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Gestalt Coaching 

 

Introduction 

Although the Gestalt approach to psychotherapy has been in existence for decades, the 

application of Gestalt theory concepts to coaching is relatively new. Gestalt theoretical 

elements, including relational and dialogic stance, emphasis on awareness, contact, 

phenomenology, paradox, polarities, resistances, unit of work, levels of systems and use of 

experiment have been melded with the coaching process, creating a unique Gestalt approach 

to coaching. This marriage of Gestalt and coaching concepts increases the creative options for 

work within the coaching relationship and the likelihood of successful outcomes. The purpose 

of this chapter is to highlight those aspects of Gestalt theory and methodology which provide 

the foundation for Gestalt coaching and to describe the distinct contributions of Gestalt theory 

to the coaching field.  

This chapter begins with a description of the development of Gestalt coaching, followed 

by an overview of applicable Gestalt theory concepts. Next, the Gestalt coaching model is 

described followed by a review of outcome research from the coaching literature along with its 

implications for Gestalt coaching. The chapter closes with suggestions for further development 

of Gestalt coaching and future research.   

 

 

 

The Development of Gestalt Coaching 
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From Gestalt Therapy to Gestalt Organizational Development 

Gestalt coaching emerged from the rich and fertile ground of Gestalt theory whose 

essence is existential, experiential and experimental (Perls, 1978). While contemporary Gestalt 

theory appears to be unified, in reality it is an eclectic approach, derived from psychological and 

philosophical theories that evolved from 1930-1965 (Nevis, 1997), and birthed in a liberal, 

dynamic and revolutionary era. Gestalt therapy and theory was imprinted with the qualities of 

the times, making the early years of Gestalt therapy the source of considerable controversy.  

The particular theories woven into the fabric of Gestalt therapy were those that 

Frederich and Laura Perls encountered in their educational and professional experiences. The 

incorporated theories were varied and at the time, revolutionary. They included the Freudian 

notion of the power of unconscious, the holistic views of Smuts (1926/1996), the socio-cultural 

environment of Horney (1937) and Reich (1945), the Gestalt psychologists’ focus on perception 

of wholes, Koffa’s (1935) organization of perception by figure and ground, Goldstein’s (1939) 

emphasis on phenomenology and his expansion of Gestalt psychology to a holistic, person-

oriented perspective, Rank’s (1941) focus on the here and now, Goodman’s (1945/1977) idea of 

self-organizing regulation, Jung’s  polarities concept (1961)and Moreno’s (1959) psychodrama 

and experiential theater (Gillie, 2010; Bowman, 2005; Wulf, 1996).   

The Perls were also influenced by philosophical treatises. The extensional philosophies 

of Buber (1958) gave rise “to Gestalt therapy’s values of presence, authenticity, dialogue and 

inclusion” (Bowman, 2005, p. 12) and those of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Husserl 

underscored that “passionate choices, strong convictions and personal experience compose an 
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individual’s truth” (Bowman, 2005, p. 12). Perls continued to expand Gestalt theory by 

embracing Eastern philosophy’s emphasis on awareness, and Lewin’s field theory (1951) and 

the concept of unfinished business (Wulf, 1996). Although Gestalt therapy had substance born 

of the profound thinkers of the day, Perls’ 1964-1969 weekend demonstrations at Esalen (Big 

Sur, California) of Gestalt therapy techniques such as the “hot seat,” and the adoption of the 

techniques by other Gestaltists not grounded in the theory, led to the critique that Gestalt 

therapy was no more than a string of superficial exercises (Kepner, 1980; Yalom, 1985). To 

some extent this erroneous perception persists to this day.  

Despite the controversy and critiques, Gestalt therapy became main stream with the 

increase in Gestalt therapy books, journals, training at Gestalt Institutions, and the growth of 

large associations that included Gestalt therapists, the most significant being the American 

Academy of Psychotherapists (Bowman, 2005). As Gestalt theory continued to evolve, many of 

the initial innovations came out of the Gestalt Institute of Cleveland (GIC: Bowman, 2005). The 

Institute was founded in 1954, a year after Perls came to Cleveland to conduct a Gestalt 

therapy workshop. Many Gestalt luminaries (such as Erving and Miriam Polster, Laura Perls, 

Erich Fromm, and Paul Goodman) journeyed from the Gestalt Institute of New York to conduct 

Gestalt therapy training at GIC (Bowman, 2005; Rosenfeld, 1982; Wysong, 1982). In the late 

1950’s, GIC faculty Joseph Zinker and Sonia Nevis, began to apply Gestalt theory to 

interpersonal systems, couples and families. While they were creating new therapeutic 

applications, others were pioneering the application of Gestalt therapy in a non-therapeutic 

setting. 
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From Gestalt Organizational Development to Gestalt Coaching 

The innovative culture of GIC in the late 1950’s became the ground for the most radical 

departure from traditional Gestalt therapy. In 1959, the concepts and methodology of Gestalt 

theory were applied in a non-therapeutic setting, the field of Organizational Development (OD; 

Nevis, 1997). The transition from Gestalt therapy to the Gestalt approach to OD was relatively 

easy as OD’s values closely matched those of Gestalt theory (Nevis, 1997). This transition was a 

critical factor in the emergence of Gestalt coaching, as it began to legitimize using Gestalt 

concepts and methods for healthy individuals and groups in common social settings. In 

addition, the OD field was a venue in which coaching was most likely to occur.  OD applications 

also began to emphasize the distinctions between Gestalt therapy and Gestalt consulting, 

important for establishing practical and ethical coaching boundaries.  Looking back through the 

lens of coaching this becomes even more apparent. 

In 1959, the first documented description of the organizational application of Gestalt 

concepts and methodology occurred in a consulting project headed by Wallen and Nevis (Nevis, 

1997). It was used to underpin managerial assessments, executive sensitivity training and 

general consultation. This was the first record of using a Gestalt approach for leadership 

development, foreshadowing the emergence of Gestalt coaching and the idea that coaching 

could be incorporated in the practice of OD, and yet be independent from consulting.   

Not only was Gestalt theory integrated with OD, but new ideas, such as Gestalt group 

process, system thinking, the expansion of field theory and the use of self-as-an instrument of 

change, were introduced. Eventually the passion and dedication of Ed Nevis, Elaine Kepner, 
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Lenard Hersh, John Carter, and Carolyn Lukensmeyer resulted in the first Gestalt OD training 

program “Organization and Systems Development” (OSD) at GIC.  

The first use of the term “Gestalt coaching” and the first training program began in 

Europe when Paul Barber introduced a Gestalt coaching model in a Master’s program at the 

University of Surry in the late 1980’s and in the early 1900’s he offered a training workshop 

titled “Emergent Coaching: A Gestalt Approach” (personal communication, July 20,2011).  The 

first training and systematic application of Gestalt concepts and methodology to coaching in the 

United States began in 1996 when Dorothy Siminovitch and John Carter created and led a 

four-day Gestalt coaching workshop that eventually became a multi-week international training 

program. The traditional Gestalt concepts such as awareness, the Cycle of Experience, 

resistances, and the Paradoxical Theory of Change were taught, but the program also 

incorporated concepts that had been previously honed by the OD faculty, such as self-as-an-

instrument of change, resistance as a creative adjustment, using a Unit of Work as an 

organizing structure and attending to levels of system. A description of this approach to Gestalt 

coaching was published in 2006 (Siminovitch & Van Eron, 2006).  

  At the same time another perspective was introduced by an OD faculty at GIC, Herb 

Stevenson, resulting in the first publication on Gestalt coaching (Stevenson, 2005).  Derived 

from the OD work of Nevis (1997), Stevenson (1995) outlined the unique characteristics of 

Gestalt coaching stance.  This stance included the underlying assumptions, the unique aspects 

of a Gestalt coach’s presence and use of self and the critical abilities needed by a Gestalt coach.  

