bit just to see whether I’m accurate there in my read of it. 

I really don’t get angry anymore.  Or it’s very, very rare.  I may be disappointed, but I’m always 

willing to explore the reasons for the disappointment.  It’s usually I’m disappointed in the client 

because they didn’t do something.  And then I’ve got to sit back, look at it, and say, okay, so 

what’s behind all of that?  Not only my reaction, but they are not doing whatever they were 

supposed to do, you know, their interim assignments and what have you, and I look at it.  You 

know, life happens.   

I've never really experienced anger while in the interaction.  The closest thing that comes to that 

might be personal frustration about having finished a session and then going, "Oh, I missed that," 

or "I could have gotten," "Boy, that was way off the mark," you know, so it was a sort of self-

calibration piece.  But with respect to anything that has ever happened, for the most part people 

that I coach are elective on my part.  So there is nobody that I'm going to take into my practice or 

be – even when I'm in a corporation and I've been hired by the company.  There is no one that 

I'm going to end up being angry with.  So it actually never comes up, although it may come up 

for them. 

Segments of Transition between Interpersonal and Observer Coach Transcripts on Torn 

In my assessment and this is just my assessment, my client appears to be mean spirited.  Like the 

choices she’s making are pretty much running over other people, colleagues and she’s 

completely okay with that.  Yeah.  I don’t value that, and I usually don’t have a problem if we 

have different values, I can honor what’s important to them.  In this particular instance, it’s 

bumping right up against a core value of mine.  Kindness.  She is so very mean-spirited.  And so, 

some of the questions for me, am I contributing to this?  I don’t know.  Am I contributing?  I 

don’t feel like so far I’ve been able to create a space for any kind of a different way of being.  

But then again, she didn’t ask for that.  What’s at risk?  This may sound a little altruistic, but 

service is another core value of mine.  It probably is for a lot of coaches.  And I don’t know if 
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I’m being of service.  Can I be of the best, greatest service given what she wants, right?  And so, 

the risk for me is being out of integrity.  It’s working out of alignment with my core value.  

Without some kind of suffering and or compromise on my part.  Well, here’s where I’m torn, if 

what we’re up to as coaches, and I think there are many levels to what we do as coaches.  Yes, 

we help people get to their goals.  Yes, we help them, you know, to arise to a more expanded 

world of possibilities.  Yes, we help them see where their limitations or blind spots might be.  

We coaches do is offer a non-judgmental space where they can just show up however they show 

up.  They can just be.  And there are moments in our conversations where I’m very clear that’s 

what I offer her.  And probably there aren’t a whole lot of people in his life that just go I see you, 

I’m not supposed to be judging her.  Am I quitting too soon?  I know too soon for what?  

Quitting on another human being because I’m uncomfortable.   Really? Maybe it’s my own 

arrogance that maybe one day someday I’ll be able to turn her around.  If anybody can do it by 

God, I can do it.  Don’t quit on him too soon.  So what’s at risk is – Oh, yeah.  One is with her, 

but that the same time you can’t stand what she’s doing.  I don’t like her very much.  You know, 

that’s the bottom line.  I’m supposed to create the space for them.  And the thing is I just don’t 

like her very much.  And that’s why I’m in conflict.   

I think about the potential consequences.  I just do a sort of quick sort of evaluation or analysis of 

what the potential consequences would be of not asking a tough question.  My own experience, 

and that's where it's more of a thought analysis as opposed to a deeper feeling.  I mean, I still call 

on the feeling piece, but typically in those situations of being torn, it's more thinking about it 

than feeling it.  Sometimes I will pause a beat and think about it before expressing it.  I will do a 

mini evaluation essentially.  I will deviate from asking a question.  This is not serving the client; 

not helping the client.  When I ask a tough question, I get an immediate response.  Or you realize 

that it was something that was helpful that they've integrated and are utilizing or has made a shift 

in perspective or understanding for them.  It can sometimes be in that moment I will realize, oh, 

yeah, that was great.  That was okay to do, or oops that was a misstep.  Sometimes it happens 

