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Once upon a time...

A little more than a year ago, I left my old role in group human resources in the
bank to take on a new challenging role as chief human resources officer for the
Nordic wholesale bank, a part of the bank. In my new role, it’s an important task to
organise activities to support development of the wholesale bank’s star performers
and high achievers, which are crucial to attract and retain other star performers,
high achievers as well as graduates from top universities to stay ahead of
competition. In particular development of the group of so-called clevers, extremely
smart and talented professionals, are important to foster a high-performance
environment balancing getting ahead and getting along behaviours to produce

value to the clients, the organisation and individuals.

The wholesale bank focuses its business towards large cap Nordic or multinational
corporations, central or commercial banks, other financial institutions and
governments. In short, wholesale banking covers client relations, economic and
financial research, product sales, risk advisory, trading and money markets, capital
markets and transaction banking; integrating all parts of the value chain to meet
the clients’ needs. The wholesale bank offers expertise to boards and key decision
makers in areas such as capital structure, risk, funding, mergers, acquisitions,
divestments, equity transactions or bond origination. It also delivers trade and
export finance, custody services and liquidity management solutions. The trading

floor is for many emblematical of financial markets, so let’s take a closer look.

The workday begins early on the trading floor in a wholesale bank. Most arrive at
7:00-7:30 a.m. having already read papers and watched morning news. At the desk,
reading updates starts; and at around 8:15 a.m. a briefing takes place with updates

from research analysts. Senior management has a daily morning meeting at 7.45



a.m. to discuss yesterdays results and outlook for the day. Work hours can seem
more reasonable than for analysts or sales brokers, as the floor closes abruptly at 4
p.m. London time; a few stay behind to close off, but many keep track of markets
until late evening to stay on top - or at least keep the illusion alive. Some products
require a different environment than volume, flow and related intense pressure; so

sales brokers, credit and risk analysts work longer hours in the office.

A floor can seem like a pressure cooker of anxiety or a war zone with absolute chaos
and news arriving by the minute. One, if allowed to enter, will see traders sitting on
desks should-to-shoulder, back-to-back with multiple phone lines ringing and a
number of monitors blinking with orders and updates, and a business card glued to
a chair to mark ones private space. On evenings and weekends, the floor is
completely void of life except for television screens tireless showing news or re-
runs from financial markets across the globe. Some compare the desk with a task
force in the Military, because of a strong sense of belonging, interdependency,
frequent, loud and direct communication, no kid’s gloves. Traders are often glued to
the desk while markets are open. Most tend to pick up a quick lunch in the cafeteria

and eat at their desk, which mixes the dampness with a strong smell of food.

The floor calls for respect, it’s seen as rougher, more intense, extreme and riskier
than any other job in wholesale banking. Traders must deal with inflamed emotions
of ups - downs, and profit - loss, to balance back to a normal arousal level quickly.
Fantasies probably exist similar to characters portrayed in movies such as Wall
Street, Margin Call or Inside Job boiled down to fast money, parties, beautiful
women, racing cars or bikes to maintain the adrenalin kick, omnipotent fantasies
and a manic defence to deal with the pressure. Most traders, at least in this

wholesale bank, are part of a nuclear family, married or divorced, have children, an



apartment or house a little better or bigger than average. Traders often retire early
in the forties or fifties, or make (dramatic) career transitions, and risk a burn out
making decisions with win - loose consequences, because of an extreme pressure
dealing with gains and losses at a pace against human nature. Besides traders,
research analysts, sales brokers, credit or risk analysts, originators, and associates
work on the floor - and could all be labelled investment bankers. A common trait is
that they place high demands on others for support to do what they do best.
Investment bankers in general are possibly projection screens for (destructive)

fantasies about power, money, sex and death in the fast lane.

In the new role, in what appeared to be a very different world than the previous
habitat, a couple of dilemmas caught my attention. One that I was particularly
baffled about, coming from a development and coaching cosmos, was the paradox
about reflection, negative capability and safe space in a high-risk environment with
constant high demands on performance and pressure for positive capability. A new
normal in financial markets, uncertainty, threats and possibilities, an environment
dominated by splitting, black and white thinking, with no or limited nuances. It’'s
probably easier to act out, or react to, if complexity is somewhat ignored, and
something is considered better than something else. It can be understood as a
simplistic defence in itself with an idealisation and devaluation dichotomy. It seems
reasonable to propose that it’s difficult to take time to reflect in a melting pot like a
trading floor with the smell of a predator cage of anxiety and testosterone. It’s a
potentially toxic cocktail of competition, confidence, anxiety and vulnerability in an
environment, in which projected aggression distinctly defines and directs the in-

group (friends) and the out-group (enemies).



It’s demanding in itself to be part of personal development and challenging to
reflect on what happens as it happens, to be reflective in-action, especially with a
constant pressure and high activity level. A possible reflective space may be
reduced with constant action, which may make one feel better, as anxiety is
released, but perhaps a need to provide a good enough container to express and act
out relevant ambivalent feelings. How does one establish a safe space for thoughts,
mentalisation and reflection? - And how safe can or shall it be? Is it really needed
from a clinical perspective or is it possible to survive without it? It may be difficult
to comfortably be oneself, step to the limits of or outside one’s comfort zone and
show wvulnerability in a competitive environment with a masculine winners or
losers mentality. It struck me, however, intuitively, that in this environment, it
might be particularly demanding - and specifically for the group of clevers. How

does one strike, when the iron is cold? Help without doing harm?

It can be argued, that typical conditions characterising a developing coaching
relationship is well described in the literature, however distinctive needs may be
imposed on coaches to coach clevers in a high-risk environment, in particular
related to establishing trust and safe space in an environment characterised by a
different interpersonal paradigm and completely other dynamics. I decided to
examine this assumption to investigate some specific circumstances of what may
characterise interactions with clevers to shape development from an organisational
and individual perspective to understand events that clicked (or didn’t) for this
specific group. In particular, I was interested in the seedling box programme
launched in September 2011, - and if introduction of coaching interventions added
to the developmental process for clevers effectively, especially what some coaches

do to establish a safe space or not in this atypical environment.



Abstract

In education programmes, a safe space to explore and experiment has proven to be important
to take interpersonal risk without a fear of negative consequences, particularly in company
programmes a concern often occurs about exposure of self to peers and executives. Clevers
habitually stay within comfort zone, fear failure, don’t reveal limitations, and shy away from
what’s unknown. It seems counterproductive for personal development. This thesis explores
what some coaches do (or don’t do) to establish a safe space in coaching interventions with
clevers in a high-risk environment to open up for personal development, highlighting from a
clinical perspective the importance of safe space; — and the link to effectiveness of coaching
experiences. To better understand what it is some coaches actually do or don’t do seen with a
clinical lens, a qualitative hermeneutic study was conducted in a Nordic wholesale bank.
Results from an analysis of a dataset derived from comparing and contrasting reports from
four dyads, delegates’ fairy tales and video vignettes about coaching experiences, indicated
that experience of safe space (or not) is closely linked to the effectiveness of coaching
interventions. Results highlight importance of safe space from a clinical perspective to reduce
paranoia, anxiety and arousal, accept discomfort and vulnerability temporally, for delegates to
express relevant thoughts, feelings and fantasies in a reflective, thinking space with a
competent helper; an expert to equal clevers and an authority in role too, to mentalise with
someone, and allow ambivalence and doubts without risk of exclusion. Coaches’ calmness,
empathic attunement and compassion are important seen from coaches’ and delegates’
perspective for delegates to feel psychologically safe to share personal, deep and felt stuff
with coaches. Boundaries, especially psychological, seem important to help delegates
emotionally withhold and disclose appropriately in a boundless environment. Further, a key
finding, which seem to contradict much of the existing coaching literature, is that delegates
expect coaches to suggest solutions to experienced conflicts and dilemmas, not take a neutral
stance, which becomes unsafe and indifferent, as all appears evenly good, not seen as a reality
in a high-risk environment. Fairy tales show that delegates move through a developmental
process similar to a transformational quest in fairy tales and myths. This study shows that the
psychology of fairy tales can be adapted to establish a safe space to be temporally unsafe,
deep reflect, get some distance to one’s inner theatre and high-risk organisation-in-the-mind,

while exploring and experimenting with new behaviours in a personal development process.

Keywords: Clevers, high-risk environment, safe space, psychological safety, fairy tales,

coaching interventions, coaching effectiveness and clinical lens.
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Introduction
Coaching interventions are often associated with executive coaching (Kampa-Kokesch &

Anderson, 2001; Sherman & Freas, 2004; Passmore & Gibbes, 2007; Kets de Vries, 2006;
Brunning, 2006), part of a leadership programme (Kets de Vries et al, 2010; Wallis 2010),
and a popular solution to facilitate transitions (Ibarra et al., 2008; Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010;
Kets de Vries et al., 2010; Sherman & Freas, 2004; Coutu & Kauffman, 2009), less with
development of clevers (Goffee & Jones, 2007; Jones & Spooner, 2006; Jones, 2008) or high
achievers outside of sports (Khosh, 2005). Coaching (Brunning, 2006) origins from sports
psychology, group relations training and individual therapy. In other words, it’s a
development space with coaching borrowing from consulting and therapy. The bond in the
therapeutic working alliance (Bordin, 1979; Horvath, 2000) has by many (Gelso & Carter,
1994; Jowett, O’Broin & Palmer, 2010; Gyllensteen & Palmer, 2007; Bordin, 1979;
Hougaard, 1994), been defined as important for effectiveness of coaching interventions.
Some studies found the coaching relationship to be an absolute key (Coutu & Kauffman,
2009; Gyllensteen & Palmer, 2007; Machin, 2010), and Kemp (2008) adds person of coach,
present and assertive, as evenly important. Others argue that coaching is therapy taking into a
business context (Kilburg, 1996; Tobias, 1996), whereas some (Grant, 2009; Kilburg, 2004;
Passmore & Gibbes, 2007) propose an existence of key differentiators such as past or
present, diagnose and treat (or not), as well as some overlap between the two, such as coach
or therapist being paid to ask the right questions, explore individual’s subjective experience,
build individual capabilities and behavioural change. O’Broin and Palmer (2006; 2009) add
that trust, deep listening, empathy and adaptability to coachee’s needs in an egalitarian
relationship distinguish coaching from a more authoritarian therapeutic relationship. It can be
contended that coaching is still in its infancy, even though the body of literature is substantial
and rapidly evolving (O’Broin & Palmer, 2010), and still to be explored to understand the

effectiveness of coaching as an intervention.

Kampa-Kokesch and Anderson (2001) add coaches “establish safety in intense relationships,
confront the executive on reality of his/her behaviour, and use the executive’s developmental
history and test data to identify themes” (p. 211). Recent literature (Korotov, Florent-Treacy,
Kets De Vries & Bernhardt, 2012) concentrates on tricky aspects of executive coaching seen
from coaches’ perspectives with a psychodynamic lens, suggesting that psychological safety
and safe space is critically important for effectiveness of interventions, however seldom
coaches reflect “on whether or not he or she was able to create a psychologically safe

environment” (ibid, p. 59). Research questions about a safe space have been examined
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(Korotov, 2010; Korotov et al., 2012), so to add to the existing body of literature, I sought for
insights in a different context and dataset; clevers (Goffee & Jones, 2007) in a high-risk
environment. On the first day as chief human resources officer in the wholesale bank, I
stopped on the trading floor to get a sense of the smell. It’s dense, tight, loud, lots of artificial
light, flashing screens, intense attention on something and complete lack of interest in
something else; an experience of a lot is at stake here; it’s an extreme hyper stimulation,
more a dance floor than a balcony, and one’s heartbeat reflects busyness and chaos sooner
than one may think. A first thought, already working extra time, is how immense a mental
switch this new habitat actually is for me compared to coaching interventions in a red couch
in a quiet office. It seems, as if affect and excitement is both a trait and mental state. It’s a
live experience of a completely different interpersonal paradigm from right across the street
in a different building. One paradigm, in which the goal is to win, come first, be best, achieve
most, earn most, act quickly, one man's gain is another's loss, all while watching one’s back.
Another paradigm, in an entirely different cosmos, in which it’s all about reflective space,
trust in a dyad, what and how much to share, disclose and explore self, to dwell, question and
doubt — and to tolerate ambivalence and uncertainty. It appears to be an immense task to

establish safe space in coaching interventions in this context switch.

DeLong and DeLong (2011) contend, that so-called clevers “often let anxiety about their
performance compromise their progress. (...) have successful images to preserve, so instead
of embracing risk, they hunker down and lock themselves into routines — at the expense of
personal growth” (p. 120). Clevers may have immense feelings of inadequacy; incompetence
and fear to take risks, because it may end badly, so rather stay within one’s comfort zone in a
narrow field and enjoy recognition. The system may have something contradictory in itself
strident for a particular set of behaviours, too. Most clevers in a wholesale bank are vastly
specialised, and experience a constant narrowing of working identity and potential career
path. An inside out and outside in perspective on self and others can consequently be relevant
to help clevers develop self-awareness, be comfortable with who and what one is, to enhance
performance and getting ahead behaviours, strengthen getting along and collaboration
behaviours, and fast track progress in an organisational context. It’s disturbing to be at the
limit of ones comfort zone, as it often causes discomfort and emotional stress, perhaps
especially anxiety provoking in a win-loose, not forgiving, environment with a binary
thinking about success or failure, nothing in between. A substantial task in my new role is to

shape activities to support development of clevers. It struck me intuitively that this



environment might be particularly demanding — and perhaps especially for the obvious target
audience: clevers. Clevers may fantasise about impact of development on careers; hope to
grow, fear disclosure of flaws, be exposed as a fraud, and paranoia about how and where
revelations to a coach turn up. I am curios, if it is as an enormous mental switch for clevers
used to competitiveness, hyper-stimulation, neurotic anxiety, not always realistic with related
mal- or adaptive responses, splitting and aggressive projections, to step into a quiet, nicely
decorated office to meet a coach and psychologist purporting to facilitate personal
development, as it appeared to be for me that very morning stepping on to the trading floor.
So, a seedling box was made aiming to assist clevers develop personally with blended

learning methods, of which I chose to zoom in on safe space and coaching interventions.

This thesis’ rationale is to add some practical evidence of what some coaches do (or don’t
do) to establish a safe space (or not) to open up for personal development with particular
clevers (referred to as delegates) in a high-risk environment — and to learn more about what’s
effective for this group. I suggest that the research question addresses a problem in practice
and a gap in current literature, little research dedicated to inform us on what some coaches do
to establish safe space, and if delegates felt safe. The topic is practical, close to coaches and
delegates in the field, close to me as a practitioner researcher and person. It has potential
impact on design of the company programme, may be presented to the human resources

community and can be applied in a consulting practice. Essentially, this thesis encompasses:

a) Highlighting from a clinical perspective the importance of a safe space — in a challenging
high-risk environment in a wholesale bank; and
b) A comparison and contrasting of reports from several dyads on the existence (or not) of a

safe space — and the link to the effectiveness of the coaching experience.

Phenomenology provides descriptive, rich data (Creswell, 2013) to describe safe space (or

not) in coaching interventions with clevers, consequently this approach was chosen.

Following this introduction, research aims, objectives and research question are specified. In
the next paragraph, selected current clinical psychology literature is reviewed to understand
the concept of safe space, what it calls for and how this study adds to the practice. Thereafter,
I describe research lens and methodology; the following paragraph sets out to explicate
research setting and context, continued by data gathering and analysis. The next paragraph
underpins the theory and analytical framework, thereafter findings are discussed, followed by

limitations and future research, before the conclusion rounds of the thesis.



Research aims and objectives

I suggest it’s an immense task to establish safe space for clevers to give them courage to step
to the limits of comfort zones, be temporally vulnerable and perhaps feel uncertain, or even
incompetent, to gain self-awareness and grow in a high-risk environment. Consequently, I

propose to study how some coaches establish safe space (or not) in this particular context.

Thesis objective: This thesis explores how some coaches establish a safe space (or not) in
coaching interventions with delegates to open up for personal development without drawing
general conclusions on what prospective coaches ought to do (or not), — and the link to the

effectiveness of coaching experiences to understand events that clicked or didn’t.

Research context: This study encompasses coaches and delegates, who participated in
coaching interventions in a company programme, which purports to develop delegates intra-
and interpersonally, in a Nordic wholesale bank defined as a high-risk environment. The

particularly interesting clinical psychological question is therefore;

Research question: ”"What do some coaches do (or don’t do) to establish a safe space with

delegates in a high-risk environment to open up for personal development?”

a. What does a safe space mean to coaches and delegates?
b. What events clicked (or didn’t) in coaching interventions from coaches’ and delegates’

point of view? What is effective and less effective for this particular group of delegates?

This study concentrates on safe space in coaching interventions with clevers and draws on a
clinical perspective to understand underlying irrational behaviour establishing safe space (or
not). The aim is to examine coaching experiences, especially safe space, above and beneath
the surface, with a theoretical perspective that includes systems theory and psychodynamic

psychology applied in an organisational context.

Literature review
The literature review has contributed with a preconception of coaching relationships, safe

space and psychological safety, as well as themes and questions for the interview protocol.

Building on current clinical psychology literature
A possible definition of coaching from a clinical perspective is an intervention that “involves
a one-to-one relationship between a coach and a client, which aims to further the

effectiveness of the client in his or her role. It is a dyadic task relationship, in which there is



always an implicit external context in view” (Brunning, 2006, p. 41). As a psychological
concept, relationships (Kelley et al., 1983; Jowett et al., 2010) can be described as a situation,
in which two people’s feelings; affection, closeness, trust, respect, thoughts and behaviours
are mutually interdependent. Byrne (1961; 1971) defined a law of attraction that states that
the closer someone shares ones’ attitudes, the more one likes the other. Later field studies
showed that similarity of general attitudes plays a role in attraction, but much less important
than initially thought by Byrne (Sprecher, 1998; Willerton, 2010). Selfhout, Denissen, Branje
and Meeus (2009) found perceived similarity to correlate strongly with higher liking, and
actual similarity measured as closeness between completed personality profiles wasn’t very
important. The psychology of encounters is relevant to interpret and understand how some
coaches establish trust and safe space (or not) with delegates. Yalom (1998) and Rogers
(1959; 1975) highlight psychological contact, a mental space, and therapist as person in a
coaching relationship. Rogers (Cullberg, 1999; Rogers, 1975) emphasise therapist as a person
with non-possessive warmth (encourages independence, but accepts dependence), empathy
(clearly separate self and other) and authenticity (egalitarian relationship, but expert role of
coach). Kahn (1990) suggests that 3 psychological conditions exist to facilitate personal
engagement: meaningfulness, safety and availability, and “people have dimensions of
themselves that, given appropriate conditions, they prefer to use and express” (p. 700).
Supportive, trusting relationships (ibid) with clear boundaries promote safety, in particular
predictable, consistent situations with understandable potential consequences. In an inquiry,
Jones and Spooner (2006) found establishing a coaching relationship on ultimate trust and
mutual respect of most importance coaching high achievers; and in addition flexibility,
challenge and adding value proved to be important. Dunn and Schweitzer (2005) also find
trust to be an aspect of safe space; “the willingness to accept vulnerability based upon
positive expectations about another’s behaviour” (p. 736). 1 suggest, that psychological
safety is an interesting concept to explore what some coaches do (or don’t do) to establish a

safe space with delegates.

In the context of education programmes, psychological safety is defined as “feeling able to
show and employ one’s self without the fear of negative consequences to self-image, status or
career” (Korotov, 2010, p. 30). Korotov adds that the coach’ reputation, telling the delegate
that he/she is in control of choosing what/how much to share, and confidentiality, are ways to
build psychological safety. In company programmes participants are often concerned about

misuse of information, threat to self or career prospects, or being in the same group as



potential peers/competitors. Korotov (ibid) finds that a critical issue in coaching interventions
is perceived psychological safety, because most often a safe place to explore new behaviours
isn’t present in executives’ working environment. It can be argued that it’s not only
executives, who may have concerns, but clevers too, fantasising about vulnerability and
exposure. In Edmondson’s (2011) definition, psychological safety goes beyond interpersonal
trust, respect and feeling respected, to describe a climate, in which one can be comfortable
being oneself and making oneself vulnerable to others’ future actions. Kets de Vries and
Korotov (Kets de Vries et al., 2007) highlight a few techniques to establish a safe space;
reframing, encouragement and rehearsal of difficult situations, and add “exploring oneself,
one’s emotions and one’s behavioural patterns is a stressful undertaking for anyone” (p.
152), which implies that a safe space is needed from a clinical perspective to open up.
Psychological safety is an ability to be safe with someone and rely on one's ability to self-
protect against destructive impulses from within or from others. “The belief that one will not
be rejected or humiliated in a particular setting or role, describes a climate in which people
feel free to express work-relevant thoughts and feelings” (Edmondson & Roloff, 2009, p.
48). Edmondson (2011) argues that psychological safety requires trust and respect, openness,
tolerance for ambiguity, patience and acceptance to make it safe to speak up and take
interpersonal risk. It requires courage to confront ones’ and others’ imperfections. A safe
space goes beyond an actual coaching session to define purpose, contracting, tools and place
of the coaching intervention as such (Korotov et al., 2012, p. 59). Holley and Steiner (2005)
found a safe space to be a setting for “students to feel secure enough to take risks, honestly
express views, and share and explore knowledge, attitudes and behaviours” (p. 50). Safety in
this sense refers to protection from emotional or psychological harm, however not necessarily

an environment “without discomfort, struggle or pain” (ibid, p. 50).

Bowlby (1988) argued a need for a secure base to explore the outside world in a confident
way, knowing that one can return, if uncomfortable or distressed, to a secure place, which is
attentive, available, ready to respond when called upon to support autonomy, guide or
problem solve, with an intuitive understanding of and respect for attachment behaviour. A
secure base is important from a clinical perspective to explore and express thoughts and
feelings for delegate to be curious, competent and fully engaged in personal development.
Throughout adult life, availability of responsive attachment figures is part of a secure base
and feeling secure (p. 69), looked to for protection, comfort and support. Bowlby (1979) also

contributed with the concept of inner working models of relationships, which is a



hypothetical construct that mentally represent self and others enabling one to think about
reality, to make assumptions about the world, predict events and behaviours. Reality becomes
structured by past experiences and perceptions, which includes self in interaction and
attachment figures (who, where and expected response). This may influence how delegates
perceive a safe space and coaches, either as good objects; accessible, trustworthy and ready
to help, or as bad objects; uncertain accessibility and unwillingness to help. I propose, it’s
relevant to include Bowlby’s (1979; 1988) attachment theory and secure base to understand
affectional bond and trust in a dyad, provision of a safe space and helping behaviour. The
object relation theory (Hart & Schwartz, 2008) describes the process of developing a psyche
as one (self) grows in relation to others (experiences and me assumes an other). It can be

said, that experiences of interactions with others are encoded into infants from caregivers.

