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Abstract  

This study examines three previously unconnected areas: authenticity, 

coaching and women.  Despite the growing interest in coaching, it is still in 

its infancy in its academic credentials with a paucity of empirical research 

undertaken to date.  In contrast to the extensive research that has been 

undertaken on the issues that women experience in the workplace, there is 

little research available that looks specifically at coaching this group.  Using 

heuristic inquiry, nine women collaborated as co-researchers to explore the 

phenomenon of coaching women towards authenticity within the workplace; 

specifically within the context of higher education.  Data was collected in 

three cycles during a period of thirteen months and took various forms.  

Informal conversational interviews lasting between 1.5 and 2 hours were 

held in each cycle with each co-researcher.  Supplementary data such as 

e-mails and notes from meetings was also provided on a voluntary basis.  

Using morning pages as a means of journal data was an unusual approach 

but one that intrigued and absorbed many of the co-researchers.  For the 

more creative, the option was given to consider music, film, art, poetry, 

metaphor or image that conjured up the essence of their experience.  

Thematic analysis was undertaken identifying patterns, clusters and 

categories.  In establishing both the group depiction and the creative 

synthesis (that is essential to heuristic inquiry) a departure was made from 

the established recommendation where it is suggested that a few co-

researchers are selected who typify the group.  For this study, all the co-

researchers were included in both the group depiction and creative 

synthesis which comprise two woven tapestries.   
 
The main findings from the study are that coaching can provide support and 

contribute to women’s development of authenticity and that there are three 

overall areas that can affect and influence women’s authenticity: working in 

a safe environment, raising one’s profile and having insight.  These findings 

add to the theoretical knowledge of coaching and will inform future 

academic and practitioner studies into the exploration of coaching women 

towards authenticity.   
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Prologue 

A prologue is perhaps an unusual way of beginning a thesis however, my 

personal story is complex and in undertaking heuristic inquiry, reflexivity is 

an essential aspect.  Unless my experiences are recounted, the foundation 

for the research could appear shallow and peripheral and as I consider the 

beginning of this study, my ‘internal search’ (Moustakas, 1990, p. 9) of 

many years is not only the raison d’être for the research but also the 

authentic and appropriate place to start.     
 
Aspects of my childhood were difficult.  My parents were divorced when I 

was an infant and I was the youngest within a close-knit extended family by 

some age.  I did not have an easy relationship with some members of the 

family as I found the behaviour and unspoken rules of engagement difficult 

to manage.  Less gregarious than them and not a particularly confident 

child when with some of the family, I was often the butt of jokes and 

became reserved and unsure as to when to assume behaviours and 

appearances.  Consequently, it became easier to manage being thought of 

as insipid or retiring than to deal with the maelstrom of the family dynamics.  

The sustained undermining was difficult to understand and cope with.  

Aged ten I lost both my grandmother and uncle who were the mainstay of 

support and guidance.  At school, freed of certain domestic constraints I 

was happy and confident to be myself, highly competitive and successful in 

both sport and study.  Although awarded a place at Cambridge, a car 

accident ended my academic and sporting aspirations and whilst my 

injuries were not permanent, they were extensive.  Looking back my 

memory is that I had failed my potential and that that was a form of 

disgrace as I had not proved myself.   
 
These early experiences had the effect of pitching me in many directions at 

once and I found it difficult to hold my own position and assert my own 

reality.  My inability to attend university seemed to confirm the conjecture 

that I was without spirit and I came to believe that perhaps my ambitions 

had been both fanciful and misguided. 
 
Whilst I recovered from my injuries, a friend’s father offered me a temporary 

position in the local high street branch of the bank where he was the 

manager.  I reluctantly agreed and somewhat to my surprise soon became 
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absorbed in aspects of this new world.  NatWest was an excellent employer 

and although I was not a graduate I was admitted onto the fast-track 

development programme where I took the professional exams (equivalent 

to a bachelor’s degree).  Some members of the family considered my 

working in a bank to be risible and although I was promoted quite 

frequently, I ceased to discuss my career, keeping aspects to myself.        
 
In positioning the study, my personal history was reflected on whilst I 

determined the research question, data collection and analysis.  This 

concurs with Willig (2008) who posits that reflexivity requires a close 

examination of ‘personal and professional reasons for asking our research 

question’ (p.20).  In so doing I recognised the empathy that I had with the 

women whom I coached who found it difficult to be themselves under 

certain constraints and within particular environments.  Thus the 

background fabric of the study was created upon which the accounts of 

eight other women were added. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

In 1929, Virginia Woolf said ‘It is obvious that the values of women differ 

very often from the values which have been made by the other sex; 

naturally, this is so.  Yet it is the masculine values that prevail’ (p.74).  

Citing this, Gilligan (1993) adds that ‘as a result, women come to question 

the normality of their feelings and to alter their judgements in deference to 

the opinion of others’ (p.16).  Similarly, Moir and Jessel (1989) comment on 

the feminist view that women should want to emulate men saying:  

…the overwhelming complaint of successful women is that 
feminism identifies male goals and male methods as the 
ideal for women; that is it denies the sexual differences, 
denies the very essence and thus the very value of the 
feminine (p.178). 

 
Thus, for almost a century it has been acknowledged that women’s 

capacity to be themselves appears to be curtailed.  Inevitably this can result 

in behaviour that is not authentic.  Trilling (1972) asserts that authenticity is 

when ‘within’ and ‘without’ are in harmony (p.93).  However, it is difficult to 

consider that such a condition of congruence is achievable for women if 

they perceive themselves unable to assert their values, beliefs and 

opinions.  White’s qualitative study (1995) suggests that the work 

characteristics of successful women conform to the male model of 

achievement.  This resonates with the work of Eagly (1995) who considers 

that women can be unwilling to display their differences from men in their 

anxiety that their divergence might be construed as a deficiency.  Being 

different does not mean being less and such an assumption equates 

sameness with equality, an often misunderstood and contested concept 

(Sapiro and Johnston Conover, 2001). 
 
Amidst increasing legislation to support women’s claims to better and more 

equal opportunities at work during the last three decades, there is still an 

apparent imbalance between aspirational and actual achievement of 

women attaining senior positions in certain areas and sectors (Schein, 

2007; Singh, Vinnicombe and James, 2006; Vinnicombe and Singh, 2003; 

Schein and Davidson, 1993).  The ‘Sex and Power’ report (Equality and 

Human Rights Commission, 2011) highlights the armed forces, police, 

judiciary and higher education as areas where women’s senior 

representation is still extremely low.  For example, the increase of three 
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women into the senior ranks of the armed forces brought the percentage to 

one per cent (p.2). 
 
In 2011, Lord Davies created the ‘Women on Boards’ review (Davies, 

2011).  The review panel’s purpose is to identify barriers that are preventing 

women reaching the boardroom and to make proposals as to how to 

increase the proportion of women on boards.  Whilst the review focuses on 

the corporate world, point number nine of its recommendations states that 

the recognition and development of women from outside commerce should 

also be considered: 

Women from outside the corporate mainstream including 
entrepreneurs, academics, civil servants and senior 
women with professional service backgrounds, for whom 
there are many fewer opportunities to take up corporate 
board positions (p.5). 

 
 
Research into higher education suggests that barriers are evident for 

women advancing to senior levels of academia (Deem, 2007; 2003; 

Bagilhole, 2002; 2000; Saunderson, 2002; Clark, Chandler and Barry, 

2000) and in his report Leitch (2006) asked questions as to the low 

percentage of women in senior roles.  Earlier, the Hansard Society 

Commission Report (1990) described British universities as bastions of 

male power and privilege (p.68).  In their qualitative research, Doherty and 

Manfredi (2010; 2006) posit that women experience career progression to 

the grade of senior/principal lecturer but then their advancement appears to 

stall.  This concurs with McTavish, Miller and Pyper (2006) who assert that 

if the attainment of female representation at senior levels within higher 

education is the key to critical mass then it is important to address the 

issues of promotional grades for women.   
 
In an attempt at redressing this disproportion of staff in one Russell Group 

university, coaching for a group of female academics was introduced as 

part of an equal opportunities policy.  Whilst not applicable for all, it became 

apparent that the perceived atmosphere of disaffection and distrust within 

their domain was causing difficulty for a few of the women to feel able to be 

themselves and appropriately assertive resulting in reduced confidence and 

self-esteem.  Consequently their ability to behave authentically was being 

eroded resulting in an overall deleterious effect on their self-perception of 

worth, power and influence and yet to an observer these were engaging, 
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intelligent and ambitious people capable of providing significant benefit to 

their students, school, college, institution and ultimately society.  These 

women’s experiences caused me to reflect on other occurrences I have 

observed in my career whereby some dedicated and assiduous women are 

disregarded for chances whereas others, who are not as capable or 

attentive, get the opportunities.  As my knowledge and experience of higher 

education developed so I became more intrigued by the apparent issues 

experienced by some women trying to establish themselves within an 

overtly masculine environment and in so doing appeared to lose their sense 

of self and authentic being.  This gave rise to the research question for this 

study, which seeks to bring the three aspects of authenticity, coaching and 

women together into an exploration of how coaching can help women 

towards authenticity in the workplace. 

1.1 Research Context 

The consideration of female academics has relevance to this study 

inasmuch that they are representative of the issues that face women at 

senior levels in many organisations.  The issues found in the Davies review 

(2011) continue to have resonance with this inquiry with one section 

discussing the issues of supply.  There are fewer women than men coming 

through to the top level of organisations but in addition, it is acknowledged 

that ‘part of the challenge is around demand.  There are women in the UK 

more than capable of serving on boards who are currently not getting those 

roles’ (p.3).  Thus it appears that women do not suffer from apathy in their 

desire for achieving seniority but do struggle with the attainment although 

the reasons seem to be unclear.   
 
The responsibilities and activities commonly recognised as aspects of the 

academic role are changing, together with relationships to other roles, both 

within and outside institutions.  Archer (2008) argues that these factors are 

‘disrupting notions of professionalism, what constitutes academic work and 

what it means (or should mean) to be an academic’ (p.386).  In challenging 

the nature, content and balance of the academic role, so the boundaries of 

the authentic self are confronted where authenticity is concerned with a 

genuine presentation of self and congruence between values and actions 

(Cranton, 2001; Brookfield, 1995).  Authentic relationships are mutually 

beneficial and extend to influence further associations between people at 
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individual and organisational levels.  The power of authenticity within an 

organisation is extensive where parties treat each other with respect and 

without the need for personal gain (Kets de Vries, 2010; 2009; 2007; Avolio 

and Gardner, 2005; Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Peltier, 2001).  It could be 

argued that these issues affect men as much as women.  However, 

academia within the Russell Group of universities is predominated by 

middle class, middle aged, white males whose exclusivity becomes even 

more noticeable in the most senior roles (Hearn, 1999).  The counter 

argument therefore could be that the current balance is so disproportionate 

as to mean that women are more affected.  Despite the various forms of 

legislation to encourage equal opportunities there is a dearth of female 

academics securing senior positions (Doherty and Manfredi, 2010; 2006, 

Probert, 2005) and an even greater scarcity of women achieving the 

highest ranks with their male colleagues experiencing more success in the 

promotions process (Currie and Thiele, 2001).  Research is essential for 

career advancement and is another area where there is evidence of an 

imbalance and struggle for recognition by women (Deem, 2007; McTavish, 

Miller and Pyper, 2006; Knights and Richards, 2003; Currie, Thiele and 

Harris, 2002).   
 
The purpose of this study is to explore the issues surrounding coaching 

women towards authenticity in the workplace.  The aim of the study is to 

make an original contribution to knowledge in this area through empirical 

research that uses a heuristic approach.  The findings generated from the 

study will also inform future coaching research and practice.   
 
The specific research objectives are to: 

1. Undertake qualitative research with eight female participants to explore 

their perceptions of authenticity and their experience of coaching. 

2. Explore how authenticity and any other issues experienced have been 

helped or hindered, influenced and enabled, or not, through coaching. 

3. Contribute to research by extending the heuristic perspective.  

1.2 Personal and Professional Context 

Aspects of my personal context were introduced in the prologue where I 

described my formative years.  Consequently I have lived with some 

aspects of my research for a long time, other facets for a shorter period.  In 

2006/2007 the various strands merged creating the idea of this exploratory 
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study comprising three elements: coaching, authenticity and women in the 

workplace.  A subconscious period followed as my mind sifted experiences 

and observations into coherence.  In 2008 clarity started to emerge with the 

realisation that not only was I fostering a study of personal importance but 

that it had significance for others too.  Unwittingly, I had experienced the 

first two stages of heuristic inquiry, an adaptation of phenomenology but 

one that ‘explicitly acknowledges the involvement of the researcher, to the 

extent that the lived experience of the researcher becomes the main focus 

of the research’ (Hiles, 2001, p.3).  Devereux (1967) suggests that the 

choice of research topic can often have personal significance for the 

researcher, whether conscious or not.  As evidenced in the prologue, my 

lived experience had a chronology stemming from childhood incorporating 

the concepts of coaching, authenticity and women crystallising into a 

research study from the perspective of a researching professional coach.  

My ‘internal search’ (Moustakas, 1990. p.9) was of consequence and 

became the foundation for the research.   
 
As already mentioned, although I was not an under-graduate I was invited 

to join the National Westminster Bank’s graduate programme and took the 

professional exams (equivalent to a bachelor’s degree).  During my last 

couple of years there I also took an MSc in People and Organisational 

Development, which was a time of great personal satisfaction.  After The 

Royal Bank of Scotland acquired NatWest I decided that I no longer wished 

to be part of the new structure and moved to a leading conservation charity 

where I spent an interesting if frustrating four years trying to reconcile the 

espoused values of the organisation with my perception of the reality.  My 

experiences in both organisations were invaluable in realising that I cannot 

work in environments where there is a schism between alleged and actual 

values and certainly if those clash with my own.  Since then I have worked 

in higher education within the field of organisational development with part 

of my role being to coach senior staff for personal and/or professional 

developmental purposes.  Although none of the universities that I have 

worked at or the staff are included, my experiences in those universities 

have been instrumental in the formative aspects of the study.  
 
A chance conversation with a woman at a conference served to crystallise 

the focus of the study.  After outlining the plan to her she responded: 
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I think you’ve hit the nail on its head and that you’re onto 
something really interesting here.  I’ve been in this theatre 
for a long time and have played so many parts in my 
struggle to be accepted, that I find it hard to know who the 
“real me” is.  I’ve never had any formal coaching though I 
suppose I did have a mentor without acknowledging it as 
such.  Come back and we can discuss your exploration.  It 
will be interesting to consider the “what ifs” in relation to 
my career (Prospective co-researcher, 2008). 

 
Our discussion keyed into a requirement of heuristic inquiry that the subject 

under investigation is one of importance to the primary researcher and has 

occupied him/her for many years.  Like J.B. Priestley’s play “Dangerous 

Corner” (1932) or the modern film adaptation, “Sliding Doors” (1998) until 

the moment that these words were uttered, my study could have taken a 

number of directions as I had not categorically decided what my research 

question might be.  Disappointingly this professor could not become one of 

my co-researchers as she had not received any coaching and was shortly 

to retire but she has become a trusted friend and source of endless 

support. 
 
I have included this experience in my account because it echoed so many 

conversations with groups of women where the consistent theme has been 

that they can find it hard to be listened to properly or heard correctly.  Try 

as they might, they find it difficult to be themselves and are aware that they 

are often feeling out of kilter, unsure and nervous, lacking in confidence 

and disregarded.  Consequently, their capacity to be themselves, i.e. 

authentic, is consistently being diminished and undermined and their 

power, influence and purpose is impaired.   

1.3 Definitions and Literature 

There are three principal threads of literature germane to this study: 

coaching, authenticity and women in the workplace.  The literature review 

draws on aspects of education, organisational development, philosophy 

and psychology as being important underpinning areas for the study. 

 Coaching  1.3.1

Within the last twenty years the coaching literature has grown and 

developed in line with the practice of coaching from being associated 

exclusively with sport to an aspect of organisational development that is 

gaining credibility and popularity (Grant and Cavanagh, 2007).  Until about 
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ten years ago, most of the literature was practitioner-based though 

coaching is now emerging as an academic discipline with an evolving 

research base.  For this study, the coaching literature stemming from 

organisational development and psychology are key strands and rooted in 

the importance of relationship.  The literature suggests that relationship is 

an essential component for both productive coaching (Sieler, 2010; de 

Haan, 2008; Gyllensten and Palmer, 2007; Bluckert, 2006; 2005) and 

authenticity (Roberts et al, 2009; Eagly, 2005; Gardner et al, 2005).  The 

literature also suggests that relationship is fundamental to the way that 

women manage their working lives (Cabrera, 2007; Gilligan, 1993).   
 
The following working definition, recognising that caveat, illustrates the 

complex expanse of the variety and breadth combined with the detail and 

depth that coaching can often find itself presented with.   

Coaching could be seen as a human development 
process that involves structured, focused interaction and 
the use of appropriate strategies, tools and techniques to 
promote desirable and sustainable change for the benefit 
of the coachee and potentially for other stakeholders.  
(Bachkirova, Cox and Clutterbuck, 2010, p.1). 
 

 Authenticity  1.3.2

The literature on authenticity is as copious as it is diverse.  It is a complex 

subject and there are differing assumptions made as to its composition.  

There appear to be many ways in which authenticity is addressed and it is 

possible that some of the complication lies in the different nuances that are 

applied resulting in difficulty in disentangling each from the other.  In trying 

to simplify the difficulty, some definitions are explored within this chapter 

with further definitions discussed in Chapter Two. 
 
Goffee and Jones (2000) regard authenticity as an ideal that should be 

aspired to; others take the view that authenticity is a moral virtue (Peterson 

and Seligman, 2004; George, 2003).  Another debate is whether 

authenticity is a personal or relational construct with Erikson (1995) 

espousing that authenticity is established by an individual asserting 

personal moral standards that are owned and lived thereby being true to 

him/herself.  The counter view is that authenticity is relational being 

established by the way in which involved parties are committed to clarity in 

their appreciative engagement of each other’s strengths and deficiencies 
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(Roberts et al, 2009; Lopez and Rice, 2006; Eagly, 2005).  This view 

complements coaching where the relationship between parties is important.  

In their qualitative study, Gyllensten and Palmer (2007) found that the 

relationship between the coach and coachee was important, dependent on 

trust and strengthened by transparency, two traits associated with authentic 

behaviour.   
 
Western culture has welcomed the concept of authenticity (Trilling, 1972) 

and although it is still in its infancy, empirical work on authenticity in 

organisations has grown in the last decade (Avolio and Luthans, 2006; 

Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Avolio et al, 2004).  Much of the literature in 

relation to authenticity within organisations focuses on either authentic 

leadership or the lack of authenticity, a dichotomy, but one which in 

consideration of some of the unethical conduct witnessed within the last 

decade, across sectors and countries, is perhaps not surprising.  Although 

leadership is outside the scope of this study, there are connecting threads 

where, for example, the behaviour of the leader (whether authentic or not) 

acts as a catalyst to staff.  Furthermore, some of the literature that focuses 

on authentic leadership has relevance to the core of authentic behaviour.  

For example, the seminal authors Avolio et al (2004) suggest that the 

essence of authenticity is to know, accept and remain true to one’s self.   
 
There is a small amount of literature on the combined subjects of coaching 

and authenticity where the importance of being authentic to personal values 

is emphasised (Spence, Oades and Caputi, 2004; Seligman, 2002).  Most 

of the literature that considers coaching and authenticity does so from the 

perspective of the authenticity of the coach not the coaching of authenticity.  