immediately or sometimes it's later on in reflecting back, or even the next time I meet with the 

client, I realize that it didn't land well.  It can be as little as just realizing it was a misstep and 

moving on.  It can be creating a little bit more separation and connection.  When the question 

doesn’t land well It can be a little bit of undermining of my own confidence because I realized I 

made a bad judgment call or poor choice.  If I'm not trusting myself in the choices that I'm 

making and the questions that I'm asking and the direction that I'm moving in, then it becomes, 

you know, I'm second guessing myself all the time, I'm questioning myself all the time instead of 

just trusting and moving on, I'm judging.  I am just trying to figure out how to – if there is 

connection, staying in that place, and if there isn't, how to get us there.  I do think that experience 

will teach me things.  I'm not sure yet what those things will be, but I will be curious to see what 

coaching will be like when I am more experienced.  I'll think there will be probably a lot more 

trusting, and less of a need, less of being torn.  I will have seen a lot more things play out and 

how they play out, and be able to recognize things as they come up, and how they might 

potentially play out.  You know, I said my judgment is based on just doing a quick evaluation of 
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the potential consequences.  I think that I'll have a much better understanding of what those 

consequences are and what other ways can happen, things can happen and play out.  Not that I 

will have seen it all, but it's sort of that idea that I will have seen a lot more.  I think I'll 

increasingly trust in – I'll just know better how to best serve my clients.   

Segments onTransition between Observer Coach and Transformational Coach on Torn 

I would say that the tornness is there is competing priorities.  There is competing commitments.  

I want my Client to be safe and happy, but I also want him to, you know, challenge himself.  One 

is, you know, the way you get from point A to point B doesn’t involve happiness.  It involves 

pain.  It involves suffering.  Although it was still painful for me and for others around.  I think 

the tornness might be just watching people grapple with a dilemma.  I mean, in the purest sense 

of coaching, it is still their decision to make.  So I’m not really torn with should I tell them, you 

know.  It’s torn maybe watching them handle the dilemma.  I think by the definition of pain, you 

know, that you probably don’t have pain and happiness in the very same moment.  I don’t know.  

I’ll have to think about that.  But if what we’re trying to teach people is  mindfulness, which is a 

big part of what I do, and part of mindfulness is to be able to even while in the pain, be holding a 

container of the bigger vision, this is part of a bigger part of a bigger process.  So I think you 

could be experiencing pain, and be holding it in the context of a bigger vision.  So I don’t think 

at the same moment you could probably have – like I don’t think you can have love and hate at 

the same very second.  I’m not sure if you could do that, but you could – I’m not sure you could 

hold pain and happiness at the same time.  But in the model of mindfulness, you could be 

experiencing pain and seeing it in the bigger picture of your life.  That’s part – well, certainly 

that’s what part of makes it more complicated.  But for me and that’s about my own self trust and 

my trust in the process.  It was my responsibility to help them go through the process of 

reflection, mindfulness, and explore all their options.  It’s my job is to make sure that we have a 

good sound process.  Yeah, being detached.  So like again, I mean, it’s okay to say if a client 

goes out and falls on his face, I have to be at peace with we did the right thing like being 

detached.  And so, it’s funny how all of these things kind of connect together.  But for me and 

that’s about my own self trust and my trust in the process 

Sometimes I coach clients, and they’re torn.  So when I think of the places where I experience 

separation duality, it’s in some of the definitions of success as I hear them in our culture for me 

are at odds with how I want to live my life, and what I want to contribute.  I think some things 

maybe are unknowable.  But I – as I understand universal law and flow, or even the law of 

nature, for me, that is at odds with our cultures admonition to save and have more and 

accumulate.  But I think we’ve made that such a big deal in this culture that we’re pretty clueless 

about what “enough” would be.  And we’re admonished that kind of the more, more, more, and 

I’ve been there done that on my past life, and it’s not one that I want to go back to.  And yet, I 

struggle because I don’t know what enough is because there isn’t like a measure, you know.  So I 

struggle with that question of given what I believe, you know, and given what we call reality 

how do I keep that in balance?  How do I live true to nature in a culture that is more designed of 
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systems and standards which are designed more in service of something different than nature?  

