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How to use this book

The revised edition is for those who practise mentoring or coaching as well as for those clients1 who are interested in the mentoring and coaching process and wish to make best use of their experience as clients. We include coaches or mentors in training as well as those experienced in the field who may wish to review their practice.

The book may also be useful for those responsible for staff and management development in organizations who are involved in creating mentoring and coaching programmes. The revised situational framework for coaching and mentoring may help clarify how such programmes can be used for organizational transformation.

Our experience in the field as coaches and mentors, as well as designers of mentoring or coaching programmes for corporate clients, is the basis of this book, as is our experience of designing and running postgraduate programmes. We seek to build a theoretical base for professional practice which supports individual learning as well as organizational learning and change.

Readers who are more interested in practice than theory may choose to leave aside Chapters 2 and 3 in Part One and go straight to definitions and models of coaching and mentoring in Part Two, possibly returning to the chapters dealing with theory later (see Figure 0.1). Readers who are new to mentoring and coaching theory may want to absorb the material in Parts One and Two before moving on to our reports of practice in Part Three, which takes the reader into the different contexts for mentoring and coaching. Part Four deals with accreditation, diversity, ethical standards and the need for supervision.


FIGURE 0.1How to use this book: alternative routes
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The terminology of mentoring and coaching in the literature has been confused and remains confusing. Sometimes the words are used interchangeably with little or no agreement on their meaning. Academics have tended to position coaching as an activity which aims at performance only, meaning a minor adjustment to behaviour, whereas they have linked mentoring to a transformational learning outcome, where the learner experiences a total change in how they view the world. However, the recent expansion of coaching as a developmental method insists that coaching aims at transformation as a learning outcome, and mentors are simply company advisers or even inexpensive tutors. Organizational programmes, unless clearly defined, have the potential for disappointment for mentors, coaches and clients alike.

We aim to clarify the meaning of the terms mentoring and coaching by relating them to the following questions:


•Whose purpose? Is the purpose of the coaching or mentoring owned by the employer, the organization, the coach, the mentor or the client?

•What process? Is the process didactic, impositional or humanistic?

•Which learning outcome? Is the likely outcome performance, adjusted behaviour or transformation?


Mentoring and coaching may be clearly defined by taking into account the purpose, the process and the potential learning outcome in a coaching or mentoring contract.

Part One is about theory. We set out the origins of our work in a theoretical account which underpins our practice. Alongside theory we declare the values with which we approach mentoring and coaching. In Chapter 1 we assert that the process of mentoring or coaching has one clear purpose, the learning and development of an individual. This process involves change, which may be one of modest improvement or of radical change where the outcome may be transformational. Thus we present a framework of approaches to mentoring and coaching which identifies the activities by their purpose, process and hence their learning outcome. Because each mentor or coach will have their own belief system, it is crucial that they take time to examine this, however embedded it might be, and make this known to prospective clients. We identify four categories of mentoring or coaching:


•Performance mentoring or coaching, where objectives may be imposed as in performance management.

•Engagement mentoring or coaching, where persuasive methods may be used to align personal aims with organizational objectives.

•Developmental mentoring or coaching, where the individual’s own desires take centre stage and may or may not harmonize with the stated aims of the organization. The outcome may be transformational.

•Systemic mentoring or coaching, where an organization sets out to transform itself through a programme of development for its people.


Chapter 1 is designed to set these four categories in the context of the purpose, the process used and the learning outcome of the activity. This chapter seeks to clear up some of the confusion around the terms by categorizing coaching or mentoring as an activity for performance, engagement or development, depending on the purpose, the process or method used, and the learning outcome which is implied in the definition. We continue Chapter 1 with the view that mentoring and coaching do not operate in a value-free or neutral form. Both parties to the process are influenced by their social and organizational context. Mentor, coach and client are all influenced by how power factors of class, race, gender, role, identity and relative opportunity impact on learning.

In Chapter 2 we discuss how coaching and mentoring can support reflective learning in each of the four categories of mentoring and coaching above. This chapter introduces the reader to single and double loop learning and the significance of emotion in relation to learning, immunity to change, psychology in learning, social and organizational learning and levels of learning.

Chapter 3 builds on the previous chapter by addressing the significance of reflective dialogue for mentoring and coaching. We examine the notion of dialogue and the importance of working interactively as a means to seek improved performance as well as personal development for the client.

In Part Two, in Chapters 4 and 5 we describe how mentoring and coaching are defined by a wide range of writers, practitioners and academics. We examine here the importance of cross-cultural issues by reference to relationships between coaches or mentors and clients who differ in gender, race or ethnicity.

In Chapters 6 and 7 we examine the available models for use in different coaching and mentoring situations, including our own NEWW model.

Part Three is about practice and here we explain the four different types of coaching or mentoring mentioned above.

Chapter 8 discusses coaching and mentoring in the performance quadrant. Coaching is the most common method used in organizations for performance management. The coaching starts from a definable goal, which may or may not be owned by the client, and proceeds to methods of achieving that goal.

In Chapter 8 we discuss the basic skills which you will need if you are acting as a performance coach or mentor. By this we mean an activity which is primarily for the purpose of improvement. A company seeking to improve its customer complaints record may use coaching or mentoring for this. In this quadrant, mentoring or coaching does not seek to disturb things or enable transformation as described in Chapter 2, but seeks to improve performance without altering the underlying system. The skills described in this chapter are listening, restatement, summary, questioning and feedback. Many readers are equipped with further skills and we discuss these in Chapter 9. Chapter 8 presents the minimum level of skill for working in the performance quadrant.

Chapter 9 discusses mentoring or coaching for engagement, a popular choice of developmental activity in organizations, illustrated by our case studies. In particular, we explore the impact of programmes and the benefits in terms of organizational development. The skills needed in this quadrant are contracting, listening, questioning, primary empathy, summary and feedback.

In Chapter 10 we explore developmental coaching and mentoring, which enable the client to generate their own goals as well as their own method of achieving them. We locate the skills needed as a developmental coach or mentor. By this we mean coaching or mentoring which aims to achieve reflective learning and transformation. A company seeking to launch a culture change may use internal managers for this, or an organization wishing to develop key personnel may use external practitioners. Developmental coaches or mentors seek to enable their clients to question the taken-for-granteds (tfgs) in their work environment, recognize the prevailing discourse and transform their view of the world, as described in Chapter 2. A developmental practitioner, while attending to day-to-day performance, seeks, through reflective dialogue, to challenge their client to look beyond their immediate horizon and transform their view of the system in which they live and work. The skills appropriate here include coach and mentor presence, high levels of listening, restatement, advanced empathy, summary, questioning, feedback, challenge, immediacy and confrontation.

Chapter 11 explores how an organization may use mentoring or coaching to transform itself, through systemic change. The chapter includes a discussion about the expanding field of team coaching, what it means, who does it and how effective it is. Existing research is compared to case study material to reveal the special group skills needed for team coaching.

In Part Four we address the importance of mentors and coaches being accredited and having supervision in order to ensure quality and maintain safe conditions and boundaries for clients.

In Chapter 12 we discuss methods of accreditation, ethical codes and diversity. We examine the boundary between coaching, mentoring and therapy. At present, much of coaching and mentoring practice draws on therapeutic sources, and practitioners may be justifiably unsure of where to draw the line. This chapter clarifies the position.

Chapter 13 describes supervision theory, sources and models. We review existing and well-tried supervision models before recommending the FIT model – a simple approach ensuring that all three domains of learning are covered when supervising coaches and mentors (Harris and Brockbank, 2011). This is especially important as many practitioners have been trained to ignore, deny or dismiss the emotive domain, often the most powerful route to development and change (Brockbank, 2009). Many supervision models map against the passage of time and chart changes or stages in the relationship from its beginning to its end, but tend to be silent on how to structure each session. Our recommended model is holographic in that it offers supervisors a plan for a single session or a programme to be used over a long time period.

The concluding chapter (14) emphasizes the importance of identifying which quadrant the coach or mentor is working in, and this applies to coaches, mentors, clients, managers, supervisors and sponsors. We reiterate how the double hermeneutic may operate to achieve organizational transformation, as when individuals opt for radical change themselves, they have the power to influence such change in their organizations.

Note

1For ease of definition, throughout the book we use the term client to include mentee, coachee, protégé and learner, except where we are quoting or discussing the work of another author.
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How coaching and mentoring support reflective learning
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The revised situational framework

The situational framework arose from our frustration with the confusion about what coaching is, what mentoring is, and which is best. The argument still rages. Mentoring has been described by Helen Colley as ‘a practice that remains ill-defined, poorly conceptualized, and weakly theorized, leading to confusion in policy and practice’ (Colley, 2003: 13). Mentors are rarely trained, often coming from respected senior ranks in communities and organizations. Coaching describes a wide range of activity, from sports tuition to life coaching which echoes therapy. Coach training can sometimes be achieved ‘in three days’ (Pointon, 2003).

Mentoring or coaching has one clear purpose, the learning and development of an individual, a process which involves change for the individual client and potentially for the organization in which they work. When coaching and mentoring are seen as reflective learning opportunities for change, it is possible to be clear about the terms we use to describe that change. Briefly, the name of the activity is less important than its purpose and what is actually happening, as this will influence the kind of learning outcome.

The situational framework is a map of change, which identifies the purpose, process and learning outcome of particular approaches in the mentoring and coaching field. Ownership of purpose and learning outcome are the two important dimensions in which a coach or mentor is working. These two dimensions give four areas, and the four quadrants of the map are described in detail below. The map is based on the work of sociologists Gibson Burrell and Gareth Morgan (1979), the philosopher Rolland Paulston (1996) and educationalist Ann Darwin (2000).

What is coaching? What is mentoring? There are as many answers to these questions as there are practitioners, and it depends on the situation. The situational model clarifies the confusion about the two terms, and ensures that when practitioners offer coaching or mentoring they and their clients are clear about what is meant. Are corporate clients seeking improved performance or do they want transformation, either individually or for the organization? The situation can be identified by these three questions:


•Who owns the coaching or mentoring purpose? Is it the organization or the individual, or both?

•What process is to be used? Is it directive, non-directive, purely cognitive, behavioural and does it include empathy?

•Which learning outcome is sought as a result of the coaching or mentoring? Improvement (with no change in the status quo) or transformation?


These situational factors, shown in Figure 1.1, will dictate the nature or type of activity on offer, regardless of whether it is called coaching or mentoring.

FIGURE 1.1Situational coaching or mentoring
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SOURCE:  © 2010 Dr Anne Brockbank

The situational framework in Figure 1.1 shows two dimensions: ownership of purpose and learning outcome:

From left to right: This is the ownership of purpose dimension, from individual ownership on the left to organizational ownership on the right.

From bottom to top: Learning outcomes range from improvement with no radical change to complete transformation at the top.

