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Visualization  

 

Visualization is a powerful tool that can take our goal setting to the next level. When we 

visualize reaching our goal, we are making it more real. Without a picture of the end result, 

setting goals is more like wishful thinking. But if we can picture our goals as done, we can see 

the path towards it. 

 

The term “visualization” is widely used but often misunderstood. Visualizing in goal setting is 

not daydreaming or wishing. It is taking a snapshot of you after you have attained your goal, 

and then focusing on that snapshot. 

 

Imagine you are walking to your home across a field. When you are almost there, you notice 

that a tree has fallen across your path blocking your way. Your thoughts immediately turn to 

how you are going to solve the momentary problem and get home. You begin looking for ways 

to climb over it, perhaps push through the branches, or maybe walk around it. You would be 

highly unlikely to simply give up on getting home and camp out for the night. 

 

In this circumstance, you are exercising agency. Your end point (getting home) is so real and 

compelling that you don’t for a minute think of giving up on it. The barrier in your way appears 

to be a temporary distraction and you immediately move into problem solving mode, secure 

in the knowledge that you will achieve your goal. 

 

Imagine if achieving all of our goals were as simple as walking home across a field. How much 

easier would life be if, when confronted with a barrier, we remained so completely secure in 

our end goal that we didn’t pause for a moment to consider an alternative to success. Imagine 

if the achievement of our ideal life felt as natural as walking through our front door at the end 

of the day. There is a way that we can have some of this same surety, determination and 

purpose with our goals. It is through the use of visualization. 

 

How Visualization Works 

Research has shown that there is a strong scientific basis for how and why visualization works. 

It is a relatively well-known fact that we stimulate the same brain regions when we visualize 
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an action and when we actually perform that same action. For example, when you visualize 

lifting your right hand, it stimulates the same part of the brain that is activated when you 

actually lift your right hand. This shared area of brain activation when we imagine an action 

and perform it has been demonstrated extensively in the scientific literature.  

 

If I asked you to visualize arriving home at the end of the day, I’m sure you would have no 

trouble doing so. Arriving in our home is a very familiar activity. It seems natural and normal 

to us because we do it most days. It is easy to visualize. In fact as you’re reading this, I suspect 

images of your own home are bubbling up easily in your mind’s eye with no pressure at all. I 

bet you can see your home; you know what it sounds like and smells like and you know what 

it feels like to walk through the door. 

 

The challenge with bigger goals and aspirations is that they are part of the unknown. We have 

never lived them so they don’t sit naturally with us. The image of our end point is not so strong 

in our mind that we view barriers as temporary blockages. In fact the end point is so unfamiliar 

to us that we see barriers and blockages as bigger than they are. We start to think: maybe this 

goal is impossible? Maybe it was just never meant to be. 

 

Hope training 

Maintaining our hope for the future is difficult to do when our vision of that future is shaky. Yet 

hope plays a crucial role in a person’s life. Research has indicated that people with high levels 

of hope are much more likely to face and overcome obstacles and are likely to rate higher on 

a range of success indicators such as academic performance, athletic achievement, 

interpersonal effectiveness and physical health and well being. (Snyder, 2000)  People who 

are able to clearly “see” a brighter future, are much more likely to achieve it. 

 

Language vs. Images 

Another important aspect of visualization is that it is using a different part of the brain. The 

right side of the brain is the side that we use to be able to visualize things. Visualizing images, 

pictures or stories using the right brain supports another way of learning. A great deal of our 

previous learning has been done through the use of language which is a left brain activity. 

Visualizing a situation opens up the creative elements of our brain and permits us to see things 

in a new or different way. In addition to this, the space that we create to visualize is a meditative 

space. The stillness of a meditative space ensure there are no distractions and it allows us to 

use another part of the brain. Looking at our life in many different ways supports us in being 

able to really ‘see’ where we want to go. Yourself vision connects your subconscious and 
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conscious minds and this informs your path forward. The beauty of visualizing your vision is 

that it takes a purpose and starts to turn it into specific images and ideas and possibilities. You 

may have a similar purpose to someone else but when you visualize your purpose it will be 

completely different to another person’s. This is what makes you unique and your journey 

unique. Visualizing brings creative thoughts to life and helps us to see them. 

 

Self Application 

 

Helicopter View 

By focusing on the end point of a journey, you develop helicopter view. From a helicopter you 

can easily see that there are many pathways to any destination. One of the differences 

between high-hope individuals and those with low-hope is that high-hope individuals recognize 

this simple fact. If they hit an obstacle, they don’t think; “Oh no this is impossible!” they think; 

“This pathway hasn’t worked, I’ll find another one.” Like the person encountering the tree in 

our beginning story, instead of shifting into despair, they shift into problem solving mode. They 

look at all the possibilities; going around the barrier, going over it, pushing through it, climbing 

under it and so on. 

 

Your Own Visualization Exercise 

Below is a link to an audio of a visualization by Sheri Boone, MCC. It takes you through the 

process. Please sit back and relax, get yourself into a comfortable position and when you are 

ready listen to the audio and take yourself through your very own visualization exercise. 

Celebrate what you see once you are complete, take notes of your visualization and refer to 

them. Tell a friend, or your coach about what you visualized. Speaking out loud your 

visualization – your vision, will bring it into your conscious mind and into a new space for you 

to hear and see. Some believe that speaking out loud what you want to create in life, brings it 

about. Click on the link below to experience a visualization that will support you to put out into 

the the universe your intent and creating it. 

● http://www.audioacrobat.com/play/WSZ4J5kS 

 

Coaching Application 

Visualization has a powerful role in helping a client maintain their hope of achieving their goals. 