Winnicott (1971; 1990) introduces the concept of holding environment as a caring, attentive
environment that feels safe and predictable. In coaching, it can be a thoughtful frame with
clear boundaries, tasks and roles to protect against confusion about what’s inside and outside
the system, and it’s a precondition for relationships. It’s important for caretakers to survive
aggression and aggressive attacks (ibid) to set a frame for a safe, caring environment to
project confidence and become a significant, good object. In a safe space, opportunities,
views and difficulties can be explored. It gives coaches an opportunity to contain, interpret
and give feelings back to delegates. With a clinical lens, Winnicott’s (1971) term potential
space is a psychological space between fantasy and reality, in which one can be playful,
while at the same time connected to a trusted other, provided that the holding environment is
reliable, trustworthy, stable and mirroring reactions are non-distortionary (develop a true self
referring to ego/id), thus feeling confident, curious and calm. It’s a hypothetical space, which
use depends on early life experiences, in particular a sense of confidence and reliability. It’s a
transitional space too, which can be used to reality test associations between inner theatre and
outer reality to examine how individuals unfold organisational roles. A large potential space
can allow for a versatile expression of the role, because fantasies are reality tested on an
ongoing basis, which may allow for new behaviours. It’s an interesting concept to understand
delegates’ potential space labelled clevers. Winnicott’s (Hart & Schwartz, 2008) concept of
mirroring is a psychic function, which means to see and convey what one sees to the other, as
the child mirrors self in mother’s facial expressions, internalise an experience of being seen
(or not), if the mother identify with the child and associate expressions with what she sees, so

the child sees self. It can be argued that mirroring is a concept of interest in coaching, as



delegate looks into the coach’s eyes to explore what one sees or wish to see, a sort of little

mirror on the wall like in some fairy tales.

Winnicott’s (1984) and Bollas’ (1987) concept of transitional objects may also be relevant;
understood as an early and important link between self and other to develop a capacity to be
genuine in relationships. Transitional objects help the child cope with separation; develop
independence and feelings of self-efficacy. This concept is suggested to be relevant for safe
space helping delegates cope with personal development in coaching interventions. Early
experiences of objects (Bollas, 1987) and mental representations of close relationships are
important for transference and countertransference, therefore relevant to understand safe
space; arguing that coaches have to establish a good enough safe space and inner safe space
for delegates. Literature review suggests that Bowlby, Winnicott and Bollas make important
contributions to an understanding of safe space in dyads. Horvath and Luborsky (1993) found
stable client object relations, capacity for attachment and interpersonal life story to be of
importance for therapeutic relationships. Transference and countertransference (Luborsky &
Crits-Christoph, 1998) may be important establishing a safe space with delegates to
understand the undercurrent dynamics of trust, intimacy and expectations of others’
responses. The core conflictual relationship theme method, CCRT, (Luborsky & Crits-
Christoph, 1998; Luborsky, Popp, Luborsky & Mark, 1994) gives an understanding of
transference in interpersonal relations (intents, wishes, core beliefs, expectations and hope).
The individual CCRT determines whether one is trusting or suspicious (Kets de Vries, 2006)
and expects others to be available, supportive or detached. Each CCRT is distinctive (ibid),
but often CCRT circles around common relationship issues (loved, understood, assertive,
independent or comfortable), which influences personality and work style. Expectations and
behavioural, affective reactions to others’ may influence how a safe space is established (or

not), as past taints present.

It can be argued that a safe space has similarities to the psychological function of fairy tales
(Bettelheim, 1977); a safe place in which one can be transitorily unsafe and brought to the
limit of ones comfort zone trusting a good helper — and essentially suffering and pain ends, it
has a time boundary. It follows a certain script and has a cast, either good or bad to reduce
complexity, which is necessary for personal development to move between a paranoid-
schizoid and depressive position (Klein, 2002). I propose that fairy tales may have a
particular potential exploring safe space in a high-risk environment supporting delegates’

deep reflection about coaching experiences. It seems evident that concepts of secure base,



attachment, holding environment, potential space, mirroring, transitional objects, transference

and countertransference are relevant to explore safe space in coaching interventions.

Conclusion on literature review

The existing coaching literature concentrates on working alliances and therapy, executive and
leadership coaching, or sports psychology to coach high achievers. Substantial research
within psychology exists to examine object relations, attachment, bond, transference and
countertransference, therapy vs. coaching, person of therapist or coach, and work with self.
Recent literature has begun to look at psychological safety (Edmondson, 2011), safe space
and transitional spaces in executive programmes at business schools (Florent-Treacy, 2009;
Korotov, 2010; Korotov et al, 2012). I propose, we continue to understand to little about what
some coaches do (or don’t do) to establish safe space with clevers in a high-risk environment,
say coaches have an instrumental influence on safe space, consequently effectiveness of
coaching experiences (O’Broin & Palmer, 2006; Gyllensten & Palmer, 2007; O’Broin &
Palmer, 2010). It’s surprising, as coaching literature (Kemp, 2008; Kets de Vries et al., 2007;
Jowett, O’Broin & Palmer, 2010) consistently emphasises the dyadic relationship. It seems
reasonable to propose that a gap in practice and literature exists to study what some coaches
do (or don’t) to establish safe space, if delegates felt safe and what clicked or didn’t in
coaching interventions, however not to be prescriptive, generalise or draw conclusions on
what prospective coaches ought to do. The literature review suggested contrasting and
comparing coaches’ and delegates’ reports on coaching experiences and safe space (or not) to

explore richness and complexity adding a perspective from both sides of the dyad.

Methodology and lens

This thesis is a phenomenological study describing the existence of safe space (or not) from
coaches and delegates’ subjective, individual experiences. This led to a qualitative method to
search for nuanced understandings and meanings established talking to coaches and delegates

(interviews), gathering narratives (fairy tales, video vignettes) and studying the context.

Assumptions

I suggest that a clinical paradigm (Kets de Vries, 2006) is helpful to examine safe space. It
recognises irrational human factors to understand defensiveness, wishes, desires, hopes,
fantasies, inner conflicts, fears and anxieties. The thesis’ theoretical perspective is a systems-
psychodynamic approach to understand unconscious mental life, what goes on above and

beneath the surface, adding open systems theory (Miller & Rice, 1967) to understand context,



organisational boundary, primary task (or anti-task) and role. Detective work is done with a
clinical lens to find meaning and rationale behind irrational behaviours and hidden motives,
perhaps influencing behaviour. A clinical paradigm and systems-psychodynamic approach
follow some distinct ontological assumptions about nature of the reality; reality is material,
interpreted inside out, guided by representations and mental schemas within a given, not
constructed, reality. The unconscious, “the ego is not the master in its own house” (Freud,
1917, p. 103) is an important concept in psychodynamic psychology, and it affects thoughts,
feelings, fantasies and behaviours. Psychodynamics (Burr, 1995) assumes that the individual
has an essence described as lasting traits or certain objective characteristics beyond language.
Regulation of emotions (Kets de Vries, 2006) is essential and consists of predisposition to
some emotions (temperament) and internalised childhood feeling-states; and defensive
structures (ibid) can make one blind for dysfunctional behaviours and shadow sides. Inner
mental life (Beck, 2012) is dynamic, developed in relationships with others. Early
relationships are important from a psychological perspective for how one relate to others, and
for repetition of behavioural patterns. The concepts surface (conscious layers of the psyche)
and depth (unconscious layers and beliefs) are needed; this dichotomy (Visholm, 1993) is a
reality, which cannot readily be known; so meanings need to be explored in affiliation
between surface and depth to interpret, understand and explain the unconscious, e.g. observe,

form hypothesis and reality test.

The epistemology (Creswell, 2013) is an interpretive lens to get as close as possible to
coaches and delegates without going native (Hollway, 2009), but maintain a professional
distance. Knowledge is acknowledged by coaches and delegates’ subjective experiences
about existence of safe space (or not) in interventions, studied applying an actor-oriented
approach (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Evidence is assembled from individual perspectives
(interviews, fairy tales, observations and video vignettes) to extract an essence from coaches’
and delegates’ perspective on safe space with the given limitation that I’ve not been an active
participant in interventions, but is present with biases and preconceptions in the study. The
axiological assumption (Creswell, 2013) is engaging and subjective to reflect mine, coaches’
and delegates’ interpretations. The study is contextual, i.e. it has underlying values,
suggesting a safe space has a positive connotation for learning and effectiveness, and
coaching is an appropriate intervention to develop self-awareness, unlock potential and

enhance performance. An inherent belief is that each has a (not unlimited) potential, some
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self-actualising tendencies to ensure proper development in ones best interest, personal

development produces results and some adaptability is required to get along.

The method (Creswell, 2013) is inductive and emerging in collecting, analysing data within
its context (Hollway, 2001; 2009), consequently a data collection strategy is required, which
allows for an open structure and modifications to understand the research question better.
Empirical data are collected by an in-depth illustrative case (seedling box), semi-structured
interviews, inspired by the free-association narrative interview (FANI) method (Hollway &
Jefferson, 2000; 2001; 2005) with coaches and delegates to gather stories, delegates’ fairy
tales about coaching experiences, video vignettes about turning points (in classroom) and a
composite personality profile for delegates. The nature of this dataset should make the
decision to take a hermeneutic approach logical to investigate meanings. An inductive-
deductive logic is applied going back and forth between data and themes, until a
comprehensive set of themes are established. Analysis of raw data is inductive from the
details to more general perspectives and themes, then working deductively to gather evidence
to support themes and interpretations forming broader and broader categories. All interviews,
except for one have been conducted in Danish, thus all quotes have been translated and this
can also be seen as an interpretation in itself similar to the writing process as such. The study
is triangulated collecting information from multiple sources of evidence: initial observations,
reflections about what goes on below the surface, interviews and field notes, coaches and
delegates as key informants to understand both sides of the coin, fairy tales, observations in a
classroom setting and video vignettes. The sources aim at validating a safe space, so achieve
internal data validation. Researcher triangulation isn’t possible, sole practitioner researcher,
but an interview with me to uncover assumptions and preconceptions is conducted to bracket
out personal experiences with coaching from a coach’s perspective. A peer review of
findings has been conducted, and coaches and delegates participate in an interpretation of a
composite fairy tale and events that clicked or didn’t. An in depth case (Yin, 1994) is used to
capture social processes in this particular context, and it doesn’t allow for a wider
generalisation of findings. I propose it’s possible to gather a set of data in a thorough way for
exploring safe space and what events clicked (or didn’t). Especially, an expectation is that

fairy tales will contribute with insights into the unconscious and safe space.

This study’s approach — and conditions of an ordinary world
The interpretive framework with the objective of enriching understandings about a safe space

adds a postmodern perspective (Creswell, 2013) to position the study within Western culture
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from late 20" century onwards. Jergensen (2002) describes a new cultural context of late
modernity as individualistic, constant quest for self-realisation, contributing to opportunities
and insecurities, because one is responsible for ones good life. In postmodernism, one has to
find an identity, what one wants and needs, and may experience pressure to be special, of
being and belonging. Pragmatism is placed in the foreground (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009),
and knowledge is a means to master constant changes. It exists between humans and external
reality, emphasise usefulness of theories and practice prevails. Stories (Gabriel, 2000) add
sense and meaning, but no one story has privilege. A postmodern interpretive framework
(Creswell, 2013) assumes this: a collaborative research process with participation from me,
coaches and delegates in interviews, observations, composite fairy tale, video vignettes,
reflexivity, self as instrument and personal experiences. It suggests multiple ways of knowing
through inductive, subjective evidence emerging into a common essence, understanding the
individual meaning coaches and delegates hold about safe space, highlighting issues and

concerns about process and findings. It’s described in peeling the onion (appendix 10a).

The aim is to understand coaches and delegates composite experiences of a safe space to
uncover thoughts, feelings, fantasies and motives. A hermeneutic tradition permits me to
include experiences as a coach and take an active role through empathy and deep listening to
interpret data. I add, it’s difficult to suspend ones presuppositions, if unaware, it can be
brought unconsciously into interpretations. Truth isn’t definitive and objective, it’s one of
many interpretations, but consistent and meaningful, seen within a systems-psychodynamic
ontology, and the explanatory value is particularly important to answer the research question
asked. Interviews are a talking practice to research, so it’s essential to address the role of the

practitioner researcher (me) too.

Research setting and context

A wholesale bank in a country far away

This study is completed in a bank, based in the Nordics, offering a full range of banking
services (wholesale, business and personal banking). The part of the bank, in which this study
is conducted, is the wholesale bank. It focuses its business towards large cap Nordic or
multinational corporations, central and commercial banks, other financial institutions and
governments. Offices are located in: Copenhagen, Stockholm, Helsinki, London, Dublin,
Oslo, New York, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Hamburg and Warsaw. It offers investment-

banking services ranging from research to advice on capital structure, mergers, acquisitions,

11



risk management, trading and payment traffic to typical clients such as boards and key

decision makers.

Buildings are made of glass (Gabriel, 1991; 2005) to display and define what lies behind, and
it gives associations to attention, protection and admiration. Organisational characteristics
can be described as histrionic or dramatic (Kets de Vries, 2011); attention seeking, longing
for excitement, hyperactive, impulsive, disproportionate expression of emotions, sometimes
inspiring action for action’s sake, a strong sense of entitlement tending towards extremes. It
can be debated, that the trading floor at times reflects a model I organisation (Moxnes, 1998,
p. 294) with basic assumptions, suppressed feelings, fantasies, stereotypes and ruthless
competition taking over, a deep role organisation with winners and losers, friends and
enemies, important to win and avoid to loose at any cost. It seems safe to suggest, that a
histrionic neurotic style can be blended with paranoid characteristics, hypersensitivity and —
alertness, an overly concern with hidden motives and quickness to counter seeming threats.
An initial assumption about the organisation-in-the-mind (Armstrong, 2005) can be a
perception of activities and relations dominated by a Nobel Prize complex (Kets de Vries,
2010) being under constant pressure to perform well and engaging in all or nothing thinking,
or by the Sisyphus complex (ibid), in which one is only being valued on the basis of
achievements, not as a person. The banking sector as such can be said to suffer from a
compulsive style (ibid), which has been challenged in financial crisis, from idealisation to
devaluation, suffering from depressive characteristics of guilt, worthlessness, hopelessness
and a certain degree of paranoia. It’s ambivalent as Gabriel’s (2005) metaphor of glitter and

fragility, a glass palace or cage; potential entrapment depending on which side freedom lies.

I suggest that the smell of the place (Ghoshal, 2010), in particular the trading floor, can be
compared to New Orleans on a warm, humid summer day in the middle of the carnival;
overpowering atmosphere, smell, heat and noise. The air is thick from hope, desires, greed,
gains and losses, power, intense competition and splitting to keep the level of actions high,
especially the smell of anxiety in the air with a sense of much is at stake here. Clevers in this
environment have to live with micromanagement in a risky job with practically no privacy,
limited openings for withdrawal, and it feels claustrophobic with the physical setup on the
floor. It get’s a little rough at times working with all-male teams, and culture may be
dominated by fathers law (Gabriel, 1999, p. 155) with leaders seen as omnipotent,
omniscient, unafraid and someone who rewards and punishes arousing loyalty and fear.

Senior leaders are idealised (Gabriel, 1997) and mirrored, some narcissistic tendencies are
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exhibited, matched to dependency needs of staff. A hypothesis for a composite fantasy or
unconscious wish (CCRT) may be that “I want to get attention from and impress the people
who count in my life” (ibid, p. 98). Surroundings are functional and rarely decorated with

artefacts not related to work, except for an occasional family picture.

Individuals working in the wholesale bank are a mix of relationship bankers (bankers with a
broad product knowledge), sales brokers (deals tailored to clients), associates, advisors,
financial analysts, economists or credit analysts with deep, narrow product expertise,
research analysts (markets/products), and traders (market makers setting prices on
supply/demand and managing risk). An implied prerequisite exists for working independently
and autonomously within each professional grouping, as well as collaboration between
groupings to provide holistic services to clients. Individuals are highly educated with
backgrounds in economics, finance, physics, quantitative analysis, actuaries or mathematics
(quite a cohort of masters/PhD’s), a banking qualification or advanced finance diploma.
Clevers are dedicated professionals with deep expertise and confidence in a narrow work
field. Individuals are often perceived as independent, result-oriented, ambitious and with an
exceptional high stress tolerance. Alertness is qualifying in some roles, it calls for a constant
move between extremities, i.e. intense pressure, high pace, acute workload, high risk and low
tolerance for errors; or absolute boredom. Delegates are valued for in depth expertise within a
professional grouping whether it’s risk, advisory, asset classes, research or legal. In this
context, high performance requires not only deep understanding of economics, math or
physics, but equally strong interpersonal and communicative skills, however difficult for
some to acknowledge a need for soft skills. The performance curve may be steep and narrow,
performing extremely good under some particular circumstances, and reverse very low
performance, if outside expertise and comfort zone, looking at a correlation between arousal
(x axis) and performance (y axis). Dongier (2005) highlights that “to form the right team also
meant letting go of the least productive team members” (p. 4), no protected environment for
novices in an elitist environment; neither does it exist for delegates. How can a safe space be

established with delegates in this environment?

The case and its specificity are applied to study the phenomenon of safe space in a
challenging, high-risk environment in wholesale banking. No children’s tickets are issued
similar to other elitist performance environments (army, sports, police force), therefore
limited space to experiment, potentially fail and a shared perception that consequences might

be fatal (exclusion) in a culture that punishes hard, when someone mess up (loose money)
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and don’t forgive easily. It’s interesting to discuss high-performance, high-risk and safe
space, as there may seem to be a paradox. Delegates have no obvious reason to risk anything
at all stepping outside comfort zones to develop, perhaps instead all good reasons not to.
Consequently, the study is positioned within this context, as it seems to provide a unique

setting for this practitioner research.

Not long ago, a seedling box programme was born

The seedling box programme (appendix 1) purports to help delegates understand self,
uncover potential and begin a personal development process expected to increase individual
and organisational worth. The programme is particularly tuned in on intra- and interpersonal
awareness to strengthen getting along behaviours. It lasts for 12 months and includes an
action-learning lab, personality profile, 360-degree feedback collected by delegates, an
individual assignment, 3 educational modules of 1-2 days each and individual coaching
interventions. The target group is clevers with approx. 5-6 years of working experience in
average and potential to advance; e.g. senior analyst to chief analyst; not purposely a
leadership track, but possible for some. Often, delegates have been recruited as summer
interns, graduates (amongst top 3 of peers in university) or with some (up to 1 yrs.) working
experience. Senior management has selected clevers for the programme. Delegates (clevers)
need to demonstrate motivation, results (performance, persistency), social skills (seek help,

interpersonal skills, work ethics) and learning ability to participate (by invitation only).

The cast in this study — and how to get access to the set

2 coaches, 13 delegates (2 females, 11 males) were selected as a narrow, purposive sample to
participate. All experienced coaching in wholesale banking and participated in the seedling
box programme 2011/12. Average age for delegates was 35 years, and an average seniority
of 5 yrs. 9 months (appendix 2). This sample (Creswell, 2013) is a typical average case, but
in a challenging high-risk environment, which may be particularly demanding to foster
development, intense to ensure information-rich descriptions and homogeneous to simplify. 4
delegates were selected randomly (2 per coach), not snowball, to participate in interviews
(appendix 3; 4). Participation in coaching interventions is the only criterion applied as such,
an expectation that delegates aren’t hesitant to speak about experiences in this setting, and I

will use all information; delegates give me (composite or anonymous) in this thesis.

The study has been approved following an appropriate business school review process of a

thesis proposal for practitioner research. The bank is informed about background, purpose
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(EMCCC MA thesis) and use of report. Individual data is confidential, only composite or
anonymous data are shared, unless approval has been obtained. A reader, a professor and an
associate research director will have access to a complete dataset, if requested. Local
permissions to gather data from individuals (by acceptance of invitations to interviews and
verbally prior to interview) and sites (senior management in the wholesale bank) have been
obtained at an early stage. An email to all delegates describes purpose and setting to ensure
informed consent to participate. Coaches and delegates have been informed about purpose
prior to and immediately before interviews. They are told, they have the right to voluntarily
withdraw at any time, and they decide what and how much to share. Names of coaches and
delegates have been protected by aliases to ensure that statements and fairy tales cannot be
traced. A letter (e.g. N for Noah) is used when referencing statements. Length of interviews is
from 36 minutes, 49 seconds (track 151800.m4a) to 60 minutes, 48 seconds (track
130246.m4a); average 49 minutes, 5 seconds. Word counts from 5.297 to 11.449, average
7.774. Interview transcripts are referred to as e.g. CJ (coach Josh) or DE (delegate Ella) with
page, line numbers and fairy tales (appendix 5) are quoted as F7T (fairy tale, delegate alias
Thomas). An overall conclusion in bullet points is reported to the organisation, tactically
broadened to include a more generic perspective on development, coaching experiences and a
clinical perspective on the importance of safe space in a high-risk environment. I am
interested in composite themes in its entirety, so material, which is particularly important for

some individuals, but not as a whole may not be included.

Data gathering and analysis

A description of safe space assumes that it’s possible to get an understanding of individual
experiences and a composite experience to finish with a narrative. Consequently, I chose to
apply a qualitative research method and an emergent design, in which data and applied theory
together allows for reflections on common themes to support a conclusion. I wish to explore
coaches’ and delegates’ inner mental life through insight into individual experiences of safe
space or not (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). Consequently, it seems reasonable to suggest a
combination of methods: qualitative semi-structured interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009;
Kvale, 1983), inspired by free-association narrative interview (FANI) method (Hollway &
Jefferson, 2000; 2001; 2005), fairy tales (Bettelheim, 1977; Campbell, 1988; 2008),
observations (Creswell, 2013) and video vignettes (Gabriel, 1998; 1999; 2000).

Interviews are designed according to Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009, p. 122) 7-stage method.

As preparation, a semi-structured interview guide (appendix 6a) with themes and open-ended
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questions was compiled based on theoretical pre-conceptions and research question. An
interview protocol (appendix 6b) was designed to listen and inquire in the actual interviews,
logging observations and reflections. Questions were asked based on a psychodynamic
interviewing technique opening up for free associations without an attempt to diagnose.
Questions (ibid) contribute thematically to produce a composite description (aha moments,
metaphors, emotions) and dynamically to establish a relationship. Questions set guidance, but
not slavishly asked, opens up for nuances and supports openness to subjective individual
experience, without fixed, final categories. Coaches and delegates can describe individual
experiences; underpin opinions and actions in their words. Significant themes related to the
research question and individuals’ reality can be brought up; it’s possible to follow up on
responses and interpretations in order to limit the influence of my preconceptions. Interviews
are conducted as qualitative life experience interviews to understand coaches’ and delegates’
perspectives based on Kvale's 12 aspects (ibid, p. 46). The FANI method (Hollway &
Jefferson, 2000) admits the unconscious, an open agenda and open questions to unfold
experiences that can provide insight into safe space. An open approach assists to investigate
unconscious motives, thoughts, feelings and fantasies. Coaches and delegates are referred to
as psychosocial (ibid); discursive and defended, based on individual conscious/unconscious

motives governing stories.

