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Coaching & the ‘new OD’ – new perspectives, new tools
A study of reflective sketching

The study in brief
This Bulletin starts with a recap of some of our previous 
research, contrasting what really happens in coaching with the 
way it is often described. It is argued that whilst coaching is 
still regarded today by some as a mysterious and essentially 
private process, the process is likely to become more ‘open’ 
as all stakeholders seek to derive more value from the 
process. The systemic coach proactively seeks to engage 
multiple stakeholders in servicing and evaluating a coaching 
engagement, and helps all parties to align effectively without 
transgressing contracts around confidentiality. He/she is 
also more likely to help the coachee adopt a more systemic 
perspective in service of achieving the organisation’s goals. 
Reflective sketching is an example of a tool that may be 
used by a coach in this context. In this study we found that 
reflective sketching indeed appears to be a useful tool, for 
helping coachees to manage relationships more effectively, 
to recognise different perspectives, and in adopting a ‘bigger 
picture’ perspective. 

Introduction
What really happens in coaching?
An emerging theme from the last few Research Bulletins has  
been how messy executive coaching assignments can be. 
In Research Bulletin 12, for example, we studied the ‘secret 
life of goals’. Although coaching is often described as a 
linear process; with goals signed off at the beginning of 
an assignment and reviewed at the end, and coaches are 
depicted following a simple process such as GROW in order to 
help the coachee identify suitable actions – the reality is usually 
quite different. The coachee’s goals shift and emerge as the 
work environment changes, and as the coachee interacts on 
an ongoing basis with their coach and work colleagues. 

Those who haven’t experienced coaching themselves are  
unlikely to fully appreciate what happens in a coaching 
assignment. Thus what clients think happens in coaching and  
what really happens in coaching is often different (Kauffman 
& Coutu, 2009). This difference in perspective may not always 

be evident. In Research Bulletin 12 for example, we studied 
an organisation in which goals were reported into a central 
function on a monthly basis. On the surface goals didn’t 
appear to change very much. However, we discovered that the 
meaning that coachees attached to those descriptions evolved 
significantly. 

For organisations to fully appreciate what is happening in 
coaching, and to support it, requires a more inquisitive ongoing 
approach to evaluation (Research Bulletin 10). The coach has an 
important role to play in enabling greater alignment and more 
effective interaction between key stakeholders. 

Clients who don’t adopt a different approach to evaluation and 
program maintenance may continue to regard coaching as a 
straightforward linear process and manage it accordingly. For 
example, we still encounter many clients today who expect 
goals to be established early and adhered to, and expect to 
see behavioural changes happening after 2 or 3 sessions. 
Research suggests such an approach is unlikely to result in 
the organisation deriving optimal value from its investment in 
coaching services, since focussing too early on specific goals is 
often counter-productive (Clutterbuck, 2010; Grant, 2012).

Different approaches to Organisational 
Development (OD)
This is not just about coaching. According to Werkman (2010) 
the primary focus of the classical organisational development 
(OD) practitioner is on the individual and their development. 
The OD practitioner’s task is to put in place programs to 
facilitate the realisation of that potential, while concurrently 
reviewing structures, systems and processes that get in the 
way of that individual potential being realised. Classical OD 
programs are likely to be highly structured, based on a static 
perspective as to what skills are required of a leader, and with a 
strong emphasis on planning. It is not surprising then that many 
OD practitioners adopt the same linear and programmatic 
approach to coaching.

A problem with the classical approach is that the context in  
which these programs are designed and delivered is rarely 
stable. Things change. The demands of leadership change, 
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sometimes on a daily basis, such that a static top-down view 
of how leaders are supposed to behave is unlikely to be of 
enduring relevance (e.g. Herold, 2008; Denis et al, 2010; 
Stacey, 2012). The environments in which leaders operate are 
turbulent and unpredictable, with new challenges emerging 
on an ongoing basis. In this context the classical OD approach 
may be less effective. Marshak & Grant (2008) suggest that 
new OD practices recognise the existence of multiple realities, 
place less emphasis on sequential, episodic change, and more 
attention on shifts in individual and system consciousness.

