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As coaches, we regularly help our clients to navigate the complexities of their lives, their work, and their careers. We help 

them make new connections between their past, present and future in order to achieve what is important to them. To do 

so, we increasingly find ourselves needing to work across a number of professional boundaries, modalities and  

stakeholders in order to support our practice and our clients. This requires of us a greater professional agility. Agility is 

the power to move or think quickly, easily and nimbly. I define professionally agility as, “the ability to authentically, ably 

and appropriately move between roles in service of the best outcome—in the moment and over time”. 

 It is a reflection of:

 The identities you claim

 The focus you choose

 The lens you use

 The roles you play

When you are professionally agile, you are more able to adapt in a coaching session, in the coaching engagement, 

and in your career. This requires a dual focus on the fluidity to meet the changing needs of your clients and your market 

AND the foundation to remain grounded in your best self and your best practice. Whenever we get stuck in any of the 

areas above, in a session or across our practice, we become more professionally rigid. When this happens, we often 

default to some degree to a view of coaching as a linear progression as outlined below. As we shall see later, the Field 

Mapping tool is designed to help coaches assess and address areas where they may be stuck. 

 The knowledge you draw on

 The results you value

 The actions you take

 The formulations you make

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Client Story Problem Solution

Black Box of coaching

Coaching as a linear progression

Here are five pitfalls related to getting
stuck in this linear view of coaching.

As you read through them, reflect for a few minutes about which of them, if any, you are prone to in your practice. This is 

not only valuable in itself, it will also give you food for thought when we look at the narrative coaching tool later.

Pitfall 1: The Case of the Missing Client

In this instance, the coach jumps right into the story—eager to get to the results—but does not build sufficient rapport 

with or understanding of the client. As a result, the client is lost in the story and loses track of themselves and why they 

are there.

Pitfall 2:  The Case of the Unheard Story

In this instance, the coach bypasses the story to jump at the first problem that is presented—and misses out on vital clues 

and ends up trying to solve the wrong problem. As a result, the solutions are often generic and not connected to the 

client’s unique situation or aspiration.

Pitfall 3: The Case of the Missing Baton

In this instance, the coach remains too attached to solving the problem as it has been identified. The conversation often 

ends up going in circles and driven by the coach (and his black box). As a result, the accountability for the process or any 

solutions never transfers to the client.

Pitfall 4: The Case of the Missing Question

in this instance, the coach jumps immediately to a solution. By not inquiring into the issue, the coach fails to really 

understand the situation or get to the crux of the matter. As a result, the client is less likely to learn or feel satisfied with 

any solutions that emerge.

Pitfall 5: The Case of the Missing Answer

in this instance, the coach does well all the way through—so much so that the two of them go round and round in the 

conversational space. As a result, the client may have a positive experience, but never reaches any conclusions, outcomes, 

or action items.
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Mapping the Field

What if we organized around the field that is 
created instead and saw it as a dynamic ecosystem? 

Coaches who are less professionally agile tend to get locked into more linear view of the coaching process and are prone 

to these pitfalls. To grow as a coach involves shifting to a different frame for coaching. The same five elements as in the 

linear model are arranged differently below to reflect the fact that we need to be able to draw any of them at any point in 

the conversation. In viewing a coaching conversation as an ecosystem for learning and growth, we are free to move 

between the elements as is necessary to meet the needs of the client, the story, the conversation and the objective. 
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When we are professionally agile and can view coaching conversations as ecosystems, it leads to two important shifts in 

terms of how we coach. The first shift, as seen below on the left, involves reframing the situation so that it is no longer a 

problem to be solved, as if we were on a hunt for a missing puzzle piece that fits perfectly. Instead, it calls for inviting 

clients to notice what is true for them now and how they would like that to be different as well as trusting that the 

resolution is already present. It calls for moving between the five elements as you coach to discern the crux of an 

issue and invite the client to step into the coaching moment at the threshold to make a new choice. 

The second important shift (on the right) involves reframing how we respond to the issues our clients bring to coaching. 

The first diagram depicts what it is like to stay within the issue and to solve it as a problem. Unfortunately, this means we 

are often only addressing the symptoms and the benefit is short-lived.  Fortunately, the second diagram offers a narrative 

perspective in which the patterns that created the issue in the first place are addressed. Through coaching this way, we 

can interrupt the pattern to create an opening for something new. As a result, whatever progress the client makes on the 

issue can be used to strengthen her and enable her to carry the benefit forward into similar situations.   

 In working this way in coaching, people can:

 1. Cope1 at new levels as Clients

 2. Connect in new ways through their Stories  

 3. Create new options by crossing Thresholds

 4. Contribute to new outcomes and Narratives

The more professionally agile we are, the more we can help clients get to level 4. To get there, 

there are four roles you can play as a coach in working with a client. As we become more professionally agile, you can 

authentically, ably and appropriately move between these roles in service of the best outcome—in the moment and over 

time. These four roles are shown below within the narrative coaching framework to reflect the phase in coaching where it 

is most often needed. This flow is common as it reflects the natural process of change, AND it is important to remember 

that we are working within a field where all of the roles are available to you. 

C A

→

Issue

1 - The four levels of Mindfulness in Motion
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Role 1:  Witness for narrator (client)

The focus is on what is and your function is largely formative. The aim is to increase their ability to cope as an author of 

their stories and engage in new formulations.

Role 2:  Advocate for whole story

The focus is on what if and your function is largely supportive. The aim is to increase their ability to connect as an actor in 

other’s stories and engage in new conversations.

Role 3:  Guardian at the threshold

The focus is on what matters and your function is largely normative. The aim is to increase their ability to create as an agent 

in larger narratives and make new decisions.

Role 4:  Steward of the new narrative

The focus is on what works and your function is largely integrative. The aim is to increase their ability to contribute as an 

activist for better narratives and make new institutions (from small acts to large forms).

What is

What if
What

matters

What
works
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As a coach, you can use the tool in the following ways:

• Aligning on expectations with a client at the start of a session

• Reformulating your narrative and recalibrating your actions in a session

• Assessing your level of professional agility through reflection and feedback   

• Debriefing a session with a client as to their experience

• Supporting peer coaching and feedback in organizations

• Providing mentoring and supervision to help coaches mature

In closing, you can use the Field Mapping tool to guide your development as a coach as well as your choices when you 

work. The more you can work this way, the more professionally agile you will become. The more agile you become, the 

more power and range you will have in your sessions, the greater impact you will have, and the more adaptive you will be 

as you, the field, and the world evolve.
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