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• Chapter 1, “Coaching,” is built around a definition of that term 

that is broad enough to cover many helping relationships. Here we 

take a look at the dynamics of power and relationship that influ-

ence how coaching works. 

• In Chapter 2, “Mindfulness,” we’ll begin by looking at the nature 

of experience and consciousness, and at the origins of our habits 

of mind, especially those that can take us away from being pres-

ent and attentive in the moment. Drawing on both Eastern and 

Western traditions, we’ll also offer a number of practices that can 

support the development of mindfulness.

• In Chapter 3, “Service,” we’ll talk about what it means to place 

ourselves in service and dedicate ourselves to the benefit of our 

clients. 

Part 2 introduces and explores the Septet Coaching Model, and 

describes the seven distinct Voices through which the coach does his 

or her work. Chapters 5 through 11 define each Voice, and offer sample 

dialogues to illustrate its various Aspects. In these chapters we’ll also 

identify common pitfalls and suggest guidelines for using each Voice 

wisely.

• Chapter 4, “An Overview,” provides a big picture of the multiple 

roles a coach plays in relationship with a client—the Voices in 

which the coach may choose to speak at different times.

• Chapter 5, “The Master.” This is the role that underpins all the 

others. The Master is the coach practicing his or her own mind-

fulness and presence, listening attentively and choosing the most 

effective Voice for the benefit of the client at each point in their 

relationship.

• Chapter 6, “The Partner.” In this role the coach works with the 

client to set up the parameters of the relationship, create a respon-

sive structure for their work together, and involve the client in the 

coaching process.



Introduction  9

• Chapter 7, “The Investigator.” As an investigator, the coach asks 

questions about the client’s situation, the outcomes he or she 

desires, and the possibilities for action. These lines of questioning 

are at the core of the coaching process. 

• Chapter 8, “The Reflector.” In taking this role, the coach serves as a 

mirror, supporting the client’s self-awareness by providing feedback 

and helping the client develop the capacity for self-observation. 

• Chapter 9, “The Teacher.” As a teacher, the coach provides infor-

mation to augment the client’s own experience. The Teacher also 

challenges the client’s thinking process and assumptions as a way 

to open up new possibilities. 

• Chapter 10, “The Guide.” As a guide, the coach points the way, 

encouraging the client to take action, or offering ideas and sug-

gestions that have proven successful in other, similar situations. 

• Chapter 11, “The Contractor.” This Voice provides a bridge from 

the coaching conversation to the rest of the client’s life, defining 

areas for follow-up action and translating new perspectives and 

energy into concrete, substantive next steps. 

Part 3 focuses on the practical application of the ideas presented in 

Parts 1 and 2 of the book. 

• In Chapter 12, “An Integrated Model of Coaching,” a practical 

roadmap of the coaching process is presented as we look at the 

relationships between the Voices, the role of the coach’s intuition 

in guiding the conversation, and the development of mastery in 

both client and coach. 

• Chapter 13, “Development Strategies for the Coach,” discusses 

specific and concrete strategies for developing the coach’s 

mindfulness and competence, and presents exercises for each,  

including references to an on-line directory of supporting tools, 

downloadable and customizable formatted versions of the exer-

cises and a self-assessment survey. 
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• Chapter 14, “Mindful Service: A Pathway to Mastery,” ties together 

the concepts of self-mastery, service, and accountability to clients. 

The book closes with a discussion on the nature of practice and 

the spirit of inquiry. 

I encourage you to take nothing in this book on faith. Experiment, 

test the ideas and exercises, try them on. The Mindful Coach extends an 

invitation to discover for yourself how to make your coaching relation-

ships deeper and more fulfilling for both parties in the conversation. 

There are no prescriptions here. Some of what’s presented won’t suit 

your needs; other ideas or practices may be transformative. That dis-

cernment is your discovery work.

No coaching serves the client if it causes him to override what he 

knows to be true and right. The client is ultimately responsible for his 

own choices; the coach is a catalyst. Similarly, no coaching model serves 

the coach it if causes her to ignore what she knows, to give bad advice, 

or to disrespect the client in any way. 

Please consider the material here as a series of testable hypotheses. 

Open yourself to these ideas, try them out as rigorous experiments, and 

observe the results closely. Through observation, you will quickly learn 

which practices suggested here enhance learning for you and your cli-

ents. You are responsible for the choices you make about using what 

proves itself. Let go of the rest. 

Beyond this book, a community is developing around these ideas. 

You are invited to join this community by sharing your own reactions, 

ideas, new exercises, and experiences. 