Ownership (from right to left)

When the organization dictates the objectives of a coaching or mentoring programme, the employee is less likely to own objectives for themselves. Such a programme will emphasize imposed objectives with less consideration of the personal and social world of the learner.

Where employees resist meeting imposed objectives, a social control mechanism comes into play and this is described as engagement mentoring or coaching. Here employees receive coaching or mentoring which seeks to persuade them to align their own objectives with organizational aims.

These objectives, based on a perceived objective reality, may use personality profiles and learning styles inventories because they assume a set of fixed qualities. Typical inventories categorize individuals as ‘activist’, ‘reflector’, extrovert, introvert etc.

When the individual owns their purpose, the social and emotional world of a learner is acknowledged as part of the developmental process, as well as strategies for achieving that purpose. Such mentoring or coaching uses truly reflective dialogue to stimulate the desired transformation for the client and the process is developmental. Ownership of purpose implies with it the ability to take responsibility for progressing personal objectives, so is needed in flatter, more democratic organizations.

Learning outcome (from bottom to top)

Improvement as a learning outcome suggests that essential factors in the organization remain unchanged; indeed, for induction the process informs about ‘how things are done around here’. The power structure in the workplace remains unaltered by new ideas and the taken-for-granteds (tfgs) remain unchallenged behind what is described by Vivienne Burr as the prevailing discourse (Burr, 1995). Such mentoring or coaching has been described by Ann Darwin as the recycling of power (Darwin, 2000) because of its tendency to replicate existing power relations.

Transformation as a learning outcome suggests that either employee or organization (or both) is radically changed as a consequence of learning and development. To achieve transformation it is necessary to challenge the tfgs within a system or the working environment, and this is known as the prevailing discourse, explained on page 16. For individual transformation, mentoring or coaching invites learners to identify the prevailing discourse in which they work and consider its impact on them, as well as their contribution to it. This allows employees to look beyond their power horizon (Smail, 2001), their perceived limit of action, which is explained on page 18.

We look now at what happens in each quadrant.

The four quadrants

The quadrants are defined by ownership of purpose and learning outcome, as well as the process used in coaching or mentoring, ie the situation defines the coaching or mentoring type used.

The performance situation: The organization seeks improved performance from staff and may use directive coaching/mentoring programmes to achieve this. The purpose here is owned by the organization and the method may be ‘tell’, which is appropriate for an induction situation or apprenticeship programme. In addition, the organization needs to manage the performance of its employees through effective line management. Performance coaching seeks to align the activities and objectives of all employees to business objectives and goals. When resistance is likely, coaching or mentoring initiatives may be presented to staff with the performance intent masked. When Helen Colley researched mentoring programmes she named this kind of masking as engagement, so this is known as engagement mentoring or coaching (Colley, 2003).

The engagement situation: Engagement mentoring or coaching seeks to persuade the employee to adopt the objectives of the organization, or align their own objectives with the organization’s mission. The use of non-directive coaching techniques, such as active listening and empathy, to address resistance and ‘engage’ staff has been described, rather negatively, as ‘sugar-coating’ (Howe, 2008). Line managers are most likely to deliver engagement coaching, although increasingly external practitioners are involved in engagement work. Research shows that engaged employees are more productive and this affects organizational performance (Gallup, 2010).

The developmental situation: The individual seeks change or transformation for themselves through internal or external coaching or mentoring, and their purpose may or may not be aligned with the organization’s objectives. Developmental coaching or mentoring assumes that clients define their own goals, while offering the potential for challenge and transformation, through a dialogue in all three domains of learning, namely thinking, doing and feeling. Such a dialogue, known as reflective dialogue, which includes their emotions as well as the other two domains of learning – knowing and acting – has the potential to lead to transformational learning.

The systemic change situation: The organization seeks to transform itself as a system, through individual developmental coaching or mentoring by internal personnel or external practitioners. This may be supported by strategic mentoring where board members work with senior managers off-line, or team coaching. For the organization to transform itself systemically, the dimensions of individual ownership and organization ownership must move towards each other, and ideally converge. Attempts to transform an organization through performance coaching or mentoring are doomed to failure as the criteria for deep, significant transformative learning include access to the emotional domain, connectedness and agency. Connectedness refers to a relationship which supports learning, and agency means that individuals or teams take ownership of their goals.

The situational framework for coaching and mentoring addresses some of the confusion about the terms and how they are used, by identifying what factors influence the learning outcomes of the activities. Ownership of purpose and the process used affect learning outcomes as well as the tfgs in the environment. Four types of coaching or mentoring are described: performance, engagement, developmental and systemic, the last referring to organizational transformation, which is likely through the engagement and developmental route and less likely through simple improvement by performance management, and this is shown in Figure 1.2.

How can an organization transform itself through coaching or mentoring?

FIGURE 1.2Situational coaching or mentoring: the route to organizational transformation
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As Figure 1.2 shows, coaching and mentoring activity in the performance quadrant, within a performance management structure, while important for addressing corporate goals, is likely to lead to improvement, a laudable aim, but without changing the organization. Therefore this is unlikely to take the organization directly to systemic change (shown by a white arrow in the diagram). The route to organizational systemic change lies first through performance management, then to staff engagement with aligned objectives, then to development for individual transformation with individually owned objectives, and thence to organizational transformation. This route is shown by black arrows in the diagram and refers only to the development of employees which is relevant to organizational change. Many employees are likely to be pursuing individual development activities outside their work context, a point well noted 30 years ago by Tom Peters (Peters and Waterman, 1982).

Performance

Performance mentoring or coaching focuses on efficiency and objective targets or standards, very much needed in day-to-day work. The approach assumes an objective real world, aiming at improved performance, and, in order to maintain the status quo, tends to suppress challenge and questioning by the learner, employee or client. The focus on tangible and imposed objectives emphasizes the task, and ownership is sought but not required. For instance, the necessity to maintain the existing system leads mentors to socialize their clients, ensuring that existing values and norms are preserved, thereby ‘guaranteeing’ career advancement. So this approach ensures grooming for career advancement, recycled power relationships and less diversity, resulting in ‘a successful core of white middle class successors to organizational hierarchies’ (Darwin, 2000: 205). So for many individuals the imposed objectives are easily aligned with their own for improved performance.

Where the purpose is improved performance, ie how to do the job better, then coaching is a favourite method for performance management where imposed objectives may not be easily aligned with individual desires. Hence the primacy in performance coaching of questions and empathy (if it exists at all) as a secondary skill. The approach tends to reinforce existing power relations and even overtly and/or covertly reproduce social inequalities, and relies on the prevailing discourse. We discuss the prevailing discourse on page 16. The performance coach serves the perceived ‘needs’ of the organization or society by ensuring (without necessarily realizing this) that power structures remain intact and the tfgs continue to inform the prevailing discourse, regardless of the career advancement of the client.

Coaching of apprentices can be identified as improvement, as are some modern mentoring programmes which are in reality cheap teaching schemes. This fits with those of our clients who were using a coaching or mentoring programme to replace or enhance expensive external training for qualifications needed by their employees, as in our case study in Chapter 8. Where such a direct approach is undesirable or ineffective, a non-directive stance is recommended to facilitate engagement of employees, so that they are persuaded to align their objectives with those of their employing organization. This takes us to the engagement quadrant.

Engagement

Engagement mentoring or coaching recognizes the subjective world of the learner, and uses a non-directive approach to maintain the status quo. Organizations seeking to create an engaged workforce may use mentoring or coaching programmes which are broadly humanist in their approach in order to minimize opposition. We discuss such a programme in Chapter 9. While the mentoring or coaching couple are ‘engaged’, ie there is a relationship, usually facilitated by using empathy, nevertheless the power horizon remains invisible to them. We discuss the power horizon on page 18. The idea of engagement mentoring includes interventions responding to disaffection and social exclusion – ‘positive action’ or ‘community mentoring’ aimed at supporting young people from oppressed groups, eg young men from black and Asian communities. In her description of engagement mentoring, Colley (2003: 151) suggests that ‘it seeks to reform young protégés “dispositions” in line with employers’ demands for employability’ and that for their mentors ‘it seeks to engender devotion and self-sacrificing dispositions in mentors through its discourse of feminine nurture’. Colley uses ‘feminine’ here to characterize the tendency in her mentors to over-care for their protégés. Dispositions are the habitual unconscious ways of thinking and feeling; ways of being – habitual states – are named ‘dispositions’ by Bourdieu (quoted in Grenfell and James, 1998) because they are believed to ‘dispose’ individuals to do/think/feel in particular ways. They are our unconscious tendencies, inclinations and habits, developed over a lifetime, often revealed in psychological tests.

Engagement coaching has some factors in common with performance coaching in that the desired outcome is improvement without radical change, and to achieve this employees are offered a humanistic style of helping which includes empathy. The method is used in contexts where imposed objectives are not acceptable and the alternative method of persuasion is applied. Employees are said to be ‘engaged’ when they have aligned their objectives with the purposes of the organization. This type of approach is used mostly by line managers in organizations and features in the journal Coaching at Work. This is not quite as devious as it sounds. Many employees are able to assess what they are being asked to do, compare this with their own needs and desires and become engaged with organizational aims. The non-directive approach, recommended for coaching at work, with skilled managers, can deliver employee engagement, as it acknowledges the employees’ own feelings and purposes as well as those of the organization.

Developmental approach

Developmental coaching or mentoring acknowledges the subjective world of the client, respects their experience and generates ownership of their objectives, by using a Rogerian approach which enables them to move to potential transformation (Rogers, 1983). By working with the individual’s social reality, which may include oppression and varieties of discriminatory behaviour, the client is enabled to realize their personal power, taking responsibility for their own learning and development as well as challenging the tfgs in their environment. In addition, a reflective dialogue which includes high levels of empathy facilitates deep, double loop learning for clients. Developmental mentoring or coaching (which may also be called executive coaching) offers the client a chance to identify the prevailing discourse and challenge it, through reflective dialogue. In this recognition of their socially constructed world there are opportunities for transformation for both individuals and organizations. Developmental mentoring or coaching is usually (but not always) found in private arrangements, often quite separate from the workplace, where a professional mentor or coach works with their protégé or client over time, to an agreed contract. For developmental mentoring or coaching the necessary and sufficient conditions are the ownership of goals by the learner and the potential for transformation through a reflective dialogue, which includes high levels of empathy.

Systemic approach

Systemic mentoring or coaching seeks to promote the transformation of a company, an organization, or an institution within society. Here the aim is to transform the organization through complete restructuring or culture change programmes. In many such programmes the subjective world of the client may be ignored and change is sought through rational argument and persuasion. As readers will know, this approach is doomed to failure, as many are. The systemic intent can be addressed by beginning with performance management, essential for efficiency, then working in the engagement quadrant as objectives are aligned, then following through the development quadrant with one-to-one developmental mentoring or coaching where the purpose is to enable the individual to work with their beliefs and feelings to transformation, and in the fullness of time to become part of a larger changed system.

