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Editorial

Diane Parker
Editor, Coaching Today

The subject of empathy has beenincreasingly
prominentinthe popular psychology pressin
recentyears, with publications by the likes of
Daniel Siegel (The Roots of Empathy) and Paul
Gilbert (The Compassionate Mind). We know that
empathy is essential for effective relationship
building and a kinder society, thatalack of
empathy canresultinall kinds of
misunderstandings and communication
breakdowns and, taken toits extreme, canbea
symptom of pathological narcissism. We also
know that, as coaches and therapists, an
understanding of what empathy is and how to
useitinrelationship with our clientsis
fundamental to our practice. To be able to
experience the world from another’s point of
view s, ithas been suggested, aninstinctive
human quality, while the ability to communicate
thatunderstandingis a skill that can be



developed through the conscious employment
of techniques such as mirroring and attunement,
suggesting that empathy - like coaching, like
therapy -isbothanartandascience.

How we bring our empathic selvesinto
relationship with othersis a key aspect of our
work. Having the flexibility and awareness to
adapt to different contexts and circumstances is
the subject of our cover feature in this edition, as
Dr Anne Brockbank explores how empathy can
be effectively employed in the workplace. In
some business and corporate settings, empathy
canstillunfortunately be perceived as one of
those ‘woolly, touchy-feely’ concepts; however,
by bringing awareness of the context, the
desired outcome and the kind of coaching
required, she argues, we can adapt our level of
empathy accordingly.

This theme of adaptingin relationship with
otheris furtherechoedin Louie Gardiner’s
fascinating piece on human systems dynamics,
as she uses her own experience of writing her
article todemonstrate complex adaptive
systemsinaction. Compassion, empathy and
awareness of systems dynamics are also
explored in our exclusive interview with
systemic coach and constellations trainerohn
Whittington. And equine coach and
psychotherapist Laira Gold gives us a beautiful
insightinto the unique relationship between
horse and human, and offers another
perspective on empathy and attunement as she
describes how the two-way communication
with the horse, a deeply instinctive animal, can
help human beings get back in touch with our
owninstincts and subtly attune to our somatic
-and empathic - selves.

Yourthoughts, feedback and ideas on this
and other areas coveredin our journal are - as
ever - more than welcome! W

Diane Parker
editorial@bacpcoaching.co.uk
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amstartingwith my stuckness. Thisis my
second attempt at writing this piece. Finally,
afteracouple of days struggling througha
muddy mess of words, | make the decision to
pull right out of the messiness and find myself a
new place tobeginagain.|breatheinto the
slight panic trapped in the centre of my chest.
I give myself permission to start with where|
am, how lam.

lam at my desk at home in the conservatory.
My mind chatters away. | have written nearly 30
articlesinthelast three years.I've had great
feedbackinthe past.But thisisajournal for
whichIhave not written before. Tension. | notice
frustration and anxiety as | think about the
deadline for this article, whichis tomorrow. |
revisit my earlier thoughts before I began writing
my ditched version one. | note thatlhave been
carryingan intention to share someinsights
drawingon a body of work called Human
Systems Dynamics (HSD), founded by Dr Glenda
Eoyang.!lwanttodothisinaway that
potentially offers a new vantage point - to
explore something | believe the therapy frame
might hold better than the coaching frame. In
illuminating the relevance of understanding
complex adaptive systems (CAS), | hope you as
coach-therapists will be better able to value,
celebrate and articulate the extraordinariness of
whatitis you offer.Inoticelam holding both
intention (to shareandilluminate) and an
expectation of outcomes (expressed as ‘hope’)
foryouasreaders, over which lhave little or
no control.

Aslread whatlhave justwritten, | hear
myself thinking that this all sounds rather
worthy and presumptuous on my part.lcanfeel
inmy throat the heavy weight of my reaction to
my judgments about my somewhat grandiose
statement. Nevertheless, | give myself
permission to stand by it. It matters because it
showed up and | presume it wants expression. |
acceptthat’it'wantstobe usedbutlamunsure
why and how and even less sure of what will
comeofitall.