He asserted that this stance “distinguishes Gestalt from other forms of coaching” (Stevenson, 

2005, p. 35). 



FIRST DRAFT – DO NOT COPY OR REDISTRIBUTE 
Distributed to Students of GIC Coach Certification Program with Persmission  
 
 

©  John Wiley & Sons 2011                                         First  Draft: Handbook of Coaching Psychology April 20011 7

Bowman (2005) observed that in keeping with their anarchistic roots, Gestalt training 

institutes invariably “differentiate into new organizations as a result of theoretical differences, 

practical considerations, or personality conflicts” (p.17). Bowman’s words are especially 

prophetic for Gestalt coaching training institutes but fortunately the new institutes are 

advantageous for Gestalt coaching. The formation of new Gestalt Institutes around the world is 

making Gestalt coaching workshops and training programs more visible and available. Most are  

similar, but also differentiated leading to the development of new Gestalt approaches to 

coaching. One example is the Gestalt International Study Center’s (GISC), approach described 

by Simon (2009) and known as the “Cape Cod” model. The increasing awareness of, and 

demand for, training in Gestalt coaching has led to the proliferation of workshops and courses 

being offered by Gestalt institutes world wide.  

 

Gestalt Coaching around the World  

Gestalt therapy was not uniformly introduced nor embraced throughout the world as 

can be seen in the distribution of Gestalt therapy training institutions. Currently, the majority of 

Gestalt training programs are in North America and Europe, followed by Australia and New 

Zealand and then South America. There are fewer institutes in South Africa, Mexico and Central 

America and the least in Russia, the Middle East and Asia (Gestalt Global EJournal, 2011). Given 

that Gestalt coaching tends to be associated with Gestalt training institutions, it follows that 

Gestalt coaching is also not uniformly practiced around the world.  In some countries, notably 

in Europe and Australia, Gestalt coaching emerged from the application of Gestalt concepts and 
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methodology to organizational development as it had in the United States. By the mid-1990’s 

OD practitioners in Europe were integrating Gestalt theory and methodology into both their 

organizational and coaching work (Gillie, 2010). The fact that psychotherapists did not have to 

be licensed also propelled the development of Gestalt coaching in the United Kingdom (UK).  

Without the mandate of licensure, the legal and practical constraints associated with being 

both a therapist and a coach were eliminated and it was a natural transition for many Gestalt 

psychotherapists to become coaches. To this day, it is common for Organizational Practitioners 

to seek training in Gestalt psychotherapy in preparation for becoming Gestalt consultants and 

coaches (Personal communication; John Leary-Joyce, 2011). In the UK and Australia, the 

coupling of Gestalt coaching with a psychotherapeutic practice model has also led to coaching 

supervision, a process akin to clinical supervision. (Armstrong & Geddes, 2009; Gillie, 2010).  As 

explained by Gillie (2010), “a critical aspect of the Gestalt supervisor’s role is to help the 

supervisee identify their real need…explore what action would be appropriate and find out 

what they need to mobilize to act” (p. 2).  

While the use of coaching supervision is common place in the UK and Australia it is 

uncommon in the U.S. and other countries. This is an example of how Gestalt coaching practice 

may differ from country to country according to contextual factors that influenced its evolution.  

Unfortunately, there is no literature tracing the development of Gestalt coaching within each 

country. International differences can only be discovered through deduction from published 

articles, case studies or a discussion with Gestalt coaches.  

Although it is difficult to trace the international development of Gestalt coaching, the 

advent of coaching psychology and its increasing popularity may help Gestalt coaching become 
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more visible across the globe. Since Anthony Grant, the acclaimed father of coaching 

psychology, declared in 2000 that coaching psychology had come of age (Palmer & Whybrow, 

2007), coaching has continued to experience rapid growth (Cavanaugh & Palmer, 2006). 

Developed in tandem in both the UK and Australia, there are now coaching psychology societies 

or interest groups in over ten countries (1st International Congress of Coaching Psychology, 

2010-2011). Coaching psychology is theoretical, applied, and research oriented. According to 

Palmer and Whybrow (2007), coaching psychology is “the systematic application of behavioral 

science to the enhancement of life experience, work performance and well-being for 

individuals, groups and organizations who do not have clinically significant mental health 

issues” (p. 11). 

Even though Gestalt coaching is one of the approaches used by psychologists who 

coach, Palmer and Whybrow (2007) stated that Gestalt coaching is used less frequently. The 

increased exposure in coaching psychology training and academic programs may result in 

greater use of, and ideally promote further development of, the theory and practice of Gestalt 

coaching.   

 

Gestalt Coaching Today  

Since the initial debut of Gestalt coaching in the early 1900’s, it has not yet reached the 

level of a preferred or popular coaching methodology. While there has been some conceptual 

and methodological refinement (Simon, 2009; Spoth, 2010) there is no evidence of significant 

theoretical development in the literature. The most recent survey of coaching psychologists 
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confirms that Gestalt coaching continues to lag behind other coaching approaches (Palmer & 

Whybrow, 2007) in its popularity. They reported that coaching psychologists use more than 28 

different psychological models and approaches and of these solution-focused (67.9 percent) 

and cognitive behavioral (60.6 percent) are used by the majority of coaches, followed by goal-

focused (45.9 percent), behavioral (45.9 percent), cognitive (42.2 percent) and person-centered 

coaching (39.4 percent). They also reported that the top four have tended to be consistently 

popular since the surveys began in 2003.   

Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, Gestalt coaching (at 15 percent) is among the least 

used coaching approaches although there has been a slight increase from 2005 to 2006/7 

(Palmer & Whybrow, 2007). A comparison of the favored approaches with Gestalt coaching 

underscores that this is likely to be a continuing trend. The top four preferred coaching 

approaches are more structured, externally and outcome focused and the results more 

measurable. In the world of work, these characteristics are closely aligned with most 

organizational values and culture. Furthermore, it also is a more familiar and therefore 

comfortable process for individuals facing the uncertainty of change.   

While pursuing clients’ goals is common in Gestalt coaching, pre-determined goals are 

held lightly. Consistent with Gestalt coaching’s more emergent and phenomenological 

approach, a goal is viewed as a figure of interest which may evolve into a different figure that 

becomes a new goal. The coach follows the person’s interests and energy rather than a 

pre-determined outcome.  A Gestalt approach is holistic, raising awareness of the physical, 

emotional, spiritual and relational processes appropriate to the context and content being 

explored. It holds that the person is not just in the environment, but of the environment, and 
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thus does not focus on “fixing” an individual, but rather understanding the complex interplay of 

forces in the presenting scenario. While the outcomes of this robust approach are more likely 

to support sustainable change, it is also more complex, requiring exquisite and simultaneous 

awareness of self, the other, the coaching relationship, and the environment, and intentionally 

and creatively using what emerges in the moment. Regardless of how impactful Gestalt coaches 

think their approach is, fundamental theoretical and cultural differences suggest that it may 

remain an outlier among mainstream coaching. To better understand the basis of these 

fundamental differences the theoretical underpinnings of Gestalt coaching are discussed next.     

 

Gestalt Theory 

In this section, a brief review of Gestalt theory concepts is offered, outlining the 

underlying foundations from traditional and contemporary theory and methodologies. 

