Philosophy of Coaching: An International Journal
Vol. 4, No. 1, May 2019, 107-122.
http://dx.dot.org/10.22516/poc/04.1.08

Systemic Coaching Supervision: Responding to the Complex
Challenges of Our Time

Angela Wright
New York, USA

Margaret McLean Walsh
New York, USA

Sarah Tennyson
New York, USA

Abstract

A core challenge for coaching is to develop new paradigms that help coaches, and
their clients, navigate today’s complex, interconnected and rapidly changing world.
This paper explores the evolution of coaching to encompass a broader systemic,
developmental perspective in response to ever increasing levels of complexity. We
argue that if coaches are to remain relevant and fit for purpose they must engage in
ongoing professional development and self-reflection and that this can be enhanced
through a systemic, developmental approach to coaching supervision. We
introduce and explore the Cycle of Developmental Supervision. Aligning with a
Complex Adaptive Systems view of supervision and recognizing the centrality of
“self” in coaching outcomes, the Cycle aims to increase reflexivity and breadth of
systemic perspective, reflecting an evolution of complexity in thinking, meaning
making and coach maturity. Finally, we will discuss implications for practice;
suggesting the need for the coaching community to harness its diversity by
engaging in a respectful dialogue that is essential to our collective evolution and
transformation.

Keywords: systemic developmental supervision, reflective practice, use of self,
dialogical approach, complex adaptive systems, coach maturity.

In today’s complex, interconnected and rapidly changing world, the
demands placed on our leaders and organizations have grown exponentially. At
the same time, critics have argued that current leadership approaches do not
capture the dynamic of organizations operating in today’s knowledge driven,
competitive and global economy (Lichtenstein et al, 2007), underestimate the
complexity of context (Avolio, Walumbwa & Weber, 2009) and do not
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recognize that individuals are “embedded in a complex interplay of numerous
interacting forces” (Uhl-Bien, Marion & McKelvey, 2007, p. 302). It has been
suggested that leadership needs to fit “the needs of the situation or challenges in
which it operates” (Avolio, Walumbwa & Weber, 2009, p. 430). Moreover,
Kegan (1994) has argued that there is a “mismatch” between the expectations
we have of our leaders and their level of cognitive development (Lahey,
Souvaine, Kegan, Goodman, & Felix, 1988).

Consistent with these criticisms, this paper argues that for coaches to be
fit for purpose in supporting leaders to meet these demands, they too must
achieve the ‘right fit’ between the complex challenges of contemporary society
and their own personal and collective capacity to understand, critically consider
and integrate multiple perspectives on client issues and the coaching process.
This requires coaches to engage in ongoing professional development and self-
reflection, which this paper argues is enhanced through coaching supervision.
Coaching supervision provides an opportunity for coaches to step back from
their work and take a broader view, which is essential to their ongoing
effectiveness and transformation.

First, this paper discusses the evolution of coaching to encompass a
broader systemic, developmental perspective in response to ever increasing
levels of complexity. This paper then outlines the functions of coaching
supervision — suggesting that the main purpose of supervision is to help the
coach see more than they can currently see, in themselves, others and the
systems in which they operate. Next, the Cycle of Developmental Supervision
is introduced as a conceptualization of a systemic, developmental approach to
supervision. Aligning with a Complex Adaptive Systems view of supervision
and recognizing the centrality of “self” in coaching outcomes, the Cycle aims to
increase reflexivity and breadth of systemic perspective, reflecting an evolution
of complexity in thinking, meaning making and coach maturity. Finally, this
paper discusses implications for practice.

Coaching — Towards a Systemic Developmental Perspective

Early approaches to coaching largely adopted a models-based approach
(Clutterbuck & Megginson, 2011) such as GROW (Whitmore, 1992) that are
linear and reductionist (Cavanagh, 2013). Recently, we have seen an increase in
more systemic approaches to coaching that have regard to the context in which
coaching clients operate (Cavanagh, 2006, 2013; Lawrence & Moore, 2019).
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There has also been a noticeable shift from performance coaching
towards more developmentally focused coaching (Berger, 2006; Bachkirova
and Baker, 2018). For the purposes of this paper, and drawing on theories of
developmental psychology (e.g. Bachkirova, 2016; Kegan, 1982; Torbert 1991;
Cook-Greuter 2004; Wilber, 2000), we describe Developmental Coaching as
coaching that is aimed at enhancing a client’s ability to meet current and future
challenges more effectively as a result of the development of an increasingly
complex understanding of self, others and the systems in which they operate
(Cavanagh, 2013). Despite critiques of Developmental Coaching around the
lack of unifying theory, an evidence base, and its potentially judgmental role,
the theories of adult development themselves are respected, researched and
intuitively sound (Bachkirova, 2016; Lawrence, 2016).

