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coaching. Good linguistic distinctions are important because they
enable us to differentiate items that are similar in many respects. For
example, once we possess the distinction vase, we are better able to
distinguish a vase from a wine glass, a water glass, or a champagne
flute. In the case of coaching, the distinctions of the Voices provide
both the basis and means for self-observing ourselves in action, and
therefore for placing ourselves in service.

As we coach, self-observation, coupled with mindful awareness
of the attachments and aversions that sometimes (often!) drive our
choices of Voice, allows us to understand and organize ourselves
toward what our clients really need from us. If we are mindful in
using the Voices and consciously choose among them as we help oth-
ers develop their own skills, our coaching will be greatly enhanced.
Think of the Septet as a structure to guide your self-awareness and
your ongoing inquiry into who you are as you coach.

Each Voice has its own tone and way of expressing itself—in a
sense, its own musical timbre and tuning. That notion suggests a need
to listen to the client’s voice as well. When we’re in tune with our
clients, when our own conditioned patterns are set aside and we are
fully present, we are able to choose the Voice that’s most appropri-
ate and most helpful at a particular time. In practice, we often shift
quickly and fluidly among Voices, both shaping and responding to a
dynamic, ever-changing conversational song.

Like many other forms of music, conversations involve some
agreed-on structure—a basic theme or melody line—but the par-
ticipants also improvise, listening to the conversation as a whole and
responding to what is emerging in the moment. At various moments,
one or another participant or voice steps forward to take the lead,
and the same piece of music or conversation is never “played” twice
in quite the same way. Improvisation, spontaneity, and an interplay
among the voices in the band ensure that the music is fresh and alive,
a reflection of a unique moment in time.

LEARNING THE VOICES

To switch metaphors for a moment, you could consider the Voices—
roles you play as a coach—as being like the skills you learn in order
to drive a car. In learning to drive, we begin with the mechanics.
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We learn the pieces, one skill at a time. We learn how to start the
car, how to use the accelerator and the brakes, how much of a turn
of the steering wheel produces what result. Then we begin to inte-
grate the skills, accelerating, braking, and steering as we navigate the
landscape. We learn the rules of the road and what to expect from
other drivers. With practice and attention, we become smoother and
smoother as we drive. Soon we don’t need to think about the turn
signal, the windshield wipers, the transmission; we just know how to
use them. It feels smooth and seamless because we'’ve internalized the
skills involved.

But driving is an activity that requires full attention, even at high
levels of mastery. The best drivers are always alert; although they
rarely think about the mechanics of driving, they’re fully aware of
what they’re doing at all times. They’re attentive to the performance
of the car, to the road, to the changing positions of the cars around
them, and they are making countless minor decisions intuitively and
easily as they seek the best and safest possible course through the
traffic.

Like learning to drive a car, using the Septet Model will likely
seem awkward and complicated at first as you focus on one Voice at a
time, seeking to understand what it means and how to use this role in
your own context. You may feel self-conscious when you try a Voice
that’s not well practiced for you, and it can certainly feel overwhelm-
ing to think of mastering all of them.

Over time, however, you'll become more comfortable and less
self-conscious. When we've practiced and done our work around each
of the roles, we come to know how and when to be the Investigator,
the Reflector, or the Teacher, for instance, and how to notice when
we’re not doing it mindfully. We learn to shift smoothly and seam-
lessly among the Voices. We become more fluid and less concerned
about the distinctions or the roles as we learn to integrate them,
sometimes playing two or three in rapid succession.

At this point, it will be important to avoid becoming overly con-
fident, thinking, “I've mastered this.” When we feel on top of our
game, the temptation is to forget to be mindful. The moment we
become attached to the idea that we know something, we stop learn-
ing and paying attention. Our egos are invested in being good at that
thing, and we seek to present ourselves to our clients as being good at
it. It is only by persisting—noticing our lapses of attention, maintaining
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the alertness of a beginner, and bringing attention to our areas of not
knowing—that we continue to stay present and grow.

We must remember that there is always room to deepen our
understanding of our own attachments, aversions, and habits of
mind and that learning how to bring our full attention skillfully to
our clients is a lifelong process. Continually seeing ourselves as learn-
ers is important to being truly mindful coaches.

