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The intention for this talk:

• To consider what is our responsibility in earning the 
privilege of deep connection with our clients

• To explore three levels of professional maturation as a 
coach together with the conditions for progress: quality of 
self-awareness and criticality

• To think what would be your challenge in relation to 
criticality



Three levels of self-understanding

Three levels of self-understanding that a professional 
coach would benefit from developing: 

• self-inventory 

• self as an instrument

• fully professional self

I refer to them as levels because they indicate the degree 
of complexity involved for each process and represent a 
typical sequence of a coaches’ professional development 
path. 



Level 1: Self-inventory 

This first level requires undertaking an honest 
assessment of your professional capabilities. It requires 
from us to identify our basic strengths and weaknesses 
and what we need to do to fill the gaps. 

It can also include:
• expertise in a particular context or modality, e.g., 

business coaches, maternity coaches, team coaches

• information that could help to identify at what level of 
explanation of human nature you typically work as a 
coach 

Criticality: attention to what is missing/needs improvement



Level 2: Self as an instrument 

This level entails a new level of self-understanding as the 
coach needs to pay great deal of attention in the 
session not only to the content of the client’s story, not 
only to what is happening to the client in the process of 
coaching, but also to their own internal states: their 
feelings, thoughts and intuitions. 

This level of self-understanding requires much higher 
degree of self-awareness because it implies a double 
focus during the session, including both the client and 
the coach.

Criticality: awareness of the own blocks to attention and 
self-deception



Implications of this position for 
development

• Who you as an instrument is incredibly difficult to assess, 
not everything is observable.

• So, it is up to us to become really professional.

• It is also up to us develop the instrument we are, even 
recognizing the complexity of this task in principle. 



What is different when we are an 
instrument of coaching

• Self-disclosure

• Reflexivity

• Immediacy and use of 
intuition

• Double focus in action



Reflexivity  

Reflexivity is a unique human capacity of being conscious 
of one’s own actions, thoughts, feelings and their 
effect. So being reflexive is paying attention to and 
being aware of oneself and one’s experiences.



Double focus





The self is complex

How we experience things – a very unique 
first-person perspective, like a personal 
window on the world

How we act – what allows us to respond to 
challenges, make decisions and engage 
with things, supporting our sense of 
agency

How we describe ourselves – a narrative 
about oneself, the description of who we 
think we are, creating a sense of identity



Explanation 
of multiplicity
in relation to 
how we act

• Rather then one unified self there are many modules 
(independent functioning units or mini-selves). Each of 
them allows the organism’s interactive engagement with 
certain tasks. 

• Each mini-self is supported by a particular connectivity 
pattern of links between different areas of the brain that 
become activated or inhibited when the organism is 
involved in an act.



Implications of the 
complexity of the self

• Can we expect to discover ‘your true self’, to be ‘true to 
yourself’? Each of these expectations would imply a 
further question: ‘which self?’ 

• Can we demand from clients “objective and accurate” 
evaluation of oneself? 

• What about authenticity then?



The puzzle of authenticity

• Is this possible to be true to myself?

• Whenever we try to be authentic in this 
traditional sense it unsurprisingly slips 
away from us.

• There is also a problem of the need to 
call authentic those people who are true 
to their very nasty selves.

• The problem is that there is no one 
unified authentic self – only different 
mini-selves that are involved in a 
constant interplay. 



Existentialism about 
authenticity

“To be authentic is to realise fully one’s being-in-
situation, whatever this situation may happen to 
be, with a profound awareness that, through the 
authentic realisation of the being-in-situation, one 
brings to plenary existence the situation on the one 
hand and human reality on the other. This 
presupposes a patient study of what the situation 
requires, and then a way of throwing oneself into it 
and determining oneself to ‘be-for’ this situation 
(Sartre, 1999, p.54).



Dilemmas in professional practice

Is a chameleon authentic?



Level 3: Fully professional self 

This level of self-understanding also implies seeing yourself as 
an instrument in a complex dynamic system with a client. 
However, in addition you see yourself as part and product of 
much wider set of social relationships and contexts that are at 
play when you coach. 

The focus of your attention includes:
• the client’s story and its unfolding in the session
• your internal states and processes
• complex interplay of the many different relationships in the 

interdependent environment of which both the client and you 
are part (Stacey, 2012). 

It involves a triple focus of attention and higher level of criticality. 



Recognizing worldviews that influence 
our practice:
Mini-selves of coaches



Developing higher level of criticality: 
e.g., recognizing wider influences 
and ‘beautiful ideas’

It could be any ideas that we cherish. The more beautiful it is the 
more power it has over us and shuts our eyes to the other side 
of the coin.

Some beautiful ideas: self-actualisation, positive thinking, Positive 
Psychology, mindfulness, responsibility for own well-being, 
transformation, authenticity. Some of them, if accepted 
uncritically, can be harmful.



Final questions

Where is your learning edge in terms of self-understanding 
and development as a coach?

What level of criticality is needed for that?



• Bachkirova, T. (2021). Understanding yourself as a coach. In J. Passmore (Ed.) The 
Coaches Handbook. London: Routledge, pp. 39-47.

• Bachkirova, T. & Borrington, S. (2020). Beautiful ideas that can make us ill: 
implications for coaching. Philosophy of Coaching: An International Journal, 5(1), pp. 
9-30.

• Bachkirova, T. (2020). How do we really keep it real? Coaching @ Work, 15(5): 12-13.
• Bachkirova, T. (2016) The Self of the Coach: Conceptualization, Issues, and 

Opportunities for Practitioner Development, Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice 
and Research, 68(2), pp. 143-156. 

• Bachkirova, T. (2011), Developmental Coaching: Working with the Self, Maidenhead: 
Open University Press.

• Martela and Saarinen (2013).The Systems Metaphor in Therapy Discourse: Introducing 
Systems Intelligence, Psychoanalytic Dialogues: The International Journal of 
Relational Perspectives, 23:1, 80-101.

• Sartre, J-P. (1999). War Diaries: Notebooks from a Phoney War, 1939-1940, trans. Q. 
Hoare, London: Verso.

• Stacey, R. (2012) Comment on debate article: Coaching psychology coming of age: 
the challenges we face in the messy world of complexity, International Coaching 
Psychology Review, 7(1): 91–95.

• Thelen, E., & Smith, L. B. (1994). A dynamic systems approach to the development of 
cognition and action. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

References


