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Coaching presence:  Using Data  
 

As you explored during the programme, one of the critical roles of an effective coach 
is to be conscious of and use the significant amount of data available. 
Finely tuned listening, summarising and feedback skills are just some of the dynamic 
methods of accessing this data - and employing them with pinpoint accuracy can 
create powerful moments in coaching and mentoring conversations. 

 
 
As leaders, we often refer to feedback as something thing that is done to someone, 
using information or data about a person's behaviour or performance as a basis for 
improvement. One to one reviews and performance conversations are a prime 
example of this approach: ’Let me give you some feedback’ or somewhat alarmingly 
‘I’ve conducted a 360 survey about you and this is what we think...’   
When applied carefully, feedback as a management tool has a legitimate place in 
performance management - using observed behaviour to help raise a person’s self-
awareness so they may take action.    
 
The use of feedback is vital in your effectiveness as a coach, although we tend to 
view as data and early proponents of this include Carl Gustav Jung, a Swiss 
psychiatrist whose research was deep-rooted in psychoanalysis.  He talked 
extensively about the curative nature of awareness in successfully treating his 
patients.  Jung’s theory explained that self awareness was necessary as only this 
would lead to movement of emotions and actions that allowed people to get better.    
 
Coaching has frequently borrowed from therapy and here is no exception.  It is likely 
you have experienced people at work who are not aware of the impact of their 
behaviours.  Such ‘blindness’ or lack of self-aware data can, and will, inhibit their 
development, growth and ability to achieve an emotionally intelligent self. 
In advanced coaching we should be raising the level of awareness for both parties – 
the coach and coachee. 
 
 
We explored different levels of listening to create containers of trust and honesty, 
essential for establishing and maintaining effective coaching relationships.   
We now add and connect the dimension of making skilled use of data with two 
distinct orientations to feedback - and there is a crucial difference between the two: 
 

1. Observing from the outside:  This is based on the traditional concept of 
feedback exampled above - you observe then share your observations.   

 
2. Talking from the inside:  Focusing more on what is happening to you while in 

conversation with your coachee – and sharing that information. 
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1. Observing from the outside. 
Here, at least for a moment, you are able to stand to one side and observe the 
coachee’s behaviour, voice, tone .and words etc.  
In essence, using more data that is being presented by the coachee, some of which 
they will not be conscious of.  However, be aware that the overuse of simple 
observation risks downgrading the coaching intervention into a play of exchanges, 
rather than a focused process to help your coachee gain movement.  
 
What does the coach actually do? 
Primarily the effective coach listens at level 2 (empathetic listening). 
This is about paying conscious attention and responding to both what is being said 
and how it is being said.  
This is not as easy as it might appear, and some underpinning psychology is useful 
for the advanced coach.   
 
We introduced Gestalt and used practical techniques in several ways to help achieve 
what the International Coaching Federation (ICF) define as a critical coaching 
competency called ‘Presence’. 
 
The term Gestalt is a German word meaning ‘shape’ or ‘form’, and Gestalt studies 
were so called as they used the ‘whole picture’ (i.e.: more than the sum of its parts) as 
the basis for developing theories. 
Gestalt therapy developed organically from studies of perception and learning by 
Wertheimer, Koffka and Kohler.  These early psychological studies were based on 
findings that human perception is more than simply building a visual or psychological 
experience from a variety of separate ‘units’. 
 
For example, the familiar image of a face is not ‘built’ in the human brain by 
recognising eyes, nose and mouth individually, then putting these together and 
coming up with the composite face.  People form an impression so the whole face, 
and the pattern of features i.e.. The Gestalt or whole picture. This is the 
unmistakable and recognisable image retained by the brain. The features of the face 
are not recognisable in themselves unless the focus of attention is directed onto each 
one and becomes a figure in itself.  The classic example is of the husband who can’t 
remember the colour of his wife’s eyes. 
 

Furthermore, original studies on perception advocated that individuals will 

naturally move towards closure of each perceived f i g u r e :  T he process of 

perception compels them to complete the figure or to ‘fill the gaps’. 

