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This Special Issue was written during the lockdown period of COVID-19.  

Lockdown finds many of us spending more time online in coaching 

sessions, free coaching-related webinars and Professional Body events. No 

wonder the popularity of the Zoom Video Conferencing app surged, with 

its share price jumping from $68 on January 1 to an all-time high of 

$159.56 on March 23. 

I notice how people forecast that many things will change as a result of our  

new ways of working. People who previously did not want to coach or be 

coached online are now forced to do so. Events previously not considered 

suitable as an online activity will probably continue after the pandemic. 

Not only coaching sessions and events, but think of the online religious 

events as example. A lot of business is moving online, and will certainly not  

switch off once everyone is back at the office. 

With this issue I decided to spend some time with online coaching sessions 

in relation to the COMENSA Behavioural Standards Framework. I used 

COMENSA’s framework because I am familiar with it, but I will refer to the 

ICF Core Competency Model where I can. 

The 2nd part of this special issue is a 3-part article which appeared in SA 

Coaching News in 2019 in the Jun, Jul and Aug issues by Dr Dorrian Aiken. 

 

Enjoy the reading! 

Your partner in coaching excellence,  
 

 

DISCLAIMER 

The views, thoughts and opinions expressed in this magazine are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the 

position of SA Coaching News and its publisher. 
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Social distancing and COVID-19 lockdown created 

many opportunities for coaches to connect online, 

both for coaching sessions and for professional 

development events. I attended several of these on 

Zoom during the 1st week of lockdown; less now, 

because I do not have access to fibre and uncapped 

data in my suburb, so my data costs were growing to 

be more than my savings in fuel.   

As I participated in, and observed these sessions, the 

idea for this article came to me as way of 

contributing to the unusual situation we find 

ourselves in.  It contains a few of my own thoughts, 

observations and reflections. Use, don’t use, add 

your own—so that we make online work great for 

our clients. 

 

When we attend a live event, we usually watch the 

speaker at the front of the room. Watching a screen 

full of Zoom attendees, we have the opportunity to 

see everyone. Every move pulls our attention away 

from the speaker; more so when someone is not 

muted and their dog barks, children yell or phones 

ring. 

A particularly bad incident recently was during an 

online lecture when the speaker was interrupted by 

the ring of an unmuted attendee’s cell phone, who 

then proceeded with a long conversation with the 

caller. The speaker did not have access to the option 

of muting anyone, and the IT department (in a 

different room) was not listening in to moderate. So 

we patiently sat until the conversation was over.  

This made me think of behavioural standards and 

codes of conduct for online meetings and coaching 

sessions. I am sure that coaching bodies will be 

developing these as a result of the virus situation, but 

in the meantime, let me take a stab at it with a few 

thoughts and tips, using the Zoom platform. 

As mentioned in the Editor’s letter above, I will be 

referring mostly to the COMENSA Coaching 

Behavioural Standards Framework (not available 

online at date of publishing), with occasional 

references to the updated ICF Core Competency 

Model (https://bit.ly/3aVne3C). These documents 

describe a general approach to coaching sessions, but 

do not specifically make reference to online behaviour 

and how it might differ from face-to-face sessions.  

Zoom 

Let’s start with a basic introduction of Zoom first. 

Zoom Video Communications (https://zoom.us/) is 

based in California, USA. It is one of the leading 

remote conferencing services, similar to Microsoft 

Teams. 

It allows you to easily connect with a large number of 

people, with or without video. Anyone has access to a 

free, basic account, allowing you to host up to 100 

participants and unlimited 1-1 meetings for a 

maximum of 40 minutes each. The 1st paid plan of the 

service allows meeting durations of longer than 40 

minutes. At the moment the price for this plan is 

$14.99 (https://zoom.us/pricing).  
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Zoom allows you to connect without video, in which 

case it will show your profile photo or logo, if you 

uploaded it (see above images). This option uses a lot 

less data and can help with network stability if you do 

not have a stable connection.  

The bottom of the Zoom screen has a toolbar, 

allowing you to mute/unmute, stop/start video, share 

screen, open the chat box and do a few more 

functions. 

 

I will come back to this again later in the article, but 

take note of what’s behind you. That light behind me 

in the photo (bottom left) draws a lot of attention, and 

sitting with my back to a window (bottom right)

creates a dark silhouette.  

A word about video on or video off 

Remember that not everyone has access to an 

uncapped fibre connection. A Zoom video call, where 

both you and your coachee has your video switched 

on uses approximately 1Gb of data – half of it for 

downloading the incoming video and half for 

uploading your video. A two-hour group webinar has 

the potential to increase the total data usage to closer 

to 3Gb per hour, because you are downloading much  

more incoming video data. 