Being fully present and being able to make connections with the innermost 

self are attributes of authenticity that are requisites of the coach (Bluckert, 

2006; Block, 2000) however there is little discussion as to how coaches 

might help their clients and coachees with this concept.  Zeus and 

Skiffington (2007) provide a simple overview of authenticity in relation to 

coaching in which they associate authentic behaviour with high self-

esteem.  Here again the focus for the development is on the coach not the 

coachee.  Kilburg (1997) suggests that successful coaching relationships 

are characterised by the coach engaging in an authentic manner.  Peltier 

(2001) is noticeable by his apparent lone assertion that both coaches and 

coachees benefit in authentic work relationships where parties treat each 
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other with respect and without duress (p.166).  There is little said however, 

as to how coaching might assist in developing authenticity in relationships.   

 Women in the workplace 1.3.3

The literature written both by popular authors and academics extolling the 

progress that women are making in the workplace is extensive and yet 

invariably a caveat is present too; that although women are making 

headway, too often their advancement wavers.   

This is no longer because of a lack of education or opportunity in their early 

career where progression seems assured.  The attainment of the most 

senior positions for many however, is not forthcoming and the lack of formal 

support such as coaching provision may be a contributory factor.  Peltier 

and Irueste-Montes (2001) suggest that women should be considered as a 

special case for coaching as, despite women’s advancement in the 

workplace, the prevailing culture in many organisations is still palpably, 

male.  Kanter (1993) identified that a shortage of women could lead to 

various behaviours such as competitiveness, commitment and conformity 

deriving from issues of opportunity, power and proportion from both the 

predominant and minority groups.   
 
Although the literature on women’s progress in the workplace is extensive, 

the literature on coaching women specifically is still in its infancy, with no 

studies found focusing on women’s experiences in England.  As a result I 

broadened the search to include studies from other countries.  I also 

included studies that from the title appeared to focus on mentoring as the 

terms mentoring and coaching can be intertwined (Ives, 2008).  The 

practitioner literature has many definitions that try to distinguish coaching 

and mentoring and it is acknowledged that ‘creating a unique identity of 

coaching is still an unresolved problem’ (Bachkirova, Cox and Clutterbuck, 

2010, p.3).  
 
There is a gap in knowledge and research on the concept and practice of 

coaching to encourage women’s authenticity and this study examines 

whether coaching can act as a conduit and the enabler for such action.  In 

so doing, the aspiration is that this study will not only assist practitioner 

coaches and their coachees and clients but also contribute towards the 

body of evidence-based work in the pursuit of coaching becoming a 

recognised profession. 
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1.4 Research Design and Methodology 

The subjective nature of perceptions and experiences of authenticity 

suggests a phenomenological approach and for this study I have chosen 

heuristic inquiry.  There are two primary aspects that distinguish heuristic 

inquiry from other phenomenological approaches which are that the 

principal researcher must have personal knowledge of the phenomenon 

and intense interest in studying it and select co-researchers who can 

engage in collaborative inquiry (Patton, 2002).  In this study, the knowledge 

created comes from the combined experiences of me as the primary 

researcher with eight other women sharing the exploration as co-

researchers.  All the women either worked for (as a member of academic 

staff) or with (as a professional coach) a Russell Group university.   
 
One of the primary processes of heuristic inquiry is self-dialogue and 

questioning with the phenomenon leading to self-discovery and awareness 

(Moustakas, 1990).  In achieving deep insight it becomes possible 

subsequently to develop the understanding of others (Gray, 2009).  Thus, 

heuristic inquiry is appropriate as the principal research method in this 

study which could contribute to developing coaching theory that may be 

used by both academics and practitioners. 
 
Heuristic inquiry draws upon a humanistic, person-centred approach to 

knowledge (Rogers, 1985; 1965) and on concepts of “tacit knowledge” and 

“indwelling” (Polanyi, 1966; 1964 and 1962).  Moustakas (1994; 1990) 

posits that the tacit dimension creates a bridge between the implicit 

knowledge acquired through the principal researcher’s intuitive 

understandings of the phenomenon and the explicit knowledge that is 

obtained through the co-researchers’ descriptions.  Crucial to heuristic 

inquiry are six phases: initial engagement, immersion, incubation, 

illumination, explication and creative synthesis which are illustrated by first-

person accounts from co-researchers who have also ‘directly encountered 

the phenomenon in experience’ (Moustakas, 1990, p. 38).  In collecting the 

data I conducted ‘informal conversational interviews’, (Patton, 2002, 

pp.342-343) as these are recommended by Moustakas (1990, p.47) as 

being the most compatible with the cadence of heuristic inquiry.  Each co-

researcher was interviewed three times with an interval of approximately 

three months between each and was also invited to engage in a form of 

diarising called morning pages (Cameron 1995) or a more formal journal 



-13- 

depending on personal preference.  During the study I wrote my own 

morning pages as a daily log and I have found these to be invaluable in 

articulating questions or problems I have experienced.  Issues that I tussled 

with were pondered over from every perspective until I reached a 

conclusion.  An example is my ontological and epistemological position.  I 

found the quest for enlightenment to be interesting, if perplexing, initially full 

of “questions without answers” moving to questions being answered “to 

some degree” to “one question being answered, giving rise to another”.  

Initially confused by the seemingly interchangeable expressions of social 

constructivism and constructionism, I take a position of social 

constructionism in that through interaction with others meanings and 

realities are created and maintained (Cunliffe, 2008).  This is concordant 

with some of the fundamental principles of coaching with meaning and 

knowledge created through social interaction and dialogue.  By discussing 

the coachee’s experiences, coaching can present different views and assist 

the coachee in realising that new interpretations can be made (Zeus and 

Skiffington, 2007; Hardingham et al, 2004).  
 
 
 
Throughout this study, I refer to the weaving of cloth, of strands of thread 

forming patterns which creates the physical construction of a “bricolage” 

(Etherington, 2004a; Patton, 2002; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Levi-Strauss, 

1966).  West (2001) posits that the role of the qualitative researcher 

involves ‘becoming a bricoleur, resourcefully weaving together whatever 

tools and methods might be necessary in order to achieve an insightful and 

comprehensive understanding of the topic (p.128).  The allusion to the 

composition of material, texture and fabric is not purely a metaphor to 

illustrate the relationship to the overall creative synthesis, as it is an integral 

part of the creative synthesis (Moustakas, 1994; 1990) with two tapestries 

created during the study (appendices G and H).   
 
All of the co-researchers produced pieces of poetry, music and film that had 

specific connotations for them for their individual depictions and also 

donated an image that I wove into a tapestry.  This complemented and 

enhanced the overall creative synthesis, an evolving and abstract piece of 

embroidery that has accompanied my morning pages as part of the study 

and interplays between the writing of the thesis and the analysis of the 

data.  The initiation of these tapestries was part of the incubation phase, an 
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important aspect of heuristic inquiry which Moustakas (1990) describes as 

the time when growth takes place enabling ‘the inner tacit dimension to 

reach its full possibilities’ (p.28).  I found that in closing my mind to the 

exertions of work, another part of my mind opened and that as I sewed, 

using different coloured threads, so new thoughts and considerations 

occurred which were captured and collected in a note book for subsequent 

reflection.  The use of colour and texture is intrinsic to the way in which I 

construct knowledge as I think in colour, a phenomenon known as 

synaesthesia.  I personally transcribed the interviews and undertook 

thematic analysis, searching for patterns and clusters (Boyatzis, 1998).  

The heuristic approach acknowledges that codes will evolve and that it is 

necessary to group and re-group the data in order to experience complete 

immersion. 

1.5 Overview of the Thesis 

Chapter Two discusses the literature that is pertinent to this study, 

acknowledging the seminal writers and notable research.  The 

philosophical and psychological perspectives of authenticity are considered 

with an overview of the history and origins of the concept.  It is, however, 

the more commonplace and every day usage of the term that is the focus in 

understanding authenticity in relation to coaching; that of the inner being 

having congruence with the persona that is created at work ‘…owning and 

owning up to what you are at the deepest level’ (Guignon, 2004, p.163).  

The wider perspectives of authenticity and women, and authentic behaviour 

are discussed before examining the themes of coaching and authenticity, 

and coaching women.  

Chapter Three examines the methodology and methods of data collection 

and analysis.  In observation of the approach within heuristic inquiry, it is 

written as a personal account and details the reasoning behind the 

decisions made, the philosophical foundations underpinning the study and 

the specific methods used.  It also examines the use of morning pages as a 

form of research diary.  Germane to heuristic inquiry is the production of a 

‘creative synthesis’ which takes the form of ‘individual and comprehensive 

depictions’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.54).   
 
The findings that emerge from the empirical research are presented in 

Chapters Four, Five and Six and provide the analysis and discussion, re-
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connecting with the Literature Review before considering how the study has 

extended knowledge in the field of coaching.  Entitled ‘authenticity thrives in 

the appropriate environment’, Chapter Four is the largest analysis and 

discussion chapter and acts as the base for the group of three chapters.  

Chapter Five narrows the focus to discuss ‘being authentic helps to raise 

profile’.  This chapter picks up the threads of authenticity and coaching from 

Chapter Four whilst also having its own areas of discussion.  Chapter Six is 

named ‘authenticity is having clarity within’ and extends the discussion on 

authenticity and coaching further whilst focusing onto aspects of self.   
 
Chapter Seven summarises the aims and purpose of the study and 

provides the conclusion.  The contribution of knowledge to the field of 

coaching is established with limitations of the study discussed, whilst 

considering further research that could be undertaken. 

1.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has established the background of the study with both the 

professional and theoretical context and introduced the research design.  It 

has provided an explanation of the problem that senior women experience 

with behaving authentically within the workplace generally and specifically 

within the Russell Group of Universities in England.  The reasons for 

undertaking the research have been asserted and are explicitly to add to 

the theoretical knowledge of coaching and contribute to academic research 

by extending the heuristic perspective.  
 
This study has brought together three hitherto unconnected areas of 

research and the following chapter will identify the gaps in the literature and 

clarify why research in this area is required. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

This chapter reviews the literature which informed the study and includes 

research from the areas of coaching, mentoring, organisational 

development, philosophy and psychology.  The review involved searching 

books and also journals such as the International Journal of Evidence-

Based Coaching and Mentoring, the International Coaching Psychology 

Review, Gender, Work and Organization and the Leadership Quarterly.  

Online databases searched include Business Source Complete, Education 

Research Complete, Emerald, PsycInfo and Web of Science.  Attendance 

at Oxford Brookes conferences such as the Annual Coaching and 

Mentoring Research Conference and the inaugural Women and Leadership 

Conference were beneficial in highlighting studies across sectors and 

professions.  Key search terms used were: authenticity, coaching and 

women and denote the section headings within this chapter. 
 
In reviewing the three core themes it became apparent that there is an 

imbalance in the volume of subject matter in the existing literature and it 

was necessary to ensure that the review did not overreach itself in one area 

at the cost of another.  This would have been easy to do as there is copious 

literature on the subject of authenticity although there is little relating to the 

specifics of women’s authenticity.  The literature in relation to coaching is 

still sparse with an evident gap in the literature relating to the coaching of 

authenticity for women.  Consequently, some aspects of literature within the 

span of authenticity have been condensed with the areas pertaining to 

women and coaching entering into related areas such as mentoring in order 

to retain as much balance as possible, whilst also ensuring focus on the 

overall subject.  For example, there is extensive literature on the history of 

authenticity and its religious connotations where, as an illustration, 

Protestantism asserts that authenticity relates to salvation which comes 

from an inner state and a devotion to God (Guignon, 2004).  There is also a 

substantial body of literature in consideration of authentic society and the 

collapse of the feudal system which changed irrevocably both the physical 

and social environments in which people lived (Lindholm, 2008; Guignon, 

2004; Taylor, 1989).  The previously unquestioned might and social order 

of church and state with their defined hierarchies of position became 

disputed and broken (Taylor, 2007).  Although these areas were absorbing 
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and important for me to read in order to gain an understanding of the depth 

and breadth of authenticity as a subject, the review of the literature in 

relation to the framework of the study became the demarcation point.  

Consequently, the literature pertaining to authenticity was honed and 

reduced to aspects that focused on the contemporary social context.   

 

Although I did examine mentoring as part of the literature review I decided 

not to devote a section to the specifics of mentoring women in higher 

education as the research was specifically an exploratory study of coaching 

women, not mentoring.   
 
When reviewing the literature relating to women, care was needed not to 

devote too much attention on the history of equal opportunities legislation 

as this is a much researched area and whilst being interesting to read, was 

not appropriate to write about in too much depth within the context of the 

study.  In deciding what to include within the literature review and what to 

exclude, I constantly challenged myself as to whether the subject matter 

was relevant to the study and to what degree, in order to retain the focus of 

the research.   
 
A review of the literature suggests that the research to date in combining 

coaching and authenticity is still in its infancy with correspondingly few 

seminal writers.  Although the focus of the research is coaching, a review of 

mentoring was included as I found that some studies which had mentoring 

in the title discussed aspects of coaching with the two interventions used 

indeterminately.  Not including mentoring would have reduced the search 

considerably and made the review poorer as a number of papers ostensibly 

research mentoring but include aspects of coaching.  For example, 

Høigaard and Mathison’s quantitative study entitled ‘Benefits of formal 

mentoring for female leaders’ (2009) includes many references to coaching.   
 
The initial section considers the concept of authenticity.  Owing to its 

plethora of guises, the focus is on the contemporary social context and 

everyday understanding of the term.  However, in detailing current attitudes 

an overview of the history of authenticity is traced too.  The section 

broadens to consider authenticity, women and aspects of attitude and belief 

that may affect authentic behaviour in the workplace.  The subsequent 

sections focus on coaching in relation to authenticity and women.  The 



-18- 

literature reviewed is founded from both research and practice as having 

relevance to academia and practitioners alike.  Accordingly, this chapter 

establishes where there are gaps in the literature within the field of 

authenticity and coaching women.  Figure 2-1 illustrates the sections and 

connections within this chapter. 
 
  



-19- 

Figure 2-1 Literature Review Sections 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.1 Authenticity 

Authenticity is a concept that is used loosely (Lindholm, 2008).  It is 

complex (Kreber, 2010) and covers a broad expanse of subjects, 

experiences and products that range from self-help literature, food and 

clothes to music, art and antiquities.  Banal marketing campaigns advertise 

the “authenticity” of products (Peterson, 2005) and in so doing risk 

diminishing both the concept and the commodity (Jones and Smith, 2005; 

Graham, 2001; Fromm, 1993).  One of the most influential writers on the 

subject, Trilling (1972) maintains that authenticity is not only a word of 

‘ominous import’ but that it is also ‘implicitly a polemical concept’ (pp.93-

94).  Harter (2002) irons out some of the difficulty with a more practical if 

more prosaic application to the meaning of authenticity as: 

Owning one’s personal experiences, be they thoughts, 
emotions, needs, wants, preferences or beliefs, processes 
captured by the injunction to “know thyself” and further 
implies that one acts in accord with the true self, 
expressing oneself in ways that are consistent with inner 
thoughts and feelings (p.382).  

 
The history of this ostensibly straightforward term is not only complex but 

also steeped in contradictory terminology with different interpretations 

applied as to its meaning.  For example, Lindholm (2008) asserts that 

Trilling (1972) posits that authenticity owes its origins to the concept of 

sincerity, while Erickson (1995) and Avolio and Gardner (2005) consider 

that authenticity should not be mistaken for sincerity.  Trilling (1972) himself 

states that authenticity can be so easily used as a term that it resists 

definition but states that it ‘suggests a more strenuous experience than 

“sincerity” does’ (p.11).   
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Rousseau, generally regarded as the founder of modern authenticity 

(Lindholm, 2008; Guignon, 2004; Taylor, 1991), asserts that it is essential 

to demand complete honesty from individuals and within society, however 

uncomfortable and isolating.  Lindholm (2008) considers Rousseau to be 

the earliest influencer of contemporary thinking in advocating that ‘the 

cultural/social surface represses the expression of the authentic natural 

self’ (p.8).  This concept of natural authenticity was counter to the popular 

belief of the time which contended that political and monarchical power was 

absolute.  Cranston’s translation of Rousseau’s seminal work ‘The Social 

Contract’ (1968) presents Rousseau’s argument that by entering into such 

a contract everyone would be free because everyone within society would 

have equal measure of freedom and imposition on each other. 
 
Guignon (2004) suggests that “being authentic” comprises two elements.  

Firstly there is the characteristic of introspection ‘a substantial self lying 

deep within each of us’ (p.146).  This quality is distinctive and of supreme 

importance for establishing how we live.  The second aspect requires 

exposing the inner self to be reflected in the way we live.  These two 

assertions are based upon the premise that society is essentially dishonest 

and shallow and that it is important to know and be the person that you are.  

Referring to Heidegger’s work ([1927]1962), Cox (2012) reiterates that 

‘human beings, in their every-day relationships with one another, are 

thrown into an inauthentic mode of being that is formed through our 

language and other socially and culturally constructed artefacts’ (p.55).  

Guignon (2004) posits that autonomy and dignity are the qualities to strive 

for, enabling interaction ‘with a degree of clarity, courage and integrity 

normally lacking in inauthentic individuals’ (p.150). 
 
Tisdell (2003) regards authenticity as ‘having a sense that one is operating 

from a sense of self that is defined by oneself as opposed to being defined 

by other people’s expectations’ (p.32).  Likewise, Cranton (2001) deems 

authenticity to be the assertion of the genuine self in society.  Taking a 

similar position, albeit from a different perspective, Chickering, Dalton and 

Stamm (2006) relate authenticity to religion and spirituality, accentuating 

the quality that authenticity holds of consistency of what we believe, say 

and do.  They recognise that holding that coherence is a challenge, as in 

engaging with new experiences, people and information and maturing ‘to 

new levels of cognitive and affective complexity; deconstruction and 
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reconstruction must occur’ (p.8).  They raise a further and important point 

by discussing the assumption that authenticity is always positive and that 

people who are authentic are honest, good and trustworthy.  They assert 

that authenticity can be nefarious and refer to evil individuals who 

nonetheless hold that consistency in their actions, undertaken as they are 

for manipulative and malevolent reasons.  Previously, Williams (2004) 

raised the following query when discussing the link made by Rousseau 

between sincerity, authenticity and virtue ‘if there is such a thing as a real 

self of an individual, what reason is there to think that it must coincide with 

an underlying character of honour, considerateness and compassion?’  (p. 

182).   
 
The dark side of authenticity is not widely discussed in contemporary 

literature as authenticity is more often associated with the positive aspects 

of morality and integrity (Kets de Vries, 2009; Luthans and Avolio, 2003, 

May et al, 2003; Bass and Steidlmeier, 1999).  In their quantitative 

research Mėnard and Brunet (2010) show the positive relationship between 

authenticity and well-being in the workplace.  Reece’s earlier case study 

(2003) reported happiness, passion and meaning in life as being directly 

related to living authentically.   
 
As a result of their grounded theory research, Cranton and Carusetta 

(2004a; 2004b) suggest that being authentic demands self-awareness, 

sensitivity to “other”, relationships and situations.  In considering 

authenticity and its demands on relationships and context, authentic 

leadership embraces elements that are essential to the discourse because 

of the capacity, courage and fortitude that authentic leaders have and the 

moral authority that they convey in organisations (May et al, 2003). 
 
The discourse on authentic leadership is emergent with a small group of 

seminal writers researching this area (Avolio and Luthans, 2006; Avolio and 

Gardner, 2005; Luthans and Avolio, 2003) who highlight the difficulty of 

leadership, particularly in difficult times (Avolio and Gardner, 2005) when 

hard decisions are required to be made with integrity and probity (Luthans 

and Avolio, 2003).  The research suggests that there is increasing 

realisation that it is these times when authentic leadership is needed and 

desired by people who want to witness and experience leaders 

demonstrating qualities of honesty and truthfulness and stating how things 
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are without rhetoric or guile (Kets de Vries, 2009; Avolio and Gardner, 

2005; Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Seligman, 2002).  According to Lee (2007) 

and Avolio and Luthans (2006) authentic leaders are secure in their own 

sense of self, values and beliefs which are congruent with actions as 

opposed to flamboyant gestures with only surface measure. 
 