You know, I don’t know that there are words for it actually.  But it’s a deep sense of peace and 

connection.  It’s a sense of – I think connection is for me is the biggest piece, I feel this web of 

life where we are all connected as humans.  I don’t know if there’s a different word.  When I feel 

like I have feet in both places, and I feel like sometimes I can move from one place to another 

and they are not in conflict.  It’s a pretty good feeling, The conflict with like living life kind of 

step by step as opposed to having this plan and doing it this way, and this is the right way to do 

it, and that kind of thing.  I think that’s a part of the of the mystery for me.  I mean, some days 

it’s a part of the misery.  But for me that’s mystery.  How do we live as we were designed to live 

in a world that seems to be not designed in alignment with that? No, it blends the two.  I am a 

coach, who certainly a part of my work is helping clients to achieve their goals.   I don’t think I 

ever thought about what the world expects of me as a coach.  I don’t think I ever asked that 

question.  I think the world has this expectation that, you know, there is something called 

success.  I don’t know that that’s unique to coaches.  There is some part of me that goes, well, if 

you just applied yourself a little more or done this or made a different choice, you know, you 

might have had more success.  But I think there is some times that – maybe a little bit of second-

guessing.  The freedom let it emerge, trust it pretty much wins. 

Segments of the Observer Coach on Changed 

I think I have changed.  It’s much more clearly I find myself much more at ease now with my 

coaching.  I used to worry terribly, and give myself a hard time.  What am I going to do?  What 

am I going to say?  How am I going to be with this person?  But now I just, you know, I’m open 

and ready to work with whatever comes up, whatever emerges in our coaching session.  I think 

I’m more curious now to follow up, to listen, especially listen more attentively to the words, to 

the tone of the voice, to observing non-verbal signals from somebody, and I can stop the person 

and have them focus on what I noticed.  I used to be afraid of interrupting.  It’s rude, you know, 

to interrupt.  But now I find that it’s helpful to be interrupt because the person needs to know, if 

they are going to make the change they want to make.  So it’s that kind of confidence.  I think 

the word is I feel more confident about myself. 

One of the ways I’ve changed is being more and more courageous.  So I ask the question now 

instead of holding back.  There is some sort of filtering around appropriateness or if it even 

makes sense right here to ask that question.  But for the most part I’m committed to being, 

courageous with my clients.  I think through my own life experiences I found that that was a 

strategy that worked well for me in life.  If a question comes to mind, I will ask it.  So in my own 

life experiences I saw playfulness and lightness and courage coming together to produce results 

with people.  It’s the context of relationships.  So coaching is a relationship.  And so, all of those 

other scenarios were relationships where I was trying to interact with people, create trust, create 

influence, create forward action.   

 



160 

 

 

Segments of Transformational Coach Changed 

Over time I have changed as a coach.  I can be.  I can make different contact with people.  I can 

meet people with my fullness.  There is more space for everything now and It just feels very 

different.  When I’m coaching my energy comes from a different place.  There is a wholeness 

about that in me in the way I experience my life.  It’s not even an integration; it’s just a 

wholeness.  I am embodied now, and in a very different way than I used to be.  I embody – I am 

embodied, and I can work with other people from an embodied way.  It’s hard to describe.  So I 

can invite them into a greater sense of their own embodiment.  It’s not like anybody can be more 

embodied because they are fully embodied, but I can help them become more aware of their own 

embodiment, which shifts how they experience their own lives.  Yeah, it’s like this space is 

bigger.  It’s like I can experience what’s been here all the time, but I am now aware of it.  It’s not 

like anything has been added on.  It’s not like I’ve gone somewhere else.  It’s like I am liberated 

into what his here, and I’m inviting people into their own liberation to what is here.  It’s been 

here all the time, but it’s hard to see because of the – it’s like a shift in consciousness, a shift in 

awareness.  It’s being and many people aren’t at all ready or interested in a shift of awareness, 