Concepts that are particularly applicable to coaching are highlighted. As noted in other Gestalt 

publications, the merger of Gestalt theory with the coaching field is quickly developing while 

the available coaching literature has yet to catch up. Simon (2009) revealed several coaching 

manuscripts which highlight specific Gestalt theory concepts: The Cycle of Experience (Duignan, 

n.d.; Siminovich & Van Eron, 2006); the use of self (Chidiac, 2008; Magerman & Brosan, 2003; 

Siminovich & Van Eron, 2006); Figure/Ground (Duignan, n.d.); here and now (Magerman & 

Brosan, 2003); the Paradoxical Theory of Change (Chidiac, 2008); and working with resistance 

(Siminovich & Van Eron, 2006). Simon (2009) included the Gestalt theory concepts of 
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awareness, contact and the importance of relationship as fundamental to the practice of 

coaching.  

Allan and Whybrow (2007) addressed many of the same Gestalt theory concepts (Cycle 

of Experience, awareness and contact, blocks to awareness, figure/ground, phenomenology, 

field theory, here and now, experiment, dialogue and relationship) in their Gestalt coaching 

chapter. We define these Gestalt theory concepts here to establish the context for applications 

to Gestalt coaching, with a particular emphasis on the notion of working within a relational 

stance as fundamental to the efficacy of using a Gestalt approach to coaching.  

 

Working from a Relational Stance 

 Beginning with the work of Buber (1970) and the notion of I-Thou, there remains a focus 

in the Gestalt approach on the quality of the relationship. The in-between of individuals in 

dialogue is a place of meaningful contact, growth, and change. From an I-Thou stance, no 

power differential is experienced, nor expert or leader, but rather an opportunity for mutuality 

and collaboration. The Gestalt coach seeks to establish a relationship of equality and collegiality 

with the coachee. From another theoretical stance, Carl Roger’s Person-Centered therapy 

(1951), the development of the therapeutic relationship relies on building trust, empathy, and 

unconditional positive regard. A Gestalt therapist or coach attends to not only building trust 

and rapport, but also attends to the process of relationship development. 

 In 1994, Lambert and Bergin concluded that psychotherapy is effective, with the treated 

client being better off than 80% of those not in therapy. A multitude of research studies were 

launched to determine which theoretical approaches fared the best, yet with no clear winner, 
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the next obvious line of research involved identifying the relational variables which make 

therapy effective. As summarized by Lambert and Barley (2002): 

“… hundreds of studies have been conducted about the influence of the therapeutic 
relationship on treatment outcomes, with one conclusion being some therapists are 
better than others at contributing to positive client outcome. Clients characterize such 
therapists as more understanding and accepting, empathic, warm, and supportive. They 
engage in fewer negative behaviors such as blaming, ignoring, or rejecting” (p. 26). 
 

 A parallel study to discover the characteristics of effective Gestalt coaches would be a 

valuable addition to the literature. For now, we will start with extrapolating Lambert and 

Barley’s (2002) identification of understanding, acceptance, empathy, warm, and support as 

valuable in any helping relationship. As stated by Crocker (2005):  

“In Gestalt therapy, the fundamental attitude of the therapist to the client is a caring 
and welcoming openness, a willingness to be there in ways that encourage the client to 
reveal his own personal truth, and a respectfulness of the primacy of the client’s 
experience. In this sense, the fundamental movement between therapist and client is 
the presence of an I to a Thou.” (p. 72). 
 

 The quality of the coaching relationship is valued by the Gestalt coach as much as the 

content of the session. The Gestalt coach does not enter the relationship lightly, and not as an 

expert or authority, but in a partnership for the health and well-being of the client. 

 

Dialogue 

 The vital tool to the building a quality relationship is dialogue. “Dialogic therapy moves 

towards I-Thou” (Kennedy, 2008). Kennedy goes on to explain: 

“Dialogic therapy – Gestalt for instance – is all about how two people perceive each 
other. If they really and truly talk with one another, something quite extraordinary 
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happens. The world of each of them undergoes a reconfiguration and each emerges 
changed”. (p. 25) 
 

The coaching relationship develops as the dialogue unfolds, creating new awarenesses, 

meanings, energy and contact.    

 

Gestalt Cycle of Experience 

The Cycle of Experience or Contact Cycle (Figure 1) offers a representation of the human 

experiential processes of person-environment contact. Beginning with a sensation, moving to 

an awareness that mobilizes energy, to taking action and making contact, concluding with 

withdrawal, every large and small experience unfolds in cyclic phases. According to Siminovich 

and Van Eron (2006), “awareness of the COE [Cycle of Experience] provides the skilled Gestalt 

coach with a way of identifying more precisely where processes become ‘stuck,’ thereby 

preventing learning and change, and for creating interventions that help clients recognize for 

themselves the habitual locations and patterns of becoming stuck” (p. 42). The cycle phases can 

assist practitioners to understand experiences from their clients’ perspectives, strengthening 

the mutuality of the I-Thou relationship, and can provide a structure or system for explaining 

growth, change, movement, resistance and blockages. 

Awareness and Contact 

 The Awareness and Contact phases of the Cycle of Experience are rich phases for joining 

with the client for the purpose of development, growth, or movement for mobilizing energy for 

action or change. Simon (2009) suggested that “it is Gestalt theory’s focus on awareness that 

may differentiate it from other approaches to coaching” and that “the Gestalt practitioner 
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understands that there is a direct relationship between the degree of awareness and the 

potential for new choices of behavior” (p. 237). 

 From experiencing a sensation, an accompanying awareness becomes figural. Once the 

awareness becomes known, it can be like walking through life with new clarity and meaning. 

One simple example might be the sensation of restlessness during a staff meeting that could 

lead to an awareness from not getting enough sleep the night before to being in fundamental 

opposition/agreement with the topic of the meeting. With increased awareness of the 

experience there comes a tipping point where change is inevitable. 

 Simon (2009) explained the value of the Cycle of Experience phase, Contact, as “a 

foundational Gestalt belief … growth and development occur as a result of contact with the 

environment” (p. 233). Making contact with one’s sleepiness or lack of interest during a 

meeting could be understood as an environmental and an internal contact. Contact is also of 

interest to the Gestalt coach as the way in which the coachee is available to the coaching 

relationship and how the coach values establishing a solid contactful relationship prior to 

prematurely moving into an action phase or behavior change.    

 

Blocks to Awareness and Change 

 At any point along the Contact Cycle, energy can be blocked or resisted and forward 

movement thwarted. “In Gestalt theory, resistance is not a label, nor a characteristic of a 

person, but rather a phenomenon that resides in the here and now relationship” (Simon, 2009, 

p. 235).  Resistance, as defined by the Gestalt coach, is not necessarily negative, as is the 
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defense mechanism in psychoanalytic theory. A blocking mechanism to ward off awareness, 

contact, or change can be in place for a reason, it may be a “normal response to that which 

feels too new or too different” (Simon, 2009, p. 235). As explained by Mauer (2005) in applying 

Gestalt principles with organizations, “we see resistance as ‘the energy,’ not the ‘enemy’ … 

resistance is a creative adjustment to a situation” (p. 252). 

 Desensitization, deflection, introjection, projection, retroflection, and confluence are six 

blocks or resistances individuals, groups, or organizations can employ at any phase of the cycle 

or at any point of change or growth.  As explained by Perls, Hefferline and Goodman (1951), 

“every healthy contact involves awareness (perceptual figure/ground) and excitement 

(increased energy mobilization). Every block conversely necessitates the performance of actual 

work to prevent contact” (p. 365). The work of desensitization is cutting off or extinguishing 

sensation, while deflection points the energetic spotlight onto another figure; introjections are 

the “shoulds” taken in and adopted; projections are personal faults attributed to someone else; 

retroflection involves doing to self what is resisted doing to another; confluence displays a lack 

of individualization by joining or merging with another or with a group. Relying on a resistance 

to hold back awareness and/or contact can deplete energy and hinder growth. The Gestalt 

coach appreciates energetic blocks or resistances and respects the purposes they serve in the 

experience of the individual.   

