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Social Therapeutic Coaching

Combining social therapeutics with the practice of coaching, this book guides coaches and mental health professionals in how to coach groups and couples using this innovative method.
 Drawing from the authors’ combined 50 years of experience, Social Therapeutic Coaching: A Practical Guide to Group and Couples Work empowers practitioners to break away from focusing on individual change to focusing on groups and their emotional growth. Early chapters touch on the history of coaching and powerful discoveries of social therapeutics before diving into how to lead a social therapeutic group. Sackett and Dabby explain how to incorporate the concept of human relationality into coaching sessions, demonstrating how it extends group work beyond assembling like-minded individuals with similar goals into bringing together diverse people with diverse issues that they want to work on and grow around. It also brings a fresh lens to working with couples, in which the focus is on discovering what “the relationship” needs, rather than trying to get individuals to compromise, change or work towards a preconceived shared vision for an end goal.
 Written in an accessible style and filled with extensive case studies and examples, Social Therapeutic Coaching provides a powerful toolkit for coaches, counselors, psychotherapists, social workers, HR and talent development professionals, community-based leaders and social entrepreneurs.

Carrie Sackett is the founder of ZPD Coaching and an IABC Gold Quill award-winning employee engagement professional. She serves as an Associate at the East Side Institute in Manhattan, USA.

Murray Dabby, MSSW, is the Director of the Atlanta Center for Social Therapy and co-founder of innovative group-based therapeutic programs—The Couples College and Curtain Up, Anxiety Down.




Endorsements

This is a rare book that succeeds in uniting theory and practice. Even rarer is doing it with such joy. As a practical-philosophical guide, Social Therapeutic Coaching brings the history, concepts and practices of social therapeutics to the field of coaching and, in the process, enriches both of them.


Lois Holzman, PhD, Director, East Side Institute

The innovations of social therapeutics inform my coaching practice every day. This book is a ground-breaking offering for co-creating trust, connection, belonging and community; and, most importantly, for supporting our clients to achieve their goals in life and work.


Elizabeth C. Hechtman, MS, PCC, CPCC, Past President, ICF Philadelphia

Sackett and Dabby define a new niche in the modern coaching industry. Social Therapeutic Coaching introduces new/old knowledge so that coaches can help the masses during this rather difficult time of “humaning”. This book is brilliant on so many levels.


Michael Tucker, MA, PCC, CSM, CSPO

I have experienced the power of social therapeutic group and couples work as a client. It has changed my own life and my practice as a psychoanalyst and psychiatrist. Sackett and Dabby teach tools for emotional closeness. I encourage practitioners of all types to read it.


Aneil M. Shirke, MD, PhD, FABPN, FABP
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The old order is dead. It’s imploding, it’s not going to get better. Back to normal is not an option.

Bob Anderson, panelist, The 2022 Coaching Summit by Coaches Rising



Imagine a Life Development Group in which a dozen participants gather weekly to listen, learn from and build with other group members who are there to work on life issues different from their own. In the process, with the support of a social therapeutic coach, they create the conditions for their own growth. Together they produce a full range of experience of belonging and being connected in the world. That continuous building activity turbocharges emotional growth and development for the group as a whole and the individuals in it. This book will show the reader how to practice in a transformative new way with clients—in groups, teams, couples and, by extension, with families, communities and individuals.

The 2020s are pushing us to live in completely new ways. Continuous uncertainty and the deeply uncomfortable fear of the catastrophic hang over us. A perfect storm of global pandemic, environmental crisis, extreme economic and racial inequity, random violence, threat of nuclear annihilation, rapid technological change and loss of trust in institutions (Edelman, 2021) feels nearly overwhelming. Millions around the globe are seeking innovative, humanistic approaches for dealing with the fallout from the world we humans have created over these last centuries. That fallout is social, economic, political, environmental— and emotional. This book is offering a new way to relate to and build with emotional pain and distress specific to this moment in human history.