We complete this chapter with an explanation of the terms ‘prevailing discourse’ and ‘power horizon’ used in the definitions above.

The prevailing discourse

Discourse is how we talk about talking. The idea of a prevailing discourse comes from social constructivist ideas, which challenge the presumption of objective reality and focus on language as the medium through which learners construct new understandings (Burr, 1995). Learning contexts, like mentoring or coaching, are themselves socially constructed, so that ‘we create rather than discover ourselves’ and we do this through engagement-with-others through our discourse (Burr, 1995: 28). The powerful role of discourse lies in its taken-for-granted nature. The prevailing discourse in any system is tfg and invisible to its users, as the ‘givens’ of a prevailing discourse are often never examined and may only be revealed when named. An example of an invisible prevailing discourse is the executive washroom, where only those above certain grades are admitted and this is accepted without question by those excluded. Other examples are the casual sexism of remarks like ‘Calm down, dear’ and ‘Don’t worry your pretty head’, often only recognized when the prevailing discourse is identified and named for what it is by those at whom it is directed.

How does a prevailing discourse become established?

The prevailing discourse is defined as ‘a set of meanings, metaphors, representations, images, stories, statements etc that in some way together produce a particular version’ of events, person or category of person (Burr, 1995: 48). Examples of how such discourse is used can be seen in terms like ‘attitude problem’, ‘downsizing’, regulating, on-message, globalization, unionized, eco-warrior and, as above, ‘executive washroom’. Hence, as learners, we exist in a system which is not value-free, where power is exercised that can influence our progress and affect our development.

Developmental mentoring and coaching, through reflective dialogue, seeks to offer clients an alternative discourse. This has the potential to challenge the taken-for-granted assumptions (tfgs) of the prevailing discourse in which clients are embedded. The context of empathic acceptance and challenge without judgement (itself an alternative discourse) allows the client to recognize their emotional response and reconsider some of the givens of their situation, and gives them the option to seek improvement or transformation.

Developmental mentoring and coaching begin from the client’s ownership of their goals, and allow for environmental effects to be acknowledged. This enables clients to access their potential and challenge what limits them. Developmental mentoring or coaching is at its best when the client is able to challenge the tfgs in which they are living and working. An example of this is ‘presenteeism’, the practice whereby employees believe that working long hours over their working day makes them more productive and will get them promotion. Where a client is struggling with their work/life balance, the realization that ‘presenteeism’ is nothing more than a tfg may lead them to transform their approach to work.

As we learn we are ever-changing, responding to and influencing our environment, through interaction with others. Smail maintains that ‘our environment has much more to do with our coming-to-be as people than we do as authors of our own fate’ (2001: 23) and introduces the idea of a power horizon.

The power horizon

In organizational life the pattern of work and control of employees require them to perform specific and regulated roles. An important consequence of this is the cult of individualism, where the individual is identified as the source of disorder and the only resource for curing it, making the individual solely responsible for outcomes in the workplace. While recognizing the importance of individual responsibility at work, the dogma of individualism may lead to a work environment where employees feel helpless, confused and stressed. Why should this be?

Where individualism is the only theory available, the social context, with all its power, is largely ignored and kept invisible, particularly to those who are powerless. This is known as a ‘power horizon’ (Smail, 2001: 67) and is kept in position by offering a version of objective reality as truth, known as the prevailing discourse, a version which keeps the sources of power invisible.

The idea of a power horizon which is always just out of our sight suggests a prevailing discourse which maintains it in position, not unlike the unfortunate hero in the film The Truman Show who was unaware that his life was actually a TV show. The power horizon divides our nearby real-life experience at work from the distant power effects exerted by larger political and social factors, keeping the latter invisible (Smail, 2001: 67). The individual’s power horizon, through the prevailing discourse, ensures that distant power effects are out of sight, leaving the individual no option but to concentrate on closer agents who are often themselves powerless and held within their own power horizon. An example of this is a client’s perception of her manager as ‘difficult’ when he makes demands, while the manager is himself struggling to meet targets set by his superior, who is responding to board-level panic, a consequence of share price insecurity. The client’s power horizon ensures that she attends primarily to her manager, without ‘seeing’ the more distant causes of her difficulty.

Developmental mentoring or coaching has the potential, through reflective dialogue, to expand the power horizon for an individual, enabling them to see, often for the first time, where the source of their difficulty or frustration lies. This is achieved by acknowledging the individual’s feelings and experience, recognizing their goals and challenging the prevailing discourse in their organization, as well as the standard strategic support from their coach or mentor in the knowledge and action domains.

Chapter summary

In this first chapter we have presented the revised situational framework, which illustrates the route to organizational transformation. Performance and engagement coaching or mentoring are needed for corporate and business success. However, for organizational transformation there must be activity in the developmental quadrant, where individuals are offered coaching or mentoring opportunities with the potential, through reflective dialogue, for radical change. Thereafter, with coaching and mentoring in strategic and corporate change programmes, often including team coaching, there is hope of organizational transformation.
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Learning theories for coaching and mentoring

The tendency in writing about coaching and mentoring is to set out how to do it and to practise it without considering the theory which underlies our practice. Since coaching and mentoring are about learning, it is necessary to focus on learning theories in order to inform and understand our practice.

Coaching and mentoring have not developed their own theoretical base and have tended to borrow from related disciplines such as psychology and psychotherapy. However, as the purpose of coaching and mentoring is learning, development and change, these are the fields where we can find suitable material for a theory of coaching and mentoring.

In this chapter we consider the following learning theories as constituting a theoretical base for coaching and mentoring:


•deep and surface;

•single and double loop;

•emotion in learning;

•immunity to change and defensive reasoning;

•psychology of learning;

•learning and the body;

•social activity learning;

•ownership and autonomy;

•individual learning and the organization.


In Chapter 1 we presented four approaches to mentoring and coaching:


•Performance mentoring or coaching, which aims at improving the performance of employees. The goals/objectives of the organization are a given.

•Engagement mentoring or coaching, which recognizes the subjective world of the client and uses a non-directive approach to enable the socialization of the client into the organizational world.

•Developmental mentoring or coaching, which acknowledges the subjective world of the client, respects ownership of the individual’s goals and invites an examination of embedded power structures which inhibit learning.

•Systemic mentoring or coaching programmes which seek to promote the transformation of an organization through systemic change.


What are the implications for learning of these four different approaches to mentoring/coaching?

There is no science or theory of learning which embraces all the activities involved in human learning. Most of what we do, think, feel and believe is learnt, so the field of activities is wide and varied. The behavioural psychologist tends to identify learning in changed behaviour, while cognitive psychologists seek for change in the mind of the client as evidence that learning has taken place. Traditional academic learning has tended to emphasize learning as exclusively a mental process, whereas progressive approaches to learning assert that clients must also be active and learn by doing. Recent progressive ideas include emotional elements in learning and recommend that all three domains of learning are considered, that is, doing, thinking and feeling, for deep and significant learning (Brockbank et al, 2002; Brockbank and McGill, 2007; Brockbank, 2009). The significance of emotion has been neglected in learning theory and modern neuroscience emphasizes its importance.

So why is the emotional domain important for learning? The rationale for extending the domains of learning to include emotion can be found through our exploration of learning theories below.

Deep and surface learning

Early researchers categorized different levels of learning (Marton et al, 1993). Moving from basic to more complex forms, they identified:


1a quantitative increase in knowledge;

2memorizing;

3acquisition of facts or routines etc which can be retained and used when necessary;

4the abstracting of meaning;

5an interpretation process aimed at understanding reality;

6developing as a person.


Levels 1–3 are often characterized as surface learning, which implies cognitive learning measured in terms of recall, retention and remembering. These are utilized in performance mentoring/coaching.

Levels 4–6 are often characterized as deep learning, where the learner is making connections with any spoken or written discourse such that the person feels themselves to interact and be an agent of the learning. These are utilized in engagement and development mentoring/coaching.

With adults, surface learning is taken as a given and acquired when necessary, as in performance coaching or mentoring for improvement. In the engagement or development quadrant, reflection upon their experience is essential for deep and significant learning. We are using the term reflection in two senses. Firstly, the process or means by which an experience, in the form of thought, feeling or action, is considered, while it is happening or subsequently. Secondly, deriving from the first, the creation of meaning from this consideration, which may lead to looking at things as other than they seem, ie to transformation in how we see the world. We explore reflection further in Chapter 3, and simply offer here our definition of reflective learning:

an intentional process, where social context and experience are acknowledged, in which clients are active individuals, wholly present, engaging with others, and open to challenge, and the outcome involves transformation as well as improvement for both individuals and potentially for their organization. 

(Brockbank et al, 2002: 6)

For mentors and coaches our definition indicates that there are several important factors to consider in what we know about learning. We consider some of them now.

Single and double loop learning

The terms single and double loop learning were first used by Argyris and Schön (1996) to distinguish between learning for improving the way things are done, and learning that creates a different view of the situation or a different way of seeing the world. Single loop learning, while it achieves immediate improvement, leaves underlying values and ways of seeing things unchanged. Improvement learning may involve reflection on the given task but is not likely to change it. Double loop learning is learning where assumptions about ways of seeing things are challenged and underlying values are changed (Brockbank and McGill, 2007). Double loop learning, in questioning ‘taken-for-granteds’ (tfgs), has the potential to bring about a profound shift in underlying values by cracking their paradigms or ‘ways of seeing the world1’ as:

In order to see how ideas different from ours exist in their own legitimate framework, it is necessary to leap out from our shell of absolute certainty and construct a whole new world based on some other person’s ideas of reality, other assumptions of truth. (Daloz, 1986: 228)

Single loop learning or day-to-day learning, for improvement, meeting goals and altering practice on the basis of experience, enables progress to be made. This is an important rationale for performance management. The concept of effective single loop learning has been described graphically in a well-known diagram by Kolb (1984), where goals are set on the basis of theory, action is taken and, on the basis of this experience, and reflection, a new action or plan is devised. For day-to-day learning the loop is productive and the employee gains competence and confidence, ie this is reflective learning for improvement. The process is illustrated in Figure 2.1.

FIGURE 2.1Single loop learning

[image: M03NF001.eps]

SOURCE: Adapted from Kolb (1984)

Single loop learning has been identified by Stacey (1993) as typical of what is known as ‘ordinary management’, which:


•translates the directives of those higher up in the hierarchy into goals and tasks;

•monitors the performance of the task in terms of goal achievement;

•ensures that staff are motivated to perform the task;

•supplies any skills or efforts that are missing;

•articulates purpose and culture, so reducing uncertainty.


