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Directors’ Corner 

The Coaching Two-Step: From Subject to Object to Transformation 

 

Our first digital Master Class, when we launched the Institute of Coaching 

membership program in 2011, was on subject-object theory. The interviews 

and content were based on the intellectual heavy-lifting completed over 

decades by Harvard professor and adult development psychologist, Bob 

Kegan, later in collaboration with Lisa Lahey at Harvard Graduate School of 

Education. (Find the 2011 resources below.) Bob, Lisa, and Deborah Helsing 

have presented their Immunity to Change workshop at eight of our nine 

Institute of Coaching/Harvard Medical School conferences.  

 

After completing a PhD at Harvard in 1977, Bob mapped out the evolution of 

ever-increasing complexity in meaning-making, the mental activity of making 

sense of human experiences and challenges. While Bob’s frameworks, 

described in two books: The Evolving Self and In Over Our Heads, are 

intellectually demanding (I often get a headache when reading and rereading 

both books), the fundamental shift (what he calls a subject-object shift) is the 

basis for evolution of meaning-making. This type of shift is familiar to skilled 

coaches as peak moments in coaching. Of course, these shifts are a natural 

and normal process of the continuous interplay of the mind and the external 

world. Coaches enable these shifts to happen faster, more often, and in a 

grander fashion than can be done alone. 

 

To quote Jennifer Garvey Berger, a mentee of Bob Kegan, in the Appendix to 

her book, Changing on the Job: 
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Things that are subject are experienced as unquestioned. They can 

include many different things—a relational issue, a personality trait, an 

assumption about the way the world works, behaviors, or emotions. 

Things that are subject to you can’t be seen because they are a part of 

you. Because they can’t be seen, they are taken for granted, taken for 

true—or not even taken at all. You generally can’t name things that are 

“subject,” and you certainly can’t reflect upon them—that would require 

the ability to stand back and take a look at them. You don’t have 

something that’s subject; something that’s subject has you. 

 

Object is the opposite of subject. While things that are subject have 

you, you have things that are object. While all of us necessarily have 

many parts of our world to which we are subject (if we gave much 

conscious thought to our assumptions about gravity, we might not 

have time to go to sleep at night!), one part of development is about 

moving more and more things from subject to object. The more in your 

life you take as object, the more complex your worldview because you 

can see and act upon more things. 

 

Let’s look at an example. Let’s say your client asserts that she is simply not 

the kind of person who establishes heartfelt connections with work 

colleagues. It turns out that she is “subject” to an unconscious (hidden) 

assumption that allowing herself to connect emotionally means she will be 

weakened and vulnerable. She can’t be both “warm and tough.”  While 

subject to the hidden assumption, outside pressure on your client has little 

impact. With your help, she can identify that she holds this belief.  Then she 

can shift this belief, about who she is and how she must operate, from 

“subject” to “object.” For example, she might first observe herself making the 

assumption, and then notice how it limits her and may not actually be 

accurate.  

 

Eclipsed by the assumption up until now are new perspectives, new objects, 

waiting to be revealed through open-minded discussion, experience, or even 

meditation. Maybe you offer that your read on the research on 

transformational leadership suggests that being warm may improve the 

impact of being tough.  Perhaps an experiment with warmer connection turns 

out to feel good and leads a colleague to generate a novel solution to a 

chronic issue. Instead of feeling weaker and vulnerable, your client feels 

stronger and more capable.  Freed from being “subject” to her assumption, 

she finds more options and a sense of choice.  

 

Now you have helped your client transform one “subject” (I don’t do heart-to-

hearts with colleagues) to multiple “objects:” 
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1. I can choose to be warm with colleagues. 

2. Connecting with warmth feels good. 

3. Being warm catalyzes others to have new ideas.  

4. I can be warm and tough together when needed. 

5. My impact can be greater when I combine warmth and toughness. 

 

Your client experiences two shifts, first from subject to object. The “subject” 

has moved from an unquestioned and unchangeable truth to a choice -– I 

can choose to be warm or not. Then a second shift happens, from object to 

more objects. Going even further, perhaps she now welcomes challenges as 

signals to notice and outgrow her “subjects” leading to more agility, flexibility, 

and wisdom.  

 

In 2016, Bob Kegan, Lisa Lahey, Matthew Miller, and Deborah Helsing 

published the book: Deliberately Developmental Organizations, which 

describes organizations where the developmental agenda is every day for 

everyone, not just in private coaching. Enjoy the video of Matthew’s keynote 

at our 2016 conference.  

 

Our webinar on January 30th on DDOs will be led by Deborah Helsing, ideal 

for those who missed the conference or want to keep exploring.  