A note to perfectionists: Learning to use this approach will be
much easier if you don’t take it too seriously. By this I mean that as
you experiment with it, remember that it’s only a construct. Be gentle
with yourself as you try out new ideas. See what happens; the work
here is to discover what enables you to improve your skills and effec-
tiveness. Getting all tangled up in using a complex system perfectly
will interfere with your learning process and make it much less fun.
Let your curiosity and intelligence guide you, rather than holding
yourself to an artificial and perhaps impossible standard for getting it
quickly. Cultivate your own beginner’s mind.

The Septet Model will have served its purpose when you can look
back at a coaching session, see how you moved easily into each Voice
as it was needed, know that you offered the fullness of yourself as
expressed in all the Voices, and didn’t have to think about it.

THe INDIVvIDUAL ROLES OR VOICES

The idea for the Voices originated with a client who was exploring
the possibility of moving into coaching as a profession. In an effort
to define for himself what coaching was all about, he came up with
a list of roles that a coach plays, which we spent time discussing
together. The roles (and the distinctions among them) have changed
considerably as I've explored them over the years. I used to call them
the Seven Hats before I appreciated fully their synergistic nature and
found more useful language for describing these key distinctions
and how they integrate.

Still, we can also think of the Voices or roles almost as arche-
types, like puppets in a Punch and Judy show, easily recognized by
their hats. As the puppeteer, we select and put them up on stage as
called for by the moment, and we express ourselves through the voice
of each puppet at the appropriate time. As with puppet characters,
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we can also begin to recognize the pull or the inner feel of each Voice
and its identifiable behaviors.

While the puppeteer more or less follows a script, the coach
allows the conversation to be shaped according to her pedagogical
expertise and awareness of the emerging needs of the client.

THE SEVEN VOICES OF THE SEPTET

Master: stays self-aware, models growth and learning, remains
fully present

Partner: defines, negotiates, and shares responsibility for the
coaching relationship with the client

Investigator: finds out what the client’s true needs are; gath-
ers information about the client’s situation, desired outcomes,
and possible actions

Reflector: provides feedback and encourages self-awareness in
the client

Teacher: provides distinctions, language, and knowledge new
to the client

Guide: provides impetus and ideas for action
* Contractor: encourages mutual accountability and monitors
client follow-through

The Master

The Master is the overarching role that encompasses and sup-
ports all the others. The Master is the ground from which the others
spring, the puppeteer that inhabits and animates the puppets.

A Master has done the inner work of knowing herself and devel-
oping the capacity to use her skills wisely, artfully, and effectively.
These meanings of the word are central to the Septet Model of coach-
ing, in which the Master evokes the presence and awareness of the
coach—the consciousness, if you will, of the puppeteer. The Master
is, more than something to do, a way to be. The Master includes the
observant, conscious part of the mind that discerns what the client
needs, when to shift roles in order to move with those needs, and how
to stay present and as free as possible from the limitations of our own
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conditioning. Like the conductor of an orchestra, the Master pays
attention to the whole and shapes the tempo and feeling of the music
being played, even when other Voices are leading.

The Master Voice is the least directive of the six and differenti-
ated from the others because it concerns the way of being of the coach
rather than what she is actually doing. We can think of the next six
Voices as operational roles that the Master can put to work; they are
the “puppets.” Each represents a more specific element of coaching
and is identifiable by actions, behaviors, and choices of words. At
times, two operational roles may be at work simultaneously, and the
lines between them can blur. Nonetheless, the distinctions will be
helpful in supporting our mindfulness.

The Partner

As the Partner, the coach focuses on building a win-win structure
for his relationship with the client and on honoring and maintain-
ing that structure. The Partner Voice involves the client in decisions
about the course of the coaching relationship and supports the client
in taking increasing responsibility for her own learning. The Partner
represents the coach’s commitment to the client’s outcomes and takes
responsibility for the maintenance of mutual trust and respect.

The Partner Voice is responsible for initial contracting; we differ-
entiate this from the Contractor Voice, which follows and focuses on
defining action steps to be taken after the coaching conversation.

The Investigator

The role of the Investigator is to ask questions. This is the Voice
that many training programs for coaches emphasize, for the good
reason that asking good questions is at the core of coaching. The pur-
pose of the Investigator’s questions is to support the client’s deeper
understanding, not to procure answers for the coach or allow the
coach to formulate advice. Speaking as the Investigator, the coach
challenges the client to look at the situation differently, clarify what
he or she wants, and identify what can be done to bring these out-
comes closer. In this role, the coach is a learning partner with the
client because both learn from the questions asked.
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The Reflector

I think of the Reflector and the next two Voices as operational
“sharpeners” of the Investigator because each advances the coach-
ing process by clarifying and sharpening the client’s answers to the
Investigator’s questions. I present the three sharpeners here in increas-
ing order of directiveness. We will see in subsequent chapters that our
attachments and urges can easily drive our use of those Voices, so it
is important to be mindful when we use them.

