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v To identify current challenges in the coaching field relevant to AD

v To offer DSA (Development of Self in Action) theory as one way of 
addressing some of the challenges

v To experiment with some ideas of the DSA theory in relation to your 
coaching practice



What is changing in the coaching field

• Less in research about effectiveness of coaching - more about substance of our 
offer (what coaches are dealing with and why)

• Less discussions about the need for differentiation from other practices
• More of  extremely formalised coaching provision in organisations
• More attention of coaches to the agendas of the world (rise of activism), but with 

challenges this intention presents
• More of team coaching
• More recognition of supervision
• More of popularism, ‘beautiful ideas’, but also - more criticality
• More of ’why’, not just ‘how’



Theories and coaching

• Questions about ‘Why’ call for theories

• Theories are needed to offer new and hopefully interesting hypotheses to explore in 
coaching research and to offer practitioners new ideas and explanations for the 
interventions they use

• There are some theories developed in other fields but not with coaching in mind

• There is an issue with any theory adaptation to practice. In coaching and AD it is 
about the concept of development



Theory-based approaches to practice: 
process of development and problems

1. Observe/notice the phenomenon (e.g., individual differences)

2. Describe in full (e.g., identify stages, lines of development)

3. Understand its significance in relation to practice in question (e.g., quality in work, 
wellbeing, organisation, world; what is good about it? what is not good? should it be 
influenced? can it be influenced intentionally?)

4. Explain how it works (mechanisms of changes, how can it be influenced? against which 
criteria should the results be evaluated?)

5. Offer suggestions for practice (how to make it happen, e.g., create appropriate 
conditions)

In relation to many AD theories 3 & 4 are often missing, but 5 is in full swing



The problem

• AD theories provide a lens to understand individual 
differences. Most popular ones typically entail an 
increased ability to coordinate different logics or 
perspectives. In good hands they provide a useful lens 
on the mental demands and the discrepancy between 
demands and capabilities.

• However, the increase in these abilities is assumed to 
be intrinsically good without arguing for what it is 
good for.

• The only concern becomes how to promote and foster 
it.

• This attitude can materialize in the fanatical devotion 
of coaches ‘to transform everyone’, or even worse –
exploitation of this idea for business profit.



Organisations about ‘vertical development’

In the past, corporate programs favoured horizontal development, which focuses on 
technical competencies and subject-matter expertise. Today, the trend is towards vertical 
development, or soft skills, to create a balance.
https://blog.crossknowledge.com/horizontal-vertical-development/

The goal of vertical development is not to add more skills or knowledge, but to develop the 
‘mind’ of the leader.
https://www.ideasforleaders.com/ideas/vertical-leadership-development-explained

Traditional horizontal development, focuses on the acquisition of further knowledge, skills 
and development of specific personal qualities to become more proficient and experienced 
in a given aspect of leadership. By contrast, Vertical Development transforms the underlying 
capacity of the leader to make sense of and respond to situations, working directly on their 
internal ‘meaning making’, rather than just behaviours or actions.
https://mdvconsulting.co/our-offer/development/vertical-development/

https://blog.crossknowledge.com/horizontal-vertical-development/
https://www.ideasforleaders.com/ideas/vertical-leadership-development-explained
https://mdvconsulting.co/our-offer/development/vertical-development/


Issue with phase 3

• Phase 3 is about the understanding of 
significance of the phenomenon in relation 
to practice in question (e.g., quality in work, 
wellbeing, organisation, world; what is good 
about it? what is not good? should it be 
influenced? can it be influenced 
intentionally?)

• For example, are more developed leaders
better leaders? Do they create better
organisations? This question cannot be 
answered by science alone.

• The value of development is not self-
evident, and science alone cannot provide 
such evidence.

• Science cannot compare what is more 
important: e.g., wellbeing or development? 
autonomy or happiness? human dignity or 
development? This is the territory of 
philosophy and moral inquiry.



Human dignity, according to Kant

• Human dignity is the right of a person to be valued and respected for 
their own sake. It places the life of human beings above all price. 

