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Before We Begin...
Why CoaChing?

Coaching is a unique, new and exciting 
field. It is based on a core set of skills and 

practices,which apply to all coaching
situations, and that can be used to improve 
your life, and those around you. We have 
selected the following 5 Coach skills from 

our Accredited Coach Training 
Curriculum as being a good foundation for 
anyone wanting to add a 'Coach Approach' 

to their lives or work.

Enjoy!

Robyn Logan (CEO)
International Coach Academy
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What is Coaching might seem simple, but 
actually we suggest you approach this by looking 
at what coaching is NOT. (hint - not consulting, 
not training, not counselling...)

CoaChing is 
not giving adviCe...1

URL: icacoach.com/cp/coaching-skills/coaching-skill-what-is-coaching

Very few people actually listen deeply. Many 
times in conversation people are thinking more 
about what they want to say next than what the 
other person is changing. As a coach you need to 
develop deep and active listening skills.

aCtive Listening2

URL: icacoach.com/cp/coaching-skills/coaching-skill-active-listening

http://coachcampus.com/cp/coaching-skills/coaching-skill-what-is-coaching/
http://coachcampus.com/cp/coaching-skills/coaching-skill-active-listening/
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Questioning is the cornerstone of coaching. 
When done well, it is the skill that most 
distinguished coaching from different forms of 
personal or professional development.

PoWerfuL
Questions3

URL: icacoach.com/cp/coaching-skills/powerful-questions

We are all judging most of the time. It’s natural 
and even necessary in some cases, but in 
coaching you need to learn to release this and 
be fully present to who your client is, not who you 
think they should be.

reLeasing
Judgement4

URL: icacoach.com/cp/coaching-skills/releasing-judgement

http://coachcampus.com/cp/coaching-skills/powerful-questions/
http://coachcampus.com/cp/coaching-skills/releasing-judgement/
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Action is not just about “doing things” it can also 
be reading, or talking to someone, or thinking. 
It can be anything that moves your client from 
where they are now to where they want to be.

Creating aCtion5

URL: icacoach.com/cp/coaching-skills/taking-action

http://coachcampus.com/cp/coaching-skills/taking-action/
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1) What is CoaChing?

Coaching involves dialogue between a coach and a client with the aim of 

helping the client obtain a fulfilling life. This is achieved by helping the client 
establish what is important to them and by clarifying their values. With the                         
client’s input the coach co-creates value-based goals and a plan to achieve 

them. Through collaboration, the coach supports the client to achieve these 
goals.

Coaching takes the form of a conversation between you and your coach. The 
coach will question you in a way that is deep and thought provoking. As a        
result, you discover how you are looking at the world, what inspires you, and 
what ideas or thoughts might be blocking your progress. You’ll begin to see and 
think through things in a clearer and more balanced way. Powerful questioning 
and active listening on the part of the coach will help you develop action plans 
to help you achieve your goals.

Coaching blends the best concepts from business, psychology, philosophy, 
sports and spirituality. Although coaching combines skills from other disci-
plines, it is a distinct process of supporting others to create an ideal life. Coach-

es work with clients on a variety of topics: from business and professional is-

sues to personal and spiritual concerns. A coach is an advocate, a sounding 
board, a cheerleader, an accountability partner, a truth teller and a supporter.
 

The International Coach Federation defines coaching in the following way:

“Professional coaches provide an ongoing partnership designed to help clients 
produce fulfilling results in their personal and professional lives. Coaches help 
people improve their performances and enhance the quality of their lives.”
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Coaches are trained to listen, to observe and to customize their approach to        
individual client needs. They seek to elicit solutions and strategies from the cli-
ent; they believe the client is naturally creative and resourceful. The coach’s job is 
to provide support to enhance the skills, resources, and creativity that the client 
already has.

A coach offers many things to the client during the coaching process such as:

1. Support to discover the answers within him or herself

2. Clarification of values
3. Co-creation of a plan for how to achieve what the client really wants
4. A sounding board for new ideas
5. Support in making life changing decisions

6. Challenge to expand their views beyond their perceived limitations
7. Direction
8. Acknowledgment
9. Encouragement

10. Resource information

The Value of Coaching

Historically, there have always been “coaches”– the local priest, the shaman, an 
elder or some other respected person. Currently the field and practice of
coaching is both growing and evolving. A a number of trends – a younger
workforce, a longer life span, a more entrepreneurial marketplace, less
traditional jobs, technology, the growing field of neuroscience findings which 
clarify how and why people make changes.

However, the biggest reason for the field’s growth is that it works.
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In a 2014 Global Coaching Client Study conducted on behalf of the International 
Coach Federation found that of those individuals who had received coaching:

• 80% saw improved self-confidence
• 73% saw improved relationships
• 72% saw improved communication skills
• 70% saw improved work performance

• 61% saw improved business management

• 57% saw improved time management
• 51% saw improved team performance

And of those surveyed, 99% indicated that there were “somewhat or fully               
satisfied with their coaching experience” and 96% said they would do it again.

The Philosophy Behind Coaching

The underlying philosophy behind coaching is that we are resourceful and             
creative with energy, wisdom, ability and genius waiting to be set in motion. We 
can create the life we want faster and more easily by partnering with a coach 
who helps us utilize these resources to facilitate change and realize our potential.

Many of the early psychological theories (Adler, Jung, Ellis) and current theories 
such as Positive Psychology and the “solution focused” therapies are antecedents 
to modern day coaching. Instead of pathology as the main focus, these theories 
focus on behavior change through increased awareness and choices for desired 

future results and solutions to current problems in living, with the individual as 
the creator and artist of his or her life.

What Coaching is Not

More than one coach has used the bicycle analogy to describe what coaching is 
and is not. It helps us see the differences with some clarity.
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Let’s say in life you can walk or ride a bicycle to your destination. You will 
get there quicker and with less stress if you rode instead of walked, right?                                      
Especially so if you have a motivating and supportive guide to explore options 
with, someone who points out a potential new path and then let’s you decide 
on the way to go.

Before you know it, you’re discovering new directions and pedaling toward an 
exciting destination with the wind in your hair and sun on your face. (Don’t        
forget the sunscreen).

This differs from a consultant who tells you where to sit and where to put your 
feet, when to pedal, and when to brake. And then leaves you on your own.

A therapist on the other hand explains why it is important for your self-esteem 
or psyche etc. to successfully ride the bike. And a mentor shares with you their 
experience or expertise of cycling and advises the most effective way they have 
found to ride one.

A coach first listens to your desire to try riding. The coach asks you if you need 
instructions on how to ride and asks where you might get them.  The coach 
asks you to decide the color or kind of bike you want. The coach runs along side 
the bike “checking in” to see if you’re enjoying the experience and asks what 
might make it more fun. The coach might ask about your experience and what 
was valuable, and whether or not you want to pursue mastery of bike riding. If 
you do, the coach helps devise a plan where you can attain that mastery.  If you 
don’t, then the coach may help you devise a plan to sell the bike.

Coaching and Therapy

So as the bike analogy shows, coaching is not therapy, counseling or 
psychology. Although intervention often follows some psychological models 
such as behavioral theory, the actual process of coaching should not be 
mistaken for a therapeutic intervention. One of the most obvious differences 
between the two approaches is that therapy tends to focus on feelings and 
experiences related to past events, whereas coaching is oriented towards goal 
setting and encourages the client to move forward. A therapist typically works 
with a dysfunctional person to get them to become functional. A coach works 
with a functional person to get them to become exceptional. Therapists typically 
work with people who need help to become emotionally healthy.
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A coach works with people who are already emotionally healthy to move them 
to magnificent levels. Coaching does not rely on past issues for achieving growth, 
but rather focuses on goals towards the future. Coaching is action oriented. The 
focus is on where the client is right now, where they want to be next, and how 
to get them there.

If you are working in the past, then you are involved in therapy. If, the client is 
stuck and can’t seem to move forward or if there is a drug or alcohol

problem, then you are more doing something other than coaching. Of ten
starting a coaching process will help a client realize a need for therapy. Be alert. 
If you feel uncomfortable or uneasy about where the conversation is leading, 
tell your client. Part of being a good coach is knowing when and when not to 
coach. If the client needs therapy then refer them to a therapist.

Coaching and Consulting

Coaching is often likened to consulting. However, there are distinct differences 
between these disciplines. A consultant is usually a specialist in a given area. 
They are hired to give recommendations and provide solutions. A consultant 
works with a client to solve a particular problem or to address a specific issue. 
Once the problem is solved or the issue addressed, the consultant leaves. 

Generally, a consultant doesn’t get involved with areas outside of their special-
ty. Coaching uses a more holistic approach. With the client, the coach examines 
the situation, creates a plan of action, and works side by side to resolve the is-

sue. The coach does not have to be an expert in the client’s business. The client 
is the expert. The coach collaborates with the client to create a solution using 
the client’s knowledge and answers.

While people, and companies, will often choose a coach who has previous
experience or expertise in the field that they work in, the coaching methodolo-

gy does not require this. Consultants however, build their businesses around the 
knowledge they have gathered over time in the specific field in which they then 
offer consulting expertise. They are expected to provide advice, information and 
anecdotes about the field. The coach, on the other hand, does not have the
answers and does not claim to have them. They have the questions that allow 
the client to find their own answers and clarify their own values.
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Coaching and Mentoring

In general, a mentor is more experienced than the person being mentored. The 
mentor bestows their knowledge and wisdom while the mentee looks up to 

the mentor and seeks guidance and advice from him or her. There are both for-
mal and informal mentoring relationships. In a business setting, mentoring is a 
formal relationship that is established with someone who is an expert in his or 
her field. Like consulting, mentoring involves passing on the benefit of a set of 
specific experiences.   A coaching relationship, on the other hand, is a
partnership whereby the coach walks side by side with the client. The coach 
supports the client in drawing on his or her own wisdom and following their 

inner guidance.

The Difference Between an Executive, Corporate or Business Coach

The client is the distinguishing feature in the differences between Executive, 
Corporate or Business Coaches. Executive coaches work with executives, 
usually senior executives in medium to larger sized companies. They tend to be 
employed by the executive themselves or their companies. Either way they are 
most often brought in to coach on performance related or life/work/balance 
issues and most often take the role of strategic partner to the client.

Corporate coaches also work with executives, usually in medium to larger sized 
companies. However, they tend to be employed more often by the company 
and coach on company defined goals and targets. They also take the role of  
strategic partner to the client.

Business coaches work with small business owners, entrepreneurs and                     
managers of business units in companies. Depending on the client, their role 
could be anything from life/work/balance to specific business building goals (for 
example, to increase sales by 50%).

Generally speaking corporate, business and executive coaches will have                     
expertise in their area of coaching.
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Business coaches will have run a small business; executive coaches have often 
been CEO’s or senior executives themselves. Although the coaching 
methodology does not demand this, there are two key reasons why it occurs:

1. It helps to have an empathy or understanding of where the client is coming 
from, particularly in relation to culture and language. A corporate coach who 
has never heard of key performance indicators, or doesn’t know the elements 
of a strategic plan will be more challenged.

2. The second and main reason has to do with marketing. If you have education 
or expertise in a particular field, that field will likely find you a more ‘credible’ 
and trusted coach.

