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We describe a small, hypothesis-generating study of the use of a measure of
complexity of mind in coaching contexts. The aims of the pilot study were
threefold: (a) to explore participants’, coaches’ and interviewers’ insights and
reactions to the use of a developmental theory in coaching; (b) to develop and
explore a process for using the Subject-Object Interview (SOI) inside or outside
existing coaching relationships; and (c) to provide a preliminary evaluation of the
usefulness and/or potential limitations of the SOI for coaching contexts. All 15
participants in this qualitative study enjoyed the process and most reported
significant or profound insights arising from the process that were potentially
useful for their own development. The process revealed some of the growing edges
of the clients’ insights into their own way of being, their relationships, and their
work. Importantly, participants reported that the SOI and associated discussions
allowed them to identify key developmental issues more quickly than other
approaches they had experienced. While the time and high skill levels associated
with conducting an SOI and feedback discussion may preclude its use in many
coaching contexts, there are implications that arise from this work for coaches
interested in working in developmentally-informed ways.

Keywords: adult development; assessment; listening; leadership development;
questioning

Introduction

This study emerges from the frustration experienced by many coaches who help
clients to a particular point but then find that even though there is still work to be
done, it is much harder to help the client get beyond the plateau they have reached.
This tends to be when it is not so much the behaviour of the client that is holding her
back but rather the way she thinks about the world. When the situation requires not
just a new set of skills, but a new set of understandings, we wondered ! is there a way
a conversation explicitly about adult development might help the client move
forward?

Both authors have relied on adult developmental theories, among others, as
important pieces of their work as university faculty, coaches, and coach educators.
Jennifer’s long-standing experience of measuring adult developmental complexity of
mind using the Subject-Object Interview (SOI), led her to believe that perhaps this
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measure could be useful in a coaching situation. It seemed clear that information
about the client’s complexity of mind would deepen the coach’s understanding of the
client and lead to new ideas for coaching conversations and interventions. We
wondered, though, if making our developmental theories and measures available to
the client ! rather than simply using the theories in our own minds ! might help
promote his growth and development.

The SOI (Lahey, Souvaine, Kegan, Goodman, & Felix, 1988) is a measure of
complexity of mind that emerges from Robert Kegan’s (1982, 1994) theory of adult
development. The theory focuses on perspective-taking and a person’s capacity for
making sense of complexity, ambiguity, and paradox and thus offers a helpful
framework for understanding work in complex organisational contexts. Theories like
Kegan’s show that coping well with the demands of modern life is not related to any
particular set of skills so much as it is related to the way individuals make meaning
about the world. These ways of making meaning of the world aren’t inborn, but are
developed over time as we increase our capacity to take perspectives, view authority
in new ways, and see shades of grey where we once saw only black and white.

This study was inspired by Jennifer’s experience of conducting numerous SOIs
over nearly a decade. During the SOI, the interviewer attempts as much as possible
to get inside the participant’s own experience of the world, particularly his
characteristic ways of understanding the world and organizing his experience. In
this sense, the interview deals with the most fundamental aspects of the participant’s
meaning making in life and frequently surfaces previously unseen aspects of his
meaning making. Jennifer had found that the experience of having a SOI often took
people to places they had not been before. The sense of following their own meaning
making all the way to its edges gave people a sense of their own limits, a sense of
questions they were not asking or connections they were not making.

These past SOIs were all conducted for research purposes, though, and were not
specifically intended to be helpful, even though they were often experienced as helpful
by the research participants. We began to wonder whether helping participants
understand their own complexity of mind ! with both a sense of the developmental
trajectory and their place within it ! could be useful for clients. We wondered whether
showing clients a picture of their own meaning-making system might open new doors
for their development and help them get unstuck. There are many mysterious things
in the world, and once we can actually see them, we can begin to understand them and
then perhaps even to change them. The X-ray of his clogged arteries was enough to
make a friend quit smoking, exercise regularly, and reduce the fat in his diet, even
though he had known for twenty years that he should do this. We hypothesised that
perhaps a picture of a client’s meaning-making could be a powerful thing, and if that
picture were combined with strategies she might try to expand the edges of her
meaning making, this picture could become a map towards a new way of seeing the
world. To explore these possibilities, we decided to conduct an action research project
by using the SOI in coaching contexts where real success might involve enlarging the
edges of the client’s meaning making system and perhaps even changing the way the
client saw the world.