New approaches must emerge now if we are to thrive collectively and globally. Coaching researchers and authors Yossi Ives and Elaine Cox advocate that “there has to be a change in mindset” (2015, p. 3). Our modernist conceptual tools cannot carry us to a better world. Of course, those tools have produced incredible advances (think: penicillin; electricity; machines for rapid transit and communication). But they have also produced the messy, painful, unjust and lonely1 world we all reside in now. In 1984, Black radical lesbian feminist and poet Audre Lorde put it like this: “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (2007). Our world has shifted since then. Today, one does not need to be a radical to declare that we need new emotional, social and cultural concepts and tools to address the challenges of our unpredictable times. Or conversely, we are all becoming radicals!

Social therapeutics offers a radical conceptual and methodological shift, an alternative to relying on the fixed categories, labels and diagnoses that pervade our culture. Embedded in its method is a radical acceptance of and ability to create with uncertainty. Its distinguishing breakthrough is that of seeing collective human activity—group activity—as the unit of human development, rather than the individual. While group work is becoming somewhat more common in life coaching, team coaching, psychotherapy and social work, what sets social therapeutics apart (in addition to seeing group activity) is its practice of creating and conducting heterogeneous groups. By heterogeneous, we do not intend box-checking heterogeneity, though our groups are diverse by race, class, gender, age, religion, geography and sexual orientation. In social therapeutic Life Development Groups, it is those cultural/historical differences in addition to the diversity of what group members bring to work on that creates the stage for growth and transformation. Every week for 90 minutes, four to twenty people come together to do the activity we call “building the group.” In doing so, the group grows and the group’s participants grow. Heterogeneity in this sense is life development for us. Clients get related to as creators of their lives, families, communities and our world.

Born out of a multiracial community-based effort to create a new psychology in the 1970s and 80s, social therapeutics requires other ways to measure and understand what is changing/emerging/developing. Similar to other forms of life—sex and learning to speak come to mind—it is experiential. And, like them, social therapeutics is not teachable in the traditional sense of learning a model and applying it onto people or situations. Nonetheless, we are writing this book to bring to life to a broader audience2 what we believe to be a most powerful approach to emotional growth and social/cultural transformation. Tens of thousands of social therapeutic group sessions have occurred over the last 40 years, in both short-term and ongoing weekly groups.

As such, our clients come to embrace that emotionality—both our emotional pain and joy—gets created with and in relation to others. They begin to develop new ways of seeing, doing, communicating and feeling. The social therapeutic coach empowers clients with a conceptual/ experiential toolkit for continuously transforming their lives and how they relate to others in it. And when people discover that they can build and create in the moment with whatever is going on for them, they discover their power.

In the last 20 years or so, coaching has exponentially expanded its global influence. On life coaching, one of the most successful businessmen of all times and leader of a billion-dollar philanthropy Bill Gates says, “Everyone needs a coach. We all need people to give us feedback. That’s how we improve” (Fromell, 2016). We could not agree more that we all need others to help us grow. What brings coaching and social therapeutics together in Social Therapeutic Coaching: A Practical Guide to Group and Couples Work is three things: The focus on co-creation with the client; the openness to not-knowing and building with what is emerging in the work; and, the commitment to growth and transformation. We suspect that practitioners will recognize some of how they already work in the social therapeutic method and find value in having it voiced and shaped.

If coaching and social therapeutics are innovations tooled for the 21st century, social therapeutics offers the methodological magic of revolutionizing group and couples work. This unique practice of working with clients with diverse issues (rather than a single theme, e.g., weight loss) in a group setting is accompanied by an ambitious vision. The more coaches trained in leading social therapeutic groups, the more ordinary people everywhere can access the capacity to create growthful environments with others. The more people grow, the more they are building connection and community and the possibility of transformation at all levels—personal, societal, political, cultural.


Why Group and Couples

We are introducing social therapeutics as a method in which the unit of development is the group. So why include couples work? The short answer is that we see it as group work. Consider the material fact that there are three people participating—the two clients and the coach. Additionally, there is the “groupness” of what the couple wants to fix, which is the relationship. The coach helps couples identify what the relationship needs and then supports them to create that (even though they might come into coaching assuming it is the other person who needs to be fixed). Family coaching works similarly, though it resides outside the scope of this book. Social therapeutic practitioners even relate to individual work as group (of two) work. Group-oriented questions like, “How are we doing?" and “What are we creating together?” carry through all types of social therapeutic coaching sessions.