 

 
Foreground and Figure is a cornerstone of Gestalt in coaching. 
Fundamental to the Gestalt approach is the idea that the needs of a person’s brain 
are satisfied in a cycle of figure and background formation and destruction.  
EG: A person becomes aware of a figure, he or she mobilises energy to take action to 
deal with the situation suggested by the figure. The person then gains satisfaction by 
making contact or performing the action to fulfil the need.  This leads to resolution or 
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closure, followed by withdrawal of attention.  By this time, another figure will have 
emerged, and so on. 
 
As you experienced in the training, you could not see the vase and faces at the same 
time.  Whilst it might only be a fraction of second, the brain can only focus on one at a 
time.  This is important when observing from the outside, as this means you will be 
picking up more data for you and your coachee by paying attention to both what they 
say and how they say.  That requires you to switch from vase to face when you are 
listening in level 2 and concentrate on each of these components of foreground and 
background by taking a few moments at a time on each of the following:   
 

1. First – by observing what they say and paying attention to their voice such as 
repeated words, a change in speed or tone or a pause  

2. Second – by switching to non-verbal signals such as a shift in how they are 
sitting, perhaps where they are looking or using their hands. 

3. Then turn your attention back to their voice again 
4. Sit with the data for few moments and then decide on your response. 

 
There is a fine line between keeping focus on the other person and being aware of all 
the data (foreground and background) before you decide on your next response. 
Slowing up, identifying and having the confidence to share those observations as 
feedback will often reveal new avenues for self-awareness and personal development 
that less informed coaches will miss.   
 
Therefore, the coach must be continually aware of what is going on around him or her 
in the present.  You need to develop or redevelop awareness of yourself and your 
environment.  We are born with this awareness, but it is dulled as we bow to the 
demands and expectations of family and society.  The skill must be rediscovered, 
nurtured and practiced.   
You will feel your presence grow as you develop this advanced capability. 
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2.Taking feedback from the inside. 
This can only occur from being in a relationship with the individual and fully 
experience the feelings that arise from being with this other person.  
 
What does the coach actually do?  
Many new coaches have inadvertently learnt along the way that expressing 
themselves, their own thoughts, hypotheses, feelings, intuition and senses, is not 
appropriate in coaching. At an advanced level of coaching we disagree.  The coaching 
relationship is one in which each impacts on the other, each one shapes and is 
shaped by the other. Therefore, any information about the coach’s experience in the 
session is likely to be relevant to the individual and the coaching. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The skilled coach will actively use level 3 listening and volunteer this information.  For 
example, your coachee is talking uncharacteristically fast and you notice that you 
have started holding your breath or feeling breathless. You might interrupt to say: 
 
‘I’ve become aware that I am feeling breathless as I listen to you…’ (Self disclosure). 
 
then… 
 
‘… I’m curious about whether this issue has taken your breath away…?’ 
 
or 
 
‘I’m wondering if you’re feeling breathless too...’ 
 
or 
 
‘...how are you feeling right now?’ 
 
Note in this example, there is nothing that you want to change per se.  You are simply 
presenting an insight that might lead to greater awareness. Offering feedback means 
taking ownership of your feelings and expressing them objectively without recourse to 
blame.    
 
Therefore, any information about your experience in the session is likely to be relevant 
and powerful.  They are like the wind, unseen but the effects become very evident.  If 
the feelings you have experienced are mirrored in the coachee’s other business 
conversations, they may have a profound effect on performance.  
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For example:  If your coachee is making you feel uncertain or nervous, they may risk 
transferring the same feelings onto other colleagues, thus building less impactful 
relations or achieving a lesser degree of success.  So, instead of hiding your own 
thoughts and feelings, the advanced level coach will volunteer this information in a 
respectful, tentative way and check to see if the information they are offering rings 
true.   
 
We returned to Gestalt to further our practical skills in level 3 listening and explored 
the Gestalt Cycle. In the training you were presented with a physical example of a 
gestalt cycle: 
 
Having started a piece of work at your desk, (the present figure) you begin to realise 
that you are uncomfortable in some way (sensation). As you work, you shift about 
and gradually it dawns on you that you are uncomfortable because your chair is at the 
wrong height (awareness: a new figure is formed). Gradually, your concentration on 
your work is overtaken by the desire to alter the chair height (energy mobilisation). 
You get up (action) and fiddle with the chair (contact). You then sit down again, feel 
that the height is now right for you (resolution  /closure) and begin to be absorbed in 
your work again (withdrawal of attention)... formation of another figure - and so on. 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is easy to see how this works when looking at basic physical needs, but emotional 
and psychological are more complicated. This is because individuals or organisations, 
groups or teams of people, often find it difficult to identify what those needs are, or 
they may not know how to satisfy them. 
 