Ordinary management is important because ‘No organization can carry out its day-to-day tasks effectively, no organization can continue to build on and take advantage of its existing strengths, unless it practices ordinary management with a high degree of skill’ (Stacey, 1993: 306). Hence the justification for single loop learning in day-to-day work. Performance mentoring and coaching are characterized by single loop learning as their outcome, and they mirror ordinary management in their objectives. Work in the engagement quadrant adopts persuasive methods to achieve the above.

What about developmental mentoring and coaching? We refer now, with permission, to Peter Hawkins’ original diagram to illustrate double loop learning in Figure 2.2.

The arrows in the lower circle indicate day-to-day functioning in single loop learning. When conditions are favourable, in reflective dialogue, assumptions or tfgs are questioned, and the client may swing out of the lower-circle orbit and begin to traverse the upper circle in double loop learning mode. The client has ‘come outside of their box’. The option remains of returning to the single loop when appropriate, perhaps to test a new theory in the normal way, in order to achieve improvement with a new understanding. The single loop orbit is contained and can be traversed within, say, an action plan, setting goals within a given cycle of activity or achieving a level of understanding within a professional field. The double loop orbit would occur when reconsidering the whole project with a view to major change, or even reconsidering an organization’s purpose, structure or culture, ie learning for systemic change. Such an outcome is characteristic of what is known as ‘extraordinary management’ where:

FIGURE 2.2Double loop learning

[image: M03NF002.eps]

SOURCE: Adapted from an original idea by Peter Hawkins (1997)


•new knowledge is created when the tacit is made explicit and crystallized into an innovation, that is, a re-creation of some aspect of the world according to some new insight or ideal;

•innovative organizations… accept the paradox and use their informal organization, such as mentoring or coaching, as the tool for destroying old paradigms and creating new ones that lead ultimately to concerted action;

•when they operate informally rather than using formal structures in the organization, people are likely to achieve extraordinary management.


Stacey describes extraordinary management as double loop learning:

Extraordinary management is concerned with how managers smash the existing paradigm and create a new one… create the chaos required to destroy old patterns of perception and behaviour… create new paradigms of perception and behaviour. (Stacey, 1993: 337, original italics)

For the individual, developmental mentoring and coaching are characterized by the transition from single to double loop learning. This enables the client to move beyond their existing way of seeing the world, with the support and challenge, using reflective dialogue, of their mentor or coach.

What is needed to enable the client to shoot out of the single orbit and traverse the exciting and potentially disturbing orbit of double loop learning? If we were to pursue our analogy of orbits and trajectories, the answer suggests that what is required is energy to fuel the ‘burn’ of a changed trajectory. Where is the source of this energy to come from? There is evidence that emotion supplies the required fuel for double loop learning.

Emotion in learning

The evidence suggests that ‘emotion and motivation are inherently connected’ (Giddens, 1992: 201) and that double loop or transformative learning can be triggered by strong emotion, through trauma or ‘peak’ experiences (Brookfield, 1987: 7). The learner fuels energy from their emotional being, giving rise to expressions like ‘passion to learn’, ‘hunger for truth’, ‘thirst for knowledge’, which recognize that the double loop trajectory may be reached when fuelled by emotional energy (Brookfield, 1987). More recent writings suggest that emotional factors are essential for learning and decision making in every sphere of human endeavour (Lehrer, 2009; Zander and Zander, 2000).

Using empathy in order to access the affective domain will harness the emotional energy to support the learner who chooses to go into the double loop ‘orbit’. The qualities needed for a practitioner to support double loop learning have been acquired by many coaches and mentors, often as a result of the influence of Carl Rogers who expressed the goal of education as ‘the facilitation of change and learning’ (Rogers, 1983: 120) which rests upon ‘qualities that exist in the personal relationship between the facilitator and learner’ (Rogers, 1983: 121).

In addition, the process of questioning and challenging can stimulate strong emotions, disturbance, distress and also joy and exhilaration (Brookfield, 1987: 8). We are told that a certain degree of energy or excitement is necessary for learning to occur, so that a crisis may generate transformative learning.

How can mentors or coaches enable their clients to access their emotions? The capacity to deal with emotion appropriately, known as emotional intelligence (EQ), together with IQ, is a predictor of future success in business (Dulewicz and Higgs, 1998: 42–45). EQ has been defined as: ‘the ability to understand and reflectively manage one’s own and other people’s feelings’ (Mayer, 1999: 49), and those who are emotionally adept are those who: ‘know and manage their own feelings well and who read and deal effectively with other people’s feelings’ (Goleman, 1995: 36). We identify this latter ability as empathy in Chapters 9 and 10.

Emotion holds the key to a higher level of learning, through reflective dialogue, because emotion offers a gateway to the energy and power needed to countenance alternative discourses and challenge prevailing ones (Brockbank, 2009). Traditional learning and business have devalued the affective domain and valorized the cognitive (Fineman, 1993). Research findings in neuro-psychology explain what happens when the emotional world is cut off from learning (Rock and Schwartz, 2006; Lehrer, 2009; Zander and Zander, 2000). The power of material from the emotional brain to dominate the rational pre-cortex has been established through modern scanning technology (Rock and Schwartz, 2006). When the emotional domain is included in learning then transformation is possible. The idea that developmental learning can occur where emotional material is ignored, while favoured in many rationalist contexts, fails to appreciate the nature of the changes which take place when meaning is transformed through reflection.

What is needed for a transformation of perspectives, based as they are on cultural codes, is a process involving ‘a critique of assumptions… by examining their origins, nature and consequences’ (Mezirow, 1994: 223). The recommended method for such learning to occur is dialogue, as ‘dialogue is central to human communication and learning’ (Mezirow, 1994: 225). The chances of such a critique being achieved without generating emotion are remote, and, where emotion is denied or suppressed, transformative learning is unlikely.

In order to recognize the existence of emotion in learning situations we turn again to Argyris and Schön (1996), as they identify the phenomenon of defensive reasoning and its role in immunity to change.

Immunity to change and defensive reasoning

The tendency to overlook the obvious, the tfgs in life, is inherently human. Some of the tfgs form quite powerful defences, known as defensive reasoning, which are difficult and painful to dislodge. As clients, the prospect of really looking at what is taken for granted in our work, and analysing our defensive reasoning, is threatening on four counts:


•We may lose control.

•We may not win.

•We may not be able to suppress negative feelings.

•We may not be rational.


For managers trained in the Western rational system, such threats are real and powerful, and they resort to defensive reasoning in order to protect against these threats, maintaining comfort and, in the process, cloning another generation of managers in their own image. For managers to engage in reflection they need to be confident in themselves and able to tolerate doubt and uncertainty about their decisions. A manager who can face up to the possibility that they might have so-called irrational feelings, and express them, is prepared to display their vulnerability. This is done by naming what is taken for granted in the work context, and staying with the discomfort which may be engendered by such naming. An example is the recognition that a punitive appraisal system is demotivating employees and a commitment to replace it with a developmental programme. Needless to say, such moves can generate differences in the organization, and this may lead to conflict. Where conflicts occur, the political process in organizations rarely offers facilitation for resolving differences, thereby inhibiting organizational development and potential transformation.

Argyris and Schön (1996: 78) offer a method of analysing the tfgs in our work, which transfers well to the mentoring or coaching situation, known as the left-hand side of the page method. Here the client revisits or anticipates a problematic event. The page is divided into two columns and the facts of the story are entered on the right-hand side. In the left-hand column the client is invited to note the thoughts and feelings associated with each stage of the story. The content of the left-hand column is highly illuminating, as strong feelings are revealed which are not likely to be spoken aloud. When clients become aware of some of their left-hand-side material they are at the cusp of double loop learning.

Developmental mentors or coaches acknowledge the left-hand side of their client’s material and, through reflective dialogue, offer them opportunities for double loop learning. The process is helped by attending to the three domains of learning, ie feeling as well as thinking and doing. If the learning process is limited to one of the three domains, the others are affected and learning is not so effective. To accommodate the full range of human potential, development should address all three domains of learning, ie thinking, feeling and doing. The two-column method has been built on by Kegan and Lahey (2009) in their analysis of the dimensions of immunity to change. Their x-ray method begins with three columns detailing:


•goals or visible commitments;

•what I am actually doing or not doing;

•hidden competing commitments.


Working on these first three columns uncovers the fourth column, ie some of the underlying assumptions which contribute to the immunity, and this can occur both individually and collectively. Analysis of an individual’s x-ray reveals the strong emotions which may be attached to competing commitments and assumptions, and Kegan and Lahey report the realization of one of their clients as follows:

What I’ve come to realize is the function of emotion in this work… the organization ruthlessly suppresses all emotion… we need to find ways to reverse this dynamic of suppressing emotion… this is what the four column work helps us to do.

(Kegan and Lahey, 2009: 79)

These authors remind us that immunity to change is a well-developed defence mechanism (see page 30) which keeps dread at bay, and the coach or mentor involved will need to have competence in the emotive domain. We discuss working in the emotive domain with empathy in Chapters 9 and 10.

Mentoring or coaching that concentrates on one or two out of the three domains will be less effective. An effective process should seek to ‘tease out’ learning in the missing domains, monitoring the balance between the three domains and guiding our questioning or explorations to cover all three as fully as possible. In particular, as a coach or mentor you may have a tendency to avoid the emotional content of learning, and this would disadvantage your client as: ‘An emotional content to learning is inevitable, because learning begins in that part of the brain’ (Rose and Nicholl, 1997: 31).

For example, where a client is discussing an aspect of their work and their coach notices some negative body language, uncovering how the client is feeling may assist their development. Eric Jensen in Brain Based Learning and Teaching (1995) suggests that ‘all learning involves our body, our emotions and our attitudes’. We discuss learning and the body further below on page 31. We now address some of the psychology which underpins learning in mentoring and coaching.

Psychological principles of learning

The humanist approach to learning is used in engagement and development coaching and mentoring. The approach recognizes the power in every human being to learn in a self-directed way, finding the appropriate method and medium for whatever they desire to learn. The method begins from the following beliefs:


1People are OK – fundamentally good.

2A person is a whole person.

3Human beings are driven to change and grow.

4The ‘abundance’ model rather than the ‘deficiency’ one is suitable for personal development.

5Humans operate with a spiritual dimension.


Engagement mentoring or coaching uses this non-directive and respectful approach to work with employees in a way that encourages and stimulates learning. However, the learning sought in engagement work is aligned to the objectives of the organization, which may or may not accord with the dispositions of the individual concerned.

On the other hand, developmental mentoring and coaching require trust in the client and confidence in the client’s capacity for development. Developmental mentors and coaches hold the belief that clients are fundamentally sincere and desire to change and develop. In addition, humanist principles of learning emphasize the importance of being authentic rather than being impersonal, and we discuss coach and mentor congruence in Chapter 10.