We set out with three related aims:

1. to explore participants’ reactions to the explicit use of adult developmental
theory in coaching;
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2. to develop and explore a process for using the measure of complexity of mind
(the SOI) as a tool in a coaching relationship; and

3. to provide a preliminary evaluation of the usefulness and/or potential
limitations of the SOI for coaching contexts.

Complexity of mind

The adult developmental theory on which we most rely is Kegan’s (1982, 1994)
theory of adult development, although our theoretical perspective is informed by
other adult developmentalists (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Baxter Magolda & King,
2004; Cook-Greuter, 2004; Fischer, Yan, & Stewart, 2002; King & Kitchener, 2004;
Torbert et al., 2004). We make the most use of Kegan’s theory because it offers both
the descriptions of the different forms of mind and also the process of movement
between them. We also value the measure associated with Kegan’s theory (the SOI),
because it is more than simply a valid and reliable developmental measure; the
process of this measure tends to be enjoyable for the participant and also can, in
itself, lead to some important insights. The SOI distinguishes the five central ‘forms
of mind’ ! qualitatively different ways of making meaning ! as well as four sub-stages
between each form. Generally, theorists agree that three of these five major forms of
mind are active in the leadership ranks of most organisations. Adapting from Kegan
(1994), we call these three the socialised mind (which Kegan also calls the third
order), the self-authored mind (also Kegan’s fourth order), and the self-transforming
mind (also Kegan’s fifth order).

The socialised leader is able to distance himself enough from his own perspective
on the world to fully appreciate the perspectives of others and thereby value
relationships for more than just self-interest. However, he may rely strongly on the
external perspectives and theories he has come to trust such that it is hard or
impossible for him to generate answers and ideas for himself without relying on
others. The self-authored leader is able to further distance herself from her own
processes such that she can recognise, understand, generate and evaluate her own
standards and values for behaviour sufficiently to be fully differentiated and
integrated with respect to those around her. She has an internal set of rules and
regulations, a self-governing system, which she uses to make her decisions or mediate
conflicts. The self-transforming leader ! very rarely seen ! is able to take a
perspective on the dynamic, systemic and co-creative processes that give rise to his
very identity, even in situations of threat. He is able to handle multiple roles and
layers of complexity with relative ease.

The process of transformation is moving more and more of what is unseen and
unexamined in the way we understand the world ! those things to which we are
subject ! to a place where they can be seen and examined ! and become objects for
our inspection. Our unquestioned beliefs about the world are held implicitly, and
those beliefs shape our experience of the world and the possibilities we perceive. As
we begin to question our beliefs, ideas, theories, etc., our more explicit stance opens
new possibilities and allows us to deal with greater and greater levels of complexity.
This process is like taking off a pair of coloured glasses so that, instead of looking
through them, we are able to look at them and thereby understand and gain control
over their use: to select when we’d like to have the tint and when we’d rather be
without. The most profound example of a move from implicit to explicit is when

Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice 25

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
B
e
r
g
e
r
,
 
J
e
n
n
i
f
e
r
 
G
a
r
v
e
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
2
2
:
2
8
 
2
 
A
p
r
i
l
 
2
0
0
9



gradually, over time, entire meaning-making systems move from being hidden to
being seen. This shift means that what was once an unselfconscious lens through
which the person viewed the world now becomes something that he can see and
reflect upon.

Method

This was a small, exploratory action research study. Our goal in this pilot study was
to generate questions rather than prove hypotheses. We were interested in exploring
the potential of this work as a helpful coaching process and also in exploring our
growth along the way. Because of the small size, our findings are illustrative rather
than generalisable, and our hope is that by exploring our learning to other coaches,
we can generate interest in more studies that explore the connections between
coaching and practice.1

Participants

The sample included fifteen managers/senior executives from a variety of
industries. These participants volunteered following a discussion of complexity of
mind and its potential implications for leadership development. Participants were
all aged in their 40s and 50s and had all had significant management experience.
Because we were interested in the SOI process as both a stand-alone aid to
development and also in the way it would be useful inside a coaching engagement,
we had a mix of participants who were currently being coached and others who
were not currently inside a coaching relationship. In those cases where our
participants were being coached, the coach was present at the debriefing session
but not the SOI.