Many of us, our clients included, have been spending 

a lot of time in online meetings, webinars, training, 

family conversations, etc. There are many advantages. 

However, consider this message from Steven 

Hickman, the executive director of the Centre for 

Mindful Self-Compassion in his article “Zoom 

exhaustion is real. Six ways to find balance and stay 

connected”. During an online session (webinar or 

coaching session) we are hyper-focused on the few 

visual cues we have available on the screen. As 

mentioned above, every move people make on a 

webinar draws our attention, more so than in a 

physical event. We simultaneously process all these 

visual cues, which draws small amounts of attention 

away from the speaker, and it uses up our own 

available energy. Steven describes how over-

stimulation in ways that we are not used to, pushes us 
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bit by bit further away from the human-to-human 

connection we all talk about in this time. 

If you find the many video feeds distracting, you have 

the option in Zoom to switch from Gallery View to 

Speaker View. This will then hide all the video feeds of 

the other participants and only show the speaker. 

People might not have dedicated space to work from 

home, so by keeping the video on during webinars, 

people get to see their living rooms, children in the 

background, partner walking by, etc. Easy option – use 

earphones to listen, just mute yourself and switch off 

the video. Don’t worry what others will think of you, 

you have the right to do so. 

Lastly, common advice is saying that we should stay in 

our routines every day. Get up, shower, get dressed, 

etc. I think this is very good advice, but what about 

that person, that coach, that remote worker who has 

little online interaction for a particular day of more. 

Except for that one webinar I just have to attend 

today. Does that mean I must ‘dress up’ for that one 

hour? If I prefer to work in a t-shirt, but don’t want to 

be seen like that in a professional webinar, I have the 

easy option to just switch off the video. 

Something for you to decide on. Let’s go into the 

online coaching space. 

 

Online behaviour 

Ethical practice and code of conduct 

The 1st item in both the COMENSA framework and the 

ICF model refers to ethical practice and that the coach 

should uphold professional values as described in the 

related Codes of Ethics and Conduct. COMENSA’s 

values expected from their members are 

accountability, inclusivity, integrity and professional 

competence (Click here for the COMENSA Code and 

values: https://bit.ly/34gIHkW).  

I encourage the reader to look at your professional 

body’s values again, in relation to your online 

coaching sessions. A change I personally have to be 

aware of relates to the COMENSA value of Integrity – 

“Be aware of the potential for conflicts of interest of 

either a commercial or emotional nature to arise 

through the coaching/mentoring relationship …”. 

When I am online on Zoom without video, by default 

my SA Coaching News logo appears. This will certainly 

be a conflict of interest of a commercial nature. Even 

though both my coaching practice and SA Coaching 

News belongs to me, flashing the SACn logo to the 

client may be perceived as unsolicited marketing. 

COMENSA’s value of Professional Competence 

described a wide scope of concepts. One that stood 

out for me is “Professional competence and 

disposition should be embedded in and reflect in all 

dealings, processes and activities, with no exception”. 

Ask yourself – before doing an online coaching session 

for the first time, have you practiced enough with 

your online platform (Zoom, Skype, etc.) so that this 

value is upheld? I really appreciated the COMENSA 

Gauteng Chapter chairperson’s effort to learn as much 

as possible in a short time frame about hosting Zoom 

sessions before a recent online event. She made it 

look rather effortless, even though it was her first! 

ICF also refers to maintaining a coaching mindset 

under their ethics section. One of the items here is: 

“Mentally and emotionally prepares for sessions”. 

What do you do to prepare for a coaching session, and 

does it differ for online sessions? A good practice is to 

keep at least 15-30 minutes between online coaching 

sessions, even though we might be tempted 

otherwise. What do you do in those 15-30 minutes 

between sessions? Jump into your e-mails? Add 

another paragraph to that proposal? Or do you 

schedule time for reflection? 
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Behavioural standards for coaching 

Contracting/coaching agreements 

How did your online contracting during lockdown 

change from face-to-face contracting? Did it change at 

all? Before the pandemic, online coaching sessions 

might have been from your office to the coachee’s 

office. Now, your coachee might have a child or other 

family member seeking attention during a session. A 

recent comment on social media by a coach mentions 

how he now states upfront that his coachee must 

attend to whatever comes up for them at home 

during a coaching session; they can even go so far as 

to end the call and come back when the dust has 

settled. 