The Paradoxical Theory of Change 

 Yontef (2005) stated that “the central question for Gestalt therapy theory and practice 

is: How do individuals and their societies, including psychotherapists, influence and support 

change in the direction of healing, growth, and wholeness…” (p. 82). Central to change theory 
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from a Gestalt perspective is the paradoxical theory of change (Beisser, 1970). From this stance, 

the Gestalt coach assists the coachee to be more of who they already are, until additional 

awareness is gained, resistance is encountered, and energy builds to the inevitable point of 

change – something has to give and movement is accomplished. Stevenson (2010) explained 

that “the Gestalt practitioner rejects the directive role of change agent and instead takes the 

role of ‘awareness agent’” (p. 124). The coach provides an environment where the client feels 

supported enough to experiment with being another way or doing something different. The 

change or difference may create a new awareness and new choices.  

Figure and Ground 

 When attending to the topics encountered in a coaching session, the Gestalt coach 

takes note of those topics which easily rise to the surface out of the background of possibilities. 

The Gestalt psychologists of the early 1900s offered many perceptual images which later 

became the core principle of figure/ground in Gestalt therapy and coaching. The famous 

face/vase image clearly illustrates how at one time we can perceive the image as a face, 

emerging out of the background of a vase, while at another moment in time the image flips to a 

vase as front and center. As explained by Allan and Whybrow (2007), “we reinterpret our world 

in some way in the light of new experiences and thus our understanding of who we are through 

our experiences is continually shifting” (p. 135). The Gestalt coach attends to the figural 

experience, content, thought and feeling, yet understands that with change, new experiences, 

new meanings occur, so the figure will inevitably shift. The coach notices the figure while 
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acknowledging the background, for attending to both can assist with developing new meaning 

or understanding that goes beyond acknowledging figure, alone, without the context or field.    

Field Theory Perspective 

 Field, in its simplest form, may be understood as the context out of which figure 

emerges. O’Neill (2010) noted that even within Gestalt theory, there is controversy about the 

definition and application of the term field. McConville (2003) wrote: 

“We have a model that undercuts the dualistic split of inner and outer, and brings to our 
attention that ground of experience and behavior from which ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ 
emerge. It includes the genetic and physiological givens, the familial, social, cultural, 
political and geographical contexts of development, and the experiential domains of 
thought, need, fantasy, feeling and personality organization.” (p. 217)  
 
This view of field follows the work of Lewin (1951), while an alternative view follows 

Perls, Hefferline and Goodman (1951) and the organism/environment definition of field 

(O’Neill, 2010). Perls, et al. wrote “the definition of an animal involves its environment: it is 

meaningless to define a breather without air, a walker without gravity and ground, an irascible 

without obstacles, and so on for every animal function” (p. 35).  

 The Gestalt coach can enhance awareness, understand any blocks to awareness and 

contact, recognize the complexity of the ground from which figure emerges and can promote 

change and growth when putting all in the perspective of the client’s field. 

Here and Now 

 The application of the above theoretical concepts, happen within the time frame of the 

here and now. The client’s past history is part of the ground or field, yet is explored within the 

moment of the now; the effects and perceptions of history are experienced in current time.  As 

Parlett (2005) described: 
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“Staying with the unfolding of the here-and-now experience is one of the well-
recognized central features of Gestalt therapy. Yet its basis in a field outlook is not 
always appreciated. The field’s constant change means the therapist needs to be fully 
attentive and presen.” (p. 49-50). 
 

 The coach can facilitate current awareness, contact, growth and change within the here 

and now of the coaching session. The Gestalt coach may create and initiate experiments in the 

immediacy of the session to further the impact of the here and now experience.  

Experiment 

 In the ultimate experiment 
 
 “….we start with the processes or phenomena of life and awareness, the perceived events and 
felt actions of our lives as we perceive and experience them, and then look out from that 
experience to explore who we are, and what these things have to tell us about our 
separateness and/or connectedness with the world and other selves” (Wheeler, 2000, p. 77-
78).  

A Gestalt experiment is not to be confused with a scientific or research experiment. A 

Gestalt experiment is designed to offer the client an alternative perspective, awareness, 

understanding, meaning, etc. through enactment in the here and now, in the support of the 

session. As Stevenson (2005) stated, experiment “leads to an awareness of what might be, or 

how things could be better in the future” (p. 39). Gestalt experiments can be easily be 

misunderstood as techniques or interventions, yet experiments are co-created by the coach 

and client, are derived from the here and now work of the session, and emerge from the 

client’s field of experience. Experiments occur with the safe support of the coach. The process 

ends with dialogue about the here and now experience of the co-created experiment and any 

contributions to insight or awareness.   



 20

 The proceeding paragraphs briefly summarized several primary Gestalt theory concepts. 

These same principles, with slight adaptations, can be applied when coaching at any level of 

system; individuals, pairs, subgroups, groups or the organizational level. More recently it is 

being applied at the societal level (Melnick & Nevis, 2009). The chapter continues with 

applications of the basic Gestalt constructs for coaches. 

 

Gestalt Coaching Models 

Theory and models are a fundamental platform for a coaching practice. They influence 

coaches’ intentions, perception, meaning making, expectations, interactions and interventions. 

Gestalt coaching is informed by a theoretical base that has existed for over 50 years (Bowman, 

2005). While the core theoretical propositions, like those noted in the previous section, have 

withstood the test of time, Gestalt theory and practice continue to evolve; Gestalt methodology 

has evolved, although much less so. Despite theoretical and methodological advances, Gestalt 

coaching has remained a process model. Key Gestalt coaching processes are described in this 

section.  

Gestalt Coaching: A Process Model 

Melnick and March-Nevis (2005) emphatically stated “of prime importance is the 

Gestalt focus on process” (p.23). They explained:  

“In a process model there are no permanent structures. A process perspective dictates 
that the future is open, filled with unpredictable possibilities.…A commitment to a 
process perspective is a commitment to uncertainty (Staemmler, 2000).  It is an interest 
in how one moves through experience. Gestaltists watch for graceful movements and 
for tendencies to get stuck.  A process perspective does not result in any permanent 
labeling” (p. 23).    
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A process approach, suspends judgment while helping a client move through the 

uncertainty of experience to a future open to possibilities. The emphasis on process takes 

precedence over tools and techniques. Gestalt coaching is not a “method that asks a coach to 

fit into a mold or to learn a set of tools and techniques to operate on someone else.” (Bluckert, 

2009, p. 91-92). Resnick (1984) maintained that if every Gestalt therapist [coach] stopped using 

every Gestalt technique that has ever been done they could still continue Gestalt therapy 

[coaching]. If the therapist [coach] could not, then s/he was not doing Gestalt therapy 

[coaching]. Otherwise, “they were fooling around with a bag of tricks and a bunch of gimmicks” 

(Resnick, 1984, p. 19).   

A process focus gives Gestalt coaches the flexibility to co-create every session according 

to the needs and wants of the person and gives both the coach and the person “permission to 

be creative” (Zinker, 1977, p. 3) in the moment. Furthermore, a process focus is descriptive 

rather than prescriptive, so no coaching practice is exactly like another. “How we practice 

Gestalt, how we bring these concepts into action very much differs from one practitioner to the 

next” (Leahy & Magerman, 2009, p. 136). This is consistent with Gillie and Shackleton’s (2009) 

belief that Gestalt is “a way of being and engaging with the world” (p. 173). It is the coach who 

embodies Gestalt values, beliefs, stance and philosophy. Embodiment and enactment enables 

Gestalt coaches to use compatible theories and methodologies, such as Appreciative Inquiry, 

and still practice ‘the Gestalt way.’  