but if I work with them from my place of shifted awareness, it still opens up different 

possibilities in their lives even if they are not interested or anywhere near it.  I use my own 

awareness of my own reactions, my internal state, are vital for what I do with clients, and 

becoming increasingly clear about when something I’m feeling in my own body or my own 

emotions is mine or is the client’s.  Sometimes I’m feeling the client’s emotion.  I can share that 

back out with a client in way that can be useful for a client.  Yeah.  I think that because I feel so 

much so more able to make contact with clients pretty much no matter how they show up 

because rather than expecting them to show in a particular coachable way, they show up as they 

show up, and then I make contact with whatever is showing up.  I mean, I know we have 

intentions about why we are working together and what do you hope to achieve is really 

important.  So I join with clients meeting their own outcome expectations.  At the same time, and 

I’m not sure how much different this is, at the same time, I’m really clear with clients from the 

beginning that when we embark on a process of change, we really don’t know what’s going to 

happen.  I feel that it’s really important to allow space for what needs to emerge to emerge.  And 

so, I stay in really close contact with the clients all through the coaching process about what their 

outcome expectations are, where we are in meeting them, and whether they at any point want to 

shift their outcome expectations or whether their outcome expectations have actually shifted, and 

it’s something that we need to make conscious.  It is both wonderful and uncertain. 

The change that I'm experiencing, or that I do experience my clients is that as I've coached with 

my clients, I am constantly learning.  I consider myself a facilitator of development or a midwife 

of change, and awareness, and recognition, and decision-making and just developmental 

transformational changes.  So as I facilitate – as I midwife, I also attempt to come to it with a 

beginner's mind.  I'm able to notice some things and some perspectives in different ways and am 

able to learn from my clients because each person is not only an individual, but they also find 
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themselves at various stages in their own development.  And so, that is ever changing also, if 

they are open to it.  My being able to experience this allows me to internalize it – to first 

recognize and understand that change and to internalize it.  It sort of enlarges my container, if 

you will, in my own development.  There is peacefulness, and a centeredness of recognizing my 

place in the world as a wonderful place, and not as one of distortion trying to cover everything 

and make sure, a lot of things that came from a seat of judgment don't come from there anymore. 

This vulnerability is our strength.  Be courageous, and take risks.  I have empowerment and 

personal power.  There was a strengthening of my core, and at a turning point when I recognized 

that vulnerability is not weakness, it is courage and it is strength.  And it was such a beautiful 

moment to recognize that and accept that.  I believe that I would not be able to coach the way I 

do today, and to the level that I do today, had I not had that moment, a lightning strike, that 

awareness, that acceptance, and that integration.  Because I am open and vulnerable, I recognize, 

respect, and celebrate their vulnerability.   

Segments of Interpersonal Coach on Success 

I send the client a coaching evaluation before we close, so at their closing session is a chance for 

them to really talk through what their path has been, what they have learned about themselves, 

what are the practices that they want to continue on with.  It’s always so interesting to me for as 

well as I know the clients on one level, I’m always surprised by what they write – you know, by 

what they focus on in the evaluation.  I’ve always been told how deeply intuitive I am.  And so, I 

think what the phrase that people have used with me that really has resonated a lot or meant a lot 

to me is people have said you have made it possible.  And made it possible for me to do this.   

It would mean what having for me would be having a full client load.  Which would probably be 

10-15 clients, and managing that well, and feeling like in most of those cases I'm effective.  

They're meeting their goals.  They’re finding that value in the coaching.  They're moving forward 

in their lives.  And honestly, it would also mean feedback that fact continuity of feedback from 

them like at the end of an engagement.  They're either willing or offering to write a testimonial.  

That they can demonstrate the value that they call me for a repeat session every so often.  That 

there’s a sense that they really recognize the value of the coaching, not that I did the work.  They 

recognize they did the work and they’re really appreciative of the skill level I brought to it. 