Before interviews, delegates have received an email (appendix 7) with an introduction to the
study, instructions for fairy tales and ethics. Interviews are documented as sound recordings,
field notes and verbatim transcriptions. I’'m aware that conscious/unconscious interpretations
cannot be completely bracketed out, which may influence data as countertransference and
preconceptions, so used as data itself. Fairy tales are inspired by the psychology of fairy tales
and myth (Bettelheim, 1977, Campbell, 2008), and the link to the unconscious through
associations (Gabriel 1999; 2000) to explore multiple levels of understanding going a bit
deeper to push delegates to the limits of comfort zones to be picked up at a different level of
consciousness. Delegates decide what to include in fairy tales exploring coaching
experiences, if to submit a fairy tale (or not), which is also data, so had some freedom
interpreting the task. Fairy tales are emailed to me in a written format. A composite fairy tale
(appendix 8) is interpreted with delegates to examine what’s effective and less effective for
this group. Individual fairy tales are made anonymous (alias) and not included in the public
thesis. In observations, most time are spent as nonparticipant, to address interactions (what’s

done or not) between coaches and delegates, and safe space in small groups (what’s shared or
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not). Physical setting (appendix 20), activities, role and reflections (initial interpretations,
feelings, confusions, fantasies) are documented in an observation protocol (appendix 9).
Notes are prepared immediately after observation ends. The purpose of video vignettes is to
develop hypotheses about experimentation that go broader than actual coaching experiences.
Vignettes are filmed, if okay with delegates. Both assignments allow deep reflection and time

for delegates to make meaning of programme, coaching experiences and safe space.

Peeling the onion (appendix 10a), I analysed and interpreted a dataset using van Manen’s
(1990) phenomenological reflection and Colaizzi’s (1978) method endlessly asking what is
this an example of looking for rich descriptions of safe space and coaching experiences, what
happens, how does it happen, what do events and objects mean, looking for meaning through
an intensive interpretive approach, allowing several interpretations and ambivalence to reflect
on essential themes balancing parts and whole. I first read each verbatim transcript and fairy
tale several times looking for indications of safe space or not, and what events clicked or
didn’t, to approach experiences with a sense of novelty. Each time, I came across what
seemed to be a significant statement, I noted it in the margin, and when I came across what
seemed to be a category related to safe space and effectiveness of coaching experiences, I
highlighted text that seemed to fit and assigned a colour code to it, going over transcripts and
fairy tales several times to do a thematic analysis making sense of data zooming in and out.
In reading fairy tales, I used myself as instrument deep listening (Van de Loo, 2007) with my
third ear, a felt inner anxiety, to stories of coaching experiences, transformation and safe
space in contrast to a high-risk environment. Fairy tales were analysed by Campbell (1988;
2008) and Bettelheim (1977), looking for deep roles (Moxnes, 1998), organisation-in-the-
mind and CCRT (Luborsky & Crits-Christoph, 1998). Video vignettes were viewed several
times to look for deeper layers of transformation. I wanted to be able to tell a composite fairy

tale about safe space (or not) in coaching interventions.

Role of practitioner researcher

The practitioner researcher (me) is a key instrument in qualitative research (Creswell, 2013)
collecting data using instruments designed by me (questionnaire, instruction for fairy tales
and video vignettes). I am not an expert with the best questions (ibid); subsequently questions
are refined in the process to reflect an increased understanding of safe space and coaching in
wholesale banking. In real-world research (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2005), as I have an
organisational role, it is important to consider, if coaches or delegates consciously or

unconsciously may wish to impress, or may consider it career inhibitory to make negative
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statements. | may need to assess issues, which may be harmful to coaches or delegates or put
them at risk. I cannot entirely bracket out my experiences, thus chose to be explicit about
experiences with coaching in banking to identify personal experiences, partly set them aside
to concentrate on coaches and delegates perspectives. I have chosen not to share personal

experiences with coaches and delegate, not to risk contaminating data.

Unconscious dynamics (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000; 2001; 2005) are relevant, as
countertransference may offer insights on anxiety or defences. It’s used as a method (Stein,
2001) to capture emotions that may affect data. Unconscious processes cannot be excluded
from interviews and observations, but countertransference can help forming hypotheses, e.g.
a collusion or parallel process acted out in the interview. The researcher too has hidden
motives and an unconscious, so something is included and excluded. Attention is given to
what makes sense and what doesn’t: disturbances, exceptions, resistance or out of context
experiences. Perceptiveness, ability to self-reflection, awareness of (hidden) motives,
valences and projections will impact interpretation of data. Countertransference is used as a
method of triangulation, to inquire more into coaches and delegates, deep listen and critically
verify analysis and findings. Findings are discussed with an external psychologist to explore
transference and countertransference, continue to work on self-awareness to tune self as

instrument; and a peer reviews the thesis.

Anticipated ethical issues and potential field issues

It’s essential to establish supportive, respectful relationships without stereotyping and
attaching labels coaches and delegates don’t embrace (Creswell, 2013). Individuals must be
respected as such, i.e. common, non-discriminatory language and masking names by aliases.
Integrity and ethics become particularly important, when I am an instrument for obtaining
knowledge and have a role as an insider, which both adds to an imbalanced power relation.
Stories and narratives can open up for emotions (Stein, 2001), which may mean that the
coach/delegate can feel vulnerable and I can come in contact with deeper feelings (Gabriel,
1998), consequently obliged to be respectful. Questions about sensitive topics such as
childhood and early relationships are not asked, even though data may contribute to the study

of safe space.

Reciprocity is considered for coaches and delegates not to feel abandoned after participation
in the study. A closing workshop with delegates are organised to work on deep reflections

from fairy tales and video vignettes. Two networking events are facilitated for delegates to
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continue the intra- and interpersonal work. Coaches are invited individually to discuss overall
findings relevant for practice, balancing confidentiality and anonymity. I have chosen a site,
in which I have a vested interest, as an employee, to reciprocate for the organisational
investment in the executive master at INSEAD. I may therefore (Creswell, 2013) be kept
from acknowledging all dimensions of safe space and coaching experiences, may see or hear
something, which is uncomfortable or experience that delegates or coaches are fearful of
exposure (risk of consequences to cooperation or career). It may be a risk too, that delegates
are altering stories in interviews, perhaps less critical not to seem ungrateful. I disclose part
of self to coaches/delegates in observations and share relationships with the internal coach
(training group for experienced leaders) and delegates (career discussions). I have some
experience with interviewing and consider myself an inexperienced observer, which may be a

potential source of errors. To limit sources of errors, I have been prepared and tuned in.

Standards of validation and evaluation

The validity and evaluation of the quality of detective work (Creswell, 2013) is discussed to
be confident about evidence, interpretations and meanings attained to describe safe space and
coaching experiences. I used multiple sources (self, coaches, delegates) and methods (semi-
structured interviews, fairy tales, video vignettes and observation) to triangulate data (Stein,
2001). A peer review/debriefing was used to keep me honest and accurate of participants’
experiences, not to silence coaches’ and delegates’ voices. Comments on past experiences,
potential biases and prejudices have been made in a separate section making assumptions
explicit. Related meanings deduced from significant statements and composite Hogan was
discussed with coaches to ask their understandings. A composite fairy tale was presented to
some delegates to let them judge the accuracy. A potential source of error in an interview
(Kvale, 1994; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) is that it is conducted in an everyday language, but
interpreted in a theoretical language. Robustness of the study is demonstrated in a data
collection matrix (appendix 10b), an interview guideline/protocol (appendix 6a/b) and coding

(appendix 12), to describe relatedness between theory, data and interpretations.

I spent extensive time in the field (Creswell, 2013) to build trust with coaches and delegates,
learning about the high-risk culture in wholesale banking and checking for distortions in
collected data. Errors are tried minimised by relating to my valence and preconceptions. I
may unconsciously have influenced participants by nodding affirmatively, not responding or
smiling at particular points. Self-reflection is proposed to contribute to validation of the work

too, supervision has been received to heighten self-awareness and help me be reflexive
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throughout the study. An ethical protocol (appendix 11) has been written to remind me to
respect the egalitarian aspects of investigation, as well as boundaries. Detailed field notes
(Gabriel, 1998; Creswell, 2013) have been documented in a rough checklist (appendix 13)
and observational protocol (appendix 9) to be aware of transference and countertransference,
parallel processes and mirroring. As an only practitioner researcher; consequently I don’t
have anyone to compile or reality test observations or understandings with in the field. A
good quality digital recorder has been used for recording, interviews were transcribed
(appendix 10c) and transcription principles explicitly explained (appendix 10d). Participants

didn’t review transcripts, as written speech may be confusing or inconsistent.

Theory and analytical framework

The purpose of the EMCCC MA thesis is not to write a theoretical dissertation, however a
theoretical perspective is needed to analyse and interpret what some coaches do (or don’t do)
to establish a safe space (or not) with delegates. The clinical lens proposes to go beneath the
surface to understand dilemmas, irrational behaviour, and explore self to better understand
intra-psychic and interpersonal undercurrents and conflicts. This study concentrates on
practical application in this particular organisational context with close proximity. The initial
literature review suggests that studying the coach-delegate relationship is not so new; in a
bank newer though, with clevers in a high-risk environment in a wholesale bank it’s new —
and even more so adding fairy tales to investigate coaching experiences, and safe space in
particular. The theory included builds on practice focused on applying the clinical paradigm
to organisations and contributes with relevant insight on safe space seen with a clinical lens.
Collected data is analysed with contributions from Bowlby (1979; 1988), Bollas (1987),
Winnicott (1971; 1990; 2006), Rogers (1959; 1975), Edmondson (1999; 2011), Korotov
(2010), and Kets de Vries et al. (2007; 2010) to understand safe space and psychological
safety, which has been discussed in the literature review. Basic clinical psychological
definitions and concepts are presumed known from the lectures at INSEAD, EMCCC
literature and class discussions. Fairy tales (Petriglieri, 2007) represent psychological
underlying patterns, archetypes and the unconscious, which may help get one past stuckness
or compulsion to repeat. Fairy tales are relevant in this context to make sense of coaching
experiences as a psychological transformation, quest to find authenticity or get through a
crisis/development in a safe space to be vulnerable with sometimes surprising helpers. I’ll

therefore concentrate on the psychology of fairy tales as the analytical framework.

21



Campbell (1988; 2008) uses a monomyth to describe common patterns in transformations,
and Bettelheim (1977) suggests that enchantments from fairy tales relate to psychological
aspects of tales as a transformational journey. It can be suggested that myths or fairy tales are
a safe space to be unsafe as a psychological demarcation to explore and experiment with self,
guiding helpers, transitional objects and deep roles to develop personally. Moxnes (1998;
1999, 2006) contributes with a view on archetypes of fairy tale roles brought to life as
collective role-stereotypes (deep roles) manifesting expectations, fantasies, feelings and
anxieties. Campbell (1988) suggests myths as the more mature inward journey, whereas fairy
tales are told for entertainment (ibid, p. 138), however helpful to get past stuckness and
crisis; dragon killings represent killing the infantile ego and bringing forth an adult. Common
to both (Petriglieri, 2012) is that on the journey to a happy ending (it’s safe to be unsafe),
motifs occur of one being in some sort of deep trouble (stuckness and inner conflict) and
having somebody to help one out; dependence to autonomy growing up and getting one
safely pass the threshold. This may be interesting to understand safe space and coaching
experiences for delegates. Campbell (1988, 2008) suggests a common pattern (appendix 14)
of the adventure of the hero, which describes a quest (monomyth) in 17 steps and 3 parts: one
of separation (departure), initiation (fulfilment) and return (integration) with a strong
reference to clinical psychology going from a rational, common and known world into the
unconscious, unknown. Very few myths contain all 17 steps, some contain many and others
only a few, some may emphasise only one step, which may be relevant interpreting
delegates’ fairy tales. Some narratives may be organised in a somewhat different order. In the
most intense narratives, the hero must survive a real challenge, often with help, parallel to
becoming more self-aware (determination and virtues), growing up and finding a true self.
The hero (ibid) goes through trials and temptations (desire, fear, submission to public
opinion), which represent future, present and past (regrets), either alone or with help. The
monomyth is relevant to include in interpretation of fairy tales, since it is essentially about
growing up or small child in a grown up world, parallel to clevers in a high-risk environment,
studying safe space, personal development and delegates’ potential transformation to

experiment with potential and demands for mastery at the next level (upon return).

Bettelheim (1977) proposes that fairy tales permits access to the unconscious and a better
understanding of self and others developing resources to cope with inner conflicts. The fairy
tale starts in reality (visit grandmother, poverty, sibling rivalry), then leaving this world (once

upon a time, in olden times), not to “hit too close to home for comfort” (ibid, p. 62), events
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occur (dark, hidden and familiar like the unconscious), and then returns to a happy, but not
magical reality. Fairy tales stir up deep anxiety and countless hope, attune to anxieties and
prove them unwarranted, face fears and see resolutions, patterns, consistency and
predictability (it’s safe enough to be unsafe and it ends), arouse emotions and curiosity, some
give assurance that one can succeed, get help when needed and find a secure place, if one
follows a true path with deep inner confidence. “Applying the psychoanalytic model of the
human personality, fairy tales carry important messages to the conscious, the preconscious,
and the unconscious mind, on whatever level each is functioning at the time” (p. 6)
suggesting that fairy tales are not simply for children, but enabling adults to understand, cope
with and go through emotional content also, inner psychological phenomena, asserting
existential dilemmas (abandonment, life and death, hope and fear, love, bond and hate) — and
interpretation depending on personal preoccupations and valence. Fairy tales can be said to
be ordinary (p. 37) and everyman-like, not superegos as represented in myths, which do not
seem to carry the same feeling of relief (happy endings). Bettelheim argues that myths are
definite, while fairy tales are suggestive helping one to find one’s solution. Bettelheim’s use
of fairy tales is interesting to apply, because fairy tales externalise the inner experience of
safe space (or not) in coaching interventions and what it seems to imply about the

unconscious and inner conflicts for the delegate, thereby getting a better sense of meanings.

Moxnes (1998) adds the concept of deep roles in essential family: father, mother, son and
daughter, and its helpers: spiritual, material and transformational, to the unconscious life in
organisations. 14 archetypical fantasies (inner roles), externalised into 12 organisational deep
roles (Moxnes, 1998, p. 290), are projected onto certain people representing interpersonal
realities. Deep roles tend to be split up into good and bad in an as-if reality (king or devil as
father, a wise man or false prophet as family helper) and affectively charged with emotions,
anxiety, fear, hate and love. A deep role carry a symbolic power as a character in fairy tales,
and a “profound influence on emotional life in organisations directing deep feelings of love
and hate, closeness and distance, fear and courage, hope and despair, power and
depression” (Moxnes, 1999a, p. 1432). Deep roles (Moxnes, 1999b) can be linked to the
development of a personality factors structure (Hogan/Big Five) and associated with power
(father), agreeableness (mother), conscientiousness (son), neuroticism or affect (daughter)
and openness or intellect (wise man) as descriptive terms. Individuals’ learning (Moxnes,
2006) may be isomorphic with the main stages of development of a typical hero fairy tale to

arouse many of the same basic feelings, excitement, surprise and curiosity, to change how
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one feels and thinks through experiential learning. Deep roles may be a useful concept to
analyse inner roles projected to coaches, delegates and others in an organisational context to
understand the unconscious dynamics influencing safe space, guiding figures and transitional
objects, that delegates may be attended by. Moxnes (1998) claims ‘‘fantasies can be more
real than reality” (p. 297), which may influence a safe space in a high-risk environment, if
anxieties and paranoia aren’t reality-tested. I shall now present findings and discussions

applying the theoretical, analytical framework.

Findings and discussions

In the study, it became evident that a possible understanding of safe space needed to be
positioned alongside an understanding of a high-risk environment. Fairy tales produced data
helpful to explore delegates’ understanding of self, inner reality, what’s safe, unsafe and
high-risk from a clinical perspective. Interviews contributed with descriptions of some
coaches, trust and closeness, interpersonal risk, psychological safety and what’s needed for
delegates to feel safe. Analysis and findings are oriented around: personal experiences with
coaching in wholesale banking, delegates seen with a clinical lens, inner experience of
context and irrational undercurrents from delegates’ perspective that may influence safe
space and psychological safety, coaching experiences above and beneath the surface, a
composite fairy tale, comparing and contrasting reports from dyads about safe space (or not)

and events that clicked or didn’t.

Initial reflections about what may go on beneath the surface (appendix 13) can point to
coaches’ anxiety about being evaluated, not to disrupt delegates by asking about safe space
and coaching experiences, or violate confidentiality, maybe projecting coaches’ feelings of
resistance onto delegates; — and perhaps sibling rivalry and envy among the psychologists
similar to what may happen in the seedling box among delegates seen as promoted siblings
(Khaleelee, 2003). In a meeting with group human resources, I sensed an idealisation of
talent development, not ready or willing to see a potential dark side; competition not
collaboration, disappointment and loss of motivation for excluded clevers, parental
responsibility to give delegates what’s needed, not what’s necessarily desired, and risk to be
hated or devaluated. In a planning meeting with coaches, I felt like an intruder in a balanced
dyad, perhaps an inner conflict struggling with a (new) working identity, reflecting on
delegates’ splitting; idealising coach B as omnipotent, devaluating coach J as a fraud or
clown (what not to be) by projecting fear of failure, other difficult emotions or a taboo of

money as motivation, onto coach J, somewhat parallel to systems dynamics.
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A coach, as you know, in a red couch (epoche)

It was so lovely in the beautiful old building with a cobbled stoned cosy courtyard, close to
downtown and the waterfront with deep dark waters. In her past role in the bank, coaching
interventions took place in a red couch in her quiet office. Most interventions took place on
late Friday afternoons during the colourful autumn with the sun playing through the windows
with an amazing light bringing hope and warmth. The delegate is a woman in a powerful
apple green dress with a fragile personality beneath. She came to the coach, because she felt
helpless, vulnerable and stuck, and on top had a somewhat toxic relationship with her boss
making it difficult for her to ask for help. Fear of exclusion, consequently a heightened
arousal level, didn’t allow her safe space, until she sat in a red couch. The delegate passed the
first threshold (Campbell, 2008) writing an emotional curriculum vita to understand her past
quests and trials on the road ahead. In interventions, she explored unconscious dynamics,
experimented and learned. The fairy tale can be interpreted as a romantic tale (Bettelheim,
1977) with a personal story of someone risking coming into contact with vulnerability and
helplessness, breaking patterns and exploring self. It’s possible that the coach can identify
with delegate, perhaps an anxiety about one’s vulnerability and helplessness, thus can mirror
delegate’s feelings with appropriate affect (McAdams, Jackson & Kirshnit, 1984), so
enhancing trust. It emphasises that a coach must work with one’s inner theatre to be aware of
self and others to establish trust and closeness (McAdams & Powers, 1981) paramount to
establish psychological safety for a delegate, as found by Dunn and Schweitzer (2005). The
fairy tale (PR) describes the delegate’s coaching experience resembling a myth (Campbell,
2008) with life changing events, a helper and threatening trials. Like fairy tales (Bettelheim,
1977), it has a happy ending and the helper has provided a safe space to explore and
experiment; “I think because I was so aware of the duality that I certainly had a great desire
to create a safe setting early in the process, both by my own quietness that is to just be in
room, maybe talk a little slower than I usually do, sit quietly in the chair, so a minimum of
movement, keep a lot of breaks to leave the scene to her” (PR:02:25)”; calmness and

quietness not to disrupt delegate and increase defensiveness or emotional disequilibrium.

Table 1 includes 25 significant statements and related formulated meanings extracted from a
verbatim transcript of an interview with me (PR). 4 themes emerged about safe space, what
this coach (me) does (or doesn’t do) to establish safe space and what event’s clicked (or
didn’t). The themes (appendix 15) addressed empathy (Nathanson, 1986) and compassion to
suffer with the delegate sharing personal, deep and felt stuff with coach, a psychological
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space to take emotional risk within an organisation setting. Coach balances connectedness,
closeness and distance to give delegate a reflective space, a confidential space to think and
talk with someone, but with safety boundaries to frame what can be discussed (or not) with
an internal coach (Ward, 2007). The work events that clicked from the coach’s point of view,
appears to be written homework to help reflection, triangulation of methods and data, deep
reflection, mirroring in an acceptable form; what does delegate see looking in the coach’s
eyes. It clicked with support outside of interventions, coach’s calmness, openness and
availability (as found by Kahn, 1990), to be kind-hearted honest, not neutral, but dare to be
present as a person and suggest potential solutions to dilemmas and conflicts, give authority
back to delegate in a caring manner, for delegate not to feel abandoned. It didn’t click to set
too strict time boundaries, not let interventions go on unlimited either, as a good enough
container sets boundaries, or to stay too much on delegate’s organisational role, but avoid

therapy to stay relevant in an organisational context.

Data suggests it’s effective from coach’s perspective to have a reflective space, exploring
past and present with someone, and coach using self as instrument to investigate deeper “(...)
using me as an instrument and verbalise it by saying, here-and-now I feel something, do you
feel something too. So in fact use it as data” (PR:07:32)”; possibly less effective that
interventions were limited. It’s possible that the coach (me) is a spiritual helper (Moxnes,
1998) or a transformational heroine in a fairy tale as-if reality. It’s perhaps an unhelpful
belief of mine that the more I give the better it is (PR:06.15), but I risk that the delegate
becomes dependent, or an oral collusion follows, which may be dis-engaging and dis-
empowering instead. My experience with safe space and coaching may have, consciously or

unconsciously, influenced interpretation of data, what’s in the foreground and background.

In the Nordics, clevers live in a castle of glass and stone

A fairy tale may begin like this; not long ago a young man (FH) checked his watch and
realised he was once again running late and had to rush to get to the next stop leaving a
messy desk in a hyper-competitive environment, in which it’s all about be first, act fast and
watch ones back. He feels the chilly wind outside walking to a building, where a psychologist
is waiting in a small austere meeting room at the end of a corridor. He’s never discussed
personal stuff with anybody but his wife; he fears it’ll make him uncomfortable, but he is

curious to learn, especially how to survive in an unordinary environment.
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The composite personality profile (appendix 16a/b) proposes that delegates are comfortable
and want to be with others, trusting, responsible, coachable and fairly conservative; don’t
overdo it with new methods. It suggests a possible inner conflict between affiliation
(attachment/affiliation need system, Kets de Vries, 2006), power, influence and achievement.
It indicates that delegates are motivated for personal development, if supported by data,
linked to relevant context and proven applicable for achievements and recognition. Delegates
tend not to seek feedback, except this shows a significant dispersal in scores, so some
delegates will be more malleable than others. The composite personality profile proposes that
delegates will engage in exploration with coaches, if this helps assert self, produce mastery
and autonomy (exploration/assertion need systems, ibid). Delegates’ learning approach points
to a fact based approach, almost too much. It supports engaging delegates in development
work based on proven theories, methods and triangulation to ensure a solid set of data to
establish safe space with confidence and trust. Overall scores show good ego-strength,

competitiveness and many resources for personal development.