Participant experience

Interview

Participation in the process involved two interviews: an SOI followed by a feedback
discussion a few weeks later. The SOI is a semi-clinical interview. A trained and
qualified interviewer sits with a participant in order to follow the train of the
participant’s thinking until the participant reaches the edges of his own under-
standing. Because the measure is investigating the structure of the participant’s
thinking rather than the content of his thinking, the topics are totally participant-
generated, and the interview follows whatever the participant wishes to explore. The
interviews were all approximately one and a half hours and all participants agreed to
have their interviews recorded and transcribed.

Debrief

With a close reading and scoring of the transcript, we came to a view about the full
range of sense-making represented therein. Whereas in a research interview we would
have searched for the single interview score, in this developmental intervention we
created a report which highlighted the broadest range of the interviewee’s sense
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making and offered representative quotes from inside the transcript along with
generic theoretical descriptions to give a picture of each sense-making space. We also
offered personalised, theoretically-based developmental activities (for example:
suggestions for journal writing; particular focus questions; mindfulness activities).
We used this report as talking points for a one and a half hour debrief conversation
with the client (and, where applicable, with the coach as well). Because at the time of
the study one researcher lived in the US and the other in Australia, and because the
participants were generally living in those two countries as well, all interviews and
debrief sessions took place by phone. Analysis and writing took place mostly in
person, in research retreats to one country or the other.

Data collection and analysis

Because this was an action research project, we were interested in examining both the
participants’ experience and our own learning, and we gathered data from both the
participants’ perspectives and our own. In addition to transcribing the SOI, we taped
the debrief sessions and selectively transcribed the post-debrief conversations with
participants (about their experience and its utility). When possible, we conducted
follow-up interviews several weeks after the debrief. We also kept careful track of our
own learning, writing analytic memos after each interview and having regular
conversations with one another to share insights and questions.

The data were analysed both by looking across the interviews for themes and also
by creating maps of each participant’s journey. In this way, we looked across all the
participants as well as across segmented groups of participants (for example, coached
versus not coached). We looked for themes that arose from the data themselves (in a
more grounded, participant-driven approach) and also themes that we created using
both coaching and adult development theories and experience.

Context and limitations

We knew that our deep study of adult development theories and our own experience
of them would risk shifting our bias towards recognising and reporting their
helpfulness. Because of our awareness of this possibility, we worked hard to bring a
sceptical mind to this issue and to our questions and to make lots of room for
participants to be honest about their discoveries. We shared our doubts with them
and let them respond in turn. This doubt-sharing wasn’t hard, in truth, because we
had so many questions that were unclear in our own minds about how we thought
the study might go. We also used one another to push our thinking ! as we shared
memos and initial lists of themes, etc.

Because Paul had worked with one of the organisations that participated in the
study, there were some participants with whom Paul had a prior relationship. In
order to mitigate against the impact of this, Jennifer led in those interviews and
debrief sessions, often with Paul present (on the phone line).

The limitations of this study come from its small size and from the fact that while
we had contact with the participants over the course of the several months of the
study, this was not a longitudinal study and we cannot know the longer-term
implications of this work. Thus, this is meant to be one small step along the much
longer path of developmental coaching theory and practice.
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Results and discussion

In this section we explore the results and implications of the study in terms of the three
main aims. First we explore the insights and reactions of the participants in the context
of using a hierarchical developmental theory of complexity of mind. Secondwe discuss
our learning regarding the process of using the SOI inside or outside existing coaching
relationships, and finally we present preliminary evidence regarding the usefulness
and/or potential limitations of the SOI for coaching contexts.