While there are others, the four core processes of Gestalt coaching are; co-creating the 

relational field, using self-as-an instrument of change, being in the present moment, mobilizing 
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energy for learning and growth, and experimentation   The heart of all Gestalt coaching, 

however transcends all processes; it is increasing awareness of and contact with self and self in 

the environment and increasing self-acceptance.  This is grounded in the belief that self 

awareness and self acceptance in themselves create change.   This notion and the fact that 

awareness expands the ground of possibilities for intentional choice are the reasons increasing 

awareness and contact is a major part of Gestalt coaching.  It is a meta-process and the Gestalt 

coach uses the four core processes as methods to facilitate awareness, contact and growth in 

themselves and their clients.  These processes are reviewed next. 

 

Co-Creating the Relational Field 

The Gestalt approach has always emphasized the emergent, contextual and relational 

nature of change. Nonetheless, there is increasing emphasis on the importance of the 

relationship and its intersubjective nature (Jacobs, 2009). In this worldview no objectivity is 

possible; the relationship is mutually constructed through shared perceptions, dialogue, and 

interactions. The nature of this relational field supports or diminishes the possibility of change. 

Leary-Joyce (2007) asserts that Gestalt coaching approach is relationship-centered not client-

centered. 

In the process of co-creating the relationship, the Gestalt coach inevitably becomes a 

significant other for the person and their interactions become the means through which change 

occurs (Critchley, 2010). Change occurs through relationship (Gillie, 2010). In relationship, the 

coach's reality is no more valid than the person's (Yontef, 2008) and the Gestalt coach develops 

a capacity to hold multiple realities wherein the person's experiences are not contested but 
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explored. Holding the tension of multiple realities and the strong emotions often encountered 

in change, requires cultivating a trusting coaching relationship. Co-creating the relationship 

requires an exquisite awareness of all facets of the relationship, the self, the other, and the 

characteristics and dynamics of the coach-person system. In this complex triadic system, the 

coach's self-awareness, authentic presence, holistic mindfulness, choiceful disclosure, and 

capacity for dialogue and intentional action enable the coach to use self artfully as the 

instrument of change.  

Using Self-as-an Instrument of Change 

Using self-as-an-instrument of change is essential to a successful coaching partnership. 

The degree and consistency of Gestalt’s emphasis on the use of self differentiates Gestalt 

theory and practice from other coaching orientations (Stevenson, 2005). Within the coaching 

relationship, using self as instrument means that the coach is a critical part of the person’s 

experience and how the coach ‘shows up’ in the relationship affects the person’s journey and 

change process. The coach’s ability to use self effectively however is highly dependent on two 

personal aspects that impact the coach’s ability to use self effectively in co-creating the 

coaching field; the degree of self-awareness and the quality of the coach’s presence.  

To use self effectively, the coach must be fully present and aware of their own internal 

processes, experiences, and reactions in the coaching relationship. The more the coach is aware 

of what she brings to the coaching encounter the more the coach can choicefully, and with 

intention, use her presence and self-disclosure in the service of the person’s learning and 

growth. At times, this means providing a quality of presence that is otherwise missing in the 
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relationship (Stevenson, 2005).  “Gestalt coaches are required to be aware of, to accept, to own 

and to be responsible for the presence they establish in the interactive field” (Siminovitch & 

Van Eron, 2006, p. 40). 

In exploring the phenomena of presence, Chidiac and Denham-Vaughan (2007) 

concluded it is the process of being in a dynamic relationship that allows the coach to be 

energetically available and have fluid responsiveness. The coach is mindful and relationally 

attuned.  Being present also requires an authentic interest in the other person. Authentic 

presence includes the willingness to be impacted by the relationship and interactions with the 

person (Simon, 2009). A willingness to be impacted combined with a coach’s continuous inquiry 

about dynamics s/he creates in the relationship, makes it likely the coach will also be changed 

in the process.  

 Another aspect of presence is being able to ‘hold space’ wherein the coach’s sheer 

presence, not actions, creates a psychologically safe environment for the person’s explorations.  

It is a quality of being and ‘not doing’. Holding space requires the Gestalt coach to contain his 

reactions for a time and “to “fill” each moment with positive silence and relaxed attentiveness” 

(Stevenson, 2005, p. 46).  This space becomes a velvet void pregnant with possibility.   

 Use of self is unique to each individual since it includes all that the coach is, known and 

unknown. According to Siminovitch and Van Eron (2006), the use of self  

“cannot be taught in a prescriptive or normative manner, since each coach will draw on 
unique personal experiences and knowledge, and each coaching encounter will present 
unique constellations of opportunity for the coach’s use of self” (p. 39).   

 
Bluckert (2010) emphasized that personal mastery never stops, but is a process and 

lifelong discipline. He suggested that consciously noticing one’s experience, as well as the 
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other’s experience, being authentic, transparent and willing to admit mistakes and bringing all 

one is to bear in the coaching encounter may not appeal to every coach.  

Being in the Present Moment 

A Gestalt coach uses the potency of the present moment to attend to “what is.” As 

Stevenson (2002) stated, coaching can be an opportunity to retrieve the “usual, the habitual, 

and the unconscious…into our present awareness where they can be re-constructed, re-

experienced and re-examined at length” (p. 35). In accordance with the Gestalt model, the only 

place where growth is possible is the ever present here and now. Latner (1986) emphasized the 

point that: 

“The present contains everything. Memories, dreams, reflections are all present activities’… 
remembering is done in the present, planning is done in the present, reflecting is done in the 
present. It can not be done otherwise” (pp. 16-17).   

 
The process of being in the present moment calls for an expanded sense of “here and 

now,” including attention to long-term patterns and persistent styles (Parlett, 2005). The past is 

part of a sub-field which contextualizes the present. Once contextualized, the exploration 

focuses on what is alive now as a result of the past. Tracking past encounters with the person 

allows the Gestalt coach to connect the threads and discover deeper underlying patterns of 

behavior.  

 

Mobilizing for Learning and Growth   

The Gestalt coach is aware of how the person moves through an experience from 

sensation and awareness to mobilizing resources, taking action, assimilating and withdrawing. 
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Learning, growth and development occur in this cycle of experience as a result of contact with 

oneself, the person and the environment while moving through the experience (Harris, 1999; 

Stevenson, 2005). The Cycle of Change (Nevis, 1987) commonly referred to as the Cycle of 

Experience (COE: Figure 1) or the continuum of experience (Figure 2) (Melnick & March-Nevis, 

2002) illustrates points of contact and the ebb and flow of energy. The change process can be 

interrupted at any point by resistances which are recognized as protective, adaptive functions 

vital to self-regulation. Inherent in every resistance are the simultaneous desires to stay the 

same and to change. The Gestalt coach brings a lively curiosity about how each person 

expresses persistence and change, and explores these so the person can continue the process 

of growth.  

The coach raises awareness of resistance, so the person can make resistance a 

contextually appropriate, conscious choice. The coachee can then utilize resistance when 

needed and make other choices when resistance becomes dysfunctional. In the midst of a 

dysfunctional resistance, the coach helps the person restore the resistance to its intended 

supportive function and uses the release of blocked energy to propel movement towards 

desired change. Working with resistance is a critical process in Gestalt coaching 

The names assigned to the resistances follow from classic Gestalt and psychoanalytic 

theory: desentization, introjection, retroflection, deflection, confluence and projection.  

Siminovitch and Van Eron (2006) and Stevenson (2009) have attempted to make these 

therapeutic terms more easily understood and suitable for coaching.  While each is traditionally 

associated with different phases of the cycle (Figure 1), each one can interrupt the cycle at any 

point or phases as well.  Allan & Whybrow (2007) provide a robust description of each of these 
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interruptions and added egoism.  They describe what it is, where it interrupts the cycle and 

examples of how each might manifest in coaching.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The coach brings a lively curiosity about the form resistance takes, the embedded 

polarities and the impact on movement through the cycle.  Tracking the movement through the 

COE alerts the Gestalt coach where resistance is impacting the change process and what habitual 

patterns may consistently interfere with their learning and change. 