The composite profile points to good attachment and trust, however individual profiles show
diversified experiences across 13 delegates; especially with authorities (inclusion or
exclusion), uncomfortable if one trusts too quickly, and what delegates expect to see in the
eyes of others, i.e. merely achievements or a person; 5 delegates are moderately skeptical and
2 highly skeptical seen on the paranoia scale; it’s extremely unsafe to step outside the narrow
area that represents ones expertise - and it creates a high degree of inner unrest. Individual
profiles show some compensatory performance to get recognition from those who matter for
some delegates. Delegates prefer predictability and are somewhat uncomfortable with
ambiguous situations, which may suggest sensitivity towards unfamiliar situations posing a
potential risk or threat, such as coaching experiences; what are the rules in this new game? It
can lead to assumptions about delegates’ valence; work hard, seek new challenges, but need
to be encouraged to seek influence, dutiful and dependent, can tolerate micro-management —
and hopes related to coaching. The derailer excitable (Hogan et al., 2007) is interesting from
a relationship perspective, as it may point to a potential overreaction to difficult situations or
simply giving up, i.e. stay within comfort zone. The profile proposes that boundary
management is needed for delegates not to end up in strained relationships (strong
enthusiasm, then disappointment), thus potential risk of idealisation of coaches, then
devaluation or splitting idealising one, devaluating another (winner or looser). Delegates’

derailer dutiful seems to suggest, coaches have to be careful not to cause dependency, too
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much parenting, but give authority back to develop autonomy. It may seem obvious that

delegates’ traits may require something special to establish safe space.

A hypothesis about delegates’ CCRT (Luborsky & Crits-Christoph, 1998) can be deduced
from fairy tales (appendix 17) to understand the unconscious wishes, needs and intentions to
establish trust, closeness and safe space. It can be suggested that an unconscious wish exists
to be understood (comprehended, empathised with or seen accurately), which is organised as
number one for five delegates; to be accepted (approved of, not be judged, be affirmed)
organised as number one for two delegates. A hypothetical second wish can be to achieve (be
competent and win), to be ones own person (not to be conform, to be unique) and to be
respected (be valued, treated fairly and important to others). A tendency in the composite
personality profile is to be concerned about others opinion about self, and diligence is a
potential derailer, which may make it more difficult for delegates to establish safe place
outside of coaching interventions (Korotov, 2010), because of a higher than average
predisposition to neurotic anxiety and irritation of the system. It can be argued that some of
the delegates suffer from a Nobel Prize complex (Kets de Vries, 2010) feeling more than
usual anxiety with unattainable, unrealistic standards for self, a constant pressure to perform
and a want to outshine, but a fear failure, never feeling good enough; or a Sisyphus complex
(ibid), a need to be constantly busy, not feeling a sense of satisfaction, not questioning why
or what, but pleasing parents, and delegates’ may be affected by it from the system, so
organisationally contagious. A possible defence is to be dutiful (dependence, eagerness to
please, difficult to express disagreement) or leisurely (passive-aggressive, argumentative,
procrastination), which is manifested in delegates’ composite profile as derailers (appendix
16a). This may explain the need for a safe space to explore, reflect and develop personally to

set realistic standards for self to experiment in areas, in which one is not an expert.

Observations in interviews (appendix 18a-f) may propose that delegates’ propensity to trust
are different based on earlier experiences with attachment and trust (Bowlby, 1979) similar to
evidence in personality profiles. One delegate is skeptical towards what he gets, questions
methods and coach’s ability, parallel to questioning me about purpose and methods showing
a need for predictability to feel safe and trust others. One delegate seems genuine and eager;
he may stir up skeptisism, rivalry and envy, which can be demanding for others; this
interview felt longer than other ones, but was in fact the shortest. He may be anxious about
safe space, or of making a good impression, and he moistures under the arms. One delegate

projects vulnerability, appreciates empathy, but is careful around authorities with in- and
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exclusion powers, which may indicate ambivalent feelings towards trusting coaches, as an
authority in role. I feel that it may be difficult to trust others, perhaps authorities in particular,
perchance it’s a new experience that others actually listens deeply, don’t judge, and she gets
tears in the eyes talking about being seen and met as a real person. It appears, as if the
delegate is used to protecting self by not taking emotional risk. Another delegate wants
coaches with ability to manage content, read and understand delegate as more than
achievements, somewhat digital in perceptions, either succeed or fail as standards — and gives
feedback in a direct way, which he does at the end of the interview, because I didn’t write
anything down on paper; notes written immediately after, but perhaps felt like a failure not
saying anything important enough. This delegate seems quite confident entering, yet I'm a
little baffled as to surface and depth, I feel a certain pressure to restore reciprocity, because
delegate missed out in coaching interventions, which didn’t seem to be effective. One
delegate projects interest and some impatience; interview is shorter than the other ones
(36:49 minutes, 6.255 words), in average 49 minutes/7.774 words, precise and to the point in
a pleasant manner, which can be seen as a parallel process to what’s needed in interventions

with him.

The topic about safe space stirs up emotions in most delegates, red on the skin of their necks,
moisture under the arms and teary eyed. In interviews, I sense that numbness can perhaps be
a coping strategy for some delegates, as it appears to be difficult to contain emotions. It may
lead to an assumption that coaching interventions are seen as safe and risk free compared to
real-work, or delegates have not consciously reflected on safe space or not, before engaging,
or it simply may be that it’s very difficult to reduce anxiety and paranoia, when it’s needed to
survive in a dissimilar interpersonal paradigm, so safe space may seem like an illusion. It’s
demanding to be labelled a clever and life outside a safe space in coaching interventions is
risky in a culture with a basic assumption of succeed or fail; if one risks to fail, then don’t
engage, as it may be fatal in a challenging, not forgiving, environment. It suggests that it may
be difficult to establish safe space with delegates based on psychological traits, mental state

and high-risk environment. Next, I will look at inner experiences of high-risk environment.

An inner experience of the woods far down

Delegates’ fairy tales can be interpreted as a composite organisation-in-the-mind (Hutton,
Bazalgette & Reed, 1997), like a high-risk environment with dramatic consequences, if one
doesn’t deliver results as expected by authorities with life and death powers (Campbell,

2008). It’s possible that a composite organisation-in-the-mind is seen as an unsafe place;
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expressed in fairy tales as racetrack for fast cars, dungeons waiting below for the unfortunate
ones, a dark forest, busy city traffic with chaotic traffic lights and impatient drivers, or an
empty city at night. I propose it’s important to understand delegates’ organisational context

or ordinary world to understand the importance of safe space from a clinical perspective.

An assumption can be that a composite organisation-in-the-mind (appendix 17) reflects an
inner experience of desire to develop, excitement, omnipotence, helplessness, ineptitude, fear
of loss, failure, anger or shame. A hypothesis can be that delegates introject experiences of an
external reality in the wholesale bank into a mental model of what is risky, perhaps one is
killed figuratively, if one doesn’t work hard and comply, brutally replaced and sent to the
dungeons to let a rival shine, one survives only if one performs, and a fear of being pushed
too hard or shouted at, if one isn’t clever. It’s difficult and demanding to ask for help in a
high-risk environment; and delegates’ fairy tales tell us that it’s challenging to get distance
from the external reality to reflect or establish a safe space; told as tales about a need for a
book to navigate, a messy desk and thoughts, limited chances to get off the dance floor and
get order out of chaos, a sink or swim mentality, and players need help to dare to speak up to
be part of the game. Some delegates can appear to be coping with anxiety and interpersonal
risk with a manic defence or denial (Klein, 2002), such as reality is nothing but a piece of
scenery, others are merely actors or extras to make it real, or saving the ant hill, perhaps
getting rewarded. Consequently, it can also be interpreted as fear of loss; illusion of
omnipotence or throne in the sibling cohort, or potential narcissistic injury; shaken self-
esteem, loss of self or relationships, which may be experienced as very frightening in a high-
risk environment, in which one’s craft (expertise) may be felt as the only anchor, so safer to

shy away from the unknown than to explore.

Delegates’ desire exposure to and commitment from those who matter, however it’s not
without risk, as authorities at work hold life and death powers (Campbell, 2008), which is a
consistent theme in fairy tales. Interpretations may mean that a safe space is unfamiliar to
delegates in a work setting, so a consistent, robust frame is important to ensure a good
enough holding environment (Winnicott 1990) and secure base (Bowlby, 1988) in coaching
interventions, as it may be experienced as extremely unsafe at the limits of one’s comfort
zone — or in a space where one isn 't an expert. Hope and desires (appendix 17) are related to
a safe space, chaos to order, let go and write one’s own book, autonomy to sew dresses with
support and without criticism, a kingdom of 900 like-minded cars. Safe space is important, as

a risk of hurt and pain like the old racing car in an accident or old gardener sent to the
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dungeons is a real risk of exclusion, not only fantasy, in a competitive environment with
archetypes as winners or losers (Moxnes, 1998). This highlights from a clinical perspective
the importance of a safe place to explore and experiment with personal development in
collaboration with a trusted other, possibly coaches away from the ordinary world, not to
arouse (more) paranoia and further intensify arousal, fantasies about betrayal of confidence
or misuse of personal information. In fairy tales, an interpretation of the unthought known
(Bollas, 1987) can lead to a hypothesis that unconsciously delegates are affected by a fear of
failure, abandonment and exclusion (tailor shop far away, dark city with no people, the
dungeons), but will not allow themselves to know consciously, because it may stir up too
much anxiety and paranoia. Now, I’ll look at coaching experiences above and beneath the

surface to reflect on this particular setting for establishing safe space (or not).

Coaching interventions above and beneath the surface

“Far down in the woods, grew a pretty fir tree and yet it was not happy. It had a good spot, it
could get sun, had fresh air that made a sweet resting-place, and all around grew many taller
friends, both fir and pine. But the little tree was very impatient to grow, it wished so much to
be tall like its companions” (The Fir Tree, Andersen, 1844). Above the surface, coaching
interventions happened as part of the seedling box over a period of 12 months (appendix 1).
Delegates met with an internal or external coach, randomly assigned based on geographical
location, 5-6 times on-site in an internal meeting room in the wholesale bank (or in a few
instances by video conference) away from delegates’ desk. One intervention was a
shadowing event with coaches coming to work with delegates. The delegate chose a certain
event to be observed: an internal presentation, team or customer meeting, or at the desk. An
intervention included immediate manager to agree development goals and an individual real-
work assignment. Coaching interventions took place early in the morning, before the
workday started, during the day for some, or late afternoon. A few interventions happened on
the delegates’ initiative off-site after hours of the programme. Coaches participated in
presentations of individual real-work assignments. After the presentation, coaches provided
individual feedback to delegates and some chose to include immediate manager. After the
closing workshop, it was decided to offer delegates a final coaching intervention to prepare

the annual review and explore future development needs.

Fairy tales (appendix 19) from 4 delegates, who were also interviewed, describe coaching
experiences as transformational, some resembled myths or fairy tales with unsafe incidents,

magic help, tension or confusion, and redemption. One fairy tale tells a story of the youngest
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brother (FN) with no studied crafts, who learned to get help from his older brothers after
having met a small gnome with great wisdom about motives, so avoided to be thrown in the
dungeons by a King with great powers (bad authority figure, Moxnes, 1999a). Another fairy
tale is about a meticulous, hardworking girl (FE) who sew beautiful dresses, not good enough
for the family shop, but after learning from an older woman and a tailor, possibly a wise man
(Moxnes, 1998), she opens her own shop, perhaps indicating autonomy and becoming one’s
own authority. One fairy tale (FG) is about a little blue racing car, which met an old racing
car that gave it a motor helmet check and advised it to get new tires for better traction; so
makes it possible to perform better and realise it’s full potential. One delegate describes a
fairy tale (F7) about a restless young man being the centre of it all, bored and exhausted by a
life of waiting, dreaming of one day to take over the world. He thought a fine programme
would bring him progress, fame and fortune, but it’s all megalomania with no meaning. This

last fairy tale may suggest that interventions were less effective and didn’t give redemption.

Patterns in fairy tales can be seen as fear of displeasing others with authority, possess a craft
to get recognition from those who matter, work hard to deserve praise, be self-sufficient
because one cannot expect help from others, fear of dependency, others withholding
something that one wants, difficult to manage desires and greed, perhaps an undercurrent
smell of unfairness or coincidence with no transparent fair process in the system to involve,
engage and understand and it’s possibly contagious. Delegates’ deep roles (Moxnes, 1999b)
can be associated with good helpers to mirror self in and identify with, and transformations; a
black sheep to a good son or crown prince; a daughter to an appreciated and loved princess; a
little racing car to a powerful one. Most delegates’ fairy tales have a dynamic building up
tension or conflict, a helper appears and delegate goes through a personal, life-changing
transformation and some find bliss. One fairy tale (F7) may be seen as victory, be on top, as
opposed to at hierarchy’s bottom, and with a tendency to schizoid withdrawal (Moxnes,
1998, p. 290) believing the external world represents evil, only an individual position will
keep one safe, which can make it difficult to establish a safe space. Coaches’ deep roles in
delegates’ fairy tales can be split into good or bad helper as in succeed or fail: wise man/hero,
or false prophet/clown (Moxnes, 1999a). It’s threatening to see self, as one may be, helpless
and powerless, not omnipotent, as the curse of clevers may be to shy away from the unknown
and not take risks, if success if not apparent (DeL.ong & DeLong, 2011). Deep roles may give
an understanding of delegates’ wishes to be good archetypes (Moxnes, 1998) — and may

require a safe space to explore the dark sides, doubt, dwell and integrate to get a more
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nuanced perspective of self, others and the organisation. It’s possible that delegates
experienced coaching as transformational experiences as in dynamics of hero’s quest
(Campbell, 2008) or classic fairy tales (Bettelheim, 1977) with associated deep roles

(Moxnes, 2006) of good and evil to make irrational dynamics easier to cope with.

Fairy tales can be seen as a transitional object (Winnicott, 1984; Bollas, 1987) helping
delegates cope with anxiety (inner experience of context) and take interpersonal risks, thus
explore and contain rational and irrational thoughts, feelings and fantasies. Coaches as
helpers can be understood as transitional helpers (Moxnes, 1999) assisting delegates explore
the unconscious to avoid getting caught up in dynamics with immature defensive reactions;
“it’s easy pointing fingers at others and just say that everything is ridiculous and everybody
else are idiots, if things don’t go as ones want it to” (CEG:07:07); such as splitting and
projection (Klein, 1963), but to work with an integration of good and bad in the depressive
position. Fairy tales suggest that delegates experienced coaching interventions as help
magically appearing, when needed (small gnome, man in the forest, old racing car) and

without one having to reach out for it.

Coaches’ fairy tales (CJ, CB) tell about coaching interventions as transitions: a caterpillar to
a butterfly, or a potential space: test out new behaviours in a controlled way, increase self-
awareness to support performance and reduce risk of failure, to explore dilemmas and inner
conflicts, trust coaches to show vulnerability, but without loosing self, as delegates decide
what and how much to share, as highlighted by Korotov (2010). It’s proposed that coaching
experiences have similarities to dynamics in fairy tales, as expressed by delegates also,
beginning with conflict, ending with redemption (Bettelheim, 1977). The label clever may
affect the potential space (Winnicott, 1971), because others project something special into
clevers, a clever cannot be stupid, which may stir up pressures for perfectionism, envy and
rivalry (delegates seen as promoted siblings among peers, Khaleelee, 2003), therefore a safe
space is needed to be playful, grow and develop. Metaphors used by coaches to describe safe
space is an anchor or cord representing bond or trust, not disrupt and stir up defensiveness; a
psychological space with containment, which allows delegate to reduce paranoia, if coaches

start with harmless topics to prepare delegate to cross the threshold to the unknown.

Coaches describe a fondness towards delegates and some reciprocity in a dyadic relationship,
as delegates influence the coach too; one coach is a frog turning into a prince. A hypothesis

can be that some coaches introject delegates’ projections of a wise man, hero or winner
9
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(Moxnes, 1998), who’ve assisted a transition. Associations on delegates’ deep roles (ibid) are
those of a lost son or princess, who can be transformed into a successful crown prince or
princess similar to delegates’ point of view. An interpretation of coaches’ organisation-in-
the-mind may be a place of high risk, if one don’t project similarity to fit in, constant
pressure to perform and demonstrate a certain kind of behaviour, working identity, digital
approval or disapproval — and severe consequences (exclusion) if one fails. This may be
understood as a parallel process to what delegates experience in the external reality. It’s
possible that if interpreted as a monomyth (Campbell, 1988), compassion is essential to
establish a safe space; “one goes through gruelling hardships and then there is some
redemption in it” (CB:15:23); be a good helper assisting a journey from preparation to
orientation, experimentation and integration into real-work. A composite fairy tale from

delegates and coaches’ perspective is next.

In the Nordics, delegates left the ordinary world — a possible composite fairy tale

This story happened many years ago, but that is precisely why it is worth telling it before we
forget it (The Nightingale, Andersen, 1843). A possible composite tale (appendix 8) of the
hero’s quest may be deduced, which look like classis dynamics (appendix 19) in myths and
fairy tales (Campbell, 2008; Bettelheim, 1977). Delegates experience a call; cross the
threshold to the limits of comfort zones, go through tests and trials pushing boundaries with a
helper (wise old man, gnome, stranger, frog or old car). For delegates, the call or awakening
of self (Campbell, 2008, p. 42) is inadequacy, restlessness, stuckness, difficulty coping with
pressure in role, or lack of meaning or clarity. The threshold can be seen as first meeting with
coaches for some, the action learning seminar or collection of feedback for others, or a move
of emphasis from external reality to an inward psychological journey. In most fairy tales the
basic fear is fear of failure; if one fails, one will be rejected or abandoned (utterly destroyed).
Some delegates may seem to refuse the call exhibited as defensive behaviours; doesn’t get
useful feedback, devaluates coach and others procrastinate. The breakthrough, an affectively
charged moment, comes with exploring self, personality, observations and feedback making

sense of it with coach; expressed as patterns, puzzles or a book.

The unknown touches on existential dilemmas and redemption, as in fairy tales (Bettelheim,
1977), delegates undergo test, trials and transformation (Campbell, 1988). Coach as helper
assists delegate to cope with emotions and understand valence, motivations and defences.
The fairy tales show how delegates reach out (seek or await, skeptical or open, trust or not);

therefore may suggest what is helpful for delegates to establish safe space. Trust and good
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attachment (appendix 16a) show that delegates can ask for help, reach out and are motivated
to receive from others, but show diverse experiences across delegates. Inner working models
of relationships (Bowlby, 1979), propensity to trust (stranger, gnome or old racing car is
trusted in the unknown), what’s safe and unsafe, and what safe space mean, such as a
bookstore, book and outside the glass building, influence experience of safe space. It may be
seen as safe space is away from the organisational high-risk context, for some it’s a mental
space. The fairy tale about Mr K is an example of leaving something behind, writing new
pages in a book as development towards autonomy (Winnicott, 1984) and blank pages may
represent fear of emptiness or inadequacy, little or nothing is known, which feels unsafe,
especially if one is a clever and an expert in the ordinary world. Consistently, it seems as if
delegates experienced safe space with coaches, to trust helpers, and disclose self for life-
changing events to take place, seen from coaches’ and delegates’ perspective, except for 1
delegate (7) who didn’t. It’s likely that the absence of safe space is linked to coaching
experiences not being effective for this particular delegate; “I felt even there was no purpose
as we sat there. It was like a Friday afternoon, so before we go home, a la a little early
weekend, we meet for beers. I cannot use that” (DT:11:08); consequently personal stuff was

not shared and deep, felt stuff wasn’t explored.

Fairy tales propose that delegates have endured pain, messiness, anthill re-building, and loss
of one’s book, on the quest. A somewhat low impulse control may result in coaches being
blamed, if clarity is temporally lacking, or doubts, anxiety and fear of failure are projected
into one of the coaches, devaluated as a clown and container for emotions, delegates don’t
want to own. A hypothesis may be that fairy tales touch on classic conflicts, i.e. conformity
vs. individuality, duty vs. desire, stuckness and compulsions to repeat, developing autonomy
and finding a true self. In fairy tales coaches help delegate to take distance, reflect, include
other perspectives and gain new insights, which for most was effective. Fairy tales told by me
and coaches can be interpreted as romantic; caterpillar to butterfly, frog to a prince, old lady
on the veranda, which may touch on dynamics like the female representation of inclusive
love for progeny (Campbell, 1988, p. 181) or Snow White (Bettelheim, 1977, p. 214) falling
to sleep at a crucial point in development, reawakening at a higher stage of maturity with a
deeper consciousness and self-awareness. An inward journey, struggles originally faced
alone, meeting a helper, and one may have to surrender and submit to open up for new
insights to undergo psychological redemption and transformation; such as Psyche

accomplishing difficult tasks to unite with Cupid in a perfected form (Campbell, 2008, p.
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100). Hope related to coaches may be transformation or perfection, so events that clicked are

magically meeting a helper with supernatural powers: a different kind of expert.

Deep roles assigned to coaches are roles of family helpers (Moxnes, 1998) carrying a role of
a transformational or spiritual helper (in a bookstore, at home, in a forest, in a city, at school);
as wise man (projects all good stuff into coaches, or one of them), hero (someone delegates
want to identify with) or winner (overcoming fears and discomfort); and for a few a deep role
of a false prophet (doctor Jazz), clown (making dumb comments) or loser (devaluated by
delegates), who represents something, delegates don’t want to identify with or aren’t ready to
realise about self (even clevers can sometimes act stupid). This may relate to splitting in a
high-risk environment, as delegates may see others as friends or enemies from a systems
perspective, so can be infectious or what’s simply felt as needed to survive. Deep roles
assigned to delegates’ self are roles of crown prince, good son, lost son, younger brother,
black sheep, hero or material helper. Metaphors (Gabriel, 1999; 2000) for how to interact
with others includes records as symbols of feelings, getting pieces together in a puzzle,
rewriting ones book of understandings, football players learning to play the field and include
silent players, a picture perfect family on the surface and hidden family secrets below the
carpet, impatient cars honking the horns in a traffic light and a balancing act. Delegates’
composite fairy tale seems to propose that a supernatural helper is illustrative for what
coaches are expected to do: contain anxiety, advice, and guide and reflect with delegate to
establish a safe space to be unsafe. An assumption that it’s not possible to get help
characterises fairy tales, so help magically appears, and availability is an imperative element.
Coaches seem to have an essential role in the breakthrough as a stranger, gnome, or an old
car, and someone tells one to tear out pages of a book, stop the grinder or get new tires. Few
fairy tales (7, J) don’t include a helper suggesting that the hero (man, master builder ant) can
complete the quest without help, the helper is not helpful, or delegate hasn’t felt safe enough
to share personal stuff. Fairy tales indicate that coaches are competent (expert, person and
supernatural powers), project confidence, compassionate, intuitively understand delegates as
(imperfect) individuals, attunes and listens emphatically, and available psychologically to

establish a safe space to gain new perspectives in the unknown.