Finally, the creation of this book has been quite a learning pro-

cess for me. Many others have shared their wisdom and ideas along the 

way. I’ve learned more from writing it, from discussing these ideas with 

friends and colleagues, and from watching myself in the process than I 

ever could have imagined. 

May your own discovery process be as rewarding!
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These thoughts and feelings arise from the seeds in our unconscious, 

watered by sensory input and perceptions. Over time, they solidify into 

patterns of attachments and aversions that are particular to individuals 

or to social groups. As we become aware of these habits of mind, we can 

make a choice as to whether they are helpful or not. We can choose to 

continue to “water” them, or we can choose to let them go.

In coaching, our role is to help our clients recognize and act on 

the real choices that are available to them—to see the limitations in 

their own thinking and move beyond them to new possibilities. To be 

helpful to our clients in this process, we must first learn to see our own 

limitations. We must become familiar with our own attachments and 

aversions, our own drives and cravings and fears. 

In my practice, I’ve encountered what I’d call certain attachments 

and aversions that are specific to the coaching profession. I offer the list 

below so that you can consider which of them arise in you as you work 

with your clients, as a first step toward determining whether they are 

helpful or not.

• We want to be seen as competent by the client / we want to avoid 

being seen as ineffective or unhelpful.

• We value a personal connection with the client / we try to avoid 

tension or conflict in the relationship.

• We look for a sensation of aliveness and creativity / we are impa-

tient with rote conversation.

• We like the security of coaching according to a specific template 

or model / we try to avoid being seen as uncertain.

• We want to earn additional fees or appreciation/ we fear being 

fired or taken for granted. 

To the degree that our actions and behaviors are shaped by our own 

attachments and aversions, we are responding to our own desires to 

attain pleasure and avoid suffering rather than to the client’s needs. By 

cultivating mindfulness we become better able to make wise choices 

about how we can best serve our clients. 
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Table 4: The Voices and Their Aspects

Master

M1 Maintains self-awareness 
M2 Listens with focus and presence
M3 Models learning and growth
M4 Embraces the client with compassion and respect  
M5 Chooses which of the operational Voices to use at a given time

Partner

P1 Establishes and honors an explicit structure for the coaching 
relationship

P2 Makes explicit, clear choices with the client about the 
coaching process

Investigator

I1 Asks questions that deepen a client’s understanding of the 
situation

I2 Helps the client articulate desired outcomes 
I3 Asks the client to generate courses of action

Reflector

R1 Provides direct and honest feedback
R2 Directs the client’s attention toward his/her capabilities and 

potential
R3 Encourages self-observation and reflection

Teacher

T1 Provides “expert” information, tools, and language 
T2 Challenges and stimulates client’s thinking process

Guide

G1 Encourages the client to take action
G2 Offers options and/or recommends courses of action

Contractor

C1 Establishes clear agreements about actions 
C2 Explores and resolves client doubts and hesitations 
C3 Follows up with client about agreed-upon actions
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Figure 4: The Septet Coaching Model

Contractor

Septet Coaching Model

Guide

Reflector
Master
(coach)

Teacher
Master
(client)

Investigator

Partner

• What’s the situation?
• What do you want?
• What are you going  

to do?

• Who is this Client?
• Who am I as Coach?
• How can I Serve?

• Self-Observation 
• Self as Reflected 

Learner
• Mindfulness and  

Self-generation

• Action Items
• Learning from 

Process
• Mindfulness and 

Self-generation

• The Edge of Learning
• Stuck Places
• Dreams

Integration; 
Expansion of Mastery

Spirit of Inquiry Spirit of Inquiry

Integration; 
Expansion of Mastery



85

We begin (and will end) with the Master. Why? Because the Master is 

qualitatively different from the other Voices. This role encompasses the 

mindfulness and awareness that we aspire to bring to our professional 

lives; it stands behind, coordinates, and animates the other Voices we 

may choose to use as coaches. 

Mastery blends skill and experience with attention in the moment. 

We have seen the concept of the master glorified in media represen-

tations of athletes and artists, pop stars and poets, but we can also 

find mastery all around us, in mechanics and midwives, cooks and 

carpenters—in ourselves as well as in others. Perhaps we notice the 

f luidity and efficiency with which we f lip burgers on the grill. Perhaps 

C h a p t e r  F i v e

The Master

My music is the spiritual expression of what I am—my 
faith, my knowledge, my being . . . When you begin to 

see the possibilities of music, you desire to do something 
really good for people, to help humanity free itself 
from its hangups . . . I want to speak to their souls.

J O H N  C O LT R A N E

Experience is not what happens to you; it is 
what you do with what happens to you. 

