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Heron's Six Categories of Intervention 
Understanding How to Help People More Effectively 
 
At work, in whatever role or industry, most people deal daily with others who need 
their help, support, advice or expertise. Precisely how you deliver that "help" 
determines its success and impacts the relationship you build with the person you are 
helping. John Heron's framework provides a model for analysing how you deliver help. 
His model identifies six primary categories or styles of helping intervention. Based on 
studies over several years, his categories became widely used to study and train 
health, education & business professionals. 
 
However, more recently, business professionals - managers, supervisors, consultants, 
and coaches - have used the six-category model to learn and improve how they 
interact when helping their employees, team members, clients and customers.  In 
coaching you can use it to improve your effectiveness & outcome of the help you are 
offering through coaching and mentoring. 
 

Understanding the Model 
Heron's model has two basic categories or styles - - "authoritative" and "facilitative".  
 
Those two categories   further   breakdown   into a total six categories to describe how 
people intervene when helping. If a helping intervention is "authoritative”, it means that 
the person "helping" (often a manager or supervisor) is giving information, challenging 
the other person or suggesting what the other person should do.  If a helping 
intervention is "facilitative", it means that the person "helping" is drawing out ideas, 
solutions, self-confidence, and so on, from the other person, helping him or her to 
reach his or her own solutions or decisions. 

 
 
The push categories when coaching and mentoring will be coming from a place 
where the coach is determining the direction of the conversation.  In this sense, as we 
discussed in the training, the ‘banana’ is with the coach.  In this dimension the 3 most 
common interventions are: 
 

• Prescriptive - You explicitly direct the person you are helping by giving advice 
and direction.  This begins to open up presence and self-disclosure of things 
that might arise for you when you are coaching someone.  Rather than sitting 
on it and leaking into a loaded question we simply share and go silent. 

 

• Informative - You provide information to instruct and guide the other person. 
This again often opens up self-disclosure and presence and it critical for clean 
coaching. 
 

•  
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• Challenging - You challenge the other person’s behaviour or thinking.  It is 
what we called coaching with ‘backbone’ helps the other person consider data 
or feedback of which they would otherwise be unaware. 

 
What is important is the conscious and clean coach can return the banana and is 
aware what they are doing and is careful not to overlay several push interventions as 
they carried away in helping or guiding the other person 
 
 
The pull categories when coaching and mentoring will be coming from and 
awareness to let the coach to direct the flow of the conversation.  In this dimension 
the 3 most common interventions were identified as: 
 

• Releasing - You help the other person to express, expand and share thinking, 
thoughts or emotions that they have not previously voiced. 

 

• Exploring -  You help the other person reflect deeper into their system 2 
thinking so as to discover and be more elf-directed in making decisions, 
solving problems and taking action. 

 

• Supportive - You build up the confidence of the other person by focusing on 
their positive resources such as competences, qualities & achievements. 

 
How to Use the Model 
 
You can use the model to be even more aware of the different interventions you use 
in different "help" settings at work. If you habitually use one or two styles, the 
awareness and model will help you learn and use more of the styles, and so improve 
your impact and the outcome of the help you give. 
 
Example 1: Operations Manager Bob is naturally "prescriptive" with his direct reports. 
He has found that some team members are bringing more and more problems to him. 
He realizes that his natural l communication style may be partly to blame.  Using 
Heron's categories as a framework, he concludes that a more "supportive" style may 
help the team members gain confidence and so solve more of the problems for 
themselves. He schedules a meeting and plans what he will say and questions he will 
ask to be more “supportive". 
 
Example 2: HR Manager John has a long-term business partner relationship with the 
VP of technology. He meets with his Business Partner monthly   and supports her by   
acting as a "sounding board" for strategic planning and decision -m a king. John is 
usually "facilitative" and uses an "exploring" style of helping his VP. However, he 
currently is concerned that his VP, in one policy-related area, may be making 
uninformed decisions.  He provides some information and tries to help her understand 
the issue ("informative" help), in the hope she will change her plans. She fails to act 
on the new information. Frustrated, and with the Heron model in mind, John 
concludes that a "challenging" style is now appropriate to achieve a better outcome for 
his VP and help her avoid making a big mistake. He sets up another meeting with her, 
and prepares what to say and ask, to “challenge’ on the issues. 
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As a developing coach and mentor, you can use this model to help review your bias of 
interventions and consider how to develop a broader and more conscious application 
of all the categories when coaching and mentoring. 
 
 Authoritive - Push 

Prescriptive • Give advice and guidance from within you 

• Tell the other person how they should behave 

• Tell them what to do 

Informative • Give your views, intuition and feedback 

• Explain something from your experience 

• Help the other person get a better understanding 

Challenging • Challenge the other person's thinking 

• Play back exactly what the person has said or done 

• Tell them what you think is holding them back 

• Help them avoid making the same mistake again 

 
Facilitative - Pull 

Releasing • Help the other person express their feelings or fears 

• Empathize with them 

• Ask what outcome would make them feel good 

Exploring • Ask questions to encourage fresh thinking 

• Encourage the other person to generate new options 
and solutions 

• Listen and summarize, and listen some more 

Supportive • Tell the other person you value them (their contribution, 
good intention or achievements) 

• Praise them 

• Show them they have your support and commitment 

 
There is no one right or wrong style, like a golfer analogy used in the leadership 
paper.  Advanced coaching require use of all 6 and consciously using the right ones at 
the right time.   The good news they are all developable and quickly by being mindful 
of the range, when to use and traps to avoid. Then it is about practice and ongoing 
feedback. 