Stuckindriven-ness

Sowhatwas my problem in the aborted article?
What was gettingin the way of anything
helpfully coherent pouring from my fingertips? |
notice the familiar clenchin my gut that|
associate with performance anxiety. In
attempting towrite the article I realise | was
attachedtoanendresultrather thansimply
wanting to use my process of sense-making to
see what might be revealed to me and others
alongthe way. In my regular writing, usually |
openaninquiry about somethinglwantto
explore. The process of beginning with what|
don'tknow helps me discover new meaningin
whatis happening within and around me. And,
oddly, inmy first attempt at this article | found
myself doing completely the opposite. I realise
with somewhat perverse delighthow | have
fallen smackinto the middle of whatlwould calla
typical coaching trap: start withanend in mind,
assumeitisthesolutiontoaproblem (rather
than potentially a clue to a deeper presenting

issue), then forceitintoaform, evenif that ‘form’

isnotwhat was really wanting or needing to be
expressed. | simply did not give myself enough
time to discover whatitwas that!really wanted
towriteabout.

66

As anindividual,

lam an example of a
complex adaptive
system (CAS).

These exist
everywhere - birds
flocking and shoals of
fish swimming as one;
groups of people
walking in‘conga-
fashion’'along busy
streetsandintrain
stations at peak
commutertimes,
teams within
organisations; whole
organisations; even
communities, cities
and nations
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Landscapediagram

Inthe Landscape diagram we are working with
two axes. The vertical refers to Agreement
about the nature of theissue, concern, problem;
the horizontal axis is about degree of Certainty
about the way toresolve theissue.

When we are far from Agreement and
Certainty we find ourselvesinrelative chaos - in
anunorganised state. We may be stuck,
confused, not knowing what is going on, with no
idea howto getout of this place. It helps tostart
askingourselves what we are noticing.

Inthe self-organising state, patternsand
connections between events, thoughts and
emotions will berevealed. It helps toask‘So,
what...?"'Sowhat does all this mean... what else
coulditmean...what opens up with different
meanings?’ Inthe enquiry process new options
foractionoftenemerge and canbe further
explored.

At some pointin the self-organising process,
there may be anatural follow-through to ask
‘Now what?' This question leads usinto the
organised state where specific decisions and
actions are taken. Depending on the scale of
those decisions, there may be a need to consider
adegree of planning and scheduling.

None of these states are better orworse. The
only useful question to consideris: ‘Given where
the clientisand what they need, whatis
fit-for-purpose?”

A person-centred practitioneris likely to be
more familiar - and arguably more comfortable
- with holding the unorganised and self-
organising states. In contrast, a goal-oriented
practitioneris likely tobe more practisedin
holdingaclientinthe organised state, focusing
on thedrive towards decision and action.

As HSD practitioners we seek to equip
ourselves with the adaptive capacity to play
with ease across the entire spectrum - to better
supportourclientsinwhatever ways are
fit-for-purpose. | suggest thisis also the added
value that coach-therapists potentially can bring
to the field.

Figure 1: Landscape Diagram: the states of Complex Adaptive Systems

E /_— Unorganised
+ . ., Chaos
T Trajecton{ of Lou.le.ssecond Unpredictable
. attemptarticle-writing process Random
o Surprising
Self-organising No patterns to see

_ Emergent Dynamical change
z Adapting Patterns
> Influence-able
o ) Dynamical change
2  Organised

Plan, control

Predictable

Procedural
49: Static + dynamic
@ change
o
()

Closeto... CERTAINTY ...Farfrom

Produced by Louie Gardiner, adapted from Landscape Diagram.

Reproduced with permission of the HSD Institute

Irecognise the dissonance | was experiencing as
something that shows up as a stereotypical
difference between an emergent therapeutic
process and transactional goal-oriented
coaching. The latter, using models such as GROW,
presumes that things can be made to happenon
demandinaplanned and controllable way:itis
intentionally directionalin thatit callsfor the
clienttosetacourse from‘where they don't
want to be'to’'where they dowanttobe'. The
emphasis hereis on aform of exchange between
the coachaskingand the clientresponding to
questions. Methods that assume linear ‘cause
and effect’reside in the organised space on
whatis called the landscape diagram (see figure
1).2The matrix was created by Ralph Stacey; we
useitinthe field of HSD, with permission, and call
itthelandscape diagram because it usefully
illustrates the terrain/ states that complex
adaptive systems (CAS) move between.

Incontrast, emergent therapeutic processes
are less obviously recognisable as‘models or
methods'because they focus more on creatinga
safe‘container’inwhich aclientcanbe, and
discover more about, themselves. The emphasis
on containersisvitalif a clientis experiencing

chaos, uncertainty and confusion (unorganised
zone) and needs space and time to make sense
of theirthoughts, feelings and experiences
(self-organising) before personal clarity and
comprehension can begin to emerge. Such
disciplines are concerned more with personal
coherence and congruence, trusting that
movementin theindividual client’s personal
systemis likely, but not necessarilyina
predictable, single, linear direction. As aresult of
emergent therapeutic support, the client might
experience numerous personal shiftsinvarious
directions indifferent dimensions of his/her life,
many of which simply would and could not have
been anticipated.

