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The application of principles of dialogue to Gestalt practice has been articulated in the work of numerous 
Gestalt practitioners (e.g. Yontef, 1993; Hycner, 1995; Jacobs, 1995; Resnick, 2000) who have is rooted 

their work in the philosophy of Martin Buber (1958, 1965, 1967). Buber emphasized the importance of a 
particular kind of meeting between people, what he called the “I-Thou”, in which there is an intention to 

be “as fully present as one can to another with little self-centered purpose or goal in mind . . . It is a 

mutual experience. It is an experience of profoundly valuing being in a relationship with this person” 
(Hycner 1995, p. 8).  Buber contrasted I-Thou meeting with the I-It meeting in which “There is a 

subservience of the personhood of the person to [a] goal.  It is an objectifying of the other” (Hycner, 

1995, p. 9).  Here we engage the other person as a means to an end. 

“I-Thou” relating is synonymous with communicating through dialogue. The dialogic method is 
“an invitation for [coaches] to shed the role of challenging bystander (Gestalt stereotype) or 
expert witness (analytic stereotype) and enter the far more sensitive space of genuine 
relationship.”  

–Stuart Stawman 

The Dialogic Method is the attitude Gestalt coaches bring into the coaching engagement. This attitude is 

born of the realization that there is no objective reality. Every perspective depends on one’s vantage 

point, one’s position in the field. Our experience of reality is dependent on our perspective and is not 
superior to that of our client’s; it simply arises from a different vantage point and set of circumstances. As 

a coach, we do not have the advantage of knowing “the truth” and are unable to provide “the answer.” 

What we can do is get interested in our client’s perspective as well as the field conditions, the situation, 
or the context that gives rise to his or her perspective. By exploring our client’s perspective without 

judgment and with genuine interest, respect, and thoroughness, we can assist the client to think through 
and formulate a workable solution. 

Gestalt coaching asks you to enter into a relationship with a client on equal footing—not from a position 
of acknowledged “expert,” nor from a fixed or predetermined position of either “devil’s advocate” or 

“cheerleader.” This can be a significant departure from how some people practice coaching or apply the 

ICF competencies. Gestalt coaches value a dialogic relationship because the relationship is the 
transformative, developmental vehicle: not the coach herself or any given objective of the coaching 

engagement. 

Relating through dialogue is transformative because the relationship that develops between the coach 

and client is a hologram of the relational dynamics in the rest of the client’s life and work. Relational 

changes in a coaching relationship will affect the client’s other relational events. In other words, by being 
in a healthy relationship with a coach or clinician, a client learns how to develop healthy relational 

practices with other people in their lives. Whereas a therapist may develop a relationship that embodies 
and models intimate relating, a coach may develop a relationship that embodies caring, professionalism, 

clear boundaries, honesty, clarity, trustworthiness, etc.—all elements that ideally exist in working 

relationships, but are often absent. 

Dialogue is a framework that supports entering into a relationship on equal footing, not hiding yourself in 

the role of ‘coach,’ not putting on a façade of how you think a coach should act, can be quite challenging.  
May of us prefer playing a role to being ourselves, especially when our competence is challenged. 
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Working within the framework of dialogue is a way of both orienting in the coaching relationship, and for 
re-orienting when there are disruptions in the relationship.  When there are disruptions (which are 
inevitable), the coach seeks to become aware of those aspects of dialogue that have been disrupted and 
to find ways to reorient him or herself within the dialogue.  In our work as coaches, dialogue is not 
something that we demand of another person.  It is something we bring to the relationship, trusting that if 
we bring it to the relationship, meaningful change is more likely to occur. 

In this section I will describe the elements that create the framework of dialogue.  Subsequently I will 

describe how an awareness of the process and elements of dialogue can serve as a map to help us 

negotiate the relational territory of the coaching relationship. 

The Framework of Dialogue 
Many Gestalt practitioners have described elements of transformative dialogue (Jacobs, 1995; and Yontef 

1993).  There are, of course, as with any model, different versions and language offered.  I have found it 

useful to focus on five aspects of dialogue:  presence, empathic inclusion, balancing intentionality and 
emergence, working with awareness and experience, and commitment to the working alliance. 