Connectivity is a consideration for re-contracting. 

Everyone does not have a 100% stable network 

connection. Discuss with your coachee what to do 

when the connection breaks. If it is on the coachee’s 

side, mention that you will wait until they are online 

again. If your line goes down, ask the coachee to 

please wait a minute or so until the connection has 

been re-established from your side. 

During the early stages of lockdown we still have 

many ‘war stories’ about the situation. Both you and 

your coachee might be tempted to tell these to each 

other, taking time away from the coaching topic. Do 

you want to contract around that, or would it be 

beneficial to listen to these ‘war stories’? 

The virus is clearly going to have a dramatic effect on 

the economic situation of coaches. The ICF model 

requires the coach to partner with the client to 

determine client-coach compatibility. We need to take 

more care than ever before that we do not take on 

incompatible coaching relationships under pressure of 

our financial situations. 

Which other logistical items do you need to review for 

online coaching as opposed to face-to-face sessions? 

Time? New success indicators? Perhaps even pricing? 

Consider this: If I had to drive to a client from my 

office to, let’s say Bloubergstrand, travel time there 

and back is at least 1.5 hrs. Do I want to pass on that 

savings in time, or does that not fit with my financial 

business model? Fuel for driving the 80km return trip 

is more expensive than data for one hour, so again I 

benefit.  

Communication 

In this section, the COMENSA Framework and the ICF 

Competency Model refers to active listening, open 

questions, reflecting or summarising, noticing 

emotions, energy shifts, body language, etc. The ICF 

model also includes Evoke Awareness – facilitating 

client insight, and the COMENSA framework talks 

about creating awareness and opportunities for 

learning. No need for me to go into the detail of these, 

I will mention just a few practical concepts. 

It certainly is easier to pick up on emotions and 

nuances during face-to-face coaching sessions. 

Depending on the way the client sits, you have little 

access to body language. Either only the face or from 

the shoulders up (see images below). Very seldom you 

see their hands moving. As coach, I will sometimes 

consciously bring my hands up higher than normal 

when I want to illustrate something. 

This means we need take more notice of the tone of 

voice, facial expressions, shifting of the shoulders, 

where they look while talking. I am sure my colleagues 

trained in Transactional Analysis and NLP will be able 

to give a lot more information regarding patterns of 

communication in an online environment. (hint hint … 

for an article in the next issue of SA Coaching News by 

someone …) 
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Sometimes you may experience a delay in voice 

transmission. Be aware of when that happens so that 

you and your client do not talk simultaneously. If you 

do notice it, immediately re-contract with your client 

regarding the change in the (digital) environment, in 

case they did not notice. If the delay is really bad, 

rather re-establish the connection for you and your 

client. If it persists, get into the habit of muting 

yourself between coaching questions. It is quite easy 

to do this in Zoom. Mute yourself by clicking on the 

button, bottom left of the Zoom screen, then, when 

you want to say something, press and hold the 

spacebar on your keyboard to temporarily unmute 

yourself. 

Take extra care when using silence online. Should your 

client prefer to have the video switched off, it is very 

difficult to rely on the benefit of silence if you cannot 

see the person reflecting on something. If you 

misjudge the silence as reflection, it can become 

somewhat awkward. I had such a client a few days ago 

and I quickly realised that I need to adapt my normal 

approach here. I had to ramp up on listening more 

than ever before, so that I could make a better call on 

if the silence is reflection or not. 

Are you in the habit of responding to your client with 

mmm …, or with a nodding head? During online 

sessions these can quickly irritate the other person. 

Responding with a sound (mmm, yes, or OK) can also 

digitally interfere enough with what your client is 

saying that you miss a few words. Be aware of your 

habits and normal ways of doing things and ask 

yourself how it is helping your client. 

A note on using humour. The laptop’s microphone 

might be quite sensitive, so if I should laugh out loud 

when the client says something funny and continues 

talking, the sound of my laughing will take over the 

sound on Zoom, and I will not hear what the client 

said after the joke.  I have to tone down the noise I 

make on my side, including laughter down to perhaps 

just a broad smile when working online. 

 

Building trust, rapport and safety 

In 2017 I facilitated a masterclass for COMENSA 

members where Linda Manzini was one of the 

speakers. She had just completed her master’s 

research “Exploration of rapport building between the 

coach and client during E-coaching” at the USB. During 

my research I was also reading another student’s work 

“Coaches’ experiences of the physical and 

psychological setting of the coaching 

conversation” (Smit, 2016).  At the time, these studies 

used to be available on the USB research portal. I 

incorporate some of their findings in the discussion 

below. 