By taking the role of Reflector, the coach serves the client as a
mirror, providing feedback to the client and encouraging the client to
seek feedback from others as well. Speaking in this Voice, the coach
promotes the client’s self-awareness regarding the choices at hand
and the consequences of those choices. The Reflector also encourages
the client to become more self-observant and helps find ways to do
this. The Reflector supports the client in discerning his real potential
in a situation, and in paying close attention to the capabilities and
resources he brings to the challenges of the moment.

The Teacher

The Teacher Voice is a provider of information, language, and
knowledge that the client is not able to readily access himself. The
Teacher provides these distinctions in order to help the client see
his situation, and options within it, more clearly and expansively.
The Teacher provides ways of looking at things, models, and tools
for interpretation. The Teacher also challenges the client’s thinking
process, encouraging the questioning of assumptions and the explo-
ration of the logic of his or her view of the situation at a deeper level.
The Teacher is not the traditional role of an expert, in that the coach
does not prescribe solutions.

The Guide

The Guide’s function is to present alternative pathways forward
and encourage the client to take action. The Guide helps a client
commit to doing something practical and concrete, to creating
change on the ground. At its most directive, the role of the Guide
includes recommending specific courses of action.
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The Contractor

The Voice of the Contractor is generally heard when the coach
is wrapping up a topic or concluding a conversation. The Contractor
negotiates clear and specific agreements for the client to act on,
stands for accountability to action, and follows up about results in
subsequent conversations. In this role, the coach is developing the
client’s commitment to substantive change by exploring resistance
and helping to resolve doubts. The Contractor supports the client in
transforming new insights into concrete actions. (Note that the initial
contracting and setting up of the coaching relationship is the function
of the Partner.)

THE VoicEs AND THEIR ASPECTS

Each of these seven Voices, then, represents a role of the coach. In
general, the Voices increase in level of directiveness, from the Master
(which is really the coach’s way of being) through the operational
Voices, to the Contractor, which is very specific and concrete. This
increasing directiveness also contains the seeds of attachments, and
the potential for overuse, as we explore in subsequent chapters.

Each Voice also encompasses several more specific functions that
I refer to as Aspects. The Voices and their Aspects are laid out in
Exhibit 3.1.

Each of these Aspects could be further elaborated and subdivided,
and the taxonomy could become quite intricate. I could list hundreds
of coaching behaviors, and nearly as many ways of describing the
coaching process as a whole. Think of these Voices and Aspects as
a gradient of possible responses within the interaction between the
coach and the client. In identifying seven Voices and a few Aspects
for each, I've attempted to draw useful distinctions without parsing
things so finely that the model becomes entangling.

PraciNnGg THE VoiceEs IN CONTEXT

As we explore the Voices in the next seven chapters, we’ll also discuss
how they interact. For now, let’s look at the general elements of the
coaching process within which the Voices serve the client.
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EXHIBIT 3.1.
The Voices and Their Aspects

« Generally Increasing Directiveness «

Master

Maintains self-awareness

Listens with focus and presence

Models learning and growth

Embraces the client with compassion and respect

Chooses which of the operational Voices to use at a given time

Partner

Establishes and honors an explicit structure for the coaching relationship

Advocates shared commitment to competency-based coaching outcomes

Offers choice points, and makes joint decisions about the coaching process

Investigator

Asks questions that shift the client’s understanding of the situation

Asks the client to articulate desired outcomes

Asks the client to generate courses of action

Reflector

Provides direct and honest feedback

Directs the client’s attention towards his or her capabilities and potential

Encourages self-observation and reflection

Teacher

Provides new distinctions, information, and knowledge

Challenges and stimulates the client’s thinking process

Explains the coaching process, theory, and models being used

Guide

Encourages the client to take some action of the client’s choosing

Offers options for action

Recommends specific courses of action

Contractor

Establishes clear agreements about actions

Explores and resolves client doubts and hesitations

Follows up with client about agreed-on actions
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Figure 3.1 is an elaboration of the Septet Model, placing the
Voices spatially in relation to each other and the coaching dynamic
as a whole. Recall that the Voices, and the interrelationships among
them, are distinctions that allow us to observe ourselves, our clients,
and the coaching process itself differently. Describing the relation-
ships among the Voices before describing them in detail is inten-
tional; these are the relationships that make coaching so powerful.
I invite you to consider, in Chapters Four through Ten, each Voice in
the larger context of the coaching conversation.