A.  Presence 

Presence is an elusive concept that has been approach from a variety of viewpoints.  Chadian and 

Denham-Vaughan (2007) describe presence as a use of self that combines “energetic availability and fluid 

responsiveness within a dynamic relational field. “  (p. 17).   They also describe presence as “a quality of 
resource and resilience, of being confident in one’s ground as sufficient to be dealing with the present 

moment. . . “ (Chidiac and Denham-Vaughn, 2007, p. 10).  Presence speaks to our capacity to come to 

our encounters with others as human beings willing to be engaged with, to impact, and be impacted by 

those with whom we relate.  Working from presence supports us in: 

• Bringing my full awareness and participation to the interaction. 

• Being relatively free of pretense.  I show fully as a human being, not just a role. 

• Letting go of the desire to receive validation as a good therapist by the client.  My ego is not in 
the way. 

B.  Empathic Inclusion 

Through empathy we put ourselves as fully as possible into other’s experience without judgment, analysis 
or interpretation.  Through our willingness to enter and express our understanding of the other person’s 

experience, we support a growing emergence of their own acceptance and awareness of ongoing 
experience. (Yontef, 1993, p. 254). Empathy inclusion is the practice of trying to see the client’s world 

through the client’s eyes.  Inclusion encompasses empathy and goes beyond it. From a contextual 

perspective, our understanding of others is enhanced by the recognition of social and cultural forces that 
influence how we organize our experience, as well as individual differences. 

The processes by which human beings make meaning vary among individuals, across divides of culture, 
subculture, and communities defined by common collective identities.  

Empathic inclusion includes: 

• Resonating or attuning to the feeling state of another person 

• Allowing ourself to view the world from the perspective and position of the other person.  Not 

only comprehending the subjective experience of the other person, but also how this subjective 
experience arises and exists within a particular context 
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• We understand that this experience exists for a particular person, in a particular context, from a 

particular point of view 

C.  Working with Awareness and Direct Experience 

Because we are interested in direct experience and not unconscious motivation, we solicit the client’s 
sensory awareness and pay attention to her, as well as our own, moment to moment experience.  In 

Gestalt Practice, we work with awareness and direct experience by inviting the client’s description of 
immediate experience.  We report, judiciously and with discrimination, our awareness and experience.  In 

this way we support the client in learning to trust and use immediate experience to raise awareness. 

(Yontef, 1993) 

This aspect of the Gestalt approach invites us to suspend or at least hold lightly our theories, beliefs and 

assumptions about the “why” of experience and behavior. Instead we become interested in, observe and 

inquire about the “what” and the “how” of experience and behavior. We thus encourage the client’s 

deepening interest in noticing and reporting his or her ongoing experience.  When working with 

awareness and direct experience:  

• We invite the client’s descriptions of his or her immediate experience. 

• We judiciously share our own observations and awareness in the moment. 

• By modeling our reporting of our own awareness and experience, we support the client in 

learning to trust and use immediate experience to raise awareness. 

D.  Balancing Intentionality and Emergence 

Through intentionality and emergence we take responsibility for our intentionality to support learning, 

growth and/or healing. At the same time we recognize that we are entering a process that we do not 

control or direct. Being intentional  involves being planful, offering structure as appropriate and offering 

our areas of expertise to the therapeutic meeting.  Supporting emergence grows out of the knowledge 

that “I do not know what this system ultimately needs, nor do I know in any certain way how I can best 
contribute, so I will step into the unknown with you.  I am jointly committed to explore whatever 

emerges in this encounter.” (Carlson and Kolodny, 2009,164-165).  In balancing intentionality and 
emergence: 

• We recognize the inherent tension derived from carrying out a task and working toward an 

outcome, while holding to an attitude of allowing something unplanned and unanticipated to 

emerge.  

• As a therapist or coach I am engaged in a relationship with a explicit agenda, to help a client 

address whatever issue or concern has lead them to consult with me.   

• At the same time I recognize the limits of my knowledge. Supporting emergence grows out of the 

knowledge that “I do not know what this system ultimately needs, nor do I know in any certain 
way how I can best contribute, so I will step into the unknown with you.  I am jointly committed 

to explore whatever emerges in this encounter. 