Closely related to authentic leadership is the notion of authentic 

“followership” with Avolio and Gardner (2005) asserting that ‘through 

increased self-awareness, self-regulation and positive modelling, authentic 

leaders foster the development of authenticity in followers’ (p.317).  In 

addition, the followers’ authenticity is conducive to overall well-being and 

achievement of sustainable performance (Avolio and Gardner, 2005).  Ilies, 

Morgeson and Nahrgang (2005) take a similar view and assert that 

authentic leadership provides for the eudaemonic well-being of both 

leaders and followers.  Previously, Kernis (2003) identified four key aspects 

of authenticity: self-awareness, unbiased processing, relational authenticity, 

authentic behaviour and action. 
 
Chen (2004) asserts that authenticity ‘requires constant creativity, not just 

creativity.  An authentic person is constantly more than what the person is 

now and here’ (p.49).  Freeman and Auster (2011) are in accord with Chen 

(2004) proposing that authenticity is not a static declaration but a creative 

process that demands continuous inquiry.  Creativity could be construed as 

fabrication and hence the antithesis of authenticity however the references 

are made to features that underpin authenticity.  Such characteristics 

resonate with the Delphic maxim of “know thyself” such as questioning and 

inquiry (Chen, 2004) awareness of one’s limits (Guignon, 2004) and action 

and reflection (Corley and Harrison, 2009) that interact and help people to 

‘use deeply held values and personal narratives as resources that enable 

new enactments of self.  Action…challenges the individual to adopt new 

frames of seeing and thereby promotes reflection’ (p.372).  Action and 

reflection are not only components of authentic behaviour but also of 

coaching (Drake, 2011; King, 2009) in creating opportunities for reflection in 

addition to enabling comprehension of experiences.  SchÖn (1983) 

describes this as reflection-on-action where coaching enables the looking 

back on actions after the event. 
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Michie and Gooty (2005) suggest that self-transcendent values such as 

social justice, equality, honesty, loyalty and responsibility together with 

overt behaviours such as gratitude, appreciation and concern for others are 

essential aspects of authentic behaviour.  Freeman and Auster (2011) 

contend that present-day living creates difficulty in both knowing and 

realising one’s values.  They assert that introspection is required but that it 

is also necessary to have the ‘will, character or integrity to act on those 

values’ (p.16).  In her exploration of relational authenticity, Eagly (2005) 

refers to leaders who, whilst explicitly acting in accordance with their core 

values, nonetheless did not achieve the desired outcome.  Values not 

shared with the leader or the leader’s authority not being recognised may 

result in such failure.  Eagly (2005) considers that “outsiders” such as 

women or people who have not traditionally had access to positions of 

power and/or privilege may encounter difficulty in receiving relational 

authenticity owing to this lack of perceived legitimacy. 

2.2 Authenticity and Women 

In her quantitative study, Settles (2004) suggests that becoming more 

authentic is of particular importance for women as they can perceive that 

the diversity they bring to the workplace is not valued.  Consequently 

women can feel unable to be authentic to the extent that they conceal 

aspects of their lives if they discern a discrepancy between their behaviour 

and the accepted “norms” within their organisation (Roberts, 2005; Hewlin, 

2003).  Research suggests that in these situations becoming more 

authentic means integrating gendered and cultural experiences into the 

values and practices of the work environment (Roberts, 2007; Bell and 

Nkomo, 2001).  Conversely, Thomson, Graham and Lloyd (2008) describe 

women who attempt to hide their diversity when working in predominantly 

masculine environments and in so doing, detach themselves from their 

inner self and present a false appearance.  In her qualitative study, Mavin 

(2006) developed individual case studies of women to explore the “queen 

bee syndrome” originally defined by Staines, Travis and Jayerante (1973).  

The label is used variously from being associated with any woman who is 

appointed to a senior role, to one who is a misogynist herself and is 

unsupportive of her female colleagues (Gini, 2001).  Pernicious attitudes by 

women towards women can exist within male dominated organisations 

where some women cloak themselves with the mantle of some male 
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behaviour (Mavin, 2006; Rindfleisch, 2000).  This adoption of behaviour 

may be comfortable for some but for others, forcing an adaptation 

‘constitutes a continuous struggle’ (Priola, 2007, p. 31) and is contrary to 

authentic behaviour.  Eagly and Carli (2007) suggest that witnessing 

perceived male behaviour in senior women reinforces what is valued and 

required.  Previous work on social acceptance (Bell and Nkomo, 2001; 

Kanter, 1993) suggest that women’s career success can be partially 

governed by how well they conform to the organisational culture by 

adopting white male behaviour.   
 
Although explicit career coaching is outside the scope of this study, studies 

of women’s career development reveal relevant insights into considerations 

of their authenticity.  Studies that examine women’s career needs over time 

suggest a change in focus from challenge, to balance, to authenticity 

(Cabrera, 2007; Mainiero and Sullivan, 2006; 2005).  August’s (2011) 

longitudinal, qualitative study suggests that this evolution of requirements is 

evident in the number of women who leave their senior role.  In leaving for 

an ostensibly less demanding position, often in a self-employed capacity, 

their desire is for a happier, healthier and more rewarding personal life 

(August, 2011).  This accentuates the value of relationships deemed so 

important for women (Gilligan, 1993) with Peltier (2001) suggesting that: 

Women tend to pay more attention to relationships than to 
specific measurable outcomes.  It’s not that they don’t 
care about measurable outcomes; it’s just that 
relationships often seem more real and lasting.  Plus 
women are inclined to understand the impact that 
relationships have on the bottom line (p.199). 

 
 
There is a gap in the literature in considering specifically women’s 

authenticity within the context of higher education.  The literature 

evidences the struggle that women still have in attaining senior roles and 

as the literature search widened, so the gap became more apparent in 

trying to establish what the reasons might be for the difficulty.  Women are 

rising to senior/principal lecturer grade however, this does not secure entry 

to higher levels (Doherty and Manfredi, 2010; 2006; Probert, 2005).  

Although men and women demonstrate similar ambition (Probert 2005) 

men tend to have more success in the promotions process suggesting 

either direct discrimination or systemic indirect discrimination (Currie and 

Thiele, 2001).  Knights and Richards (2003) contend that male-dominated 
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promotions panels are inclined towards male-dominated disciplines and 

“hard” sciences rather than female-dominated “soft” disciplines.  The role of 

research is essential for career advancement and this area also highlights 

issues of gender imbalance.  The Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in 

2001 entered twice as many men as women (Knights and Richards, 2003; 

Currie, Thiele and Harris, 2002) with a low percentage of women acting as 

panel members or chairs in some subjects.  The Roberts Review of the 

2001 RAE advised that ‘the funding councils should monitor and report 

upon the gender balance of sub-panel members, sub-panel chairs, panel 

chairs, moderators and senior moderators’ (Roberts, 2003, 

recommendation 13f).   
 
In her combined qualitative/quantitative study, Saunderson (2002) 

highlights women’s under-representation in academia as slowly, if 

unevenly, improving.  Halvorsen’s conceptual paper (2002) queries the 

poor rate of appointment of sufficient women to professorial status, stating 

that ‘unless there is a radical change in existing practice it is unlikely that 

male and female representation at that level will be equal for many years’ 

(p.350). 

2.3 Summary 

It is clear that there is extensive literature on authenticity although the 

subject is still a contested area resisting tight definition.  In relation to 

women, the gap in the literature is apparent with few studies researching 

the specifics of women’s authenticity.  Where authenticity in relation to 

women is mentioned, the studies appear to fall into one of two areas.  

Either the study is concerned with another subject and authenticity is a 

minor finding or the focus is on how women adopt behaviour in order to 

integrate themselves into the workplace, the implication being that they are 

not behaving authentically. 
 
In moving away from the focus of the study there are pockets of research 

appearing that review connections to authenticity in different guises.  For 

example, in respect of career coaching there is a small amount of literature 

considering women’s search for authenticity.  It is evident that the literature 

relating to authentic leadership, whilst small, is growing.  However there is 

a noticeable gap as to how coaching might be able to support such 

leadership.  The research specifically studying women’s authenticity is rare. 
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The next section considers aspects of authentic behaviour, moving into the 

personal aspects of self, attitude and belief.  
 

2.4 Authentic Behaviour 

In understanding approaches to examining self, authenticity plays an 

important part (Ibarra, 2004; 1999).  Several authors discuss how 

authenticity highlights entwined features such as, being truthful to oneself, 

having congruence between feelings and communication whilst also being 

intelligible and acting on one’s own authority (Svejenova, 2005; Peterson, 

2005; Ibarra, 1999; Tedeschi, 1986).  Added to the notion of power (Trilling, 

1972) the accent on authority and self, allies authenticity with responsibility 

and agency (Svejenova, 2005; Tedeschi, 1986).  From this perspective, in 

her case study research, Svejenova (2005) asserts that authenticity is 

about making choices.  This accords with Bovens earlier work (1999) who 

maintains that it is important that there is accommodation between the 

future, present and past as ‘the authentic person does not turn her back on 

the past, but searches for a way to integrate her present with her earlier 

self’ (p.228).  Ibarra (1999) considers that it is important to anticipate and 

visualise the future as to who people would like to become.  This ability to 

adapt and sequence is important for learning (Weick, 1996).  As well as 

combination and connection, Peterson (1997) suggests that authenticity is 

also about being truthful to oneself with Tedeschi (1986) defining an 

authentic person as one who ‘takes responsibility for freely chosen actions 

that represent some internal standards – of self, potentialities or principles’ 

(p.7). 
 
The literature suggests that identity is one of the most explored elements of 

social psychology (Svejenova, 2005; Howard, 2000; Gecas, 1982) with 

elements such as self-image, self-esteem and self-presentation abutting 

and overlapping into the arena of authenticity.  The connection is evident in 

consideration of Baumeister’s (1986a) assertion that individual identity 

comprises two elements; a private self (that which the person really is) and 

a public self (that which is externally presented).  Cranton (2001), contends 

that obtaining a sense of identity leads to becoming more authentic 

however, Tisdell (2003; 1998) posits that it is possible to hold an identity 

that is “inauthentic” (false) or “unauthentic” (not one’s own) but that the 
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desire should be to move toward an authentic identity.  Inauthentic 

behaviour, such as suppressing ideas, values or preferences in order to 

conform can lead to dissonance and distress (Settles, 2004; Hewlin, 2003).   
 
The formative work of James ([1890] 1981) suggests that individuals have 

multiple selves and that those different selves are displayed depending on 

the situational demands.  The seminal work of Goffman (1959) develops 

James’s work as a sociological concept believing that impression 

management comprises an understanding of social interaction in order that 

expectations between parties might be better understood (Kumra and 

Vinnicombe, 2010). 

Goffman’s (1959) discussion of authenticity is directed at the individual and 

group level, though as Peterson (2005) asserts it can be applied to 

organisational and societal levels too.  Goffman (1959) uses the metaphor 

of a play when considering human behaviour and refers to people taking 

roles and enacting performances in an attempt at managing the 

impressions that others have of them.  The notion of impression 

management is of particular interest and was an early influencer in 

determining the subject of this study and its harmony or dissonance with 

authentic behaviour.  Whilst impression management is regarded as an 

enabler to social interaction by sociologists, social psychologists take a 

different view, believing that impression management can be directly 

related to achieving specific and targeted purposes such as influencing 

others to gain power (Rosenfeld, Giacalone and Riordan, 1995).  Thus, the 

main reason to heed behaviour and strive to manage the impression 

created is that through the formation of beneficial social identities, the 

public self becomes closer to the ideal self and that in influencing the 

perceptions made about us so we influence the behaviour towards us.  

Previously, Leary and Kowalski (1990) asserted that impression 

management might be used to construct desired identities in order to 

receive promotion, salary increases and more prestigious working 

conditions and further contended that self-esteem might be improved as a 

result of the material gain.  Earlier still, Gardner and Martinko (1988) had 

unequivocally promoted impression management as a strategy for success 

suggesting that this behaviour can be controlled at will and become part of 

‘a behavioural repertoire that may be manipulated to influence both 

organisational and personal success’ (p.321).  Contrary as some of these 
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ideas might be to the consideration of authenticity; in their mixed methods 

study, the UK authorities on women’s development, Singh, Kumra and 

Vinnicombe (2002) propose that the role of impression management can 

support sincere and substantial ability and dedication for individuals 

seeking recognition and development opportunities.  They suggest that 

people perform with differing levels of awareness of the impressions they 

make on others and refer to self-monitoring as being a complementary 

behaviour to impression management to establish a favourable profile. 
 
Rosenfeld, Giacalone and Riordan (1995) suggest that self-monitoring 

relates to the capacity and capability to interpret verbal and non-verbal 

messages and adapt behaviour accordingly.  “High self-monitors” tend to 

use impression management observing themselves closely and responding 

to situational context and cues.  People who are not as concerned with 

situation and social context are “low self-monitors” and whilst they may be 

as expressive as “high self-monitors”, their demonstrativeness is not 

founded on tactics to manage how they are perceived (Leary, 1996).  They 

are not only less likely to adapt and project an image to a situation but are 

likely to consider that to do so would be false (Gangestad and Snyder, 

2000) and therefore inauthentic according to Tisdell (2003;1998). 
 
In addition to his seminal work on multiple selves and situational demands, 

James ([1890] 1981) is accredited with the original concept of self-esteem 

suggesting it to be dependent on the relationship between perceived 

successes and failures in important areas of individual’s lives (Rosenfeld, 

Giacalone and Riordan, 1995).  Humanistic psychologists perceive self-

esteem as a fundamental need, with Maslow (1968) believing that self-

actualisation is dependent upon self-esteem.  Self-esteem as a core need 

is a view shared by many (Mruk, 2006; Baumeister, 1999; 1993; Brown, 

Collins and Schmidt, 1988) believing it to be a determinant in conserving a 

sense of self with two motives discussed; self-consistency and self-

enhancement.  Searching for information that confirms what individuals 

already believe about themselves, whether good or bad, is self-

consistency.  Self-enhancement differs in that the quest is focused upon 

collecting information that displays the individual in the most beneficial way 

with any adverse counsel being discounted.  Baumeister (1999) suggests 

that people with high self-esteem use self-enhancement and people with 

low self-esteem adopt the self-consistency motive believing negative and 
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refuting positive messages about themselves.  Self-esteem therefore can 

be self-delusionary (Dunning, 2006) with high self-esteem being associated 

with narcissistic tendencies and therefore not necessarily the positive 

attribute that it is widely recognised as being (Crocker et al, 2006; Crocker, 

2002; Baumeister, 1999).  Ryan and Warren Brown (2003) consider that 

there are distinct forms of self-esteem (not all of which rely on it being a 

basic human need) and give a different view: 

Non-contingent self-esteem in contrast characterises 
persons for whom the issue of self-esteem is not salient, 
largely because they experience themselves on a 
fundamental level as worthy of esteem and love.  Success 
and failures do not implicate their self-worth, even when 
they lead to a re-evaluation of actions and efforts (p.72). 
 
 

Maxwell and Bachkirova (2010) assert that ‘”authentic” self-esteem 

transcends the need for self-evaluation and is realistic, secure and 

enduring’ (p.18) suggesting that genuine self-regard does not need 

constant self-affirmation.  Their conceptual paper refers to specific theories 

that have relevance to coaching (e.g. Mruk, 2006; Baumeister, 1999) 

however they caveat that to use these theories a coach would need to be 

proficient in both diagnosis and have sufficient awareness about issues of 

self-esteem in order to ensure that the coaching/counselling boundary was 

not crossed. 
 
The seminal work of Clance and Imes (1978) based on their clinical 

observations, created the concept of the Impostor Phenomenon relating it 

to high achieving women.  A distinction is made between “true” impostors, 

whose identity is established on imitation as opposed to execution and 

“neurotic” impostors, who feel fraudulent whilst being genuinely successful 

(Gediman, 1985).  The literature suggests that the impostor phenomenon 

is widespread amongst academia and medicine and that this phenomenon 

is more often seen in men than women (Topping and Kimmel, 1985).  

However, Cozzarelli and Major (1990) report that the impostor 

phenomenon exists with similar frequency in men and women, a view that 

is supported in Fried-Buchalter’s (1997) quantitative research.  In their 

quantitative study, Leary et al (2000) do not dispute the impostor 

phenomenon however relate the issues to those of impression 

management concluding that the ‘behaviours attributed to impostors have 

a notable self-presentational element’ (Leary et al, 2000, p. 751).  Kets de 
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Vries (2003) suggests that people who believe they are impostors (whether 

“true” or “neurotic”) may adopt inauthentic survival strategies to gain the 

acclaim of others by using flattery and charm in order to avoid a deep-held 

fear; that of social exclusion.  The effort of presenting a false image 

however is likely to take its toll and eventually destruct.  Some “impostors” 

engage in self-defeating deeds thereby reinforcing their own belief in their 

imposture.  The Cinderella Complex (Dowling, 1981) exemplifies self-

defeat where some women hold entrenched and often unconscious desires 

to be looked after or be rescued from the exigencies of looking after 

themselves.  Although the literature is extensive in studying the impostor 

phenomenon, there is scarce corresponding coaching literature detailing 

how such a syndrome is supported.   
 
In Figure 2-2 I illustrate the multiple connections between these levels and 

behaviours. 
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Figure 2-2 Connections between authenticity, levels and behaviours 

 

 

2.5 Summary 

The literature pertaining to authentic behaviour is broad showing the 

connections between authenticity and the concept of self where authenticity 

is important for past, present and future integration.  Many of the key 

studies demonstrate the connections between identity and authenticity, 

illustrating aspects of behaviour that may or may not be construed as 

authentic.  It is evident that the congruence demonstrated between internal 

standards and external communication is important for determining 

authentic behaviour.  However, there is a gap in both practitioner literature 

and academic studies in demonstrating how that congruence may be 

supported.  It is apparent that the focus of the literature is different from the 

purpose of this study and it is conspicuous that more empirical research is 

required in the field of coaching. 
 
The next part of the review starts to narrow the focus by reviewing 

specifically the subjects of coaching and authenticity, and coaching women.   
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2.6 Coaching and Authenticity  

In concentrating on the literature relating to coaching and authenticity and 

coaching women, the scope becomes noticeably smaller.  The next two 

sections review the literature that discusses coaching, the attributes of 

authentic behaviour and areas in organisational life that relate specifically 

to women such as the glass ceiling. 
 
The practitioner literature suggests that it is important for coaches to be 

authentic (de Haan, 2008; Zeus and Skiffington, 2007; Bluckert, 2006; 

Rogers, 2004) however, there is a lack of detail as to what is meant by 

authenticity.  For example de Haan (2008) asserts that the attitude of the 

coach is characterised by ‘empathy, respect, warmth and authenticity in 

relation to the coachee’ (p.161).  There is no mention however as to how 

coaches might help their coachees with their authentic behaviour.  Kets de 

Vries, Korotov and Florent-Treacy (2007) raise the issue of challenge that 

faces coaches in how to help clients ‘deal with the question of authenticity’ 

(p.350) although it is not clear whether the term “client” is used to describe 

the organisational commissioner of the coaching or the coachee.  

Furthermore, the focus is on authentic leadership and the ‘authentizotic 

organisation’ (p.352) not how coaching might assist with authenticity in the 

workplace generally and without mention to either gender specifically.  The 

omission in discussing the extent of authenticity and how it manifests in 

different areas of an organisation is replicated across the coaching 

literature and heralds the significant gap that is apparent.  
 