Carl Rogers (1983) described the conditions for deep learning and development as person-centred, a statement which grows from the humanistic belief in the ‘actualizing tendency’ of human beings, the striving towards growth and development present in every person. What psychological climate in a learning relationship makes possible the release of the individual’s capacity for learning and development? Rogers offers three conditions for a person-centred climate:


•congruence, ie genuineness, realness, sharing feelings and attitudes rather than opinions and judgements;

•unconditional positive regard, ie acceptance and ‘prizing’ of the other;

•empathy, ie understanding of the other’s feelings, experience and attitudes and communicating that understanding.


All three qualities call for a high degree of emotional intelligence in that to be congruent implies a willingness to express feelings; unconditional acceptance relies on managing competing emotions; and empathy is the key skill for handling emotional material. Coaching or mentoring for development emphasizes emotion and seeks to tap the energy available there, offering the potential for transformative learning through access to the many facets of learning which may be hidden in traditional approaches.

We must not leave psychological principles of learning without mentioning defence mechanisms, which, like boundaries, are not strictly part of a humanistic approach, coming as they do from traditional psychology. The typical defence mechanisms that are likely to appear in mentoring or coaching relationships are the following:


•denial – unconsciously being unaware of what is happening;

•displacement – unconsciously expressing a feeling to the wrong person;

•projection – unconsciously sending away aspects of the self to another;

•identification – unconsciously taking on aspects of another;

•introjections – unconsciously becoming what an important other says;

•transference – unconsciously projecting aspects of self onto another based on past experience.


For many, the idea of defence mechanisms is not relevant to mentoring or coaching. However, there is plenty of evidence that defence mechanisms are alive and well in such relationships, as transference is now understood to be ‘an entirely natural occurrence in any relationship… a form of projection… involving archetypal material’ (Jacoby, 1984: 19). We discuss and explain defence mechanisms in detail in  Appendix 5, and move now to another mainly unconscious aspect of learning.

Learning and the body

In this section we aim to explore a hidden dimension in modern learning theory – the body. First we introduce the idea of two selves, identified by Gallwey (1974), and discuss how they interact in a learning situation like mentoring or coaching. Then we discuss methods to empower the emotional brain, and support transformational learning through mentoring and coaching.

The two selves

This idea came from Tim Gallwey’s (1974) analysis of his tennis clients who he noticed ‘talked to themselves’. This usually silent dialogue is common to most adults. The ‘I’, or self 1, seems to give instructions while ‘myself’, or self 2, seems to perform the action (Gallwey, 1974: 13).

When a typical dialogue between self 1 and self 2 is analysed, what emerges is a self 1, the thinker, which does not trust self 2, the doer, although self 2, because it includes the unconscious mind and nervous system, hears everything, forgets nothing and is anything but stupid. When people struggle to improve their performance (be it tennis or giving presentations or delegating) by thinking too much and trying too hard, self 1 sabotages the innate competence of self 2 to do the job. The thinking activity of self 1 interferes with the natural ‘doing’ activity of self 2. In a mentoring or coaching situation an understanding of the effects of this internal dialogue assists both parties to identify barriers to learning and development. The skilled mentor or coach will enable their client to articulate the inner dialogue and submit it to rigorous inspection and evaluation so that judgemental self-talk like ‘I’m just no good as a manager’ and ‘I’ll never do it’ can be recognized as interference from self 1 and addressed in the mentoring or coaching relationship.

How did self 1 get to be so dominant? The Western way of understanding the mind separated it from the body, as totally unconnected and different. Modern neuroscience has established that this is not the case, and that the mind and body are linked by continuous electrical and chemical communication (Rothschild, 2000; McGilchrist, 2010; Lehrer, 2009). In addition, because the mind differed from the body (thought to be a site of sinfulness), it was believed to be innately superior. Western educators have not caught up with science and still operate as though the mind can be addressed by directly ignoring the body and is the superior partner in learning and behaviour. Hence self 1 has been led to believe that it can order self 2 about and that self 1 should decide what happens without reference to self 2. Needless to say, self 2 asserts itself and we find ourselves behaving in ways we don’t understand and are sometimes ashamed of. Modern person-centred approaches to learning and development have the potential to reverse this and reconnect self 1 and self 2.

To address the tendency of self 1 to destructively criticize and undermine self 2, Gallwey recommends that: first, we persuade self 1 to trust self 2 to do what is asked of it, and relax its surveillance of self 2; second, we instruct self 2 with images rather than words. How can this be done in coaching and mentoring?

It is sometimes necessary to revise the destructive core beliefs embedded in self 1, which informs self 2. The brain learns in order to survive. When under threat or perceived threat, the brain takes us into a trance-like state where only the core beliefs are relevant. The influence of this on advanced or transformative learning is obviously powerful, as effective reflective dialogue is a challenge to just those core beliefs which are lodged within self 1. The calming of our self 1 enables us to ‘hear’ our self 2 and we discuss how to access self 2 below.

How can self 1 relax its control of self 2? Some people use meditation to practise quieting their conscious mind by deep relaxation and concentration on an object or word, which disallows the ‘buzzing’ of stressful thinking. Letting go of judgements and negative thoughts is associated with a quieter, calmer mind. Positive thinking techniques seek to replace negative thoughts with positive ones, but, because these are judgements too, they agitate rather than quiet the mind. The state of stillness we seek has been called ‘mindfulness’ as the mind is full of the present, excluding the judgements and fears, concentrating on the here and now. Mindfulness is ‘about being aware of what is happening in the present, on a moment by moment basis. It is an intentional becoming aware of our bodies and minds and the world around us whilst not making judgements about what we like or don’t like in what we find there’ (Landale, 2005; Siegel, 2010). A mindfulness example can be found in a brief guide by two general practitioners (Ridgeway and Manning, 2008).

How are we to instruct self 2? It seems likely that when the client in a mentoring or coaching relationship can access their self 2 and visualize what they want to achieve, success is more likely. Research at Harvard University provided satisfactory proof of this when people who visioned themselves doing exercise alone produced measurable decreases in weight and improved health measures (Crum and Langer, 2007). The two selves described above are equivalent to the thinking brain and the emotional brain. How can the mentor or coach enable their client to access their emotional brain and quieten the self 1 for long enough for this to happen? The relationship forged between mentor or coach and client will support the process, as the couple learn to trust and respect each other. The person-centred approach implicitly promotes communication which values the messages from self 2, and builds a gentle but solid relationship.

Learning as a social activity

Deep learning is likely to be achieved by clients who take responsibility for their own learning, and are motivated by their own learning ambitions, as in developmental approaches to mentoring and coaching. Hence the importance of the ownership dimension in coaching and mentoring. When clients themselves are consulted about their learning they are revealed as active responsible adults who are capable of sharing their meanings and justifying their understandings. The socially constructed nature of knowledge has been explored at length elsewhere (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Brookfield and Preskill, 1999) and we discuss this further below. The social systems in which a client is embedded will dominate learning as ‘no human thought is immune to the ideologizing influence of its social context’ (Burr, 1995: 21). The workplace has its own ideology, often invisible to clients. However, the existence of the social and thus the learning context can be used to enable development through recognition of others as sources of knowledge, and reflective dialogue offers a method for doing this. The cultural, emotional and value contexts of learning can vary considerably, and this highlights the importance of raising such issues for consideration in mentoring and coaching designs. The learning contexts of mentoring and coaching are themselves socially constructed in three ways:


•By learners who create meaning through their interactions with each other (Kim, 2001; Kukla, 2000). ‘We create rather than discover ourselves’ and we do this through engagement-with-others.

•By the coaching and mentoring discourse, which defines the context and may (or may not) enable clients to access their potential and challenge what constrains their learning.

•By the learner who both influences and is influenced by their experience and the environment. This is known as the ‘double hermeneutic’ (Giddens, 1991, 1993).


This last item has implications for organizational transformation and we allude to this again in Chapter 11.

The prevailing discourse, discussed in Chapter 1, produces a particular version of events, or category of person. Identities are constructed through discourse; for example, how intelligent someone is judged to be may relate to their physical appearance and to how they are allowed to talk without interruption. The operation of discourses is not power-neutral, but rather they are imbued with power relations which impact on how people are defined and whether they are granted a voice, resources and decision-making powers. The individual is not a given, but is continuously constructed through the social relationships and discourse of the organizational or family culture in which he or she is embedded. This is nicely put by Maturana and Varela as ‘We who are flesh and blood people are no strangers to the world in which we live and which we bring forth through our living’ (1987: 129).

The learning context can also be defined by the concepts and ‘taken-for-granteds’ of the prevailing discourse, and its acronym, tfgs, has been utilized by learners as another code for the prevailing discourse. There is still a tendency to make assumptions in organizations about ‘the way things are done around here’. The discourse itself promotes particular power relations by naming and then silencing unwelcome voices as ‘political’.

The social nature of learning offers opportunities for the client to reflect upon their learning not just alone, but with others. Being able to undertake reflection alone is necessary but not sufficient. The tendency to self-deceive, collude and be unaware is ever present. When others are present the client has potentiality for challenge which may not be available alone. As meaning is created in relation to others, reflection and the creation of meaning are inevitably a social process. The context in which such reflection occurs is the learning relationship.

The learning relationship is one that can occur formally or informally, explicitly or implicitly. When people in an organization find themselves in an enabling learning role, like mentor or coach, the stance they create with the client(s) is crucial. Without explicit recognition of the interaction as a relationship, in working with these conditions we may be less effective. In the case of performance management the coach may treat their client as detached and passive. This is a very limited form of relationship, inhibiting learning, but can be sufficient for the behavioural change needed in performance management. In recognizing the interaction as constituting a relationship between mentor or coach and client we are saying that the learning outcome of the interaction comes through their connection. Julie Hay has described such a relationship in the development quadrant as a developmental alliance which depends on genuine connection and she asserts that it ‘will not work properly unless those involved believe that it is normal for people to want a close connection with each other’ (Hay, 1995: 47).

Learner ownership and autonomy

The question of a learner’s autonomy was investigated by Ryan and Deci (2000) in their motivation research about intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Using self-determination theory, based on the idea of organismic development, the research found that ‘contexts which are supportive of autonomy, competence and an experience of relatedness for the learner, will foster greater internalization and integration than contexts which thwart satisfaction of these needs’ (Ryan and Deci, 2000: 76). Although the researchers do not acknowledge Carl Rogers’ work, their organismic theory draws on his definition of the human personality in terms of the organismic self and its development under conditions of worth (Rogers, 1951). Ryan and Deci, using a self-determination continuum from amotivation, through extrinsic motivation, to intrinsic motivation, identified autonomy and competence as conditions which facilitate intrinsic motivation and well-being. On the other hand, extrinsic motivation, with conditions of control, non-optimal challenge and lack of connectedness, was associated with lack of initiative and responsibility as well as less well-being and ill-health. Their findings suggest that the conditions under which people learn has important implications for those concerned with education and development, such as coaches and mentors.