There is another reason we are focused on both group and couples work. We believe the particularities of each help illustrate different aspects of the social therapeutic method, thus offering the reader different roads into the material we are presenting. For group coaching, and group work in general, there are very few models of how they should operate and even fewer societal expectations of how group members should interact (with the exception of not talking over each other). By and large the debate on groups has centered on whether they are a positive or a negative force in a society which rests on the presumed fundamentality of the individual. Thus, there is a lot of open space for us to work in. And in the section where we look specifically at social therapeutic groups and how to coach them, we invest more heavily in illustrating the mechanics of its practice of method.

In couples work, the social construct of “the couple” is more obvious. Messages bombard us every day of what a romantic relationship/marriage should look and feel like. The playing field is already packed with off-the-shelf tools—psychological theories, games to create intimacy, quizzes which tell us which category of lover we are, rom-coms, etc. We come into relationships with pre-made scripts. When we turn our attention exclusively to couples work there is more emphasis, though not exclusively, on the culturally transformative aspects of social therapeutics. Drawing on the tools of theater, social therapeutics incorporates the metaphor of performance to empower clients to create their own script, rather than be overdetermined by the one already written for them. It takes what an actor does onstage and carries it offstage where the coach can encourage new performances by clients and suggest they try out new lines with their partner. This activity and the language employed while doing it supports the overthrow of societal expectations of who we should be.

Taken altogether—the fusion of new methodological concepts with the creativity and improvisation of performance—Social Therapeutic Coaching shows in practice how coaches can shift into “seeing groups” and support their clients to see themselves as—and become—creators and transformers of their lives, in relation with others. And it instructs on how coaches build with and direct their group. When the coach leads by way of focusing on this joint activity with the group, it catalyzes emotional growth and development for clients in ways that are inconceivable in one-to-one coaching.

We are writing this book exactly 20 years after edited transcripts of social therapeutic’s co-founder and lead practitioner Fred Newman’s consultative sessions with therapists and practitioners-in-training were published. That book, Psychological Investigations: A Clinician’s Guide to Social Therapy, was edited by co-founder Lois Holzman3 and pioneer social therapist Rafael Mendez and remains a valuable resource today (Holzman & Mendez, 2003). Since then, social therapeutics has expanded across the globe to many more practitioners of mental, social and community well-being. This has driven new demand for accessible training materials. That, plus the exponential growth in the number of coaches combined with interest in new forms of life coaching, has led us to write Social Therapeutic Coaching. In a field that “seems to be exceptionally open to adaptation of different ideas deriving from a wide range of disciplines, to a degree that might be considered unacceptable by practitioners in more traditional disciplines” (Abravanel & Gavin, 2017, p. 32), we believe this book will be well received. And, in line with the intersecting of social therapeutics and coaching, one of us—Carrie—is a coach and the other—Murray—is a licensed social worker. We have been practicing social therapeutics for a combined 50 years.



How to Read This Book

Perhaps it is every nonfiction author’s dream to have the reader work through their book in the order of first page to last. We recognize that many may choose to head straight to the hands-on nuts-and-bolts chapters to see what this social therapeutic approach is all about. We have written this book as a weaving of social therapeutic concepts in the first half followed by practical snapshots of group and couples work in the second half. If we have done our job well, no matter where you dive in, you will want to move back and forth in it several times for an immersive experience. Hopefully, in the process you will find yourself bounced outside of contemporary societal assumptions and experience floating around in another world, unsure of where you are going. If you do, we will be elated! We will have done our job.

To take you somewhere new, we sometimes do unusual things in our writing. As non-dualists writing in a language founded on dualisms, we often employ the slash for conveying a unity of things which our culture sees as separate entities, like “mind/body” or “think/speak.” We also sometimes utilize words not found in the dictionary, like “languaging,” for which social therapeutics has formed a meaning. Rest easy that we will not write in gibberish, though we did consider it at times! On another language note, social therapeutics was developed in an era when anyone could practice as a therapist. Thus, early practitioners called themselves social therapists. To the extent there are quotes by Newman and Holz-man included in this book that refer to social therapists, this is the reason.

While the focus of Part I (How Did We Get Here?) is conceptual, there are some practical elements incorporated. We include call-out boxes with examples of group and couples work. These are composites drawn from the many clients we have worked with over the years. We include comparison tables so that the abstract starts to take shape as a coaching practice. We also provide homework exercises at the end of each chapter, so that the experiential can begin immediately.