Issues, insights and reactions

Over the course of the SOI, the participants reflected on what was most powerful for
them at this time. We set this primarily in the work context, but invited participants
to talk about non-work contexts as they wished. We found ! as we had anticipated !
that there were a wide variety of key issues the participants discussed. Some issues,
however, were repeated across multiple participants. Commonly raised issues
included:

. issues of competence: particularly what it means and who has it;

. questions about certainty versus ambiguity and most peoples’ wish to have
more of the former and less of the latter;

. fear about being an impostor, not being as good/competent as others believed;

. issues of identity, inclusion, expertise;

. difficulties saying no, engaging in conflict;

. balancing life and work in a search for a meaningful and satisfying existence;
and

. hopes and worries about the future regarding growth, legacy issues, changes in
passion and drive.

With those participants who were already in coaching relationships, we found that
the interview often focused on key coaching issues, even though we didn’t know these
were the central issues beforehand (and sometimes even when the participant
couldn’t have articulated this connection initially). Sometimes we engaged with issues
or stories the coach had not yet been able to explore.

Following both the SOI and the feedback discussion, we asked participants about
their experience with this process. We were surprised ! because this was a new use of
this tool ! that every participant had a favourable reaction to the process and that all
but one participant described the process and the insights they came to as important
for a variety of different reasons. More on each of these reactions below.

Some participants pointed to particular situations where they might best make use
of the insights from the SOI process. For example, Bill2 described the SOI and feedback
as ‘helpful in terms of . . . [having] a pathway for better understanding what’s going on
when I am a bit stressed’. He described a particular conversation regarding the
meaning of ‘respect’ for him as particularly helpful. He found it particularly ‘affirming
for me of the need to continue consciously confronting and deal with issues as I see
them, . . . [it was] affirming [for me] that what I was doing was constructive’.

Others commented specifically on the developmental nature of the experience as
a growth tool. For example, Rene, the executive director of a complex non-profit
organisation, began our debrief session by reflecting that the evening before the

28 J.G. Berger and P.W.B. Atkins

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
B
e
r
g
e
r
,
 
J
e
n
n
i
f
e
r
 
G
a
r
v
e
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
2
2
:
2
8
 
2
 
A
p
r
i
l
 
2
0
0
9



session she had been drawing up her annual report for the board, with the
corresponding set of goals she had for herself. She told us that the first goal that
came into her head was: ‘grow my brain so that I can better grasp the growing
complexity of this work.’ As she told this story, she laughed at that desire. ‘How is
the board going to make sense of that?’ she asked herself. So she put away that goal,
and front and centre went the goals about reaching more constituents, raising more
funds, hiring more staff. In the back of her head, though, she kept the notion of
growing her brain to better grasp the growing complexity of her work. When we
finished our debrief of her SOI, she held the report about her complexity of mind and
reminded us of her goal. ‘This is what I meant! This is my brain growing!’

Stephen, who had previously been coached, drew comparisons between this SOI
and debrief process and his experience in a long-term coaching relationship. He
noted the ways in which examining complexity of mind seemed to accelerate the
process of getting to what he considered to be ‘deeper’ material: ‘this had a special
value, . . . when I was sent the feedback [report] . . .my sense [was that] this had the
power of pulling me deeper into myself, faster. We have had one real conversation
and you have done some work . . . and then the conversation now. I have learned
quite a lot through that process which [previously] took a long time to get to in a
coaching frame. This was really valuable in a short time.’

Stephen also spontaneously compared the SOI with other pencil-and-paper type
tests of personality, adult development or cognitive capability. He stated that the
various psychometric tools left him ‘empty’ because he did not really ‘believe’ the
results even when they fitted with his experience. He described the SOI as having
‘more credibility straight away with me than those sorts of tools,’ explaining that the
SOI process, ‘delivers real value faster and it goes deep ! it certainly had me thinking
and reflecting and learning things from the conversations we have had.’

One aspect of particular interest in this study was the extent to which those at
earlier stages of development might feel defensive or demeaned in response to the
feedback. Many people take exception to the idea of using a hierarchical model to
describe the development of adults. It is a common critique that naming differences
as a function of ‘capacity’ is limiting and potentially dangerous.

