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     CHAPTER 7 

COACHING THEORY, EXECUTIVE COACHING AND THE ADVENT OF 
GROUP EXECUTIVE COACHING 

 

7.1 Introduction 
If as coaches we are to focus on psychodynamics, do we have enough evidence to 
sustain our belief that unconscious processes are relevant? Westin (1998) summarized 
the evidence for five key postulates of psychodynamic theory and Kilburg (2000) 
annotated them thus: 

1. Much of human mental life including thoughts and emotions and motives are 
unconscious and can produce behavior in people that is inexplicable to them. 

2. Conscious and unconscious thoughts and feelings operate simultaneously and 
can be in conflict with each other in ways that require compromised 
resolutions. 

3. Stable patterns of personality and social behavior are formed in childhood and 
can significantly impact the types and effectiveness of social relationships in 
adult life. 

4. Stable internal mental representations of the human self are formed gradually 
in childhood and adolescence and guide both social relationships and how 
individuals become psychologically symptomatic. 

5. Personality development involves learning how to regulate emotions, 
thoughts, and social relationships and moves from immature dependent state 
in childhood to mature and independent state in adulthood.  

Thematically it can be seen that these five postulates, while dealing with behavioral 
symptoms are, temporally speaking, rear-view oriented. It is implicit that a 
psychodynamic coach will bring some of this material to the fore during an 
assignment. At a later juncture, when I look at theory in depth, I will examine what 
value that may bring to an executive who may be primarily concerned with business 
matters, purely behavioral matters, or have a future orientation or bias. It is especially 
relevant given Peltier’s assertion that many coaches go out of their way to distance 
themselves from psychoanalytic conceptualizations (Peltier, 2001).  

7.2 Psychodynamic executive coaching 
Rotenberg began the exploration of the overlap between psychotherapy and executive 
coaching at the beginning of this century (Rotenberg, 2000). He not only identified a 
growing trend among psychoanalytically trained therapists working in organizational 
and industrial environments but stated that these same therapists have a knowledge 
that predisposes them to be effective working with people in complex organizations. 
Many other researchers have been working at the interface between psychoanalysis 
and management. His work was built on a loose agglomeration of analysts, 
consultants and organizations that in the previous decade had begun to explore the 
synergies between psychoanalysis and organizations (Jacques, 1997; Kets de Vries & 
Miller, 1987; Levinson, 1972). Rotenberg, at the same time, may be over optimistic 
about psychodynamic coaching. In one article he says explicitly that coaching 
proceeds optimally when the coach takes into account relevant aspects of the depth 
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psychology of persons he coaches (Rotenberg, 2000). Moreover, I believe 
Rotenberg’s observation when he stated in the same article that in coaching, change 
results through direct advice…and the instillation of technical information, is 
questionable. The psychodynamic approach aside, most coaching handbooks attest to 
the notion that in coaching the client, not the coach, knows best and that the job of the 
coach is to skillfully bring forth what the client already knows (Starr, 2003; Zeus & 
Skiffington, 2002). 

The psychodynamic approach is important in that it takes into account the defense 
mechanisms that may manifest themselves. Manifestations of these conflicts are 
summarized thus: 

• Unconscious feelings and desires arising during development can radically 
impact our growth and how we interact. 

• Complex psychological structures can manifest opposing thoughts and 
feelings from the same input. This can create internal conflict. 

• Internal conflict can produce strong emotional reactions. Because of these 
reactions people can develop a set of behaviors that keep them outside of 
conscious awareness producing symptoms of distress and anxiety. 

• Efforts to materialize and make available the unconscious material are likely 
to produce more complete and lasting changes than those that do not (Kilburg, 
2000).  

This last point is significantly important to the practitioner who is electing to take a 
behavioral or psychodynamic route with his or her coaching. These conflicts and the 
defenses that spring up around them can be broadly associated with conflict theory, 
which underpins psychoanalytic thinking. 

According to Peltier, clinically oriented coaches will be in a better place to observe 
how clients either idealize others or react dysfunctionally toward themselves when 
negative events arise and help the client to work through the psychological process in 
a systematic way (Peltier, 2001).   

Aspects of all these theories can be demonstrated to create the formation of defenses. 
Healthy executives are just as prone to these defense formations (Peltier, 2001). 
Executive coaches will undoubtedly discover these defenses deployed at times. Table 
12 describes a tableau of defenses that may be seen in the workplace (adapted from 
Peltier). 