A safe space means a psychological, confidential space outside one’s habitat with a trusted
helper facilitating one’s development linked to organisation, role and person, past and
present; expressed as mechanic shop, small home town, bookstore, book, tailor shop and

suggest that it’s a psychological transitional space in a dyadic coaching relationship. Other
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described spaces seem to be characterised by ambivalence, such as football team, anthill,
garden and family, which appears to be safe and unsafe. It appears to be of importance that
coaches are separate from the ordinary world (gnome, stranger or old racing car) for
delegates to trust and feel safe. The fairy tales (Bettelheim, 1977) can be understood as a
coaching experience helpful to understand self, others, patterns and providing correcting
(emotional) experiences, a reflective space for personal development to make sense of it all
(self, motives, hidden agendas, resistance, what’s not being said, influence on others,
strengths and resources, what to work on) in a safe space to be unsafe, uncomfortable for a
while and play with possible selves and new behaviours with limited risks compared to
reality, but real enough to matter. I claim that a similarity to the psychological function of
fairy tales can be found (Bettelheim, 1977), not hit too close to home, as it may stir up too

much anxiety, defensiveness and resistance, but stay relevant for delegate to identify with it.

It can be suggested that fairy tales push delegates to the limits of their comfort zone into the
unknown, talking, writing, reflecting on personal, deep and felt stuff, to pick them up at
different level going a bit deeper for what was effective and less effective for this group. It’s
possible that it’s effective for the group of delegates to get of dance floor and on the balcony
to understand self and others better, get help to integrate learning in organisational role. 2
delegates didn’t write fairy tales, which may be for good reasons or that fairy tales are too far
out of their comfort zone, so stir up defences in delegates as procrastination, asking for more
time or better instructions, or passive-aggression. It simply feels unsafe, if one has to do
something in an area, in which one is not an expert. I propose that fairy tales can be an
effective facilitating environment with temporally safety boundaries to reflect, dwell and
question unsafe or unfamiliar thoughts, feelings and fantasies, taking a step back from a

rational, logical reality.

A safe space in a wonderful glade

Table 2 includes 77 significant statements extracted from verbatim transcripts of 6 interviews
with related formulated meanings. 6 themes (appendix 12) emerged from associated
meanings of safe space, what some coaches do or don’t do from coaches and delegates’ point

of view to establish safe space, and what clicked or didn’t with this group of delegates.

Theme 1: A competent helper and an authority too — In comparing and contrasting reports
from dyads, it seems obvious that coaches are seen as experts to establish safe space.

Collectively delegates emphasise significance of coaches as competent helpers; “Well, one
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thing is to have the professional skills, but he was good at reading people and could come up
with some such reasonable insightful things about people” (DN:02:29). Competence seems
essential to gain respect and arouse confidence, similar to clevers as experts (as in Kiesler &
Watkins, 1989); "right now, he was invited into one of few areas, he meets daily, where he
isn’t an expert and specialist. It simply feels unsafe. And he didn’t have enough guarantees
that it was something he would escape from alive or he could trust those, who invited him"
(CB:05:14), but not overly depend on identity as psychologist; “I think it was a little slow
start on what is needed to win him over ... It was that there was a respect for the other
person's professionalism” (CB:04:07). It manifests expert role of coach as suggested by
Rogers (Cullberg, 1999) for delegates to feel safe to push boundaries and explore, as well as
person of coach to enhance psychological safety from delegates’ point of view; “And I think
Ben’s educational background as a psychologist at some level also have some sort of
confidence-inspiring aspect. And then thirdly, all his behaviour, his appearance, speaks very
comfortable at a steady pace and seems very focused, good eye contact, and has a very calm
manner” (DG:03:04). Collectively delegates talk about verbal and non-verbal intimacy
behaviours (Patterson, 1976), which may influence an unconscious decision to trust coaches
or not. One coach stress this too; “my way of sitting at the table is a reflection of how much
he and I tried ... match, but not very conscious. I would think if he needs distance, so I don’t
go on the table and press him. So I think mine is a little mirroring of it.” (CB:13:31).
Coaches emphasise ability to protect delegates from psychological harm, not abuse ones
authority, avoid to stir up defences and resistance, which can prevent development, as
important to establish safe space. Coaches can be seen as authorities, which may be safe,
dangerous or unsafe, because one has different experiences to what degree authorities can be
trusted; “Yes, I had the impression that she was thinking, you got to say it right, did not know
why we are here and what we are doing. Or is it now I say anything, as he sits and writes
down. I had such a feeling. Was it a little dangerous with that observation behemoth that sat
over there” (CJ:03:21); stirring up inclusion/exclusion dynamics. Delegates appear to be
curious, cautious or skeptical depending on past experiences, perhaps delegates don’t know
what to expect from coaches or interventions, it arouses anxiety; and responsive attachment
figures (Bowlby, 1988) are sought throughout life to feel safe. The holding frame (Winnicott,
1990; Bowlby, 1988) and role of coach must be designed cautiously; “And the frame means a
lot to the relationship. I'm establishing the relationship most often by being sure the role is
designed carefully (CB:10:12)”; in accordance with what the programme purports to do, to

ensure predictability, reliability and confidentiality to establish safe space with delegates.
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Theme 2: Seen and met as a unique individual — A hypothesis may be that coaches
concentrate on delegate to establish psychologically safe space (Edmondson, 2011); “And [
mean, he was very focused on me when we had those coaching things, and there’s nothing
that comes to my mind, but I mean he was focused on me and we talked about how things
were going” (DE:10:29); adapt to needs, respect boundaries, not be intrusive; “Something
that I said, I've found it difficult to get feedback from any of my peers. (...) Others had been
like a little superficial, and I've had a little trouble finding things that I think were good, you
sort of like can work on (...) nothing is like wrong with me. He turns it around and says, well
then perhaps it’s really the theme, perhaps people don'’t feel they can tell you, because you're
going to react to it and be critical in relation to the things they say” (DN:09:11); to help
delegates see self in the eyes of coaches, as more than clevers; from coaches’ point of view
don’t intimidate or overdose, but develop solid hypotheses that resonate with delegate; “that
is what is an appropriate disturbance. And in the beginning it does not take much to disturb.
And that induce strong defence, it’s not a good start” (CB:10:25). Coaches highlight the
importance of self as tool to see, if delegate responds to cues, and safe space requires
receptivity from coach and delegate in a relationship; “If takes real coolness to add such a
mirror, hey, you stop, I notice we're talking faster and faster” (CJ:15:13) to demonstrate that
delegate are seen and met (Hart & Schwartz, 2008). It’s helpful to have a coach assist one
explore and make sense of behaviours, “(...) I think it was two things. When we talked about
my results from that test, that was helpful to think about, how I am and how I act and things
like that. And in the coaching sessions it was that he was honest and gave some examples
about what was bad and what was good” (DE:10:22), which suggests that delegate felt seen,
met and safe with coaches to share and open up for personal stuff. It seems to be coherent
across reports from dyads that to be seen and met as a unique individual, not as a stereotype

or achievements in an instrumental way, matters for delegates to feel safe.

Theme 3: It has to matter in a real-life context — To establish a safe space, it’s important
from delegates’ perspective, that coaches understand real-life context, adding a psychological
view; “it just made him such very unique, as having tried many different things and be able
to understand some of the challenges for us, but at the same time so also had what shall we
say, a strong insight into the academic world (...)” (DG:03:14). Effectiveness may be related
to individual real-work assignment, exposure to senior management and peer feedback; “But
the entire program, this exercise to be assigned a coach and be in educational modules, get

some attention from senior management, get any of these little tasks that again when you sat
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in it was a little annoying having to gather feedback from peers. But when you came through
it and could begin to reflect on it afterwards, so it has helped me a lot, and I think it's a really
interesting exercise to go through” (DG:12:16). An assumption may be that a safe space is
safe enough (Winnicott, 1971) to be at the limits of ones comfort zone, as it may seem unreal
if overmuch safe compared to a high-risk environment. As proposed by Kahn (1990) it has to
be meaningful, safe and available; “And he was also good at trying when you had questions
or others had questions like coming up with such concrete solutions to things. He was very
professional and seemed extremely talented. So it was quite clear it for me that it was what
meant the most” (DN:03:01), if the smell of the place and impact on delegates is understood,
it feels safe to reality test experiences. Primary task often represents a dilemma: what are on-
task, off-task and anti-task — and it may be difficult to intervene, if this isn’t understood;
when is a defence helping one do the work (mute button to keep noise out) and when is it
standing in the way (deaf)? Statements from some delegates (E and T) allude to distress,
because coach doesn’t understand context, which feels unsafe and may be interpreted, as
coach doesn’t understand what matters. Coaches don’t only become insignificant, but an
irritation or substitute for anger, possibly delegates struggle with others not understanding the
who and what in other parts of life. Perhaps it’s related to expectations; coaches invite
delegates to do something one thinks will be difficult or impossible (Campbell, 1988) in a
high-risk environment, so coaches really need to understand potential consequences, which
may be fatal in a dichotomy of succeed or fail. Delegates’ statements are coherent across
reports; but one coach seems to believe that a psychological background is key to effective
coaching experiences, whereas another coach sees it as evenly significant to apprehend the

context and primary task to connect micro to macro.

Theme 4: It’s unsafe and boring to talk to someone neutral — Coaches have to take a risk,
from delegates’ point of view, for them to feel safe and discuss personal, deep and felt stuff.
With these particular delegates, it’s meaningful, that coaches aren’t neutral, don’t be and act
like a therapist, opposite therapeutic working alliances (Rogers, 1959; Cullberg, 1999); “So
you just felt that he actually had an opinion about it, and there was some substance behind.
Instead of it just becoming such chitchat, as many of the other things in my eyes was, in other
words” (DN:11:24); delegates note that coaches take risk; “He was not afraid like to go into
something or say no to something, and I can just feel, at least for me in terms of confidence.
So, if I have to open up to someone, so there is a big difference whether it's one I like the feel

actually good at what he is talking about or not” (DN:10:22), which appears to be important
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for establishing safe space. An assumption may be that it has to do with delegates’ maturity
and development towards autonomy “I also think he was kind of quite honest (...). I mean
you should be if you are a coach, because he should tell me what he thinks, I mean he’s a
professional on this stuff (...)” (DE:04:16), so it feels safer that coaches have an opinion,
safe to lean on an authority, but a risk to cause dependency. A contrast, comparing what
delegates and coaches say, is that one coach seems to suggest, a coach is tolerant and neutral
establishing a containing psychological space, which is non-judgmental; although delegates
look to coaches for practical, useful insights, specific solutions to situations, and
consequently subjectivity. Neutrality may be suggested to be boring, chitchat or speaking by
mouth; "If he had been very fluffy around those concepts, so I'd have been skeptical about it”
(DT:06:01). A hypothesis may be that delegates see a high-risk environment, as binary win-
loose, by nature not neutral; something is better than something else. An important task in a
safe thinking space with coaches may be not to let answers murder questions, allow delegates

to be momentarily confused, tolerate not knowing, and not rush to closure.

Theme 5: Commitment without demanding something in return — Some delegates highlight
significance of (altruistic) support as important to establish safe space, perhaps it’s unfamiliar
to ask for help showing vulnerability and get help; “(...) we were welcome to contact him,
and I took the opportunity also a few times (...) showed that he was willing to go into this
with more than the number of hours he maybe got paid for (...)” (DG:04:26), or expressed as
“(...) And he was not getting paid, I think, to sit with me that extra hour, which was after a
long day” (DT:06:16). One coach describes it as, “Offering something, I think, without
asking for anything in return in the first place. But give something that can be an
encouragement” (CB:05:02). 1t’s untried that someone is available without demanding
something in return. It may relate to an assumption that talking about money is a taboo (Kets
de Vries, 2009) in this particular environment, or perhaps delegates begin to understand that
money is only antidepressants for those suffering from the Sisyphus complex (ibid, p. 100) —
or it’s a different way for delegates to express greed. It may feel unsafe in an environment
driven by money to promote existential themes over assets or maybe an anxiety about a fairy
tale that didn’t last, a question about how to stay hungry, not bored. Money plays a symbolic
role and may contain a lot of emotional material (ibid) such as hope, joy, envy, resentment,
disgust — and a concrete measure of performance in a wholesale bank. An assumption can be
that delegates unconsciously are asking coaches to solve an inner dilemma, which isn’t safe

to discuss with others. It may be a defensive reaction to test coaches’ availability before fully
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engaging, a kind of test to see if one can trust coaches to assist and guide through test and

trials in the unknown, so to feel safe.

Theme 6: A thinking space with safety boundaries — Interventions are intended to be
predictable and reliable as in a secure base (Bowlby, 1988) to establish safe space. Coaches
are called upon to manage boundaries of role, territory, task and person; “(...) I could just
sense that there was one here you could talk to about anything possible, and also feel
comfortable with, it would not be leaked to senior management if there were some things that
you did not want to continue in the system” (DG:02:19). Few delegates reflect on what’s
most comfortable and safe expressed as; “(...) it may not be surprising that the most
confident moments for me was when we had our one on ones, and it was some of the meetings
we've had, and it was ... he had joined me at work and a presentation I gave, he subsequently
gave me feedback, etc. It was there one felt the utmost degree of confidentiality. Not that 1
didn’t feel comfortable at other meetings, but if I so shall rank them, then this is it”
(DG:05:13), which can indicate that real-life assignment was more unsafe than individual
interventions, because it’s closer to home as found in the dynamics of fairy tales (Bettelheim,
1977). In particular, delegates experienced it as safe one on one; “(...) able to see that we
were comfortable with each other, that we had a good relationship. (...) So, you know, you
could laugh at things and we’re relaxed. I'll say. It wasn’t tense, it worked, I think, anyway”
(DN:09:29). 1t indicates that the relationship means a lot for safe space. Coaches have to
protect delegates from disclosing too much, and it probably has to be confidential to open up
for personal, deep and felt stuff, even with a pressure from delegates to disclose. Delegates
indicate it’s more difficult to establish safe space with an internal coach (Ward, 2007)
expressed as; “(...) I mean, why should I not trust him when he says things like that. (...) But
also I mean that I know that he comes from HR and has been picked to this thing, and I mean
of course I must trust that it stays between us” (DE:10:01). Trust and safe space seem to be
inhibited, if coaches are moving too fast for the relationship to be strong enough to hold
delegates; “It could be, if [ was too fast in relation to force those hypotheses down the throat
of the person, so that it IS indeed a problem, you can probably see that ... most will
experience it as disempowering” (CB:12:32). It appears to be of importance not to transgress

boundaries, but start with what’s harmless to build trust.

This study contends that a safe space has been established with delegates, because of
competence, role and person of coach, commitment and support, understanding of context

and delegates’ roles, temporal and psychological boundaries, and confidentiality. Especially
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calmness (Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011), commonly brought up by delegates, seems to be an
important trait to establish safe space with these particular delegates, perhaps as this group of
delegates is characterised by some neuroticism, agitation, anxiety and irritation of the system.
It seems as if, it’s possible to establish safe space in coaching interventions, and one
statement may propose that safe space can be transferred; “And it has just given me some
form of security in the organisation that I like has support, a place where I can seek some
advice and expect some things that I might not want to talk to my immediate supervisor
about” (DG:07:15). Consistently, it seems that safe space, from delegates’ perspective,
means individual interventions and small groups to share deep, felt, at times unexpected
stuff, personal stories or important incidents at work. What’s unsafe is to engage in real-work
individual assignment; a risk to fail and potential consequences for career, exposure to senior
management in the action-learning seminar, feedback from peers, immediate superior present
in some meetings limiting openness, coaches not knowing context or joking too much not
being serious enough about what’s at stake or delegates’ development. Coaches attach a
meaning of what is safe and unsafe for them, as an ability to cope with different situations,
such as an intervention with a disorganised delegate, so very related to professional
(psychological) competence. Overall, it may imply, from delegates’ and coaches’ point of
view, that psychological safety has a boundary. Meaning of safe/unsafe is not universal; it’s
paramount with empathic attunement to meet and understand delegate as an (imperfect)
individual, not a stereotype. It may suggest that coaches demonstrate an ability to protect
delegate from (irreparable) psychological and emotional harm through psychological
competence and interpersonal skills to invite delegate to explore ones inner theatre and take
interpersonal, emotional risk, including enduring discomfort and pain, meanwhile believe one
is going to survive and hold self together as a good enough individual, not a clinical diagnose
to be treated. A safe place may be stressful and with struggle or discomfort; “(...) and if [ had
seen it as a personal development course, I do not think I'd want to be in it at all”
(DT:16:31). It is possible that, comparing and contrasting reports, a safe space may be
understood as having similar meanings to coaches and delegates as a reflective space to think
about deep stuff and share thoughts, feelings and fantasies with someone, who will fulfil a
promise to keep personal information confidential, be curious about ones true self and
possible working identities, feeling safe enough to share, explore and be vulnerable, not
fearing negative consequences, as found by Edmondson (2011) in the study of how to learn

from failure and by Korotov (2010).
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Events that clicked from coaches’ point of view appear to be gathering data by multiple
methods and sources to develop valid, solid hypothesis about motives, behaviour and
patterns, benevolent conduct (not here to prove expertise, but interested in helping delegate
develop personally) and relevant exercises easy to apply, related to role and context to
achieve mastery. Delegates point to events that clicked as purposeful topics, useful and
relevant, i.e. motivation and resistance, real-life responsibility, stretch assignments and added
complexity in one’s role. Interviews may suggest that one-on-one sessions with feedback and
patterns, experiential learning closely related to organisational context to ease transfer and
relevance were most effective for delegates. It clicked to demonstrate solid psychological
proficiency, not cheap psychology overanalysing incidents, good enough understanding of
context, cohesion, and affective resonance, under promise and over deliver. It didn’t click to
be unprepared, unpredictable, vague, disconnected from delegate, delegate’s role and context,
and not challenge, which may be understood as a betrayal; too much good feeling arouses
discomfort, skeptisism and paranoia. Delegates emphasise action-learning seminar, peer
feedback, shadowing and observations, personality profile and feedback related to self-
awareness, practical application and sense-making with a trusted other (Yakovleva, Reilly &
Werko, 2010) as effective, except for one delegate (7), who emphasised individual

assignment, but coaching interventions weren’t effective.

Themes can point to an assumption that individual coaching interventions are effective for
this group of delegates, if a safe space is established for delegates to open up for personal
development. It seems that coaches establish trust (table 3) by other-awareness (delegate’s
perspective and what delegate brings up matters, but stay relevant), ask open-ended questions
(not ask why), don’t reject delegate, but demonstrate that delegates can be comfortable with
who and what, one is. Delegates’ reflections in fairy tales, video vignettes and interviews can
be seen as examples of going a bit deeper on what was effective and less effective for the
group of delegates. Awareness of intra- and interpersonal themes comes to the foreground;
awareness of inner motivation, resistance in self/others, motivational crisis, anxiety and
boredom, dependence, autonomy to become an authority of ones own, sibling rivalry,
aggression and envy, authorities, inclusion, exclusion, narcissistic injuries, possibly
summarised as: getting help understanding self and others’ irrational behaviours in dyads
and small groups in a lab for clevers. It seems safe to suggest that what’s less effective for
this group of delegates is lectures, as it does not provide experiential learning, and an

assumption can be that delegates already have enough academia. One delegate (7) saw the
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programme as unstructured, random and suffering from a childhood disease of chaos, which

can be seen as a lack of a holding environment for this particular delegate all together.

It can be argued that a safe space is linked to the effectiveness of the coaching experience, if
trust, respect, patience and tolerance for ambiguity (Edmondson, 2011) between coach and
delegate has been established to open up for self-disclosure, exploration, collaborative
hypotheses, and experimentation; “(...) entire program has helped to increase one's self-
awareness of how you are and what you can do and what are your strengths and weaknesses,
and then you can just work on the things. Of course you have to work with one's weaknesses,
but also do more of what you're good at” (DG:13:22). The relationship with coaches is
emphasised as a key to opening up, “it was such, lastly, he could have said all sorts of things,
that is. Then and there, I think, I was open enough for him to tell me everything he had for
me. And [ would be willing to accept it” (DN:13:30). This can perhaps be evidence of the
importance of safe space from a clinical perspective in a high-risk environment, as
demonstrated in fairy tales too; linked to effectiveness of coaching for delegates to deal with
the inventible discomforts of dependence, anxieties and vulnerability, desires, affect and

arousal, risk of failure to engage in safe risk taking to develop personally and professionally.

In a different Kingdom — or existence of safe space in a classroom

Observations (appendix 9) of delegates’ transformational events tell of secret ingredients in
an inner transformation, from disconnect to connectedness, dare to be ambitious, open about
money as a key motivator, stir up envy in others because one has something others want, dare
to be different and push boundaries, a step worth taking crossing comfortable boundaries to
be at the very limits of one’s comfort zone. Delegates appear to be reflective and emotionally
connected talking about individual reflective, transitional spaces directly connected to real
work — and provide a good enough container in a group reflective space (Gabriel, 1995).
Findings based on observations of delegates’ talking about transitions seem to indicate that a
reflective space is effective for this particular group in a caring climate challenging delegates
to write, reflect and disclose self in small group settings to connect to what’s beneath the
surface, inner working models, motives and working identity. It’s effective with intensive,
demanding tasks, which are unknown, but set in a relevant frame and context like writing
exercises. A different classroom setting (appendix 20), sitting in horseshoe shape with no
tables, may open up for closeness and reflections without being therapeutic. These findings
can potentially show that delegates’ vignettes captured rich, felt and deep experiences, and an

example of psychological safety in small group setting similar to a here-and-now group
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psychotherapy experience (Yalom, 2005). It was a surprise to observe level of disclosure,
depth and psychological safety in small groups in contrast to high-risk environment. I suggest
that a psychological safe climate to open up has been established as described by Edmondson

& Roloff (2009).

Importance and relevance of findings

I propose, these findings matter from an organisational perspective to provide safe space for
delegates to develop, especially as clevers are close to the primary task, if not it may limit
effectiveness of coaching interventions and development, so catastrophic for organisational
effectiveness depending on clevers. It may seem self-evident that it matters to clevers. It’s a
real surprise, how challenging it really is to show limitations and inadequacies, which may
seem a precondition for interactions with others; exactly how vulnerable it is to step outside
comfort zone in a high-risk environment, in which failure isn’t allowed, one risk to get killed
figuratively and second chances are very rarely given. It’s possible that a binary thinking
dominates, thus a black — white isomorphism in relation to delegates' thinking about reality:
either a star or a low performer. Events, thoughts, feelings and fantasies outside conscious
awareness can notably influence behaviours and patterns, which may make it particularly
demanding to establish safe space in a high-risk environment. Delegates have different
experiences with authorities, trust and relationships, money has a symbolic power — and so it
may be difficult to imagine that someone offers something without hidden motives,

demanding something in return or simply demonstrate a genuine interest.