However, our experience during this study was quite different. We were a
surprised to find that it was not just learning about the most complex parts of
themselves that participants welcomed and found helpful. They also found it
surprisingly helpful to understand the range of their complexity of mind, to see those
places where their trailing edges pull them back and to make some guesses about why
that is and how it might be changed. One participant, when looking at those pieces
of herself which were less complex said, ‘just giving it a name makes me feel less like
I’m wrong’. This appears to be consistent with evidence that ‘people whose conscious
conceptions of themselves [match] their nonconscious motives well ! are better off
emotionally’ (Wilson, 2002).

None of the participants in the study whose interviews suggested a strong or
predominant socialised form of mind reacted defensively or negatively towards the
reports. In part this may have been because the reports were carefully structured to
present both the helpful and limiting features of each form of mind. However, a more
critical issue here is that the SOI process rapidly identifies and brings to awareness
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real and present concerns. Participants operating from a socialised mind really are
preoccupied with genuine concerns about fitting in, being liked, doing ‘the right
thing’ and so on. Participants reported that having these concerns recognized and
understood in terms of natural growth was a relief. Understanding different
capacities can be supportive and liberating and appears to provide a useful
organising narrative for helping the participant make sense of their experience
(Pennebaker, Zech, & Rime, 2001).

Furthermore, developmental theories offer the hope that there might be a
different way. This was particularly notable with James, the participant operating
from the least complex form of mind in this study. Far from responding negatively to
his feedback report, he felt very comfortable currently having the very typical
socialised mind, and he was ready to walk this path toward the self-authored mind.
Further James expressed hope regarding the very possibility of seeing the world
differently, something that had not previously occurred to him. There was a sense of
‘I could really do that? I could makemy own reality, my own definitions, that’s ok?’ It
was as if the interview and feedback process gave James permission to grow into a
space that was more satisfying and happy.

It was not our purpose to make sense of or increase our understanding of any
particular place on a developmental journey. We have worked hard to develop and
maintain a belief that the most important part of development is the fit between the
person and the demands made upon her by her life and work circumstances. We were
surprised, then, at how strong the connection was between self-authorship and a
kind of self-esteem and confidence as a leader. In this very small study, there is some
anecdotal evidence that leaders making sense of the world with a fully operating
socialised mind3 experience some pain ! as a result of that developmental space.

For example, Anne, a senior executive in a large international organisation, found
herself caught by her own need to receive praise and encouragement ! both from her
managers and also fromher direct reports. The somewhatmixed results of a 360-degree
interview about her !which formed some of the content of the SOI !had shaken her to
her foundation. She was unable to look at the results and make decisions about which
ones she thought she would learn from and which ones she would disregard. Instead,
she felt she needed to change everything about her leadership style, and because she felt
unable to do this, could do nothing to gain traction at all. This dichotomous thinking
about these options along with the extent of the disorganisation of her identity made
the 360-degree interview almost unbearably painful for her: not an intervention so
much as an injury.

As she gained perspective on her own reaction and began to understand potential
reasons this reaction had been so strong (especially important because she was also
quite self-critical about having such a strong reaction in the first place), Anne began
to have a vocabulary and theory that helped her distinguish between her own
perspective on the world and the perspectives of those around her, and she began to
be able to hold those perspectives ! and release them ! at will. Her coach, who had
felt quite stuck with Anne previously, said he was shocked at the changes she made
following the interview and debrief process.
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This is not to deny that developmental theories can be misused through
inappropriate labelling and judgment. It is our experience that measurement
approaches (for example: psychometric tests) that create distance between the
participant and those doing the measurement are particularly susceptible to creating
defensive reactions among participants. But during the SOI, the very act of
measurement so completely steps inside the person’s own meaning making that it
sends a signal to the participants that their way of making meaning is complete and
valuable. Thus participants are less likely to react defensively during the interview or
the debrief session; they quickly understand that the interview is not about judging
them as lacking or insufficient but more about describing to them one possible
picture of their sense-making and discussing both their sense of the accuracy of that
picture and also the potential implications of that picture in their lives.

The SOI also impacts on the coach and interviewers. The coaches involved in the
study reported that the SOI-partnering process influenced the way they coach. As
our conversations continue about their clients and this theory, they begin to see more
options, and they begin to see more clients for whom this process might be helpful.
We find it unexpected and interesting that this process would also be experienced by
the coaches themselves as professional development.