There is a saying in the coaching profession,

“All coaching is life coaching after the first 3 sessions.” 

 

You may have been brought in to double sales, but you may find the coaching 
sessions become about relationships, communication, family/work balance and 
doubling sales.

So it is entirely possible that a masterful life coach would do a great job coaching 
a senior executive. In fact, it is probably what he or she needs. But from 
a

marketing perspective CEO’s of companies like to employ people who have 
come from that culture. Likewise small business owners like to know that their 
coach understands what it is to run a small business.

Why Coach?

Coaching is a unique, new and exciting field to become a part of. Coaching is 
based on a core set of skills and practices, which apply to all coaching situations, 
plus the opportunity to specialise in a niche area.

The International Coaching Academy programs are based around this model: a 
solid grounding in the core skills of coaching plus the opportunity to explore a 
niche area through study and networking with others.
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Reflection

1. If you have previously worked in a field that is related to coaching, which of 
the skills you applied in that field are applicable to coaching? Which are not 
applicable to coaching?

2. When might you refer a client to a therapist or psychologist for counseling 
rather than continuing with coaching? How is coaching related to mentoring? 
How is it different?

3. How could a business consultant alter their business to become a business

4. What is meant by the saying “all coaching is life coaching after the first three 
sessions”? Do you agree with this statement? Why? Why not?
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2) aCtive Listening

“The most basic of all human needs is the need to understand and be understood. 
The best way to understand people is to listen to them.” (Ralph Nichols) 

Have you ever wondered why everybody says they are a good listener? Is it 
because we place little value on this skill or is it because people see it as such 
a natural part of being human? Yet how many people could you say are really 
good listeners? You may know one or two people but that is about all. 
However we all see this as a skill we need to have but how much time do we 
spend thinking about the depth of this skill?

A powerful listener is someone who is able to focus on what another person is 
saying without getting distracted. A powerful listener has intense focus. A
powerful listener is present in the moment of the conversation. Perhaps our 
reason for overlooking this skill is that it sounds so easy to achieve but in
practice it is very difficult. It requires putting our own needs aside to listen 
to another. To achieve this requires ensuring that you are feeling great about 
yourself and fully aware of your needs at that moment in time. It is far better 
to say that you are not able to listen to someone when you can’t than to
pretend to be listening. This type of deception is detected immediately and 
any attempt at creating a trusting relationship may fail. 

A person speaking needs to feel heard and also understood. They need to have a 
response when one is asked for. As humans the very nature of being understood 
and heard is connected to our sense of self worth. When you are speaking, you 
have something of value to say and you want to say it to contribute and to be 
heard. If you are not listened to or even ignored, this hits at the heart of who 
you are and your self esteem. Imagine if you walked around all day and no 
one answered you when you spoke to them. Perhaps you would start to feel as 
though you were invisible. Having a voice helps us to identify with our family, 
friends and community. It helps us to understand ourselves. Some people use 
conversation to gain clarity on what they are thinking. They talk to people to 
work through thoughts and to refine them.
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Why is it that we would never say we are a good talker, but we would say we are a 
good listener? Is being a good listener connected with the belief that this makes 
you a better person? Being a good listener may be connected to the notion of 
generosity – giving time to someone. Is this what makes us a good person? So 
on one hand we see being a good listener as being connected to being a good 

person but on the other hand we may not spend a great deal of time perfecting 
this skill.

“A little recognized value of listening and inquiring relates to the realization that 
in human relationships, it is frequently not what the facts are, but what people 
think the facts are, which is truly important. There is benefit in learning what 
someone else’s concept of the reality of the situation is.” (Bryan Bell)

Self Application

Sit in a quiet space and in your head count to 50. The aim of this is to see if you 
can actually get to 50 without your thoughts drifting off. If you can count to 50 
and be focused then you are able to be present for at least one minute. Now this 
may seem like an incredibly short amount of time but in a conversation this is 
quite a long period. You can practice this skill over time to see if you can increase 
the number of seconds you can stay focused for.

One of the important areas to consider about being a powerful listener is to
determine if you value this skill or not. Really ask yourself if it is important enough 
to spend many hours learning how to be a powerful listener. Also ask yourself if 
you value what other people have to say – do you see that other people have 
something to offer to your life? Are you able to listen to someone if you cannot 
immediately see if what they are saying is of value to you?

If you truly value powerful listening then you will enter this skill into your
conscious thought and you will start to become aware of how you listen to people 
throughout your day. You will start to observe yourself in conversations. Bringing 
this level of awareness about powerful listening into your day will be the first step 
to increasing your skills in this incredibly important area.
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Reflection

1. How would you describe yourself as a listener?
2. Write down what you value about being a powerful listener.
3. Design a plan on how you can increase your skills in being a powerful listener.
4. How do you feel when you are listened to?

Coaching Application

Coaching is a different type of conversation than those we have on a day-to-day 
basis. When coaching, the coach is listening intently to what the client is saying 
and feeling. It is not a two-way conversation as such. Rather, the focus is on and 
all about the client. The coach should only share personal information and stories 
if they pertain to and can help the client. Ask before sharing a personal story. The 
equation for coaching is, the coach listens 80 percent of the time and speaks 20 
percent of the time. If something different is happening, you are probably not 
really coaching at all.

How many of us feel like we are really listened to – that people really get what 
we are saying? Did you know we usually only recall 50 percent of what we have 
heard immediately after listening to someone talk? It is little wonder that most 
people do not feel like they are heard.

As coaches, listening is one of the most vital services we can provide. Part of what 
our clients are paying us for, is to simply listen to them. Just listen. That, in itself, 
is powerful.  “The primary purpose of listening… is to truly understand the other 
person’s point of view, how they think and feel and how they ‘move through the 
world.’” (Zeus and Skiffington, 2000) A good coach is listening for what truly
inspires a client, lightens them up, excites them, frees them, and keeps them 
from resignation. A coach then listens for what would fulfil that inspiration, and 
listens for what gets in the way. Above all, a coach listens to a client as a
magnificent, extraordinary person; as their greater self, and relates to them that 
way.
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When a coach is working with a client, he or she is listening for not just what the 
client is saying but how they are saying it (e.g. what feelings and emotions are 
being expressed or withheld). Listen to the pitch, tone and rhythm of the client’s 
speech. A faster than usual pace and higher pitch may indicate excitement, a 
slow monotonous tone may indicate a lack of enthusiasm, a higher pitch and lack 
of ability to match breathing to speech may indicate anxiety.

The coach is also just as interested in what they are NOT saying as what they are. 
The client does not always tell you everything that is happening. Listen for subtle 
changes in voice, avoidance of questions or a change in subject. If a client starts 
to get aggravated or angry, you are most likely touching on something. Very
gently, ask the client more questions. Let the client know what you are really 
hearing and ask if there is something more they want to say.

Active Listening

The practice of “active listening” has been used extensively in counselling and 
educational fields for over fifteen years now, although its exact origin is unknown. 
Even though many people believe that they understand and apply it in their life 
and work, to truly actively listen is harder than it at first appears.  The best way 
to describe “active listening” is to describe what it is not. Active listening is not 
hearing until the other person has stopped talking so we can share our thoughts 
with them. Rather, active listening is truly attending to and “tuning in” to the
person talking.

Most of us think we listen, yet we do not always “attend” to the person who is 
speaking to us. We are too busy doing other things, or thinking about things, 
while others are talking to us. Often times we are composing our reply in our 
head while the other person is talking. Our focus is on how we will reply to them, 
not to what they are actually saying. Other times we are entertaining judgements, 
opinions, or even beliefs about someone or something that is being said – while 
they are talking! Sometimes we forget to “live in the present moment.” Active
listening is about being in the present to “tune in” every moment that is
necessary.
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To be an “active listener” you must develop the following skills:

Listen attentively: It is extremely difficult to receive information when your 
mouth is moving and making noise. Remain silent when someone speaks. This 
sounds simple but it is easy to say, harder to do. Even reassuring or consoling, 
while appropriate in non-coaching environments, can be counterproductive in a 
coaching relationship as this may prevent the client from telling their story. Give 
the speaker your complete attention. Avoid distracting behaviours, interruptions 
or visual stimulation. Coach from a clean desk. Keep anything distracting out of 
view to listen thoroughly. That space of listening honours the client genuinely.

Paraphrase: Verify what you are hearing by repeating it back in your own words. 
A specific example of this might be; “What I heard you say was…” When you can 
repeat back what the client has just said, then you let the client know you have 
truly heard them. The client will feel understood and welcomed by your listening. 
It is important, however, to only paraphrase whole concepts or major points in 
the conversation. If you paraphrase every small part of a conversation, it can 
unnecessarily slow the client down and become a tedious distraction.

The extent to which you paraphrase will also varies from client to client and from 
complex and hard to follow, you may want to paraphrase regularly. Also, if 
someone is feeling very emotional, they may need the extra support that comes 
from knowing that they have been really heard and understood, so they may 
need you to paraphrase more frequently. Knowing exactly how, when and how 
often to paraphrase in a conversation is a very powerful skill that can be 
developed through concentration and practice over time.

Check Perceptions: Checking perception is similar to paraphrasing with one

important distinction. Perception checking is about feelings rather than concepts. 
The focus is on checking what you perceive to be the emotions that motivate 
the client’s communication. The concern is not what the client communicated in 
words, as much as it is the emotion conveyed by their tone of voice.
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Coaches can miss many of the emotional dimensions of a conversation if they 
are not listening for what is NOT being said. Consequently, they can miss what 
the client’s personal reaction to the event is and how they really feel about it. If 
the feeling is missed, we lose the opportunity to sense the unique situation of 
the client. Feelings help us sort out data, organise it, and use it effectively as we 
shape and share relevant feedback. As a coach, you can reflect feelings back to 
the client. You may say things such as:

1. “It sounds as if you are feeling….”
2. “You seem really upset, excited, overwhelmed about….”
3. “I’m hearing a lot of emotion in your voice when you say X, can you tell me 

some more about that?”

Give the client the opportunity to confirm or disagree with your reflections of 
their feelings. This, too, will allow the client to feel truly heard.

Powerful Listening

Powerful listening builds on the principles of active listening with some
additional strategies.

Waiting: Wait ten seconds before replying to what the client has just said. So 
often, we jump in and interrupt conversation before the person has finished 
speaking. Allow the client to have the space to finish their thoughts and feelings.  
There is an acronym that coaches sometimes use to remind themselves to wait.
It is W.A.I.T. and stands for “Why Am I Talking?”

Sometimes, an extended silence will prompt the client to think more about the 
issue and add a detail or two. This may be important and even revealing to you 
as a coach, as well as to the client. Many of us, particularly those in western
societies, are culturally programmed to think that silences between two people 
are negative. The term “awkward silence” is often used to describe periods of 
quiet in between conversational exchanges. There is no corresponding positive 
term in the English language to describe this phenomenon.
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You may find that it takes time and effort to train yourself into allowing your
client a few extra moments to compose their thoughts. You may also find that your 
clients, due to their own cultural conditioning, interpret this silence as something 
negative, such as not listening or not understanding what they have said. If this is 
the case, you may need to explain the strategy to them. Alternatively, you could 
begin with a standard response time when speaking with them and then slowly 
increase the listening wait time, over the period that you work with them.