Online coaching, with the video switched on, can 

provide both you and your client with information 

about what your natural self looks like, while 

coaching. Is the view that your client see your 

authentic self, or did you make changes to look 

different, or ‘better’? What is your level of 

authenticity? 

We are not in each other’s living spaces, so we have 

fewer visual cues to tell us a story of the other person. 

When a client walks into my coaching studio, they see 

what I have in the room – books on the coffee table, 

pot plants, space to stare and reflect into, artwork and 

qualifications on the walls, etc. Similarly, I compile  my 
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own stories when I walk into the client space. Online 

we do not have much of that available. You can decide 

if that can be to the benefit of your client, or not. One 

of the research findings was that online coaching 

should allow for more time for personal storytelling to 

negate this lack of information. 

When I designed my coaching studio, I incorporated 

several ideas to ensure the client has centre stage in 

the coaching setting. A research finding is that client 

comfort is the first priority, followed by the coach’s 

comfort. What can you do online to ensure this in the 

digital space? You cannot choose where they sit, what 

they hear in their suburb, their room temperature, 

etc., as you can in your own environment. 

During online coaching you need to create safety by 

other means. If your client found you in an online 

directory where they only saw a short summary about 

you, offer to send your full profile to them before 

commencing with coaching. At the beginning of a 

session, ask about their environment and if there are 

sensory distractions (noise, temperature, comfort of 

their chair, pets, etc.).  

Especially now in lockdown, it is quite alright if your 

client has company like this during a coaching session.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I do however suggest that you do not try coaching like 

that. I suspect it might not go down well with most 

clients. 

Next time when you are  online,  have  a good look at 

your own physical background. What can clients see 

behind you? A blank wall? A bookshelf, like in my 

video feed? Do I strategically place my certifications 

on the wall behind me? Is the space neat and tidy, or 

full of clutter? Whatever it is, reflect on the message 

you are sending and its potential impact on the client. 

Is it helping you, is it neutral, or is it helping/not 

helping the client? Do you need to make any changes? 

Do you have the luxury to indeed make changes? 

When coaching in Microsoft Teams, you have the 

functionality of totally blurring your background, 

almost like changing the aperture in a camera. The 

disadvantage of this is that it looks quite unnatural. 

Zoom gives you the option of changing your 

background to an image of your choice. Here I am 

sitting in front of the Notre Dame de Paris. If I had to 

coach you like that, what effect would it have? I 

suppose I should choose something less conspicuous. 

Whatever you decide, it is important to express your 

identity and authenticity through the display of 

meaningful backgrounds and objects. Your digital 

space must represent who you are, what you stand 

for and contribute to the clients’ perception of your 

authenticity, your realness.  

A safe space includes confidentiality for the client. 

Especially with new clients during their first session, I 

will lift up my laptop and turn it towards the rest of 

my coaching studio, so that they can see what it looks 

like, but also for them to see that I am alone in the 

room. I had a conversation (not coaching) with 

someone a few days ago. About halfway through the 

conversation the person told me that there is 

someone else in the room, outside the camera reach 

(but within listening distance). Some years ago, 

circumstances forced a client to connect over skype 

with me while driving. A few minutes into the 

conversation, I was informed that there was someone 

else in the passenger seat. In both cases, the 3rd 

person could hear what was being said by both of us. 

 
O

N
LIN

E C
O

A
C

H
IN

G
 



www.sacoachingnews.co.za   12 

 

Zoom allows you to voice and video record sessions. 

Really investigate your reasons for doing so. Some 

coaches will say that they use it for reflections 

afterwards, or as a reminder for next sessions. Do you 

really have time to listen to each coaching session a 

2nd time? Regarding the South African PoPI Act 

(Protection of Personal Information), did you ask 

permission, did you explain your reasons and do you 

keep these recordings safe enough? Do you delete 

these recordings when you are done with them, as 

required by the PoPI Act? 
 

Designing actions and managing accountability 

I think online coaching, related to this item (Facilitate 

client growth in the ICF model), remains mostly 

unchanged from face-to-face coaching sessions. It 

could even be beneficial to the client, because online 

coaching might prevent the coach jotting down an 

action list on behalf of a client. 

 

Behavioural standards for self-

management 

Building self-awareness 

I want to briefly highlight two items mentioned by the 

COMENSA framework in this section. “Demonstrate 

sufficient self-awareness to have a realistic perception 

of own strengths and weaknesses” and “Trust the 

value that is inherent in the coaching process fully”.  