A L D O U S  H U X L E Y
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TEACHER: I think there are two things you’re trying to act on at the 

same time, but they conflict. The first is that it’s a good thing 

to be getting another perspective on your idea, bouncing 

it around and getting it in as good shape as possible. That 

would make you want to talk with Michael about it as soon 

as possible, because you respect his opinion.

CLIENT: Yes, that’s right. I think he could help me work on it.

TEACHER: Yes, but the other thing appears to be winning out.

CLIENT: What’s that?

TEACHER: The other thing is that it’s important to you to appear com-

petent, to have worked out all the kinks before you share 

something. Maybe that’s what held you back when you met 

with Michael.

CLIENT: Hmm. [pauses] I see your point. Yeah, it’s a tradeoff. I can’t 

do both at the same time. But maybe by trying to make 

myself look good, I actually get in my own way.

TEACHER: Exactly. You made the defend-your-competence thing more 

important than the refine-your-thinking piece. It’s not what 

you say you value most, but that’s the way you acted.

CLIENT: Yeah, you’re right! I do that a lot. I usually lay low until I’m 

very sure of myself. But maybe that holds me back some-

times. That’s a big one. I’ll have to think more about that.

Here the Teacher exposes the contradiction between Jessica’s stated 

value of refining her idea and the way she acts in order to protect 

Michael’s perception of her as competent. It’s an “aha” moment for Jes-

sica, as it often is when we first see the unconscious assumptions that we 

operate from. In this example, Jessica’s overriding concern in the end is 

to appear competent. In her conversation with Michael, that “governing 

value” won out over her stated goal of refining her idea with the input of 

others. Seeing the powerful influence of that unconscious, conditioned 
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As coaches, we can also project on our clients. Sometimes we sug-

gest a plan of action because we find it intriguing, or it’s something 

we’d like to do. A test is, as with the other Voices, noticing if you experi-

ence extra energy or excitement as you move into this role. 

It’s easy for coaches to define their own success as getting the client 

to act, so we must beware of overdoing it. On the other hand, we may 

find ourselves at times reluctant to push and challenge. If that’s the case 

we must ask ourselves if it’s our own need to be comfortable and avoid 

the tension of challenging that holds us back. To hold back from push-

ing the client towards action can collude with the client’s own desires to 

stay comfortable. We must balance the client’s need for movement with 

his need to be grounded in that movement and in charge of the process. 

Always, the client’s needs must provide the guidance for the pacing and 

direction of that movement. 

Finally, we may seek to cover our lack of experience in a particular 

area by appearing more knowledgeable than we actually are. Speaking 

beyond our experience, or invoking a level of authority that we don’t in 

fact possess is misleading to the client. It serves the client better to steer 

him towards knowledgeable resources than to pretend to have solutions 

that aren’t, in fact, rooted in our experience. 

It is the coach’s role to challenge our clients and to encourage them 

to create movement in their lives. That is, generally, what they want and 

expect of us. Having clear outcomes and good agreements about how to 

work together creates the legitimacy for this challenging. 

Use these guidelines to support your own mindfulness in the 

Guide role:

• Keep the client in charge. The Guide Voice slips quite easily into 

the coach’s agenda. It can be difficult for both coach and client to 

know where the energy and direction are coming from, and who 

is responsible. Ask the client for an explicit commitment after 

making any recommendation. A simple lack of disagreement 
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Exercise 13.9: The Investigator Aspects

Instructions

Keep this template in front of you, or re-create it on a separate piece of 
paper. Consider the four areas shown: the three Investigator Aspects, 
as represented by the three questions, and the three undifferentiated 
sharpener Voices, collectively called Telling. With your observer mind, 
pay attention to where you’re working in at each particular point in 
time. Use a quarter, or any small object, and move it as you coach, 
keeping it in the spot that primarily represents the mode you’re in. Don’t 
worry, for now, about distinctions between sharpener Voices.

After each session, take a couple of minutes and complete one line of 
the chart below.

After a week or two, answer these sum-
mary questions:

• What did you learn about the 
nature of observing yourself?

• What did you learn about when 
and why you switch from ques-
tioning to telling or vice versa?

• If you were going to continue but 
modify this exercise, what would 
be interesting to pay attention to 
in learning more about question-
ing and telling?

Sample Worksheet

Date/Client:  Note the date and the client.

Investigator Aspects:  Of the four roles, what did you notice yourself 
primarily doing during the session? What switches did you notice? 

Observations: What did you notice about your use of these four ways of 
working? Which were you most comfortable? What else did you notice 
in observing yourself? 

Date/Client Investigator Aspects 
(What did you primarily do? 