Getting the client to say more: The more the client says, the better you can listen 
together. The waiting strategy alone will increase the amount of information you 
receive from clients and will encourage them to dig deeper into what is really 
going on in their lives. Using phrases such as: “Can you elaborate?” or “Is there 
anything else you want to say about that?” will also often support clients to
explore more.

Just as clients might be conditioned into thinking silences are negative, they may 
also be conditioned into thinking that talking at length about themselves is

somehow selfish or inappropriate. It is important to disabuse them of this notion 
and to remind them that coaching is about them. People will often stop talking 
before they have fully explored a point because they are conscious of not
dominating all of the conversation. It might take some encouragement from you 
to let them know that you will provide the space for them to say as much as they 
need to say.

Responding: Use techniques that allow the client to know that they are being 
heard. Paraphrasing is one of the ways that you can let a person know that they 
are being heard, however, as we learnt earlier, this strategy needs to be used
judiciously. There are additional ways that we can let the client know that we are 
listening besides paraphrasing. In a face to face situation we have the benefits of 
body language including smiling, nodding our head and using facial expressions. 
However, if you are coaching over the telephone, the client cannot see you, so 
you must rely on verbal cues to let them know you are listening. You can let the 
client know you are listening by saying such things as: “Yes, I hear you,” “Right” 
“Keep Talking” and “Hmmm.”
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Once again, this concept may sound simple, but is easier said than done. Try 
watching a friend or colleague on the telephone. You may see them nodding 
their head, smiling, or opening their eyes in astonishment, completely oblivious 
to the fact that the person on the other end of the line is not picking up any of 
these cues! Try to stay focussed on the messages the client is receiving, rather 
than on the cues you are giving out as they are not necessarily the same. If you 
really analyse yourself, you may find that you need to respond more.

Being empathetic and non-judgmental: When you value the client and accept 
the client’s feelings you will be able to empathize more, and to offer them the 
gift of being heard. “The ground rule for you as a listener is this: It is not your 
job to point out to someone what you think he or she may be missing.” (Kegan 
and Lahey, 2001) Forgo judgements until after they have finished speaking. Our 
judgements can impair our listening.

Frequently we have preconceptions about what the person might say that shape 
the parts of the conversation that we pick up and the parts we don’t hear. We 
may “tune in” to the parts that are personally interesting and tune out of parts 
that we deem boring or repetitious, but which may be vitally important to the 
client. Ultimately our judgements and opinions are about.

Moving to action: Analysis without action is not coaching, so while it is essential 
that you give the client time and space to really be heard, there are some
conditions that you need to apply. If a client is rambling or venting about an issue, 
this is not constructive. Often when human beings are in ranting mode, they are 
not really wanting to be listened to. They are behaving like a mouse on a
treadmill; falling into easy default behaviour rather than really communicating.

If this occurs, you may need to move to the heart of the matter by saying
something like:

• “How does that fit with what we were discussing?”
• “How does that apply?”
• “That is interesting, however let’s get back to what we were talking about.”
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If a client is focusing for too long on a past issue, injury or disappointment, you 
may need to move them to a more future focus. Support the client in moving 
from worry, or anger, to a solution by saying something like:

• “Let’s link this to your current goals.”
• “So what do you think the next step is?”
• “How should we proceed?”
• “What will you do this week to get this resolved?”

Use your intuition: Listen from the heart and pick up on all communication. 
Share with the client things you are sensing and feeling. Intuition is a very
powerful coaching tool. If the coach is sensing something the client is saying, it is 
best to share it with them.

Reflection

1. What are five things that a coach needs to listen for with a client?
2. Which of the listening strategies do you actively apply and which would you 

like more practice with?
3. How difficult is it to forgo judgements and opinions while listening to a client?
4. Why can consoling be a problem when listening to a client?
5. What is the difference between “rambling and venting” and genuinely un-

packing an issue?
6. What do you think it means to “listen from the heart”?



22International Coach Academy| 5 Essential Coaching Skills | Powerful Questions

3) PoWerfuL Questions

“If I had an hour to solve a problem and my life depended on the solution, I 
would spend the first 55 minutes determining the proper question to ask, for 
once I know the proper question, I could solve the problem in less than five 
minutes.”

The power of questioning is enormous. A great question has the capacity to 
stop the receiver of the question in their tracks, and get them thinking in a
different way that sparks a new awareness. 

The ability to ask powerful questions is related more to a coach’s ability to
listen actively and stay in the moment than having a list of “guaranteed”
powerful questions in your back pocket. 

While we never know which questions are going to be the most powerful for 
a client, a coach has a huge impact on the possible success of a coachee by 
the thoughtfulness of the question they ask, and the precision of the language 
they use.

Breaking the Cycle

As humans we develop a particular way of thinking. This thinking becomes a 
little inner machine, our internal conversation going on in our mind. It travels 
around in the same way, thinking in the same way. 

Powerful questions can stop the inner conversation from thinking in its usual 
way and suddenly you are thinking ‘outside’ the realm that you are used to. It 
is in the new realm that great ideas and thoughts come to you.

When a trail leads to an answer, we can uncover more truths by searching each 
answer to see if it presents a new set of questions. Eventually, there will come 
an answer which does not appear to present a new question, or which seems 
to answer all the previous questions. This becomes the basis of discovering the 
truth about an issue. 
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This question-and-answer methodology for discerning truth is nothing new. It is 
commonly referred to as the “Socratic method” and derives its name from the 
ancient Greek philosopher, Socrates. He would continuously pose questions to 
his listeners to trigger thinking. Questioning continued until the listeners
provided the most logical answer to a particular problem and discovery followed. 

The Socratic method of questioning led to people finding their underlying beliefs. 
One of the ways Socrates did this was to answer a question by turning the
question into a statement and adding another question. An example of this is if 
someone asked the question, “Why is the world round?” The Socratic method 
would be to answer this question with a statement and then a question. “So 
you think the world is round. Why do you think this? This questioning technique 
would unlock underlying beliefs as in this case where the person believes the 
world to be round. It is important to recognise that looking at the beliefs held in 
a question can be just as important as answering the question.

However, we tend to answer the question referring to our own beliefs instead. 

Probing questions ask us to extend our knowledge beyond factual recall, to apply 
what is known to what is unknown; and to elaborate on what is known.

Open and Closed Ended Questions 

A closed ended question is one in which there are a limited number of
acceptable answers, usually, “yes” or “no.” Examples of closed-ended questions 
are: 

• “Did you have a good week?” 
• “Did you do your fieldwork?

An open-ended question is one in which there are many acceptable answers thus 
providing an opportunity to elaborate. Examples of open-ended questions are: 

• “What happened this week?”
• “What was your experience with the fieldwork?”
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Open-ended questions are encouraged in fields as diverse as sales, education 
and medical practice because they elicit the maximum possible information from 
the respondent. They literally open up the possibilities for answers to give the 
client the maximum space in which to respond.

By “peeling the onion” and getting to the heart of a matter, we are more likely 
to find our own “truths”, to develop goals that align with these truths and to act 
on these goals. Questions challenge a different part of our brain bringing about a
different emotional response. Questions support us in seeing another perspec-

tive, in raising our awareness that another perspective exists and is possible. 

Statements are Not Questions

Tell me…

Describe….

Help me understand….

When we use the above language, the intent may be to gather information like 
you would a question, but these are not questions. They are statements that you 
might call directive, and even demanding.

“Tell me how you are going to make that change” is very different than asking, 
“How would you go about making that change?” or “How do you believe you can 
successfully make that change stick?”

“Describe what you would do as the team leader” is very different than asking, 
“What is your role as the team leader?” or “How would you describe your role as 
an inspirational team leader?”

“Help me understand how you think this will succeed” is very different than
asking, “What are your thoughts on how you’ll succeed?” or “How would you 
need to think differently in order to be wildly successful?”
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Thinking Time 

Unless we leave sufficient wait time after a person ceases speaking, then we are 
not listening effectively. Similarly, if we do not allow enough time between asking 
a question and expecting an answer, then we are not effectively questioning, and 
the quality of the information we get back will reflect that. 

In 1972, an educational researcher, Mary Budd Rowe, conducted research in high 
schools on the amount of wait time that teachers typically allowed after asking a 
question of their students. She found that most teachers average wait time was 
less than 1.5 seconds. What she also found was that when these periods of
silence lasted at least 3 seconds, many positive things happened for the students. 
The number of “I don’t knows” and no answer responses decreased, the length 
and correctness of responses increased and most dramatically of all, the scores 
of students in academic achievement tests increased. (Rowe 1972)

Although Rowe’s research focused on teachers and students, the application of 
the concept of “think time” is clear: if we want a thoughtful response, we must 
provide enough time to think!

Unfortunately the teachers in Rowe’s study are not alone in not providing people 
with sufficient time to respond to questions. As a result, many of us are
conditioned into giving a quick rather than a thoughtful response to questions 
or risk not being listened to at all! Questioning is really an extension of listening. 
Questioning only occurs in response to what someone is saying.

Self Application 

Powerful questions need to come from outside of self. Asking the right question 
is the key to powerful questioning. To ask the ‘right’ question, complete and total 
focus must be placed on listening to what is being said, not trying to work out the 
answer to what is being said. When someone is speaking it is very easy to hear a 
word or concept and then for your mind to go off racing, thinking all about this 
concept. However the moment this happens you have stopped listening. There 
is nothing quite so embarrassing as being asked a question or hearing a pause in 
what someone has just finished saying and you realise that you haven’t heard a 
word of what they said. 



26International Coach Academy| 5 Essential Coaching Skills | Powerful Questions

When intense focus is occurring in a conversation, you will not have to think hard 
for a great question. The question will become apparent. You will be present and 
in the flow of the thinking of the other person and you will know what the next 
question needs to be. Asking questions is like drilling down, to get to the gold 
below. The gold being the gem of information that will support you or the person 
you are speaking to. 

The very nature of great questioning strengthens learning. Imagine if we stopped 
to ask a question in the middle of an argument rather than trying to voice an 
opinion. The very nature of asking questions shifts the energy around a
conversation to a more positive realm. However this is only the case if the
questioning is not about trying to apply blame or guilt or dis-empowerment. If 
you are also trying to prove that you are right about something and ask leading 
questions to create this then you will achieve your outcome. You will know you 
are right. But you may have lost the trust or respect of a friend, colleague or 
loved one. Proving that you are right through questioning is about controlling a 
conversation, not about learning from a conversation. 

Creating a World of Questions 

Creating a world where you ask empowering questions can enthuse and energize 
your conversations. Questions sharpen strategy, vision and values, building the 
capacity for change.

 “The usefulness of the knowledge we acquire and the effectiveness of the
actions we take depend on the quality of the questions we ask. Questions open 
the door to dialogue and discovery. They are an invitation to creativity and 
breakthrough thinking. Questions can lead to movement and action on key is-

sues; by generating creative in-sights, they can ignite change.” (Vogt et al, 2003, 
pp1.) 

Now imagine creating a questioning culture in your workplace.

Creating a culture of discovery empowers people, stimulates creativity, surfaces 
underlying beliefs and supports change. Wow! Wouldn’t we all love to work in a 
place like this.
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Reflection

1. Having an awareness of questioning can change the way you have a 
conversation. After your next conversation, reflect on the type of questions 
you asked. 