Limitations to this study

In this study, I explored 11 delegates’ fairy tales and reports from 4 dyads to understand safe
space in a high-risk environment. There is a limit to what I can learn in a brief piece of
practitioner research given how personal and complex these issues are. I’ve studied pieces of
coaching experiences, but part of the content and context cannot be known. There are several
other limitations this study. First, it’s a small, convenience sample from my backyard and this
study carries the possibility of general limitations. In utilising a sample of delegates in a
specific programme and with a specific background in finance, economics, math and physics,
it’s feasible that results may not be representative of clevers more generally. Further studies
with samples from wider backgrounds could address any concerns over recruitment bias. The
study depended on two coaches, and results could have differed, if coaches had been either
internal or external consultants, to reflect on coach’s ability to establish safe space. Readers

should thus be careful in generalising results to a broad population of coaches. Participation
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rate was not a 100% (2 delegates did not write a fairy tale and not all delegates participated in
the closing workshop), and I didn’t ask for reasons. Most delegates were relatively new to
coaching, and as a results, may have presented more positively than more experienced
delegates with a different comparison. I felt that coaches and delegates trusted me, as
demonstrated by a willingness to talk about coaching experiences, share personal stuff in

fairy tales and transformational events in vignettes.

Overall, the clinical lens has been helpful and had explanatory power related to the research
question. A psychodynamic framework (Gabriel, 1999) is complex, interpretive and gives no
clear answer, but can be a solid perspective to form hypotheses. The clinical lens is
sufficiently nuanced to explain the otherwise incomprehensible and irrational, as the theory
oppositely can be critiqued for. This thesis is based on theories (Winnicott, Bowlby, Bollas)
in a therapeutic context without direct connection to organisations. A risk using a clinical
lens is that organisations and individuals are treated as patients and diagnosed with
pathological concepts. In writing a fairy tale about personal experiences (appendix 21) in a
leadership development programme (EMCCC), I had the advantage of going through a
similar experience as delegates, but have unquestionably projected some of my fantasies and
realities into delegates’ fairy tales. So, practitioner researcher bias could also have impacted
on the research. Triangulation methods have been used, however it’s not possible to involve
multiple interviewers and raters in the coding. Hypotheses have partly been validated with
coaches, not with delegates; so may represent one of many possible interpretations. I was
unable to set up a control group, nor identify effects of coaching interventions in the
medium- or long-term. Despite its limitations, this study offers preliminary support for the
importance of a safe space, from a clinical point of view, in a high-risk environment — and for

the link to effectiveness of coaching experiences.

Future research

It’s possible that safe space in a different context with a different kind of dataset may have
produced different results, consequently interesting and important to expand the sample of
delegates and coaches to explore the topic further. Future studies exploring a safe space are
needed to understand respect, tolerance, trust and closeness in a dyadic relationship more in
depth. Initially, I was concerned with exploring a helping relationship, and it may have been
an exciting perspective to examine what some coaches do or don’t do to form a relationship
with delegates in a high-risk environment. It may have been an interesting approach to

conduct re-interviews with coaches and delegates to explore CCRT, analyse specific
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relationship episodes to understand transference and countertransference more in depth and
potential impact on safe space — or to provide a perspective on the use of the CCRT method
in organisations. This research is a relatively brief piece of research, which may make it
interesting to conduct another study in 12-18 months time focusing on integration in
delegates’ development, so identify safe space and effectiveness of coaching in the medium-
term (or even longer term). Fairy tales have been an interesting approach to research, and
from a personal perspective, [ want to explore psychological interpretation of fairy tales more
(Von Franz, 1996; Fromm; 1957; Dieckmann, 1986), helpfulness in a transitional space in a
company programme, perhaps asking delegates to write a fairy tale before programme entry
about the expectations, in the programme as deep reflections, maybe on the action-learning
lab to understand undercurrent dynamics in the small groups, and before re-entry to get a

perspective on the development process.

It’s interesting to understand the concept of safe space to explore reflection more in depth.
Roles in a wholesale bank are not high-risk roles as such compared to an ER doctor or army
pilot, but may have something in common (short response time, demands on rational, quick
decision making, overstimulation, limited possibility of withdrawal and anxiety). Exogenous
conditions can lead to a generally heightened level of anxiety, which can lead to defensive
reactions and various coping attempts, which may have added completely different insights
on clevers in wholesale banking, if examining self-care capacity, most often used in
healthcare. In summary, the garden stretched so far that even the gardener did not know the
end of it. If you continued to walk, you came to the most beautiful forest with tall trees and

deep lakes (The Nightingale, Andersen, 1843).

Turning the story into a conclusion

This study provided a perspective on what some coaches do (or don’t do), from coaches’ and
delegates’ point of view, to establish safe space with delegates in a high-risk environment to
open up for personal development. Evidence from fairy tales and reports proved that
delegates’ psychological traits in combination with a high-risk environment might be
counterproductive for personal development. Findings suggest, that coaching is an effective
individual intervention for delegates to seek help to facilitate personal development, if a safe
space is established to add some distance to the high-risk environment. I propose that these
findings add to research done by Edmondson (2011) and Korotov (2010), not all new, but
adding new perspectives from a different kind of dataset, in particular the need for a safe

space for clevers from a clinical perspective, because of an experience of a lack of safe space
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in work life. Comparing and contrasting reports from dyads, a safe space seems to be a
confidential, safe enough, mental space in a coach-delegate dyad with well-defined
demarcations of content and time. It’s consistent, predictable and reliable to be temporally
unsafe, and arouse some discomfort, but not arouse overly defensiveness to self-protect, in a
realistic environment; it matters, it’s real enough, not only a lab. Safety boundaries, as
temporal, spatial and psychological boundaries, are predominantly managed by coaches, but
also delegates for what and how much to share, to establish a sense of psychological safety,
which goes beyond trust, respect and tolerance to make oneself vulnerable to others’ actions
(Edmondson & Roloff, 2009; Edmondson, 2011), trusting one can self-protect, if needed.
From a clinical perspective, a safe space in a high-risk environment is important to ensure
help, survival, delegates’ personal development relevant for primary task, and integration of a
composed self to make conscious choices, not be caught up in unconscious dynamics and
impulses. It surprised me that coaches had to do so much boundary management for
delegates to balance self-disclosure and withholding, perhaps because delegates want to
disclose self and transformations to be recognised by those who matter, and protected from

exclusion by attaching self to those in power.

Reports from several dyads on the existence (or not) of a safe space offer support for the idea
that it’s linked to effectiveness of coaching experiences. Coaches establish safe space through
empathy, compassion understood as emotional insight not sympathy, and attunement to meet
delegates on home turf, eliminate noise and communicate in a comprehensible language to be
good interpersonal role models — or equally poor role models as some clevers, who may
prefer to use academic competences, not interpersonal skills, consequently not establishing
safe space. A safe space reduces anxiety and paranoia enough to express relevant thoughts
and feelings, to accept vulnerability and believe that one will not be rejected, if disclosing
ones’ imperfections. This study highlighted that delegates considered it very unsafe to step to
the limit of one’s professional expertise, and in a high-risk environment with a win-loose
mentality, fantasies of exclusion, if one fails, is a real risk, not only fantasy. It can be argued
that the work context for this group of delegates places greater demands on a safe space,
highlighting from a clinical perspective the importance of same, perhaps greater demands on
coaches too to facilitate development, because it’s an environment characterised by
competitiveness, winners and losers, maybe humiliated if mistakes are made, or may feel
powerless with little influence on tasks and demands. Delegates want to be competent; and

are used to be within a narrow field, inadequacy are highly anxiety provoking — and most
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experience inadequacy stepping out of the comfort zone, thus increasing the need to establish
a safe space for personal development. This combined with a desire for mastery makes it
particularly vulnerable to be rejected on one’s competences, so more challenging to take a
risk. I suggest, coaches must communicate without psychological gobbledygook, at the same
time demonstrate professional competence, at least equal to delegates’ competence to project

confidence and gain respect, and so establish safe space.

It may seem obvious that delegates want competent coaches, but they want in-depth expertise
from coaches who can embrace experience, psychology, context and primary task. It’s a
surprise, comparing and contrasting personal experiences with reports from dyads, that
delegates don’t want neutral coaches, but coaches able to not only relate to context and
primary task to build trust and respect, in addition to a background as psychologist, but to
take a risk, be a person, voice opinions and suggest solutions. Delegates react both when not
met with condemnation and when a risk of inclusion or exclusion is present, and it demands
something different from coaches than to be a neutral interlocutor. It may mean a greater
degree of norm and directness in interventions to decrease stimuli and hardness of stimuli to
reduce automatic, neurotic anxiety. A win-loose dichotomy influences on coaches, either a
hero or a clown, even when coaches succeed, a thin line exists between idealisation and

devaluation.

It’s effective, from delegates’ perspective, that coaches see them as (imperfect) individuals,
not stereotypes, providing delegates with a potential space (Winnicott, 1971), in which self,
motives, working identity and patterns can be examined without fear of rejection, destruction
or exclusion. It’s of significance to be seen, met and mirrored to step to the limits of one’s
comfort zone, and open up for exploration and experimentation. The difference that makes a
difference is to have a safe space (Bowlby, 1988), a kind of refuge, to reflect and think with
someone and be comfortable with one’s inadequacies. An interesting observation from the
study is that a safe space cannot be overly safe, as it has to be real and matter to reflect
realistic anxiety and adaptive responses to signals; and from delegates’ perspective, they
become skeptical and suspicious, if all is evenly good, it becomes not only indifferent, but an
irritation, it simply feels unsafe — and coaches may be devaluated as a consequence. Money
has a symbolic and real power; it may be difficult to imagine altruism, getting something
without giving something in return, which may put added demands on coaches to

demonstrate a genuine, benevolent commitment.
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It seems safe to suggest that one of the events that clicked was experiential learning in a
seminar (lab) with real-life assignments and exposure to senior management for it to matter.
Second, it seems as if collecting the puzzle (360 degree, triangulation of methods) with
coaches to understand patterns, look at self and work from the outside-in clicked from
coaches’ and delegates’ point of view. It’s very important for this particular group that the
programme, interventions and roles have been cautiously designed in every little detail to
provide a holding environment and establish safe space for delegates to understand what
happens, when, how and with whom, to highlight rules of engagement. An important point is
not to deprive self of support from those around one, as demonstrated in the small group
sessions. Thirdly, coaches’ behaviours, in particular calmness to reduce arousal and allow
delegates to think, and mentalisation to understand delegate’s thoughts, feelings, fantasies,
actions and perception of reality seem to be important for some coaches to build trust, reduce
anxiety and paranoia to establish safe space; not only in coaching interventions, but
consistent with behaviours in lectures and small group sessions. It’s less effective to
participate in theoretical lectures, as it doesn’t bridge the knowing-doing gap; and if safe

space isn’t established effectiveness of coaching interventions drop.

Through writing, pushing boundaries, while not being therapeutic or too far from reality,
delegates engaged in deep reflection to examine development, transformations and events
that clicked in coaching interventions. Fairy tales show that delegates move through a
developmental process similar to a transformational quest in tales or myths. It shows that the
psychology of fairy tales can be adapted to understand and establish safe space to be
temporally unsafe, while exploring new behaviours as part of a personal development
process. Coaches may be transitional objects providing support, adaptive guidance,
containment, protainment and psychological safety to rewrite the scripts of delegates’ inner
theatre. Fairy tales added a new and different lens, because it captured a deeper level of
reflection, picking up delegates at a different level of consciousness, about a high-risk
environment, self and others, transformation, coaching experiences and safe space. It shows
that the psychology of fairy tales can be helpful to keep some distance to one’s organisation-

in-the mind and inner theatre — and gain insights into the unconscious.

A surprise reflecting on my coaching practice is that coaching alphas, it seems that coaches
have to win the first fight (Ludeman & Erlandson, 2004) to establish psychological safety, to
prove to be strong enough to contain, whatever alphas have to share, and with clevers, it’s a

different fight to establish expertise in a psychological, intra-psychic and interpersonal area,
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often unfamiliar to clevers. It may contribute to the coaching practice highlighting the
clinical importance of safe space, the role of coach to establish a safe space for delegates to
feel safe, compassion, self as instrument and to dare be non-neutral, but be present as a
person — and reflect on whether delegates feel safe. It may be more prestigious to coach
executives, if looking at hierarchical status reflecting on coaches, perhaps more fun coaching

clevers, at least not less demanding.

A new fairy tale is about to begin...
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Appendix 3: Coaches, delegates, practitioner researcher and peer reviewer
in the ordinary world

A pre-meeting is held with coaches to discuss the real-world research and approach. Coaches
have prepared a list of delegates, whom they have coached among delegates in the seedling
box programme. Delegates are randomly chosen by me to participate in an interview (four

dyads with two delegates per coach).

Ben, coach (B): Male, certified occupational psychologist, independent consultant with his
own business since 1998, broad business background, leadership experience, and working

with the bank since 1999 on different assignments.

Josh, coach (J): Male, PhD in psychology, working experience as a clinical psychologist and
external consultant (leadership and coaching), certified occupational psychologist and internal

consultant in the bank based in Group Human Resources (18 months).

George, delegate (G): Male, chief sales broker, domestic sales, commodities, prior working

experience from another bank, ambitious, 31 yrs. old, married, children and coached by Ben.

Noah, delegate (N): Male, married, 34 yrs. old, no children, chief trader, complex risk,
Copenhagen, 2 yrs. as an analyst then transferring to trading, approx. 10 yrs. of working

experience and coached by Ben.

Ella, delegate (E): Female, senior trader, derivatives trading, 40 yrs. old, 2 children, approx.

10 yrs. of working experience, a degree in mathematics and economics and coached by Josh.

Thomas, delegate (T): Male, chief analyst, 34 yrs. old, married, approx. 5 yrs. of seniority,
prior working experience in central banks prior to joining the wholesale bank and coached by

Josh.

Pia Irene, practitioner researcher (PR): Female, Global Chief Human Resources Officer in
the wholesale bank, 6 yrs. with the bank (in Group Human Resources as head of coaching and
consulting, talent, succession, strategic recruitment and employer branding), 41 yrs. old,
single, approx. 22 yrs. of working experience in accounting, consulting and human resources
for multinational large corporates, 18 yrs. of leadership experience, a bachelor in accounting
and finance, master degrees in human resources and later in organisational psychology,
currently studying an executive master in clinical approaches to management at INSEAD. A

condensed personal history relevant to this study is that she has experience as a coach,



delegate, didn’t always felt seen as a person and is working on a satisfactory working identity
(and possible selves) to cope with star performer projections from others, and finding true
inner motivation. This may be relevant, as I alternate between reproducing coaches' and
delegates’ self-understanding and reflecting on safe space and coaching experiences, also the

unconscious (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).

Johanne Grant Nielsen (JG), peer reviewer, female, certified occupational psychologist,
independent consultant, has worked with the bank on different assignments and currently

undergoing clinical training in Australia at a veteran centre.

Merete Wedell-Wedellsborg (MW), peer reviewer, female, certified occupational psychologist,
independent consultant, and has worked with the bank on different assignments, in particular

coaching alphas in the wholesale bank.
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Appendix 6a: Interview guide for coaches and delegates

The purpose of the interview is to explore what do some coaches do (or don’t do) to establish
a safe space with delegates in a high-risk environment to open up for personal. Empirical data
from the interview is used to illustrate how practice can be studied and understood in relation

to my theoretical preconceptions.

Initially, I wish to explore what a safe space mean to coaches and delegates - and what events
clicked (or didn’t) in coaching interventions from coaches’ and delegates’ point of view, and
what’s effective and less effective for this particular group of delegates. In real-world
research, [ want to capture stories about a safe space and coaching experiences in this specific
context. The research focus will be on coaches/delegates to understand self, the other, safe

space and the coaching experiences.

The semi-structured guide consists of narrative interview questions, inspired by Hollway and
Jefferson (2000), researching specifically into the themes of coaching experiences, safe space
and the link to effectiveness of interventions. The questions in the guide are thematically
related to the “what” in the interview, the theoretical (pre)-conceptions of the research topic
and the subsequent analysis of the interview to make meaning of themes in the stories told.
Stories can be structured by an infinite number of themes, but the research question provides a
particular frame (theoretical structure) that cannot be ignored (self/the other, the

closeness/distance and trust/distress in the relationship, helpful/unhelpful and safe/risky).

In addition to the interviews, the delegates will be asked to write a fairy tale about their
coaching experience (“Tell me a story about your coaching experience as if it was a fairy tale
or a movie”) inspired by the psychology of fairy tales/stories and the link to the unconscious
through associations (Gabriel, 1999). The delegates will be asked to prepare a graduation
speech for the group in the closing workshop in September 2012 about individual turning
points in the programme (approx. 5-7 minutes). Speeches will be filmed (video vignettes), if
okay with the delegates. Before the interview, the delegates have received an email with

instructions for the fairy tale assignment, ethics and an introduction to the study.

Coaches will not be asked to write a fairy tale, however they will be asked in the interview to
select one delegate to tell a fairy tale about (“Which one do you want to tell me a fairy tale
about?” “Tell me a story about what has been going on in your coaching interventions as if it

was a fairy tale” — and “Tell me about the others, you did not choose to talk about?”).



The intention of the interview guide is to ensure that the research question is subject to
exploration and that the corollary questions are answered too. The questions are articulated to
support the interviewer (me), although it is not essential whether (or not), the exact same
wording or order is followed. The guide is structured in such a way that I have some questions

to fall back on in the interview, if it so happens, that I loose ‘the red thread’.

The intention is not to go through all sub-questions in the interview guide, but to set a frame
for the interview with the relevant themes. If a new question of interest for the research
question comes up during the interview, it will be included. To avoid posing unnecessary or
“indistinct” questions, the guide consists of two columns: the purpose of the question and the
question itself. Inspired by Gabriel’s (1999) use of stories the interview includes questions
directly looking at particularly moments. I am, in particular, interested in information about
the selected themes, which can help me explore, understand and answer the research question,
while remaining open, exploratory, not hypothesis forming and deep listening to the stories.
Stories, symbols, metaphors and images can provide access to the unconscious, which

supports the study “below the surface”.

The rounding off will sets the stage for a brief summary of the interview and the intention is
to give the coach/delegate the opportunity to reflect on and comment on the approach — and

thereby reduce any wonderment or insecurity.

Information from interviews will be reported anonymously or composite (i.e. what I learned
from the interviews...) in the thesis — and if quotes are used directly disclosing the name of
the interviewees then, the coach or delegate can read the quotes, before publishing. Anything
they say or give me during the interviews, as preparation for the closing workshop and in the

workshop, will be used in the thesis, if relevant to answer the research question.



Introduction
I am studying an Executive Master programme “Consulting and Coaching for Change” at
INSEAD.

Currently, I am doing my master thesis, which is about coaching in banking. I want to
explore, how coaches form a helping relationship and establish a safe space to open up. I will
be using the high potential development programme as a case study to explore this. I do this
by comparing and contrasting reports from several dyads (coach-delegate) on what happened
in the coaching relationships.

The interview itself is confidential and transcripts of the interviews will not be included in the
thesis. Information will be used aggregated and anonymously. If quotes are used directly, you
can read them before the thesis is published. The conclusions of the thesis can and will be
presented to the group, if so requested.

If it is not of any inconvenience to you, I would like to use the voice recorder to make sure
that I get everything and can concentrate on listening, not taking notes. The professional
transcribe and I will be the only ones with access to the audio band.

Background and demographic data
Background questions about the coach/delegate: The aim is to get short, factual information
and demographic data.

Purpose (approx. 5 minutes): Questions:
To understand the background of the Please make a short presentation about your
coach/delegate. self.

How long have you been working in the
organisation/working with us?

What are your background and your role?

Self and the other

Topic 1: Self and the other in the context of the coaching relationship. The purpose is to
explore self in relation to others to understand object relations and experiences with (adult)
relationships. The questions will help explore the coach or delegate in role and as person,
and how he/she relates to the other to understand the psychology of the meeting between the

two (self/other).

The intention with the questions is to open up to rich stories and free associations to
understand what the coach or delegate sees as in particular important in understanding self
and others. In particular, the researcher/interviewer is interested in answers that help
understand inner working models about relationships.



Theme question: Which stories do the coach/delegate tell about self, the other person and
how they interact, as well as the meta-perspective giving an educated guess about what the
other might think about self?

Purpose (approx. 15 minutes): Question:
To understand the coach/delegate’s If you remember back to the autumn, when
understanding of self and other. the development programme began.

Tell me about the first time you met with
your coach/delegate?

What happened?

What did you notice about him/her? What do
you think he/she noticed about you?

What was the most important or critical in
that first meeting? How did it impact you/the
other person?

What did you think about him/her? How did
you feel (about him/her)?

What might the coach/delegate have thought
about you?

What did you appreciate most about your
coach/delegates? Anything unexpected?

What else?

The coaching relationship
Topic 2: Forming a helping and psychologically close relationship with delegates in coaching
interventions. The purpose is to explore what happened in the coaching interventions.

The purpose of the questions is to investigate, how the coach/delegate is experiencing the
coaching relationship, sense of trust, felt security and healthy way of coping with conflict and
distress. In particular, the researcher/interviewer is interested in answers that can help
understand intimacy, mature interdependency, psychologically closeness or distance,
autonomy or dependency, self-reliance and self-efficacy.

Theme question: How was a helping (or not) and psychologically close (or not) relationship
formed? How can a coach establish an atmosphere of trust and intimacy to win the
acceptance of delegates to form a potential working alliance? How can the feeling of
connectedness (or not) be established? How do you get delegates to trust you?

Purpose (approx. 15-30 minutes): Questions:
To understand how a coaching Tell me what you/your coach did to form a
relationship is formed and a sense of relationship. What worked and what did not?

trust/felt security is established.




Purpose (approx. 15-30 minutes):

Questions:

To understand how a coaching
relationship is formed and a sense of
trust/felt security is established.

Tell me about moments of trust?

What did you (as a coach) do or say to create
these moments? What did your coach do or
say to create these moments?

What were you thinking (intent)?

At what point did you feel you gained the
trust (or not) of your delegate? At what point
did you feel you could trust (or not) your
coach?

What did that do to you — and the other
person?

Any examples?

Tell me about a moment in which you felt
close (or not) to your coach/delegate?

Is there a particular incident that comes to
mind? How did you feel?

Is there anything you are in particular
interested in (psychologically speaking)?

Helpfulness and unhelpfulness

Topic 3: Forming a helping and psychologically close relationship with delegates in coaching
interventions. The purpose is to explore helpfulness and unhelpfulness to understand what
actually happened that was helpful (or not) above or below the surface.

The purpose of the questions is to explore, how the coach/delegate is experiencing the
relationship and the interventions. In particular, the researcher/interviewer is interested in

answers that can support understanding helpfulness (e.g. empathy, genuineness,
unconditional acceptance) and unhelpfulness (withdrawing, indifference, inauthentic or

judging).