E.  Commitment to the working alliance  

Commitment refers to holding the purpose of the relationship or interaction.  In the case of coaching, this 

purpose is to promote the growth, learning and development of the client.  Commitment to the working 
alliance involves ensuring that communication is appropriate or relevant to the type of relationship.  It is 

also manifested in the ways that the coach brings his or her expertise to the coaching enterprise, and 
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calibrates the work to the developmental needs and capacities of the client. 

• Holding the purpose (or contract) that is the basis of the coaching relationship. 

• Ensures that communication is appropriate to the coaching purpose. 

• The coach brings areas of expertise to the working relationship. 

• The work is calibrated o the developmental needs and capacities of the client. 

Using the Dialogue Framework in Practice 

Dialogic Approach as Default Position 

Dialogic interaction is something to which we aspire.  We cannot expect to be able to continuously 
sustain a dialogic approach in our work without interruptions.  In our coaching relationships we will 

experience feelings of disconnection (at times even alienation) from our clients, we will move into spaces 
of judgment, and at times attempt to control both the process and the other person. These disruptions to 

dialogue are inevitable and part of the unfolding process of our work. 

The model I propose is the use of the framework of dialogue as a kind of default position to which we 

return when we encounter problematic interactions in the coaching relationship.  When these problematic 

interactions occur, we ask ourselves what we are experiencing and how our experiences are influencing 
our embodiment of the elements of dialogue (inclusion, presence, genuine communication and 

commitment to the working alliance). These elements of dialogue can serve as guideposts to help us re-

orient ourselves within the coaching process. 

Experiences that interfere with the ability to relate from a dialogic approach 

Experiences that interfere with the coach’s ability to interact from a dialogic approach can be evoked in 

any number of ways, and may be grounded in personal, interpersonal or larger systems/cultural contexts.    

For example, disruptions to dialogue can be evoked as a result of interactions with clients whose 

issues and dynamics are related to the coach’s own concerns or life circumstance.  There may 

be areas of particular sensitivity, ambivalence or challenge.  For example, as a client talks to me of her 

concern about how to handle a conflict with a co-worker, our conversation may remind me of my own 
current conflict with a colleague.  The fact that this concern is relevant to my own life does not, in and of 

itself, result in triggering a disruption of dialogue.  The fact that this concern is part of my current life 

space can result in a heightened empathy and presence with this client.  However, it is also possible that 

I might experience a diminished presence and attentiveness with my client as I drift off into thoughts of 

my own situation; or I may desensitize myself as my own anxiety about conflict emerges, causing my 

attention to become unavailable for my client. Inclusion may also be disrupted if I assume that my 

client’s experience is the same as my own, rather than continuing to explore my client’s perceptions, 
experiences and meanings. 

The influence of cultural dynamics can also play a role in triggering disrupted dialogue in the 
client/coach dyad. For example, my ability to practice inclusion (empathy) can become compromised 

when interacting with clients whose histories of oppression or privilege are very different from my own. 
Working from a dialogic approach, I must remain sensitive and aware of circumstances in which I may 

tend to resist stepping into the shoes of another. 

I may have my buttons that are pushed by particular interpersonal styles or presentations.  In 
my reactive or defensive position I may lose the capacity to stay interested in how my client views the 
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world; or I may diminish my presence as I move to hide or protect myself out of fear, vulnerability or 

shame. 

At times, shifts in our capacity to maintain a dialogic approach may be influenced by factors unrelated 

to our client’s presentation or style. These might include, for example, the coach’s workload and 

level of fatigue; the impact of local, national, or world events on client and/or coach; the contexts in 
which the coaching relationship is embedded, etc. Any of these factors have the potential to disrupt the 

coach’s ability to maintain a dialogical approach.  

Conclusion 

Whatever is occurring for us in and around our client interactions, it is important that we have the ability 

to pay attention to our own experience in the moment, giving awareness to our thoughts, feelings and 
behaviors and continuing to assess how our experience is affecting our ability to maintain a dialogic 

approach in the coaching relationship.  
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