 

Adaptive defense 
mechanisms 

Behavior altering 
defense 
mechanisms 

Reality twisting 
defense mechanisms 

Denial defense 
mechanisms 

Altruism Reaction formation Rationalization Denial 
Sublimation Displacement Intellectualization Repression 
Humor Regression Projection Isolation 
Substitution Conversion   
Compensation Passive aggression   
Rituals Provocative behavior   
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Identification Help rejecting 
complaining 

  

Affiliation    

Table 12 Tableau of defense mechanisms 

Adapted from Peltier (2001) 

 

Peltier (2001) attests that these defenses can blunt the pain of executives having to 
deal with reality and that a well-trained executive coach can spot these defenses at 
work with ease. Kilburg (2000) states that to push the defenses into awareness 
creating time and space for the executive to reflect on their origins contents processes 
structures and consequences can help clients become more comfortable both 
professionally and personally. Moreover, he goes on to say that this process can 
relieve emotional pressures and increase competence and self-efficacy. Kets de Vries 
takes this a stage further, stating that psychologically informed coaches can not only 
tackle defenses but also collusive situations, neurotic organizations, toxic cultures and 
individual motivations, and leadership issues (Kets de Vries, 2007).  

Kilburg provides a focal model for how the differing disciplines of coaching and 
psychodynamic psychotherapy marry up (Fig. 23). Based on the work of Weinberger, 
the model seeks to conjoin the two disciplines by elucidating overlapping techniques 
and thus providing a focus (Weinberger, 1995). The reader may wonder why one 
cannot simply transplant a psychotherapeutic focus and apply it in the executive 
setting. Kets de Vries answers this by stating that to truly understand the complex 
world of organizations, one needs to deal with the observable, or what he calls the 
clinical paradigm (Kets de Vries, 2007); that is, to take into account the systemic 
processes, group processes, leader follower dyads and even organization as a whole, 
as well as the executive one is coaching in order to be truly efficient.  
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Fig. 23 Systems focus vs executive focus 

Source: Executive Coaching: Developing Managerial Wisdom in a World of Chaos 
(Kilburg, 2000) 

 

7.2.1 Executive groups and T-groups 
In a previous chapter I looked at the empirical studies surrounding T-groups. 
However, it is worth revisiting the subject to look at the theory. Working with 
executives in a group setting is not new. The origins of group executive coaching may 
be found in the training groups of the mid-20th century. The T-groups originated by 
the National Training Laboratories in 1949; the survey research methods originated 
by the Survey Research Center founded in 1958 and the work of the Tavistock 
Institute of Human Relations founded in 1946. 

Of these the T-groups ,or training-groups—a management development technique that 
arose after the Second World War and pioneered by Kurt Lewin—is of interest since 
he is widely credited as being one of the first to study group dynamics. In order to 
properly understand the psychodynamic group-coaching process, a brief look at T- 
group theory is pertinent. 

Lewin pioneered T-groups or action learning groups which, according to Yalom, 
(1995) are noteworthy by the following criteria:  

1. Feedback (an important tenet of which is when the feedback comes from “here 
and now observations” around performance).  

2. Unfreezing, (from Lewin’s change theory: “Motivation for change must be 
generated before change can occur. One must be helped to re-examine many 
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of one’s cherished assumptions about oneself and relations to others” (Lewin, 
1951).   

3. Participant observation, the essential task of which was to connect concrete 
experience and analytical detachment.  

4. Cognitive aids, e.g. models, brief lectures and handouts connecting 
participants in a way that the group’s primary task was to facilitate learning 
for its members.  

For group-coaching to function well, the four principles of the T-group must be in 
place. Finally, the coaching group set up borrows heavily from what Lewin termed 
“action research.” Namely, that the approach has to be collaborative, yet the research 
of the group is only achieved through the critically examined action of the group 
members (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988).  

I hesitate to cite and make links between the work of T-groups and the work of group-
coaching for the following reasons: T-groups were not only lambasted for being a 
management fad but also came in for some heavy negative publicity. By the time 
citations in journals peaked in 1969, coincidentally the same time as the “flower 
power” and hippy movement was prevalent in the West, there was a chorus of 
negative voices that were beginning to be heard. Not only were the psychological 
costs questioned, but also psychologists were questioning the ethics of conducting 
therapy in a business setting (Joure, Frye, Green, & Cassens, 1971; Mann, 1970). 
House wrote a particularly damning article, concluding that although T-group training 
was a powerful change inducing tool, that change may be harmful to both individual 
and organization depending on the ability of either to tolerate the anxiety of the 
change (House, 1967). In 1975 the National Training Laboratories declared 
bankruptcy. This was partly due to the fact that T-groups had developed a reputation 
for hurting people and damaging work relationships (Kaplan, 1986). 