For example: A manager finds dealing with one of her team members difficult. That 
person is polite and friendly enough, his work is good, and he is a creative and 
communicative member of the team. All the same, the manager feels uneasy in his 
presence.  The manager obviously has a need that is not being satisfied. It could be 
that she likes and respects the team member and wants recognition and approval 
from him. It could be that she feels excluded from the rest of the team.  She may be 
unaware of her needs or able to admit them and is confused and cannot resolve the 
situation satisfactorily. This fact that she cannot form a clear figure or ‘achieve closure’ 

2. Awareness 

3. Energy 
mobilisation 

5. Contact 

6. Resolution 
closure 

7. Withdrawal of 
attention 

4. Action 

1. Sensation 
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makes her feel uneasy. It is unfinished business, and until she finds a way of resolving 
it, she will feel confused. 
 
Unfinished business or unresolved figures of this kind will stop other figures forming, 
and a build-up of incomplete figures will make it difficult for the individual or group to 
concentrate enough to resolve them. It can be a vicious circle and the advanced 
should be aware of ‘open gestalts’ from both the perspective of ‘ourselves and our 
coachee.   
 
The advanced coach has a duty to help coachees close their open gestalts. That 
means being prepared to ask ‘clean’ questions.  Eg: Being prepared at the start of a 
coaching conversation to ask questions such as ‘what is current’ to help your coachee 
share what foreground is - and may need closing. Sometimes that might mean shifting 
from a pre-arranged topic to what is current.  At other times it could mean hearing 
open gestalts voiced from your coachee and using them, rather than opening more 
and more until there is no movement.   
 

 
 
 
For example - Your coachee says ‘The big question for me is what I do next.’ 
 
Then rather than pressing on with another question, simply ‘catch’ the open gestalt 
and replay it as a clean question. 
 
You say: ‘I heard you ask a big question, [pause] so what could you do next?’ 
 
This is another factor behind the importance of the goal or outcome of session - to 
close the open gestalt. 
 

 
A further informing component of gestalt in coaching is to be aware of your own ‘open 
gestalts’ and to deal with them in a way that keeps us as present.  If you are 
mobilising energy towards yourself, you risk obstructing the coachee.  As a 
developing coach you may have experienced coaching someone, and while listening 
at level one, you have worked out the solution!  In these situations, there is a danger 
that your own open gestalt may turn into a series of leading (unclean) questions that 
merely directs your coachee to your destination - not where they wanted to go.   
 
Let us give another example: While coaching a client about being better at 
prioritisation, your intuition begins to tell you the person is not going to do anything 
different.  Rather than share that thought, it stays with you and it becomes your 
foreground and potentially open gestalt.  What happens next is interesting and often 
unconscious – as your mind filters and forms the questions that support your own 
agenda. 
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The advanced coach will close their own open gestalt (writing down in your coach 
diary can help) by deciding to ignore it or self-disclosing what they are thinking.  
An informed and conscious response is likely to help you use ‘cleaner’ interventions 
and minimise unconscious grabs of their banana – i.e. leading them to your thinking, 
preferences, and biases.  
 

 
 
Clean interventions result in more ‘ah ha moments, changes of thinking, realisations, 
shifts in responsibility, and the energy to take actions that far exceed expectations 
from either side. 
 
Data from within is highly valuable and a critical part of your toolkit.  Some coaches 
are shy about using their senses, intuition or gut feelings.  We talk to many coaches 
who express a reluctance about using them - even though they have the developed 
talent to do so.  That is a shame because they can help develop powerful and honest 
communications.  Part of the difficulty when using open gestalts such as sensing or 
intuition in coaching is the absence of proof.  But whether it is right or wrong doesn’t 
matter.  It is invaluable data.   It is more like a ‘prod’ in the right direction.  Whether we 
use such ‘prods’ or ‘hunches’ when coaching is about our interpretation of the value of 
such information and perhaps, more typically, if we think it is right to do so. 
 