By using visualization, we aim to make the end point of their goals seem as normal and natural 

as arriving home at the end of the day. We do this by helping the client to “see” the end point, 

to smell it, to taste it, to hear it and to feel it. Through visualization the impossible can seem 
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possible and utterly compelling. 

 

The Visualization Process 

There are a number of ways to invite a client to use a visualization process. It could be 

creaating a vision board depicting the end result of what they want from their goals. It might 

be an writing exercise imagining its some furture point in time and you have realized your 

goals or life’s work and capturing that as if it is happening now, in the present tense. 

 

Some coaches use an exercise such as this:  

Make sure that the client is comfortable and not distracted. For the client to focus on the 

sounds, sights and feelings of their imagined future, they need to remove any sounds, sights 

and feelings from the present that might distract them. Ask the client to close his or her eyes 

and to take a few deep breaths. As they breathe out ask them to release any tension that is 

in their body. If they have difficulty doing this, you might ask them to work their way up their 

body tensing each body part and then releasing it. This reminds the body what it feels like to 

be tense and what it feels like to be relaxed and might help them to let go of any tension they 

are holding through habit or lack of awareness. 

 

When the client is feeling relaxed, begin asking them to move their focus into a time and place 

in the future; a future in which their goal has been achieved. Take them through some 

questions, which complete the whole picture or the experience.  

 

Some of the questions you could ask them are: 

● Where are you? 

● What do you see yourself doing? 

● Who are you with? 

● If you are somewhere that engages your senses of smell and taste, what are you aware 

of? 

● What can you hear around you? 

● What do you see? 

● How do you feel? 

 

Any questions that assist them to have a full experience of their future are helpful. 

 

Using Visualization With The Wheel of Life 

Some clients come into coaching with a specific set of goals. Others need more support to 
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focus on what they want from the future.  These people may have a general idea that they 

want their life to be more successful, more balanced, more meaningful or more exciting but 

they don’t really have a greater sense of their end goal. Visualization can be a useful tool for 

helping them to clarify their goals. 

 

You may have heard of or reviewed our module on the Wheel of Life. The wheel is a visual 

representation of each of the important aspects of a person’s life. It is designed to be a tool 

for focusing on development in a balanced way. 

 

For clients who are unsure about their goals, a good strategy is to ask them to look at each of 

the aspects of the Wheel of Life and to give themselves a rating out of 10 for each one. The 

coach can then lead the person through a visualization for each of the sections focusing on 

the question: “What would a ’10’ look like in this area of your life?” 

 

You would be unlikely to focus on every section of the Wheel of Life in one or two sessions. 

In fact you would probably only focus on one section in a given session, unless the client is 

particularly practised and skilled at visualization. You may want to ask the client which area 

they want to focus on first. They may choose the section where they have the lowest score, 

or the section where their goals are less clear or a section that they value the most. 

 

Steps Along the Way 

The next step after visualizing the end point is to determine steps along the way. The beautiful 

thing about visualization is that the clearer the image of the end goal and the more natural and 

normal you have managed to make it, the easier it is to see pathways to it.  The helicopter 

view that comes with visualization, helps the client clearly see multiple pathways to the same 

goal. 

 

If you are working with a client who is struggling to find ways to move forward, or who is 

despairing because they have hit a barrier on their way, returning them to a visualization of 

their goals can be an incredibly powerful way to move them forward again. 

 

Visualizing Small Goals 

Visualization is a powerful strategy for looking at life purpose, values and life vision. However 

it can also be useful for smaller goals and strategies. If you are working with a client on a 

particular challenge, for example, giving a presentation at a meeting, it can be extremely 

powerful to have them visualize what it will look and feel like when the presentation has been 
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successfully completed. This can give the client something to “hang on to” to counteract any 

apprehension they might be feeling beforehand. 

 

Visualization can also be used in conjunction with role-play. For example, if you are working 

with a client on having a difficult conversation with their manager, it might be useful to combine 

visualizing the situation and then role- playing the conversation with the coach acting as the 

manager. Have the client visualize sitting in the manager’s office. Have them reflect on what 

they see, the sounds, the smells, how they feel, before then beginning the role-play 

conversation. This helps fully prepare the client so that the different environment of the 

manager’s office doesn’t make them forget everything that they practiced in the role-play. 

 

Safe Porting 

Visualization also requires high levels of trust on behalf of the client. For these reasons it’s 

important to check with a client first to see if this is a strategy that they feel comfortable with. 

Some questions you could ask are: 

● Have you ever practiced visualization before? 

● Are you familiar with visualization? Would you like to give it a try as a strategy to really 

focus on this challenge? 

 

You might also want to begin with small visualizations so that the client can feel the power of 

the strategy before challenging them with visualizing big goals or aims. 

 

Visualization is a skill, and, like any skill, it improves through practice. Clients who become 

practiced at visualization find that it is a resource they can draw on regularly in their lives. If 

they meet a challenge, they can visualize the end point. When they reach a barrier, they are 

able to draw on their vision of their end goal to put the barrier in context and not focus on it to 

the exclusion of all other possible pathways. As coach and client become more comfortable 

working together in this mode, it can greatly enhance the coaching relationship. 

Reflection 

1. Have you ever had a goal or aspiration that felt absolutely natural and normal? What 

were the factors that made it feel this way? 

2. Have you ever had an area of your life that you wanted to improve but you couldn’t 

clarify exactly what you wanted from it? 

3. What is the relationship between visualisation and achieving your goals? 
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4. How have you used visualisation in your own life? 

5. Listen to the audio and do your own visualisation. What did you see? 

6. What are some other ways that visualization can be used in coaching? 

7. Write a script for a visualization that you can do with your clients. 
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