2. What questions do you have about questioning? 
3. What values do you think are aligned with creating a culture of questioning? 

Coaching Application 

The power of any question comes from it’s ability to create an awareness or eye 
opening moment for clients, enabling them to re-frame the challenge, issue or 
problem, and see it in a new way.  The shift in perception and thinking brings with 
it the opportunity for new and more options for possible solutions and actions 
that the client may not have thought of before.

The art of powerful questioning lives within the art of coaching. Coaching is all 
about discovery, learning and change. Powerful questions also increase the
acceptance of change. However the attitude, mindset, pace and timing all effect 
the impact of asking questions. (Marquardt, 2005) A coach must be conscious 
of these things at all times. In the coaching experience, a coach may feel some 
pressure to find the answer for their client. This however is not coaching. This 
is consulting. It is imperative that a coach feels relaxed and not pressured to be 
right or to know the answer. 

It is important in asking questions to check in with any assumptions that may be 
made when an answer is given to a question. It is important to ensure that the 
meaning of an answer to a question is clearly understood and so further
questioning can support this. The language we use tells who we are. We make 
assumptions when we answer questions. Listen for the assumptions as well as 
the answers to the question. 

The flow and depth of questions can only happen if there is no judgement from 
the coach. Many conversations can be quite emotional and it may be challenging 
to not be caught up in the emotion. However, it is imperative to the coaching 
experience that all questions asked must not have any judgement in them. There 
must be no guilt or judgement in any part of a question. 
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So let’s review the steps to creating powerful questions:

1. Create a space where you are not distracted or not able to focus completely; 
2. Commit to creating a culture of questioning, through valuing learning and 

discovery; 
3. Listen carefully to what is being said, the assumptions made, the words used, 

the information given; 
4. Allow for a couple of seconds to reflect – this will mean a silence; 
5. Ask a question to gain greater meaning or for clarity; 
6. Ensure there is no judgement or any assumptions being made in the coaching 

questions; 
7. Do not just accept what you hear as a truth or wrong or right, just accept what 

you hear as language, a person’s perspective; and 
8. Consider how you will answer a question or range of questions being asked by 

a client, where they are seeking solutions from you. 

Reflection

1. Make a list of powerful questions.
2. Check what assumptions you make in your list of powerful questions. Are they 

questions or statements? Do they begin with WHAT or HOW? 
3. Categorize your questions in subject headings. i.e. Questions about change, 

questions for awareness, questions for discovery etc. 
4. How will you work with a client who asks you not to ask lots of questions? 
5. When talking to a potential client how will you position the use of questions 

in coaching? 
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4) reLeasing Judgement

Like many words in English, the Oxford English Dictionary lists a number of 
definitions for the word “judgement”. One of the definitions is “discernment, 
good sense”. Further down, however, another definition is “criticism, against 
what one really feels to be advisable.” The first definition of judgement is more 
about using your intuition to make a decision. To weigh up everything you have 
before you and using your intuition, make a decision. The second definition is 
crippling. It is this notion of judgement that we are going to explore, looking at 
the impact it has on our lives.

When Judgement Happens

A strange thing happens when human beings feel that they are being judged. 
The first response is to feel guilty, even if it’s only for a very short time. Most 
human beings, even those who are extremely emotionally strong are susceptible 
to feeling guilty when they are being judged. Research into the way the brain 
functions, tells us that this is because strong negative emotions like guilt and 
fear, actually bypass the cognitive pathways of the brain. Daniel Goleman, the 
author of Emotional Intelligence refers to this experience as an “emotional 
hijacking”. It‟s a largely uncontrollable phenomenon where the brain makes 
an immediate emotional response before it has time to process whether the 
particular emotion (in this case, guilt) is even justified.

The next stage of the process is where the cognitive part of the brain kicks 
into work. Nobody likes feeling guilty. It is one of the most damaging and 
distressing of emotions. When guilt surfaces, the standard human response is 
to try to relieve it. All of our energy goes into trying to repel the guilty feeling 
by repelling the judgement that created it.

Let’s consider that concept for a moment. Those who judge others usually 
justify it to themselves on the basis that the judgement has some basis in 
“truth” or “expertise”. However, our knowledge of the way human minds work, 
tells us that the “truth” of the judgement doesn’t make one iota of difference.
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Our response to judgement is emotional, not rational, so even if the advice 
is based on years of data and experience, we are still likely to have a negative 
response to it. When we are being judged, we go into defensive mode; we cease 
feeling comfortable, we stop listening, and worst of all, we begin to see the person 
judging us as someone who is capable of hurting us instead of someone we can 
trust.

Judgement is not only unhelpful; it is counter-productive. We believe that creating 
a “trusting space” is a prerequisite to powerful living. Judgment destroys a trusting 
space quicker than anything else. It closes people off at a time when they need to 
open up. It shifts the power balance from one of partnership to one of inequality. 
It is impossible for you to create a trusting space when judgement is present.

Judgement and Criticism

Judgement and criticism come from the same family. Criticism is sometimes 
interchanged with the notion of critiquing. Critiquing is about measuring 
something against a set of competencies or theories, an assessment. Criticism is 
sometimes confused with the notion of critiquing, believing that we are criticising 
against a set of measures. However these measures are our own measures, our 
own beliefs. Critiquing is not the definition of criticism that we are referring to. 
The Criticism we are referring to is where you decide to criticise a person, judge 
them and the result is that they feel „put down‟. The Criticism we are referring 
to is where you decide that your opinion is the right or better one and the other 
person‟s is wrong or not as good. This may be a very black and white perspective 
about criticism but criticism is really black and white. You are either criticising or 
you are not.

Criticism is the practice of judging. Let’s think about judgement in the sense of 
judging or being a judge. If you think of a judge in the legal sense, their role is to 
look at a situation and to judge, according to law, what the ramification should 
be of a certain action. In a legal system, judges refer to the law. If we take this 
concept and relate it to our life, we are the judges of our life. We have a rule 
book, a book of beliefs, a set of laws if you like, that we live by. Unlike societal 
laws, these are the laws or rules that we have decided to live our life by. These 
rules were created a very long time ago, often by our parents or the adults in our 
life as we were growing up. As children these rules are reinforced to us over and 
over again.
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The rules were initially built around a value system or a set of beliefs. An example 
of different rules is someone who believes it is fine to be late to an engagement 
as opposed to someone who believes you should be there five minutes early. 
Let‟s call this rule one and rule two. Rule one comes late, rule two comes early. 
Rule one was perhaps creating around the belief that it is impolite to arrive early. 
It shows no social grace to be early. It is much better to arrive a little after the set 
time to show you have respect for the person. For rule two being early is about 
respecting the time you are going to be taking of the person you are meeting. It 
is impolite and rude to be late and being early shows eagerness and commitment 
to the appointment and thus respect for the person you are meeting.
 

Now as you read this example you may be aligned with either rule one or rule 
two. It does not really matter. What does matter is that you live your life
according to one of these rules. You decided to accept a rule some time ago about 
the notion of time and engagements. This in itself is okay. The judgement enters 
when you see the other rule as being wrong. As we know both rules are about 
the owners of the rules anyway and not the person they are meeting up with. 
We may though tend to believe that we are really abiding by our rule because it 
respects the other person. As you can see by both rules, they are interpreted as 
being respectful to someone else. But they are actually about ourselves and our 
value of respect. Again this is okay if we are aware of this. Sometimes though we 
are not and we sit in judgement of others who do not value the same rules as us. 
We think that they are not as equal to us.

Self Application

We judge people because our self esteem is low. Judging is a form of comparison. 
We compare ourselves against others. When we do this, we initially feel better 
about ourselves. We think our life is better than someone else‟s. However this 
feeling is very very short lived. We judge others because we do not like who we 
are. This is the sad outcome of judgement. Imagine if all the energy we put into 
judging others we turned back on ourselves and spent that energy on liking
ourselves.
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Judgement is a Sign

A great way to bring about awareness is to know that when you are judging
someone, you are not feeling on top of your game. There is something about 
yourself that you are not valuing or liking. Every time you judge someone, you are 
projecting outwards what you are feeling about yourself. Think about the
underlying value of a judgement next time you make it. If you think someone 
does not respect you then it is likely that you are not respecting yourself.
Judgement is also a conversation that occurs in our mind. It is based around our 
own self talk. Our self talk can be quite destructive, weighing up all the reasons 
why someone isn‟t equal to you. Again notice your self talk and put a stop to it. 
Self talk is not about being present in the moment. It is about going back over the 
past or thinking about what might happen next. It is not an activity of presence.

To move away from judging others is to move towards loving who you are.

The Cure for Judgement

The cure for judgement is not simply acceptance of the other. The path is slightly 
more circuitous than that. The cure for judgement is self- love. When people lack 
love for themselves, they move into the world from an unstable base. In order to 
try to gain a sense of their place in the world, they begin comparing themselves 
to others. When you compare yourself to others, you are in a state of judgment, 
because no two people are the same and you will always end up with a conclu-

sion that you are better than the other person or they are better than you.

People, who truly love and value themselves, don‟t feel the need to compare 
themselves to others. Where they do make comparisons, it is with their own
performance at an earlier point in time, and their vision of themselves in the
future. They become their own touchstone for achievement and success. Once 
you are in this state of feeling in control of your own success, you have a stable 
base from which to engage with others. Instead of comparing other people’s lives 
to yours, you are able to allow them their own journey.
 

When you practice self-love and focus on your own life journey, it is a natural
extension to then allow others to do the same. A person is able to look at another 
person, without comparing their life to his or her own.
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Instead, they support the person to go through a similar process of growth, to be 
come their own touchstone for achievement and success. A person who doesn’t 
judge is able to respect and celebrate the separate and unique human journey of 
another person.

The world is not divided up between those who practice self-love and those who 
don‟t. Self-love is a long- term disciplined practice, which all human beings
struggle with over time. If you feel that judgement is creeping into your 
relationships, perhaps this is a signal to stop for a moment, and focus on
nurturing  yourself. Revisit your own goals, acknowledge yourself, reconnect with 
your support circle, celebrate your magnificence, and then feel the judgement 
simply fall away!
 

Coaching Application

The Leading Question

One way that judgement can become present in a coaching session is through 
the “leading question”. Fans of courtroom dramas will be familiar with “leading 
questions”. These are questions that imply a criticism or a judgement. For
example, “Would you agree that you were the last person to see the victim that 
day?” In this example, the speaker is not really asking a question but making a 
judgment and “dressing it up” as a question.
 

In a coaching context a leading question usually begins with “why?” For example, 
“why did you call your colleague so late at night?” The implication of this “why?” 
question is that the client has done something wrong that they need to justify. 
Parents wanting to reprimand their children often use leading questions. For
example: “Why is there a tear in your brand new dress?”, “Why are you still awake 
at 9 o‟clock at night?” “Why is the television still on?”
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Below are some examples of leading questions and below them is the implicit 
judgement that each question implies;

• Why did you call the meeting on a Friday afternoon?
• There is something wrong or unusual about meetings on a Friday afternoon.
• Why didn’t your boss attend?
• Your boss should have attended. If she didn’t, this might indicate a problem.
• Why did you feel the need to include your PA in the discussion?
• There’s something wrong or unusual about including a PA in a discussion of 

this kind.
• I’m wondering why you couldn’t have held the meeting earlier in the day?
• It would have been better to hold the meeting earlier in the day.
 