Switches?)

Observations 
(Use of four ways of working? 

Comfort? Other observations of self?)

“Telling”

What do 
you want?

What’s the 
situation?

What are 
you going 

to do?

Investigator Voice
(Questioning)
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How can I serve? The commitment to mindful service keeps these ques-

tions at the forefront; seeking the answers is our curriculum. 

Service becomes the mirror in which we see ourselves reflected. Our 

dedication puts our ego needs—our attachments, aversions, and con-

ditioned habits—right there in our face to look at. Sometimes we like 

what we see and choose to keep it. Sometimes we don’t, and we choose 

to change or try something new. Either way, the act of committing our-

selves to truly serving another guarantees that we will see ourselves 

more clearly, which in turn creates unlimited opportunities to learn. 

Dependency and Service

A good way to check in with yourself to see if you are truly serving 

your clients’ needs is to ask about the ways in which you may be fos-

tering their dependency on you. If we jump in to provide information 

and suggestions, perhaps that helps the client make an immediate deci-

sion, but perhaps doing so will make him less capable of finding the 

information on his own the next time he has a question, and more 

dependent on you for help. There’s no clear answer on this one, and no 

guidance that will reliably lead you to the “correct” balance between 

empowering your clients and creating dependency. However, the search 

for that balance must be undertaken responsibly and explicitly by the 

coach if the coaching process is truly to support the long-term growth 

of every client.

In a coaching relationship, the client looks to the “expert” coach to 

provide information and knowledge. The ability to serve an apparent 

need is satisfying to the coach, and part of the work that pays the bills, 

no matter the specific profession in which the coach is engaged. Both 

may collude in this mutual dependency. 

The bottom line here is that the client’s long-term effectiveness and 

capacity for self-generation define the success of the coaching process. 

The more explicit the coach is about how she is coaching, the more 
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On-Line Multi-Client Assessment 
exercise, 271

On-Line Self-Assessment exercise, 
247

On-Line Single-Client Assessment 
exercise, 268–269

self-assessment tools, 243–249
assumptions, underlying, 126
Attachment and Aversion exercise, 239
attachments

and aversions, 32–36, 58, 238, 239, 
241, 253

awareness of your own, 66, 74, 91, 
102, 154, 244, 286

to being good at mindfulness, 27, 53
clients’, 101, 189
to clients following your suggestions, 

177
of coach to client’s follow-through, 

192
letting go of your own, 59
to particular Voices, 134, 159
problems of, 34, 36, 171
specific to coaching, 36
use of term, 28

attitudes, positive, 143
authenticity, 96–97, 227
authority-based interactions versus 

coaching, 130
aversions, attachments and, 32–36, 

58, 238, 239, 241, 253. See also 
attachments

awakenings in self-awareness, 40, 91, 
277

Awakening the Buddha Within (Das), 
33–34

awareness. See also mindfulness; self-
observation exercises (SOEs)

of Aspects you are using, 133–134
of attachments/aversions, 35–36
Back to Basics: An Awareness Primer 

(Spence), 43
body, 53
dual, 89–90
focus and, 49–51, 91–94
mindful, 292
self-, 58, 74, 88–91, 149, 243, 277, 

285–286

B
Back to Basics: An Awareness Primer 

(Spence), 43

beginner’s mind, 47–48
behaviors

defensive routines, 152–153
finding alternative, 156
modeling, 94–97, 144–145, 163
providing feedback on, 139–142

being present, 60, 91
beliefs/perceptions (third skandha), 30
belief systems, 44–45, 98
believing in the client, 154
body awareness, 53
boundaries, 23, 115–116
breathing consciously, 59
Breathing Meditation, 52
Brief Coaching Self-Assessment 

exercise, 244–245
Buddhism/Buddhist teachings

attachments and aversion, 32–36
Eight Worldly Influences, 31–32
on mindfulness, 28–29, 37
nature of suffering, 31
the skandhas, 29–32

C
capabilities of clients, 142–149
celebrating success, 209
centering yourself, 59–60
challenging clients, 187
change

anchoring, 222–223
keys to making, 48
process of, 64
realities of, 96
supporting, 210

Chödrön, Pema, 97, 292
choices

about coaching process, 114–118
about direction of work, 116–118
choosing the operational Voice, 

99–100
for coaching, 114–118, 227
for coaching process, 114–118
recognizing/acting on, 36
respecting clients’, 98

client mastery, 224–225
coaches. See also development (of 

coaches); exercises; mastery; 
self-observation exercises (SOEs); 
Voices

being coached, 63–64
definition of, 6
as learners, 62–64