Theme question: What “clicked” (or did not) in the coaching interventions? What do
delegates appreciate and find helpful (or not)? Can a coaching relationship help delegates
overcome the sense of vulnerability and exposure to reduce unhealthy paranoia?

Purpose (approx. 15 minutes):

Questions:

To obtain an understanding of helpfulness
and unhelpfulness in the coaching
relationship.

Tell me about moments or events that
“clicked” (or didn’t) in the coaching
interventions? Tell me why?




Purpose (approx. 15 minutes): Questions:

To obtain an understanding of helpfulness | What did you appreciate most in your
and unhelpfulness in the coaching coaching interventions?

relationship. What did your coach do that was helpful/not

helpful? What did you think your delegate
perceived as helpful/not helpful?

For delegates only:

What did your coach do that was helpful/not
helpful? What did you think, your coach
perceived as helpful (or not) for you?

Tell me about moments where you felt your
coach was concerned (or not) about your
needs?

At what point did you feel you could count
on (or not) your coach?

For coaches only:

What did you do that was helpful (or not) to
your delegate? What did you think your
delegate perceived as helpful/not helpful?

Tell me about moments in which you were
concerned (or not) about your delegate’s
needs?

Tell me about moments in which you have
been effective (feeling helpful) or ineffective
in helping (helplessness) your delegates?

How would an observer like me see you
engage in the coaching interventions?

Psychologically safety (safe space) and risk of being “killed” (high-risk environment)
Topic 4: Establish a safe space to open up in coaching interventions and make the delegate’s

personal development possible. The purpose is to explore beliefs about psychological safety
and interpersonal risk taking in the coaching intervention in a challenging high-risk
environment.

The purpose of the questions is to explore, how the coach/delegate is experiencing
psychological safety and interpersonal risk. In particular, the researcher/interviewer is
interested in answers that can help understand the ability to be safe with one self, comfortable
being oneself, being vulnerable and rely on one’s own ability to self-protect — and a sense of
confidence that one will not be embarrassed, rejected or punished for opening up.

Theme question: How can a psychologically safe, potential space to open up and reflect be
formed between a coach and a delegate? Can a psychologically safe space help delegates to
feel the ‘here-and-now’ emotions and reactions — or provide an appropriate distance?



Purpose (approx. 15 minutes): Questions:

To gain an understanding of psychological | Tell me what a safe space looks like? Any
safety, safe space and interpersonal risk. examples or metaphors?

Tell me about safe (or unsafe) moments in
your coaching interventions. What is safe or
unsafe to you?

What did you/your coach say or do — or not
say or do? How did that influence the
relationship?

Tell me about moments of vulnerability (or
not) in your coaching interventions?

What did you/your coach say or do — or not
say or do? How did that impact your
relationship?

Tell me what you have learned about
relationships? Anything that surprised you?

What would I in particular have noticed if I'd
filmed you during your coaching
intervention?

Storytelling about the coaching experience from the coach perspective (coaches only!)
Topic 5: The coaches will not be asked to write a fairy tale, but will be asked in the interview

to select one delegate to tell a fairy tale about.

Theme question: Tell a story about the coaching experience for one of the delegate’s.

Purpose (approx. 15 minutes): Questions:
To gain access to associations and the Which one of your delegates do you want to
unconscious. tell me a story about (no names)?

Tell me a story about what has been going on
in your coaching interventions as if it was a
fairy tale (or movie).

Tell me about the others, you did not choose
to talk about?

Rounding off
Is there anything in the interview, you wondered that I asked? Something that you did not get
asked, that you wanted to comment? Is there anything else you would like to say or add?

If nothing further, thank you for your time and participation!
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Appendix 7: Fairy tale writing assignment
Dear All,

Hope you are in good shape and looking forward to getting back together after the summer break.

The theme in the closing workshop will be storytelling and sharing your stories with each other to
reflect on your composite learning. Story sharing refers to knowledge transfer (McLellan, 2006),
thus related to a theme well known to you, and can be seen as inspiring insight and “sparks” for
communication.

As preparation for the closing workshop, you will be asked to a) Tell/write your story about the
coaching experience (emailed to Pia only) — and b) Prepare a short graduation speech to make the
closing of the programme a special moment (prepare to give your speech in front of the group).

The work, you are doing aims to help you reflect on your individual learning from the programme
and stories help us remember. The assignments are partly linked to the theme of knowledge sharing
that you have worked on throughout the last nine months in the programme and partly linked to my
studies at INSEAD.

I’'m studying an Executive Master ”Consulting and Coaching for Change” at INSEAD. Currently,
I’m doing my master thesis, which is about coaching of high potentials in banking. In particular, I
want to explore, how coaches form a helping relationship (or not) and establish a safe space to open
up (or not).

I’'m using the high potentials programme as an illustrative case study to explore this. I do this by
comparing and contrasting reports from several dyads (coach-coachee) on coaching relationships
and by collecting your stories about your coaching experiences. I’1l therefore also interview two to
four of you (either coached by Josh or coached by Ben). Very important to say, that I’'m interested
in the concepts of a helping relationship and safe space, not your individual and perhaps personal
themes respecting confidentiality and boundaries.

Information from your stories will be used anonymously or aggregated — and only in the thesis. If
quotes (again anonymously) are used directly, you can read them before the thesis is published. I’ll
use what you choose to share with me in the thesis.

Stories

Hans Christian Andersen wrote fairy tales for children and adults. The tales are sharp and witty
stories that also inspire us and maybe teach us a lesson (von Franz, 1996). Think of “The Emperor’s
New Clothes” (Norgaard, 2005) that pokes fun at phoniness and snobbery showing us how ego and
fear can drive us to foolishness.

The assignment is to: Tell me a story about your coaching experience, as if it was a fairy tale or a
movie. Please include time, place, setting, themes and characters — and whom you will invite for the



movie premiere or the reading. Write your story and email it to me (piai@danskebank.dk) no later
than August 3rd, 2012.

The purpose (McLellan, 2006) of storytelling is among other things to access multiple levels of
understanding, holding our attention and being more memorable in the long-term. Stories can be
used to set a reflective mood, to show us patterns and make connections, redefine the existing in a
new context, and more.

What do stories tell us? “Stories make experience meaningful, stories connect us with one another;
stories make the characters come alive;” (Gabriel, 2000, p. 18). Stories (Gabriel, 2000) can express
facts, wishes, and beliefs; generate and sustain meaning — or the opposite undermine and destroy
meaning. Stories (Joachim, 2008) can help us learn, empathise, identify (or not) with characters,
share thoughts, feelings and impressions. Stories can be a creative blend of the totally familiar or
the totally unexpected; they can accentuate oppositions between for example success and failure.
“Characters of stories grow and mature, they experience powerful emotions, learn or fail to learn
from their adventures and mistakes” (Gabriel, 2000, p. 12). What is your story?

Thus, the intention with the assignment is to inspire you to work with storytelling in organisations —
and as a qualitative research method by exploring your individual stories, as well as your composite
story about your coaching experience in the high potentials programme.

A story (Gabriel, 1999) can be an epic story (achievements, pride and enthusiasm), a comic story
(amusement and humour), a tragic story (undeserved misfortune and suffering) or a romantic story
(gratitude and appreciation). All stories have a beginning and an end, held together by action and
tropes to make sense of the story told, such as emotions, motive, blame and credit, agency (active or
passive, purposeful and conscious), unity and fixed qualities (collective representations, stereotypes
and sameness), causal connections and significance.

You decide whether your story is a short story or a feature-length movie — and what to include and
exclude.

You might be inspired by this: Joachim (2008) used the teaching tale “The Prince who turned into a
rooster” to demonstrate how empathy might be helpful when communicating (with someone rather
unusual: A prince who believes, he is a rooster!).

Video vignettes

In the closing workshop in September, you will be asked to do a short graduation speech for the
group about turning points for you in the programme (approx. 5-7 minutes).

A few questions as inspiration to get you started:
a) When you look back at the programme, what has been the most important or critical to you in

your development?
b) How have you excelled? What is your exceptional contribution?



c) What would others say about you? What would you like them to say?
d) What can others learn from this? And what might you have learned from others?
e) Who is it important that also know about this?

You are in charge of what, and how much, you want to share with the group. Remember, you can
think anything you want, but once you say it out load, it is “out there”. As inspiration, you can
watch Steve Job’s Stanford University commencement speech on Ted-talks: ww.ted.com/talks
(search for Steve Jobs and “How to live before you die”).

Your graduation speech is for you to reflect on the individual impact of the programme, thus
challenging you to take a moment to “get grounded” — and to give something back to the next
generation programme, future participants and of course your group.

Your graduation speech will be filmed, if okay with you. It will be used three-fold: Sharing your
learning with the group and learning from storytelling, as inspiration for designing the upcoming
programme (Josh, Ben and Pia) and as stories (anonymously or composite) in my thesis, not shared
within the organisation outside this group. Video recordings will not be distributed, but of course
you can get your own graduation speech on video, if you want to learn (even more) from this
assignment.

If you have questions for the assignments, please do no hesitate to call me (Pia) or stop by.

In summary: Please submit your stories to me in writing no later than August 3rd, 2012.
Please prepare a graduation speech for the Closing Workshop on September 7th, 2012.

Wishes for a great summer,

Pia



The Prince Who Turned into a Rooster
(Author unknown, Joachim 2008)

Once upon a time, there was a king and queen who had an only son who they loved dearly. The
king engaged the wisest teachers to instruct his son in laws and customs. He was taught several
languages; the prince was also an athlete. Few could equal his riding and fencing, He played the
violin and loved music. He was encouraged to travel and see the world. He was a very cultured and
accomplished young man with whom it was a pleasure to converse and whom all loved.

The king would consult the prince on matters of state. He knew he could rely on his sound common
sense. He was happy to think that his son would one day be a worthy successor and that he would
rule the kingdom after him with justice and with mercy.

The prince commanded his father's armies and won many victories. After one lengthy campaign,
however, he returned home and complained of feeling unwell. He acted very irrationally. He was
not violent, but he behaved as if he was a rooster. He stopped speaking. Instead he crowed, "Cock-
a-doodle-doo." He refused to dress or sit at the table but lay on the floor and ate only corn.

The king summoned all the physicians in the land, but they could not help. Healers were brought in
from other countries, but they too, could find no cure. Even soothsayers and magicians were
invited. They cast spells, prescribed amulets, and uttered incantations, but they were of no use.

The royal parents were desperate. The prince had to be kept in a heavily guarded room, and his
parents had almost given up hope of seeing their son take his rightful place.

One day an old man approached the king and said, "I may be able to cure your son."
"What are your remedies, your medicines?" asked the king.

"I have none with me," replied the old man. "But let me stay with your son for seven days, and |
will cure him!" When the old man was let into the room, he found the prince almost naked,
crawling on the floor. The old man then took off his own clothes.

"Who are you?" whispered the prince. "Why are you lying on the floor?"

"I, too, am a rooster," the old man assured him. "I have come to join you. Roosters should keep
together."

"I am so glad you have come," said the prince. "I felt rather lonely, shut in one room all by myself. I
am delighted to have a companion now."

The following day, having gained the prince's confidence, the old man stood up and started to walk
about like a human being. The prince followed suit.

On the day after that, the old man sat down at the table and ate his food from a plate, using a knife
and fork.

"Even a rooster can eat normally," he justified his action to the prince.

The next day, the old man lay down on a bed. "Even though I am a rooster, there is no reason I
should be uncomfortable and sleep on the floor." He then started discussing with the prince matters



of state and the economic and social problems facing the country. "Roosters, too, can think and
talk."

On the seventh day the old man said to the prince, "You know, a rooster's life is always in danger.
He is constantly exposed to the hunter, who kills him without mercy. He is so defenseless. You
should, like me, pretend that you are a human being, and then you will come to no harm."

The old man then took his leave of the prince and his family. The prince was now completely cured
and was able to resume his princely role. In due course, he succeeded his father and ruled the
kingdom both fairly and wisely.

In his heart of hearts, however, he still thought himself a rooster pretending to be a human.

The end...

"Imagination is more important than knowledge." (Albert Einstein, Viereck, 1929)

Imagination may be more important than knowledge in a variety of ways, however in teaching,
imaginative stories may imprint new connections in the brain — and make it’s impression on the
unconscious mind (Joachim, 2008).
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Dato: 29. juni, 2012

Fortrolighedserklaring

Efter aftale mellem skriveassistance.nu v/Lena Boye og Pia Irene Andreasen indgas herved en
fortrolighedsaftale om transskribering af i alt 8 interviews.

Hele det fremsendte materiale (uploaded i en password beskyttet dropbox) betragtes som varende
af fortrolig karakter. Omfanget af dette er aftalt forud for arbejdets pabegyndelse og omfatter
folgende:

* 8interviews optaget som lydfiler i m4a-format

Ethvert kendskab til de implicerede parter, opgavens art og indhold, virksomhedens /
institutionens infrastruktur eller andet ma ikke pa noget tidspunkt viderebringes eller benyttes af
skriveassistance.nu v/Lena Boye.

Undertegnede parter erklarer sig indforstaet hermed.

For aftalens gyldighed underskriver:

Dato: Dato: 29. juni 2012

[kundens underskrift] [skriveassistance.nu’s underskrift]

. . Skolevej 23, 5690 Tommerup
www .skriveassistance.nu P>  Telefon: 29 72 67 67

E-mail: skriveassistance.nu@mail.dk




Appendix 10d: Principles for Transcriptions

This appendix presents the principles for transcribing the interviews as a process after the
interviews, which will transform the oral conversation (interview) to a written text, which
can be analysed. The interviews are transcribed word for word and pauses, intonations and
emotional expressions are included. Quotes will be translated, when used in appendixes or

in the thesis, not in the verbatim transcripts.

Transcribing is an interpretive process that gives rise to a number of practical issues for
qualitative research (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Transcripts are translations from spoken
to written language, which are two different narrative forms. Audio recording (ibid.), and
the resulting sound tracks, involves an initial abstraction, resulting in loss of for example
body language. Transcription involves yet another level of abstraction, where the tone of
voice, accents and breathing are lost. The following transcription conventions have been

decided for to mitigate:

Conventions for transcribing
Overlapping speech or incomplete sentences
...[? track no.]... The transcribe cannot hear or understand, what is being said,
however it can be found on the sound track.
Accentuation/intonation via pitch and/or scope (hum, eh and profanity

are written in the transcription).

...[pause]... pause or a small gap into/between statements.

...[feeling]... indicates emotional expression, e.g. laughter (ha-ha) or crying.
CAPITALS accentuations in the language indicated by capitals.

Italic the interviewer (researcher)

Plain font the respondent

XXXX Names mentioned in the interviews have been anonymised by the

practitioner researcher

Adapted from Kvale & Brinkmann (2009) transcription of interviews.



My actual working method consists of recording with an iPhone (Memos function) that can
transfer the sound recording/track directly to a computer where it is stored and played back
for analysis. Audio recordings and transcripts are complemented by observations, insights
and reflections written directly by hand during the interview (recorded in the interview
checklist/protocol, one per interview) and fairly copied/written out after the interview to

keep the memory intact (appendix 18a-f).

A professional transcribes questions and answers, and the interview is coded with language
notes (as per decided conventions above) to allow an analysis of the interview as a social
interaction. Transcription is in itself a first analysis (ibid.), however I have chosen to get a
professional to transcribe the interviews to ensure all details relevant to interpretation and

analysis are included in the transcript.

Transcripts are read and re-read to identify themes within/outside the phenomenon studied
(coaching in wholesale banking), the research question (and corollary questions) asked and
the theoretical framework proposed for the analysis. The final represented analysis,
however, is restricted to themes that can answer the research question within the chosen
theoretical framework. The sound tracks have been used, when individual themes needed

to be further studied, in order to include pauses and accentuation.

As the understanding of a theme evolves I will go back to the transcripts to find additional
examples for individual (subjective) or common (“objective”) experiences of coaching in
wholesale banking to support my hypothesis and findings. I then look for possible turning
points in the conversation, which can reflect conflicts and/or contradictions, then pronouns

(e.g. changing from 'I' to 'we'), indicating a shift from one subject position to another.

Poor recording quality, mishearing and/or misinterpretations of passages/tracks can affect
the reliability of the transcriptions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The tracks, which could
not be heard or understood, have been marked as per the conventions above. I chose not to
specify emotional aspects of the interview, such as for example a tense voice, which may
influence the interpretation further. Decisions about where to put commas and periods in

and after sentences are already an interpretation process in itself.



The validity question (ibid.) can in principle not be answered, since there is no true,
objective transformation from an oral interview to a written text. I have chosen to look at
the usefulness in relation to the research question and the selected methods of inquiry —
and therefore it is important for to include pauses, repetitions and tone in relation to a

psychological interpretation with a clinical lens.

I have promised confidentiality to my interview subjects; coaches as well as delegates (and
even more important with a small population). Therefore, I have blurred the identity of the
interviewees (for example delegate A); and the same for events and individuals mentioned
in the interviews, to ensure that they cannot be recognised easily. However, I recognise
that this may be a bit more challenging with only two coaches; one being internal and one

being external.

The interviewees (coaches and delegates) did not receive the transcripts for commenting,
as written and printed speech can seem disjointed and confusing. I did not want to re-write
the interviews (i.e. more fluent writing), as such pauses, intonations and contradictions are
relevant to the interpretation of the interview and the analysis. All interviews, but one
(conducted in English), have been conducted in interviewees’ native language (Danish)
and I have decided not to translate the transcriptions, however quotes used in the thesis
have been translated for the readers. A copy of the transcriptions will be given to the
reader, the EMCCC faculty members (Roger Lehman and Erik van de Loo) and EMCCC
group thesis coach (Elizabeth Florent-Treacy) as documentation, if so requested, however

will not be made public for other readers.

The interviews are stored as sound tracks on my home computer (iTunes) and delivered in
one set of sound tracks to the professional transcribe, who has signed a confidentiality
agreement, before beginning the assignment. The sound tracks will be deleted when no

longer needed.



Appendix 11: Ethical Protocol

The purpose of this protocol (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, Creswell, 2013) is to carefully
consider the ethical questions associated with a study involving human subjects. Ethics is
to me as a practitioner researcher a question about doing no harm, integrity, respect others

rights, boundaries and integrity, and professional empathy.

Role of the practitioner researcher

The practitioner researcher is responsible for reflecting on known risks to the coaches and
delegates participating in the study, as well as potential consequences for the organisation
prior to access and data collection. The practitioner researcher is the key instrument for
data collection and subsequent interpretation based on her preconceptions and theoretical

framework.

As the practitioner researcher (me) is not only a random researcher passing through the
organisation, however hold an organisational role in human resources and part of the senior
executive team, it is important to disclose the nature of those roles to coaches and delegates
to remind them that I am an insider. It is made explicit to coaches and delegates that the
research is focused on experiences of a phenomenon and concepts of helping relationship

and safe space, not individual and personal themes.

It is equally important in my organisational role to establish supportive and respectful
relationships, and be mindful about holding a position associated with inclusion and
exclusion. I have an indirect vested interest in the outcome of the study owning talent

development in the wholesale bank.

The intension is to honestly report data (Creswell, 2013), provide a context for the themes,
report multiple, and potentially conflicting, perspectives, and develop a convincing, thick
essence supported by data from multiple sources and ultimately provide as comprehensive

a description as possible of the coaching experiences.

The research interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) is by nature not a completely open and
free dialogue, as it has an inherent power asymmetry. It is the intention to ask appropriate

questions and invite coaches and delegates to share as mush as they feel comfortable with,



which requires the researcher to be present, sensitive and listening. I aim to be respectful

and realistic about, what I can work with and what I can comprehend.

Confidentiality
To comply with the guidelines from INSEAD, this thesis /as to be made public, which put
certain demands on the researcher to behave in an ethical appropriate manner, when people

are included as research subjects.

Stories are included in the thesis as composite stories (Creswell, 2013) and abstracts or
quotes are anonymous (delegate n, e, etc.). A composite personality profile is included so
that individuals cannot be identified and individual profiles are masked (delegate 1, 2, 3,
etc.) and anonymous (the practitioner researcher only has anonymous profiles too).
Individual profiles have not been appended, as there may be a risk of identification of
individuals. It may provide interesting data to contrast and compare personality profiles for

coaches and delegates in the sample, however this is not perceived ethical to disclose.

All names in the thesis will be anonymous and masked by an alias to protect organisation,
coaches and delegates. Information given in the interviews will be considered confidential
and treated with the necessary respect, albeit coaches and delegates are informed that
responses can be quoted in the thesis anonymously and they have a right to read the quotes
prior to being made public. As the thesis is published in the public space, transcripts of
interviews and video recordings will only be made available for the professor, the reader
(an assigned INSEAD professor), thesis supervisor and other readers directly involved in

grading the thesis.
The detailed data collected are kept confidential within the wholesale bank.

Informed consent to participate

Delegates are selected randomly from the participant list (two delegates for each coach),
but because of the organisational role of the researcher (Global Chief Human Resources
Officer), it cannot be excluded that the coaches or delegates have experienced pressure to
participate for one reason or another. I am (the researcher) explicit about participation in
interviews being voluntarily, and explicit about the assignments seen as part of the

programme, however giving delegates control to decide how much to share.



A pre-meeting with coaches are held to inform about the study and how data will be
collected. Delegates have been informed about the study in writing introducing the

storytelling and graduation speech assignment. Coaches receive a copy of the assignment.

Coaches and delegates are given time to consider participation, before the interviews and
are asked to re-confirm by a formal electronic meeting invitation. In the introduction to the
interview, information about the study is disclosed again, before the interview itself and
recording starts. It is clearly stated that the interview is recorded, if the informant consents

to it and that the interview is confidential (see below).

There are no known risks to coaches and delegates associated with participation.

Information that will potentially harm coaches or delegates will not be disclosed.

Reporting and potential consequences

Conclusions in the study are reported as a common essence of the coaching experience in
the seedling box programme, how to build a coaching relationship and establish safe space.
No requirement has been made to share the thesis in the organisation, although findings
and conclusions may be shared in an informal setting with a small group of senior leaders
in Human Resources to inform future programmes for high potentials and the discussion
about coaching interventions as part of such programmes. Overall findings are reported to

the coaches to ensure reciprocity.

Alternatively findings can be reported to the senior executive team in the wholesale bank at
a high level — and potentially tactically broadened to include a more generic perspective on
coaching experiences and a clinical perspective on the importance of a helping relationship

and safe space — in a challenging high-risk environment.

This ethical protocol is a reminder of the ethical standards, the researcher has set as a

guideline for her and a reminder of the agreement made with coaches and delegates.
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Appendix 15: A coach, as you know, in a red couch (epoche)

Table 1 includes 25 significant statements, which were extracted from a verbatim transcript of
an interview with me as coach (PR), with a related formulated meaning. 4 themes emerged
from associated meanings of safe space and what this particular coach (me) does or doesn’t

do to establish a safe space.