 

Our featured research paper by coaching scholar Tatiana Bachkirova helps 

coaches view themselves more objectively as an instrument of coaching. The 

title is: The Self of the Coach: Conceptualization, Issues, and Opportunities 

for Practitioner Development. 

 

Need another aspiration for 2017?  

 

Let’s do the coaching two-step. Let’s mosey up to have a good look at 

our own subjects, with curiosity, compassion and courage. Then let’s 

nudge the subjects aside to reveal fresh new objects. Now that does 

feel good! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With warmth, 

Margaret Moore 

Co-founder & Co-Director 
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http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/cpb/68/2/143/
http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/cpb/68/2/143/


 

 

Research You Want to Know 

Bachkirova, T. (2016). The self of the coach: Conceptualization, issues, and 
opportunities for practitioner development. Consulting Psychology Journal: 
Practice and Research, 68(2), 143-156. 
 

ABSTRACT (BY AUTHOR) 
This article offers a conceptual and developmental proposition based on the 
centrality of the practitioner’s self in the achievement of coaching outcomes. 
The central role of the self of the coach is established through a theoretical 
comparison with a competency (knowledge and skills) frame. Positioning the 
self in this way acknowledges the complexity and unpredictability of the 
coaching process and aligns with a complex adaptive-system perspective on 
coaching. In turn, it provides a platform for a professional-practice view of the 
self as the main instrument of coaching and, further, a developmental 
proposition for the good use of self as an instrument. Three main conditions 
for the good use of self as an instrument are proposed: understanding the 
instrument, looking after the instrument, and checking the instrument for quality 
and sensitivity. Each condition is discussed, and the implications for coaches 
and educators of coaching in relation to initial training and the continuing 
professional development of coaches are considered. In keeping with the 
underpinning theory of self around which itis built, this article gives witness to 
multiple voices: theory, practice, and development. (APA, all rights reserved) 
 

SUMMARY (BY IRINA TODOROVA AND CHIP CARTER) 

This conceptual article explores the complexities of the coach as “self” – the 

key instrument in the coaching process – beyond the idea of the coach as 

simply an aggregation of applied skills and knowledge.  Why is the self as a 

coaching instrument central for both the coaching relationship and 

outcomes?  How can the coach understand and develop the self – and the 

coaching practice – using this model? 

 

Coaching institutions, instruction and standards usually emphasize 

knowledge and professional competencies.  Yet we know there are less 

tangible – and, as suggested by research -- more impactful dimensions of the 

coach as self in coaching interaction.  These multiple complex elements of 

the coach as self – including less visible traits and assumptions described as 

“subject” above – should be understood by the coach to optimize coach-client 

interaction and outcomes.  While professional competencies are developed 

through training and experience, the coach’s philosophy and approach – 

expressions of the unique self -- are equally relevant.  There is no “one-size-

fits-all”.   Just as the coach facilitates client subject-to-object shifts, coach 

self-awareness crystallizes the coach’s “self” and the coaching philosophy-

approach most resonant with it.  For example, the “competent self” focused 

on knowledge, skills and tools might shift toward the “dialogical self” for which 

http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/cpb/68/2/143/
http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/cpb/68/2/143/


 

 

coaching is a joint process of meaning making.  Through three elements the 

coaching self becomes more objective and effective: 

1. Understanding the self as an instrument 

2. Looking after the self as an instrument 

3. Checking the quality of the instrument 

 

Finally, both coaching supervision and better education can help practitioners 

move toward congruence between who they are as individuals and their 

professional approaches and style, beyond a “one-size-fits-all” paradigm. 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE, SUPERVISION AND EDUCATION 

 Coaches should respect the centrality of the self as a coaching 

instrument, the key determinant in coaching relationship and 

outcomes.  To do so means to actively explore values, beliefs, and 

personality traits to develop and customize a coaching approach, 

integrating skills and knowledge with the coaching self as instrument.  

Exploration can take many forms: discussion, meditation, coaching 

supervision, etc. 

 If coaches are coached and supervised, self-reflection can be a 

way to care for oneself as a coach.  This can contribute to sustaining 

the coach’s well-being and avoiding the negative sides of helping 

professions (such as burnout).  It is part of developing and protecting 

the self and the self as an “instrument of coaching”.  

 Coaching supervision can also make coaches aware of self-

deception around the relationship and process.  Consistent with the 

ideas above, moving toward objectivity with more subjective elements 

which might otherwise constrain or compromise coaching effectiveness. 