In terms of the impacts of the process on our own experience, we have both been
struck by the way in which we almost always end up liking and respecting
participants at the end of a SOI, irrespective of our first impressions. When we
actively and thoroughly take the perspective of another person during the interview,
our subjective experience is of increased connection and understanding. We can
imagine a number of mechanisms whereby this increase in positive regard towards
the participant might occur. It is possible that coming to understand better the
internal logic and consistency of a particular way of making sense of the world gives
us insight into the intentions and hopes that underlie behaviours about which we
might otherwise have negative feelings. Alternatively, we might simply be responding
favourably to the openness, vulnerability and trust displayed by the participants (or,
of course, both of these things could be true). Irrespective of the reason, it seems
clear that active attempts to take the perspective of another can create stronger
relationships of trust and positive regard between coach and client (Rogers, 1951).

The SOI will presumably not be useful for everybody: People engaged in pursuits
for which their epistemological perspective is perfectly adequate may feel no need to
develop more complex perspectives on themselves or their world. During this study,
we were careful not to suggest that development was necessary for any of the
participants. Instead we simply responded to their own self-generated desires for
different perspectives on situations in their lives.

One participant, Nathaniel, indicated at the beginning of the feedback discussion
that the report didn’t contain a great deal that was new for him. However, by the end
of the feedback discussion, he had uncovered a significant action step that he wanted
to work on and he reported that he had gotten value from the process. Our sample
simply didn’t include anyone who didn’t indicate they derived value from the
procedure; therefore, we are unable to comment on the circumstances where this
might occur and this also remains a question for future research. We suspect that,
like traditional solution-focused coaching which is equally adaptive (Greene &
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Grant, 2003), the competence of the interviewer is likely to play a significant role in
the success of the approach.

Implications of this study on coaching practice

Throughout this paper, we have focused on the strengths and occasional weaknesses
of using a developmental measure (specifically the SOI) and a reporting process as a
coaching intervention. We know, however, that coaches reading this paper will not be
able to simply buy a book about the SOI and use it with clients quickly. Learning to
use the SOI in a research setting is arduous and time consuming; using it with clients
takes even longer. We think that it is quite unlikely that most coaches will be
interested ! or able ! to put in the time and energy SOI training requires. So what can
coaches do to make use of these findings in their own coaching practice? We have
two sets of implications for coaching practice that have arisen from this research:
suggestions from our research about coaching mindset and suggestions about
coaching technique. We had intuited some of these ideas before beginning this study.
Over the course of our research, however, we paid close attention to the changes in
our own sense-making and in the reported changes in the coaches’ perspectives and
made explicit our shared ideas in response to our discoveries.

Changes in mindset

We have found that simply using a developmental theory ! in addition to other useful
theories ! can change a coach’s approach. In this study we could also see how bringing
a particular developmental lens could change someone’s mind. We had a special
window into this by virtue of Paul’s ability to reflect in newways about the participants
who were known to him before this research process and watch his own changing
attitude and thinking about those participants as he experienced them through his
experience of the SOI and debrief. In particular, we have noted two main changes that
seem to come from knowledge of developmental theories. These theories:

. increase our perspective-taking and compassion, help us be more empathetic,
help us watch our own agenda-setting; and

. narrow our focus on what is possible for clients ! what kind of coaching goals
might be set, what can be accomplished.

It comes as a surprise to many that the use of a hierarchically developmental theory
would lead to increasing the empathy and decreasing judgment, but the coaches we
worked with and most people who learn to administer the SOI find that this is so.
The SOI involves stepping inside the mindset of another person and understanding
the world through that person’s eyes. This requires laying down your own judgment
about what you might do in similar circumstances, etc. It also requires laying down a
problem-solving orientation ! and even a helping orientation more generally. When
the entire mission is to understand how someone else makes meaning, it becomes
impossible to simultaneously judge the other person, because looking through her
eyes means that you understand what she was doing and why. We believe that any
coach can adopt this mindset ! without any particular SOI techniques ! during
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different times in a coaching engagement. We have found that outside our use with
the SOI, the technique of suspending our own judgment in order to fully understand
the client’s perspective is especially helpful when we find ourselves most drawn to
give advice or solve problems. We take the urge to solve problems or make
suggestions as a marker of our need to enquire more deeply into the way the client
makes sense of her situation. Once we fully understand her meaning making about
the situation, we can either offer advice and guidance (or not) from a much more
client-centred position.