It can be easy to fall into the trap of asking a leading question. Asking powerful 
questions that are devoid of judgement takes practice. When you are beginning 
as a coach, a good strategy can be to write down some useful, judgement free 
questions to use as a prompt until you become more practiced. Some examples 
of judgement free questions are the following:

• What makes this an issue now?
• How important is it on a scale of 1 – 10?
• How much energy do you have for a solution to this issue?
• What have you already tried?
• Imagine that this challenge has been overcome. What would it feel like? 

What‟s standing in the way of an ideal outcome?
• When you’re at your most resourceful, what do you think of this issue? What 

are the options for action here?
• What criteria will you use to assess the options?
• So what’s the next first step? (Rogers, 2004)

Criticism is at the extreme end of judgement. It‟s easy to see criticism coming, to 
recognise it and to combat it. Most clients would not stand for criticism from a 
coach. Any coach who engages in criticism would be unlikely to find any success 
in the coaching field at all.
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Most coaches would never criticise their clients, however, there are other forms 
of judgement that are less obvious than criticism. These forms of judgement are 
harder to see so they are harder to guard against. It is these more subtle forms of 
judgement that a coach needs to work hard over time to avoid.
 

One of the basic premises of coaching is articulated in the following statement 
from our Philosophy of Coaching:

“We believe that the client is the expert in his or her own life. As coaches our role 
is to support the client to help them find the answers to their life challenges.”

If the client truly is the expert in his or her life, then what we as coaches “really 
feel to be advisable” is irrelevant. It is not our role as coaches to criticise or advise 
the client. It is our role to support them to realise their own magnificence so that 
they can find the answers to the challenges of their own lives. It is a process of 
empowerment, and judgement doesn’t create empowerment.

Consider also this quote from the ICF Definition of Coaching:

“The International Coach Federation ..believes that every client is creative,  re-

sourceful, and whole.”

If a client is creative, resourceful and whole, then there are no grounds for us to 
judge, nor advise them. Coaching doesn‟t assume that the service provider (the 
coach) comes to the relationship with greater skill or insight than the
service recipient (the client). Coaching is a partnership of equals. If the coach/
client relationship begins to feel like that of a master and apprentice or a teacher 
and learner or a guru and disciple, then you have moved out of the realm of 
coaching into something else altogether. The challenge is to remove all
judgement so that you can return to being a “partner with” rather than a “leader 
of” the client.
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Advice

If you look back at the Oxford definition of “judgement” you will see a clue to the 
most common form of judgement. The dictionary defines judgement as
something that is “against what one really feels to be advisable”. In other words, 
any time you would “advise” someone to do something different, you are
standing in judgement. The noun of “advise” is “advice” and, like its cousin
“criticism”, it has no place in coaching.
 

Advice has a much better reputation than criticism. Most people would consider 
criticism a negative but might think that advice is okay. Even if they think some 
advice is unhelpful, they might think that “well- meaning advice” is okay. Or they 
might think that advice based on strong knowledge and experience is okay. Some 
people even think that one of the things that clients pay coaches for is to give 
them advice.
 

All advice, even “well meaning advice” or “expert advice” is a form of judgement. 
Imagine that a young executive is being coached around getting a promotion to a 
more senior executive role. The coach, who has been a senior executive himself, 
observes that the way the young man dresses is more casual than the senior
executives in the companies where he has previously worked. After a few sessions 
working on strategies to prepare for promotion, the coach offers some advice. 
“You know, one of the best ways to be considered for a senior role is to display 
those qualities at a junior level. That way promoting you seems a natural thing 
and not a big leap. Can I give you some advice?” The young man agrees. “One of 
the ways you can do this is to begin dressing in the same way as the senior
executives. Try to eliminate any differences between them and you so that
people look at you and see a senior executive.”

This advice is undoubtedly well meaning. The coach genuinely wants the client to 
achieve the goal of a promotion. The advice could also be considered expert and 
based on sound data, (the coach’s experience as a senior executive).

The coach doesn‟t criticise the client, and he even asks permission before giving 
advice.
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Nonetheless there are a number of judgements implicit in his advice which the 
client hears as clearly as if they had been spoken. These are:

1. You currently dress like a junior staff member.
2. You don’t know what the difference between a junior and senior executive  

is. This has to be pointed out to you.
3. Senior executives look at you and see a junior executive.
4. I know more about being a senior executive in your workplace than you do 

even though you have worked there for 8 years & I have never worked there.
5. Being different is not valued.

 

Although the coach did not make each of these judgements out loud, they are 
implied by his advice. This client has come to the coach for support to reach the 
goal of a promotion and instead has been given the subtle and unhelpful

message that he is not ready. Even if the coach is completely right (and he may 
not be; there are very different dress practices in different organisations) and the 
client follows his advice, the client is left with this final disempowering message 
from the coach: “Live by my values not your own.”

Many coaches come from fields where advice is important. Consultancy,
counselling, management, and career guidance counselling are examples of 
these. When they come into coaching they may find it hard to break the advice 
habit. However, break it they must in order to become a great coach. “Coaching 
is about drawing out …intrinsic human resourcefulness. It follows then that if you 
do genuinely believe in the resourcefulness of your clients, you will have to find 
alternatives to giving advice. So the first step to establishing trust is to abandon 
advice-giving as a coaching tactic.” (Rogers, 2004)

Hidden Advice

In the example above, it is obvious that the coach is giving advice. Once coaches 
have learnt how unhelpful advice is as a coaching strategy, they soon learn not to 
give it. However, sometimes advice can be even subtler again. We call this
“hidden advice”. 
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Advice doesn’t always begin with the words “My advice is….” Advice can begin 
with the words “Have you tried……” or “Would it help to do……” or “Is it worth 
checking with …..” This type of advice is gentler than saying “I advise you to do 
….”, but it is still advice, and therefore, it still includes an element of judgement.

Because it is subtler than other forms of advice, hidden advice can be much
harder to overcome. Many coaches come to the field with a strong desire to be 
of service. Their motivation is to help the client. They may acutely feel the client’s 
distress at facing a challenging hurdle and may find it hard to resist the urge to 
rush in and rescue them with some well-meaning advice. It  seems 
counter-intuitive that something motivated by positive emotions can produce a 
negative result with a client. However refraining from advice, including hidden 
advice, is one of the disciplines required of a coach. The way to gain this
discipline is through practice, practice and more practice.
 

Active Feedback

As we have mentioned earlier, advice is unhelpful in coaching; however feedback 
is important to coaching. So what are the differences between advice and
feedback?

Feedback is an observation, it is data that the coach has gathered through working 
with the client that the client might be able to use to help them make decisions 

and move forward. For example, using the scenario of the young junior executive 
being coached, the following is feedback: “I’ve noticed over the session, that you 
are talking in a more and more passionate way about this promotion. You sound 
really determined” or alternatively “I noticed when you began talking about the 
promotion that you used the term, ‘when I get this promotion’ and now you’re 
saying, ‘if I get this promotion’. Can you tell me about the shift in language?” 

Both of these observations are free of judgement. They are statements of
observation, which the client can either use or discard. Neither of these
statements tells the client what to do and therefore there is no judgement
implicit in them.
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The differences between feedback and advice can be complex and subtle. It can 
take practice to give effective feedback that is devoid of judgement and is not 
“advice in disguise”. Sometimes new coaches can be so fearful of being in
judgement that they hold back from offering feedback. This is unfortunate.
Feedback is an art developed over time through practice. If this is an area that 
you find challenging, ask your peer clients for their support. Ask them to give you 
feedback on your feedback! It‟s a fantastic way to learn.

Releasing Judgement

This next aspect of judgement is less about what you say and do as a coach, than 
how you feel. It is less about behaviour than attitude. Even if you never criticise 
clients, and don’t ask leading questions and don’t give advice, and hold back from 
asking questions that imply advice, you might still be operating from a position 
of judgement. To ensure that you are operating without judgement in a coaching 
situation, ask yourself the following questions:

• At this moment in time, do I value the client and do I equally value myself?
• Do I accept this client‟s life choices including when they are very different to 

my own?
• Am I guiding the coaching process but completely letting go of the coaching 

agenda and entrusting it to the hands of the client?
• Am I comfortable in this state of “not-knowing”?
 

If you are unable to answer yes to all of these questions then you have not fully 
released judgement, even though you might not be exercising any overly
judgemental behaviour.
 

Simply recognising that you are in a state of judgement, is often enough to
release it. Judgement is a human weakness that even the most reflective and 
self-aware human beings can fall into. We all make judgements. The answer is 
not to feel bad or wrong about judgement, after all, this would be judging you! 
The answer is to recognise the judgement, take a deep breath and then LET IT 
GO!!!
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Reflection

1. Have you experienced a guilt based “emotional hijacking”? Can you 
remember how it felt and how you responded?

2. What are some judgements you make?
3. Do you agree that the cure for judgement is self-love? Are there any other 

cures for judgement?
4. Can you think of examples of receiving “expert advice” or “well-meaning 

advice”? Did you act on them? Why or why not?
5. Can you think of a time when you have been given “hidden advice” or asked 

a “leading question?” How can you practice giving feedback without slipping 
into advice and judgement?

6. How would you have coached the young executive in the story?
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5) Creating aCtion

“Let’s get moving into action, 
Let’s get moving into action,

If your life’s too slow, no satisfaction,
Find something out there,

there’s an attraction
If you hesitate now, that’s a subtraction

So let’s get moving girl into action”
-from the song ‘Into Action’ by Tim Armstrong 

The lyrics above to Tim Armstrong’s song, nicely explain the meaning of
creating action. If you don’t take action then there is no satisfaction, even a 
subtraction. Movement created by taking action creates a momentum and this 
in turn shifts us out of our current situation. This movement, shifts the energy 
in our bodies and helps to even change our perspective. This is very apparent 
when having to make a decision. Remember a time when you had to make an 
important decision. You probably weighed up all the information, went back 
and forth, weren’t sure which way to go forward or which decision to make. 
Whilst this was going on you may have felt a great level of anxiety, not
knowing what the future held for you until you made your decision. Finally the 
time comes when a decision must be made. You choose and in that moment, 
you take a big breathe and release all the anxiety and feel relieved. This is 
the beauty of creating action. It moves you to a new space, time, and journey.

Creating action is not always easy. However it is critical to our feeling of success 
and achievement. Action is doing.  It is experiencing something. Action is 
an opportunity for you to experience something new, to learn. Action is about 
your development, the growth of you as a person. To take action is like a plant 
growing. If the plant doesn’t grow, it dies. How many times have you observed 
people who are not passionate about life, who are not happy in life? At some 
point in time these people chose not to grow, to stop developing themselves, 
to stop taking action. 
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Now you can see the results of this. Taking action can be fearful as there is 
uncertainty around taking action and you won’t know where you are moving to 
or what the ‘other side’ of taking the action will bring you. So the choice is to 
either never know and to stay still or to take the action and to create the life you 
want, to grow and develop & learn and blossom, like the flowers on a healthy 
beautiful tree.