In Chapters 1 and 2 (A Brief History of Coaching, The Emergence of Social Therapeutics) we outline our perspective of coaching’s history and its organic connection points with social therapeutics. Then we introduce social therapeutic founders Fred Newman and Lois Holzman, along with key concepts they developed, most especially by drawing on the work of 20th century developmental psychologist Lev Vygotsky and the tools of theater.

From there we make our case for shifting to seeing groups in Chapter 3 (Why Groups). This requires examining the myth of the individual and deconstructing the conceptual and philosophical tools bequeathed to us by the Enlightenment and modern science. It opens up a portal through which we can see who and how we are in relation to others. By co-creating environments, we can become both more of and other than who we are— we can grow and develop.

We carry questions of growth, emotions and emotionality intoChapter 4 (Seeing Emotional Growth as the Path to Transformation). This involves challenging certain assumptions, for example, that emotions live inside of us, that they are private and that we must manage them. We offer a refreshing understanding of emotional development and transformation. Here we layer in Newman and Holzman’s deep appreciation for Ludwig Wittgenstein, one of the 20th century’s greatest philosophers, and their fusion of both Wittgenstein’s and Vygot-sky’s work. This unifies the elements of social therapeutics introduced previously and hopefully carries the reader towards appreciating it as a practice of method, rather than a method to be applied (onto people).

Parts II through IV (Coach as Social Therapeutic Group Leader, The Social Therapeutic Couples Coach, Applied Social Therapeutic Case Studies) move solidly into the practical. We begin with group work. In Chapter 5 (The Social Therapeutic Group Leader) we speak directly to the coach and suggest how they might begin leading groups. Through the lens of group-as-unit of growth, we offer recommendations of the kinds of things a coach might say in certain situations, what the performance of group leader can look like and what to be on the lookout for in the group. We hope to offer helpful brushstrokes rather than formulaic prescriptions. In that spirit we offer multiple variations where possible. Chapter 6 (Group Coaching Nuts and Bolts) flips the camera onto the group-in-action and provides a nuts-and-bolts look at 12 group scenes based on a composite of the groups we lead. Within each nut and bolt we add our commentary of the scene, which usually directs back to a methodological point laid out in Part I.

From group work we follow the same pattern for couples coaching in Chapters 7 and 8 (Social Therapeutic Couples Coaching, Couples Coaching Nuts and Bolts). We begin by speaking directly to the coach on how to reframe couples work as a discovering of what the relationship needs. Next, we offer a dozen snapshots of couples sessions, again based on a composite of the couples we work with. These will feel different than the group examples, as in these cases the group is smaller. There is more obvious struggling with and challenging of societal roles. As mentioned above, the tools of theater lend themselves well to the drama of marriage, love and family. They will be more pronounced in this section than in the group section.

In Chapter 9 (Six Social Therapeutic Case Studies) we conclude the book with longer case studies of group work by other social therapeutic practitioners. These innovators are taking the method beyond the coach’s chair, beyond rooms and Zooms, and beyond borders.

Writing this book, pouring out into words on paper what we have lived and practiced for decades, has been a deeply emotional process. It is our hope it can be read as a poem, as an invitation to go new places unknowingly, to make unexpected discoveries, to create previously inconceivable conversations with your clients and to venture into leading heterogeneous social therapeutic groups and couples work.

Our world is desperately seeking out new ways of being, feeling and doing in it. We give this social therapeutic roadmap to group-based emotional growth as an offer, a contribution, to our collective human journey.


Notes


	Record numbers of people report feeling lonely. See Weissbourd et al. (2021, February 9, p. 4).

	For the purposes of simplicity we will write to coaches, though we recognize that our readership will include therapists, social workers, counselors, HR professionals, team coaches and community-based leaders.
 	For more on social therapeutic’s co-founders, see Chapters 2–4.