There are associated aspects to coaching and authenticity that both 

warrant and receive attention.  The issues of transference and counter-

transference need to be considered by coaches as part of their authentic 

behaviour and reflective practice in the management of their relationships 

with coachees or clients (Kets de Vries, 2010; Luborsky and Crits-Cristoph, 

1998).  Operating at two levels simultaneously, the effective coach needs 

high levels of reflection and self-awareness and both attributes are required 

for authentic behaviour (Kets de Vries et al, 2010; Kets de Vries, 2009; Lee, 

2007). 
 
Self-awareness receives considerable attention as an attribute that is 

required by coaches and also an area in which to develop coachees in 



-33- 

order to assist with authentic behaviour.  All definitions refer to the need for 

consciousness of self, behaviour, emotions and an appreciation of the 

congruity between self-perception and impact on others (Kets de Vries et 

al, 2010; Stokes and Jolly, 2010; Bluckert, 2006).  Being able to recognise 

oneself through the perception of others is deemed to be a particularly 

important aspect of development (Hardingham et al, 2004; Wilber, 2001; 

2000; Kegan, 1982).  
 
The notion of relationship within coaching is an area of growing interest and 

associated research (e.g. Bluckert, 2010; Allan and Whybrow, 2008; 

Gyllensten and Palmer, 2007; Yontef, 2002).  Although aspects of 

authenticity are mentioned here again the focus is directed on the coach.  

For example, although the Gestalt perspective requires the coaching 

relationship to be the responsibility of both coach and coachee, it is the 

presence of the coach that requires ‘authenticity, transparency and humility’ 

(Yontef, 2002, p.18).   

2.7 Coaching Women  

The Davies report (2011) referred to the discomfort of many at the 

possibility of introducing quotas of female appointments to Board positions 

(p.18) and the literature pertaining specifically to higher education supports 

the antipathy for positive action (Deem, 2007; Young, 1990).  However, 

Peltier and Irueste-Montes (2001) suggest that there are good reasons to 

consider coaching women as a special case owing to the still low numbers 

of women attaining their true potential and reaching senior positions.  They 

suggest that inroads are being made through the glass ceiling and into the 

boardroom although they acknowledge that organisational design and 

customs are dominated by men and that women have specific issues to 

consider, for example, whether to act, talk and work more like a man in 

order to blend into the culture.  It is apparent from the literature that women 

receive conflicting criticism.  On the one hand there is stricture for being 

apparently too soft in approach (Wajcman, 1998; Kanter, 1993) not being 

sufficiently committed (Kreber et al, 2007) being too emotional (Stead and 

Elliott, 2009; Gilligan, 1993) and not having appropriate leadership qualities 

(Eagly, 2005; Wajcman, 1998).  On the other hand there is censure for 

women not being regarded as team players and being difficult and 
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demanding if they are assertive (Eagly and Carli, 2007; Peltier and Irueste-

Montes 2001; Reardon, 1995; Cockburn, 1991). 
 
Although generalising and stereotyping are traps to be wary of, there are 

nonetheless some aspects of gender tendency that apply and coaching can 

be an important thread in assisting women combat these trends (Peltier 

and Irueste-Montes, 2001).  Women face stereotypical attitudes (Kumra 

and Vinnicombe, 2010; Stead and Elliott, 2009; Singh, Kumra and 

Vinnicombe, 2002; Reardon, 1995; Maddock and Parkin, 1993) and the 

gender imbalance witnessed in relation to senior positions in organisations 

is considerable.  Male dominance is evident and women can be posed with 

difficult decisions that challenge their authenticity as to the appropriate 

behaviours to adapt or adopt in order to blend in (Stead and Elliott, 2009; 

Peltier and Irueste-Montes, 2001; Belenky et al, 1997; Gilligan 1993).  

Masculine practices and discourse prevail within academia (Priola, 2007; 

Deem, 2003; Thomas and Davies, 2002; Barry, Chandler and Clark, 2001) 

with concerns conveyed that women are marginalised in a public service 

that has been accused of ‘elitism, social engineering, exclusion and male 

dominance’ (Whitehead, 2001, p.85).   
 
Some of the literature suggests that the need to be liked for many women 

may create internal conflict if they cannot make exacting decisions.  This 

may affect their authentic beliefs which involve ‘confronting the truth, 

opening oneself up to one’s own limited possibilities, not being defined by 

social norms and not clinging to comfortable routines’ (Kreber et al, 2007).  

Conversely, as some authors identify, there can be a tendency to expect 

nurturing behaviour from women so that delivering business-focused 

decisions can result in censure (Stead and Elliott, 2009; Belenky, et al, 

1997; Gilligan, 1993).  Another aspect is that of high levels of visibility 

which are considered to be essential for success (Peltier and Irueste-

Montes, 2001).  However, for women struggling to assume male behaviour, 

the contrary may occur and they “disappear” by not asserting themselves 

appropriately and downplaying their appearance and profile  (Goffee and 

Jones, 2000).  The literature also suggests that a further gender challenge 

is that unlike their male colleagues, there can be less tolerance for women 

making mistakes or experimenting whilst learning (Peltier and Irueste-

Montes, 2001).   
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Although there is extensive literature on the issues facing women in the 

workplace, the gap is significant in establishing the role of coaching to act 

as a support.  In her qualitative research, Sheppard (2009) explored the 

most frequent issues that senior professional women bring to coaching.  

Although authenticity was identified as being an issue of difficulty that they 

brought to their coaching sessions the discussion on the subject is 

peripheral. 
 
The analogy of the “glass ceiling” originated by Hymowitz and Schellhardt 

(1986) and discussed extensively (e.g. Carli and Eagli, 2001; Ridgeway, 

2001; Oakley, 2000; Townsend, 1997) was accurate in highlighting the 

issues of the time.  The barrier is no longer completely non-permeable as 

there are currently highly successful women leading organisations and 

institutions (Bendl and Schmidt, 2010; Vanderbroeck, 2010).  The analogy 

is palpably still in evidence however ‘where public rhetoric is explicitly 

supportive of equal opportunities, such as academia’ (Baxter, 2010, p.6).  

The analogy is stretched with references now made to other glass 

structures such as the “glass escalator”, where men in traditionally female 

roles such as nursing or social work, still attain senior positions faster than 

women (Yoder, 2002; Williams, 1992).  The “glass cliff” has insidious 

connotations where women are offered positions of high risk with 

corresponding possibilities of failure that are either not offered to, or have 

already been declined by, male colleagues (Ryan and Haslam, 2007; 

2005).  The “glass labyrinth” (Eagly and Carli, 2007) is the current and most 

accurate metaphor in use as it refers to the complex path that needs careful 

negotiation but one that nonetheless does have a defined destination.  

Whichever metaphor is considered the most apposite for the situation, the 

issues are still evident in that the number of female academics obtaining 

senior positions within the Russell Group is low and whilst the barriers 

might appear transparent, the reasons for those barriers seem opaque.  

Across sectors generally, the reasons appear to be similar.  Lack of 

opportunity (Eagly and Carli, 2007), having restricted access to information 

(Valerio, 2009; Morley, 2005) credibility issues (Kumra and Vinnicombe, 

2010) or self-limiting beliefs as to capability (Kets de Vries, 2010; Belenky 

et al, 1997) are all possible factors that may be hidden obstacles.  The 

metaphor of the labyrinth does conjure up relevant images of unexpected 

twists and turns, false trails and dead ends.   
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There is an evident gap in the literature as despite the extensive research 

undertaken on identifying the issues, there have been no corresponding 

studies in coaching, focusing on how to assist.   
 
In reviewing coaching internationally and across UK sectors some studies 

have focused on how coaching may help with development as opposed to 

performance (Hannah, 2004).  Cerni, Curtis and Colmar’s (2010) mixed-

methods study, set in Australian secondary education found that a focused 

ten-week coaching programme engaged the school principals in thinking, 

reflecting, analysis and practice.  Within UK secondary education Allan 

(2007) found that coaching had a positive influence assisting with 

‘enhanced personal effectiveness’ (p. 19).  Styhre and Josephson’s (2007) 

research was situated in the private sector construction industry.  They 

found that the programme for site managers ‘developed skills for reflecting 

on their work life situation, improved their communication and became 

better equipped for seeing a broader range of perspectives in their work’ (p. 

1295).  Although none of these studies are specific to women, they can be 

regarded as pertinent to this study as they show areas where coaching is 

beginning to become established for the middle to upper echelons in 

organisations. 
 
 

2.8 Summary 

It is apparent from this body of literature that there is still a low number of 

women obtaining senior positions and that they face considerable issues in 

the pursuit of fulfilling development.  Neither the approach nor the acumen 

of women is necessarily acknowledged favourably with their attitude being 

criticised for being variously too passive or too aggressive.  This carries the 

attendant risks of women sacrificing their personal beliefs and values in 

order to overcome organisational demands and prejudices.  The literature 

is extensive on considering the problems that women encounter.  However, 

there is a gap in both practitioner literature and empirical research that 

considers specifically how to overcome some of these challenges and 

whether coaching can assist.  Furthermore, there is a conspicuous gap in 

the literature relating to authenticity and coaching.  Thus research is 

required in order to extend the coaching profession’s knowledge of how 

coaching may assist women towards authenticity in the workplace generally 
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whilst also raising the awareness of how an important sector in society may 

benefit.  This study will assist in filling the gap in the literature and add to 

the empirical research in the professional field. 
 
The next chapter explains my ontological and epistemological positioning 

for the study and presents the research design, phases and process of 

heuristic inquiry. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology  

This chapter reports the methodology adopted to explore how coaching 

supports women towards authenticity in the workplace.  Starting with an 

examination of the research philosophy, I discuss how my ontological and 

epistemological perspectives are aligned with the research methods.  
 
This study was undertaken using heuristic inquiry as its primary approach.  

Derived from the Greek “heuriskein” meaning to find or discover heuristic 

inquiry is multi-dimensional in its application.  It enables the researcher to 

have a progression of internal exploration of the subject matter whilst also 

facilitating a growth of self-awareness and self-knowledge (Moustakas, 

1994; 1990).  Thus the discovery and evolution of my position as a 

researcher holds an interest equal to that of the research itself.  In planning 

the research Creswell (2009) advises that the researcher’s worldview 

assumptions should decide the design used to study a subject.  My 

worldview assumptions are that meaning is constructed by people as they 

engage with the world they are interpreting and this means that in this study 

not only are multiple realities embraced and reported but the study intends 

to comment on the multiple aspects (Creswell, 2009; 2007).  I concur with 

the tenets that reality is socially constructed and that research cannot be 

independent of the values of researchers (Mertens, 1998) although I 

deliberated over my stance between social constructionism and social 

constructivism.  My distinction is that constructivism relates to individual 

construction of knowledge with constructionism requiring collective 

composition.  My premise is in accord with Cunliffe (2008) who asserts that 

the predication of social constructionism is that meanings are created by 

dialogue and interaction.   
 
My epistemology is established further by an artistic way of understanding 

and knowing that complements intuition and enables insight (McNiff, 1998).  

As mentioned previously I think in colour and find this synaesthesia 

fundamental to comprehension.  Artistic knowing is given little credence in 

research and although I am not an art therapist I agree with McNiff (1998) 

that there are ways of understanding that can be informed by, or added to, 

through creative processes.  One outcome of this study is the creative 

representation of the thoughts, experiences, beliefs and views of the co-
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researchers synthesized in embroidered fabric.  The texture, warp and weft 

of this depiction are woven throughout, both within the written text and also 

in the physical production of two tapestries (appendices G and H).  The 

production of these tapestries was intrinsic to the data analysis with one 

representing the overall creative synthesis and the other being the 

composite depiction of the core meanings of the phenomenon as 

experienced by the co-researchers (Moustakas, 1994; 1990).  Creative 

Synthesis is a fundamental phase of heuristic inquiry with personal 

documentation and poetry commonly associated as ways of drawing 

together meaning.  The use of poetry as a means of reflection is not unique 

to heuristic inquiry and in their interpretive study, Grisoni and Kirk (2006) 

use poetry as a ‘reflective and analytic tool’ (p.512).  I believe that other 

forms of artistic interpretation such as using colour and texture to introduce 

and interpret different perspectives are as valid and can make a 

contribution to the research community.  The aesthetic portrayal of the 

themes and meanings through tapestries was not contrived but grew from 

being a personal way of collecting and collating my thoughts whilst relaxing.  

Although it was not a conscious intention, I found that this aspect was part 

of the incubation phase where by thinking about something else, so 

thoughts evolved about the study.  Once initiated, the intention became that 

the tapestries should lend themselves to different ways of perceiving the 

characterisation of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994; 1990).  Willig 

(2008) asserts that one difficulty with phenomenological approaches that 

aim to capture the essence of experience is that owing to the constraints of 

language it is not possible to access the experience itself, only an 

individual’s approximation of that experience.  By exploring other ways of 

knowing, the study was not restricted to discovery purely through language 

which may create greater impact and allow extra insight.  The study is 

however mainly reliant upon language to present the findings with verbatim 

excerpts included, either from the conversational interviews or from co-

researchers’ morning pages or research diaries (where shared).  In so 

doing, colour and texture of a different variety are included to provide a rich 

infusion of thoughts and experience. 
 
The research question is exploratory, inductive and emergent and 

conducted through interaction.  Crucial to the study was the collaborative 

element that extended throughout the data collection, analysis and 
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interpretation (Creswell, 2007).  The rapport created by working intimately 

with co-researchers’ illustrates my epistemological assumption that their 

values, beliefs, experiences, interpretations and meaning-making are 

fundamental to the success, integrity and authenticity of the study.  This 

research is therefore not value or bias free, being informed by all the co-

researchers’ constructions and beliefs. 
 
Quantitative research was regarded as inappropriate for this study as 

scientific observation dealing with facts was not the purpose of the research 

and whilst a mixed methods approach could have been used, I considered 

that depth of inquiry would provide the insight necessary to shed most light 

on the problem of women’s authenticity in the workplace.  This study 

focused on understanding human perceptions, actions, behaviours and 

beliefs in order to inform coaching practice and an interpretivist approach 

enabled this focus on individual experience and meaning.  In undertaking 

qualitative research however, I experienced some qualms of confidence as, 

in my experience, within the Russell Group positivist research is regarded 

as being superior in its academic prowess and I had misgivings as to 

whether my study would be regarded as acceptably rigorous by my 

colleagues at work.  Denscombe (2010) provided help with his assertion 

that the principle for research is not how well it honours a “positivist” or 

“interpretivist” epistemology but how well it addresses the subject under 

investigation.  I was confident that interpretivism was the paradigm 

underpinning this study in ‘understanding and explaining human and social 

reality’ (Crotty, 2009, p.67).  However, the academic hierarchy within higher 

education was the subject of extensive internal debate as I tussled with the 

apparent friction between being a staff member within a Russell Group 

institution and a research student in a post-1992 institution.   
 
In the next section I discuss the research design strategies that were 

considered before detailing the heuristic approach. 

3.1 Considerations of Research Design  

Willig (2008) asserts that it is important to ensure that the research 

question, data collection and analysis are not considered separately nor 

chosen independently from each other and in heeding this counsel various 

designs were examined prior to deciding on the heuristic.   
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Grounded theory was considered because of its aim to produce a theory 

that is rooted in the experiences and accounts of the research participants.  

A criticism of this approach however, is that in its method of data analysis 

valuable insight can be lost for the researcher because of the systematic 

coding (West, 2001).  This judgement was regarded as valid as I felt that 

the richness of the data could become obscured and the voices of my co-

researchers lost. 
 
I also discarded narrative research owing to the complex issues that can 

arise in both the data collection and analysis of the stories (Creswell, 2007).  

It is the understanding of the essence, not the need to tell and re-tell the 

story of the individual experiences that absorbs me.  
 
I considered case study because the co-researchers all came from one 

particular sector.  I was interested in adding to the understanding of and 

extending experience about the Russell Group of Universities within higher 

education thereby exploring the relationship between a phenomenon 

[coaching women toward authenticity] and the context [the Russell Group] 

in which it was occurring (Yin, 2003).  A disadvantage however, was the 

potential dilution of analysis that occurs with multiple case studies 

(Creswell, 2007).  I was not proposing any reliance upon triangulation or 

generalizability as the purpose of my study was not to suggest a 

representative sample of either the context or the phenomenon but to 

explore the experiences of the co-researchers.  Case study research has 

similar hallmarks to heuristic inquiry as they are both concerned with rich 

descriptions of relevant events and focus on individuals or groups in 

understanding their perception of events with the researcher integrally 

involved (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2006, p. 182).  Whilst I debated 

joining case study with heuristic inquiry as an interesting combination of 

methodologies, I decided that for this study heuristic inquiry was the most 

appropriate methodology.  Furthermore, I felt that I could make an original 

contribution to knowledge by providing added depth to the approach and 

make further suggestions to the way that heuristic inquiry could be 

conducted.   
 
Patton (2002) highlights phenomenology as becoming confused and diluted 

in its meaning as it can be referred to variously as a philosophy (Husserl, 

1931), inquiry paradigm (Lincoln, 1990), interpretive theory (Denzin and 
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Lincoln, 2000), qualitative tradition (Creswell, 2007) or a research methods 

framework (Moustakas, 1994).  Furthermore, varying types of 

phenomenology offer different perspectives such as transcendental or 

psychological and hermeneutic.  Transcendental phenomenology contends 

that social reality must be based within people’s experiences of that reality 

calling for reflexive acknowledgement of assumptions by “epoché” or 

“bracketing” (Husserl, 1931).  In so doing, new, deeper or renewed 

meaning is explored using an inductive approach.  Hermeneutic 

phenomenology asserts that it is not possible to undertake such bracketing 

and that social reality must sit within a historical and/or cultural context with 

language interpreted, not described (Heidegger [1927]1962).   
 
Table 3-1 compares the differing approaches of phenomenology and 

contrasts those with heuristic inquiry.   
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Table 3-1 Phenomenological approaches illustrating the differences in application 

Phenomenology (the study of human experience and perception focusing on experience)   
 

Transcendental Phenomenology (main 
proponent: Husserl) 
 

Hermeneutic Phenomenology (main 
proponents: Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-
Ponty, Gadamer, Ricoeur) 

Heuristic Inquiry (main proponents: 
Moustakas, Douglass)  

Believes in the possibility of epoché and 
transcending personal experience in order 
to attain detachment and see differently, 
from another’s perspective by bracketing off 
personal assumptions.  

Refutes the possibility of bracketing off 
assumptions with the focus on investigating 
experience as it is lived rather than as it is 
conceptualised.   

Focus is exclusively on understanding 
human experience and emanates from the 
autobiographical.  Co-researchers must all 
have experience of the phenomenon. 

Reflection on the essential themes which 
characterise the phenomenon  

Emphasises connection and relationship 
Emphasis is on intentionality in that when 
conscious, humans are always conscious of 
something and that the focus of experience 
should be on the “what” and the “way” of 
that experience 

Description of the phenomenon through the 
art of writing and re-writing with 
interpretation not purely description 

Portrayal of the personal significance that 
inspires the inquiry.  Depiction is a complete 
entity.   