‘New’ and ‘old’ approaches to coaching
The ‘new’ approach to OD is consistent with an approach 
to coaching in which goals are not over-engineered and it 
is recognised that the means by which goals are achieved 
cannot be laid out in advance. In some assignments the 
focus may be on skills, in others coachees may undergo a 
fundamental shift in the way they make sense of the world 
 (e.g. Kegan, 1998; Cook-Greuter, 2004), but what happens 
cannot be predicted or programmed before assignments 
begin.

Comparing old and new coaching models, the purchasing 
client and the coach have different roles to play. In the 
old model the client’s role is to make sure clear goals are 
established upfront and then check-in at the end of an 
assignment to make sure those goals have been achieved. 
The coach’s role is to make sure all parties are aligned around 
the same goals at the beginning of an assignment, then to 
work with the coachee in private, reporting back at the end 
of the assignment whether or not those objectives have 
been achieved. The coach acting in service of this classical 
role is likely to experience the kind of tensions reported in 
Research Bulletin 11. Coaches in that study talked about how 
challenging it could be to manage the ‘coaching triangle’ of 
coach, coachee and client, with some coaches even seeking 
to avoid interacting with anyone in the organisation other than 
their coachee(s). Other coaches may manage this tension by 
directing the coachee to attend to originally contracted goals, 
even if those goals appear less meaningful and motivating to 
the coachee (Clutterbuck, 2010).

In the new model the client’s role is to ensure the overarching 
purpose of coaching is understood, both at an organisational 
and individual level, and to engage periodically with coach 
and coachee to seek an understanding of how coaching 
is playing out in service of that purpose, intervening if 
appropriate. The coach may be required to:

 f Proactively manage the client’s expectations

 f Engage with multiple stakeholders on a regular basis, 
carefully contracting confidentiality

 f Recognise the impact of their own behaviour in shaping 
outcomes

 f Adapt quickly to the coachee’s needs in the moment, 
rather than seek to pre-determine their approach based on 
a pre-assignment diagnostic

This role of the coach has been explicitly recognised by many 
within the industry, though – oddly – usually in discussions 
around coaching supervision rather than coaching per se. 
For example, Hawkins & Smith (2006) define the role of the 
coaching supervisor to “attend to better understanding both 
the client system and themselves.”

Environmental mastery
This ‘new’ approach encourages stakeholders to explicitly 
recognise that coaching takes place within the organisational 
‘system’. So we find references to ‘systems thinking’, ‘complex 
adaptive systems’ and ‘environmental mastery’. Ryff & Keyes 
(1995) define environmental mastery as the ‘‘capacity to 
manage effectively one’s life and surrounding world’’. This 
shifts the emphasis from coach to coachee, positing that it 
may often be useful for the coach to encourage the coachee 
to adopt a more systemic view to their own challenges. Ryff 
& Singer (2008) link environmental mastery to theories of 
adult development, again implicitly positioning the coach as a 
potential agent of transformative change. 

Whilst Ryff and co-workers tend to position environmental 
mastery as a dimension of personal wellbeing, we argue that 
it is also directly linked to a leader’s capacity to contribute 
effectively to the delivery of organisational objectives. In this 
context environmental mastery is about being able to:

 f Extract oneself from the everyday hurly-burly of one’s own 
personal agenda, and to assume a higher vantage point 
upon which to reflect on how the organisation is going as 
a whole. 

 f Identify how the myriad of beliefs and assumptions 
inherent in any group play out in the way that group makes 
relevant and effective decisions.

 f Recognise how one’s own beliefs and assumptions show 
up in the relationships we have with other key role-holders, 
and how those beliefs and assumptions may be impacting 
on one’s ability to act in service of the organisation. 

 f Focus on one’s role and how to best execute that role, 
as opposed to a more generic mandate – to ‘build good 
relationships’, for example. 