We have also found that the use of developmental theories helped us, and the
coaches with whom we worked, more quickly understand the potential and limits of
a coaching engagement. We were able to more thoughtfully draw our attention to
where client skills needed to be built and to differentiate these from areas where
clients may have needed to come to new perspectives in the world. We were able to
focus on the possibility that our hope for our client is developmentally over his head,
and reshape our hopes (and our homework) in order to make it more possible that
the client would find success. For example, often one of us deals with a client who has
difficulty making his own decisions in the face of conflicting perspectives of people in
his life. By looking through a developmental lens, we can keep alive the two options
that it is possible the client needs better skills in decision making, or that our client is
coming from a socialised mind and needs more scaffolding to begin to take on
responsibility for his own opinions.

Changes in techniques

We have also learnt that there are techniques that emerge from using the SOI that
other coaches who do not know the SOI could also use. These techniques lead us to:

. think about our practice in new ways;

. ask different kinds of questions, and ask them in different ways; and

. listen differently.

We have come to think about our practice differently through this experience of using
developmental theory explicitly with clients, because these theories focus and shape
our understanding of our real job. These developmental theories suggest that the
developmental rhythm is about moving things from a place where they’re invisible
(subject) to a place where they can be seen and acted upon (object). We have since
used this as a guiding principle for many of our coaching conversations, and we
constantly seek to help our clients see those things in themselves and their work
contexts, which would otherwise be invisible to them. This may sound obvious, but
for us, when we see a client stuck in one way or another, asking ourselves ‘what does
this client not see?’ (or ‘what do I not see?’) is quite helpful.

We have also found that the SOI process helps us shift the kind of questions we
ask our clients. Rather than always asking questions about the story or context of the
issue on the table, we are more likely ! even outside an SOI ! to ask about the
meaning the client is making of these issues. Rather than asking ‘why’ questions (for
example: ‘why did you make that decision rather than another?) we ask ‘how’
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questions (for example: ‘how do you make sense of your difficulty with that
decision?’).

Even when we use similar questions, we are more likely to listen to the answers in
different ways ! trying to understand the way the client makes sense of the world,
what assumptions about the world underlie her actions. We make a point of helping
our clients name their assumptions so that we can get the underlying structure of
their actions and see the patterns in seemingly disparate events. Then, by
illuminating those patterns and making them explicit for our clients, we are more
likely to be able to help our clients change the way they see themselves and their
world rather than focusing on any particular goal or interaction (although of course
sometimes we do this too).

Conclusion

We began this study wondering whether we would find a way to help clients by using
a hierarchical developmental measure in a way that they would find useful and
opening, and not simply judging. We discovered that the process did not just change
the clients’ experience and sense of what was possible for them. It also changed our
experience as coaches, and changed the experience of the coaches with whom we
worked. Even a theory that looks hierarchical, when used carefully and with a
mindset that is oriented toward the journey and not towards the hierarchy, can help
clients chart their own path to richer and deeper perspectives on themselves and their
social world.
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Notes

1. We are pleased to say that we too are engaged in this deeper exploration. Paul is now a
co-principal investigator on a very large study that explores the connections between
coaching and growth of perspective-taking capacity using the SOI and other measures.
Jennifer is a developmental consultant on that study.

2. All names of participants have been changed.
3. The SOI distinguishes among four sub-stage places between each of the major forms of

mind described in this paper. In the transition from one to the next, there is a time when
there is a hint of the growing form of mind in addition to a fully-formed present form of
mind. Then both minds are fully present at the same time, with the former form of mind
having an edge. In the next stage, while both minds exist together, the growing form of mind
has the edge. Finally, the trailing edge recedes and becomes merely a hint of what used to
be. This means that in the transition from one form of mind to the next, there are long
stretches of time when the trailing mind operates alongside the growing mind.
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