I contend that the work of Lewin and the National Training Laboratories was an 
important precursor for the work of group-coaching using a psychodynamic model: T-
groups used as guiding principles a 360-degree feedback model plus a self-
assessment. The manager received a report showing the gap analysis defining how his 
or her perception differed from that of the observers. The basic notion was that as this 
was discussed, managers would develop insight into their behavior and how it impacts 
others (Highhouse, 2002). It should therefore be pointed out that the construct of 
psychodynamic group-coaching, described in detail in Chapter 3, includes markedly 
different characteristics than its precursor. In particular, it is differentiated by the 
attention to containment, the dynamic administration, the careful follow-up and the 
continued support and interaction between group members beyond the session itself. 

7.2.2 Group-coaching 
If executive coaching as a way to facilitate change is a neophyte in the social sciences, 
then group-coaching is embryonic. A search of group-coaching in the psychological 
collection still only produces five relevant results, one of which is written by this 
author and as I stated in that paper, organizational coaching is still almost exclusively 
conducted in a dyadic setting. The field is narrow. It is apposite here also to make the 
distinction here between group-coaching, the subject of this study, and team coaching 
which is also embryonic but an entirely different discipline.  



 126 

Team coaching distinguishes itself by focusing on the development of what in 
organizational life are known as intact teams, or as Hackman and Wageman (2005) 
refer to them, task performing teams. Another interpretation put forward is that team 
coaching can be understood as relating to groups where the individuals are working 
closely together toward a defined and mutually accountable goal (Bloisi, Cook, & 
Hunsaler, 2003). It is understandable in the light of this statement that group-coaching 
has long been used in the sporting realm (Stober & Grant, 2006).  

 

 Psychodynamic group-
coaching 

Dyadic Executive coaching 

Definition Goal-focused psychodynamic 
coaching with between three 
and six participants 

Goal focused coaching 
conducted between an 
executive coach and a client 

Time Typically over a full day with 
two hours focused on each 
participant 

Typically in two hour 
sessions between 6 months 
and a year 

Agenda Creation of a workable action 
plan for behavioral change 
agreed with the group 

Creation of a workable 
action plan agreed with the 
coach and/or HR department 

Proximity In group, often with peer-to-
peer follow-up and group 
telephone conference calls 

In person and/or by 
telephone. Recently some 
use of email 

Focus Past behavior patterns driving 
current behaviors 

Present and future orientation 

Approach Facilitated input from coach 
and other participants 
generating multiple 
perspectives and support 

Collaboration between coach 
and client 

Objectives Clients’ goals Clients’ and or HR goals 
Orientation Clients’ development, group 

learning, development of 
coaching skills, full 
involvement 

Client development 

Relationship Multiple relationships across 
the group, peer-to-peer 
coaching, group support 

Direct relationship between 
coach and client 

Effects Participants experience 
multiple inputs, perspectives, 
support, coaching skills, 
shared experiences, and 
cognitive restructuring 

Behavioral change. 

Table 13 Difference between psychodynamic group-coaching and dyadic executive 
coaching 
 

This study concerns the use of a group-coaching technique on diverse groups of 
executives from different organizations. It looks at the contention that coaching in a 
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group setting not only benefits the individual, but also has a corollary of facilitating 
better understanding of systemic factors. Dyadic coaching has been criticized for not 
putting these factors at its core (O’Neill, 2000; Paige, 2002). The group-coaching 
technique in question combines psychodynamic theory, cognitive theory, storytelling, 
feedback, and eventually action. Moreover, Kets de Vries views group-coaching as 
more effective than dyadic coaching because it also deals with cognition and affect 
within the organizational system rather than focusing purely in goal attainment (Kets 
de Vries, 2005).  