To create action requires personal discipline. The result of this personal discipline 
is success and personal achievement. There are times when we may be tired or 
other events are happening in our life that distract us. It is at this moment in time 
that you need to get focused again. Loss of focus means loss of action.

Lets look at a case study to understand the importance of creating action.

Peter was working in a large furniture store as the manager. He had a background 
in accounting and managed several staff. He loved managing a business and had 
many business colleagues that he regularly networked with. He volunteered to 
be on the board of the local hospital and was very active in this role. He was 
highly regarded in the community in which he lived. He was married and had two 
children and had recently purchased a new home, that he was repaying. One 
day a colleague of his mentioned a new role for a manager in the hospital. The 
person they were looking for had to have good accounting skills and managerial 
skills. Peter’s experience of being on the board meant that he knew the business 
well. The hospital administration spoke to Peter and suggested that he apply for 
the position as he was highly regarded and would most likely be successful in his
application given his skills and board responsibilities and involvement.  Peter went 
away and spoke to his wife about the job opportunity. This was exactly the career 
direction that he wanted to go in. This would really challenge him and stretch 
him in his development as a manager. However he also knew that there was not 
as much job security in this role as the hospital was vulnerable to government 
funding changes.

His wife outlined how they had just purchased a new home and that their
children were now going to school and that although the new job would give 
them extra revenue, the job security was a concern. Peter weighed this all up. He 
knew his current role really well and was highly respected by his staff. A change 
this big would have many ramifications on his family and his life.
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He would have to work longer hours in getting up to speed with the new job, it 
was a much bigger job in terms of responsibilities and skill.

After much deliberation, Peter decided it was safer and easier to stick to what he 
knew rather than make such a big change. The job security also concerned him 
and as he made his final decision not to apply for the new job, he felt a feeling 
of sadness overwhelm him. Over the next few years, Peter lost motivation and 
gradually started to loss confidence. His decision to stay in what he knew meant 
that he also had resigned himself to not having to learn or stretch himself any 
more. His disappointment at not taking the job and facing his fears around it, had 
left him in a still place.

As the years passed, so too did the security around the furniture business until 
finally the store closed. Peter found himself looking for work and resorted to 
asking a friend to help him. His confidence in finding a new job was very low 
and he chose to help out his friend in business instead of taking on a new career 

challenge. The new role with his friend required less skill and slowly overtime 
Peter became dependent on his friend to provide him with work. Peter didn’t 
participate in any courses, didn’t develop himself in any new way. He stopped his 
community involvement and his enthusiasm slowly faded. He didn’t enjoy his job 
but he didn’t feel he could find another job or had the confidence to go in search 
of one.

Peter’s story is not uncommon. The choice he made many years ago was made 
around creating safety and fear of change. His wife was also fearful of the
changes a new career would bring. Peter stopped taking action, Peter stopped 
learning, Peter stopped developing himself, Peter stopped growing.

Success

• Success is the achievement of the things in life we are passionate about.
• Success is not what we have been told or instructed to believe.
• Success is personal and can only be achieved when measured against the goals 

we have set for ourselves.
• Success is a change in the way we view life.
• Success is moving forward.
• Success feels great.
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Self Application

Creating action can be challenging – what next step to take, how to take it, etc. 
Let’s go through a process to get you into action.

• You are sitting in a café drinking coffee and it is five years from now. You pick up 
a newspaper and read a story about yourself. What does the story say? What 
have you achieved, what are you known for? Draw or write what you see.

• List all the things you have achieved by this time?
• How are you feeling now that you have achieved these goals? Can you 

visualise yourself?
• What are you most passionate about?
• Write a list of the top 5 things you have achieved.
• Prioritize this list. What is number one all the way to five?
• Under each item identify 5 steps you could take to begin to achieve this goal?
• Share this information with someone you trust and who will support you.
• Tell your support person how you want them to support you in achieving these 

5 steps and 5 goals.
• What is the first step or action you need to take now to achieve these goals?

After you have gone through this process you may observe an increase in energy 
in your body. It is very exciting to be thinking about moving forward, achieving 
the vision you have just created. There will be times along the way on your
journey to achieving your vision where you feel as though you have lost sight of it. 
Think back to the energy levels you had and the feelings you had at the moment 
in creating your vision and getting clear about it. Think about the first action steps 
you took and what you have achieved so far. Acknowledge your achievements. 

Bring yourself back to the moment of energy positively flowing through you, the 
excitement rising again. Exercise, meditate, do yoga, or whatever you need to do 
to bring yourself back to this moment of energy and focus. Think about what you 
have already achieved and what you are grateful for. Notice how you are now 
feeling. You will notice that your energy has gone from an inward reflecting,
perhaps even negative self talk conversation to an outward focus. This shift in 
energy will propel you forward and you then need to work out what is your next 
action step.
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Reflection

• Describe a time when you felt like you were really moving forward. What did 
you put in place in your life to create this?

• What supports do you have in your life to achieve your goals and to keep you 
moving forward?

• You have completed the action process above, how are you feeling?

Coaching Application

Coaching is about being in action. The client has hired us because they want to 
move forward and they want change to get results. As a coach we cannot do it for 
them. But what we can do is enthuse them into wanting to take action and then 
support them to take the many small steps that will make it happen.

Ideally, your client will come to coaching prepared to generate his or her own 
action. The very act of seeking out the services of a coach often indicates they 
are ready for some change in their lives. Many clients will come into the coaching 
session with a plan of action and a strategy. Many will have thought of the steps 
they need to take to make progress or may ask you for suggestions about how 
they can move forward. The main service these clients ask from you is to listen, 
ask questions to help them to clarify their plans and to acknowledge their
development.

Other clients may find it more difficult to move into action and may lean on you a 
little more in the process. When clients don’t generate their own action, you can 
ask them some Motion Questions to encourage movement. 

Here are some examples of a Motion Question:

• What’s the first step you need to take?
• What would someone, who is fearless, do about this?
• What needs to happen now?
• What would it make sense to do now?
• Can you come up with some action steps to take this week?
• What is the risk involved in this if you do not do it?
• What is stopping you from moving forward?
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Inviting a Client to Act

As the client is discussing an issue, many suggestions for possible action will come 
to you. Try to hold off on providing suggestions. There may be many possible 
ways to move forward and, one thing we know for sure is that the one the client 
comes up with him or herself is the one they are most likely to follow through on. 
This can be a real challenge for a new coach, particularly if they have come from a 
previous career, such as consulting, counselling or management, where they are 
expected to come up with suggestions. If this is the case for you, you may need 
to develop a strategy for holding back on suggestions. If you feel a suggestion 
coming on, try counting to 5. More often than not, if we give clients the space, 
and ask the right questions, they will make their own action suggestions.

If, however, the client indicates that they want to move forward, but don’t come 
up with a suggestion for action, particularly if it is coming to the end of the
session, you may need to provide a little more “scaffolding”. A gentle way to do 
this with the client is by invitation. As a coach, you may say: “I invite you to take 
half a day out of your schedule this week to finish setting up your home office. Do 
you think you want to do that? ”

The wonderful aspect of setting up an invitation for your client to take action, is 
that there is no pressure or obligation for them to accept your invitation. You are 
simply offering the invitation to expand their vision and to trust them to choose 
whatever is best for them. Ultimately, they make the choice. If they choose not 
to take up the invitation, that is fine and you shouldn’t push them. Ideally they 
will make the invitation their own. For example “I don’t really have a half day, 
but I could work on it between 7 and 8 each morning this week until it’s done.” 
Frequently, making an invitation supports the choice for the client and they take 
up the opportunity.

Gaining a Commitment

We tend to avoid making commitments to ourselves, or others, unless we
absolutely have to do so. Alternatively we make them too easily and then let 
them slip if they become inconvenient. For example, “I promise to eat less ice 
cream!” Unfortunately, when we avoid making promises, or we take promises 
lightly, this allows our personal forms of sabotage to come to the surface, like 
laziness or procrastination. Once this cycle begins, it becomes difficult to get out 
of the habit or produce results.
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Making commitments creates a great structure for causing things to really happen. 
By making a commitment, you are holding yourself responsible and accountable 
to take a specific action to produce a given result. By encouraging clients to make 
commitments to you and themselves, you will assist them to create shifts in their 
lives, to change their behaviour and achieve their desired goals. Be impeccable 
with your word and encourage clients to be impeccable with their word.

A suggestion for action becomes a commitment once the specifics are tied down. 
Just requesting someone to be in action is not specific enough. As their coach, 
we must clarify the action expected and when it is expected to happen. This
level of specificity may be the very thing missing for your clients to move forward. 
You can do this by simply asking further questions. For example, when they say: 
“Okay, I’ll talk to my boss,” you might ask, “When will you do that?” When they 
say: “All right, I’ll make more sales calls this week,” you might ask, “How many will 
you make?” When they say, “I’ll have to be better at going to the gym,” you might 
ask, “How many times will you commit to going to the gym in the next 30 days?”

It’s important not to push the client into a commitment that they don’t really 
want.  It is much more powerful for a client to keep their word than to set
grandiose goals. If a client says, “Okay I’ll commit to going to the gym three times 
this week” and you really think they could manage five times, let it go. Their 
commitment won’t work if they are driven by guilt. Their commitment also wont 
work if the coach owns or takes responsibility for the commitment. This is the 
sensitive fine line that a coach must operate within, on one hand enthusing the 
client and supporting them in moving forward and creating the action but on the 
other hand not taking on the responsibility of the action if the client is resisting. 
Every coach wants their client to feel great and to move forward to achieve what 
they have set out, but it is the client’s life and a coach will only get caught up in a 
clients life if they have lost sight of their own actions. 
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Failure to Act

If you find that the client is not willing to take action, or that they commit to
action but then don’t follow through, then there may be something blocking 
them from wanting to move forward. They may not be ready for the next step. 
When this happens, talk with your client to find out what is holding them back. 
Perhaps they have Underlying Beliefs (UB) that are interfering with their stated 
commitments. They might even have a UB which says: “this coaching thing is 
not going to work, its easier to just drift”.  Perhaps you are inadvertently pushing 
them in directions that are not right for them, or not challenging them enough, 
or not recognizing and acknowledging the significant but small steps that they 
are making. A good question to ask them would be: “What’s the best way that I 
can support you now to move into action?”

When the Past Clouds the Future

Each of us remembers certain events in our past as big dramatic stories of our 
lives. We often focus on why we are in our current situation and provide all the 
details leading to this situation. The implication is often that the state we are in 
now is an inevitable result of past actions and activities. Unfortunately the next 
logical step in this mode of thinking is that things have to stay the way they are 
and can’t change for the better.

Your client may want to provide you with a lot of details about the major events 
of their lives. For example, in order to discuss looking for more fulfillment in their 
work, they may feel the need to tell you how they got into their current job, why 
they are in this particular job and what main obstacles have prevented them 
from moving beyond the present job. Sometimes these stories provide an
important context for the client to orient themselves and you to their future 
plans. However, sometimes they are a way of restricting forward movement. If a 
client is talking about the past, be alert enough to determine if the client is stuck 
there or not.