Inthe context of the landscape diagram, let
me continue unfolding my internal process with
regardtothisarticle. Asanindividual,laman
example of a CAS. These exist everywhere -
birds flocking®and shoals of fish swimming as
one; groups of people walking in‘conga-fashion’
alongbusy streetsandintrain stations at peak
commuter times; teams within organisations;
whole organisations; even communities, cities
and nations.
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Figure 2: CASillustration
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CAS illustration: adapted by Louie Gardiner, reproduced with permission of the HSD Institute

A CAS can be defined as a collection of individual
‘agents’that have the freedomtoactin
unpredictable ways and whose actions are
interconnectedinways that create system-wide
patterns, whichinturninfluence the behaviour
of theagents.

Itiseasy to conceive of aCASinvolvinga
collection of individuals - each personis an agent
capable of behavingindependently and
unpredictably. And we know that, when people
get together, theiractions aggregate into
system-wide patterns, we might call such
patterns’values'or'culture’ Cultural patterns
further amplify individuals’ behaviours/actions,
sowe might hear commentslike Thatis not the
way we do things round here’to bring someone
sharplyintoline.

When |apply the CAS definitiontome asan
individual, then the agents mentionedin the
definitionrefer to anything | notice, thinkand
feel withinand beyond me, as well as a whole
bunch of factors (eg physiological, psychological,
hormonal etc) that might be at play in my body.
Many factors are likely to be completely outside
my awareness. Inmy firstattemptat trying to
write thisarticle, the interplay between what|

was unconsciously thinking and feeling created a

pattern of 'stuckness'in me. | was writing words

butlwasnotinflow; eventually | ground to a halt.

Shifting from 'being stuck’to'noticing I was
stuck’was the game-changer. | used the
delightfully simple, iterative enquiry process

called Adaptive Action: What? So, what? Now

what? to help myself get unstuck.

Thisisone the simplestand most powerful
methods we usein HSD. It essentially enables us
to create a conscious, observant space in which
to allow meaning, options and decisions to
emerge. Mindfulness and meditation are
examples of other such practices that
essentially create containersin which
unorganised‘agents’in the form of
observations, thoughts and feelings are
welcomed. In accepting whatever shows up,
new insights andrevelations (interconnections,
patternsand re-configurations) become
possible, whichin turn can catalyse internal
and external shiftin theindividual.

My first cycle through these three questions
was fastand, in asking myself the final question
‘Now what?', I chose to dump the first article and
create anew container - anempty pageinanew

...generating patterns...

...generating meanings...

Individual‘agents’
interacting...

Louie'sinternal
observations, thoughts
feelingsinteracting...

document. I then consciously brought my
attention fully into play - once again deploying
Adaptive Action to become present to what|
was actually noticing, thinking and feeling. This
helped me sitlongenoughin an unorganised
state until new threads, connections,
possibilities and patternsin my mind and being
began toreveal themselves. Out of my apparent
chaos emerged a more embodied sense-making
process ('So, what?'). Then, without force or
effort, arrived the answer to my asking 'Now
what?’. [t was so simple and obvious: ‘Start
writing from where you are’l|began tapping at
the keyboard and could tellin those first few
minutes of writinganew that | had found a
thread that | could follow.

Inmy firstattempt|unconsciously tried to
make myself write from an organised frame: set
goal and make it happen. It was not fit-for-
purpose for mein this context at this time. The
result was two days lostin a sea of disjointed
thought patternsandan article that lacked
coherence, momentumand interest. Evenlgot
bored. Fortunately lhad both the awareness and
resources to help myself get unstuck.
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Aperson-centred caricature
Aclientshows up and is welcomed into the
space. Every seatisavailableandsheis
invited to sit where she will feel most
comfortable. She picks her seat and sits for
most of the session in total silence, avoiding
eye contact, mostly looking at the floor.
Eventually she utters a few words, a tiny
openingintoavastuncharteredrealm. As she
shares more - and only after several sessions
- connections between situations, thoughts,
feelings and people begin to be revealed. By
sitting with the clientin this space and by
paying attention to what shows up, it
becomes possible for the client to see
patterns of relationships and
interconnections between elements,
situations and people presentin her'system
At this point, ourinquiry opensintoan
exploration of meaning-making - gentle
reflections, observations, enquiries that pick
up on threads from the client. There may
barely be anactual question asked; instead,
thereisanillumination of what the client says
and does that serves toreveal old and new
interconnections, patternsand
interpretation, through which other
possibilities and patterns emerge. The client’s
personal system shifts and the potential for
internal transformation is activated. The
clientbecomes unstuck and finds it possible
to once again move forwardin her life.