In other words, get proper coach training, journal and 

reflect on your coaching sessions, do your CPD , go for 

supervision—get the basics right, trust in you own 

capability and in the coaching process, and you will go 

far. 

One of the best ways for coaches to 

increase self-awareness is through 

professional coach supervision. My 

personal opinion is that if a coach 

does not appreciate supervision, he/

she probably cannot reflect deeply 

about themselves either, and they 

are probably relatively un-coachable 

as well.  

 

Creating opportunities for own personal and 

professional growth 

The lockdown period provides us with ample time to 

actively work on this part. Online learning, reading 

more (yes, subscribe to SA Coaching News for this!), 

perhaps even arrange for a supervision session about 

the online coaching you have been doing since 

lockdown. There could be something to become 

aware of that only a trained supervisor might open up 

for you. Oh, sorry, I already mentioned supervision, 

didn’t I … 

 

Maintaining a coaching presence 

I think online coaching allows this to happen almost 

easier than face-to-face sessions. Looking at your 

client’s video feed allows you to be really present and 

connected. 

To ensure not only ‘physical’ presence, but also 

coaching presence, reflect deeply about your online 

coaching approach. What about it is to the benefit of 

the client? What changes do you require? How do you 

ensure the online comfort, firstly for your client, then 

for you as coach? If you normally use tools and 

techniques (cards, technology, drawings, assessment 

tools, etc.), how would this work in online sessions? 
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Behavioural standards for Context management 

COMENSA’s context management is a wide concept. It 

refers to working with diversity, prejudice, bias and 

stereotyping in unfolding contextual and cultural 

differences. 

Context is not only relevant to the cultural context. It 

also includes diversity such as preferences, beliefs, 

personality profiles, strengths, developmental areas, 

experience, expertise, training, access to resources, 

exposure to contexts such as someone having only 

small business background and no corporate 

background. 

Over and above the contextual differences we 

normally work with, online coaching brings in a few 

more:  

• The client’s level of comfort with being coached 

online;  

• your assumptions (and potential bias) about the 

client’s network connection, bandwidth and 

quality;  

• the client’s comfort with sitting in front of a 

camera;  

• the psychological safety of the client’s setting 

(can family members listen in on the 

conversation?);  

• your ability to deal with the added complexity 

and ambiguity of the changing times of 

lockdown and its impact on your coaching;  

• the impact of the new system/way of working 

on the client. 

 

Reflecting on your online coaching sessions will 

require asking a new set of questions to yourself. 

Spend some time to do this and make the necessary 

changes to your coaching model, your coaching 

approach and style and your coaching practice. 

 

______ 
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This series of three articles is an introduction to 

developing reflective awareness for ourselves as 

coaches and for our clients using two axes of 

increasing intelligence: the horizontal axis and the 

vertical axis. In Part One, the focus is on the 

difference between horizontal growth and vertical 

growth, and why vertical development is receiving 

more and more attention in leadership 

development.   

Part Two will offer practical steps for coaches to 

invest in accelerating both horizontal and vertical 

(transformative) growth. Part Three discusses the 

importance of broadly understanding stages of 

consciousness development, in two ways:  the 

evolution of the human consciousness over 

millennia; and the significance of these stages of 

development in a single lifetime. 

 Part One 

Horizontal and Vertical Growth 

One of the biggest challenges we face as coaches in 

service to our clients is trying to understand for 

ourselves the volatile world that we live in.  What 

competencies do we need most to interpret and to 

navigate volatility, fast-paced change, and the 

vagaries of human behavior? The simple answer is 

ongoing fine-tuned awareness – which in itself is not 

simple at all. Yet this is THE single advantage in 

creating stability and success in the midst of chaos 

and uncertainty.  

Any good coach knows “Awareness starts with me.” 

We learn to pay conscious attention to ‘who I am’ and 

‘how I react moment to moment’. Robert Kegan 

describes this as becoming the object of our own 

awareness – ‘me’ as subject is now aware of ‘myself’ 

as object. In time, with practice, we may learn to hold 

our self-observations gently, with more curiosity than 

judgment – an important transition, for reasons I will 

soon explain. 

Coaching at its core is concerned with change – what 

is the change, the goal or outcome we and our clients 

seek. The starting point to leverage change is working 

with what developmental theorists term the 

‘horizontal’ axis – a practice in becoming aware of 

who I am and how I function right now. Integral 

Coaching Canada refers to this as getting to know our 

Current Way of Being (CWOB).  Get to know what I 

most appreciate about my qualities and abilities that 

can improve my skills, my performance – and what I 

know of myself that most stands in the way of 

growing my expertise.   