• Being rational agents we are capable of choosing our own actions. 
These actions are moral if we believe it would be right for everybody 
else to undertake them on the same principle in similar 
circumstances.

• In effect, as we bring moral value into the world, without us there 
would be no value. This is what gives human beings a dignity that 
places human life above all price. 

• Because of such unique capabilities we must always treat ourselves, 
and other people, not just as a means, but always as an end in itself. 



Dealing with otherness

• Most commentators on AD agree that current issues in 
the world require understanding at a higher level of 
complexity, but is increasing our complexity in terms of 
logic and sense making the only solution? Is this always in 
service of humanity? Does this always go along with 
higher moral values?

• What about a different moral vision, for example…

“…the vision of creating a society that is designed to allow 
individuals to develop their full potential and that has a 
place for all kinds of people at all “levels” of 
development” (Kjellstrom & Stalne, 2017: 273)

• Moreover, if we aim for completeness in gaining an 
understanding of our problems we need to value as many 
sides and positions as possible, even if marginal or ‘at the 
early developmental stages’.



What do we need then?

The questions of phase 3 are not only about the lack of research and appropriate 
conceptualisation – they are questions about philosophical stance that require in-depth 
investigation of what our theories actually advocate for practitioners and what 
value/harm they might bring to the world

Philosophical stance can be explored with these questions: 
• What human nature is like? How does it change?
• What change for the better is like?
• Should such change be influenced?
• Could it be influenced intentionally?
• How will we assess what it brings about when it works?

DSA theory is the result of my thinking on such a stance as one example.



My values

• I hold fundamental respect for human life 
and freedom to pursue projects of value.

• I recognize the role of luck in human life 
and systemic unfairness facilitated by 
power distribution leading to inequality in 
terms of opportunity for learning, growth 
and projects.

• I believe in the importance of individual 
development as a way to expand the 
critical mass of people that can make a 
difference for the current state of the 
world.

• I see reflexivity and criticality as 
important for genuine inquiry and 
dialogue that facilitates self-knowledge 
and development.



Is development a moral 
imperative?

• Some people have limited opportunity and 
resources for development and are just coping for 
some periods.

• Some people choose to work on their development 
intentionally. This can be productive or self-centered 
and distracting from the demands of life.

• We have different starting points for our 
development. They are results of our luck or the lack 
of it. Nobody should be blamed or praised for the 
developmental stage they are at.

• People have rights to be who they are, but it is good 
for the world if we, as humanity, are more 
developed.



The differences of DSA from other AD theories

1. Most AD theories were developed for identifying individual differences and use 
complicated instruments for identification of stages that are elaborate and nuanced.

2.    The core concepts/developmental lines are different in different theories
E.g., Hagström & Stålne (2015: 59) compare MHC and SOT as how logical reasoning is related 
to meaning making. However valuable, both of these qualities/developmental lines are mental 
capacities and only relative to the way we act.

3.    All theories use the notion of self or ego, but it is not explicitly and fully described. 
E.g., Hagström & Stålne (2015) suggest that the ego in both approaches “refers to a central 
organizing tendency and as the activity of meaning making towards more complex structures.” 
At the same time they refer to Mead (1934/1967) who indicates two sides of ego: “I” reflects the 
here and now acting ego, while “me” concerns ego’s conception of his/hers social roles. 



DSA theory: Why S (self)?

• For knowledge in the area of expertise as a professional coach

• For addressing issues stemming from the gaps in self-
knowledge we might have (evolutionary explanation)

• For ‘know thyself’ – what is to be a human being, knowing 
your limits

• For knowledge of oneself as an instrument of coaching

“…the self is a complex, multi-perspectival eco-socio-embodied 
system [of processes] that facilitates the organism’s actions” 
Bachkirova (2022, p. 15)



What do we mean by self?