  Noticing the quality and degree of available energy is especially important in working 

resistance.  It indicates the strength of the resistance and likelihood of being able to work 

Introjection- What we 
take in without 
examining-- “shoulds”  

Desentization- 
Block awareness of what 
one is experiencing 

Retroflection- doing 
for oneself what one 
wants others to do for 
him  
 

Deflection-Holds back 
from fully 
experiencing the self, 
other or situation  

Confluence: does 
not close, draw 
meaning or separate 
from the experience 
or person 
 

Figure 1 
Cycle of Experience/ 
Cycle of Change 

Projection- personal faults or states 
attributed to others  
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through it at that time.  Walk (2009) stated “coaching is only successful when a client believes 

that the output is worth the energy expended to get through the resistance in order to change” 

(p. 252).  When a resistance does dissipate, the released energy becomes available to fuel 

movement through the cycle. 

 Noting where resistance may slow or stop movement in the cycle is one side of the polarity; 

noting where it is moving too fast is the other.  Typically, the Gestalt coach discourages 

moving to action too quickly as it diminishes contact with self and awareness of the context 

(Melnick and Nevis, 2005) reducing the possibility of meaningful change and the power of 

the coaching relationship and dialogue (Denham-Vaughan & Chidiac 2010). 

Denham-Vaughan and Chidiac (2010) further explained the reason for discouraging a rush to 

action:  

“Many coaching techniques try to emulate the fast moving, action-oriented surroundings 
of businesses, but in this confluence we think they lose sight of the power of 
relationships and strategies of dialogue to maximise potential.  Our experience is that 
optimal personal growth via coaching is facilitated by authentic presence with our 
clients.  Relational coaching thus requires both backbone and heart (O’Neil, 2000), both 
rigor and relationship. The business world is ready for coaching that emphasizes the need 
for integrating and developing qualities of both Will and Grace (Denham-Vaughan, 2005), 
where “will” can be defined as “directed action” and ability to initiate, and “grace” as a 
quality of “receptivity” and responsiveness” (p.6). 

 
While tracking the ebb and flow of energy is most commonly associated with the COE, 

Gestalt coaches are attuned to energy in general; theirs and the clients.  Among other things, 

noticing the level of energy helps identify the quality of the contact, figures of interest, the 

uppermost figure, when and how to grade experiments, the scope and depth of the work that is 

possible, and what might be needed to help the person manage his energy level.  There is more 

to working with energy than just noticing its ebb and flow.  As examples, Karp (2006) describes 
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how hyperactive or inhibited energy may manifest and gives coaching tips for intervening with 

each type and Spoth (2006) provides a model for working with energy and interventions for 

building and releasing energy.   

  Although the coaching process may be emergent, the Gestalt coach intentionally 

engages the person in an active self-discovery process. Action is directed towards increasing 

self awareness, self-acceptance and becoming more of what one is; in this process change 

occurs. In describing The Paradoxical Theory of Change of Beisser (1970), Bluckert (2009) 

emphasized that it “a deceptionly simple yet immensely profound notion that awareness itself 

leads to change (p. 91). The Gestalt approach promotes increased awareness which then 

provides the foundation for the person to make different choices.  

Experimentation 

Co-creating coaching experiments is a potent process the Gestalt coach uses to raise 

awareness. Melnick and March-Nevis (2005) emphasized that experiment is not a technique, 

since it is not preformed. They explained that an experiment ‘is crafted to fit the individual as 

he or she exists in the here and now” (p. 108).  An experiment is a discovery process which 

creates an opportunity to learn something that contributes to an individual’s next growth step 

(Melnick & March-Nevis, 2002). They range from simple experiments, for example; asking the 

person to substitute words such as “and” for “but” or “I” instead of “it” to complex ones such 

as acting out both sides of a polarity.  

Co-creating experiments engage the person in an active exploration and offer an 

opportunity to try new behaviors in a relational field where the person is less vulnerable and 
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susceptible to shame (Lee, 1996). The Gestalt coach, in partnership with the person, explores 

an action which is challenging yet possible. Several iterations may be proposed and discarded 

before the right “grading” is reached. As the experiment is enacted, adjustments are made to 

heighten the learning in the moment. The intent of the experiment is not merely to create 

action, but to create an environment that welcomes learning and change.  

The potency of the Gestalt Coaching Model and its capacity to create change that is 

deeper and more comprehensive is not the result of just one of these processes but the 

accumulative effect of using all these processes in concert with one another.  

So far, the processes outlined are generic to any Gestalt Coaching Model.  Within these 

generic processes there are some differences in individual practice.  These variations are 

natural occurrences among Gestalt practitioners (Leahy & Magerman, 2009).  There are 

however, two published Gestalt models that have developed some distinctive differences 

(Simon, 2009; Siminovitch & Van Eron, 2006; Nevis, Melnick & March-Nevis, 2008; Stevenson, 

2005). While each model applies the same fundamental Gestalt theory to coaching, the models 

also contain additional concepts and methods or variations not articulated in the other. For the 

purposes of review each of these two models is referred to by the Gestalt Institute where it 

originated; the Cleveland Model from the Gestalt Institute of Cleveland, and the Cape Cod 

Model from the Gestalt International Study Center (GISC) at Cape Cod.  Both models have 

influenced Gestalt coaching world wide through international students who were trained in the 

models and are training others.   
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The Cleveland Coaching Model and Methods 

It is likely that the GIC’s Gestalt trained OD practitioners were doing “Gestalt coaching” 

since the late 1970’s as they applied Gestalt theories and methodologies to the individual level 

of system. However, The Cleveland Gestalt Coaching Model was not explored and articulated 

until the advent of its first Gestalt coaching workshop in 1994. In addition to the classical 

Gestalt concepts, the model included the theoretical and methodological adaptations 

developed at the Institute from the late 1970’ through the 1990's (Nevis 2004). These 

adaptations were the result of infusing Lewinian Field Theory and system theory into Gestalt 

applications (Stevenson, 2002) and developing Gestalt based group and organizational 

methodologies for work settings (Carter 2004; Rainey, 2004). These theoretical concepts and 

applications were not new, however the GIC approach to coaching integrated these concepts 

and methodologies into a coaching framework and differentiated this application from that 

used in consulting and therapy. Gillie and Shackleton (2009) explained the importance of this 

differentiation: 

“Psychological competency, underpinned by Gestalt, enhances the coach’s ability to work at 
a deeper, more psychological level…This in turn generates a number of questions for the 
Gestalt-oriented coach regarding … the boundaries of professional practice…particularly 
when it comes to dealing with the emotional life of the coachee” (p. 173).  

 

The Gestalt coach needs to know when to engage and fully explore strong emotional 

reactions, when to acknowledge them, help the client manage them in the moment and move 

on and when to advise the person to seek therapy.  
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A particularly useful methodology applied to coaching is the Unit of Work (UOW).  It acts 

as a structure, perceptual lens and a process for tracking and heightening awareness. The UOW 

describes the flow of activities in the beginning, middle, and end phases of a coaching 

interaction. The UOW can be applied to the entire coaching engagement, one session or a 

segment of work within a session, for example, an experiment. It guides the coach through the 

process of contracting, and exploring the person’s agenda, discovering the current “what is,” 

moving to the new “what is,” assimilating the learning and applying it to the person’s world. 

