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‘USING OBJECTS AS AN AID IN A COACHING CONVERSATION’

Introduction
This article explains how everyday objects such as a pencil, pen, cup, saucer or spoon
can be used to great effect in a coaching session.

Applications
This technique can be used in any coaching conversation of 30+ minutes where the
coachee’s topic contains a number of elements.  The topic may be of a personal nature,
an inter-personal issue, a structural or systemic issue or about a project or process.

Benefits
The benefits include:

(a) An opportunity to unravel a problem, identify its separate parts and to see the
relationship between them. (spatial sorting)

(b) The ability to look at the whole ‘system’.
(c) Getting the issue/problem ‘out of the coachee’s head and onto the table’.  This

usually helps the coachee look/see/feel the situation more objectively and as
an observer (disassociation and/or 3rd position)

(d) More scope for the coach to come out and be more detached and to ‘play’.
(e) An ability to see, through the simplicity of the process:

(i) How the situation is now; and
(ii) How s/he wants it to be.

(f) The process appeals to people with a strong visual/spatial preference or a strong
bodily (‘tangible’) kinaesthetic preference.

(g) It helps the coachee reveal the root cause of an issue on a deeper level.  The
objects can represent intangible as well as tangible things e.g. the component
pieces regarding an issue around using time effectively might be (i) love of
variety; (ii) No time for myself; (iii) I never do anything properly.

(h) The emphasis is more on awareness raising/personal insights, gathering and
testing data, unblocking an issue rather than creating an action plan.

Process

The coach needs to start with some coaching questions, focussing down on the issue
before inviting the coachee to work with the objects. Until you become experienced in
using objects I suggest you restrict the number of components/issues to between 3-5.
So for example one object could represent the whole of a team, rather than having lots
of additional objects which represent each member of that team.

You can use the process at a variety of levels.  The coachee could use one object to
represent his/her diary and, at a deeper level another object(s) could represent a fear,
guilt, a belief, lack of self confidence.

Suggest to the coachee that they are open to anything that shows up and say that they
can end the process at any stage.

As in any coaching situation use your intuition and sense where the energy is flowing and
what is working or not working.  Also give the coachee the space and time to think and
feel into the issue.

Clear a table and sit opposite, or alongside or at 90 degrees to the coachee, whatever is
more comfortable for the coachee. The coach should not touch the objects on the table
at any stage in the process.
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Ask the coachee to focus on the current situation. Let the coachee choose the first object
from what’s already in the room e.g. a pencil.  Ask the coachee to place the object
thoughtfully on the table.

Ask the coachee the following type of questions as appropriate. ‘In which direction is the
future, the past?  In which direction do you want your object to face? Is there anything
that springs to mind?

Then repeat the above process with the other components/objects. With each object the
coach should check what the object represents e.g. my boss, low self esteem and ask
‘Where do you want to place e.g. your boss in relation to the existing objects?  How far
apart?  Which way is it facing?  What’s happening in that space?  What, if anything, is
missing in regard to your issue/question?

Once the current reality is in place check that the coachee is happy with how the issue is
represented.

Now ask the coachee ‘Let each of the objects have a voice and an emotion and let each
piece talk to you and to each other’.  Ask the coachee to take each object in turn.  A
project might say ‘I would like to benefit more from X’s expertise’.

Ask the coachee e.g. ‘What is the overall system telling you?  What are you experiencing
in your body?  What do you notice that you were unaware of before’?
The coach may comment on anything that may be significant to the coachee e.g. ‘I notice
that your deputy is standing in front of you and is facing you’. ‘What are the messages
regarding this?’

The next stage is to ask the coachee one or both of the following types of questions:
(a) ‘What piece(s) would you like to move to help shift your perception/feelings about

the current situation? or
(b) How would the objects need to be arranged for the situation to be more

satisfactory for you?’

The coach could then deepen what this might mean in terms of the steps s/he could take.
Then the coach could end by asking for example ‘How do you now see/feel/think about
the issue?’  What has changed for you?  ‘What insights have you had? To what extent
has this process been helpful?
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 Richard explained the process (see Part 1) and why objects on the dining
table might be used to help articulate the opportunity or issue.

 Richard:  What is the issue or opportunity you want to discuss?
 Gene: I would like to get a stronger sense of my life purpose.
 Richard:  What do you mean by life purpose?
 Gene:  What are we here for?  What is my unique contribution? What

have I contributed by the time I pop my clogs?  It needs to be active and
it needs to be something that is satisfying to me.

 Richard: Thank you.  So it seems to be mainly about contribution and
satisfaction?