While relevant in all coaching engagements, there are a number of issues
that may be more complex in the practice of Developmental Coaching. For
example, the blurring of boundaries between coaching and therapy, the
identification of mental health issues, the effects of parallel processing
(Bachkirova & Baker, 2018), challenges around ethical issues and the
development of ethical maturity (Lane, 2011) and the stage of development of
the coach vis-a-vis the client (Laske, 2007).

Given the increasing focus on the maturation of coaching, developmental
and systemic frames, this paper argues that there is an increasingly critical need
for coaches to engage in supervision as part of their continuous professional
development and reflective practice in order to ensure that they are, and remain,
both relevant and fit for purpose.

Supervision — A Systemic Developmental Approach

The current accepted functions of supervision are described variously as:
1) Qualitative/Normative (ensuring work is professional and ethical); 2)
Development/Formative (developing skills, understanding and capacities); and
3) Resourcing/Restorative (providing emotional support) (Hawkins & Shohet,
2006; Inskipp & Proctor, 1993). This paper adds a personal developmental
dimension consistent with theories of developmental psychology (Bachkirova,
2008) suggesting that, through dialogue in supervision, the coach and the
supervisor are able to make visible those things the coach cannot yet see; those
things they are blind to; those assumptions they subconsciously hold; those
things that are not in the coach’s current frame of reference. It is based on the
premise that coaches can only bring to supervision that which is currently in
their awareness and emphasizes the importance of helping coaches notice what
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they cannot currently see in themselves, their clients, their client organizations
and each of the respective systems of which they form part. For example:
ethical issues might be identified that the coach may not be aware of as part of
the Qualitative/Normative function; it may enhance the coach’s capacity to take
multiple perspectives as part of the Development/Formative Function; and help
the coach see other points of view on what they may perceive as mistakes as
part of the Resourcing/Restorative function (Bachkirova, 2008).

The developmental dimension draws on Kegan’s (1994) Adult
Development Theory (ADT), which focuses on the level of complexity with
which a coach makes meaning of the world around them. Consistent with other
constructive developmental theories, ADT is concerned with the construction of
reality and the development of that construction to more complex levels over
time, increasing the coach’s systemic breadth of perspective. The theory
outlines a mechanism for growth and explains how transformative shifts in
meaning making are achieved through “incremental reflection and insight”
(Atkins, 2006, p.39). Kegan’s (1982, 1994) ADT posits that one of the ways we
are able to transform or develop is through the process of moving things in our
perception from Subject to Object. Things that are Subject are “those elements
of our knowing or organizing that we are identified with, tied to, fused with or
embedded in” (Kegan, 1994, p.32). Conversely, things that are Object are
“those elements of our knowing that we can reflect on, handle, look at, be
responsible for, relate to each other, take control of, internalize, assimilate, or
otherwise operate upon” (Kegan, 1994, p.32). A profound shift occurs when we
move entire systems from Subject to Object as this represents “a qualitative
shift in complexity and meaning making from the order before it” (Berger &
Fitzgerald, 2002, p.35), including it and extending it (Goodman, 2002).