Feedback pretty important in all areas of my life.  You know I'm an extravert, and I strive on 

connection with others.  And this helps me know where I am in a room to check out my relation 

with the others in the room metaphorically.  Yeah.  It contributes greatly of my sense of safety, 

I'm just realizing.  So yeah it feel riskier if there's not feedback, and it's safer if there’s feedback. 

Segments of Transition between Interpersonal Coach and Observer Coach on Success 

It’s less about whether I’m successful.  It’s you know are they getting what they – are they 

growing, are they developing, and are they getting what they are hoping to achieve?  So it’s 

really less about my success.  You know, it’s not about me being the best coach that I can 
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possibly.  Certainly I want feedback about how I can upgrade that or change that, so that way I 

can be more effective.  I think the feedback is mostly around them being able to describe what’s 

worked for them, and what they can take away that is going to continually add value or add 

capacity to their own way of being.  Client feedback helps me do a self-assessment of how I may 

adjust, or change, or continue a way of coaching.  In knowing that each person is different, of 

course, and each situation is different.  If I get negative feedback then you know here is 

something that you might want to consider changing in your approach.  That’s something I take 

very seriously because it might be something that I learned through my training and may not 

very well work for others.  So it is very important I continually look at me as a coach and the 

things that I do, to say do we want to continue that or is there something else I might want to 

learn?  How do I know I being successful usually from the feedback from others or doing self-

observation, journaling, reflecting on you know how in particular a coaching session has gone.  

What were the feelings I had going into it?  What were the feelings I had coming out?  So by 

doing that reflection for me myself, you know, looking at myself.  Turning the mirror on myself 

to say okay, so what are the areas I might consider based on my own experience, based on my 

own observations as myself, want to upgrade or change the next time I’m working with 

someone? I highly value other’s feedback because it’s coming from the client’s own experience.  

Gosh, that’s hard to answer.   

Somehow listening between the lines.  And believe me, I’ve worked for years on my listening 

skills, and hearing things that aren’t being said, and then somehow questions are coming up – 

popping into my head.  I can’t even describe it, these profound and provocative questions.  Now 

have they always been right on target?  Have they always been something that was appropriate?  

No, but then there has been errors, but then I can catch them and say let me reframe that or let 

me go to another place if you’re not comfortable.  So I think that that is the critical piece of my 

success.  Somehow it just comes to me in the moment.  Feedback from the client is important.  It 

comes sometimes from the reaction of the client, either taken aback or silence, or resistance, or 

confrontation, definitely.  And I guess I feel good about the fact that I do hear when the client 

feels successful.  I do hope that I haven’t overlooked any of these reactions.  Maybe I was 

pushing too hard and overlooked a reaction from a client.  That they weren’t ready to go to a 

level that I wanted them to go to.  I don’t know.  I firmly believe if I get that reaction, it was the 

wrong question.  I hurt somebody’s feelings, or I pushed them, to a place they didn’t want to go 

to.  That’s the sensitivity part of me, and where it becomes foggy between friend and coach.  So 

that would be the hardest part that I opened a door that they didn’t want to even look into.  I am 

most successful when everybody is happy.  The feelings that I get of acceptance is important 

because of all the years that I went through beating up on myself.  So, being accepted and 

likeable now is a level of achievement that I’ve probably worked for all my life.  The difference 

is my level of confidence.  The level of confidence and not questioning myself as much, much 

higher, not questioning everything I do.  You know, not questioning my skills and abilities 

professionally.  I know who I am, and I know what my achievements and accomplishments are. 

My achievements are measured by the successes and the reactions of my clients, and by the 
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referrals of my clients, by the notes, and the positive reinforcement they give me.  That’s 

probably it.  All the mutual two-way positive reinforcement ongoing.  That’s a biggie.  I’ll take 

them back, and they will remind me of something I said or did, and sometimes I’ll even say, “I 

did?  I said that?”  And so, it was profound enough that they will never forget it.  So it’s that two 

street.  It’s a positive reinforcement that I give them and they give me.  That I really work 

constantly to strengthen all my competencies as a coach and learn from them.  I’ve always given 

self-feedback with the questions of what went well, and what would I have changed, and what 

would I have done different?   