• How we experience things – a very unique first-person 
perspective, like a personal window on the world (e.g., 
Zahavi 2014) - ‘I’

• How we act – what allows us to respond to challenges, 
make decisions and engage with things, supporting our 
sense of agency (e.g., Gazzaniga 2012) – ‘Ego’

• How we describe ourselves – a narrative about oneself, 
the description of who we think we are, creating a 
sense of identity (e.g., Dennett 1991) – ‘Self-stories’



I am an 
intelligent 

person

Example of the three notions of self in a specific situation

Situation

I don’t 
understand 

this

It is very 
complex

Potential 
explanation

3rd person

Experience
‘I’

Action
Ego

Your intellectual 
ability is limited

You are not 
sufficiently interested 
to try to understand

It is the author’s 
problem

Cannot write simply or 
showing off

I am curious I feel shame I am bored I am angry

I try to learn 
and crack it

I try to protect 
myself I ignore it I attack the 

author

Identity/
self-story



Implications of this view on self

• Paying attention to the notion of self that is presented 
by the client but also to other notions that are not 
presented.

• Considering how the context of the situation (third-
person perspective) contributed to what is expressed in 
action\re-action. Context might include as broad 
considerations as societal, environmental, historical, 
political, etc.

• Exploring with the client if there are any other mini-
selves that are available and might be activated in light 
of different explanation of this situation. 

It would be a one-dimensional way of working with the 
client if attention is given to only one notion of self.



Activity 1

• Change the situation to anything that might concern your 
client in coaching in order to have ‘a case’ to explore in 
your group

• Use previous diagram and implications for exploring 
potential aspects of the client’s self in this case

• Discuss how this kind of exploration can be used in your 
coaching



DSA theory: Why A (action)?

• Action is fundamental for development in 
coaching.

• The purpose of organizational coaching is 
not so much concerned with well-being but 
fundamentally, with well-acting’ (Bachkirova & 
Borrington 2020). 

• This does not mean, of course, that the well-
being of clients is irrelevant in coaching, but 
rather it assumes that well-acting is the main 
target and, if achieved, well-being should be a 
natural by-product of it. 



DSA theory: Why D 
(development)?

• Human development is the result of the complex 
interaction between the individual organism and 
the world, which can be, and often are, intensified 
under certain circumstances. 

• Development is manifested in increased capacities 
to respond to external changes and to influence 
the environment, and to look after the internal 
needs and aspirations of the individual.

• There are internal predispositions and external 
conditions that help a person to become more 
conducive to development. Internal predispositions 
may include capacity for reflexivity and criticality. 
External conditions may include coaching. 



Stage theories of development and their use in coaching

• Identifying a stage of a developmental theme rather than a 
person

• The themes would indicate the stage of engagement in action 
in a more ‘organic way’, through observation of difficulties in 
specific contexts.

• The identification of the stage should be flexible and depend 
on context.

• The purpose of gauging the stage should be practical - to 
facilitate a better fit between the environment and the client 
capacity for dealing with it.



Another dimension: engagement in action

Engagement in 
action

(Bachkirova 
2011/2022)

Unformed ego

Limited sense of 
control over 
themselves and 
environment. 

Higher dependency 
on others for action.

Formed ego

Capacity to take 
ownership of the 
past and act 
independently. 

‘Mind over body’ 
control of action.

Reformed ego

Harmony between 
mind and body in 
action. 

Appreciation of 
complexity in the 
relationship 
between self and 
environment. 



Unformed ego Formed ego Reformed ego

-Decision-making in difficult 
situations with a number of 
stake-holders 

-Taking higher level of 
responsibility than they feel 
they can cope with 

-Work-life balance connected 
to inability to say ‘no’
-Performance anxiety
-Issues of self-esteem

-Coping with high amount of 
self-created work 

-Achievement of recognition, 
promotion, etc.

-Interpersonal conflicts

-Drive for success and underlying 
fear of failure
-Problem solving 
-Learning to delegate

-Dissatisfaction with life in spite 
of achievements

-Internal conflict 

-Not ‘fitting in’

-Search for meaning 

-Initiating a significant change 
-Dealing with personal illusions
-Staying true to themselves in a 
complex situation

Three groups of developmental themes (examples)



DSA theory in a nutshell

1. The self is a complex system of processes that includes: a) ‘I’ as a sense of self –
centre of awareness; b) an executive centre or ego, as a network of mini-selves; and 
c) self-stories, created by the narrator – centre of identity. All three require attention 
in coaching.