 In terms of education of coaches, the focus would be on “the 

development of the person, the reflexive ability, and personal 

capabilities in addition to narrowly conceived competencies. Educators 

would be helping practitioners aim for congruence between who they 

are as individuals and their professional approaches and styles, seeking 

to achieve a unique fit with each client, instead of advocating a ‘one fit 

for all’ way to practice.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A Book Important for Coaches 

 An Everyone Culture: Becoming a Deliberately Developmental 

Organization (2016)  

by Robert Kegan, Lisa Laskow Lahey, Matthew L. Miller, Andy Fleming, 

Deborah Helsing  

 
 

Review by Institute Director, Margaret Moore 

 

This book is named as the Best Management and Workplace Culture Book of 

2016 by 800-CEO-Read. 

 

This team of authors (Bob, Lisa, Matthew, and Deborah at the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education, and Andy Fleming at Way to Grow Inc.) has 

collaborated for many years on fostering adult development through coaching 

practice.  

 

Their latest book is a team effort based on three detailed organizational 

cases, identified as “deliberately developmental organizations” and describes 

their work environment, relationships and how they engage employees in 

both growth and the organizational agenda. These organizations create “a 

culture in which people see their mistakes not as vulnerabilities but as prime 

opportunities for growth.” 

 

While deliberately development organizations are currently outliers, and the 

three cases have created different cultures, strategies and tactics, the book 

inspires coaches to experiment with novel and diverse paths that could 

cultivate personal, professional, and cultural growth. Just what we are good 

at!  

 

Description from Harvard Business Review Press  

A Radical New Model for Unleashing Your Company's Potential. In most 

organizations nearly everyone is doing a second job no one is paying them 

for--namely, covering their weaknesses, trying to look their best, and 

managing other people's impressions of them. There may be no greater 

http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/resources/everyone-culture-becoming-deliberately-developmental-organization-2016
http://inthebooks.800ceoread.com/news/articles/the-2016-800-ceo-read-business-book-awards-shortlist


 

 

waste of a company's resources. The ultimate cost: neither the organization 

nor its people are able to realize their full potential. What if a company did 

everything in its power to create a culture in which everyone - not just select 

"high potentials"--could overcome their own internal barriers to change and 

use errors and vulnerabilities as prime opportunities for personal and 

company growth? Robert Kegan and Lisa Lahey (and their collaborators) 

have found and studied such companies - Deliberately Developmental 

Organizations.  

 

A DDO is organized around the simple but radical conviction that 

organizations will best prosper when they are more deeply aligned with 

people's strongest motive, which is to grow. This means going beyond 

consigning "people development" to high-potential programs, executive 

coaching, or once-a-year off-sites. It means fashioning an organizational 

culture in which support of people's development is woven into the daily 

fabric of working life and the company's regular operations, daily routines, 

and conversations. "An Everyone Culture" dives deep into the worlds of three 

leading companies that embody this breakthrough approach. It reveals the 

design principles, concrete practices, and underlying science at the heart of 

DDOs--from their disciplined approach to giving feedback, to how they use 

meetings, to the distinctive way that managers and leaders define their roles. 

The authors then show readers how to build this developmental culture in 

their own organizations. This book demonstrates a whole new way of being 

at work. It suggests that the culture you create is your strategy--and that the 

key to success is developing everyone. 

 

 

Live Webinars for IOC members 
View our Calendar section for all our latest events and offerings, including our 

IOC Roundtable events! 

 

January 

An Everyone Culture: Becoming a Deliberately Developmental 

Organization with Deborah Helsing, EdD 

 

Date: Monday, January 30th  

Time: 2:00 - 3:15 pm EST 

In most organizations, nearly everyone is doing a second job no one is 

paying them for—namely, covering their weaknesses, trying to look their 

best, and managing other people’s impressions of them. There may be no 

http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/conferences-events/listing


 

 

greater waste of an organization’s resources. The ultimate cost: neither the 

organization nor its people are able to realize their full potential. 

Deliberately Developmental Organizations (DDOs), by contrast, are 

organized around the simple but radical conviction that organizations will best 

prosper when they are more deeply aligned with people’s strongest motive, 

which is to grow.  They are incubators of personal development.  Those who 

can coach others to grow hold the most revered positions in these 

organizations.   

In this interactive webinar, we will discuss: 

 What are the design principles, concrete practices, and underlying 

sciences at the heart of DDOs? 

 How do they provide a new, 21st century answer to workplace 

professional development?  

 What are the implications for coaches (working internal or external to 

organizations)? 

 

 

CoachX Video 
 

Colleen Boselli on Strengths 

  
Our CoachX video this month features Colleen Boselli, an IOC Fellow and 
leadership coach with over 25 years of experience as a corporate leader, 
consultant and business coach.  Colleen explores how a strength-based 
approach can draw out high performance and expanded energy by taking 
advantage of natural talents and preferences. Also, see Colleen’s 
accompanying blog post here. 
 