The developmental dimension also draws on Systems Theory,
Complexity Science and Systems Intelligence (Cavanagh, 2006, 2013;
Héamaldinen & Saarinen, 2007a, 2007b; Luoma, 2009; Luoma, Hamaéldinen, &
Saarinen, 2008; Saarinen & Hamaéldinen, 2004). An understanding of complex
systems helps a coach appreciate that they, and their clients, are not objective
observers, but a system embedded in a hierarchy of systems (von Bertalanfty,
1986; Saarinen & Hamaldinen, 2004), and that responses, actions and behaviors
within those systems emerge from a continuous interplay of numerous
interacting forces (Siegal, 2007). For example, the concept of feedback loops
helps us to stop thinking in terms of linear cause and effect and recognize that
an organizational system is more than the sum of its parts (Cavanagh, 2006); it
is a complex set of interconnected interacting subsystems who “self-organise
into characteristic patterns of interaction” (Compernolle, 2007, p.31).
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Consequently, in coaching, it is important to understand the relationships and
the interactions between the interconnected subsystems (Ball, Counts, Helfrich,
Carol, & Winn, 1998).

The Developmental dimension emphasizes the importance of a coach
increasing their capacity to take multiple systemic perspectives, gain a greater
appreciation of the predispositions of their own system (Kemp, 2008), see
various stakeholder perspectives and the inherent complexity in the coach/client
relationship: “linear, cause and effect thinking in supervision may be highly
misleading for both the coach and the supervisor, and hence unhelpful to the
client” (Bachkirova, Jackson & Clutterbuck, 2011, p. 2).

Cycle of Developmental Supervision

Inspired by Grant’s (2012) Cycle of Self-Regulation, the Cycle of
Developmental Supervision (Figure 1) is a conceptualization of the process of
developmental supervision that aims to generate new insight and awareness in
order to increase a coach’s capacity to take and integrate multiple perspectives
on themselves, others and the systems in which they operate. The Cycle aligns
with a Complex Adaptive Systems perspective on coaching (Cavanagh, 2013)
that frames the supervision dialogue as a “complex interactive dynamic from
which adaptive outcomes emerge” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 298). In this way,
the supervision dialogue reflects the complexity, unpredictability and emergent
nature of the supervision process. The Cycle also acknowledges the centrality
of the practitioner’s “self” in the achievement of coaching outcomes
(Bachkirova, 2016), emphasizing the importance of self-reflection, reflexivity,
and the Use of Self as Instrument. The supervision dialogue is seen as a co-
created reflective practice from which insights, perspectives and joint meaning
making between the coach and the supervisor emerge.

Overview of the Cycle

The Cycle starts when the coach brings an Issue to supervision
identifying a specific area they would like to Focus on. The coach and the
supervisor Explore the issue through the supervision dialogue. During that
dialogue, the coach may learn something new, broaden their perspective, shift
their thinking. The coach then brings this insight or increased awareness back to
their coaching, which impacts the coach themselves, their client, the client
organization and potentially the broader coaching community.



112

Explore *7

Coaching 5

|
| |

Self Client / Coachee Organization Community

Figure 1: Cycle of Developmental Supervision

During that exploration, the coach might realize that there is a more
important Focus area, or indeed, a more important /ssue. They might start to
see that which they previously had not seen. For example, they might start to
see the systemic aspects of a situation or become more mindful of what they
bring to the coaching dynamic. The exploration might bring into awareness the
relational aspects of their Issue, or recognize patterns or interconnections. It
might take them to the edge of their thinking or beyond their current
understandings, increasing their Perspective Taking Capacity. This is reflected
in the dotted lines on the left-hand side of Figure 1. Similarly, the coach may
take new insights back to their coaching, and through experimentation and
reflection, recognize that the Issue requires further exploration during
supervision. They may identify other Issues or areas of Focus and/or increase
their Perspective Taking Capacity. This is reflected in the dotted lines on the
right hand side of Figure 1.

Exploration: A Supervision Dialogue

The Exploration stage of the Cycle draws on Isaacs’ (1999)
conceptualization of Dialogue as a “conversation with a center, not sides” (p.
19). In supervision, the authors see Dialogue as a shared inquiry where the
coach and the supervisor think and reflect together. The aim of Dialogue is to
reach new understandings, which form a new basis from which to think, act and
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engage. Dialogue asks both coach and supervisor to consider the context or
field in which the issues arise, to open themselves to new options and thinking
about their underlying assumptions.

The emergent nature of Dialogue prevents it from being reduced to a few
simple techniques. In supervision, the supervisor is part of the method and
cannot be separated from it. There are no steps they can take that operate
independently from how they themselves function. There are, however, four
practices that a supervisor may follow that may be conducive to evoking
Dialogue (Isaacs, 1999):

1. Listening, which requires a supervisor to develop an inner silence and to
listen not only to the words the coach is saying, but also to understand
their point of view and the meaning they make.