Segments of the Observer Coach on Success 

Well, for me success coaching others, I focus my coaching strategies and tools to people in 

career exploration.  And so, I mean one measure of success for me is when people recognize that 

what, you know, their strengths and gifts are, and that you know they’re working in the wrong 

industry their whole lives.  And so, they recognize an opportunity to be able to create outcomes 

and career opportunities that are really beneficial for them.  Asking questions.  That seems like a 

funny answer for a coach to give.  It’s just asking questions, digging deeper.  When I don’t 

notice the time passing?   

What I think is success.  Actually, I feel good about coaching and enjoy having the chance to 

work with the people.  And so, I’d say that’s been a real gift.  And it’s not about what they do, 

because sometime what they do or what happens in the session is it’s a real struggle for them, 

and just being able to be there and be listening and be with them in their journey.  So for me, it’s 

to stay in that journey with them and not worry about or try and solve it for them, but just let 

them do whatever they want to do, whatever they need to do.  And so, that’s been for me what 

I’m always remembering or reminding myself.  It’s about them.  This is not about me.  And, you 

know, whatever happens for them is what’s to happen for them.  It’s getting to see what they can 

do and what they ultimately do or where they’re at in the process is really fun.  I guess it is about 

when they do their own work.  When they do come to whatever they want.  So if they’ve set a 

goal and they’ve achieved that goal, that’s really wonderful. 

Segments of Transition between Observer Coach and Transformational Coach on Success 

We are all unique, that means there is a critical distinction that is missing in the world, which is 

the distinction between unique and special.  Special is an external frame that someone assigns to 

you that can also be taken away from you.  You feel special; you don't feel special.  Somebody 

makes you feel special; you don't feel special.  You are absolutely unique no matter what.  

Nobody gets to take that away from you ever.  We are also all connected.  Whether I look from 

the quantum principle of entanglement, or I look from the spiritual perspective - it's all oneness, 

it doesn't really matter to me.  The fact that I have the experience of that kind of freedom and 

safety is contributed to by many other people over history.  And so, I acutely feel the 

collaborative energy that comes in any accomplishment.  And then in terms of moving forward, 

what that means is I simply seek to align with the energy that's calling me to step into it.  

Listening and feeling, having the awareness that my coaching is happening through me, and it's 
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not of me.  And what I mean by that is that I'm not a container.  I feel more like a portal from 

past generations, from everything that I have learned it all comes flowing through me from 

intuition.  So I can't even take credit for that really.  If I were to try and identify my greatest 

success, it would be the degree to which I have cleared out the portal so things come through me 

fairly powerfully, and strongly, and intuitively.  And that means like attending to emotional 

baggage and constructs, and beliefs of limitation, and all that kind of stuff that coaches work 

with.  This allows me to be very, very present with my clients without my stuff getting in the 

way because I keep clearing mine.  That's my ongoing job is clear my stuff, so that I can be of 

more service to my clients than the previous time.   

 

Segments of Transformational Coach on Success 

So all I do now is just – when I’m with somebody, I just tap into – it’s like I connect with them 

on another level.  And I can sense both what belongs to me and what emotions and feelings 

belong to the client.  So then that becomes the information I use to reflect back to the client. 

Most people don't have anyone who, in coaching terms, champions them very consistently.  And 

as coach, I can do that.  So for me it's not about them getting the results that they want.  That 

happens also, but that's quite secondary.  When you're coming through the space of feeling you 

are you and loving that, then the world opens up.  I would say first of all I have to be congruent 

and authentic within myself.  And that means my thoughts, my emotions, and my body all 

support me to be the best of who I can be.  I just am fascinated and curious about people, and 

what makes them tick.  So I really want to be with this person.  I really care about this person.  

To know they can do it, whatever “it” is.  I know they can be it, whatever “being it” is.  When I 

am coaching I feel lightness in myself.  I can’t feel them, but I can believe that there is a 

relationship, a partnership with energy going between the two of us.  I feel that congruence, that 

authenticity, self-love.  I can see it on their face like wrinkles appear or a softened expression.  