Practice on the horizontal axis may help me grow, for 

example, from being an average musician to a world-

class musician. Such attention to understanding one’s 

strengths and limitations, and improving skills and 

behaviours is important. If we don’t know ourselves 

and our abilities as well as we can right now, how do 

we build the foundation and momentum for change?  

This is the reason we should get curious rather than 

judgmental in observing ourselves – we need to stay 

open to insight, not shut down because we feel 

shamed or angry with ourselves for our shortcomings. 
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However, horizontal development is not, on its own, 

sufficient to lead to accelerated consciousness – an 

increase from simple uncomplicated unquestioning 

beliefs and values to an ever-increasing  ability and 

willingness to hold ambiguity, multiple perspectives 

and complex possibilities in beliefs and values. This is 

the second and more demanding axis – vertical 

development: becoming more consciously aware of 

not just who I am and what I do, but being able to 

hold awareness of others, awareness of the variables 

in the world around me – the different ways of 

holding value, of seeing relationships, of increasing 

possibilities in perspective-taking.  

Vertical development is not new, however recent the 

term.  As the word implies, the upward movement is 

an incremental process of transformation from a 

basic state of awareness to a more inclusive, more 

complex state. The human race has been on an 

evolutionary path of increasing consciousness 

development for at least 30,000 years - expanding 

conscious awareness from a narrow focus on basic 

survival, to the ability today of being able to reflect 

widely on multiple possibilities in an increasingly 

complex and connected global environment. Just as 

technology has evolved with increasing rapidity over 

the past 100 years, so has human consciousness. 

Consider what was not even thinkable 50 to 100 years 

ago: the vote for women, the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, the end of apartheid… The human 

world in its levels of consciousness is evolving right 

now, and faster than at any other time in human 

history.  

Largely for this reason, vertical growth is increasingly 

gaining more attention in leadership development: 

arguably, the most important leadership competency 

globally, let alone in our own local circle of influence, 

is the ability for leaders to hold complexity, manage 

rapid change and ambiguity with resilience and skill. 

Some expert voices believe the integrity of the planet 

and our survival as a species depends on this complex 

quality of leadership, locally and globally. So, what 

can we coaches and our clients do to contribute to 

this quality of leadership? We can strive with daily 

practices to increase our own levels of awareness in 

order to be more competent at recognizing the levels 

and stages that surround us, and therefore, how best 

to engage with them. 

Part Two looks at the accessible ways we can choose, 

with practice, to develop both axes of horizontal and 

vertical intelligence.  

 

 

 

 

 

Vertical development - 

the different ways of 

holding value,  

of seeing relationships, 

of increasing possibilities 

in perspective-taking 
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Part Two 

Accelerating both Horizontal and Vertical 

Growth 

In simply reading this article, you are already 

exercising your horizontal development – and 

probably have been doing so for most of your life. 

Horizontal learning extends what you already know 

including how you prefer to express your values. It is 

the accumulation of more facts and figures, more 

expertise in a particular range of skills and ways of 

operating in the world. We are thought to have 

access to upward of 23 kinds of intelligence, like 

numerical, athletic, artistic or musical to name a few.  

Not all of us develop the same skills and abilities – 

and neither is this necessary.  Some of us are brilliant 

at maths, others at sculpture or engineering design.  

However, a focus on horizontal learning to the level 

of expert in many of these intelligences does not in 

itself guarantee vertical development – probably the 

most significant capacity for leadership, locally and 

globally, in this 21st century.  It takes vertical learning 

to increase self-awareness, to resist knee-jerk 

reactions, to grow reflective ability and learn 

resilience in the face of challenge and complexity.  

We know that we go through stages of development 

from babyhood, through childhood to adulthood, 

each successive developmental stage more complex 

than the preceding level. Babies progress from 

crawling to learning to walk when crawling becomes 

frustrating: too limited, too slow for where they want 

to go. This frustration with a current way of being and 

doing, the strong sense that there is more to discover, 

is what moves us progressively from stage to more 

complex stage throughout our lives.  However, not all 

humans develop at the same rate or go through all 

the stages available to us in a lifetime. 

Of the many intelligences potentially available to us, 

there are at least six to which every normally-

functioning adult has access. Therefore, we can 

choose to bring conscious attention to increasing our 

stage of awareness and ability on any one or all of 

these. Developmental theorists like Robert Kegan, 

Nick Petrie, Barrett Brown, Susann Cooke-Greuter 

and Ken Wilber generally concur that normally-

functioning adult have access levels of cognitive, 

emotional, interpersonal, physical, moral and spiritual 

intelligence.  