2. Respecting, which involves a sense of honor that requires the supervisor
to look for what is highest and best in the coach.

3. Suspending, which requires a supervisor to suspend their own point of
view long enough to understand and value that of another, in all its
richness, and to ask themselves the question “what am I missing?”

4. Voicing, which requires a supervisor to reveal what is true for them,
regardless of other influences, and to ask themselves, “What needs to be
expressed here?”” To do this they must be able to listen to their
emotional reactions and impulses, to avoid self-censorship and to be
courageous.

Engaging in Dialogue requires a commitment to be mindful, that is, to
pay attention, on purpose, in a non-judgmental way (Kabat-Zinn, 1990, 1994,
2003, 2006, 2008). Indeed, it has been suggested that mindfulness is critical to
developing the ability to hold a perspective on oneself, others and the world
(Cavanagh & Spence, 2012) and in facilitating a Subject-Object shift (Shapiro,
Carlson, Astin & Freedman, 2006). Mindfulness increases the coach’s capacity
to make connections and recognize patterns across even seemingly disparate
situations — opening them up to new options and possibilities for action
(Passmore & Marianetti, 2007). In modeling mindfulness, the supervisor may
encourage the openness, curiosity and acceptance that is required in order for a
coach to suspend the mental models that prevent them from entering the
supervision dialogue with fresh eyes and a free mind. The supervisor may
encourage the coach to observe their thoughts as just thoughts, and their
emotions simply as reactions to them rather than as reflections of reality
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(Kabat-Zinn, 1994). This, in turn, may result in greater clarity, objectivity and
perspective (Kabat-Zinn, 2004).

The supervisor may scaffold and encourage systems thinking and
perspective taking through the use of the Seven-Eyed Model (Hawkins &
Shohet, 2006). The Seven-Eyed Model provides a valuable framework for
examining the coach’s issue from multiple perspectives. The supervisor may
also support the coach in developing their reflexivity and their ability to take
more complex perspectives through Subject-Object shifts. For example, when a
coach is Subject to their beliefs, assumptions and perspectives they are not open
to challenge, change or suspension. The supervisor may help the coach develop
the ability to step back and make their perspectives the Object of conscious
consideration.

During the supervision dialogue it is critical to ensure that developmental
challenges are balanced with appropriate support (Berger & Fitzgerald, 2002;
Goodman, 2002; Kegan, 1994) as part of a sensitive and iterative supervision
process that validates where the coach is right now (Goodman, 2002). Indeed,
without external support new insights can quickly become Subject again
(Berger & Fitzgerald, 2002; Kegan & Lahey, 2001). Further, attempts to
integrate complexity and make Object new and multiple ways of meaning
making may stretch the limits of a coach’s understanding — their “growing
edge” (Berger, 2006) - and “shake up” the way the coach sees the world
(Berger & Fitzgerald, 2002). In this context, it is important for the supervisor to
create a holding environment, and a positive emotional space that broadens
cognitive and behavioral capacities, expands their view of the world (Ashby,
Isen & Turken, 1999) and builds personal resources for coping, such as social
relations and resilience (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson, 2009; Fredrickson &
Branigan, 2005; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). Managing emotions during the
supervision dialogue may also enhance the possibility of psychological growth
(Passmore, 2007) consistent with the Resourcing/Restorative function of
supervision.

Implications for Practice
Implications for Supervisors

Supervisors who wish to work with coaches using a systemic
developmental approach will need to:
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Engage in continuous personal and professional development, including
educating themselves in systems theories, systemic approaches to
supervision, adult development theories and dialogical approaches.

Reflect on the impact of their own developmental stage on the way they
engage in supervision, with whom they work as a supervisor, and the
potential limits it places on their supervision. Indeed, one of the biggest
challenges may be to develop the capacity to understand their client’s
perspective while simultaneously holding their own (Berger, 2006).

Develop their Use of Self as supervisors and model it during the
supervision dialogue, including enhancing their capacity to act
mindfully and to create a safe holding environment.