Single experiences can identify universal 
essence underpinning experience  

Presents the distilled experience Reintegration of collected knowledge that is 
creative in its discovery.  A synthesis that 
includes intuition and tacit understanding  

The co-researchers become lost in the 
process of descriptive analysis 

Co-researchers remain visible in the 
examination of the data and are portrayed 
as whole people 

Essence emerges through rigorous 
examination and reflection on experience 
not intuition 

Ends with the essence of experience Retains the essence of the person in 
experience 

Data collection is by semi-structured or 
unstructured interviews 

Data collection is by semi-structured or 
unstructured interviews 

Data collection is by semi-structured or 
unstructured interviews  

Data analysis is conducted thematically by 
repeated reviews of the raw data and 
synthesizing to a structural description 

Data analysis is conducted thematically but 
guided by the relationship between the 
researcher and text  

Data analysis is conducted thematically by 
repeated reviews of the raw data to 
construct individual depictions leading to a  
composite depiction  
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The key distinction is that within heuristic inquiry the focus is on the lived 

experience of the co-researchers and enables whole depictions to be 

assembled through various media such as personal documents, diaries, 

stories, poems or artwork and places the principal researcher as a 

“bricoleur” (Levi-Strauss, 1966).  Denzin and Lincoln (2000) describe 

heuristic study as resembling a bricolage being complex, reflexive and 

collage-like and representing images, understandings and interpretations of 

the phenomena being analysed.  It was this concept of bricolage that 

initiated my vision of a woven tapestry with its ability to host the repertoire 

of colour, texture and images discussed during the study.   

3.2 Heuristic Inquiry 

The reasons for choosing a heuristic approach were multi-stranded.  Firstly, 

there was a compatibility with the research question that focused on 

personal experience and that had ‘a social - and perhaps universal - 

significance’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.15) but one too that would ‘discover 

revealing connections with others’ (p.11).  It was important to explore the 

affinities and distinctions of the personal and lived experience of the co-

researchers, as women in the Russell Group, encountering coaching for 

their development or providing that development.  Secondly, the 

autobiographical component provided an opportunity to discover whether 

‘an unshakable connection exists between what is out there, in its 

appearance and reality, and what is within me’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.12).  

Thirdly, in comparison with other phenomenological approaches which 

encourage a detachment from the incident, heuristic inquiry stresses the 

importance of relationship and connection.  This is consistent with Hiles’ 

assertion that heuristic inquiry is an adaptation of phenomenological inquiry 

but one that ‘explicitly acknowledges the involvement of the researcher’ 

(Hiles, 2001, p.3).  These are important components of the research aim, 

which is to explore coaching women towards authenticity in the workplace.  

In addition, with regards to the data collection, a fluidity and flexibility are 

apparent, which enables a degree of autonomy.  Douglass and Moustakas 

(1985) consider that this freedom is an important requisite: 

Without the restraining leash of formal hypothesis and free 
from external methodological structures that limit 
awareness or channel it, the one who searches 
heuristically may draw upon the perceptual powers 
afforded by maturation, intuition and direct experience  
(p.44). 
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The overall framework of heuristic inquiry might at first sight suggest a 

linear path from conception to conclusion, with six phases (initial 

engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication and creative 

synthesis) guiding the research design (Moustakas, 1990, pp. 27-32).  

However, the apparent simplicity of this straightforward approach is 

misleading as will be discussed later in the chapter.   
 

As mentioned in the Introduction, the threads of my research question have 

been disparate for many years, with periods of interest occurring as and 

when I have experienced a new facet of difficulty or issue, either for myself 

or for somebody I have been coaching.  In embarking on this study the 

various threads distilled into a research question when I realised that I had 

been unknowingly living through many of the stages of heuristic inquiry.  

The skeins of engagement, immersion, incubation and illumination 

(Moustakas, 1990) were recognised and started the formation of the cloth 

of my study.   
 
In addition to the six phases, there are seven core processes advocated by 

Moustakas (1990, pp.15-27) which Hiles (2001) draws attention to.  Whilst 

these processes of heuristic inquiry provide a different focus they 

complement the six phases.  Table 3-2 summarises these processes and 

notes how they applied within the study. 
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Table 3-2 Seven core processes of heuristic inquiry (based on Moustakas, 1990 pp.15-27). 

Core 
Processes 

Explanation 

Identifying 
with the 
inquiry 
focus 

The heuristic process starts with the researcher getting inside the question and becoming ‘at one’ with it by open-ended inquiry.  My research question 
had been within me, albeit dormant, before the study started.  Once I started to own the question it became intoxicating in its power to absorb me with questions 
seeming to occur at strange times initially (e.g. when doing mundane things).  I then realised that this was part of the process and my mind was receptive all the time.   

Self-
dialogue 

Self-dialogue is a critical beginning in which the phenomenon speaks to personal experiences with self-discovery, awareness and understanding 
being primary steps.  As the inquiry develops, this self-knowledge facilitates growth in understanding the problem more deeply which serves to extend 
the understanding through the voices of others (co-researchers) within the explication phase.  A deep exploratory process in reflecting on and re-living 
some aspects with fresh comprehension and others with familiar understanding.   

Tacit 
knowing 

Some knowledge is explicit with other forms of knowledge being implicit.  The tacit dimension underpins heuristic research and precedes intuition.  As 
the interviews developed so the tacit dimension became more evident in that the conversations needed little conscious direction and yet the focus remained complete. 

Intuition Intuition connects explicit and tacit knowledge and makes immediate knowledge possible without logic or reasoning.  Patterns are recognised and 
observed until the whole shape is established.  I found that colours formed in my mind before I had consciously grasped the pattern or theme and that in 
“watching” the colour, so the pattern appeared.   

Indwelling Indwelling is the intentional process of introspection in order to understand the phenomenon more deeply.  It is an essential aspect of the heuristic 
approach and supports the explication phase when other experiences in addition to one’s own are gathered.  This process was experienced repeatedly as I 
immersed myself in the data whilst continually returning to read the transcripts and listen to the recordings.  I experienced near submersion during this process whilst 
collating themes and patterns as new thoughts emerged and I found that by allowing my mind to revert back to former stages, so I could move on – as shown in 
Figure 3-3 on page 40.   

Focusing Focusing is relevant for personal growth and insight as well as a process.  It demands the ability to clear extraneous thoughts away in order to 
concentrate on the thoughts and feelings related to the question.  The component parts and themes are defined and enable the analysis of data.  The 
act of weaving the “creative synthesis” tapestry enabled the crystallisation of the core themes and I found that by clearing my mind by engaging it in another act, so 
the focus of the themes became sharper. 
 

Internal 
frame of 
reference 

The heuristic process must relate to the internal frame of reference and not an external frame.  In order to understand another person’s experience, 
engagement and empathy are important as only the owner of the experience can validly provide a portrayal.  The rapport and connection that I 
experienced with the co-researchers was a rich encounter such as I had not considered possible and resulted in the “individual - group depiction” tapestry. 
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Heuristic inquiry has particular affinity with the concept of reflexivity with 

Moustakas (1990) initiating the use of self as an important medium in the 

psychological research process (Etherington, 2004a).   

3.3 Reflection and Reflexivity 

Reflexive methodologies have resonance with practitioners who ‘value 

using themselves in all areas of their practices (including research) and 

who also value transparency in relationships’ (Etherington, 2004a, p. 16).  

Whilst the skill of reflexivity is historically more commonly associated with 

counsellors and therapists, it is apparent that this is as appropriate for 

coaches where the use of self is important and its use is becoming more 

recognised in research (Etherington, 2004a; 2004b; Hiles, 2001; 

Moustakas, 1994; 1990; Douglass and Moustakas, 1985).  Reflective 

practice is also important and whilst often confused with reflexivity as being 

one and the same thing, they have a material difference in their purpose.  

Reflection is a predominantly cognitive process (Etherington, 2004a; 

2004b) although not necessarily exclusive to thinking as aspects such as 

feelings and image capture may be part of the process too.  Reflexivity is 

more complex in that it demands an ability ‘to reflect on ourselves, which in 

turn requires an awareness of ourselves as active agents in the process’ 

(Woskett, 1999).  In my experience, it is this active part that distinguishes 

reflexivity and as interactions between the coach and coachee unfold, a 

thread runs between the layers of awareness that determine what is 

noticed and commented upon and what is left unsaid.  Reflection and 

reflexivity complement each other as an internal and an internal/external 

process respectively and, used with heuristic inquiry, wend a path in 

between the phases and processes, as illustrated in Figure 3-3 (page 51).  

Clarity and lucidity are as essential components of the relationship between 

researcher and co-researcher as they are between coach and coachee and 

in writing this thesis I desire this same transparency to be evident between 

me and the reader.   
 
My own voice is of significance in this inquiry and though this approach 

receives criticisms of self-indulgence (Etherington, 2004a; 2004b; Letherby, 

2003; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Clandinin and Connelly, 1994) the reason 

for the study is because of its personal importance.  In writing about 

authenticity, I have to be writing authentically and cannot do so by simply 
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writing about the issues, I have to live with and in the issues.  I believe that 

the richness and depth of the co-researchers’ voices in this study balance 

the considerations of vanity and that I have the blend of perspective and 

voice (Patton, 2002).   
 
 
 
In using the personal voice of qualitative analysis as opposed to the more 

traditional academic, passive voice (Patton, 2002) the intention is to bring 

to life the people who took part and recognises the ‘”I-It” and “I-Thou”’ 

distinction (Buber,1923) as illustrated in Figure 3-1.  The dimension of self-

disclosure as a way of facilitating disclosure from others is an important 

aspect within heuristic inquiry (as it is in coaching) with the value that is 

placed upon the depth and delicacy of dialogue (Douglass and Moustakas, 

1985). 
 
Figure 3-1 “I-It” and “I-Thou” (based on Buber, 1923) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I-It” - Regards other people from 
a distance with a belief that 
humans are objects in the 
environment to be used for 
examination. 
 

 “I-Thou” - Recognises the 
humanity of self and others and 
values the relationship and 
dialogue. 
 

 
 
Reflexivity, as with heuristic inquiry, demands: questioning, search, 

awareness and understanding of the self (Etherington, 2004a; 2004b; 

Patton, 2002; Hertz, 1997; Moustakas, 1994; 1990).  Of equal importance 

to this study are self-reflexive inquiry, reflexivity about those studied and 

reflexivity about the audience.  Figure 3-2 shows an adaptation of the 

inquiry that Patton (2002) proposes and that enriches the approach and 

questioning within the study. 
  

“I-It” “I-
Thou” 
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Figure 3-2 Reflexive Questions for Inquiry (based on Patton, 2002, 
p.66). 

 
Another way of ensuring that reflexivity prevailed throughout the fabric of 

the study was the use of morning pages as a version of both a reflexive and 

research diary.  Being aware of my assumptions and perspectives and 

allowing them to be challenged created a greater depth of self-search and 

questioning (Mason, 2002) as well as dialogue with the co-researchers.  

These exchanges of opinion and perception were openly shared which 

deepened the relationship, a requisite of reflexive inquiry.  Reflexivity 

demands that the researcher not only recounts their own experiences of 

being in the field but also of their relationship with their co-researchers 

(Etherington, 2004a; 2004b).  In the account of his heuristic study, Nuttall 

(2006) tells of how the writing process helped him ‘formulate 

clearly…integrative links’ which created further writing and reading, which 

led to ‘more exploration and forging of integrative links’ (p.436).  The 

incremental and iterative process of drafting one section that then led to 

one chapter that then became part of the whole, assisted in the compilation 

of the thesis.  Peer review with my study colleagues, “writing weeks” away 

together and a “study-buddy” have been other helpful and at times 

challenging reflexive methods that have been used.  Etherington (2004a) 

discusses reflexivity requiring self-awareness but that it takes a further 

dimension of interaction ‘within and between ourselves and our participants 

Those studied   
(co-researchers) 
 
- How do they know 
what they know?  
 - What shapes and 
has shaped their 
worldview?  
- How do they 
perceive me?  Why?  
- How do I know?   
- How do I perceive 
them? 

Me (as qualitative inquirer) 
 

- What do I know? 
- How do I know what I know? 

- What shapes and has shaped my experience? 
- With what voice do I share my perspective? 

- What do I do with what I have found? 

Reflexive Screens 
Culture, age, gender, 
class, social status, 
education, family, 

political praxis, 
language, values 

Those receiving the 
study (audience) 
 
- How do they make 
sense of what I give 
them?   
- What perspectives 
do they bring to the 
findings I offer? 
 - How do they 
perceive me?   
- How do I perceive 
them? 
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and the data that inform decisions, actions and interpretations at all stages 

of research’ (p.36). 
 
Figure 3-3 illustrates that interaction and the inter-connection of the phases 

and processes of heuristic inquiry, inter-laced with reflection and reflexivity.
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Figure 3-3 Phases and Processes of Heuristic Inquiry 
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3.4 Pilot Interviews 

Prior to the data collection proper, pilot interviews were undertaken which 

allowed for the process to be trialled and refined in order to hone the main 

research.  Two interviews took place with women who were introduced to 

me by mutual colleagues.  Their comments were not incorporated into the 

findings of the research for two reasons.  Firstly, I considered there were 

ethical reasons for not including them as one was a fellow staff member at 

the same university and one was about to start a coaching relationship with 

one of the co-researchers.  Secondly, I wanted to keep the pilot sessions 

separate as part of my personal development as a researcher.  The 

approach was to use ‘informal conversational interviews’ (Patton, 2002, 

p.342) with questions emerging as the interview developed.  The initial 

questions asked (Appendix F) were open and allowed the participants a 

free rein as to their answers.  These questions were prompts in case of 

need as within this type of interviewing the questions emerge from the 

immediate context and are asked in the natural course of events.  There is 

no pre-determination of question topics or wording.  The strengths 

associated with this approach are that the relevance of the questions is 

increased by building upon emergent themes as the conversation flows.  

The interview therefore blends in with the participant’s circumstances.  This 

approach is compatible with the heuristic exploration and search for 

meaning that is fundamental to this study.  Whilst general questions can be 

outlined the definitive questions and dialogue cannot be guaranteed as: 

…in heuristic interviewing, the data generated is 
dependent upon accurate, empathic listening.  Being open 
to oneself and to the co-researcher; being flexible and free 
to vary procedures to respond to what is required in the 
flow of dialogue and being skilful in creating a climate that 
encourages the co-researcher to respond comfortably, 
accurately, comprehensively and honestly in elucidating 
the phenomenon  (Moustakas, 1990, p.48). 
 
 

The literature suggests that there are pros and cons to undertaking pilot 

interviews within qualitative studies (Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001).  

One argument is that owing to the often incremental nature of qualitative 

data collection where interviews build on each other, any insights gained 

may assist in improving the overall approach making separate pilot studies 

unnecessary (Holloway, 1997, p.121).  On the other hand, Holloway (1997) 

also suggests that pilots are useful for novices.  I found that the experience 
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developed the process usefully in considering the various elements of the 

interviews.  For example, on transcribing the interviews, I realised that over-

talking could occur, resulting in data that was difficult to decipher.  I noticed 

that I needed to be aware of the pauses in speech, manage the recording 

equipment and take notes.  In managing these aspects I became more 

confident as a researcher, in my subject and the implementation of the data 

collection and analysis.   

3.5 Selection of Co-Researchers 

Recruiting the co-researchers took some time for a number of reasons.  

Firstly, heuristic research uses intensity sampling drawing on the 

experiences of both the principal researcher and their co-researchers 

(Patton, 2002).  Coaching is not a well-established approach within higher 

education and so finding sufficient women who could be part of the 

research was limited (although this scarcity was one of the reasons for 

placing my research in this context).  Secondly, I wanted a cross-section of 

women in terms of seniority, experience and background and thirdly, owing 

to the particular subject matter, I needed to have discussions with women 

who not only had first-hand experience of the issues but who were also 

able and willing to talk of their encounters in an open and forthright manner.  

Through the auspices of the Leadership Foundation for Higher Education I 

made contact with a selection of potential candidates and started my 

search by an e-mail to each, followed by a phone call to ascertain suitability 

and interest and finally a visit to discuss the research.  In addition to the 

criteria mentioned above, geography determined the selection to some 

extent as travel to and from each interview venue had to be manageable in 

terms of time and cost.   
 
Eight co-researchers participated in the study, all of whom were female.  

Four were professional coaches each with experience of more than ten 

years.  All had existing coaching relationships with academics none of 

whom were part of the study.  The coaches’ experiences and backgrounds 

were considered important as they were not only seasoned professionals 

with a wealth of knowledge to draw upon but also had significant 

understanding of the context and background of the research.  The other 

four participants were female academics, who ranged from Senior Lecturer 

to Professor, Dean or Pro Vice-Chancellor.  All had an existing coaching 
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relationship with a professional coach, none of whom were part of the 

study.  In selecting the co-researchers ‘purposeful sampling’ was used 

(Creswell, 2009, p.178) as each had in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon and could contribute to the richness and depth of inquiry that I 

was seeking.  An essential aspect to this type of inquiry is the shared 

element of experience (Willig, 2008; Patton, 2002).   
 
Table 3-3 shows an anonymous profile of each co-researcher accompanied 

by the analysis code, with the appropriate suffix of coach or coachee.  Ages 

of the co-researchers ranged from being in their late thirties to mid-sixties.  

All but one had English as their first language and all came from different 

educational, class and social environments.   
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Table 3-3 Profile of each co-researcher with samples of their images, metaphors, film, music and poems. 
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As the primary researcher my thoughts are included within the codes CRA-

CRI.  This is not to hide my thoughts but an endeavour to ensure that my 

considerations are neither counted as more or less important as part of the 

discussions.  Moustakas (1990) contends that it is possible to conduct 

heuristic research purely with one participant however, to have a number of 

co-researchers is regarded as more beneficial as this provides deeper, 

more profound material with more varied meanings, particularly when long 

and extensive interviews are made. 

3.6 Data Collection 

Data collection began in December 2009 following receipt of formal 

agreement and acceptance of the research proposal and ethical approval.  

Informal conversational interviews were held and these are distinguished 

by their spontaneity and natural unfolding nature of questions, answers and 

dialogue (Patton, 2002).  The potential weakness of this approach is the 

dependency on the conversational skills of the interviewer.  Whilst initially 

wary of this as a novice researcher, I settled into the interaction easily.  My 

skills, knowledge and experience as a seasoned recruitment and selection 

specialist together with my coaching experience, places me well for this 

type of interviewing.  In addition was the consideration that this approach is 

considered particularly apt for heuristic exploration with its search for 

meaning (Moustakas, 1994; 1990). 
 
The use of morning pages (Cameron, 1995) was also discussed with the 

co-researchers as a means of noting thoughts and experiences between 

interviews.  These could be in the form of freehand narrative or a more 

formal journal, depending on the individual’s preference.  Morning pages 

were considered particularly apt in consideration of the study as the 

process requires participants to be honest in their reflections.  The purpose 

is to delve into the inner being and bring to the fore of the mind 

preoccupations, desires and aspirations in order to learn more about what 

drives and motivates each individual.  Fundamentally morning pages give 

permission for people to be who they are and are a profound form of self-

acceptance without judgement so that the truth of who one is can be 

explored (Cameron, 1995).  Whilst it can be challenging to write each day 

about issues that are creating, or have created, obstruction in working life, 

in my experience writing a personal diary in this format enables recognition 
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as to what are the positive or negative aspects.  The data generated by 

using morning pages as a form of log is different from that which is 

collected by the more commonly used and accepted research diary.  

Blaxter, Hughes and Tight (2001) advocate keeping a research diary and 

suggest that separating the diary into four sections is useful in order that 

clear delineations are made on the different facets of the research, and the 

researcher’s role, in the construction of knowledge.  Table 3.4 illustrates the 

four sections.   

 
Table 3-4 Four sections of research diaries and their purpose  

Section Purpose 

Observational Description of the event (interview, meeting, focus 
group) containing as little interpretation as possible.   

Methodological Reflection on the methodological aspects and the 
actions undertaken in undertaking the interview, 
meeting, focus group.  How did they work?  What 
worked well/not so well? 

Theoretical What are the initial thoughts/explanations about the 
data?  What is the data telling? 

Analytical Bringing the inferences together in order to identify what 
the patterns are or recurring themes. 