Additional work by Deci and Ryan (2000) explored the concept of goals, another concept in learning theory which confirms many of the ideas given above. They conclude that extrinsic rewards, goals or evaluations can undermine the three essential psychological needs, ie autonomy, competence and connectedness, leading to a decrease in creativity, poor problem solving and an absence of deep conceptual processing (Deci and Ryan, 2000: 234). Goals imposed by others lead to the lowest levels of intrinsic motivation. Indeed, imposed goals have been described very negatively, as ‘thought which imposes is violent’ (Isaacs, 1999: 68). Obviously the weight accorded to the three psychological needs of autonomy, competence and connectedness will depend on cultural contexts, and the balance will be culturally defined.

Individual learning and the organization

As we noted in Chapter 1, many writings on learning and development at work start from the idea that the individual is responsible for their own development, and this suggests that their progress is a product of their own motivation, commitment and drive. Some assessment tools, for example learning style questionnaires, assume a neutral context, as if all clients were the same gender, class and race and the notions of diversity, status and relative opportunity did not exist. As discussed in Chapter 1, there is also a tendency to ignore the impact of social context, ie discourse, culture and ideology, on clients.

If the client feels powerless in a learning relationship, then there will be a lack of trust. Lack of trust means that the client will not feel able to trust the learning context, or any enabler of learning in that context. Given that reflective learning will involve feelings or emotion in addition to thinking and action, a lack of trust will inhibit any display of emotion or vulnerability and therefore openness to learning. When we really learn, particularly that which is potentially developmental, we lay ourselves open to uncertainty and can feel (temporarily) unstable. For the feelings that uncertainty can engender we need conditions of safety that ensure those expressed feelings are not taken advantage of. Determining who is part of the learning relationship will be important, and it is therefore inappropriate in the developmental quadrant to match clients with their line manager. It may also be considered less than ideal in the engagement quadrant.

Enlightened organizations will generate development programmes likely to deliver managers and others with the high-level skills needed to support reflective learning, and these will be the coaches and mentors of the future. While emphasizing the need for taking organizational responsibilities seriously, it is important that the responsibility of the client remains just that, the individual’s responsibility to manage their own learning, while keeping in sight ‘the greater good’, that is, the needs of the organization as a whole.

Levels of learning

When individuals learn, they may improve their performance and they may also transform themselves. This has been described as not only doing things right, but also, more challenging, doing the right things (Flood and Romm, 1996: 10). In addition, an organization whose members are capable of reflecting on the learning process, ie learn about learning, is likely to develop, prosper and survive. We can identify these three levels as improvement, transformation and learning about learning:


•Improvement: Reflective learning will deliver improvement, as employees process their work, assessing and reconsidering for improved performance, that is, ‘doing things right’. Performance and Engagement coaching or mentoring support improvement.

•Transformation: Reflective learning for transformation offers the potential for clients to move one step further and reconsider their work in strategic terms, questioning and challenging existing patterns, thereby opening the door to change, creativity and innovation, that is, doing the right things. Developmental coaching or mentoring support transformation.

•Learning about learning: We also offer the idea of a further level of reflection, which can only occur as a consequence of the first two, and that is reflective learning about learning. This entails an individual or organization standing back from its improvements and changes, and seeking to identify ‘how we did that’ so that this knowledge can be transferred to future situations. Systemic change is supported by learning about learning.


Reflective learning for improvement is a necessary component for organizational success but it is no longer sufficient for organizations, which hope to survive in a world continually subject to change. The ever-changing market environment demands learning that can keep up, developing and creating ever-new ideas and products, while keeping in mind the organization’s responsibilities to its stakeholders. The increasingly globalized economy, along with the rapidity of social change, also impacts upon the public and voluntary sectors. In order to stay in the race, the organization needs to collectively stop and reflect, critically, on the organization’s purpose. Reflective learning for development occurs when clients are enabled to pause and reconsider, preferably with others, the nature of what they are doing. This means more than re-examining the task in hand. It means re-examining the rationale behind what is being done. When such a dialogue with others is enabled throughout a system, the organization collectively reflects, reconsiders, and ultimately transforms itself from within.

Chapter summary

This chapter has summarized some of the learning theories which are relevant in coaching and mentoring. Learning can be perceived in a variety of ways: new knowledge and understanding; a change in behaviour; or a revision of attitude. As a consequence, mentoring or coaching may lead to improvement in performance, greater engagement, or transformation, and then perhaps to learning about learning itself. Learning outcomes have been found to be influenced by ownership, autonomy, the social context and discourse, as well as emotion and defences. When clients dare to traverse the double loop by confronting their taken-for-granteds (tfgs), they may transform their view of the world. A learning environment which nurtures single and double loop learning, and offers clients a chance to reflect on their learning, demands high-level skills in those enabling learning, either formally or informally. A clever organization builds on such individual transformation, and indeed will encourage and enable it to happen through executive mentoring or coaching. The complex power of discourse and culture is recognized by such an organization, and development programmes including mentoring and coaching are likely to reflect this. We move now to explore how best to achieve the reflection needed for all types of learning through reflective dialogue.

Note

1Here ‘world’ is used to denote the realities of an individual, group or organization.
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Reflective dialogue and learning

We now connect learning theory to practice through the use of reflective dialogue, the basis of successful mentoring or coaching. We differentiate reflective dialogue for learning from everyday dialogue, and explore how it leads to the different levels of learning. Reflective dialogue is compared with internal dialogue and intentional dialogue is recognized as part of the mentoring and coaching process.

Reflective dialogue is an exchange between coach or mentor and client that promotes learning. The theory set out below provides the underpinning that reveals mentoring or coaching as a valid and relevant approach to learning and development. The aim here is to show how dialogue itself contributes to learning and development. The second aim is to distinguish learning that leads to improvement from learning that leads to a transformation of one kind or another. It is important to explain the particular meaning we give to dialogue and how dialogue within a mentoring or coaching relationship can differ from other forms of interaction. We distinguish dialogue as that which takes place between people, or interpersonal, from internal dialogue, inside individuals, so intrapersonal. We also distinguish intentional dialogue from casual chat.

Day (1993) discusses reflection for professional development, often presented in reflective learning logs. He concludes that when reflection is done through journals or logs, ie intrapersonal, learning outcomes are limited to ‘carrying out tasks more and more efficiently, while remaining blind to large issues of the underlying purpose’ (Griffiths and Tann, 1991 cited in Day, 1993: 86). This description parallels the single loop learning discussed in Chapter 2 and contrasts with double loop learning where for professional learning ‘individuals will no longer be able to remain locked into their own unquestioned and unquestioning value system’ (Day, 1993: 86). Self-reflection is insufficient for professional development because ‘reflection will need to be analytic and involve dialogue with others… confrontation by self or other must occur’ (Day, 1993: 86).

Dialogue does occur quite naturally between people, in the form of a conversation or discussion. Dialogue in the form of discussion, where the speaker’s intention is to hold forth in order to convey their knowledge, is unlikely to lead to some new understanding. This form of dialogue is often characterized by one party claiming to be expert holding forth to another who may not be. For the receiver, what is received may be significant, but the mode is primarily one-way.

Dialogue has been explored by the physicist David Bohm (1996), who contrasts dialogue with the word ‘discussion’. For him discussion really means to break things up:

It emphasizes the idea of analysis, where there may be many points of view, and where everybody is presenting a different one – analysing and breaking up. That obviously has its value, but is limited, and it will not get us very far beyond our various points of view. Discussion is almost like a ping-pong game, where people are batting the ideas back and forth and the object of the game is to win or to get points for yourself. (Bohm, 1996: 7)

On the other hand, Bohm offers a definition of true dialogue as a process where:

meaning is not static – it is flowing. And if we have the meaning being shared, then it is flowing among us… (Bohm, 1996: 40)

Why is there a need for dialogue? Intrapersonal reflection is needed as much as interpersonal but the latter is largely absent in learning environments. Intrapersonal reflection is often a fertile ground for deep re-collecting of thoughts and potentially even feelings and actions. The potential for collusion is one counter-argument to lone reflection as adequate for high levels of reflection. The idea of the lone and isolated learner is a powerful concept and there are reports of transformative learning occurring as a result of such lone activity. Indeed, Descartes withdrew from all human contact to generate his famous ‘cogito ergo sum’ and libraries are traditionally silent to maximize the study process, dominated as it has been by thought. However, without a reality check humans have been found to be prone to error (Damasio, 1995).

The promotion of dialogue has come from unexpected sources in the persons of David Bohm (a physicist) and William Isaacs (a businessman), and their work has supported the idea of dialogue as a method which supports not just individual learning, but has important implications for organizational learning. Bohm (1996) and Isaacs (1994, 1999) identified some very good reasons for using dialogue for learning, particularly where adversarial methods have been the norm. They have established the crucial necessity of trust and safety for learning and the difficulty for intellectually driven individuals to suspend beliefs and begin the process of honest enquiry.

This is a useful point at which to introduce the notion of ‘separated’ and ‘connected’ knowing, originally set out in Belenky et al (1986) and developed further in the writing of Tarule (Goldberger et al, 1996), a sequel to Belenky. Separated knowing leads to:

a kind of dialogue that values the ability to pronounce or ‘report’ one’s ideas, whereas [connected knowing] values a dialogue that relies on relationship as one enters meaningful conversations that connect one’s ideas with another’s and establish ‘rapport’. (Belenky et al, 1986: 277)

Separated knowing is very similar to Bohm’s didactic discussion. Connected knowing is that which suggests the creation of that flow of meaning suggested by Bohm (Bohm, 1996: 40). It is appropriate here to introduce the work of Belenky et al (1986), who are central to our concepts of learning and development.

Stages of learning

Mary Belenky and her colleagues wrote Women’s Ways of Knowing in 1986. The original research behind their book was undertaken to bring attention to the ‘missing voices of women in our understanding of how people learn’. Prior to their work a scheme of personal learning and development in adults was conducted by Perry (1970) and he only recorded the results amongst Harvard men. Belenky and her colleagues argued that this represented a major failure in not examining closely women’s lives and experience. Their project was both an extension of Perry’s work and a critique of his scheme.

They undertook research with a group of 135 women of different ages, ethnic and class backgrounds from urban and rural communities and with varying degrees of education, not just higher education. They included high school dropouts as well as women with graduate or professional qualifications. This was itself a breakthrough given that most research in this area at the time was restricted to white, middle-class groups, often male. They intentionally sought a diversity of backgrounds in order ‘to see the common ground that women share, regardless of background’ (Belenky et al, 1986: 13). Their aim was stated thus: ‘Let us listen to the voices of diverse women to hear what they say about the varieties of female experience’ (Goldberger et al, 1996: 4). Five perspectives emerged:


1Silence – a position of not knowing in which the person feels voiceless, powerless and mindless.