References


	Abravanel, M. & Gavin, J. (2017). Exploring the evolution of coaching through the lens of innovation. International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring, 15(1), 24–41. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317368184_Exploring_the_evolution_of_coaching_through_the_lens_of_innovation

	Anderson, B. (Panelist) (2022, July 7). How Can We Serve Deeply in Times of Transition. The 2022 Coaching Summit by Coaches Rising. https://courses.coachesrising.com/courses/the-coaching-summit-2022/#teacher_136479

	Edelman (2021). 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer: Global Report. Retrieved January 15, 2022 from: https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2021-03/2021%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer.pdf

	Fromell, S. (2016, January 25). The Rising Popularity of Life Coaching. Entrepreneur Middle East. Retrieved July 25, 2022 from: https://www.entrepreneur.com/en-ae/growth-strategies/the-rising-popularity-of-life-coaching/269936

	Holzman, L. & Mendez, R. (Eds.). (2003). Psychological Investigations: A Clinician’s Guide to Social Therapy. Brunner-Routledge.

	Ives, Y. & Cox, E. (2015). Relationship Coaching: The theory and practice of coaching with singles couples and parents. Routledge.

	Lorde, A. (2007). The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House. 1984. Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Ed. Berkeley, CA: Crossing Press. 110–114. Retrieved July 10, 2022 from: https://collectiveliberation.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/Lorde_The_Masters_Tools.pdf

	Weissbourd, R., Batanova, M., Lovison, V., & Torres, E. (2021, February 9). Loneliness in America: How the Pandemic Has Deepened an Epidemic of Loneliness and What We Can Do About It. Harvard Graduate School of Education & Making Caring Common Project. Retrieved January 15, 2022 from: https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b7c56e255b02c683659fe43/t/6021776bdd04957c4557c212/1612805995893/Loneliness+in+America+2021_02_08_FINAL.pdf








PART I HOW DID WE GET HERE?





1 A BRIEF HISTORY OF COACHING

DOI: 10.4324/9781003326465-3



I have a vision that coaching will go around the world and change the way people communicate and interact forever.

Thomas Leonard, a founder of coaching (1995)1



If psychology was born to answer the question of why (for example, seeking answers from our past to explain the cause of our pain), coaching’s mission is to ask the “how” questions while standing in the present and looking forward. This novel form of helping people burst into public view in the 1990s. By the end of that decade, coaching had established impressive industry infrastructure, including competing international professional associations, multiple coaching training programs and dozens of publications dedicated to advancing the field. More than 20 years later, coaching continues to evolve its innovative practice.

Social therapeutics, the subject of this book, holds a strong family resemblance to coaching and builds upon its core competencies—co-creation with the client, inclusion of the coach’s subjective experiences, an aversion to fixing problems for the client and a focus on process rather than outcome. Coaching is grounded in “holding presence,” that is, an in-the-moment presentness that requires the coach to improvise with the client. What social therapeutics adds is a method to support our human capacity for continuous life development and transformation, by way of improvised and co-created group activity—hence the name Life Development Group for social therapeutic group work.

Both social therapeutics and coaching are part of a broad becoming-mainstream movement of approaches to mental health, wellness and community-building that are not reliant on cognition as the dominant form of help. These include meditation, somatics, yoga, mindfulness, performance activism, Buddhism and other Eastern spiritual practices and, most recently, psychedelic therapeutics. These practices all lean into the experiential and emergent. They offer different ways of relating to emotional pain. And they present challenges to some of the foundational dualisms of Western thought such as mind/body, inside/outside, brain/ emotion and thought/language.

One way to understand the growing industry of coaching is as a search (on the part of both practitioners and clients) for new ways of living and growing in a rapidly changing world. Society is hungry for a new toolkit for addressing widespread languishing (a new term created during the pandemic (see Grant, 2021)), loneliness, despair and anxiety. There is widespread longing for community as well as searching for individual and collective meaning. These nonclinical conditions are affecting all of us.

One hundred forty years ago, one could have said that psychology was part of a broad becoming-mainstream movement tooled for the modern era of industrialization, colonization, public education, science and positivism. Among other things, psychology helped to both create and aid people in adapting to a culture of mass consumerism and the alienated individual.2 In its quest to become a widely accepted practice, psychology positioned itself as a knowable, and later, quantifiable science, similar to those of the physical world such as biology and physics and to the medical sciences such as oncology, obstetrics and osteology. Today, psychology is so embedded into our culture and language that we hardly notice its presence. Consider how advertisers tap into our emotions, like humiliation and desire, in order to get us to buy their products. In everyday language, we consider it natural and normal to speak of changing our behavior, letting out a Freudian slip from our subconscious and demonstrating an understanding of our shadow self. Rarely do we consider that these concepts were invented by early psychologists B.F. Skinner, Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung.