Imagine you are coaching a leader who is in mid flow about what actions they have 
taken and their outcomes.  It is a great update and it sounds like they have followed 
through on everything from the last coaching session.  However, your intuition tells 
you they after holding something back.   You may have picked up verbal and non-
verbal signals that suggest there is more to be said.  So, despite the overriding 
evidence of empirical data, use the ‘prod’ and say:   
 
‘Can I share with you what my intuition tells me?’  Your coachee replies ‘yes’ and you 
say: ‘I sense there is something you are not telling me.’ 
 
At this stage it does not matter whether you are right or wrong.  If your coachee is not 
holding back – great, you reinforce their success story.  If they are holding back, you 
create an opportunity to talk about that.  You may even uncover blockages they are 
not consciously aware of.  The great thing about intuition and coaching is that it allows 
you to generate momentum in creative thinking and awareness.  Using your intuition 
can be applied successfully in all coaching conversations, especially if you are 
accessing level 3 listening.  Sometimes it appears as visual image, or maybe you will 
sense a shift in energy.  It will be based on your observation, certain signals and 
hunches.  It is also important to be aware of and open to the intuition yourself. 
 
As you are not presenting sensory fact, it is almost irrelevant whether your intuition or 
sensing is ‘correct’. Its value is moving your coachee to new levels of awareness, 
learning, responsibility and/or the energy to act.  What’s more, your coachee will come 
to count on, trust and value your intuition.  If you hold back, you short change your 
presence and possibly the amount of options or data available to your coachee.   

https://www.bing.com/images/search?q=images+of+clean&id=2F0C6809E75EBF70C3F1905E4910D5DBE4B1DF6C&FORM=IQFRBA
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You may also miss out on the opportunity to develop your own intuitive intelligence. 
 

 
 
To use data from within effectively, hold it lightly and help your coachee hear this 
information as an interpretation rather than a judgement.    Like any ability, we 
develop it through practise and reflection.  It is not easy at first, it takes some courage 
and it is likely to be found in different places.  Many coaches find such data in their 
body – in their chest or stomach like a ‘gut’ response.  Some feel a burning in the 
forehead or tingle in their fingers, some may feel a sense of heaviness, or an ache or 
a mood.  Some coaches don’t feel it in their bodies, it may be above you, like a bubble 
that surrounds you.  Some see it a visual image, for others it is more verbal, like a 
voice or conversation in your head.   
 
Take time to be curious when coaching and find out where you sense your internal 
data is coming from. Stop, pay attention to it and make meaning by giving it words 
and talking it through.  At first, the natural tendency may be to hold back, to make sure 
it is viable.  But you will risk ‘missing the moment’ and your coachee has moved on to 
an entirely different phase of the conversation.  Your moment, in other words, is lost.  
Using feedback from within is like shooting stars - already beginning to fade as soon 
as they appear.  The most powerful moment is the first.  This data isn’t supposed to 
right or wrong.  It is not based on logic or evidence and does not need corroboration.  
The more you use it however, the more confident you will become. 

How can I express this data when coaching? If you feel uneasy about using your 

sensing or intuition in your coaching, use any of the following phrases to access this 

great and powerful tool. 

 ‘I have a sense…’   

 ‘May I tell you a gut feeling I have?’ 

 ‘Can I check something with you?’  

 ‘I wonder if ……’ 

 ‘My intuition tells me….’ 

Use level 3 listening and awareness to decide when to intervene.  If you have a 
coachee who talks and talks, it is not rude to interrupt and direct the process.  Indeed, 
this may be needed to get to a solution quicker.  In general, it is useful to prepare your 
coachee for such intervention during your intake or initial session.  It can form part of 
your contracting.  Let them know that coaching is a different type of conversation with 
purpose and sometimes you may need to interrupt, share your own intuitions or help 
direct the conversation to ensure a valuable outcome.  Be upfront and ask them to let 
them know if they feel offended or disagree so this can be talked about if necessary.  

Remember, effective coaching is not for the faint of heart, backbone is needed. 
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