2Received knowing – a position at which knowledge and authority are construed as outside the self and invested in a powerful and knowing another from whom one is expected to learn.

3Subjective knowing – in which knowledge is personal, private and based on intuition and/or feeling states rather than on thought and articulated ideas that are defended with evidence.

4Procedural knowing – the position at which techniques and procedures for acquiring, validating and evaluating knowledge claims are developed and honoured. Within this sub-head they also described two modes of knowing:


–separated knowing – characterized by a distanced, sceptical and impartial stance towards that which one is trying to know (reasoning against another position);

–connected knowing – characterized by a stance or belief and an entering into the place of the other person or the idea that one is trying to know (reasoning with another position).

5Constructed knowing – a position at which truth is understood to be contextual; knowledge is recognized as tentative, not absolute; and it is understood that the knower is part of what is known and has a share in constructing it. In their sample of women, constructed knowers valued multiple approaches to knowing (subjective and objective, connected and separate) and insisted on bringing the self and personal commitment into the centre of the knowing process. (Goldberger et al, 1996: 4–5)1


The first learning stage of silence, where women had yet to discover their mind, is a position of powerlessness. Many mentoring programmes seek to rescue people perceived to be in this position and an example of this is given in The First Nation case study on page 240.

The second stage of received knowing is reminiscent of ‘received wisdom’, the term which suggests the presence of a prevailing discourse, and here performance coaching and induction mentoring can be found.

When the third stage of subjective knowing is reached, where the subjective world is recognized for the first time, through primary empathy, then mentors and coaches are edging towards engagement mentoring, although their performance agenda is likely to remain in place.

The fourth stage, described as procedural knowledge, was realized in two forms: separated and connected. Researchers found that the connected mode was more typical of female conditioning, while the separated mode was akin to men’s. The separated strategy, known as ‘the doubting game’, is characterized by the objectification of the other (Elbow, 1998). Traditional training tends to engage in separated knowledge, discussions often become adversarial interactions, and ‘it’s not personal’ is something to be proud of. Coaching and mentoring that lack empathy can be recognized as ‘the doubting game’.

Connected knowing, which can be described as the ‘believing game’ (Elbow, 1998), is achieved through empathy, being without judgement and coming from an attitude of trust, and is quite the opposite of separated knowing. However, connected knowing differs from simple subjectivism as it is ‘the deliberate imaginative extension of one’s understanding into positions that initially feel wrong or remote’ (Belenky et al, 1986: 121). There is no reason to suppose that connectedness is the preserve of women only, and connected knowing is available to men as well as women. The principle of connectedness is essential to developmental mentoring or coaching as it involves the client as a whole person, rather than a recipient of facts and figures, and acknowledges their hopes and desires, as well as offering a mutuality of understanding. This has been confirmed by the findings reported by Deci and Ryan (2000).

Connected knowing prepares learners for their fifth and final stage of development, the adoption of constructivist approaches to knowledge. For the constructivist, ‘all knowledge is constructed, and the knower is an intimate part of the known’ (Belenky et al, 1986: 137). In this category of learning, there is passion and participation in the act of knowing which, as a philosopher, Sara Ruddick knew only too well: ‘instead of developing arguments that could bring my feelings to heel, I allowed my feelings to inform my most abstract thinking’ (Ruddick, 1984: 150). Constructivist learning is characterized by empathy and connectedness, so relationship is a key ingredient in what is a completely holistic stance towards knowledge and learning. The components of constructivist knowledge are those which lead to a recognition of relationship in learning, ie connectedness to another, as above, advanced empathy and awareness of feelings, all characteristics of high-level developmental mentoring or coaching.

For Belenky et al (1986) the use of the terms separated knowing and connected knowing is intrinsic to their work. We want to explain these terms more fully for they are a valuable way of understanding mentoring and coaching relationships, based as they are on particular forms of dialogue.

Separate2 and connected knowing

Connected knowing means that the mentor or coach suspends judgement in an attempt to understand the client’s ways of making sense of their experience. In the words of Elbow (1998), they ‘play the believing game’, asking questions like:

‘What do you see?… Give me the vision in your head.’

‘That’s an experience I don’t have. Help me to understand your experience.’ 

(Elbow, 1998: 261)

The mentor or coach is seeking to understand where the client is coming from and what it means to the client as ‘knower’ of that experience.

In contrast, when conducting a dialogue through separate knowing, the mentor or coach will relate in a different way to the client. They will, in Elbow’s words, ‘play the doubting game’ (1998: 148), looking for flaws in the client’s reasoning, examining the person’s statements with a critical eye and insisting that the client justify every point they make. It tends to be an adversarial stance – the mode of discourse is implicitly argument. Performance mentoring and coaching are typified by separate knowing. With connected knowing the dialogue is about understanding what the person is saying – their experience, and this is more typical of work in the engagement or developmental quadrants. The mode of discourse is ‘one of allies, even advocates, of the position they are examining’ (Clinchy, 1996: 208).

Developmental mentoring or coaching is a relationship where understanding how their client is ‘coming from in their experience’ is significant in enabling the client to work with that experience. ‘ “Playing the believing game” becomes a procedure that guides the interaction with other minds. It is not the result of the interaction’ (Clinchy, 1996: 209). In other words, I do not necessarily have to agree with the person’s stance, but I suspend my judgement in order to understand them.

Connected knowing as a procedure

Clinchy refers to connected knowing as originally a serendipitous discovery when they undertook the research leading to their publication, Women’s Ways of Knowing (Belenky et al, 1986):

Connected knowing was originally a serendipitous discovery. We did not ask the women we interviewed to tell us about it; they did so spontaneously, and from their comments we constructed the procedure as a sort of ‘ideal type’. 

Clinchy (1996: 205)

This coincides with the authors’ own experience. As we have worked with clients, we have learnt, with some reflective dialogue (!), that empathic interactions have dramatic learning outcomes. Empathy, which leads to an increased understanding of the client’s experience rather than attempting to ‘knock it’, causes clients to shift their understanding of their worlds without having to be convinced by the ‘rational’ arguments of another. A very ordinary example will be given here.

In an early mentoring session one of the authors listened to his client wishing to sort her work priorities. She brought a long jumbled list of things she was attempting to do currently in her work.
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As a separate knower, I might have challenged the list and no doubt sought to get her to order the list according to some logic and criteria. In fact I listened to her explanation of what she was doing and not doing, and offered her empathy by re-stating her expression of frustration, blockages, and ambivalence towards her work. The purpose here, rather than seeking clarification, was simply to ascertain what she found important and how she felt about it all. At the end of our session she had done some sorting but there was a sense of the unfinished about it. Slowly, at our subsequent meetings the list became a recognition of something wider and deeper – her recognition of a shift in the direction of her career. We could not have foreseen this and it would have been inappropriate at an earlier stage to have drawn that conclusion.
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As our experience in mentoring and coaching developed we realized that getting into the world of our client through empathy was not only effective from their standpoint, it was also, in Clinchy’s words, a useful procedure to adopt to enable the learner to understand her world and to work from there.

Connected procedure as a means of transformation

The procedure we are adopting in our work is a shift in culture by moving away from the prevailing discourse in the worlds of work that we live in – be it business, education or training. In reflective dialogue there is an explicit aim through the process to get into the world of our client. This does not mean a subjective immersion in that world. It is to try to understand where the other is coming from. The emphasis here is on the word try. It is not easy or natural. Clinchy quotes the anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1986) here:

Comprehending that which is, in some manner or form, alien to us and likely to remain so, without either smoothing it over with vacant murmurs of common humanity,… or dismissing it as charming, lovely even, but inconsequent, is a skill we have arduously to learn and having learnt it, work continuously to keep it alive; it is not a natural3 capacity, like depth perception or the sense of balance, upon which we can complacently rely. (in Clinchy, 1996: 209)

In early mentoring or coaching sessions, it is easy to seem to get into the client’s world and there may be a temptation to make assumptions about that world and to base interventions upon those assumptions without checking if they are accurate. Having made assumptions about the other’s world, we may then proceed to ask questions that detract from her world on the basis that I now know her world. In fact the dialogue may be nearer my world than that of my client. Also, coaches and mentors may be afraid of getting into their client’s world, especially if it is painful and emotional. Here is another ordinary example from one of the authors’ supervision work.
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When reviewing the work of a supervisee recently, through a video-recording, I was struck by the coach’s inability to offer empathy, as their client recounted a work colleague’s betrayal. Instead the coach engaged in the ‘doubting game’ and implicitly dictated how their client should behave towards their colleague. In supervision he realized that he had ‘escaped’ from emotional discomfort into separate mode.
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We should emphasize that getting into the client’s world through connected knowing does not mean that we are acritically accepting that world. This would mean a subjectivism which would suggest that we accept whatever the client says as a valid view of the world. The point for the connected knower is to understand their world, not necessarily to accept it. Understanding what the learner expresses doesn’t mean that we have to agree. Geertz (1986) explains this as:

understanding in the sense of comprehension, perception and insight needs to be distinguished from ‘understanding’ in the sense of agreement of opinion, union of sentiment, or commonality of commitment… We must learn to grasp what we cannot embrace. (in Clinchy, 1996: 217)

To be really heard as a client in connected knowing terms is to be affirmed and validated and this is achieved by the coach or mentor ‘swinging boldly into the mind’ of their client. Clinchy (1996: 218) suggests that by ‘swinging boldly into the mind of another’, two perversions of connected knowing are prevented. The first, known in the United States as the ‘Californian fuck off’, is typified by a response like: ‘well given your background, I can see where you’re coming from’, is simply patronizing and is a totally negative response. The second is like the assumption made above with a quick response like ‘I know how you feel’, when in fact they have little idea or quite the wrong idea. Worse still is the favourite question from coaches or mentors, ‘How does that make you feel?’, when it is obvious how their client is feeling, and all that is needed is primary or advanced empathy, explained in Chapters 9 and 10.

The relatedness that arises when connected knowing occurs has echoes in a story we have of a week-long workshop introducing facilitation methods to senior government personnel in China. Following the first day, when we arrived at the start of subsequent days, we would ask the participants for their overnight thoughts. This process, our normal practice, was designed to address any feelings or reflections about the previous day and was useful in grounding the workshop at the beginning of the day. We asked on the third morning for overnight thoughts. One of the participants told a story to us and his colleagues.
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He had telephoned his partner late the previous evening and she had relayed to him her upset at how she had been treated very negatively by her manager that day despite undertaking all that had been required of her. Our storyteller asked questions essentially about what had happened and by using empathy he showed that he understood how she felt. She worked through on the phone her feelings about the event and created her own picture about the interaction with her manager, and our participant told us that this was the first time he had ever done this with his partner. Usually on hearing her woes he would have launched into giving her solutions. He was surprised by his change in behaviour, which he attributed to the work he was doing at the workshop. He had swung boldly into the mind of his partner without being judgemental and endeavoured to understand her world of work and the relationship with her manager, a good example of connected knowing. Moreover, as a consequence of his stance, she took ownership and responsibility for her issues and how she would resolve them.