 

Whilst I consider research diaries to be useful for noting exactly the sort of 

specifics of research that are noted in the table above, I consider that 

morning pages can be used as an effective partner and a tandem approach 

can be used.  Where morning pages are helpful is where there is an 

underlying issue or thought that cannot be captured in a sustained or 

measurable manner and that is in some way elusive.  By writing using an 

unchecked approach, unconscious and previously unconnected aspects 

stream to the conscious mind and get written down without any form of 

censorship or editing.  It is these unhesitating short but regular periods of 

writing that can free the mind of unconscious aspects of worry or capturing 

previously ill-defined thoughts.  I consider that research diaries are useful 

for focusing and realising tangible aspects of research whereas morning 

pages are useful for bringing into focus the intangible aspects though they 

are probably at their most effective for an interpretivist, subjective study.  A 

sample of one of my morning pages with a guide as to how to write in this 

fashion can be found in Appendix A. 
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Irrespective of which type of diary was used, they remained the co-

researchers’ property and used in conjunction with the interviews as a 

prompt for discussion.  I was conscious of the caution with regards to the 

authentic use of diaries (Eraut, 1994) and felt that by using these purely as 

prompts I was mitigating the possibility of inaccurate accounting.  For the 

more creative, the option was also given to portray their experiences by 

way of other forms: poetry, art, film or music as examples.   

3.7 Interviews 

Each co-researcher was interviewed three times during the period from 

December 2009 to January 2011 with an interlude of approximately three 

months between each in order to allow for reflection and self-observation of 

experiences whilst also allowing time for the transcription and data analysis 

before starting the next data collection cycle.  The importance of the 

unfolding and developmental nature of the questions and answers was 

born in mind for the interviews.  The experience of the pilot was valuable 

and I kept the same questions (Appendix F) in case of need.  In fact, in 

every case, the introduction of the study was sufficient to start the 

conversation without any prompt and I found the content rich in both the, 

how and what was said.  The use of metaphor, image and colour was 

deemed important to the overall cloth being woven in order to add a depth 

and breadth both to the individual and collective depictions and is 

discussed further in Chapter Four.  Each interview lasted between 90 

minutes and 2 hours.  With approximately 48 hours of transcribed material 

in addition to diaries, personal documentation and any appropriate 

supplementary data that my co-researchers wished to provide (such as e-

mails and notes from department meetings) rich data was collected.  The 

same flexibility was used with one of the pilot participants interviewing me, 

once all the interviews had been undertaken.  I did not want my 

experiences, thoughts and impressions to influence anyone’s account.  

However, I did want my data to be encompassed into the body of 

information, together with my morning pages and my personal diary which 

has been written over the years and is the raison d’être for this study. 
 
Polanyi (1983; 1966; 1964; 1962) talks of the power of tacit knowing with 

Moustakas (1994; 1990) advising that tacit knowledge is an important 

aspect of understanding a phenomenon and that it lies at the heart of 
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heuristic inquiry.  By definition, tacit knowledge is implied and unspoken 

and dreamlike, a presence believed to be fixed can fade and disappear 

quickly without careful articulation and definition.  Clarkson (2004) 

advocates description as being more important than interpretation.  

Moustakas (1994, p.19) asserts that interpretation plays no part within 

heuristic inquiry and that it is important to ensure that the visions seen by 

co-researchers are captured accurately.  Whilst I used images, metaphors 

and colour, as well as words throughout each interview to ensure as 

accurate portrayals of the meaning, essence and lived experiences as I 

could, I cannot categorically state that I have not interpreted aspects and 

consider this declaration laudable in desire but not always practically 

possible.  All the co-researchers identified either an image and/or a 

metaphor that epitomised their experience of coaching in developing 

women’s authenticity.  This added detail to the tacit knowledge that is such 

an important aspect of understanding the essence of a phenomenon 

(Moustakas, 1990) and provided support to the constraint of interviews that 

Silverman (2005) considers.  Whilst interviews are considered to be ‘the 

gold standard’ they are ‘fundamentally concerned with the environment 

around the phenomenon rather than the phenomenon itself’ (p.240).  By 

having images and metaphors as well as the supplementary data the 

phenomenon was kept present throughout the interviews which assisted 

during the data analysis. 

3.8 Data Analysis  

Seidel (1998) asserts that analysing qualitative data comprises three 

elements, ‘noticing, collecting and thinking about interesting things’ (p.1) a 

simple but not simplistic statement.  The process adopted and included in 

Figure 3-6 (page 66) complements the non-linearity of heuristic inquiry as it 

is iterative and progressive.  I found the description of this process to be 

accurate as during the interviews some co-researchers shared with me 

notes and documents that they wished to be part of their story.  

Immediately noticing, collecting and thinking (Seidel, 1998) came alive as in 

thinking about one aspect of one co-researcher’s data, so I noticed 

connections with other data collected from other sources so that the 

process was recursive (Seidel, 1998).  Willig (2008) suggests that data can 

consist of personal or official documents and analysed in different ways.  
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Official documents were provided in the form of e-mails, departmental 

meeting notes and letters.  Personal data comprised pictures, poems and 

excerpts of text together with references to pieces of music, songs, films 

and metaphors.  The generosity shown during these encounters was a 

privilege and extremely moving.   
 
All the data was stored in personal files together with the transcription of 

the interviews as they were completed and returned to often, keeping the 

stories alive in my mind.  This is regarded as essential to the performance 

with a process of timeless immersion (Moustakas, 1994; 1990) maintained.  

For two main reasons I transcribed the data myself, time consuming though 

it was.  Firstly, the contents of the interviews were confidential and issues 

of extreme personal significance had been shared.  Secondly, I considered 

that undertaking the transcription would help keep the resonance and 

authenticity of what had been said in tone and timbre clear in my mind.  I 

felt it intrinsic to this approach to satiate myself in the content and I was 

both aware and desirous that in studying authenticity, my study had to be 

authentic and true to both me and my co-researchers.  Our partnership and 

relationship could not be marred in any way.   
 
Notes were made throughout the interviews.  These were not verbatim but 

more in the guise of a mind map with particular observations made of 

gestures, facial and body movements.  These notes assisted the overall 

process for whilst I had the printed copy of the transcriptions, I also listened 

to the recordings on numerous occasions and the combination of these 

approaches took me back into the event.  I could recall the room, where we 

were sitting, what was worn and hear the intonation and emotion of the 

content as well as visualising the body language.  I could also play back the 

laughter, which was an aspect that I had not considered initially but one 

that was of great importance.  With every co-researcher, whilst there were 

times of extreme sadness and poignancy, there were also occasions of 

sheer unalloyed joy and mirth as we explored aspects of the study. 
 
Immediately after each interview I undertook a prima facie analysis on the 

data, spending time making notes and reflecting on what had been 

discussed.  This was in order to check that I had sufficient information 

about specific issues that we had discussed and whether there were any 

areas that I wanted to explore more fully the next time we met.  There was 
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also the point that a subsequent interview with a different co-researcher 

might raise an issue that I wanted to go back and discuss with the others.  

The data collection was therefore iterative and recursive (Seidel, 1998).  I 

did not start in-depth analysis until all the interviews in each cycle had been 

completed as I did not want particular themes or aspects that had been 

raised in the early stages possibly to manifest themselves as seeming 

especially important and so perhaps distort the inquiry in my later 

interviews.   
 
Langdridge (2007) asserts that transcription is important in 

phenomenological studies and I was keen to capture the appropriate level 

for the study.  As discourse analysis was not undertaken, that level of 

particularity was not required however I found it helpful to include some 

detail on occasions with the lengthier pauses timed and notes made on the 

intonation which I could then play back from the recordings.  Some of the 

detail is included within the excerpts in Chapters Four, Five and Six, for 

example where there is emphasis in speech, the word or phrase is marked 

in bold.  I transcribed the data quickly after each interview and sent a copy 

to the co-researcher for verification of the content.  I also contacted each 

co-researcher to ensure that they had not experienced discomfort from our 

conversations nor that they thought anything had been left unsaid or that 

they wished to retract.  I am an experienced interviewer (albeit not in this 

context) and believe that as Patton (2002) states the immediate time after 

an interview is critical for reflection and elaboration and furthermore ‘is a 

time of quality control to guarantee that the data obtained will be useful, 

reliable and authentic’ (p.384).   
 
I find the way that Moustakas (1994, 1990) describes the data organisation 

and analysis to be vague and I was interested in the ambivalence that this 

created within me.  On the one hand, Moustakas presents rich 

reproductions of transcribed interviews which demonstrate the “what to do” 

in terms of description and meaning of the experience but the “how to do” is 

given cursory explanation.  Intuitively, I felt that I knew how to analyse the 

data and felt sufficiently confident as a researcher to plunge in and explore.  

Conversely, as a doctoral student needing to account for the “what, how 

and why”, I felt inhibited and sought other literature to assist my articulation 

of the procedure.  My personality type does not have a large capacity for 

routine and I was wary of finding the data analysis tedious.  Therefore, I 
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wanted to be certain that the way I conducted the analysis would be 

absorbing.  As a balance I hold a high tolerance for ambiguity which is a 

desired characteristic for thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) and which 

reinforced the procedure outlined by Moustakas (1994; 1990).  Pattern 

recognition comes naturally and works in harmony with my innate intuition 

and synaesthesia and hence I adopted an inductive approach in searching 

for patterns and creating category clusters (Boyatzis, 1998).  This approach 

worked efficiently for both the individual and group depictions although I 

found the ‘15 point checklist of criteria for good thematic analysis’ (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p.96) to be a useful guide and challenge with their 

criticism as to the seeming passivity in articulating themes as ‘being 

emergent’ (p.80).  (The completed checklist can be found in Appendix E).  

Miles and Huberman (1994) however, assert that ‘…the phenomenological 

concept of indwelling precludes coding of data surmising that the 

immersion into the data will induce discovery of the essence of experience 

or “lebenswelt” of the co-researchers’ (p.8).  They contend that an 

interpretivist approach is concerned with an understanding of meanings 

and action.  This is congruent with heuristic inquiry, with a further attraction 

of using thematic analysis being its compatibility with a constructionist 

paradigm (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  Wary of using language that could 

suggest inertia in my data approach, I favour Rubin and Rubin’s (1995) 

account of discovering themes that are ‘embedded throughout interviews’ 

(p. 226) as this suggests a greater exertion of search and discovery within 

the, at times, cryptic data.  Unlike objectivist codes where ambiguity is not a 

feature, a heuristic approach acknowledges that codes will change and 

evolve as the analysis develops (Seidel, 1998) but does not mean that it is 

a less taxing approach as coding the data is equally important and is part of 

the iterative immersion into the data.   
 
In his discussion of thematic analysis van Manen (1997) establishes the 

constitution of a theme and I found the following assertion helpful ‘In 

determining the universal or essential quality of a theme our concern is to 

discover aspects or qualities that make a phenomenon what it is and 

without which the phenomenon could not be what it is’ (p.107).  
  
I heeded this advice in identifying the themes and continuously challenged 

myself as to whether the phenomenon could be present without that 

particular aspect.  Not only did this keep me focused but it also assisted in 
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the act of reduction as I constantly honed and refined the groupings.  I 

identified three essential themes without which the phenomenon of 

coaching women towards authenticity could not be what it is.  Containing 

sub-sections, these themes are: 

 

1. Operating within a safe environment 

2. Raising one’s profile 

3. Having self-insight 

Moustakas (1994, p.118) refers to the ‘horizonalizing’ of the data whereby 

equal value is given to each relevant statement relating to the phenomenon 

and from which the meaning is noted and clustered into themes in order to 

develop textural and structural descriptions.  An essential aspect of the 

data analysis was the production of the tapestries of the individual/group 

depiction and the creative synthesis.  I found that the creation of these 

crystallised the stories that the co-researchers provided.  The physical act 

of sewing with different stitches and coloured threads provided a further 

form of analysis in my mind as the evocation brought about by the fabric 

creation provided a completeness of the experience with each co-

researcher.  Photographs of the work-in-progress tapestries can be found 

in Appendices G and H. 

3.9 Individual Depiction 

I worked consistently with one co-researcher’s material at a time, taking 

notes and identifying the qualities and themes (Moustakas, 1990) which 

were each colour coded (Appendix D).  I wrote a summary of the 

experiences and drew together an individual depiction.  This preserved the 

language and included verbatim sections from the interview in order to elicit 

‘the individual co-researcher’s experience of the phenomenon’ (Moustakas, 

1990, p.51).  I shared this with each co-researcher to ensure that it was an 

accurate depiction from their perspective and whilst it is an acknowledged 

part of the process to make alterations should the co-researchers wish it 

(Moustakas, 1990) there were no requests for any additions or deletions to 

be made.  
 
Each co-researcher’s chosen image or metaphor was used as the central 

item in creating a mind map which organised the colour coded themes.  A 
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“board” had now been created for each co-researcher, comprising, image, 

metaphor, poetry, art or film which in addition to the interview transcriptions 

was used in conjunction with the interview recordings, which were returned 

to repeatedly to ensure thorough understanding.  Figure 3-4 is one such 

example.  These boards were valuable as they portrayed the essence of 

each co-researcher, of particular importance in heuristic inquiry 

(Moustakas, 1990). 
 
Figure 3-4 Example of a co-researcher’s “Board”. 
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3.10 Group Depiction 

Once each individual depiction had been constructed, they were gathered 

together to create a group and the same process of notes, qualities and 

themes made.  A spread sheet was created which formed a ‘thematic 

matrix’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.50) in order to identify over-arching themes.  

This produced the warp and weft that I had planned (as by immersing 

myself into the individual and the group data I had cross-checked the 

emerging strands in a horizontal and vertical composition). 
 
Figure 3-5 Horizontal (weft) and vertical (warp) thematic strands. 

↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕ 

↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔ 

↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕↔↕ 

 
The thematic clusters that emerged from the data were considered in 

relation to the literature review to ascertain new knowledge.  The whole 

framework for conducting the data analysis appears in Figure 3-6.  
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Figure 3-6 Data Analysis Framework 
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I now had the composite depiction that encompassed the meanings of the 

phenomenon as encountered by each individual, which created the whole 

(Moustakas, 1990).  At this stage, I veered away from the analysis guide 

described by Moustakas.  He recommends that from the group a few co-

researchers are selected who typify the company and that these individual 

profiles are amplified and presented ‘in such a way that both the 

phenomenon investigated and the individual persons emerge in a vital and 

unified manner’ (p.52).  I valued the contribution of all the co-researchers 

too much to enter into a form of elimination and felt that to exclude the 

vibrancy of any of the individual portraits would be to reduce the whole to a 

poorer essence and experience, defiling the purpose of the study.  I 

therefore included all my co-researchers into the final step, that of creative 

synthesis, which seemed more authentic to the collective work.  It honoured 

the rapport and trust that had been built from our evolving relationship and 

created the idea of the second tapestry which comprised our individual 

depictions.  This was important to the integrity of the study and kept 

observation with the heuristic inquiry process by maintaining the experience 

as a whole presented and crucially ‘unlike most research studies, the 

individual persons remain intact’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.51). 
 
I considered using software to assist with the analysis but found the 

approach with “Nvivo” to be an impediment to identifying the themes and 

patterns.  The analysis took a long time and I spent periods away in order 

to return, having absorbed and internalised the quantity and quality of the 

data.  The process was iterative as ideas changed but facilitated the 

clustering of themes and again I found noticing, collecting and thinking 

about things (Seidel, 1998) accurate as I worked with connecting threads 

and patterns.  I experienced times of apparent reversion when it became 

necessary to return to the stages of immersion, incubation and illumination 

(Moustakas, 1990) in order to move forward again with new and improved 

comprehension, after periods of reflection (as indicated in Figures 3-3, p.51 

and 3-6, p.66).  The process of internal search which is founded on the 

concept of tacit knowing and personal knowledge ‘knowing more than we 

can tell’ (Polanyi, 1983, p.4) is an intrinsic aspect of heuristic inquiry as it 

allows “hunches” to be fleshed out and become part of the study.  I believe 

that intuition accompanies tacit knowing and is the link between implicit and 

explicit knowledge.  Intuition circumvents steps of logic and reason.  It 
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works with observations and patterns and relationships.  I consider that 

intuition facilitates the asking of questions and self-dialogue and whilst I 

believe that no research follows a neat methodical format, I think it possible 

that people with high levels of intuition might find this type of inquiry more 

attractive, although no less demanding, than other approaches.   
 
The creative synthesis is the final phase of heuristic research and entails 

placing the components and core themes into a depiction (Moustakas, 

1990).  As part of this thesis, two woven tapestries represent the ‘creative 

synthesis’ and the ‘individual and group depiction’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.50).  

The ‘Creative Synthesis’ was woven first and details the journey that my co-

researchers and I travelled together.  Whilst ostensibly the same 

progression interpreted by the repeating spectrum of colour, the variation in 

tone and depth, peaks and valleys as well as the differing textures portrays 

the diverse aspects and intensity of each story.  The second tapestry 

depicts the individual image that each co-researcher specifically requested.  

The central design within the nine squares is my own representation as 

primary researcher and mirrors the creative synthesis. 
 
McNiff (1998) owns to doubts as to whether personal artistic inquiries are 

‘self-indulgent or narcissistic’ (p.23).  He advocates art in therapy to which I 

add that art in coaching is similarly helpful in understanding the ‘blocks, 

struggles and pains’ (p.29).  McNiff refers to the work of Levine (1995) who 

uses her artistic creativity to encourage others to uncover their own 

proficiency.  Within my coaching practice I use art to assist in exploring 

issues that may be difficult to articulate or that require further expression in 

a different way.  Using different media can make important contributions to 

understanding.   

3.11 Ethical Considerations and Access 

Within heuristic inquiry there are specific ethical issues to be considered as 

it is deemed important that co-researchers remain visible in the 

examination of the data and that they continue to be depicted as whole 

people (Douglass and Moustakas, 1985).  Initially this raised some 

concerns as I felt that this needed to be balanced with the essential 

components of confidentiality and anonymity which had been assured to 

the co-researchers.  As I became more confident in both the approach 

being taken and my authority within the study, so I determined that the 
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individuals would remain intact (Moustakas, 1990) but their identities would 

remain anonymous.  Prior to the initial interview, a participant information 

sheet and consent form were discussed with each co-researcher and 

signed.  Explicit in our arrangement was that they were free to withdraw at 

any time and that confidentiality was a priority throughout the research with 

no individual being identified or identifiable to anyone other than me as they 

were protected by a code.  I digitally recorded and transcribed all the 

interviews myself with the transcription sent for checking and corroboration 

with each individual.  Both electronic and paper copies were kept securely, 

under password control in my computer with the printed copy kept in a 

locked fire-proof filing cabinet. 
 
The research was undertaken with individual coaches and academics, not 

their employing institutions and therefore permission was not required by 

the universities.  The ethical considerations and processes detailed have 

received formal committee approval to proceed within the guidelines of 

Oxford Brookes ethical research policy.  No ethical issues arose during the 

course of the interviews. 

3.12 Validity and Verification 

Within heuristic inquiry, the issue of validity is that of meaning and whilst 

there are different processes of validation occurring in the primary 

researcher, the co-researchers and the audience (Patton, 2002); 

Moustakas’ (1990) stance is that the judgement of validity is made by the 

primary researcher.  Sela-Smith (2002) contends that validity is established 

by:  

Surrendering to the process that is pushing itself into the 
consciousness of the researcher, allowing the process to 
unfold and noticing results in expansion of self-awareness, 
self-understanding and self-transformation that others can 
experience in the “story” (p.79). 
 