Theme 1: Empathy and compassion to suffer with delegate — Consistently it’s suggested that
adapting to delegate’s needs (personality, patterns and motivation), ability of coach to use self
as instrument, deep listening (Van de Loo, 2007), genuine interest in delegate, and
containment is important to establish trust and a good enough safe space (Winnicott, 1971;
1990), in which coach and delegate can explore personal stuff (relationship with male
authority figures) together. It’s possible a coach’s compassion (Campbell, 1988); “She tells
the story of a little girl, where you visually have an image of a three-year old little girl sitting
under a table considering whether they want to come and get her if she runs away from home
(PR:05:29)”, is essential for a delegate to trust a coach to be temporally confused and lost. It
seems, from the coach’s perspective, that a safe space has been established for delegate to be
curious, competent and fully engaged in personal development; “So an alternative experience
in terms of being the little girl sitting under the table and not being seen. Here she was
actually seen and met and understood. And it did, I think, for her, that she demonstrated trust
(PR:04:15)".

Theme 2: A psychological space to take emotional risk — A theme around boundaries
emerges suggesting that a coach must set clear boundaries to establish a safe space
(Winnicott, 1990). Not providing boundaries may actually have the opposite effect of what’s
intended — and arouse anxiety, defensive reactions and resistance. A safe space means
boundaries in time, space, role and content; “I think at least it allows you to have the
coaching relationship in this room, that the relationship also somehow is being defined not
only in terms of content but also in terms of time and place. (...) So be very aware of when we
do what” (PR:09:12)”. 1 suggest that a safe space means predictability (what is going to
happen, when and what’s the purpose), reliability (how is it going to happen) and consistency
(familiarity in the way things are done) with an explicit role of the coach (what is it, what is it
not). Data may indicate that a safe space has some common characteristic, but is also a very

individual experience of feeling safe.



Theme 3: Connectedness, closeness and distance —It means appropriately disturbing
delegate, once respect and trust has been established, strong enough to hold the delegate
psychologically and support crossing the threshold (Campbell, 2008) into the unconscious.
Personal experiences show that closeness and distance is a balancing act (self as instrument
and other-awareness) to establish a psychological demarcation, in which deep listening,
tolerance for silence and emphatic warmth (Rogers, 1975) seems to be enhancers of a safe
space; “It’s an experience of being able to endure the silence in the room, just to be able to
share this moment together without someone needing to say something” (PR:04:32). The
époche¢ seems to propose that a coach listens quietly, doesn’t interrupt, and shows appropriate
affect to establish safe space. It appears that resonance between coach’s verbal and non-verbal
intimacy behaviours is of importance (Krumhuber, E. et al 2007) to establish trust and

closeness, which has an impact on whether the delegate feels safe or not.

Theme 4: A confidential space to think and talk with someone — It can be added, that it’s
key to make confidentiality (or not) explicit for the delegate and frame what can be discussed
or not to stay relevant; “But right from the start to set a frame by telling her that this is of
course a confidential space, but is also has a natural limit since I am employed as an internal
consultant, and thus also has to speak up, if there are aggravating circumstances, (...) but if
there is a need for it, so I'll say (PR:02:30)”. Confidentiality is especially difficult as an
internal consultant (Ward, 2007) with an inherent dilemma of where loyalty is directed,
towards the delegate (micro) or the organisation (macro). It’s possible that a coach’s persona
and style (caring, respectful, psychological available, calm and collected) helps delegate feel
met as a person, consequently feel safe. It’s evident that trust and closeness is established by
not betraying confidentiality, but also by alternative emotional experiences of feeling
comfortable with whom and what, one is, not to fear rejection as described by Edmondson
and Roloff (2009). The coach seem to believe, that delegate fantasises (PR:01:16) about
exposure and betrayal of confidence, which may relate to coach being an internal consultant
(Korotov, 2010), or go deeper about experiences with trust and attachment (Bowlby, 1979). It
may be a fear of negative consequences to career or self, especially considering the delegate’s
difficult relationship with authority figures, however it appeared as the delegate felt safe to
share episodes from childhood, youth and parallels to her adult working identity with the

coach (me).
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Appendix 16b: Verbatim composite personality profile for delegates

In the following, the practitioner researcher will present an interpretation of a composite

profile for the 13 delegates in the seedling box programme.

The Hogan personality and interpersonal characteristics profile is a normative profile
(Jakobsen, 2010) based on big five personality traits and a socio-analytical psychology. This
theory implies an evolutionary perspective on individuals as a group animal with a desire to
belong and to be accepted to survive. It assumes that individuals are driven by three strong
needs: getting along (attention, recognition and acceptance), getting ahead (status and control

over resources), order and predictability. These needs can be conflicting (inner conflicts).

The composite profile looks at two sides of an individual’s outer personality (one’s
reputation): a sunny side and a shady side (Hogan et al., 2007) taking an observers viewpoint
(how others see and perceive one) collected in three inventories/surveys. These are: a)
motives, values and preferences inventory (MVPI) as the inner side of the personality
uncovering deep values and motivational factors, b) Hogan personality inventory (HPI)
providing an occupational assessment of ‘normal’ personality, and ¢) Hogan development
survey (HDS) focusing on behaviours that can derail an individual’s career. The norms used

for the delegates’ profiles are Scandinavian.

The scales (continuum) for the derailers are based on a clinical perspective measuring
interpersonal behaviour that tends to appear, when an individual is tired, distracted or stressed
(not psychiatric symptoms) and shows how others will treat one based on distorted
perceptions (Hogan et al., 2007). Clinical terms are included in the composite profile
developed (appendix 16a) to make the connection to a clinical approach for the purpose of

this thesis (not communicated in clinical terms to delegates).

A composite profile gets closer to the scores for the norm group of leaders and highly
educated specialists, however it is not only the norm group, even though it approaches
something average like. It can be argued that it is useful to interpret a composite profile to
look at delegates as a certain type of individuals (clevers in a Nordic wholesale bank) selected

because of something special (criteria to be included in the seedling box programme).



The composite profile is based on 13 individual, anonymous profiles and is considered a
rather small sample with no control group. The result, based on the individual profiles, is not
as such a specific type characterising investment bankers, clevers, star performers or high
potentials, but it demonstrates that delegates in the seedling box programme are different like
most individuals contrasting individual profiles and comparing the composite profile with
individual profiles. Individual profiles are not included in this thesis due to confidentiality,
not to cause delegates harm or risk misuse of information. The practitioner researcher has
developed an overview of individual profiles (anonymously as only coaches know, which
profiles belongs to which delegate) to understand the diversification compared to the
composite profile. An assumption may be that the practitioner researcher will see something
else, if the profiles were aggregated based on professional groupings (more similarity), but
samples will be even smaller and difficult to generalise from. Overall delegates are different,
relatively emotionally balanced, and resourceful, and therefore it can be argued that no easy
recipe or pattern for what personal development may look like (a few common themes

emerge), and how to best go about it, appears.

A hypothesis may be that the practitioner researcher can benefit from the individual profiles
to contrast and compare profiles in the selected dyads to study a helping relationship and safe
space. This is not done due to ethical considerations of an asymmetrical power relation asking
coaches and delegates to expose themselves with a personality profile. The practitioner
researcher has chosen to “thicken her visual field” and look at the delegates as a group in an

organisational context, hence a composite profile.

Interpretation of the composite personality profile

Appendix 16a provides a complete interpretation of the composite personality profile and
consequently this only highlights the particularly interesting related to the research question

about helping relationship and safe space.

An interpretation of the social domain proposes that delegates want to be with others and have
something to offer too. The affiliation and tradition scales may point to delegates being
approachable, comfortable with strangers, trusting, responsible and fairly conservative (don’t
overdo it with new methods) and coachable. It also suggests a possible inner conflict between

affiliation (getting along and be well-liked) and power (influence, achievement and getting



ahead). The ego domain (ibid) proposes that delegates are confident, will keep commitments
and may prefer a flexible working environment. It may also suggest that delegates are
motivated for personal development, if supported by data (science scale) and linked to a
business context (commerce scale) and proven relevant for career development to be
recognised for achievements. The financial domain (ibid) suggests delegates are careful and
value predictability — and may be uncomfortable with risk or ambiguity. Delegates will tend
not to seek feedback, however this scale shows a significant dispersal in scores from 2 — 95
on the security scale, and therefore some will be more malleable than others. Overall results
on the MVPI profile propose that delegates are mostly guided by inner motives, with some

exceptions looking at the individual profiles.

Kets de Vries (2006, p. 14) suggests that two higher-level systems are of particular interest for
organisational life and individual motivational needs: attachment/affiliation need system
(wanting to be close to and engaging with others) and exploration/assertion need systems
(learning, ability to play and work, self-assertion and choosing what we want to do). The
composite personality profile proposes that delegates will engage in playful exploration with
a coach (delegates value learning; learning approach 70 and translate ideas into action;
inquisitive 56), if this help delegates assert self and produces mastery, and for some

autonomy.

The personality inventory (Hogan et al., 2007) indicates that delegates are friendly,
approachable, willing to listen to suggestions (some may ignore negative feedback), apply the
feedback and be cooperative. It shows a composite high score on conscientiousness, which
may suggest that delegates are planful and mind details, but open to new ideas as well. It also
points to delegates being outward self-confident tempered by approval needs from authorities
(subscales 11 and 29). Subscales on trusting and good attachment shows that delegates can
ask for help, reach out and are motivated to receive from others. However looking at
individual profiles, it shows mixed experiences with trust (“trusting” scale with 3 questions in
total, 6 delegates answering positively to all questions, 5 answering positively to 2 questions,
1 answering positively to 1 question and one delegate answering positively to none); and
authorities (“good attachment” scale with 5 questions in total, 6 delegates answering
positively to all 5 questions, 3 answering positively to 4 questions, 3 answering positively to 3

questions and one delegate answering positively to none). For some delegates some



compensatory performance to get recognition is present, some are not quite clear on identity
(interpreted as working identity) and four delegates are actually unclear about a preferred
working identity. The most eminent core conflictual relationship theme (appendix x: fairy
tales) is an unconscious wish to be understood (5 delegates) or to be accepted (2 delegates),
which suggest that relationships are shaped by a wish to be met as an individual or to be
accepted as one — and this may draw a coach into a collusion of recognition and confirmation
to support self-esteem and self-worth, not helping delegates to become independent and

autonomous (not autonomous 3/3 affirmative answers and dutiful is a potential derailer).

Delegates’ impulse control and thereby ability to defer gratification is in the low end of the
scale (2/5 affirmative answers for 3 delegates and 1/5 for 3 delegates), but still reasonable as
the “hedonistic” motive is average (interest, not motivation), hence a balance between the
pleasure and reality principle. This may indicate that delegates can find it difficult to endure
the pain of the hero’s quest (good impulse control may be important for achievements in adult
life and academically as demonstrated by the Stanford Marshmallow Experiment). Fairy tales
propose that delegates have endured “pain” (anthill re-building, loss of book, messy desk) on
the quest to self-awareness, but also blame the coach if clarity is temporarily lacking or
project doubts and anxiety into one of the coaches becoming the looser or clown (container

for the emotions, delegates do not want to own).

Delegates learning approach points to a very facts based approach, almost too much (and
science is for most of them a preference) — and would support a method to engage delegates
in the work based on proven theories, methods and triangulation to ensure a solid set of data.

It also shows though that most delegates enjoy variation and actively seek new challenges.

Overall results in the personality inventory show good ego-strength, many resources for

personal development — and competitiveness.

The development survey suggests that three derailers (clinical terms as defined in the profile
in brackets) are moderate risk for delegates: excitable (borderline), leisurely (passive-
aggressive) and dutiful (dependent). No derailers in the high end of the scale for the

composite profile.



The potential derailer “excitable” (Hogan et al., 2007) is interesting from a relationship
perspective as it may point to a potential overreaction to difficult situations or giving up, one
can be easily annoyed, inconsistent and unpredictable, self-doubting, tense and critical of
other’s work - and need boundary management not to end up in stressed relationships (strong
enthusiasms followed by disappointment for those with high scores). It may also be difficult
for delegates to contain emotions. In relation to the seedling box programme and coaching,
there may be a potential risk of idealisation of a coach followed by devaluation — or for the
programme. The derailers may propose a tendency to move towards others with can be
supported by a possible dominant basic assumption in the fairy tales of fight-flight (related to

avoidance too as with the derailer leisurely).

“Dutiful” seems to suggest that coaches have to be a bit careful for delegates not to develop a
dependency on the coach for too much parenting and caregiving behaviour, but to give
authority back to delegates to develop autonomy — and this may also be why delegates don’t

want to talk to someone neutral (be ones own authority launching a career is too risky).

Potential inner conflicts (Hogan et al., 2007) may be pointed to (excitable and leisurely), as
delegates may show stress reactions and emotions without restraint, but rarely expose truly
negative feelings about others and therefore others may not know the cause of the reaction
either (perceived as an overreaction). Leisurely and dutiful (ibid) in combination may lead to
intense stubbornness (a right way of doing things, not only the best way, but the only way).
This may be mutually reinforcing promoting one’s own agenda; not following rules and not

letting others know proactively how one will do things (perceived as unpredictable).

It is interesting to reflect on the derailer “leisurely” related to the fairy tale assignment and the
two delegates, who did not write a fairy tale. A potential defence may be procrastination or

avoidance to cope with a challenge outside delegate’s comfort zone.

A possible interpretation of the profile related to the themes from the survey can be that
delegates do have a lot to offer and therefore expect to be met as a resourceful individual at
eye level. The composite profile suggests delegates are serious about personal development
(ambition), but getting along is important also (sociability), and developing a more mature
working identity may be a development area for some (launching a career in the 30’s).

Delegates’ learning approach seem to be very facts oriented (almost too much) supporting the



methods of gathering data from several sources and triangulating data/methods to form solid

hypothesis for coaches to collect pieces to a puzzle together with delegates.

Interpersonal competencies in the Hogan inventory

Some interpersonal competencies in the personality profiles are interesting to investigate
related to the research question of how to form a helping relationship and establish safe space.
The composite profile does not point to these competence being present or not, however some
delegates may be challenged on letting time work to ones advantage (low on adjustment),
some very high on prudence and in the lower end on inquisitive (important for willingness to
explore self and influence on others) — and some delegates being more trustworthy than others
due to skeptical and leisurely (overly critical of others, but not exposing it), mischievous

(pushes the limits and ignore commitments), excitable or bold (narcissistic).

Trustworthiness (coherence between thought and action) to secure the confidence of others
through consistent words and actions: average scores on interpersonal sensitivity, prudence
(or high) and adjustment. Moderate to high scores on skeptical, leisurely, mischievous,
diligent (or no risk), excitable and bold can hinder trustworthiness (Hogan et al., 2007, p.
205).

Safety orientation staying attuned to potential mishaps and taking appropriate action to avoid
them: average to high score on adjustment, average score on ambition, high score on prudence
and low to average score on inquisitive. Moderate to high scores on excitable, bold,
mischievous and imaginative, together with either a no risk or high score on cautious, diligent

and dutiful can hinder safety orientation (Hogan et al., 2007, p. 210).

Stress tolerance maintaining stable performance under the pressures of work or life: high
score on adjustment (if low it can be difficult to let time work to ones advantage), average to
high scores on interpersonal sensitivity and average on prudence. Moderate to high scores on
excitable and skeptical, together with no risk or high scores on bold, leisurely, mischievous
and diligent may hinder the ability to manage situations under pressure (Hogan et al., 2007, p.

211).
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Appendix 21: A fairy tale of mine

Once upon a time, a redhead practitioner went on a transitional voyage in an
identity laboratory far, far away in the immense beautiful forest of a small, but rich,
Kingdom called Fontainebleau. Her passion was to work with people, especially
alpha males in senior executive roles — and she wanted to learn so much more. Or at
least she thought it was her passion. Going to school was her longest, and still
lasting, relationship demonstrating her eagerness to learn and affection for books,
still searching for the perfect one. She discovered a new desire to work with star
performers, high achievers, clevers or high potentials, whatever stereotype
labelling is chosen for this particular group of individuals, who pushes self and
others hard to perform and are close to the organisation’s primary task. She
wanted to understand how to help clevers explore possible selves, understand ones
inner theatre and organisational role in an external reality of prohibitive demands
for performance, and high risk if not performing, helping clevers finding a “good
enough” working identity and understanding inner motivation to stay curious and
hungry. The truth is that it was an unthought known, when she embarked on the
plane for the first time to the forest, opening the curtain to her inner theatre,
reclaiming past (and lost) courage, once again daring to take emotional risk,
avoiding a near-missed burn-out from constant demands of executives and using
self as tool in a more satisfactory way. For years, she had been working with alphas
in executive positions exploring (sometimes a little overused) strengths,
understanding their dark side(s), helping them to succeed in role and limit risks of
derailment. Her gift from childhood being an only child was her ability to coach
alphas, be recognised as a trusted advisor, not betraying confidentiality,
intellectual strength and a good peacemaker resolving conflicts by mediation,
bridging understandings and dialogue, using her empathic way trying to instil an
empathic wall to protect herself. She appreciated her basket of gifts from her
parents - and took a first apace into the forest, not knowing what or who to find, or

even if she would survive a passage through the forest or towards what, if anything.

Before entering the forest, she met a ferryman, who offered to take her across the
deep, dark water to the other side. It was a long boat trip and arriving at the small
cottage on the boundaries of the forest, she sat down under a tree in the small

garden. A forest frog joined her and offered her a glass of wine to reduce anxieties,



before crossing the threshold into the unknown the next morning. They sat quietly

under the gorgeous trees together.

The next morning, she entered a beautiful castle with a kind woman offering her
food and drinks to welcome her into her new habitats. The kind woman showed her
the way to the hall of mirrors, where she met her travel companions and some of
them would become dear friends. She was told that she needed to pass three tests to
understand her desires, fears and competing agendas, and finding her true bliss,
not necessarily following a predictable path or doing as being told. Her luck was to
meet two wise men, whom encouraged her to dare to take emotional risk, feel the
emotions (a lot of travellers fever, nausea and homesickness) and ask others for
help, not to continue mentalising exclusively on the inside. She was given a little
wagon with a funny monkey sitting in the back, got the advice that she should leave
her baggage with the monkey, it would take good care of it (on occasion throwing it
out of the wagon, if it did not get enough attention, just as a reminder that it was
still there...). She gave the thoughts about what others may require from her to the
monkey too to give it something to think about. She got help from a lot of good
voyage confidantes, who shared the passion for exploring the inner theatre and
transitional space. Often she thought of her beautiful backyard at home, safe, quiet
and protected with her good friends, family and peers giving her support and
reinforcement to continue; she could hear their voices from inside whispering to
her: “You can do it and we will be right here for you, always”. The little redhead
practitioner researcher carried all of them in her heart to keep the inner objects,
who gave her comfort, pleasure, others causing her pain or discomfort,
psychologically close. Later on, when she needed it the most, she met an incredibly
knowledgeable woman (in her fantasy the golden Empress of Research), who
helped her find her path in the darkness by lightening candles to gently and quietly
show the way forward, appreciative of the practitioner researcher’s pace to make

sense of all the new, at timmes overwhelming, insights.

Soon coming to an end, the journey in the forest took the redhead practitioner
researcher to a clear blue lake, early in the morning with the sun at dawn looking
like a red fireball in the horizon. A cohort of swans was swimming in the lake and in
the past, she would have watched them quietly from a safe place and from a

distance. One of the swans encouraged her to join up. After a refreshing swim, one



of the swans whispered to her: “Always remember what it feels like to swim with
swans, before a new day begins”. The redhead practitioner researcher kept this
memory in her heart next to the image of the ugly duckling, helping her remember
what one is, what one can become and how to integrate the ugly duckling from the
past, the beautiful white swan on the surface and the black swan, she did not really
want to include, but not a real choice, as it was part of the equation. She walked
back to the castle and met a squirrel, which looked at her with real curiosity and
said, “So, whose fairy tale are you living? Is it your true bliss?” before it jumped up
in the trees. The question stayed with her, she had promised the squirrel to find an
answer for herself, and she knew exactly who to talk to, when she was ready to

return.

At the end of the voyage in the forest, the two wise men gave her a stone made of
the finest glass to forever remind the little redhead about the endeavours. It tells
her to mourn what is lost for the practitioner researcher to let go, not to be stuck in
the Fontainebleau forest forever, which would inhibit inner development, but move
on, get better accustomed with possible selves and a potential new working identity.
She had to move on, continue life without the loved persons, except for the good
objects in her heart, the beautiful forest with the wonderful animals and it’s deep,
dark waters. On the way out of the forest, a huntsman joins her on the trail to make
her journey safer. Before they separated he asked her: “When you are done with
your thesis where will you put your heart, if not in your writing? Do you have a safe
place to think with someone? How much do you dare to feel?” She didn’t know what

to answer, but knew in her heart that she would go search for it.

A little more than a year ago, a quest was knocking on my door to invite me, and my
red couch from my quiet office close to the waterfront, to dare take on a new,
completely different role in the bank as chief human resources officer for the
wholesale bank. It was a quest that I decided to take on after some consideration to
test another working identity, explore a different self and experiment with a new
way of being. My red couch made it into an office in the glass building, which hosts
the wholesale bank. It’s very different from a past quiet office in a beautiful old
building across the street with a cobbled stoned cosy courtyard. The new office has

glass walls and limited privacy; so the couch will have to find a new role also.



The practitioner researcher (ine) has a personal aim to take responsibility for
learning and development, work with something, she believes is exciting and to
apply clinical psychology in practice — and positively bring ideas and contributions
to the field with practical relevance for organisations and individuals. Always
remember what it feels like to swim with swans! She wanted to step outside her
own comfort zone identifying with delegates by introducing fairy tales as a method
in her research about a safe space. A fairy tale is a good enough space to be unsafe
and a good enough container of anxiety to keep believing it’s all going to end well
like all childhood fairy tales do (Bettelheim, 1977); evil will be defeated, good will
persist and a princess will find love, develop a significant interpersonal bond with a
prince, live happily ever after and overcome separation anxiety representing the
fight and surrender. It seems safe to suggest that this introductory fairy tale could
be representative of delegates’ fairy tales about coaching experiences and a safe,
reflective space to open up for personal development and exploration of the inner

theatre.

I wrote a fairy tale of mine to draw on my familiarity, as a delegate, with the
phenomenon of coaching as part of a leadership development programme with
experimental learning to explore and experiment with possible selves and working
identity. Through a clinical, interpretive lens I examined my own experiences in
EMCCC in parallel to the fairy tales of delegates in a seedling box programme in the
wholesale bank. Writing the thesis was a real call to go deeper and reflect, and it
may have served as a transitional object, an iterative here-and-now experience to
capture what’s emerging, what I want to be and where I want to go, perhaps what I
already knew, but needed time to gather the necessary courage to cross the
threshold to begin a new journey to find a home where the key fits. And return at

last.

This study and thesis would never have been brought to life without
discomfort, struggle and pain - and gratefulness to those who contributed to a safe

space to be unsafe for whatever long it needed to take.

So much has happened and so much is about to...
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