Cognitive intelligence refers to the increasing ability 

to hold more than one point of view or perspective, 

to hold more complexity and see alternative scenarios 

into the future. Emotional intelligence is the 

increasing ability to develop care and concern from 

‘me’ (egocentric) to ‘me and my tribe’ (sociocentric) 

to ‘me, my tribe and my enemy’ (world centric). The 

least complex pre-modern stage on the emotional 

line is characterised by ‘me at the centre of the 

universe!’ - egocentric. When the child throws a 

tantrum in the supermarket in pursuit of instant 

gratification and mother says, ‘Please stop screaming 

– everyone is looking’, the response is ‘YES, that’s 

what I want! Attention everyone! Right now!’ 

Egocentric is a very necessary stage of development 

in human survival, one that we will need to draw on 

throughout our lives. Sadly, it seems that some of our 

world’s leaders fail to move on to being able to 

integrate this stage into the next! 

Interpersonal intelligence is the ability to individuate: 

to accept the difference of those you relate to with 

equanimity; not everyone has to be a mirror image of 

me and my values in order to be loved or accepted. 

Physical intelligence is actively cultivating increasing 

awareness of your physical being and physical 

environment; being able to stay alert to a number of 

stimuli, both internally and externally. An increase of 
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moral intelligence is a conscious shift from ‘I win – 

you lose’ values to increasing concern to act in the 

best interests of all, preserving the greatest value for 

all. Last but not least, spiritual intelligence concerns a 

growing sense of the meaning of life from a 

fundamentalist principle of ‘one truth’ to a 

recognition of the interconnectedness of all sentient 

life, and indeed, connected forces on our planet and 

beyond. 

Leaders and coaches – anyone, in fact - can step up to 

the next rung in their own vertical development by 

consciously choosing practices that focus on 

behaviours, issues or events already under their 

noses. The first stage is becoming aware of which 

behaviour, issue or event would really benefit from 

your focused attention, for what reasons and with 

what longed-for outcome. The second stage is 

choosing and committing to an action, a small 

focused practice, that will start to bring about the 

desired change. The third phase is integrating regular 

reflection on the impact of these actions or practices 

on self and others. 

To give an example from my own developmental 

practices, I have liked to believe myself to be pretty 

high up on moral development, until one of my 

teachers gave a group of us a checklist on moral 

awareness: the commitment to do the greatest good 

for the greatest number, taking into account a full 

spectrum of different needs, abilities or practices. 

One question was “Have you ever knowingly 

exceeded the speed limit? If YES, how often?”. My 

practice now is to be consciously aware when I drive 

of improving my moral muscle by keeping in mind the 

rules of the road in the interests of all.    

What could you choose to practice to raise your 

conscious awareness on any of these six 

intelligences? Remember to keep your practice small, 

under your nose and do-able every day. 

Part Three 

The relevance for coaches and leaders, 

including parents, teachers, managers 

In part 3 we look at the importance of a broad 

understanding of stages of consciousness 

development in two ways:  the evolution of the 

human consciousness over millennia; and the 

Image: By Jacques Myburgh 
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significance of these stages of development in a single 

lifetime.  The emphasis in this article is the relevance 

for coaches and leaders, including parents, teachers, 

managers.  

Researchers like Ken Wilber, drawing on Graves, 

Gebser and Piaget among others, paint a picture of 

human consciousness evolution that spans millennia 

and comes from a growing field of study –

psychological, spiritual, sociological, and more 

recently biological and cultural evolution.  Following 

on from the description of vertical development in 

the last issue, shifts in human consciousness happen 

in relation to a frustration with the limits of a current 

state, a need to advance survival skills.  

The most basic level of consciousness is a focus on 

pure survival, hour to hour, day by day.  Present in 

small human bands over 100 thousand years ago, it is 

in evidence today in starving refugees, for example, in 

new-born babies, in the very ill.  An increase on basic 

survival emerges with the belief in and practice of 

magical thinking, also still present today – think of 

rituals, superstitions.  Magical beliefs (like the Easter 

bunny, Father Xmas) strengthen tribal connections – 

whether these connections are family, race, religion, 

community, or your local sports team.  The core value 

set is “all for one, one for all”.  