The role of primary researcher is both unique and privileged in having seen 

not only their own story unfold from inception to creative synthesis but also 

the stories of the co-researchers.  The primary researcher therefore is 

matchless in having collected and analysed all the data, lived through the 

six phases of initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, 

explication and creative synthesis (Moustakas, 1990) and therefore within 

this study, only I can depict the experience and meaning.  However, as 

discussed in the next section of this Chapter, one of the criticisms of 
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heuristic inquiry is of its potential towards self-indulgence (Etherington, 

2004a; 2004b) and to assert myself as the arbiter of my own work is 

inappropriate.  Therefore further validation strategies were used to increase 

the rigour within the study by checking the consistency of what was said 

over the period of the interviews, comparing and contrasting the coaches’ 

and coachees’ perspectives and referring to their supplementary data, 

diaries and morning pages, where applicable.  I considered a focus group 

but rejected this as anonymity and confidentiality had been assured and a 

couple of co-researchers were apprehensive as to being known to any of 

their peers.  Each co-researcher was interviewed three times with the 

opportunity to reflect on the previous conversation whilst also being given a 

copy of the transcript to check and agree for accuracy.  Moustakas (1990) 

states that ‘verification is enhanced by returning to the research 

participants…seeking their assessment for comprehensiveness and 

accuracy’ (pp. 33-34).  In heeding this advice, I undertook a process of 

verification twice, once after the initial data collection to ensure that the 

transcript was accurate and then again to ensure that the excerpts, 

depiction and synthesis were faithful illustrations of our discussions.   

3.13 Limitations of the Research  

It is acknowledged that rich as heuristic inquiry is in description, it is 

subjective and therefore faint in its generalizability (Gray, 2009) however 

there are other approaches to recognising rigour that are as important.  

Skrtic (1985) advocates trustworthiness, dependability and credibility; 

Davies and Dodd (2002) believe that attributes of honesty, openness, 

empathy, sensitivity, respectfulness and engagement are as important.  

Furthermore Gray (2009) contends: 

…we can add authenticity, which relates analysis and 
interpretation to the meanings and experiences…by the 
subjects of the research.  This means the research being 
aware of the multiple voices…and the subtle, sometimes 
conflicting realities within it (p.194). 
 

Heuristic inquiry bound with reflexivity created an approach for validation as 

discussed and illustrated in Figure 3-2 (page 49).  Both my morning pages 

and my research journal diarise my often circuitous route in answering my 

questions, challenging my assumptions and delineating how I made links in 

initially seeming disconnected aspects of the study, excerpts of which are 

recounted within the findings chapters.  
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Criticisms of heuristic inquiry appear to be rooted in their caution as to its 

potentially introspective capacity and its encouragement of self-indulgence 

and lack of objectivity (Etherington, 2004a; 2004b; Gray, 2009).  However, 

Moustakas (1990) is clear in his assertion that whilst the study in question 

might hold personal challenge, there also needs to be a social and catholic 

importance.  In addition, McNiff (1998) contends that introspection is 

resuming its importance as a form of inquiry within research and highlights 

the shared interests of heuristic inquiry and art-based research.  Holding 

these perspectives in balance and in focus reduces the likelihood of 

accusations of self-absorption and secures heuristic inquiry its place as a 

‘demanding process…that requires rigorous definition, careful collection of 

data and a thorough and disciplined analysis’ (Frick, 1990, p.79).  The 

seemingly straightforward and apparently linear path of heuristic inquiry 

suggests a simplicity that is seductive in its strategy.  The path is in fact 

anything but linear and the data needs to be returned to repeatedly in order 

to understand and note the differing dimensions and facets that unfold in 

the infinite immersions as Figures 3-3 (p.51) and 3-6 (p.66) illustrate. 
 
It is acknowledged that recruiting all the co-researchers’ from the same 

sector could be regarded as limiting however the counter argument could 

be made for this being a strength of the study.  The environment within the 

Russell Group can be hostile and challenges authentic beliefs and 

behaviour to the limit thereby suggesting the need for coaching support.  In 

exploring the same sector’s experiences I believe there is a stronger 

presentation in answering the research question than providing a cross-

section through sectors.  In addition, whilst the focus of the study was 

within the context of the Russell Group, the coaches all have significant 

experience across sector and so could provide some contrast and 

comparison of experiences in their stories. 
 
 

3.14 Summary 

Heuristic inquiry has hidden depths of complexity and the six phases and 

seven processes of the research design demand repeated returns as new 

considerations challenge and cloud existing thoughts.  This presents the 

risk that the sheer volume of data spirals out of control and I experienced 

times of data submersion as opposed to immersion.  As illustrated in 
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Figures 3-3 (p. 51) and figure 3-6 (p. 66) the processes and phases of 

heuristic inquiry do not map neatly onto each other however all the 

elements are essential components with the processes supporting the 

phases. 
 
During the phases of initial engagement, immersion and incubation I found 

that my interest deepened and broadened as I worked with my co-

researchers.  Whilst I could not experience the actual initial engagement 

again, it was possible to reflect on my interest whilst working with my co-

researchers.  I found their interest created new thoughts for me as we 

discussed their experiences and meanings whilst paradoxically taking me 

away from my personal absorption.  To achieve illumination the 

components of initial engagement, immersion and incubation are essential.  

Hurrying these phases risks contrivance of illumination.  I needed self-

discipline to ensure that I did not wander into unending possibilities and 

new aspects which impeded clarity.  Explication is the most complex phase 

and the point of near submersion as I tried to contain the phenomena within 

the construction of our collective experiences, beliefs, meanings and 

values.  The creative synthesis was a cathartic process which took an 

immense amount of time but was equally gratifying 
 
This chapter presents the philosophy, methodology and analytical 

processes of the research.  In order to address the research question and 

achieve the objectives, the phenomenological paradigm is highlighted with 

a focus on meanings using a small number of research participants for 

deep study.  The research was undertaken using heuristic inquiry.  Informal 

conversational interviews and documentary evidence, diaries or morning 

pages were supplemented by rich description, colour, imagery and 

metaphor depicted by the physical production of two woven tapestries.  The 

methods chosen are described whilst acknowledging the limitations 

together with the rationale for those methods discarded.   
 
In analysing the data three over-arching themes were identified which were: 

working in a safe environment, raising one’s profile and having self-insight.  

In searching the data three insights from the co-researchers highlighted the 

essence of these themes which in turn became Chapter titles namely: 

Chapter Four – ‘Authenticity thrives in the appropriate environment’ 

Chapter Five – ‘Being authentic helps to raise profile’. 



-73- 

Chapter Six – ‘Authenticity is having clarity within’ 
 
The next three chapters present the data collected and analysed with an 

account of the findings from the interviews.  Chapter Four is the largest 

chapter and contains the threads which were the first to emerge from the 

analysis.  They create the backcloth of the fabric in which the other findings 

are woven.  In establishing the broad picture of the environmental aspects, 

the key strands of coaching and authenticity are featured.  Chapters Five 

and Six continue the creation of the whole fabric showing different textures 

of the core components of coaching and authenticity whilst also presenting 

the findings from the other themes.   
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Impression 
Management 

 

Chapter 4 ‘Authenticity thrives in the appropriate 
environment’ 

The data sources in this chapter consist of interview transcriptions and 

recordings, supplementary data such as e-mails and reflections from the 

diaries or morning pages of the co-researchers.  As detailed in Chapter 

Three, the data was analysed thematically, with categories and themes 

identified and reviewed in relation to the literature. 
 
The data is presented in six main sections with two sub-sections under the 

heading of ‘authenticity thrives in the appropriate environment’ (CRE).  

These aspects overlap and influence each other as represented by Figure 

4-1. 
 
Figure 4-1 Chapter sections and connections 

 
 
 

Morning  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Coaching as a way of 

negotiating the 
environment Metaphors 

 

 
 
As mentioned previously, I was aware of the importance of the data 

transcription and I made notes to accompany the recordings.  Whilst 

making the transcriptions I realised how difficult it was to reflect the 

richness of the spoken word.  In rendering a faithful illustration of the 

discussions I wanted to convey some of the animation, hesitation and/or 

deviation that occurred.  Consequently throughout Chapters Four, Five and 

Six, some of the notation is provided within the co-researchers’ excerpts to 

highlight the nuances of the discussions, for example a word or phrase 

Morning Pages Environment 

Authenticity 

Fear 

 
Masks 
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typed in bold indicates an emphasis in speech, emotion such as laughter is 

noted in brackets.. 

4.1 Morning Pages 

As already referred to, Cameron (1995) recommends that morning pages 

are written in order to kick-start creativity.  Hardingham et al (2004) 

encourage the technique for assisting coachees with their self-awareness 

and I also use this approach in coaching.  As the writing unfolds 

spontaneously, so thoughts come to the surface which often shed light on 

issues that are being discussed.  I use this technique for myself as a daily 

log and find it to be a productive way of reaching understanding.  In the 

early days of the study I found writing my morning pages highlighted 

aspects of concern and raised questions that I had been unconscious of.  

This complements heuristic inquiry’s initial engagement phase (Moustakas, 

1990) and ‘the inner search’ (p.27).  Consequently I decided to experiment 

with morning pages to see if they were an effective form of research diary 

and invited the co-researchers to do likewise.  As the diaries remained the 

co-researcher’s property (in whatever format they chose) it did not affect 

the data collection as they were used in conjunction with the interviews.  

Research diaries are a more recognised form of journal and some of the 

co-researchers preferred to use them whilst some adopted this alternative 

way of logging their thoughts.  For those who did use morning pages, they 

found them personally interesting as well as useful for our discussions, 

although some admitted they had thought them a strange idea initially as 

advised by one coachee: 

When you first spoke of them I thought…waste of time 
and I wouldn’t do it.  But……actually doing the writing has 
become quite compelling and it’s extraordinary what you 
write - it’s as though something takes over and you write - 
things that you weren’t even aware that you were thinking 
about (CRH). 
 

For this coachee, her morning pages were not only useful for our 

discussions but some aspects were developed further in her coaching 

sessions: 

I’ve noticed patterns……themes that come up……things 
that I’ve noticed.  If I hadn’t been writing it down - for this I 
wouldn’t have been aware.  I’m doing some work with X 
(coach) on some of this and she’s interested too (CRA).  
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This coach found them useful too ‘I have used them throughout this and will 

continue with them.  They create a lucidity of thought’ (CRE).  
 
In this chapter and in Chapters Five and Six, morning pages excerpts are 

included and appear in double quotation marks and a different font as this 

example shows: 

I’ve got some thoughts that have come up in my writing - 
in the morning pages.  I wrote:  “This thing about 
authenticity and coaching is fabulous.  It really shines a 
light on the dilemmas of women”.  And I like this freehand 
format too.  I’m using this for a piece of work that I’m doing 
– I like it as a form of reflective research diary (CRG). 

 
Although research diaries are often used within the social sciences 

(Altrichter and Holly, 2005) the use of diaries in psychological research is 

not widespread (Willig, 2001) and appears uncommon in coaching 

research.  In her research in mentoring, Cox (2005) advocates ‘regular use 

of a reflective practice tool or model’ in order to gain ‘knowledge and 

wisdom about our work practices and about ourselves’ (p.460).  The data 

from this study suggests that morning pages can be used as a form of 

research diary, capturing data as part of the reflective process. 

4.2 Environment 

There was a marked consistency of opinion by both coaches and coachees 

that the prevailing environment provides the backcloth of an institution.  

This climate then affects aspects such as the level of trust, how power and 

politics are deployed (whether for the greater good or self-seeking) the 

degree of challenge, not taking things for granted, being brave and unafraid 

of failure or being different.  In acknowledging that their reaction to the 

environment was their responsibility the coachees described different ways 

of how they had created, or were still creating, their own ways of being 

themselves.  One coachee experienced difficulty in adapting to a different 

culture from that of her previous institution and showed her appreciation of 

her coach’s support: 

It’s difficult here sometimes…and I didn’t deal with it very 
well because I misunderstood…and came up against 
someone.  I find it difficult here sometimes to know what’s 
going on.  Things can be nuanced – and you’re kind of in 
or you’re out and X (coach) is so helpful.  I spill it all out 
and she listens and then summarises it back and it all 
seems straightforward.  And then we agree on how I’m 



-77- 

going to deal with stuff and I (laughs) go off again, dusted 
down (CRA). 
 

Another coachee also mentioned making the adaptation from one institution 

to another and the following reflections illustrate her difficulties whilst she 

learned to adapt to her new institution’s culture: 

To survive in this world particularly as someone who 
doesn’t come from an academic background you have to 
learn and not be upset - and not let……it’s not even quite 
don’t let them get to you - it’s learn the game and…and 
don’t fret about it.  Don’t…don’t see it as anything other 
than just the way of engagement (CRB). 
 

Whilst this last view might appear to be a contradiction in terms of 

authenticity, this co-researcher was being true to herself and displaying high 

levels of organisational understanding.  In acknowledging her learnt 

behaviour she recognised how coaching had helped her engage with her 

institution: 

It’s having someone to reflect with.  I’d have a maelstrom 
of things happening - and with a series of apparently 
simple questions, she’d help me work through - what the 
issue really was and what I could do.  So much is 
systemic - political and she’s enormously helpful.  She 
gets it – she plays the game but is wholly authentic and 
I’ve learned so much from her.  This whole subject echoes 
– she comes to mind every time (CRB).  
 

In defining authenticity, this coachee linked her response to the 

environment of her institution: 

It means truthful.  But that in itself is maybe…a bit trite - 
It’s more about knowing that you are being true to 
yourself and it’s that aspect that is difficult here……at 
times.  I’ve struggled and I see colleagues struggling.  The 
environment is - very political (CRH).  

 
These reflections created discussion on tensions within the academics’ 

work schedules with references made as to the competing demands of 

research, teaching and administration.  These pressures created questions 

for the coachees as to whether they were behaving authentically.  The all-

consuming pressure of research within the three-legged contract of 

employment forced an imbalance that was hard to counter.  In discussing 

the quinquennial review one coachee remarked:  

The V-C has made it clear that REF (Research Exercise 
Framework) returns are paramount - and reputation of Y 
(institution).  Performance management is coming in for 
those who aren’t returned…teaching and admin schedules 
don’t count (CRH).   
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This coachee, still comparatively new in her appointment and at a Russell 

Group university for the first time, was open in her reflections of some of 

the difficulties that she experienced: 

I’m saying this - you know about being true to myself and 
– it’s what I think……but I’m not.  I’ve got so much work 
that gets pushed on me and - it’s not mine.  I ought to 
push it back……I don’t and……that causes…difficulty 
(Voice drops) (CRA).  
 

Her story of how she experienced the environment became increasingly 

important over the course of our discussions: 

Some of the men tell me it’s my job to support them 
and…they’re intimidating.  They re-write work schedules 
for admin so they get more time to research and then - I 
find my name against something that I didn’t know about 
and some of this is for the Centre with my name against it 
- so it looks as though I’m not up to it – can’t manage my 
work (CRA).   
 

Unsure how to manage both the amount of work and the challenging 

manner of some of her colleagues, she was having ‘very useful’ (CRA) 

discussions with her coach on how to behave more assertively. 
 
Another reflection endorsed the view that competing and conflicting 

demands at work created self-doubt and acted as a detractor from 

behaving authentically as this coachee advised: 

The administration is never ending.  I do sometimes 
wonder what I’m doing.  Nothing very well it seems at 
times - I’ve been here before – and I’ve been fortunate 
with……opportunities……getting the breaks.  I mean I 
love all of this……it is me…but it’s tough isn’t it and you 
have to arm yourself with - well with whatever works for 
you (CRH). 

 
These two examples contrast in their level of control with CRA (new to both 

her position of senior lecturer and her institution) appearing engulfed by the 

demands of others and CRH, as a Dean, understanding the internal 

pressures and reconciling the demands of what she wanted and needed for 

herself authentically, with the demands of her role.  Important for all 

universities, the Research Exercise Framework is of particular 

consequence to the Russell Group with its focus on research intensity.  The 

majority of academics are employed to work a three-legged contract of 

research, teaching and administration however research is regarded as 

more prestigious.  The literature suggests that there is unequal work 
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distribution with women undertaking more teaching (Probert, 2005; Glazer-

Raymo, 1999) administration (Probert, 2005) and student welfare 

responsibilities (Probert, 2005; Brooks, 1997).  The data from this study 

suggests that as well as equal opportunities issues being an area of 

concern, it is at times difficult for women to assert themselves and behave 

authentically in order to undertake all aspects of their academic role.   
 
The next section continues the exploration by considering the co-

researchers’ opinions on the subject of authenticity. 

 

4.3 Authenticity 

The coaches recognised that the combination of environment and people 

contributed to whether behaviour was authentic, as one coach remarked: 

Being in an oppressive constrained environment is going 
to put a block on authentic behaviour.  Because if you find 
yourself - in compliance or survival mode it’s difficult - very 
difficult to be authentic so I think that the environment 
whether it’s organisational, culture or people…it has an 
effect that coaching can help with (CRF). 
 
 

This point bears witness to the concept of connectedness and the 

interdependencies between environment, nature, other and self (Howard, 

2002; Marshall, 1984) and builds on the assertion that ‘everything in the 

universe affects everything else because they are all part of the same 

unbroken whole’ (Bohm, 1980, p.78).  The notion of spiritual phenomena 

examines wholeness in systems, their connectedness and indivisibility.  

Moxley (2000) describes spirit as: 

The unseen force that weaves through and permeates all 
our experiences…it is because of the work of the spirit 
that we experience deep communion with others, 
experience ourselves as part of something larger, 
experience connectedness to all of life (p.23). 
 
 

This description of spirit resonates with the views of many of the co-

researchers who, irrespective of their religious observation, considered that 

another important facet of their authenticity lay between their underlying 

spiritual beliefs and their capacity to be true to themselves.  For one 

coachee spiritual development was regarded as an extension of self-

development ‘that’s what everything centres around.  My truth is at one with 
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my inner being, spirituality, my faith and that’s my base from which self - 

everything else develops’ (CRD). 
 

Senge (1990) refers to “metanoia”, where people recognise their ability to 

create the world they truly want as opposed to responding to occurrences 

over which they have no control.  Howard (2002) suggests that metanoia 

takes an authentic transformational perspective and is essential for adult 

development (Mezirow, 1991).  For one of the coaches authenticity and 

spirituality were connected.  ‘Authenticity has a link to spirituality for me.  

Yes, it - probably does’ (CRE).  For another coach, strength was required 

too.  ‘Spirituality, yes because it links and fits into something bigger 

than…that’s my idea of spirituality.  Authenticity brings strength.  Is it 

strength to be true to your Faith?  Absolutely (CRF). 
 

For another coach, it was the combination of many aspects that created the 

whole: 

There is something about holding different aspects of 
head and heart that creates the consistency and 
congruence – and spirituality revolves around that…you 
can feel it in pieces of music.  So Verdi – a requiem but 
not spiritual whereas Gounod was a believer – his music 
has a different quality (CRC). 
 