Undertake supervision on their supervision to surface their own implicit
assumptions and perspectives, enhance reflexivity, build awareness of
the multiple complexities in a system and develop their own perspective
taking capacity.

Develop and articulate their point of view on coaching supervision and
specifically the theories that inform their supervision practice so that
coaches can make an informed choice when engaging with supervision
(Jackson & Bachkirova, 2019).

Explicitly contract with coaches around the type of supervision they
provide.

Implications for Coaches

Coaches who wish to remain fit for purpose in the current environment

and continue to develop to meet the complexity of future coaching clients and
the systemic needs of organizations would benefit from systemic,
developmental supervision that:

Facilitates a more nuanced understanding of complex systems and
increases a coach’s capacity to integrate complexity and to take multiple
perspectives on client issues and the coaching process.

Actively engages coaches in their own developmental process through
the integration of learning, experimentation and reflective practice that
takes them to, and beyond, their “growing edge” (Berger, 2006).

Supports coaches to navigate the boundaries of their own competence,
explore ethical issues and to develop their ethical maturity.
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e Helps coaches reflect on their own developmental level and consider its
impact on their coaching — what does it enable and what does it
constrain?

Coaches need to be able to make an informed choice about the type of
supervision and supervisor with which they wish to engage. Since supervision
inevitably involves a number of subsystems, it will be important to work with a
supervisor who is able to hold and navigate the needs and interactions of the
relevant subsystems.

Implications for Educators & Professional Bodies

Coach educators and professional bodies delivering coach training and
providing accreditation are uniquely positioned to support coaches and
coaching practice in being fit for purpose. They can provide greater support for
coach development by:

e Adopting more systemic and developmental approaches to coach
education and accreditation that facilitate both professional and personal
development.

e Moving towards capabilities-based approaches, rather than competence
frameworks, that support criticality and reflexivity and are congruent
with individual characteristics and values (Bachkirova, 2016).

e Educate organizations using coaching about the importance of
developing coach capabilities and the limitations of relying on
competencies as a marker of quality assurance.

e Educating coaches as to the functions and benefits of coaching
supervision, including the different forms and approaches to
supervision.

Implications for Organizations Using Coaching and Building Coaching
Cultures

Organizations developing internal coaching capability would benefit
from:

e Adopting more systemic and developmental approaches to coaching that
better address the complex environment and the challenges faced by
leaders in their organization.
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e Including supervision for both their internal and external coaches as a
critical component of their coaching strategy.

e Developing an increased understanding of the nature of the complexities
of working in complex systems and the implications for goal setting and
predicting coaching outcomes.

Implications for Researchers

Given the move towards more systemic, developmental approaches to
coaching, more theoretically grounded research will be needed in the areas of
supervision (Grant, 2012, Hodge, 2016), including more systemic approaches to
supervision, group and team coaching (O’Connor, Studholme & Grant, 2017),
as well as longitudinal studies on developmental coaching (Lawrence 2016).

As independent academics, coaching researchers should be encouraged to
take the lead in bringing educators, practitioners and professional bodies
together to engage in a dialogue around the evolution of coaching, and ethical
and philosophical issues relevant to the practice of more systemic and
developmental approaches.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that if coaches are to support leaders and
organizations in meeting the demands of our complex, interconnected and
rapidly changing world, they too must achieve the ‘right fit’ between the
complex challenges of our contemporary society, and their own personal and
collective capacity to understand and integrate multiple perspectives on client
issues and the coaching process. We have explored the evolution of coaching to
encompass a broader systemic, developmental perspective in response to ever
increasing levels of complexity — arguing that engaging in ongoing professional
development and self-reflection through a systemic, developmental coaching
supervision dialogue will be critical if coaches are to remain relevant and fit for
purpose. The Cycle of Developmental Supervision has been introduced and
explored. Aligning with a Complex Adaptive Systems view of supervision and
recognizing the centrality of “self” in coaching outcomes, the Cycle aims to
increase reflexivity and breadth of systemic perspective, reflecting an evolution
of complexity in thinking, meaning making and coach maturity. Finally, this
paper has discussed implications for practice; suggesting the need for the
coaching community to harness its diversity and engage in a respectful dialogue
that is essential to our collective evolution and transformation.
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