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Notes on a Gestalt Perspective in Coaching Supervision

Gestalt psychology and the therapy approach evolved in the mid 20th century out of the existential and humanistic philosophies of the time. In reaction to the analytic and behaviourist views of human nature, this approach was based on a belief in the innate self-actualising potential of people. Gestalt, a German word, here means whole and refers to the individual’s completion of a process of contact with their environment.

What is the key thing that underpins this approach? It is Presence; how we get there, what stops us from getting there, and how to stay there. It is about learning to be aware, following the process of what is actually happening and allowing this to be the case.

The basic assumption here is that our behaviour is guided by patterns that have been set down early in life as part of our socialisation in family, school and the wider society. Many of the patterns are coded for survival in the environment and become the ground from which our behavioural choices flow. Mostly the ground is outside our everyday awareness and we do not need to explore it in detail. However when we find ourselves stuck at any point in the contact cycle, the person or situation, called figure in this model of behaviour, may evoke some idea or feeling connected to the past that has become caught in the ground, and interrupts the flow of our contact with the current situation.

As we become aware of how many of our survival skills are no longer necessary, we can let go of them and create new behaviours and ways of being in the world that meet our current needs without the rigidity that comes from the old ‘shoulds’ and ‘oughts.’  The environments we live in are changing all the time and one of the key survival skills we need is adaptability, and a perspective on life that sees opportunities to create anew, stay lively, and in touch with the fields we inhabit.

Fritz Perls, one of the founding fathers of Gestalt Therapy, says of individuals:

‘No individual is self-sufficient; the individual can only exist in an environmental field. The individual is inevitably, at every moment, a part of some field. His behaviour is a function of the total field, which includes both him and his environment.’

The central model of behaviour in Gestalt psychology is ‘The Cycle of Experience.’ 

This model represents the ideal situation in which a need is recognised, energy towards meeting that need is mobilised, and the need is met, leading to closure. The key skill that keeps us adaptable, creative, in flow, and able to embrace change in life is to be aware of the point at which the cycle is being interrupted, become aware of the nature of the interruption, explore it and free oneself to move beyond this block to engage our energy fully, in contact with our environment.

The Gestalt Cycle of Experience
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4 key ideas that underpin this model:

· behaviour is guided moment by moment as needs are perceived

· unfinished business blocks contact

· interruptions come from unfinished business, or incomplete gestalts 

· the self is variable, fluid and a pattern of organised behaviours we call personality

· figure and ground

Coaching Supervision 

A supervisee works with a senior executive and finds that his work in the coaching meetings feels uncharacteristically laboured and difficult. In supervision he takes the time to explore the coaching relationship and discovers that memories and feelings about his father have been evoked and he actually feels fearful of being with his client. 
The ground contains the story and feelings about his father, the client began as figure, and then father became figure. This interrupted the flow of contact between coach and 
client. As the coach was unaware of the influence coming from the past, he became stuck and fearful, unable to stay creative and present with his client. The unfinished business here relates to his relationship with his father. Once he is aware of this and completes the gestalt he can now distinguish the difference, as well as the similarities, between the two men; he is free to become his usual creative and engaged self.

A direct question to a supervisee in such a situation could be, ‘who does he remind you of?’  There may be an ‘aha’ moment as the coach sees right away what stopped his energy in the session, and then be free to move on.

Interruptions have 2 aspects; we can turn the energy we have mobilised for action in the world back into ourselves, e.g. ‘I’m hopeless at that, I feel bad’.  Or, choose to hold back the energy and stop the action, ‘I can’t possibly say such a thing to my boss, client, partner…I would risk losing the relationship, and besides I like a peaceful life!’

An example of a completed Gestalt in a contact cycle with a client  who does not keep an appointment could be, ‘When you don’t keep the appointment with me I am curious about what is going on here, I would like to explore this with you.’ Without such an enquiry the coach is left with unfinished business in her relationship with the client that may affect future work, reduce the liveliness and creativity.

Two ways to shine a light on such situations and bring awareness about the process of the work

Chair Work

Another of the ways we might begin to work with a coach who is feeling stuck and lacking in energy with his client, is to set up an exploratory dialogue   Here we facilitate the supervisee to imaginatively place his client on the chair and begin a conversation with him. In opening this dialogue to awareness, he begins to hear the words and the feelings that formed part of the ground of his behaviour. By using a safe space creatively for the dialogue the coach is enabled to experience what it was that interrupted the flow between himself and his client.

The Magic Box

The use of imagery in Gestalt supervision can be facilitated by working directly with the images evoked as the coach’s work is being explored. Here we are working directly with the imaginative and creative part of the self, the part that can operate outside the confines of the analytic mind and the memories and stories that are so often guiding behaviour, and usually outside our everyday awareness. It is an excellent way to free the creativity of the coach and often brings awareness of and deeper insight into the system or set of relationships that the coach is a part of.

In choosing objects to represent players in the system being explored, the supervisee will be opening out and attending to those aspects of the situation which have caught the imagination, but which is she not quite aware of just yet. This tool can also be used to explore any inner dynamics that the coach wishes to explore.

This tool can reveal to the coach what it is that is stopping their creative flow, bring in some self support and enable the coach to get back into the coaching conversation.

E.g. a novice coach may find themselves feeling ‘I’ve got to get this right’ when meeting clients. With such an injunction it is going to be hard for such a coach to be fully present with their clients. Well meaning friends and old hands in the business may well say not to worry, just be present. Unless what is actually present and blocking the flow of the contact, is brought into awareness, the coach will be quite unable to stay present with clients.

The aim of the Gestalt approach is for a person to discover, explore and

experience his or her own shape, pattern and wholeness. Analysis may be a

part of the process, but the aim of gestalt is the integration of all disparate

parts. In this way people can let themselves become what they already are,

and what they potentially can become.

Petrushka Clarkson, Gestalt Counselling in Action 2004

Bringing awareness through attending to the field of the coaching action is a central aim of a Gestalt inspired way of supervising. Where the cycle of contact is interrupted there will be some ideas, some stories, some old rules that have lain in the ground waiting to be explored and let go of. Much unfinished business lies just under the surface, not far away. By being present with what is, without judgment and keeping curious, we can enable supervisees to come from their creative, authentic and open selves, to continue their development, and to serve their clients well.
An excellent source for working with Gestalt ideas is

Peter Bluckert, Psychological Dimensions of Executive Coaching. Open University Press, 2006
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The cycle is at rest here, the person is alert & open to all
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