Coach and Client Live in Separate Worlds

Coaching is made possible because coach and client inhabit dis-
tinct worlds. Our world is entirely composed of what we uniquely
perceive and interpret. This is determined by our particular personal-
ity, in which is embedded the cumulative total of the history, perspec-
tives, cultural and gender conditioning, and habits of interpretation
that are unique to us.

Conversely, if we were exactly like our clients in every way, we
would be unable to provide anything of use. It is precisely because
we have coaching expertise, different life experiences, and a view of
our client from the outside (they can access only their insides!) that
we can offer something of value.

We assume that both coach and client are emerging masters. In
other words, each is engaged in a learning journey. Perhaps they are
in different places on that journey, but each is fully committed to a
path of development in service to specific commitments. This recog-
nition animates the coaching process and encourages an attitude of
compassion and mutual learning,.

Creating the Coaching Space

When coach and client come together, their worlds temporarily
overlap. The overlapping area, then, we can think of as the coaching
space, in which coaching can happen. It doesn’t mean that these two
distinct worlds collapse into one; the coach and client bring their
own interpretations, history, and knowledge into the conversation.

Coach and client are committed partners. Both are responsible
for the establishment and maintenance of the coaching relationship.
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One or more contracting conversations will serve to jointly define
competency-based coaching outcomes that both can commit to, and
how the process can be structured to achieve these outcomes.

The coaching Voice of the Partner plays a particular role in estab-
lishing and maintaining the safety and efficacy of the coaching rela-
tionship. As I develop the Septet Model, I'll designate the Partner as
the Voice responsible for maintaining it from the coach’s end. The
Partner both structures and serves as caretaker and a guarantor of
the coaching space within which the coach and client can do their
work. Figure 3.2 shows the coaching space at the intersection of the
coach’s world and that of the client.

The coaching space is not simply established through structure.
We also extend compassion and positive regard, free of judgment; this
supports the client in entering into a sometimes challenging change
process with less defensiveness and with a felt sense of the coach’s full
acceptance and support.!

Establishing Creative Tension

Within the Coaching space, a lot can happen. The two people

come together from their separate worlds. For an hour or a day, they

FIGURE 3.2. The Coaching Space

Coach’s World Client’s Woy| d

Emerging Emerging
Master Master

(Coach) (Client)

[] Coaching Space
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join together, sharing a learning conversation as partners. This con-
versation is shaped primarily by the curiosity that each brings to the
session and is led by questions.

At the center of the coaching inquiry is the Investigator, typically
leading with a series of questions that provide a basic structure for the
conversation built around three core inquiries:

¢ What is the situation? (Situation)
* What do you want? (Outcome)

* What will you do to make this happen? (Action)

These lines of questioning, in this general progression, evoke
a new understanding of the client’s situation in all its complexity,
including a clear view of previously unseen possibilities for action.
Given this expanded view, the client then explores what she really
wants, defining outcomes in palpable, energizing terms. When a cer-
tain tension exists between the current situation and a newly defined
future possibility, the client is ready to take new actions that produce
learning and move her towards the outcome.

Figure 3.3 shows the central element of creative tension. The
Investigator’s three lines of questioning build a tension between
the current situation and the preferred outcome. This tension pro-
vides the energy and motivation toward action. This is the funda-
mental thrust of coaching: an evocative, question-driven process
through which the client newly understands her situation, defines
what she wants, and takes action to produce it.

FIGURE 3.3. The Investigator and Creative Tension

Action

Outcome

Situation
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Sharpening the Questioning Process

Within the coaching space and supporting the questioning
process of the Investigator, the three sharpener Voices (Reflector,
Teacher, Guide) also play their parts. These Voices take “solos” as
they interact with the client and with each other to provide the best
possible support for the client’s development.

These Voices are increasingly directive. The Reflector helps the
client see herself clearly and understand both how she contributes to
her current situation while discovering new levels of agency within
it. The Teacher offers new distinctions and information, including
about the coaching process itself, which allows the client to perceive
herself and her situation in new ways. The Guide encourages action
and sometimes offers concrete suggestions.