A third stage of consciousness development is the 

emergence of the hero-leader, the feudal lord who 

demands complete obedience and respect.  The 

upside is when the leader’s powers and skills 

evidently improve the tribe’s prosperity and success.  

The downside, seen in gang leaders and typical of the 

‘strong man’, is highly egotistical behaviour and poor 

impulse control, much like an emotionally immature 

bully of a manager, or the two-year-old in the 

supermarket yelling for an ice-cream NOW.  

These three stages were virtually unchallenged for 

thousands of years until the emergence only in the 

13th -14th century AD in the West of the fourth stage 

- a hierarchical order based on a code of conduct and 

accepted principles where each member of a group 

has their proper place. Instead of one impulsive ruler, 

people are led by a body of councillors be they church 

or state, or more familiarly today, committees and 

boards of directors.  Decision-making is a shared 

responsibility.  Many corporates and government 

institutions have operated at this level. The core value 

has been loyalty and reward for long service, giving 

social stability and security, now seriously under 

threat from the next emergent level.  

Very rapidly, the fifth stage of adult consciousness has 

emerged predominantly from the 20th century, with 

an emphasis on individual success, innovation and 

entrepreneurship, typified for example by Silicon 

Valley, companies like Uber and Amazon.  This is turn 

is being challenged by the sixth - a growing human 

desire that values nurturing the environment, cares 

about fairness, equality and opportunity for all.  Even 

more recently, a further seventh state of adult 

consciousness ‘awakening’ is the profound respect for 

the mystery and connectedness of life, not just on our 

planet but in the universe.  The values that this level 

brings is a rare acknowledgement of difference as 

necessary interdependence, the need for global co-

operation to ensure the continued existence of our 

planet.   

The significance for coaches is that, in adulthood, we 

are likely to bump into every level of consciousness 

described here among any group of people, 

anywhere, on any given day.  Each level has its 

predominant core values – what matters increasingly 

Superstitions 
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About the Author:  Dr Dorrian Aiken 

 

Your most powerful strength as leader, business owner, parent or partner, in 

the midst of conflicts and confusions, is your authenticity and evidenced-

based self-belief.   

Dorrian’s passion and skills help her clients live into their own 'best self', to 

free themselves from self-doubt, fear of failure and even that little inner voice 

that sometimes whispers 'imposter'. Training and experience gives Dorrian a 

rich ‘toolbox’ to unlock her clients' self-limiting assumptions, remove blind 

spots and open up to a world of possibility. 

Clients discover through practical focused steps and direct experience, skilful ways of being, seeing and 

acting in the world and in relation to one another. Dorrian’s coaching approach - one-on-one and with 

teams - increases conscious awareness of self, enhances perspective-taking and engagement with 

others. The resulting self-esteem leads to high-quality decision-making, better team relationships, skilful 

change management, better systems awareness and better outcomes. 

Dorrian is a lecturer in Leadership Development for the M Phil in Business Coaching, USB Business 

School as well as lecturer in NeuroLeadership, with USB Executive Development.  She has a Doctor of 

Philosophy (University of Exeter, UK). Dorrian’s specialties include coaching across cultures, integral 

coaching for exemplary leadership, managing change, resistance to change, team coaching, brain-based 

executive leadership development.  

in coaching and in leadership is the ability to 

recognize and engage positively with these value sets. 

As always, it starts with ‘me’.  What is my dominant, 

preferred value set?  Researchers and specialists in 

the field of adult consciousness development, like 

Susanne Cook-Greuter, stress that one level is not 

‘better’ or ‘worse’ than another.  Levels differ, from 

low to high, in their capacity for managing complexity 

and the ability to include multiple perspectives and 

each level has light and shadow.  Darth Vader might 

be brilliantly complex, capable of engaging with 

multiples perspectives, powerfully competent at 

recognising different value sets -    but most of us 

wouldn’t welcome his leadership!  

In the world we experience today, nothing could be 

more important than harnessing and encouraging the 

light, rather than the shadow, of each level of adult 

human awareness.   It is very worthwhile for coaches 

to do our own research, engage in the questionnaires 

and profiles that give insight into the various facets of 

these stages of adult development.  A recommended 

overview on the topic of evolving adult consciousness 

is a paper available online by Maretha Prinsloo 

(2012), Consciousness models in action: comparisons.  

Prinsloo offers a critical evaluation of various 

consciousness models as well as application of 

various models to leadership.   

The bottom line, however lightly or seriously we hold 

these theories and models of adult stages of 

development, is our own daily reflective practice, 

finetuning our awareness of adult worldviews and 

their differing value sets.   

 

______ 