Reflective sketching
The coach operating in the ‘new’ paradigm requires different 
approaches and tools to the coach operating in the ‘old’ 
paradigm. It is in this context we report the findings of a 
study designed to explore the value of reflective sketching. 
Reflective sketching is defined here as a process by which 
coach and coachee reflect upon a discussion through 
sketching. Where reflective sketching may be particularly 
useful is in representing the environment in which the coachee 
is operating; how the relationships between different players 
in that environment are functioning to create the current 
reality, and the extent to which the current reality is servicing 
the organisation’s objectives and goals. An example of 
reflective sketching is described on page 3.
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Presenting issue
In this example, the coachee came to coaching seeking to work through difficulties he was experiencing in relation to his line 
manager, and uncertainty how to fulfil his business development role. He had also begun to ask himself whether or not his 
personal values were compatible with those of the organisation. As the coach and coachee worked together, they co-constructed 
a reflective sketch. If we break the sketch down piece by piece, we’ll see how the sketch was constructed with reference to the 
ongoing coaching conversation.

The first part of the sketch depicts the relationship between coachee and line manager, and brings to the fore how the coachee 
is disengaging from what he experiences as criticism:

Underlying drivers
In exploring factors that might be influencing the coachee’s reaction to his manager’s feedback, the coachee talked about his 
family, and came to realise that he carried with him a message that said you succeed or fail – there’s no middle ground. He 
realised he was carrying with him a fear of failure, and interpreting his line manager’s comments accordingly: 
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Bigger pictures
Coach and coachee then discussed how his fear of failure was influencing the way he was experiencing the organisation as 
a whole. He recognised he was over-attending to messages around target financials, subconsciously pushing back against 
‘authority’ and labelling this experience as a ‘clash in values’. He also recognised that this fear of failure coupled with a focus on 
financial performance led to him feeling “frozen”; that he could do a much better job in terms of managing his relationships with 
the senior leadership team, and in providing leadership to his own teams:

The potential value of the reflective sketch is that it provides a ‘whole-system’ view of the challenge faced by the coachee. 
Without considering the systemic perspective, the coach and coachee may tend to focus on aspects of the system in isolation; 
the line manager relationship for example. By considering the issue from a more holistic perspective the coachee is presented 
with a more ‘systemic’ perspective of the issues and a wider choice of themes upon which to focus. The purpose of this study was 
to test for these potential benefits and to see what other value the tool may have.

The Study
The researcher targeted coachees with whom he had used reflective sketching in the previous 6 – 24 months, and with whom he 
had drawn at least four reflective sketches. In each case the researcher had used reflective sketching with the express purpose 
of heightening the coachee’s awareness of the environment in which they operated. Twelve coachees across four organisations 
were approached of whom four were either absent from work or too busy to participate. The researcher conducted 45 – 60 
minute interviews with the remaining 8 coachees, face-to-face or by telephone. The researcher began by asking some general 
questions, followed by supplementary questions depending on the response of the interviewee. The questions addressed the 
value of reflective sketching, and the extent to which working with reflective sketches appeared to contribute to goal attainment 
and personal effectiveness.
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Results
In categorising respondent’s answers, seven themes emerged. The first two themes were mentioned by all participants.

Figure 1: Reflective sketching – categories mentioned by 8 participants

Working visually

Managing relationships

Heightened awareness

Recognising different perspectives

Managing conflict

0 1 2
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3 4 5 6 7 8

Navigating the system

Remembering the discussion

1. Navigating the system
All 8 participants mentioned the value of reflective 
sketching in helping them think about their 
challenges from a more systemic perspective.  
For example:

“Reflective sketching helped me see the bigger 
picture, step back and see how everything fits 
together. I guess it shows me at a higher level what I 
am trying to achieve.”

“Reflective sketching helps me see the part I play in 
the relationships and in the bigger picture, and I can 
see myself in the environment.”