The UOW also suggests where work with polarities, resistance and thematic experiment is most 

likely to occur. The concept of the UOW has continued to evolve over the years. A current 

version is outlined in Table 1 at the end of the Chapter.  

Another contribution of the GIC model is the concept of levels of system and the impact 

of the embedded levels of system on the person’s perception and patterns of behavior and 

cognition. The explorations and understanding of the impact of intrapersonal, interpersonal, 

group and organizational levels on the person’s work helps the coach determine “where the 

coach’s work needs to occur for the greatest results" (Siminovitch & Eron, 2006, p. 40).  

The GIC approach incorporates the Gestalt coaching stance (Stevenson, 2005) 

mentioned earlier. This includes self-as-an-instrument, being an awareness expert, being 

congruent, acknowledging the mutual impact that coach and coachee have on one another, 

providing a presence which is otherwise lacking in the system and employing Gestalt-based 

methods, including achieving closure with previous unfinished business. The Gestalt Coaching 

stance was adapted and expanded in 2009 and 2011 and is outlined in Table 2 at the end of the 

Chapter. 
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The most recent addition to the Cleveland Coaching Model is working with physical 

process. Although Gestalt therapy has had a strong emphasis on somatic process since its 

inception, in the 1980s Jim Kepner created a program to educate and train therapists in Gestalt 

body process work (Kepner, 1999). Body process work can be as simple as physical observations 

and awareness experiments to more complex and active physical experiments. Kepner 

recognized that the self is an: 

“embodied self as well as a thoughtful one.  We exist, love, work and meet our 
constantly changing needs through our physical being and interactions in the world. 
Experience of our body is an experience of our self, just as our thinking, images and 
ideas are part of our self….Our bodily being is intrinsic to our relationship with the world 
and forms a base for our contact with our environment-our physical and especially our 
human environment” (Kepner, 1999, pp. 9-10). 
   
Physical presence, awareness, and embodiment are important aspects of self as 

instrument. Furthermore, the quality of embodied resonance between the coach and client has 

been shown to be one of the main factors of effective coaching (Critchley, 2010). 

The Cape Cod Coaching Model and Methods 

The Cape Cod Model is based on Sonia March Nevis’ pioneer work in Gestalt therapy for 

couples and families. Her model has been refined over the past 40 years and more recently this 

approach has been adapted to coaching (Simon, 2009; Walk, 2009; Carr, 2009). 

The Nevis’ were GIC faculty until the mid 1900’s so it no surprise that many concepts 

and methodologies are common or minor variations of one another.  What do differ are some 

components of their stance and the action sequence guidelines for working with individuals, 

groups and systems (Nevis, Melnick & March-Nevis, 2008).  Among these, the ones more 
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applicable to one on one coaching are their optimistic perspective, use of soft eyes and relaxed 

waiting and bold behavior. The relevant action sequence includes building trust by being a 

supportive listener, focusing on strengths first, relating developmental needs to strengths, 

creating “Try-Out” practice, and connecting intimate and strategic behavior.  

The nature of all Gestalt coaching is strength-based.  It rests on the belief that at any 

moment a person is doing the best they know how given the context and circumstances.  

Furthermore, the person is viewed as healthy, capable and with resources to help him achieve 

the change he desires. The Cape Cod Model, however, has some specific guidelines for their 

‘optimistic perspective’ (Melnick & March-Nevis, 2008). They stress building clients’ awareness 

of their healthy functioning as the route to change; “helping people become aware of and take 

responsibility for what they are doing that is congruent with the Gestalt theory of healthy 

functioning is often all that is necessary for positive change to occur” (Melnick & March-Nevis, 

2005, p. 14).  This optimistic perspective is also reflected in how they name dysfunctional or 

problematic behavior.  These behaviors are reframed as over-developed strengths and the 

developmental focus is on strengthening the under-developed behavior to increase the 

person’s adaptability.  This optimistic perspective is further fostered by the coach’s “forward-

learning, open and interested orientation” (Melnick and March-Nevis, 2008, p. 12).  In addition, 

their perspective holds that regardless of the patterns observed, the first pattern discussed is 

what the person does well.  

 In the Cape Cod Model, the coach listens more than she speaks and at times may speak 

very little.  This is based on the belief that when a coach speaks he is saying what he already 

knows. Listening to the person is how the coach discovers what she does not know. When 
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listening, the coach has ‘soft eyes’ and is engaged in ‘relaxed waiting’.  The coach uses his 

senses to observe, rather than actively looking for something. When observations are shared, 

the descriptions are sensory based--what was heard, seen and felt and include very specific, 

identifiable behaviors and language so the person can easily recognize their behavior.  

This Model encourages coaches to use interventions that are brief and bold.   Boldness 

includes staying with the intervention until there is a clear response and saying what others are 

avoiding (Nevis, Melnick & March-Nevis, 2008).  They also differentiate strategic interventions 

which are practical, readily perceived as useful and help the person achieve a goal from 

intimate interventions which enhance connection and bonding.  Lastly, experiments are framed 

as a “let’s try this” intervention (Nevis, Melnick & March-Nevis, 2008, p. 6).  Rather than being a 

time event they are exercises created for repeated practice until they become habitual.  

Both the Cape Cod model and the Cleveland Coaching model have made important 

contributions to Gestalt coaching and their continued evolution strengthens the body of work 

available to Gestalt coaches. 

The Limitations of the Gestalt Coaching Model 

A major difficultly encountered in Gestalt coaching is the inability to concisely state its 

essence and how it differs from other coaching models.  This makes explaining it to the 

uninitiated cumbersome at best and confusing at worse. Even starting an explanation with 

“Gestalt” requires an immediate translation. The absence of a common definition compounds 

the problem and creates a concern when attempting to write about it (Allan & Whybrow, 

2007). In lieu of a definition, a typical Gestalt coaching article begins with a description of 
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principles and/or uses a case study for illustration (Daley, 2009; Gillie, 2010; Simon, 2009; 

Siminovitch &Van Eron, 2006; Stevenson, 2002; Chidiac, 2008). The underlying message is that 

the best way to understand and appreciate Gestalt coaching is to experience it. As long as 

experience is the best and perceived as the only teacher, Gestalt coaching is confined to a 

select population. 

 Gestalt coaches often reinforce the notion that Gestalt coaching can not be clearly 

described.  For example, Lehay & Magerman (2009) did not answer their research question “Is 

Gestalt coaching different from other approaches to coaching?” (p. 83).   In some cases, Gestalt 

practitioners are also fostering further confusion. In an article on Gestalt coaching, Carlson and 

Kolodny (2009) explained they use the term consulting rather than coaching as “consulting is 

the more inclusive term and coaching is one kind of consulting work” (p. 199). This position is 

incongruent with the emphasis in the coaching field that coaching and consulting are separate 

professions and the boundaries between them need to be maintained.   

  To be fair, coaching itself is hard to define (Grant & Stober, 2006; Grant, 2007). Citing 

various authors, Grant (2007) reported that “[coaching] definitions vary considerably and have 

been the subject of much debate” (p. 25).  As Daley (2009) stated, “coaching is a slippery word 

right now” (p.31). 

Another difficulty is finding publications which feature Gestalt Coaching. Simon (2009) 

commented that “Gestalt theory can offer a significant contribution to the field of professional 

coaching” (p. 230) and at the same time he also noted that during the period of the marked 

growth of coaching “the number of articles presenting a Gestalt theory base for professional 

coaching is minimal (p. 231). He found 6 articles over a period of 8 years. Comparatively there 
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were 227 scholarly articles on coaching in the same eight years and 81 in 2009, alone (Grant, 

2011). Conclusions about Gestalt coaching are difficult to make as the literature does not 

adequately represent the population of Gestalt coaches and accuracy is further constrained by 

the need to limit the search to publications in one language, English. An additional 

disadvantage is the need to resort to Gestalt therapy publications to inform or expand 

coaching’s theoretical framework.   However, the current increase in Gestalt coaching 

publications since 2009, albeit small, lends hope to Gillie’s (2009) assessment that the interest 

in Gestalt coaching is accelerating.   