Ae

A goal-oriented caricature

Aclientshows upandisinvited tositinthe
chair not already taken by the practitioner -
made obvious by their papers on the coffee
table between them. The practitioner asks:
‘What do you want to achieve out of our
sessiontoday?' The client says he doesn't
know but starts talking, trying to think his
way toan answer. His leg twitchesand he
fidgets with theringon his left hand. His eyes
dartaround as helooks up, down and to the
side, rarely making eye contact with the
practitioner. Within 15 minutes, he starts
talking about a problem he has at work
relating to his boss who has been‘on his case’,
accusing him of missing sales targets. The
practitioner asks a series of questions to
checkout the validity of the sale performance
claimsand invites the client to set himself
some new goals. The practitioner, with a
series of questions, guides the clientin
devisingaplan, getting him to name his first
stepsforaction. At subsequent sessions the
practitioner asks him about his progress and
they explore whatis gettingin the way. The
clientmoves towards his goals and relies on
each session to help him stay focused.

In illuminating the relevance of
understanding complex adaptive systems,

| hope you as coach-therapists will be better
able to value, celebrate and articulate the
extraordinariness of what itis you offer

Not quite soblackand white

AsHSD practitioners, we seek to operate in ways
that are fit-for-purpose. This requires us to bring
asystemicawareness to ourselves, our clients
and ourwork. In so doing we grow our individual
and collective capacities to see and understand
how we can most usefully and appropriately
influence systemic transformation. We call this
adaptive capacity: being sensitive enough to
seewhatis playingoutinasystem, flexible
enough to adapt to contextand needs and
robust enough to withstand challenges and
hold containers/boundaries. While I have been
amplifying the stereotypical differences
between counselling/therapy and coaching to
illuminate the territory described in the
landscape diagram, actually | do not believe the
demarcationis clear-cut. There are many
exceptional ‘transformational’ coaches working
adeptly across the whole spectrum and there
are many goal-oriented therapists playing
mostly inthe organised zone.ldo admit to
holding some assumptions that coach-
therapistsarelikely to be better equipped to
work across all three zones - unorganised,
self-organising and organised - because of the
potential overlap between therapy and coach
training containers.
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Aninvitationforyou
So, having declared some of my assumptions and
havingintroduced you to a few HSD concepts
and models, | now have an invitation for you.
Inthe nextandfinal section, | pose a series of
questions for youto consider, relating to your
practice. My intentionis to encourage a deeper
engagementwith and exploration of the models
and concepts. See what you make of them.

Q1:Referring to the landscape diagram, in which
zones are you mostand least comfortable and
confident (unorganised, self-organising,
organised)? So, what sense do you make of why
thisissoforyou?

Q2:Bringarecentclient session to mind. What

doyou notice about yourset-up (before they

arrive), your start-up (as they arrive) and your
client'sfirstreactions?

a) Using the landscape diagram, to which zone(s)
did your set-up and start-up ‘take’ the client?
Were these congruent orin conflict? If they
were in conflict, which was more fit-for-
purpose? So, what sense do you make of what
unfolded with client?

b) Given what you knew about the client, their
contextand needs, which was most fit-for-
purpose? Now what might you change for
nexttime?

Q3: What could youdo or say toinfluence a client
outof...
* unorganised andinto
- self-organising?
- organised?
* organisedandinto
- self-organising?
- unorganised?
* self-organisingandinto
- unorganised?
- organised?

Q4: Read the two cameo caricatures. Which

caricatureis closest to how you work?

a) What about each caricature attracts and
repels you?

b) So, what does this mean to you, about you and
foryour developing practice?

¢) Now what do you want to do about anything
you have discovered about yourself and your
practice?

© Louie Gardiner 2013 W
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Shifting from ‘being
stuck'to’'noticing |
was stuck’ was the
game-changer. | used
the simple enquiry
process of Adaptive
Action; What? So,
what? Now what?

to help myself get
unstuck
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