But we are now living under very different conditions—both conceptual and material.

Over the last 35 years, dozens of psychologists have offered challenges to and critiques of traditional psychology in an effort to create a new one (de Shazer, 1982; Gergen, 1991; McNamee & Shawver, 2004; Newman, 1991; Newman & Holzman, 1996; Strong & Pare, 2004). Today, newer non-cognitive approaches like somatics, spirituality and therapeutic psychedelics are reaching a broader audience as they become more widely integrated into both psychotherapy and coaching. These possess an inherent radicalness by breaking away from the cognitive bias and measurement-focused paradigm of mainstream mental health.

Somatic psychologist Barnaby B. Barratt offers a contemporary critique of current psychology’s rage to quantify in The Emergence of Somatic and Bodymind Therapy. He writes, “Evidence-based procedures cater to the agenda of adjusting individual behavior to fit the existing social order” (Barratt, 2013, p. 96). The challenge faced by traditional psychology is that the social order is disintegrating, so trying to adjust individuals to it is like grasping at straws. Yet it seems that the more uncertainty enters our lives, the more the establishment doubles down on its traditional institution and method.

In contrast, our task is to accept and adapt to the unknowability of our era and somehow keep innovating new ways of being, feeling and doing together—discovering new ways of producing our world that foster connection, inclusion, joy, community, wellness, fairness and growth.

Coaching was and remains an innovation, a remix of what came before combined with newly emergent, outside-the-box seeing, thinking, doing and feeling. It has rapidly grown into a global industry. This chapter provides our view on the roots and practice of coaching. Our interest is in pulling out the historical, cultural, conceptual and methodological threads that hold a family resemblance to social therapeutics.


Innovation Driven by Social Motion

Many have written on the history of coaching (Brock, 2009, 2014; see also Allaho & van Nieuwerburgh, 2018; Koopman et al., 2021; Wildflower, 2013). Its principal multidisciplinary influences are most often characterized as psychology, business (management, leadership, communications) and self-improvement. We were also delighted to discover a richness, a nuanced rebelliousness from coaching’s early days that has not always surfaced in accounts of its history.

Coaching was born out of the remnants of the social, political and cultural movements of the 1960s and 70s. At that time, there were many diverse and creative attempts to build new forms of community—from Large Group Awareness Trainings (LGAT), communes, alternative communities, Be-Ins and massive antiwar and civil rights protests to new forms of theater which broke down the fourth wall and invited the audience to co-create the play with the actors (Friedman, 2021). Inherent in these movements was the belief in collectivity as having the power to accomplish something, to change the course of history. That era’s appetite for mass-based social and political activities has markedly diminished in our times (with a few exceptions, such as the estimated 15-26 million Americans who protested the murder of George Floyd in 2020 (see Buchanan, Bui & Patel, 2020)). However, the counterculture, as it became known, birthed many forms of life that have carried well into our present day, such as the expansion of sexual expression, the eruption of new forms of music, the rise of vegetarianism and whole foods diets and experimentation with psychedelics.

As the counterculture was dying in the late 1970s and early 80s, a new era of self-discovery and self-help guides took center stage. The modern founding of the self-help industry occurred during the Great Depression with Dale Carnegie’s 1936 classic How to Win Friends and Influence People.  If his guide to confidently achieving financial success offered hope to millions of ordinary Americans living in despairing times, the New York Times bestseller I’m OK—You’re OK (Harris, 1967) offered an idealized response, 36 years later, to the disillusionment many were feeling over their generation’s failed efforts for social justice and change. Author and psychiatrist Thomas Harris directed readers to look to their social interactions, which he labeled transactions, and change their internal state in order to resolve personal issues. By taking responsibility for their life, a person could change it and experience freedom of choice. As the Vietnam War, racism and the threat of nuclear war with the Soviet Union raged on, many (former) hippies looked inward to find solace in discovering themselves as they began raising families and seeking the kinds of jobs that could support a suburban lifestyle. The political receded into the personal. This post-social motion cohort received its moniker—the “Me Generation”—and it was coming of age. It would fuel the rapid expansion of coaching.