7.2.3 The role of storytelling in psychodynamic group-coaching 
Storytelling has long been considered valuable in the therapeutic arena and there are 
myriad articles that testify to its uses. Bergner summarizes thus: 

“A story is, among other things, a cognitive package… well tailored to patients’ 
dilemmas, then, a story may, by virtue of this intrinsic property, achieve a number of 
worthwhile ends. It can help patients see important relationships that may have 
escaped them previously, Further, it can highlight certain factors in patients’ 
situations, de-emphasize others, and introduce new ones not previously considered, 
thus helping patients to distinguish what is relevant and important in their 
circumstances. A well-tailored story, overall, can tie up a previously bewildering 
array of factors into a more meaningful, understandable, cognitive whole. In doing so, 
it can help patients achieve a better grasp of their difficulties and in many cases to 
discern possible paths to change.” (Bergner, 2007)  

In psychodynamic group-coaching storytelling is strongly encouraged from 
participants by the coach. The coach may also intervene with appropriate narrative as 
illustration and analogy. Broadly the participants in the coaching groups are similarly 
aged, with similar experience and organizational level, albeit from different 
organizations. The object of the coaching, as with other change mechanisms, is to 
help people who are stuck. However, people in coaching situations often find 
themselves entrenched in their positions. As Rollnick and Miller posit as a 
fundamental principle in motivational interviewing, a type of counseling, it is difficult 
to argue a patient into a new way of thinking (Miller & Rollnick, 2002). However, 
telling a story can have the effect of illuminating for the participant an allegorical 
situation, especially if, for instance, the story has a different outcome than their own. 

Moreover, the telling of a story by the participant may also have a cathartic effect. As 
Banks-Wallace states, group storytelling can create an environment that supports 
evaluation of experience and promotes problem solving (Banks-Wallace, 1998). 
Moreover, Hetzel found that in a group model using solely storytelling as a proxy, a 
Q-sort evaluation found high-ranking therapeutic factors to be group cohesiveness, 
interpersonal learning and catharsis (Hetzel, Barton, & Davenport, 1994). The use of 
metaphor and storytelling as facilitators of both individual and group change was 
explored in more detail in Parkin (1994). More recently, there has been suggestion 
that what might be called emotional restructuring takes place when subjects tell 
stories. In an empirical clinical study based on Bucci’s Multiple Code Theory (where 
it is hypothesized that emotional schemas and interpersonal patterns originating in 
childhood form the basis of personality structure), researchers found that vivid 
storytelling about emotional events followed by reflective activity is associated with a 
change in emotion (Welsh, 2010). The study concludes that the activation, experience, 
and reflection on intense emotions may be relevant to psychotherapies of all kinds 
(albeit as a partial analog). We may stretch that analog to that of psychodynamic 
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group-coaching, since often there is an exploration of similar material with similar 
sequencing to the study above. 

7.2.4 The role of the group coach 
In conclusion it is important to examine exactly what the role of a successful group 
coach should be. The answer is manifold. The group coach will be expected to play a 
number of roles simultaneously. Thornton cites five: Boundary keeper, student of 
group interactions, authority figure, limiter of destructive behavior, and system 
administrator. To that list I would add container, screen, and link-maker. The group 
coach will generally act as a container of the emotions of the individuals and the 
overall group, intervening not only if and when he or she observes situations where 
the participant or group can benefit from that observation, but also ensuring that the 
emotion is not left unnoticed or unacknowledged. Moreover, the group coach acts as a 
screen onto which individuals and the group may project their anxieties fears and 
apprehensions. The coach may be aware of transferences toward him or her, other 
group members, or even the institution.  

In order to properly fulfill this role it is important that the group coach remains 
somewhat neutral, both in affect and style. It is also the job of the coach to observe 
and describe linking behaviors and feelings elicited in the group in order to bind the 
group further together as it progresses, and to foster a sense of shared experience. In 
essence the group coach will take the participants on a psychological “journey.” From 
meeting them with all the apprehension they may have about the forthcoming process, 
to laying out and administrating that process; from creating the appropriate tone to 
create the circumstances for change sometimes leading, sometimes creating space for 
the group; from keenly observing the group and providing insight to facilitate growth 
while at the same time ensuring that they stay on task. Finally, the coach must be 
aware of and manage his or her own emotions and reactions to the various scenarios 
that play out: the role of the group coach is necessarily onerous, skillful, and 
ultimately rewarding when done well.  

In order to triangulate the data and add the final dimension, I now turn to the data 
collected from the professional practitioners in an effort to ascertain the different 
approaches they take to the technique of psychodynamic group-coaching. 
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