 

IOC Roundtables 
 

Learning Event – Los Angeles (members only) 

Date: January 27th 

Time: 11:30am – 1:30pm PST  

For our inaugural session in Los Angeles, Dr. Jeffrey Hull, Director of 

Education  and Business Development for the IOC will join host and IOC 

Fellow Eileen Fracchia to discuss the latest research in health/wellness and 

leadership coaching. Dr. Hull will offer tips for how to apply evidence-based 

research in our coaching practices and also how to apply for research 

funding through the IOC Harnisch Grant program. As always, there will be 

https://js133.infusionsoft.com/app/authoring/~Link-20545~
https://js133.infusionsoft.com/app/authoring/~Link-20547~
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/blogs/not-sissies-vertical-development-and-challenge-transformation
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/users/jeffrey-hull
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/users/eileen-fracchia


 

 

plenty of time to connect and share learning and experience! Click here to 

register. 

 

Learning Event – DC (members only) 

Date: February 24th  

Time: 11:00am – 2:00pm EST Our fourth Roundtable event in DC, Chip 

Carter -- the Director of Operations & Marketing for the IOC -- will facilitate a 

discussion around the future of coaching from two angles; coaching as a 

business and coaching as a practice. Click here to register. 

 

 

Special Offering for IOC Members 
 
Daniel Goleman is a long time and welcome collaborator with the Institute of 
Coaching, most recently leading our first public webinar in 2016.  Our 2017 
Annual Conference will feature Dan as a keynote speaker. This month we're 
introducing an IOC members-only offering from Dan. Crucial Competence is 
a high-level collection of video interviews between Daniel Goleman and 
several prominent thought leaders in the area of Emotional and Social 
Intelligence, including Professor Richard Boyatzis, Vanessa Druskat, Ph.D., 
Neuroscientist Richard Davidson, and Professor George Kohlrieser. The 
interviews are available via streaming video, and focus on developing 
emotionally intelligent leadership skills, specifically the 12 Emotional and 
Social Intelligence Leadership Competencies. This series offers great 
insights and application for coaches, consultants, leaders at any level, 
managers, and educators. As an IOC member, you have an exclusive 
savings offer for 20% off any video bundle in the Crucial Competence 
Suite. All the details, including previews, are available here: Crucial 
Competence. 

 

Call for Papers 
The new, peer-reviewed academic journal ‘Philosophy of Coaching: An 

International Journal’ has published its first issue and is making a call for the 

second issue.  The journal accepts papers from practitioners, researchers, 

educators and others in the field of coaching. 

  

It invites these submissions: 

 Research Papers (5,000 words approx.) that bring together multiple, 

well-researched perspectives on a given topic; 

 Position Papers (3,000 words approx.) that articulate a single, well-

researched perspective on a given topic; 

http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/conferences-events/ioc-roundtable-learning-event-los-angeles
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/conferences-events/ioc-roundtable-learning-event-dc-0
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/conferences-events/ioc-conference
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/conferences-events/ioc-conference
http://morethansound.net/crucial-competence-suite/
http://morethansound.net/crucial-competence-suite/
http://morethansound.net/crucial-competence-suite/
http://morethansound.net/crucial-competence-suite/


 

 

 

 Response Papers (1,000 words approx.) that take up and respond to 

ideas expressed in articles published in Issue 1 of Philosophy of 

Coaching (available at philosophyofcoaching.org); and 

 Book Reviews (1,000-2,000 words approx.) of books published in the 

past 12 months that are relevant to coaches. 

 

Deadline for submissions is February 1st, 2017 for publication June 1st 2017. 

 

For more information, visit philosophyofcoaching.org or contact the Editor 

julian@philosophyofcoaching.org. 

 

 

Save the Dates! 
Our next Annual Coaching in Healthcare and Leadership Conference – the 

“conference that never ends” – is set for October 13-14, 2017.  Save the 

date and join us in Boston, MA for this one-of-a-kind 10th anniversary event. 

 

Offerings for IOC Members  
Not a member?  Join us!   The Institute of Coaching provides the best tools 

(thousands of on-line resources, webinars, coaching reports/digests), a sell-

out annual conference, thought leaders and an exceptional community to 

help advance your coaching practice.  Join our growing international 

membership. 

Learn more about IOC membership 

mailto:julian@philosophyofcoaching.org
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/conferences-events/ioc-conference
https://givemclean.partners.org/SSLPage.aspx?pid=349
http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/sponsors-members/become-a-member