Excerpts from the Section on Gestalt Coaching Research 

Coaching Research 

Despite the popularity of coaching, there is limited evidence that coaching works or how 

it works (Grant, 2007; Grant, 2003). This can be attributed to the fact that “coaching is still at 

the stage of an emerging discipline, and the development of coaching-specific theory and 

evidence-based practice is a major challenge” (Grant & Cavanagh, 2007, p. 241).  

The need to validate coaching as a profession is a theme throughout the coaching 

research literature (Drake, 2009; Leedham, 2005; Stober, 2005; Grant & Cavanagh, 2007; Linley, 

2006).  Grant (2003) pointed out that: 

“If coaching is to become increasingly professionalized, and perhaps one day to become 
a true profession, then it is essential that we develop a shared body of knowledge. In 
addition to explicitly linking coaching into the broader knowledge bases of the 
behavioural sciences, business and economics and adult education in coach training and 
education programmes, we must have well-conducted, peer-reviewed coaching-specific 
research. This requires a shift towards a new model of coaching practice and the 
emergence of the scientist-practitioner model of coaching” (p. 3). 
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Linley (2006) suggested that research is also needed so coaches can refine their coaching 

approaches and Drake (2009) added that research and the new understanding can inform 

coaches’ awarenesses, assessments, and actions. The most pressing reason for coaching 

research, however, is to determine the efficacy of coaching by answering core questions such 

as:  

“(1) what works; (2) how it works; (3) why it works; (4) how well it works; (5) how we 
know it works; (6) when and with whom it works; and (7) what might work better” (cf. 
Linley, 2006; Tanenbaum, 2005 as cited in Drake, 2009, p. 3).  
 

Gestalt Coaching Research 

 While there is no outcome research to validate the efficacy of Gestalt coaching, support 

for Gestalt coaching is firmly embedded in a psychological theory that has been in existence 

since the late 1940’s. Gestalt theory and methodology brings a grounded conceptualization and 

explanation of human development and change to coaching. Grant (2007) explains:  

“Psychologists bring to coaching a solid understanding of the psychology of human change, 
and the ability to develop coaching interventions based on theoretically grounded case 
conceptualizations using evidence-based process and techniques” (p. 29). 

Despite this, less than less than five percent of 2,529 professional coaches surveyed had a 

psychology background (Grant & Zackon, 2004). This suggests that Gestalt coaches bring a more 

substantial theoretical foundation than most coaching approaches since Gestalt coaching is 

well-grounded in an established psychological theory.  Another support for the effectiveness of 

Gestalt is the research in the field of humanistic therapy.  Based on a meta-analysis of 86 

humanistic therapy studies, including Gestalt, Elliott (2002) concluded that “there is substantial 

evidence that humanistic therapy clients generally show large amounts of change over 
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time…and show substantially more change than comparable (untreated) clients in randomized 

clinical trials” (Stober, 2006, p. 28).   

While there may not be specific outcome research on the impact of Gestalt coaching, its 

impact is well documented in case studies (Allan & Whybrow, 2007; Gillie & Shackleton, 2009) 

and descriptions of Gestalt coaching practice (Leahy & Magerman, 2009; Meulmeester, 2009; 

Rosseau, 2009; Carlson & Kolodny; 2009; Gillie, 2010; Chidiac, 2008). This type of research has 

value as Stober (2005) maintains that case studies such as these fulfill an exploratory purpose in  

Artistry is inherent in the mastery of coaching (Lane and Corrie (2006). If coaching is 

artistic then Gestalt coaching is especially so. Zinker (1977) maintained “Gestalt…is really 

permission to be creative. Our basic methodological tool is the experiment, a behaviorist 

approach to moving into novel functioning” (p. 18). Gestalt coaching is an unpredictable art 

form making measurement difficult and the Gestalt coach an artist whose interest is creating 

not predicting or measuring. 

 Conclusion 

Gillie and Shackleton noted that Gestalt “enhances the coaches’ capability to work at a 

deeper level…which helps bring about powerful shifts” (p. 6). Daley (2009) recounted her 

experience between another coaching model and Gestalt: “The coaching model employed, 

while sound and meaningful, seemed to skate along the surface with words and techniques 

that were over simplified” (p. 21).  She continued, “Gestalt theory and practice used the same 

language and concepts as my coach training and other programs in the field, yet raised the bar 

and deepened the learning” (p. 22).  These Gestalt coaches’ testimonials underscore the fact 
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that Gestalt coaching is a potent and efficacious coaching methodology. More research is 

needed however, to prove what Gestalt coaching practitioners have always known to be true. 
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Table 1 

A Unit of Work: The Architecture of Gestalt Coaching 

     

 
Get grounded/        
centered/present 
 
Revisit confidentiality or 
other agreements as 
needed 
 
Increase awareness of 
self/other/environment 
(verbalized and non-
verbalized) 
 
Explore the other’s initial 
figure (expressed 
agenda/goal) 

 
Follow interest and energy 
 
Confirm the  uppermost 
figure 

 
Explore potential directions 
of working with the 
uppermost figure (focus 
/goal) 
 
Person selects a direction; 
recheck uppermost figure 
 
Co-inquire where the 
person is in the COE 
 
Co-inquire into the forces 
for change and sameness 
(polarities, resistances) 
 
Name/reframe any 
emerging theme  
 
Co-create and grade an 
experiment, exercise or 
another way of further 
raising awareness of the 
uppermost figure or theme  
 
Enact, get feedback, stop, 
adjust, or continue to 
deepening the experience 

 
Explore the meaning, 
learning points, or impact  
of the activity  
 
Clarify the uppermost 
figure; the new what is 
 
Clarify its relevance to the  
original goal and affirm, 
modify or create a new 
goal/agenda 
 
 
Explore the generalizations 
to “out there” 
 

 
Summary of the new “what 
is” and impact  
 
 
Appreciate the work done 
and the new “what is”  
 
 
Co-create an action 
(activity/ experiment/ 
exploration/reflection) for 
further assimilation of the 
new “what is”  

Transit ion 
Choosing What To 

Attend To 

Middle 
Acting on the 

Choice 

Transit ion 
Closing out the 

Activity 

 Beginning 
Assessing and  

Heightening the 
Current “What Is” 

Ending 
 

Closing out 
the Session 
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Table 2 
The Gestalt Coaching Stance 

Competency Category Competency 

 

Cultivating the Relational 

Field 

 
 Committing to dialogue with curiosity, inquiry and suspension of 

judgment 
 Cultivating meaningful contact  
 Managing multiple realities  
 Providing what is missing in the relationship 
 

 

Being Person-Centered 

 
 Using the person’s interest and energy guide the coaching 

conversation  
 Reinforcing the person’s ownership and accountability for his /her 

experience and work 
 Building on the person’s resources and strengths 
 Acknowledging and respecting resistance and differences 
 

 

Cultivating Awareness 

 
 Building awareness of self, other and the relational field 
 Seeing the person and his/her environment as a whole 
 Attending to the whole of oneself and the other; body-mind, body-

emotions, spirit and relationships 
 Taking an experimental stance 
 

 

Focusing on the Present 

and Presence  

 
 Embodying a mindful presence  
 Attending to what is emerging in the moment  
 Being choiceful in the use of self as an instrument of change 
 

 

Embracing an Ethical 

Practice 

 
 Adhering to GIC’s and the International Coach Federation’s ethical 

guidelines 
 Having an ethical compass 
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