Each of the Voices comprises a distinct set of functions within
the coaching process; together, they integrate to support the learning
process.

Iterative Action Learning Through Fieldwork

Coaching approaches change as an ongoing developmental pro-
cess. Done well, it addresses both the contextual challenges that the
client faces on a daily basis and the internal landscape of the client’s
awareness, experience, and interpretation. The iterative process of
moving from conversation, to real-life experience, to conversation, to
experience allows experimentation and skill development over time.
The learning venue alternates between session and the rest of life.

Development is put to test in the real world, which often pushes
back, sometimes fiercely. The coach provides support, challenge, and
accountability through ongoing iterations, supporting the client in
substantive change when the system around her often seems to be
conspiring to keep her forever the same.

The Contractor is the Voice that supports the client in translating
all the energy and insight that emerges into concrete commitments
(referred to as fieldwork) that she can do between coaching conversa-
tions. This fieldwork includes self-observations, practices, and actions
related to the learning process and to the specific commitments that
the client is being coached around. (The coach, being committed
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to her own learning, also engages in similar fieldwork, so that the
coaching process fosters mutual learning.)

Entry Points

The client enters each subsequent conversation in a new and differ-
ent place. Life having encroached on the best laid of plans, the awake
learner will inevitably bring new questions, possibilities, observations,
and breakdowns. This stimulates curiosity, and in the iterative process
described above, the learning agenda for each coaching conversation
tends to emerge from the client’s experiences preceding the session.

In order to meet the client where he is, the Master is required
to let go of her preconceptions and comforting assumptions that
the client is a known quantity or even that his relationship with the
coaching issues is the same as when they completed the previous
conversation. She enters the coaching space holding three questions:
Who am I? Who is this client? How can I serve? A genuine openness
to these three questions allows us to place ourselves in service to what
the client needs at this moment.

Integral and Sustainable Mastery

My clients tend to be successful professionals who are managing
huge numbers of requests and demands. Sustainable change requires
that coaching activities be designed to be realistically integrated into
their busy lives.

The goal is that the client develop lifetime competencies that she
can apply anywhere after coaching has ended. Coaching is most sus-
tainable and effective when all levels of the client’s development are
addressed: cognitive, emotional, somatic (body based), and spiritual.
Because who we fundamentally are is expressed through all of these
levels of experience and because development in one area always
affects the others, engaging the whole person greatly accelerates real
and sustainable change.

Engaging the body through awareness, with practice over time,
demonstrably produces physiological changes in the default neural
patterns that underpin habits and behaviors.? Coaching supports the
building of a new body that has the flexibility, strength, energy, and
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capacity to be the person described in the coaching outcomes. The
practices and fieldwork put in place with the help of the Guide and
Contractor greatly accelerate this.

Each of us is constantly being revealed, moment by moment,
as we live our lives, including as we coach. The mindful coaching
approach emphasizes that we, as well as our clients, are in a lifelong
process of learning and development. As works in progress, we rec-
ognize ourselves as emerging Masters-in-the-rough, always paying
attention and always becoming more of who we are.

We can think of the overall enterprise of coaching, then, as accel-
erating the development of mastery in both the coach and the client.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The Septet Model is an integrated coaching model whose primary elements are the seven
coaching Voices. We can think of these as roles that the coach plays at particular times in
the coaching process in order to support the client’s development. The distinctions among
these Voices also provide the basis for coach self-observation and mindfulness.

The seven Voices of the Septet Model are, in generally increasing order of
directiveness:

« Master: staying self-aware, modeling growth and leamning, being fully present

« Partner: defining, negotiating, and sharing responsibility for the coaching relation-
ship and outcomes with the client

« Investigator. finding out what the client’s frue needs are; gathering information about
the client’s situation, desired outcomes, and possible actions

* Reflector: providing feedback and encouraging self-awareness in the client

Teacher: providing distinctions, language, and knowledge new to the client

Guide: providing impetus and ideas for action

« Contractor: encouraging mutual accountability, monitoring client follow-through

Each of these Voices includes further distinctions, called Aspects; there are twenty-
three in the complete model (see Exhibit 3.1).

The Voices function as an integrated whole in which one or another Voice takes the
lead af particular times. The Septet Model in Figure 3.1 illustrates spatially how the Voices
relate fo each other and provides the context for the exploration of the Voices in the next
seven chapters.