Sometimes, looking back at the past may be the very thing which is preventing 
the client from moving forward.
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When your client relates their story, keep in mind that the information you are 
receiving may be a mixture of both facts and personal interpretation.
Specifically, when it comes to listening to all the reasons why they are at a certain 
point in their life, bear in mind that the client has developed their story to explain 
the way things are now. While all of the reasons feel “real” to the client, they 
have all been constructed after the event. Contrary to popular belief, hindsight is 
not 20/20! We all look at the story of our past through the window of our present 
circumstances.

When your client is talking to you and you feel they are getting stuck in the past, 
you can use a number of techniques to shift their thinking forward. A gentle way 
to do so is to wait for them to pause and simply ask a question. “So then how 
would you like it to look?” “What would you like in your life right now?” Often 
this will do the job. Another question is “What have you learnt about yourself 
from this past experience?” and “How can you apply that learning to the current 
situation?”

If your client chooses to keep dwelling in the explanations of the past rather than 
answering your questions about the future, persist with helping them change 
their focus. Be open and clear with your client about the coaching methodology. 
Educate them that coaching is action based and present-future focused and help 
them to discern when they are operating in this mode and when they are slipping 
back.

Focusing on Strengths

Unfortunately in life there are some people only too willing to focus on
weaknesses and shortcomings and precious few willing to focus on strengths. 
Some people mistakenly think that the goal of life is to beaver away at
shortcomings, all the while denying themselves the opportunity to shine. Others 
think that it is their role in life to point out the shortcomings in others. These
people have accepted the myth of “constructive criticism”. The reality is that 
“constructive criticism” is  never constructive at all.  We have also become trained 
in believing that knowing someone’s weaknesses is the way to help them
develop and grow. We ask people to make their weaknesses strengths and we 
even believe at times that we should be good at everything – no weaknesses. This 
perspective is damaging. Every person has strengths that are unique to them. It is 
what makes them special. To build on these strengths is to grow their
uniqueness.
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Here’s an important coaching secret: what we focus on grows. If we focus on 
our strengths, they will take us to great places, if we focus on our weaknesses, 
they will dominate our lives and prevent us from moving forward. One of the 
best ways to move someone into action is to focus on their strengths and to 
acknowledge them. A client’s weaknesses are only ever an issue if they prevent 
him or her from building on their strengths. We all have weaknesses -  however, 
unless they prevent us from achieving our goals, they are not worth the focus of 
a coaching session.  In fact, they are not worth focusing on at all.

Did you know that the writer F. Scott Fitzgerald was a terrible speller? No? It 
didn’t prevent him from writing The Great Gatsby, one of the most important 
novels in American literature, read by millions the world over. So why would you 
know about it? It simply doesn’t matter. If Fitzgerald had focused on overcoming 
his spelling, instead of on writing novels, what a waste to the world (and to
himself) this would have been.

Ask the client if they can re-frame their weakness (i.e. see it in a different way). 
Don’t let a client’s weakness (or perceived weakness) stand in the way of their 
action.

Setting Goals

Anyone who has accomplished anything worthwhile has consciously or
unconsciously followed through on a goal. Goals have the power to keep us 
focused on a purpose. They support us through difficult times when it may be 
tempting to give up. Goals “push” us to stay focused so we can achieve them.  
One of the ways that a coach can support a client to remain in action is by
supporting them to set and achieve goals. A person who wants to get the most 
out of life often has a number of goals simmering at the same time, in their per-
sonal and business life.

The extent to which clients set goals and the level of detail of those goals varies 
enormously. Some people have a very general sense or vision of the direction 
that they want their lives to go and want support in making very short term goals 
that head them in that general direction. Other people respond well to elaborate 
goals and plans with detailed milestones and points of accountability leading for 
5 or 10 years into the future. Whatever the structure or form the goal takes, a 
coach can provide a level of support and accountability that a client would
otherwise not have.
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Goals and values

As coaches, we support our clients in creating value-based goals. Before any goals 
can be set, the client must first determine what their values are. Orienting the 
goals around the client’s values will make them compelling and will pull the client 

forward. Most of us live full and busy lives with competing demands for our
precious time and energy. We need to prioritise so that only those things that 
really matter get our full energy. By creating goals based on our values we ensure 
the optimal return on our investment of time and energy, because our success 
will be in the areas that matter the most to us.

There are many reasons why people make goals for themselves that are not 
aligned with their values or are not as closely aligned with their values as other 
goals. A common reason is pressure from others such as family and friends. An 
example of this is the person who feels pressure to pursue a particular career

because other members of the family are in that profession, or it has a high
status in their family and the community. Or the person who feels compelled to 
take on a family business or farm or to marry early.

Another reason why people make goals for themselves that are not aligned with 
their values is social pressure from peers. Perhaps they move in a social circle 
where everyone has a particular type of house or car, or perhaps a holiday house. 
All of a sudden they find themselves working towards a goal of buying a new 
house without ever thinking about whether this is what they really want in their 
lives, or whether it aligns with their values.

This misalignment can present itself in two ways. Firstly they can achieve the goal 
and then be left wondering why it doesn’t make them as happy as they thought it 
might. Alternatively, it can manifest itself as setting goals that are never achieved. 
For example, a client can say that his goal is to buy a more prestigious property 
but then spend all his spare money on other things. Not achieving the goal can 
then damage the client’s self esteem, making it harder for him to set more
meaningful goals in the future.
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A common reason why people make goals is because its ‘the right thing to do.” 
This is why giving up smoking and going to the gym appear so frequently on lists 
of New Year’s resolution. These are both admirable goals and, if pursued for the 
right reasons, will reap rewards. However, making a goal because it is expected 
of you is unlikely to result in success. Staying motivated and committed will be 
difficult if your goal is not aligned with your values. You will be far more likely to 
succeed in a goal that helps you to be aligned with your better self, and which 
supports your vision of the way the world should be. These sorts of goals will not 
only be more achievable, but will bring the most lasting joy.

Creating a Process

Once a client is in a place where they want to begin setting goals, there are any 
number of tools, systems and strategies that you can provide for them to plan 
and document their goals. It’s important that whatever process you offer that 
it supports the client and doesn’t drive them in a direction of its own making. A 
process or system has values attached to it so ensure the values are aligned with 
the client. New Year’s resolutions are built around a particular belief and if your 
client doesn’t hold this belief then they will not create goals around this time. As 
with all techniques there is, of course, no hard and fast rule. Making and
keeping goals is an art rather than a science. There are many paths to successful 
goal achievement.

Although there are many ways to achieve goals, there are a few “tried and true” 
principles that you can use to support your clients to achieve their goals.

Keep goals up front. A good question to ask a client when they have developed 
a set of goals is “How can you keep those goals in sight so that you don’t forget 
about them”. The client may then choose to write them down, put them in a 
prominent place or review them daily. They may choose to create an
“affirmation” or positive statement about each goal that they repeat to them-

selves each morning.
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Be on the lookout for goal hijackers. Goals and actions must work together. If 
a client has a goal of spending more time with his or her family, and they then 
consider taking on a job that includes huge amounts of interstate travel, then 
their goal is likely to be hijacked. Keeping goals upfront is a good way for them 
to avoid this. Another way is for you to ask them: “How will this decision support 
your goals?” or “Will this take you closer or further from your goals?” 
Remember the client has every right to put aside goals that no longer serve them. 
The support you are offering is gently leading them through a thought process 
which compares their actions to their goals so that they don’t inadvertently sab-

otage them. If they go through this process, but then choose to let a goal drop 
away for other reasons, suspend judgement.

Remind the client that goals are a marathon, not a sprint. Swaying from time 
to time happens to all of us. It is the journey that counts. One of the reasons why 
clients shy away from setting goals is that they fear that they will be criticized for 
not reaching milestones. It’s essential that they know that their coach will never 
criticize or judge them but will provide support to them when they fall over the 
inevitable hurdles that get between them and their goals. Setting a combina-

tion of short and long term goals is important. Long-term goals provide a vision, 
short-term steps along the way help us to remain focused and to feel a sense of 
achievement. Remember to always look for the acknowledgement – the ways to 
highlight great things about your client.

Remain flexible. We shouldn’t encourage clients to be so rigid in reaching goals 
that they close themselves off from opportunities that suddenly present
themselves. As clients achieve success they move from the realm of the “known” 
and discover things that they “ didn’t know they didn’t know”. This new
information then impacts on their goals. It is a natural and positive thing for
clients to alter goals or to simply let them go. The difference between failure to 
meet a goal, & simply letting the goal go because it no longer serves us comes 
back to our values. By keeping focused on a client’s values they can feel free to 
rework goals when necessary to match their evolving “reality”.
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Support: Some goals can be achieved alone, but some require the support of 
others. For example, a goal to keep a house more tidy and inviting requires the 
support of everyone who lives there, not just the client making the goal. Similarly, 
there are many workplace goals that require the consent of a number of players. 
When supporting a client to make goals, it is worth asking them whether the goal 
requires the cooperation of others and helping them to develop strategies to 
either gain the support of the other players or alternatively to reshape the goal.

Structures: Clients are much more likely to achieve goals if they have structures 
in place to support them. When clients are making goals you have two roles. One 
role is to enthuse them, the other is to make sure that they maximize the chance 
of success by putting in place structures. Some of the things we can ask are: 
“What can you put in place to make this goal easier to achieve?”

Phrase goals in the positive, instead of the negative. Clients will have much 

more success in achieving goals if they feel that they are being pulled towards 
something positive rather than pushing themselves away from something
negative. There are a number of ways that you can support them to work for 
what they want, not for what they want to leave behind. One strategy is using 
positive language to mirror the client’s language.

For example, if a client says, “I want to leave my dull and unrewarding job and 
get a better one”, you could respond, “OK, what kind of job would make you feel 
fulfilled and excited to get up each day for work”.

Negotiate accountability. Some clients want you to be a strong accountability 
partner. They expect you to remember their goals and to question them about 
milestones.  Other clients may find this intrusive. They may want to only discuss 
goals with you in their own time and may not want to return to them with you at 
all if things are going well. Its important to negotiate the level of accountability 
they require. A coach should never assume that their role is to hold someone to 
account for goals unless the client specifically requests this. If a client is
discussing goals, or has asked you to look over their goals, a good question to ask 
is “How can I best support you to achieve these goals?” or “Would you like me to 
be an accountability partner for these goals? How would you see that working?”
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Often we get locked into a goal, feeling perhaps that the goal is “a must have.” 

If we do not achieve the goal we may feel like a failure.  Here is your opportunity, 
as a coach, to re-frame the situation so the client can go for the goal, but not get 
locked into it. Your clients will be free to set much bigger and higher goals with a 
relaxed state of mind. If your client focuses only on the end result they will miss 
the journey. They won’t be present and as a result may not notice that they need 
to alter the route they are taking and adjust the goal.

Celebrate! It is so important to celebrate the achievement of goals. Celebrate 

the achievement with your client and encourage them to celebrate their
achievements.  Encourage them to celebrate the small steps. A powerful
question to ask a client is “How are you going to celebrate reaching this
magnificent goal?”