[image: ]

We can now summarize the story so far. As a mentor or coach, you enter into a dialogue with your client. The dialogue that you engage in can be termed one of separate or connected knowing, depending on which quadrant you are working in. For performance coaching or mentoring you are likely to work, without empathy, largely in separate mode. In the engagement and development quadrant, you will endeavour to enter your client’s world in order to understand where they are coming from. It is a procedure to enable you to enter the world of your client and possibly to learn from it as well. The form the dialogue takes represents a cultural shift from that prevailing in many work situations. We now explore how this dialogue enables reflection and reflective learning.

Reflection and reflective dialogue

There are many definitions of reflection, and they tend to say what reflection is but not how to do it. For instance:

reflection is a generic term for those intellectual and affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new understandings and appreciation (Boud, Keogh and Walker, 1985: 3)

or reflection is:

the process of internally examining and exploring an issue of concern, triggered by an experience, which creates and clarifies meaning in terms of self, which results in a changed conceptual perspective. (Boyd and Fales, 1983: 100)

Both these definitions assume an intrapersonal dialogue and we discussed the limitations of this above. Our definition not only describes what reflection is but also how to achieve it, by engaging with another:

We define reflective learning as an intentional process, where social context and experience are acknowledged, in which learners are active individuals, wholly present, engaging with another, open to challenge, and the outcome involves transformation as well as improvement for both individuals and their organization. (Brockbank et al, 2002: 6)

We maintain that while intrapersonal reflection is effective, and may offer opportunities for deep learning, which may or may not be shared with another, it is ultimately not enough to promote transformational learning. On the other hand, providing for interpersonal reflection in reflective dialogue-with-another, in a mentoring, coaching or supervisory relationship, guarantees that learners are challenged, that double loop learning is an option and that the transformational learning which results from dialogue is a real potential outcome.

What is reflective dialogue? Reflective dialogue is intentional. Naturally occurring dialogue may reflect the power differences in a situation and this can inhibit learning. A dialogue with a client which takes the form of a monologue about how things should be done, with which they are obliged to agree, is unlikely to promote reflective learning for improvement or transformation! In addition, the casual conversation at the water fountain does not carry the requisite safety needed for reflective dialogue leading to transformative learning.

We identified the characteristics of reflective dialogue (Brockbank and McGill, 2007) as dialogue which ‘engages the person (who is in dialogue) at the edge of their knowledge, sense of self and the world’. Intentional dialogue provides the safety for voicing the realities of their world, and ensures that the implications for themselves and their learning are attended to by means of what has been called ‘inclusion’ (Buber, 1965). Inclusion demands a relationship between two people and an event which is lived through from the standpoint of the other.

Intentional dialogue has a purpose, which is clear to both parties. Hence the process is agreed from the start. Reflective dialogue engages the learner’s realities and subjective experience, giving space for the learner to consider and reconsider, without haste. This form of discourse we referred to earlier as ‘connected knowing’, as against ‘separate knowing’ where the dialogue seeks to analyse and itemize rather than to understand and connect with the learner (Goldberger et al, 1996).

In addition, intentional dialogue supports the perturbation or disturbance which may occur when existing assumptions are challenged, and deals with the emotional material flowing from such challenges. The engagement with another at the edge of awareness, although sometimes painful and possibly difficult to maintain, may generate new learning, forged from the discomfort and struggle of dialogue, which emerges as the reflective learning we seek as an outcome of the mentoring or coaching relationship.

The importance of reflective dialogue for individual learning is understood at all three levels of learning, described in Chapter 2. These are reflective learning for improvement (single loop), as in performance or engagement, through reflective learning for transformation (double loop), to our third level of learning, that is, where the learner goes one step further to consider and reflect upon how the single and double loop learning was achieved, in other words, reflective learning about learning (Argyris and Schön, 1996: 20).

Reflective dialogue mirrors these levels of learning as follows.

Levels of reflective dialogue

Dialogue-with-another offers opportunities for reflective learning at all three levels.

1Improvement

Here the employee is at the received stage of learning described on page 40. Reflective dialogue informs them and may also lead to a reconsideration of how things are being done, and how things can be improved. For example, in a coaching session a retail employee considers how customers are directed to the correct department, and devises a more effective method. This places it in the performance quadrant of our map in Chapter 1. With the addition of primary empathy the dialogue moves into the subjective stage of learning and has the potential to create the connection which takes it into the engagement quadrant of our map. For example, in a mentoring session an employee may consider a range of different methods to increase customer movement in a store with the aim of increasing sales.

2Transformation

Here the client carries assumptions and dispositions and is in potential connected mode. Reflective dialogue offers the possibility of engaging at the edge of their assumptions and beliefs, reconsidering the taken-for-granteds (the tfgs) in relation to self-generated goals, and, through advanced empathy, leads to potential transformation. This places the dialogue in the development quadrant of our map. For example, in a coaching or mentoring session a client may discuss how staff could meet and greet customers in a completely new approach to customer service. This real practice example revealed, when empathy was present, that employees actually felt rather intimidated by customers.

3Learning about learning in organizations

When improvement or transformation has occurred, reflective dialogue can take learning one step further, so that clients learn about learning itself, from their experience as reflective learners in mentoring or coaching relationships. For example, the realization that a particular method of production is economically sound but environmentally damaging may lead to altered methods, a transformation perhaps. In addition, mentors, coaches and clients may choose to identify what factors enabled the realization to emerge and the change to be implemented, that is, the client reflects upon their reflective learning. Consideration of what issues were considered in dialogue and how they were processed would enable clients to pinpoint the key elements of their learning for future reference, and this applies to organizations too. A dialogue at this level can be placed in the systemic quadrant of the map in Chapter 1.

How dialogue can lead to organizational transformation

The social and political context of learning is more likely to be revealed when emotion is part of a dialogue, as this will influence the degree of autonomy experienced by the learner. When agency, as the potential of individuals to act, is accessed through dialogue, this allows the third way for power to be exposed for what it is (Lukes, 2005). Expression of emotion may enable learners to recognize the constraints of social systems in which they work, as well as acknowledging their desires, ambitions, respect, pride and dignity, so often missing in organizational life. When the gate of the emotive domain is opened, many other facets of learning may be revealed and accessible, a process likely to offer material for challenge.

The affective domain provides a route to some of the factors which are known to influence learning and others which remain mysterious. For example, emotive material in dialogue has the potential to uncover how learners are affected by gender, race, class, hierarchy, power, culture, age etc. The multidimensional nature of learning is hidden when the affective domain is silenced and constructive challenge is less likely. This explains the failure so far of initiatives to develop high-level learning in educational, social, corporate and other work environments. The emerging drive to include reflective dialogue in learning situations through methods such as mentoring and coaching is recognition that a different approach to the current separate learning is needed for growth and success in a variety of enterprises.

So, to conclude, definitions of reflective practice venerate the process of reflection, urging professionals to engage in it, before, during and after their practice, with a view to improvement, transformation and, hopefully, learning about the learning process (Schön, 1987). Such definitions often imply self-reflection, and this, we suggest, seriously limits the quality of learning achieved. Hence the value of a developmental mentor or coach who engages in this connected form of dialogue with their client.

What do we dialogue about?

The material for dialogue in the coach or mentor–client relationship is often about the content of work, the tasks and processes which form the work we do. To reflect on the task we begin from a description of what is being or is going to be done. To reflect on the process we work with a description of how the task is being done or is going to be done. The content of dialogue is dictated by the client in developmental mentoring and coaching (but may not be with performance coaching or mentoring), who brings material from a current, past or future project, and it is likely to cover the three domains of learning:


•doing;

•feeling;

•thinking.


Doing and thinking are familiar areas for modern organizations. The commitment to emotional literacy is less significant and here, we maintain, the key to effective learning lies. Leading edge organizations are increasingly including emotional intelligence in their management development programmes. We noted above that a dialogue which gets below the surface to ‘defensive reasoning’, in Argyris’s term, is likely to stimulate double loop learning and enable the tfgs to be questioned and challenged. Such dialogue may incorporate and stimulate emotion and feeling for both learners and dialoguers. In developmental mentoring or coaching relationships the dialogue should be followed by a reflective learning review, and this ensures learning at levels 1, 2 and 3 taking the form of questions and comments about what has been described. Reflection can occur at three levels as before:


1Reflection for improvement, where mentors and coaches will analyse and discourse with the learner about what has been described (the task) and how (the process), a model often found in good performance management as well as engagement work. We offer ideas for such a dialogue in Chapters 8 and 9.

2Reflection for transformation, where coaches and mentors need to proceed with care, and here the learning relationship and trust are crucial. Examining the tfgs in a process uncovers material which may be uncomfortable and destabilizing, so mentors and coaches need to have skills in the emotional arena, be comfortable in it, and have a clear grasp of appropriate boundaries in the workplace. Typical relationships for transformative learning include one-to-one mentoring or executive coaching in the development quadrant.

3Reflection for understanding the learning process may be an additional aim. This level is appropriate for continuous personal development (CPD) records, supervision or organizational change. A step back from the two earlier processes is required, and consideration is given to how the reflective learning was achieved, whether it was for improvement or transformation. This can be done as part of the mentoring or coaching review session. The implications for radical change and organizational transformation, if a critical mass of personnel are engaged in this level of reflective dialogue, would place it in the systemic quadrant.


Chapter summary

This chapter has compared the benefits of intrapersonal and interpersonal dialogue and described what is needed for interpersonal reflective dialogue. Three levels of learning related dialogue to the learning outcomes of coaching and mentoring in our map in Chapter 1. A dialogue in separate mode without empathy is likely to be used for performance management. A dialogue with the addition of empathy in limited connected mode is likely to be used for engagement. For developmental mentoring or coaching the reflective dialogue process demands structured time, space, clear boundaries, tolerance of uncertainty and competence in dealing with emotional material for the relationship to prosper for the client and stimulate transformational learning. The three levels of dialogue include the possibility of organizational learning through systemic reflective dialogue.

Notes

1This summary of the five perspectives is drawn from Goldberger et al (1996) rather than the original (Belenky et al, 1986). The summary is essentially the same except that the later version is probably intended to be more accessible to the reader. In Goldberger et al (1996) the original authors and invited contributors explore how the theory introduced in Belenky et al (1986) has developed and shifted over the years.

2The original term in the Belenky research was ‘separated’. In the later review of their work Goldberger et al used the term ‘separate’.

3In the original quotation, Geertz uses the term ‘connatural’. We take this to mean the same as ‘natural’.
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