Another genre of self-improvement established itself in 1974 by introducing the act of mental self-examination in athletics. The Inner Game of Tennis: The Classic Guide to the Mental Side of Peak Performance by W. Timothy Gallway became a bestseller as business professionals joined athletes in seeking out and sharpening their competitive edge. By looking inward into the mind, athletes could overcome obstacles to winning and professionals could work smarter to achieve individual and company success. In one fell swoop, Gallway laid the foundation for what we know today as sports psychology as well as executive and leadership coaching. Gallway went on to become an active and influential member in the circle of coaching’s founders.

It is worth noting that in the 1960s and 70s, as people were protesting, experimenting with group work and innovating new ways to improve oneself, some took to challenging outright the institutions of psychology and psychiatry. For today’s reader, it might be hard to imagine a mass societal, cultural and political protest of these powerful institutions. Yet critiques of mental illness—what it is, what causes it, who gets it, how it gets treated and the biases embedded in those treatment models—were widespread and widely read (Fanon, 1963; Foucault, 1965; Laing, 1965; Showalter, 1985; Szasz, 1974; Whitaker, 2010). There was open dialogue and concern over a profession whose object of study and practice rested on the pathologizing of human behavior.

Civil rights and early generation gay rights leaders helped carry those critiques into mainstream acceptance. In 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. admonished psychology’s methods and its objective to help people better adapt to the world they lived in. At the American Psychological Association Annual Convention, King defiantly declared:


There are some things in our society, some things in our world, to which we should never be adjusted . . . We must never adjust ourselves to racial discrimination and racial segregation. We must never adjust ourselves to religious bigotry. We must never adjust ourselves to economic conditions that take necessities from the many to give luxuries to the few. We must never adjust ourselves to the madness of militarism, and the self-defeating effects of physical violence (King, 1968).



King’s point was that psychologists had to take into account the world in which they practiced their profession. It was harmful to relate to patients as somehow living outside of the societal conditions that contribute to emotional pain. For the growing number of gay people who refused to stay in the closet and adapt to heterosexuality, a major fight was brewing with the American Psychiatric Association (APA), which pathologized homosexuality as an illness. After a prolonged and publicized protest campaign the APA finally removed the diagnosis from its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1973.

While this was happening, diverse groupings of lay people and professionals were busy establishing alternative psychologies that turned away from adjustment and toward empowerment. Some sought to modify the white, male Eurocentric focus of psychology. They created Black, feminist and gay therapies. Others sought to humanize psychology into a more positive and growth-oriented practice, such as humanist psychology and the Human Potential Movement (HPM). It was these latter innovations and their offspring that most attracted the attention of coaching’s founders; over time, it has been those psychologies that have most embedded themselves in coaching.



Coaching’s Founders

In 1971 in San Francisco, Werner Erhard began weaving together strands of humanistic psychology with elements of 1960s Zen Buddhist counterculture and American pragmatic individualism in order to create life-transforming workshops. They were designed to help people resolve interpersonal conflicts and emotional pain through in-the-moment personal responsibility, accountability, transformation and possibility. These workshops came to be known as est (see Wikipedia, n.d.). They typically numbered up to 250 participants and lasted four days.

Implemented as a group experiential process, est had more in common with the Be-Ins and Happenings of the 1960s than with the interpretation of one’s dreams, analysis of one’s childhood or diagnosis provided by a psychiatrist. A typical Erhardt declaration such as, “It is what it is, we are where we are” was not so much theory as it was a philosophical and spiritual claim challenging how traditional psychology operated. He was creating a sustainable model for emotional help focusing on the present and future, rather than the past—a radical acceptance of who we are, rather than an endless search for causes and explanations of our problems. Importantly, est sessions seemed to help people over a course of only a few weekends, rather than the years of weekly appointments it took to find relief with a psychotherapist. And they were popular, with an estimated 700,000 participants by 1984 (see Snider, 2003).