 Gene:   Yes
 Richard:   Please select three objects on the table; one to represent you,

another to represent Satisfaction and the third to represent Contribution.
(Gene selected a coaster to represent himself, a pepper pot to represent
Contribution and a salt pot to represent Satisfaction).

 Richard: Now please arrange these three objects on the table in a way
that represents the relationship between each of them.

 Gene:  Placed the three elements on the table and identified each object.
This is shown in the diagram below.  The arrows are the elements and the
arrowheads show the direction in which each is facing.

 Richard:  Where is your past and where is your future?
 Gene:  The future is straight ahead of me (points).  Satisfaction and

Contribution are also in my future.
 Richard:  What is happening in the space between the three elements?
 Gene:  They feel quite far apart, quite a way from me feeling

Satisfaction and Contribution.
 Richard:  What would be the implications of leaving things as they are?
 Gene:  Although it looks in balance it is uncomfortable. I would like

them to be closer.

Satisfaction Contribution

Me



Using Objects as an Aid in Coaching
Part 2 – Case Study

©The Learning Corporation LLP
www.learningcorporation.co.uk

 Richard:  You can move the objects if you want to
 (Gene moves the pieces to the picture below).

 Gene:   This pattern feels more positive and I feel better supported
by Satisfaction and Contribution

 Richard:   Are any other changes desirable?
 Gene:   No, I think that’s fine
 Richard: Please let each piece take on a persona and have a voice

and let them express their feelings
 Gene:  OK
 Richard:  First of all, what does Satisfaction need from Gene?
 Gene:  (Pauses) Satisfaction is not clear what is satisfying
 Richard: How does Gene respond to that?
 Gene:  Each day I will make a note of things that are satisfying
 Richard:  What do you want from Contribution?
 Gene:  I still have a lack of clarity about what is the point at which I

am Contributing most
 Richard:  Can Contribution help Satisfaction?
 Gene: I think it is about capturing it when I feel I have Contributed,

collecting the data would keep Satisfaction in mind.  Service to
others is part of this.

 Richard: How can you get evidence more frequently?
 Gene:  Contribution is asking Satisfaction to come closer. Gene

moved the elements closer

Me
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Gene:  Yes, that feels better
Richard:  Are they all happy to be closer?
Gene:  Yes
Richard:  What are they saying to Gene?
Gene:  We are one and the same
Richard: How does Gene feel about that?
Gene: There are other forms of Satisfaction that are not here
Richard:   What other forms of Satisfaction?
Gene:   The main missing one, by far, is Fun. Gene picks up another coaster and
places it ahead of Satisfaction
Richard:  I notice Satisfaction and Contribution are right in front of you.  Are you
happy with this as a system?
Gene:  I don’t like the arrangement, it feels blocking, closer and partly present
and partly future helps.  I feel supported and it recognises that I am doing some
of it already as there is now an overlap with the present.
Richard:  You have Contribution on your right and Satisfaction on your left……….
Gene:  Maybe Contribution and Satisfaction should not be on my shoulders but in
my hands reaching forward.  Gene moves the pieces slightly.

Me

ContributionSatisfaction
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Gene:  I like this new system and putting in the element of Fun was what was
missing
Richard:  What in the system is blocking to you?
Gene: My choice of objects was interesting!!  By choosing a coaster to represent
Me, my future feels dominated by the much taller salt and pepper pots.  And yes,
in reality I have let this issue get on top of me.  I would like to change the pieces
to represent a more comfortable Me.  Gene exchanged the coaster for a sauce
bottle to represent himself and he exchanged the salt and pepper pots for two
packets of sugar.
Richard:  What do you notice now that you have done this?
Gene:  It is more playful and fun.
Richard:  Are we complete?
Gene:  Yes, thank you.
Richard:  What sort of insights have you had?
Gene:  (Pauses) That Satisfaction and Contribution can be enjoyed now and not
just at some future date
Richard:  What else?
Gene:  Enabling work to be Fun again is important to me.  It brings everything
else to life.
Richard:  To what extent have you found this a helpful process for problem
solving?
Gene: It has been very useful as it has been buzzing around in my head for
some time.  It made me see that I needed to be bigger than Contribution and
that when the shapes softened it felt less like hard work and the Fun came out.
Taking Contribution and Satisfaction off my shoulders felt like a weight going and
allowed the Fun to come out.  I had seen Contribution as work but it does not
have to be and this is really helpful. It has given me some new and useful
insights!
Richard:  Thank you for engaging with this and so openly.
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