2. Remembering the discussion
Again, all 8 participants mentioned the value of 
reflective sketching in helping them remember the 
content of the discussion, and to continue reflecting 
upon the discussion in between coaching sessions:

 “I can still remember the triangle with the two 
stick figures and the common goal. That was quite 
powerful because it sort of etched in my brain and is 
easier to bring to the forefront than a lot of words.”

 “It’s like a little memory hook or something. I can 
still see those sketches; it embeds an image in your 
mind that then links you to solutions.”

3. Working visually
For example:
“I absorb far more from sketching, as I perk up, I listen 
more and open my eyes a little wider, because my 
sensory perception has changed from auditory to visual, 
which works for me.” 

4. Managing relationships
“Because reflective sketching makes it easier to put 
yourself in the picture, I am a lot more tolerant in 
relationships now. It helps with empathy.”

5. Heightened awareness
“Having a graphical representation of the subconscious 
and conscious thoughts helps in terms of understanding 
how I interact with others .” 

6. Recognising different perspectives
  “The sketches helped me take a fresh view, move past 

my preconceived ideas which in the past tainted my view. 
You are actually looking through a different lens.”

7.	 Managing	conflict
 “The sketch is a kind of proxy, so that in difficult 
conversations it is more comfortable engaging with the 
sketch than a more confrontational face-to-face sort of 
thing.” 
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Discussion
Reflective sketching is a tool designed to facilitate the 
individual’s capacity to adopt a systemic perspective upon 
the challenges facing them in their work lives. The results of 
the study provide qualitative evidence that the tool is effective 
in this regard, helping the coachee to form an enduring 
picture in their mind of how different aspects of the working 
environment are interrelated. There is also evidence that 
the tool helps people to recognise the existence of other 
perspectives in the system, and to approach their relationships 
with other people in the system differently.

Stacey (2012) suggests that senior leaders are unlikely to 
be successful in attempting to drive through an agenda 
without due consideration of others in the system. Many 
leaders recognise this to some extent, but few may fully 
appreciate what Stacey calls “the organisational reality of 
interdependence” in which change emerges from interaction 
between players in the system. This is a different perspective 
than, for example, the ‘leader as hero’ model (e.g. Higgs 
& Rowland, 2010) in which the success or failure of the 
organisation is attributed to the qualities of the one person 
at the top. The latter model is essentially individualistic, with 
leaders encouraged to focus above all on their individual 
capabilities. The former model is more systemic, with leaders 
encouraged to pay more attention to their awareness of 
organisational dynamics and the ways in which organisational 
change really happens.

We can see in the coaching industry different models of 
coaching serving each of these two models of leadership; 
an essentially context-free model that focuses on individual 
capability, and a model that frames effective leadership as 

being heavily context-dependent and systemic. The reality 
is, of course, that the effective coach will have techniques 
and tools in hand to work at both ends of the spectrum and 
in-between. Reflective sketching in this context is an example 
of a tool that may be useful to coaches working in the more 
systemic space.

As noted elsewhere (e.g. Research Bulletin 11), executive 
coaching has evolved from individualistic origins, for example 
the worlds of clinical psychology and counselling, where the 
traditional focus has been on the individual and the way they 
make sense of the world. This may explain why many executive 
coaches still appear uncomfortable working from a systemic 
perspective, and why coaching supervision is currently seen 
by many within the industry as essential practice.

Useful questions for the purchaser of coaching services may be:

1.  How do we as an organisation use coaching? Do we 
regard it as a linear process by which the coach helps the 
coachee achieve pre-determined goals over a period of 
times (the classical paradigm), or do we regard it as a more 
fluid process with which to engage on a regular basis (the 
‘new’ paradigm)? 

2.  If we see the value of working in the ‘new’ paradigm, how 
do we expect prospective coaches to be able to describe 
the way that they work? What kinds of tools would we 
expect them to refer to?

3.  If we believe there are times when coaching can be very 
effective when used in the more traditional way, and other 
times it may be best deployed in a more systemic way – 
how do we decide when to deploy each?
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