2. Ego is particularly important for developmental coaches, because 1) it facilitates 
action; and 2) it allows taking into account three stages of ego development and 
working in a different way with the three groups of clients (unformed, formed and 
reformed egos).

More specific features of this theory:
• The rider (conscious mind) and elephant (the rest of the organism) are of equal value 

and a balance of attention to the both of them is important.
• Acting self is multiple rather than homogeneous.
• The narrator interprets behaviour of a multiple self with the various degree of 

accuracy.



A summary of the three Ps of developmental coaching

Philosophy
• Pluralistic attitude
• Theory of action
• Experimentation and attitude to mistakes
Purpose
• Addressing current needs of clients with a view to extend their overall capacity 

to act in the current and future situations
• This allows openness to other values, e.g., added capacity for growth
• Development of criticality
Process
• A joint inquiry
• Starts from disequilibrium - perplexity or doubt about acting in a situation the 

character of which is undetermined.
• Then mechanisms of development adjusted to individuals



Three mechanisms of developmental coaching

Enhancing the quality of perception
both internally and externally– noticing
more in themselves and their environment

• Dealing with the multiplicity of mini-selves in action and self-stories 
• helping the client to make more sense of these stories

Dealing with the elephant (unconscious, 
automatic, emotional mind and the body) –
facilitating better communication between 
the conscious rider and the elephant



My approach to developmental coaching

• According to the DSA theory, I am offering a developmental 
coaching approach that treats changes in adults as 
developmental if they are manifested in new behaviours and 
actions. 

• This means that these changes take place in the executive 
centre or ego, which is a network of mini-selves through 
which the organism engages with the world.

• When the organism faces new external challenges or 
develops different needs, new mini-selves are created, often 
as a combination of existing mini-selves.



What follows from the DSA theory for coaching

• Developmental coaches need to identify developmental themes presented by the 
client as typical to one or more of the ego-development stages (unformed, formed 
and reformed ego).

• The coaching process and the role of the coach in relation to each of these stages 
may differ.

• Working with identified themes, the coach considers three developmental 
mechanisms and relevant interventions that can improve the quality of perception, 
relationship between the elephant and the rider and dealing with mini-selves.

Developmental coaching is a partnership between the client and the coach that 
addresses the current needs of the client with a view to increasing their overall 
capacity to engage with challenges of life and to create a better platform for further 
growth. (Bachkirova, 2022, p. 3)



Features of developmental process at the three stages 

Stage /

Aspects

Unformed ego Formed ego Reformed ego

Developmental drive To be able to act To be effective in action To be all that I can be for a 

meaningful life

Core of the main 

disequilibrium

More mini-selves are needed 

but they are not fully formed.

Driven by ambitions that cannot 

be fully satisfied, overreliance 

on self-control.

The developmental drive is vague 

and disconnected from their 

projects.

Developmental

challenge

Developing new mini-selves 

through small steps initiated 

and successfully completed.

Recognizing complexity of 

situations and own fallibility. 

Minimizing one-dimensional 

controlled approaches.

Making sense of many ideas of 

self-improvement that might 

contradict each other.

Identifying worthwhile projects.

Signs of success Being able to act confidently 

and independently, to stay on 

their own two feet 

psychologically.

Becoming more effective by 

adding new dimensions to their 

approaches to action. 

Developing appropriate 

flexibility.

Coming to terms with mutually 

exclusive visions of self-

improvement.

Meaning is derived from projects.



Activity 3

In small groups explore your potential strategies as a coach 
in this situation:

The client is fixed on a particular goal that you, as a coach, 
believe to be unachievable. 

How would you work with the client if you believe they are 
mainly:
•Unformed ego?
•Formed ego?
•Reformed ego?
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