Shoulders are not hunched up and they’re relaxed.  The person is calm, not fidgeting.  Their 

voice is a commitment to expressing truth.  I don’t really mean truth in terms of true or false.  It 

is what it is for them.  How do I know it is success?  It’s when a person feels the connection 

beyond themselves.  When the client has an insight or awareness and they are authentic, they are 

moved into action.  When they discover who they are. 

Segments on Transition between Interpersonal and Observer Coach - Unsuccessful 

I’m thinking of a particular client.  I’m trying to figure out myself who is coachable and 

uncoachable.  This client wants to be coached, and yet she cancels quite frequently.  And when 

I’m trying to coach her on her commitment, she has the biggest excuses, and I can’t get behind 

the excuses.  I can’t get her to go deeper.  At every session she would talk and talk and talk,  And 

take – all most take me hostage in that I couldn’t go deeper or even help her or ask her questions.  

So the last coaching session I had with her, I observed myself, and watched her, and I’m actually 

trying to coach her, but I felt more taken hostage by her, listening to her story.  And in the end I 
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was questioning am I of service to her?  Yes, I’m witnessing her pain, and sometimes we need a 

witness.  Sometimes our clients just need to talk and yet, it’s the same story in different in ways 

over and over again.  I’m still questioning, does she really want to change?  Does she really want 

to do something different, or does she really just want someone to listen to her being a victim.  I 

know the effect she had on me on the last coaching session was that I walked away feeling 

exhausted.  I think I was not of service to her.  And I definitely didn’t honor myself in the sense 

that I let her go on.  I let her play the victim and didn’t call her out on it enough.  Should I? This 

is what I’m questioning, how do I coach her?  She is the first one that I really experienced it with 

this.  I’m thinking of asking some of the other coaches what to do with it because where do you 

go in and really say okay, what is it giving you to rant and rave and don’t even let me ask a 

coaching question here?   

Segments of the Observer Coach – Unsuccessful 

With this client, we haven’t unearthed any great miracle obstacle.  And I just said to him 

gracefully, that’s a new skill to continue to work on, I said to him gracefully, you know, given 

what you’ve shared, and where you are, and what you’re facing, I can see that I’m not going to 

be a good fit for you.  But I have another coach, who I think would be an outstanding fit for you.  

I didn’t even really say to him, hey, I have a sense that you’re not going to be able to do this. 

One of the things that I say to new coaches is if you’re working harder than the client is 

something is wrong.  So I could see with this guy that I was going to have to be a super big 

cheerleader.  I was going to have to sit there and ask the same 20 questions at each meeting for 

the next three months, and I didn’t want to take his money and my time to do that.  So it 

appeared to me that he was a pretty stuck guy, or a guy that didn’t have any history of actually 

taking chances and putting his neck out there.  And the second – the only reason that I said that 

another coach is a good fit is because this particular coach is a brand new coach that has more 

time and energy and needs to build his coaching repertoire.  You know, like he is a young coach 

starting his business, and he will be glad to take someone that will pay them money and try to sit 

there and work hard on moving him forward.  But I’m in a place in my career where I don’t want 

to do that.   

I want people who want personal growth, who want to explore themselves, and talking on the 

phone, I can tell if we’re a match or we’re not a match.  I can basically see what their belief 

systems are.  Are they brand new to working on themselves?  Do they have a lot of beliefs that 

have got to be a certain way? They are probably not going to work well with me because I have a 

lot of beliefs that will conflict with their beliefs.  The way I work will conflict with the way they 

think.  I don’t need to work with anybody that I’m going to conflict with.  They absolutely have 

a right to their beliefs.  Neither one of us are right or wrong, but there is no sense trying to work 

together when what I’m going to tell them, they are going to fight every step of the way.  So 

when I talk to someone on that initial call, usually we both know we’re a match immediately, or 

it doesn’t resonate, and what I’ll say to people is, you know, either here are some other numbers 
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to call or whoever referred you, has some other numbers, call them, talk to them before you 

make a decision, and you go with who you feel best resonates with you.   
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