There were two key client bases with whom Erhard advanced his work: White middle-class countercultural types (many of whom were soon to or had already entered into mainstream white-collar careers) and incarcerated men—many of whom were poor and working-class African Americans. In the 1970s, est held government contracts with at least 23 corrections departments (see Tanji, 1979). This combination of clients—who sometimes came together for trainings held inside of corrections facilities3—along with the experiential and group-based nature of the workshops, made for controversy. So too did some of the ways in which Erhard worked.4

The two people who are generally credited for the birth of coaching, Thomas Leonard and Laura Whitworth, worked directly for Erhard’s Bay Area companies in the 1980s. They adapted, pragmatized and expanded Erhard’s work—sometimes working as partners, sometimes as adversaries disagreeing on points of practice. Together, Leonard and Whitworth popularized a new form of helping people to the extent that both life and executive coaching were making major media headlines by the mid-1990s (Newsweek Staff, 1996; Waldroop & Butler, 1996).

Thomas Leonard started out his career as a financial planner and became someone who helped people plan their whole lives. This activity became known as coaching. To distinguish his practice from sports coaching or mentoring, Leonard clarified, “We are not selling coaching services; we’re selling a partnership in someone’s life” (Newsweek Staff, 1996). His goal-oriented Laws of Attraction were designed to inspire individuals to do things that would bring them success and fulfillment in their career, life and relationships. Leonard went on to co-found key coaching organizations and training programs for coaches. His bestseller, The Portable Coach (today sold under the title The 28 Laws of Attraction: Stop Chasing Success and Let it Chase You), hit bookstores in 1998. Leonard tragically passed away at a young age. He left a profound imprint on the groundbreaking coaching businesses and institutions he had helped to build and which continue to this day. His legacy is felt by the people whose lives have been transformed by knowing and working with him.

Laura Whitworth was an adventurer as a young woman, having lived in both Alaska and Nepal by her early 20s. She then pursued an MBA and started a lucrative career as a CPA only to drop out after a few years. During that time, she was introduced to Tim Gallway (author of the Inner Game of Tennis), who later became her coach.

While living in the Bay Area, Whitworth participated in est workshops and was hired by Leonard into Erhard’s accounting department. Not long afterwards, Whitworth began her own coaching business and recruited Henry Kimsey-House as a client and, later, a collaborator. By the early 1990s, the two of them, along with Henry’s wife Karen, had created their coaching approach. Now in its sixth edition, their classic guide Co-Active Coaching was originally published in 1998 (Kimsey-House et. al, 2018).

Significantly for our story, both Henry and Karen Kimsey-House came from theater backgrounds. A through-line from their training in theater and Meisner acting techniques is evident in their contributions to the founding principles of coaching. For example, when a client expresses emotion, the authors of Co-Active Coaching advise the coach that “the cause itself is not important; accepting the feeling is important” (2018, p. 173). Similarly, an actor accepts and responds to their scene partner’s performance. A director’s eye orients toward how the scene unfolds, rather than its end point. Likewise, the International Coaching Federation5 (ICF) defines an advanced coach as one who “trusts that value is inherent in the process” (2017, p. 4).

Whitworth, Kimsey-House, et al. again turn to the tools of theater when it comes to the crucial skill set of listening. They compare it to a live performance in which the actor is able to read the room and “adjust their behavior accordingly” (Kimsey-House et. al., 2018, p. 46). A high-level coach embodies an awareness of the other and the ability to improvise.

Being present in the moment, embracing the emotional impact of actors on each other as well as directing the collective creativity involved in making a theatrical production—these activities all have connections with the practice of coaching. In other words, the coach’s role is to stay in the scene with their scene partner, wherever it goes. The coach is invited to include themselves, as appropriate to the scene, by giving their emotional responses, wonderings, thoughts, discoveries and personal history, and to do so without holding onto what they have given. (In social therapeutic coaching, the coach also takes on the lens of the director. For more, see Parts II and III.)

The entire industry agrees that coaching is a co-created “spontaneous relationship” in which the client is a full partner (ICF, 2017, pp. 3-4). It allows for the “space of vulnerability and focus on what’s important RIGHT NOW [emphasis in original]” (Britton, 2022, p. 24). The International Association of Coaching (IAC) recognizes this partnership as “creating an environment that allows ideas, options and opportunities to emerge” (2022).
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