Recognizing Action

Remaining in action is a fundamental of coaching. At the beginning of the
relationship, it is important to make it clear to the client that you expect them 
to be in action. It’s important, however, that you take your cue from the client in 
regard to how much action is enough. As a client works When it comes to
action, the three most powerful tools are acknowledgement, acknowledgement 
& acknowledgement! Also acknowledgement is essential. And did I mention how 
important acknowledgement is? Get the picture? The most powerful way to
encourage action is to acknowledge it when it occurs. Simply by pointing out how 
far a client has come, or how well aligned their actions are, can be a fantastic 
motivator to continue in their path of growth. People often don’t realise how far 
they have come until it is pointed out to them. This is a powerful service offered 
by the coach.

You may be the only person in the client’s life who acknowledges their growth. 
You may be the only person who knows about their most important goals. Having 
someone acknowledge how far they have come can make the journey seem light 
and full of joy and ensure that the client gets the very most out of the coaching 
relationship.
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Reflection

1. What is the role of Action in coaching?
2. What do you think are the advantages of asking clients for specifics of their 

actions?
3. Think about a goal that you have set for yourself in the past that you achieved. 

What were the factors that allowed you to achieve that goal?
4. What role does acknowledgement play in taking action? the most powerful 

results.

Enhancing strengths

The next step is to take is to support the client to discover their personal strengths. 
Most people are aware of their weaknesses, but have not thought too much 
about their strengths. They may even take their strengths for granted; or believe 
that because they are good at something, so is everyone else. This may then lead 
them to assume that their strengths are not really special.

You can coach clients in creating a Strengths Inventory by brainstorming with 
them what their strengths are. A client may not be able to articulate all their 
strengths right away, but you may be able to help them. During the coaching
process, notice when the client demonstrates a strength and point it out.

As the client proceeds to create action in their life it will be important to draw on 
the strengths they have when things become difficult. In the process of working 
on their action plan, the client may forget what their strengths are if the process 
becomes difficult or discouraging. As the coach, it is up to you to remind the
client that they have the power within themselves to complete what they desire. 
Support the client to draw upon their strengths in order to move forward. During 
this process of awareness and growth for the client, the techniques of encour-
agement and endorsement will be invaluable for the coach. The client will need 
to be acknowledged for the steps they are taking and encouraged to continue on 
the path.
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Focusing on a client’s weaknesses doesn’t support them in moving forward, 
however, it is important to be aware of them so that they don’t get in the way. 
It is more effective for clients to think in terms of “distractions”, “barriers” and 
“roadblocks” rather than “weaknesses”. The term “weakness” implies an inherent 
flaw in a person’s make-up. The terms “distraction”, “barrier” and “roadblock”, on 
the other hand refer to short-term situations. They don’t sound immovable. They 
sound manageable. They are not general statements about the person. They only 
exist in relation to the person’s strengths.

The problem with a traditional analysis of “strengths and weaknesses” is that it 
gives weaknesses the same status as strengths and implies that people should 

be working on them simultaneously. In the clients mind, however, any focus on 
weakness is bound to amplify it. People will remember criticism long after they 
have forgotten praise. Research indicates that when asked to recall important 
emotional events, people will remember four negative ones for every positive 
one. (Roberts, et al, 2006) What this means is that in a traditional analysis of 
strengths and weaknesses, clients are getting four times as much information 
focus on weakness as strength! As coaches we need to provide a counterbalance 
to this negativity.

A more constructive approach is to ask client to focus on their strengths and set 
goals that build on their strengths. Only after their strengths are thoroughly
explored should the focus turn to distractions, barriers and roadblocks. Have the 
client tell you three things that may create a distraction, or even a roadblock, as 
they move along their action path.  For example, if a client wants their working 
life to be more peaceful, a distraction may be:

• Being chronically late
• Clutter
• Draining relationships

Often, what supports a client to take action are not the things they add to their 
life, but rather the things they take away from their life. Be prepared to coach 
the client in creating an action plan to remove what is getting in their way and 
preventing them from being successful. By removing the roadblocks – before 
they create a problem – this will help them in the long run. Ask the client to think 
about strategies that can remove the barriers. You can also ask them how you 
should coach them when these obstacles do appear. This will create a structure 
for providing powerful coaching.
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Gathering resources to support the action

Setting up structures to support the actions that need to be taken will be an

important step in the process of achieving goals. To be successful in the process, 
the client will benefit by preparing ahead of time before setting out on their
journey. Coach the client in creating a list of what they will need to do, both
internally and externally, to prepare for the journey. This may include aspects 
such as creating time every day for meditation, writing a journal or exercising. 
It may also include getting their finances in order, or creating a strong support 
system.

Goal-setting – Often people think that goal setting is the end of the action 
process. On the contrary, it is only the beginning. Once the goals are established, 
the client will need to create an action plan in order to reach the desired goal. 
One goal may have many sub-goals that need to be accomplished before
achieving the final desired result. Creating an action plan supports the client to 
develop a strong structure with which to work.

Prevent slipping into old patterns – As the client proceeds into the path of
creating their desired goals, temptation might slip in and the client may take a few 
steps backwards before moving forwards. If this happens, understand that this 
is normal. There are many reasons why people fear success and unconsciously 
sabotage their own development. This is normal human behaviour. As a coach, 
this situation provides you with the opportunity to acknowledge the client for 
the work they have done so far. It also provides you with the opportunity to
encourage the client to keep moving forward despite the difficulty.

A common pattern of development is for clients to quickly achieve their initial 
goals and to then have a setback. This is often because the first goals they achieve 
are more obvious and therefore more achievable. As they develop, clients may 
then move on to tackle more significant goals. These goals may be blocked by 
more entrenched behaviors. At this point, the cl ient needs a lot of
encouragement and needs to be enthused into maintaining their progress, even 
if this progress is slow. It is important to acknowledge the client’s efforts in
maintaining a forward focus, even if you are not seeing a lot of action.
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Creating an action plan – Once the client works through the process and has 
established the goals that enthuse them – that they feel passionate about – it 
is time to create an action plan. This plan will create a structure for the client to 
work with. By creating an action plan, the client will have a road map to follow, 
as well as a process to track successes and challenges. This action plan is a
powerful tool for coaching since it allows the client to actually track their
progress and visually see the benefit of the coaching process.

Positive affirmations – Positive affirmations are powerful statements for the 
mind. They can be useful for moving someone into action. They have a tendency 
to create what one really wants. The process of writing down affirmations is 
liberating, easy and usually effective. This process requires us to simply say a 
positive phrase repeatedly. This can be done in front of a mirror, by writing them 
down, or by simply saying the affirmation out loud or silently anywhere.

Affirmations are also a good tool to use when negative self-talk creeps in.
Whenever you catch yourself saying something negative, like, “I can’t do this,” 
or “I am stupid,” change the negative self-talk into a positive message by using a 
positive affirmation. Unfortunately, in our world we are inundated with negative 
messages. Whenever you turn on a television you encounter unrealistic images 
about what people should look like, how many material things they should have 
and what their relationships should be like. If you don’t meet these ideals the 
message is clear: you are not attractive enough, you don’t have enough material 
things and your relationships are inadequate. It’s important to have strategies to 
counter this avalanche of negativity. Positive affirmations are useful to remind 
you of the “reality” of your life and to brush away doubts.

Have the client come up with several affirmations that will support them in

moving forward. Also, have them write it down and place the affirmation(s) where 
they are visible to the eye.   A fridge door or bathroom mirror work well. You may 
also request that the client write down their affirmations every day. This is an 
excellent way to create focus in the right direction.
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Focusing on solutions – When creating action, it is more useful to focus on the 
solution rather than on the problem. That doesn’t mean the problem is to be 
ignored. It just doesn’t become the focus of the process itself. What is more 
important than the problem is to discover what will solve it. Once we figure out 
what works, then the solution is to do more of that. If we discover what does 
not work, than figure out what needs to change and do that instead. Coaching is 
about taking action and moving forward. As long as we focus on the solution, we 
will continue to move forward. The key to moving forward and staying focused on 
solutions is to understand that once you know what works, do more of it. When 
you discover something that doesn’t work, do something different. Doing the 
same thing over and over and expecting to get different results is fruitless.

Build on past successes – One of the most powerful tools to use in coaching is 
to build on past successes. Reminding the client of past successes can provide a 
shift in perspective. It also allows the client to recall moments when they were 
successful. By anchoring on to this past experience, the client can tap into the 
success and use it to keep them focused.

A tool for tapping into past successes is to create a Success Life Line. Have the 
client draw a line on a piece of paper. At the left side of the line, have them write 
the date when they were born. Starting from the left side and working toward 
the right, have them write the date and a short statement of every success they 
have had since then. For example, winning a spelling bee contest, graduating 
from school, or having a baby. These are all examples of when they completed 
something successfully.

Once the client has completed the Success Life Line have them write down what 
strengths they used to achieve this success. This will help develop their
inventory of strengths. It will also provide a real life example of when they used 
those strengths. Whenever the client becomes discouraged they can review their 
success life line and tap into the power of that moment to gain encouragement.
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Create a list of encouraging role models – Support your client by discovering who 
their role models are and why. This will help the client decide how they want their 
own life to be and what it will take to create what they really desire. Role models 
can be very powerful in providing courage and inspiration to follow through with 
those things that we might not otherwise think we can possibly do. Role models 
let us know what is possible for us. If they can do it, so can we.

If your client does not have any role models whom they admire, then challenge 
them to find them. Request that they go to the library or the internet to do some 
research. Ask your client to find biographies or autobiographies of five people 
that have qualities that they admire. Once they have their list, request that they 
write a short description of the role model’s life. Then have them write down the 
qualities they admire in the role models and which qualities they wish to
emulate. These role models can be from someone who is alive, deceased,
someone they know, or someone famous and notable.

Enlist the help of a support team – As the client begins to take action, they will 
need the help of a support team. This team will consist of people they can
depend on to keep them moving forward.  As their  coach,  you are
automatically on their support team. However, this is not enough. The client only 
spends a short amount of time with their coach each week. Therefore, in order 
to have success in this process, the client must surround themselves with people 
that are going to be helpful and encouraging.

In addition to spending more time with people that are positive and supportive, 
the client will also want to manage their relationship with negative non-supporting 
people. This may mean either decreasing the time they spend with non-supporting 
people, or, if this is not possible, putting boundaries in place about when, how 
and for how long they interact. This most likely will be a difficult step for the client 
to take. Nevertheless, it will become easier as the client begins to realize the 
positive changes that begin to take place in their life along with the action steps 
they take.

Creating action is about setting up a good solid structure for the purpose of

moving your client forward. As a coach, you can help your client achieve what 
they desire by simply creating action.
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Reflection

1. Reflect on your own experience: How have you felt when others have 
encouraged you to take action when you doubted your strength, or ability in 
a specific area?

2. What are your top 10 strengths? How do these support you in your development 
of your coaching practice?

3. Think of one goal that you will have for the next month. This may be a 
self-contained goal, or it could be part of something much bigger – like setting 
up your business! What structures do you need to put in place to enable you 
to achieve your goal?

4. Make a list of five people that you most admire and describe why you like 
them. What are the attributes that you want to make your own?

5. Who is on your support team? Is it big enough? Are there others you need to 
engage with more to support you in achieving your goals?
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Continue your CoaCh 
training...
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