 
Whilst thus far the positive attributes of behaving authentically have been 

detailed, the possibility of nefarious intent was brought alive by one coach: 

My puzzle…that I have not resolved at all in my mind is - 
I’m sure, if I set my mind to it, that I could argue that Hitler 
was authentic.  He was who he wanted to be and he 
pursued that and he had followers and he 
was……successful - for a while.  So there’s something 
around what are the values and from which perspective 
you look, because if I use the example of Hitler……he got 
to where he was in terms of power because he restored 
pride to Germany, which felt humiliated after WWI.  So the 
train he got on was not……let’s kill the Jews or let’s 
dominate the world, it was……let’s be proud and we can 
turn this country around……and we can find work for 
people and we can do this and that.  And although he did 
some unspeakable things … what do you call it in English 
- the crystal night?  The ticket he arrived on was national 
pride.  And so……somewhere, wanting to be authentic got 
de-railed…and so what happened?  And……in 
organisational life too……part of it is…you don’t get 
quality feedback or you surround yourself with people who 
think like you, therefore they might feed you with even 
more - and so on (CRF).  
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Thus Hitler was an ‘authentically evil individual’ (Chickering, Dalton and 

Stamm, 2006, p.8).  The restoring of national pride rendered Germany 

vulnerable to Hitler’s abuse of power, whose narcissm and pathological 

hatred of people (Speer, 1976) became equal to the atrocities he 

authorised.  Freud’s ([1916] 1953e) psychoanalysis of “the exceptions” 

(people who believe that normal codes of conduct are not applicable to 

them, entitled as they are to special privileges with destiny having given 

them a calling) is clearly evident in Hitler and there is a considerable 

amount of literature on his psychiatric condition (e.g. Kets de Vries, 2003; 

Erikson, 1963; Hanfstängl, 1957).  An extreme example before 

megalomania prevailed; Hitler illustrates the shadow side of authenticity.  

This aspect is given scant attention in the literature with Taylor (1991) 

recognising the connection of violence and authenticity being rooted in 

Fascism, nonetheless he regards the notion of evil authenticity as a 

deviant strain ‘forgetting about one whole set of demands on authenticity 

while focusing exclusively on another’ (p. 66).  Whilst debating the dark 

side of authenticity was valuable and appreciated for the breadth and 

depth of thought by this coach, a subsequent conversation revealed the 

following thoughts: 

So how do I accept a Hitler?  I don’t.  He might have been 
authentic but his morals were not something that I can 
accept.  It’s not something that I want people to copy and I 
don’t want people to be inspired by him…so the way we 
define authenticity is positive and often associated with 
leadership and transformational relationships (CRF). 

 
These opinions were consonant with other co-researchers who were of the 

belief that being authentic demands congruence and consistency of 

beliefs, thoughts and actions combined with the critical element of 

productive relationship as the reflections of these two coaches illustrate: 

I see authenticity as positive, really going to the core and 
looking deeply at yourself and others and having that 
connection, that thread of……combination and affinity 
(CRE). 
 
Authenticity is being true to yourself but also true to the 
situation.  It’s being true and present to the moment and 
that’s not just about being in touch with yourself, it’s a 
more complex inter-relationship between what is 
impacting on me and what is impacting on the other 
(CRG). 
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These thoughts coincide with those of Buber (1961) that it is within the 

essential climate of relationship with others that authenticity thrives. 
 
Both within the workplace when trying to assert beliefs and also within the 

coaching relationship there were reflections on difficult conversations as 

these coachees reflected: 

There have been difficult times…when X has challenged 
my thinking and I’ve really not wanted to explore - she 
has been supportive and encouraging and we’ve tried new 
things and discussed them…really not wanting to 
acknowledge some of the issues but she makes me go 
there (CRA). 
 
I have a better insight into how I operate…my need for 
authenticity.  I thought that was illusory but - the need to 
say whatever’s going on at work it’s not about who I am.  
You don’t define who you are by your job…and that’s 
been important to learn (CRB).  
 

One coach demonstrated the delicate balance of coaching whereby she 

recognised a possibly difficult situation but still had the conversation in 

order to assist a coachee in an authentic and supportive manner: 

Career transitions can be difficult.  I say let’s look at where 
you are and what the problem is and can we make that 
better - so before you jump let’s be clear why and what is 
and what’s not fixable.  Because if you don’t look at that 
you may repeat the problems and take them all with you 
because the problem may be you (laughs).  And 
sometimes we have hard discussions……and come out 
from them with better clarity about issues that are actually 
resolvable and sometimes people move on with better 
awareness (CRE). 
 

These experiences endorse the view of Walsh and McElwain (2001) that a 

genuinely authentic engagement will experience tension and at times 

conflict but that these encounters should not be avoided.  However, 

recognising the boundary between coaching and mental health issues is a 

key attribute in coaching (Buckley, 2007; Clutterbuck, 2007).  Even those 

coaches who have extended skills and qualifications such as 

psychotherapy or psychology need to consider whether and when they 

stop coaching and offer alternative assistance (Buckley, 2010). 
 
The findings so far illustrate the issues of authenticity for some of the 

coachees, with the demands of colleagues and the climate they created 

affecting the coachees’ ability to behave authentically.  The findings start to 

introduce how a coach can assist in support of an individual having difficult 
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encounters and conversations that are affecting their authenticity.  The data 

also illustrates how, at times, the coach might actively initiate uncovering a 

dilemma in order to enlighten the coachee of aspects that are hidden to 

them in order to encourage their authentic self to be brought out. 
 
One of the objectives of this study was to explore how women had 

experienced authenticity and other issues in the workplace and whether 

those experiences had been helped, hindered, enabled or influenced 

through coaching.  The next section explores those subjects. 

4.4 Fear 

Fear was mentioned by most of the co-researchers and whilst not favoured 

as an aspect of organisational life, it was recognised as being pervasive.  It 

was acknowledged unanimously that in an environment where there is a 

continual push against boundaries of knowledge ambition and intrepidity 

are to be acclaimed.  However, there was a view that audacity could also 

be aggressive and regarded too highly which, whilst being motivational for 

the recipients, created despondency in colleagues.  As this coachee 

explained: 

The V-C needs us to move up the league table and he has 
really high expectations.  Research is everything – it’s 
quite hard – hostile……it’s so much more than I realised 
and I don’t know……it’s a different place here (fighting 
tears).  Umm……people get huge accolades for success 
which just encourages this fight all the time – it’s 
relentless and……well I have felt – but you can’t say 
anything because – well – am I up to it but X (coach) has 
been so helpful…her support has got me through a lot 
(CRA). 
 
 
 

Another coachee reflected on the pressure of working in a research-

intensive institution  

‘It’s publish or perish.  Nothing else matters’ (CRH).  Further discussions 

with the same coachee revealed that she kept to herself some of the 

behaviour that she encountered when working with her most senior 

colleagues: 

I shield…stuff that comes from the Board because – some 
of it is unacceptable…language…behaviour.  I don’t like it 
and it’s difficult just to hold on.  If I don’t like it why would I 
pass it on?  Some people do though…some of my 
colleagues say… “I’m being kicked so I’ll kick too” (CRH).  
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Operating through fear can be both caused by and be a cause of 

inauthentic behaviour.  The potentially circular relationship is interesting to 

consider both from the perspective of the coach as to how this affects their 

coachee and their coaching and also that of the client as to how to manage 

the culture.  As this coach remarked: 

I have coached someone whose attitude was a concern – 
well insupportable actually…and it was the……classic it’s 
easier to pretend that it’s not happening stuff rather than 
deal with it.  But…within minutes I realised this guy – he 
was as much a victim and he needed support too (CRI). 
 

From these examples it would appear that the effect of a senior staff 

member intimidating peers or subordinates owing to their own fear creates 

a downward spiral.  One definition of fear is ‘a feeling of distress, 

apprehension or alarm caused by impending danger or pain’ (Hanks, 

1990).  Reflex actions and the primeval response of fight or flight are likely 

to be the immediate activity, not a thoughtful consideration as to what might 

be “true” at that time and there was recognition of this occurring as this 

coach remarked ‘when fear is involved something happens in relating to 

authenticity … it’s not the immediate focus’ (CRE). 
 
There was agreement that fear is an inherent part of organisational life to a 

degree but that it is important to ensure, whenever possible, that feelings of 

apprehension and anxiety are combined with excitement and discovery as 

described by one coach: 

There is fear, always.  When you make big 
decisions…there is always fear.  Because…particularly if it 
implies change - you don’t know what you’re going to be 
getting into……change is rarely easy.  But it 
creates…some sort of energy.  I’m sure it develops 
thinking power (CRF). 
 
 

It was also considered that there is a difference in how to overcome fright 

depending on whether an individual believes they are on their own with fear 

of something happening to them personally compared to the other more 

secure aspect of being scared in a unified group.  As mentioned earlier, 

being supported through coaching was believed to provide the difference in 

how occurrences of difficulty or extreme challenge might be received.  As 

this coachee confided: 

I see fear all the time here…and you know it is really fear.  
It’s the organisational culture.  And when people get so 
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frightened, they become ill.  This one individual…they got 
so caught up……they couldn’t see that it was consuming 
their every thought and they were frightened and I thought 
then…I think coaching can help.  Because fright can take 
hold…keeps you awake at night and - but if you take hold 
and anchor yourself to other people who support…but in 
institutions with cutbacks coming up…that is used isn’t it?  
(CRD). 
 
 

Whilst not unique to Higher Education, a sobering reality of the current 

financial climate is the reduction in funding and budgets resulting, in some 

universities, in severance schemes and/or the need to re-structure 

departments.  One aspect of my role is to coach and support staff members 

through the onerous and disconcerting process of them having to re-apply 

for their current job.  This is resulting in, at best, unsettled staff with some 

being deeply worried.  A paradox emerges in that when confronted with such 

a situation authentic behaviour might be forgotten with survival uppermost.  

However, the reverse might also be true in that in a climate of mistrust and 

perceived political games, the need for authenticity is paramount as a 

prevailing capability throughout the organisation.  It was considered that it 

was just these sorts of occasions where coaching could assist as this coach 

advised: 

Coaching is a really good intervention for helping women 
with their authenticity – when the politics start and people 
jostle for gain.  The really interesting things we’ve 
discussed that I see are the fear issues.  I think fear is at 
the heart of so much for people and it stems from their 
environment and their sense of role (CRC). 

 
 
As a catalyst, fear was recognised as having immense power and, 

depending on the circumstances, can be used for positive effect and affect 

behaviour as this coach observed ‘fear harnessed well can be galvanising 

and the role of the coach is to ensure that it is harnessed well’ (CRG).  

Another coach held a similar opinion believing that ‘fear drives all sorts of 

behaviours and … drives people to develop masks and ways of working that 

can work well for them’ (CRC). 
 
A few of the co-researchers initiated the idea of the wearing of masks whilst 

considering the environment and the drivers and barriers to authenticity.  

This was an avenue that I had not considered initially but one which I 

subsequently shared with everyone at our next meeting.  Holding ‘informal 

conversational interviews’ (Patton, 2002, pp. 342-343) three times created 
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opportunities for reflection on issues of importance and allow new threads of 

interest to be introduced.  It became an interesting aspect for us all to notice 

and discuss how areas that occurred under one subject [authenticity] might 

appear again in a similar or maybe different guise under another topic 

[coaching].  The use of masks was just such an example and became a rich 

source of reflections and is the subject of the next section. 

4.5  Masks 

The opinions on masks were not static and over the course of the 

interviews different thoughts showed many perspectives.  One coach held a 

clear opinion initially saying  

‘Authenticity for me is about not wearing masks’, although recognised that 

‘sometimes we consciously put those masks on to behave in a particular 

situation and sometimes I’m aware that those masks come on 

automatically’ (CRC). 
 

Our next meeting revealed the following thoughts: 

I came to the view when I was thinking about it…I wrote 
(consults morning pages) “If I consciously decide to put 
the mask on and the mask feels that it fits in some way 
then that’s probably OK”.  I think the problem comes 
where there is some kind of emotional thing that kicks in 
and shuts you down or you feel that you’re not allowed to 
be yourself or be of your best (CRC). 
 

The relationship of emotion and masks created an interesting paradox.  It 

was believed that feeling and showing emotions created vulnerability.  

However, in feeling intensely and authentically it was considered necessary 

to wear a mask to conceal that vulnerability, authenticity and emotion.  This 

might be because the prevailing environment does not allow emotions to be 

raised as this coachee advised: 

I think sometimes that’s the only way to survive……to 
wear a mask.  You don’t expose yourself to people in this 
environment. Sometimes……it’s about self – keeping 
yourself healthy.  And you have to do that…I always 
ensure that when I go into that sort of situation I have a 
smile on my face…I always ensure that I don’t share any 
emotion and I……look the part (CRD). 

 
There were many examples of when it was believed acceptable to wear a 

mask and behave authentically as these coaches asserted: 

People wear masks.  You know everything spilt out all the 
time would be completely overwhelming so we learn and 
adopt masks.  We learn the social mores and coaching 
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can help that – whether it’s for someone who is quite 
reserved and needs to show more resolve or to push back 
at someone who is more strident (CRE). 
 
It’s about the impression that you want to make, it’s not 
false……it’s you but sometimes, nerves - whatever get in 
the way and so you put on a veneer…a mask.  In doing 
that you kind of……authorise yourself.  You know it’s 
something you don’t do very well but you’re genuinely 
trying to do it better (CRI).  
 

However, there were also examples of when it was deemed inauthentic and 

difficult to do as evidenced by this coach ‘Can I play out the square peg in 

the round hole thing authentically?  I find it really difficult and - probably 

not’ (CRC). 

Alternatively it was recognised that by managing the circumstances it was 

possible to make a potentially inauthentic situation wholly faithful as this 

coachee reflected: 

If I’ve put on a mask in order to do something consciously 
and I feel OK about having done that then that feels right.  
It’s if I feel as though I’ve almost been forced to put on a 
mask and I walk away feeling not fully intact that I feel as 
though I’ve not been authentic (CRH). 
 

One of the coaches summarised the quandaries clearly: 

There are some masks that are legitimate and some…that 
we are…under the illusion of what we need for our 
survival or for our impact or for……credibility.  And that’s 
wrong but it takes a lot of guts not to wear the mask.  And 
you go back to fear.  When am I prepared to take the risk?  
Or not?  And I’ve seen quite a lot of 
people…collapsing…more women than men but…some 
men too and - it’s because the mask in a way……it’s like 
too many Botox injections……you lose the ability to - 
(laughs) really use the mask...you become stiff so it gives 
you very limited range.  (Both laughing)……It’s going to 
come across as subdued and people might not pick up the 
signals (CRF). 
 

This coach shared her morning pages which disclosed: 

“You could argue that putting a mask on is the height of 
inauthenticity and I’m sure there are times when it is 
inauthentic, but I think there are times when the mask does 
need to be put on.  Everything inside is saying I don’t 
personally think this is the right thing to do but for the 
greater good, you have to say yes OK that’s what we will 
do.  It’s about the intention behind the action” (CRI). 
 

Both coaches and coachees agreed that the underlying intention was the 

important factor in deciding whether a mask was being worn for authentic 
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reasons.  As this coachee commented ‘it’s the spirit behind the act that 

makes something authentic or not’ (CRA). 
 
Another co-researcher considered that circumstances dictate the situation 

and that the authenticity lies in the accompanying behaviour:  
The basis of authenticity is that it really is about knowing 
who you are and deciding to keep on being that person.  
And…when you decide…it can mean that you are very 
ready to compromise sometimes when the situation requires 
it or it might mean you’re going to be fairly dogmatic.  So - 
sometimes there are things I can accept and others I will be 
completely intransigent about that I will not compromise on.  
And for me this is where authenticity lives (CRF). 
 

For this coachee there were times when concession was regarded as a 

weakness ‘you have to fight your corner and safeguard your position’ 

(CRB).  The demands of working in a male-dominated environment were 

evident: 

Authenticity is not always comfortable.  You can’t always do 
it.  It can be quite dangerous…the times when you can be 
yourself and the times when you pretend - being the only 
woman there are limits to what I can do – it’s about battles 
and wars (CRB). 

 
The theme of pretending, whether about having an opinion, assuming 

behaviour, taking on an identity or wearing a mask was a repeated pattern 

woven within many of the discussions.  The continuum of pretence and 

deception appeared to be predicated by intent.  Whilst pretence might be 

made for false purposes, it might also be to create harmony whereas 

deception has the objective of falsehood.  This coachee considered that 

pretending helped her confidence levels: 

Sometimes that is the way that you grow.  If you show your 
insecurity you would be doing yourself a disservice…so 
sometimes you have to - pretend - that you are self-assured 
even if you’re not (CRD).  
 

On another occasion in referring to a specific experience, this coachee 

reflected ‘I was afraid to speak out and I backed down which is interesting 

given the nature of my work on bullying in this Institution’ (CRD). 
 

Another coachee confided ‘I do pretend when I’m in department 

meetings……quite a lot actually.  It’s easier and I think a lot of us do.  It’s 

quite dangerous to say something out of line (CRA).  Whilst I found some 

of these excerpts concerning, particularly the manner in which they were 

related, with some of the coachees showing palpable worry, I became 
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interested in the relationship between what might be the authentic culture 

of an institution and how that affects individual behaviour.  Universities are 

highly competitive and a challenging environment is both innate and 

laudable with personal, peer, positional and political credibility vital in 

securing academic leadership success (Kennie, 2009).  From the 

examples above it appears that overly-aggressive and dictatorial behaviour 

whilst possibly being authentic to the owner, can cause inauthentic 

behaviour in others as this coach remarked ‘authenticity thrives in the 

appropriate environment and it’s keeping that in focus that’s important - 

what’s driving and what’s detracting.  Coaching can really help keep 

everything balanced’ (CRE). 
Cranton and Carusetta’s (2004a), grounded theory study (also set within 

higher education) focuses on authenticity within teaching and the social 

norms of what a good teacher should be like (p.290).  They posit that ‘if 

there is the expectation that the institution or even the academic world has 

certain rules that one must live by and teach by, authenticity is restricted’ 

(p. 291).  The experience of this coachee endorsed their assertion when 

she advised: 

I don’t have as much freedom here.  At Y (institution) I had 
complete autonomy.  We trusted each other…that’s the 
point.  Here - I’m kind of – you know fruit you get in 
supermarkets?  It’s in pre-packaged foam and it has to fit 
and then it’s all shrink-wrapped.  It’s like that here.  I have 
to conform and I’m……trapped (arms by side of body and 
tense) or…or……well the Head of School doesn’t like it 
(CRA). 
 

However, in acknowledging that Cranton and Carusetta’s (2004a) research 

focused on one aspect of work, this study found some differences in 

opinion as to what constitutes authenticity.  Cranton and Carusetta (2004a) 

assert that ‘wearing a mask or a persona, as useful as that can be on many 

occasions, supports inauthentic practice’ (p.290).  The findings in this study 

suggest that whilst there may be times when wearing a mask is determined 

by inauthentic practice there are also occasions when the behaviour may 

be wholly authentic.  As this coach commented: 

It’s about purpose…as long as you can recognise when 
you are wearing a mask…when it’s appropriate to wear 
one.  It might be because it’s too uncomfortable - or too 
dangerous…to take the mask off in that moment…and 
then you feel your way - through moments when it’s OK to 
let it down and reveal what’s behind.  And I think self-
disclosure is very important.  I think the coach has a great 
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responsibility to create that psychological safety……for 
the mask to come off (CRE). 

 
Reflections were made on when it had seemed appropriate to work in a 

way that might not have been the most spontaneous or the most effective 

but that in needing to participate, some form of adjustment had been 

required.  In adjusting behaviour, it was not believed that authenticity had 

been thwarted although there was recognition of a mask being worn as 

these coachees commented: 

I can put that mask on and it isn’t about not being 
authentic … it’s about - at this stage - at this moment……I 
have to play this game.  Everybody knows that this is the 
environment and I can take that mask off and I haven’t…I 
haven’t destroyed my values.  I haven’t been untrue to 
myself…but this is a part that I have had to play (CRA). 
You do it knowingly…you’re playing the game…you don’t 
think you are that person…you know that in order to 
survive this situation you need to wear this mask.  You 
see that to me is quite authentic - because you know what 
you’re doing…and you’re doing it for an end (CRB). 
 

I found these two examples from the coachees particularly interesting as 

they both refer to the idea that undertaking the action is acceptable 

providing there is a clear knowledge and understanding (by the perpetrator) 

that what is being done, is being done for a specific purpose.  They might 

not agree with the idea but as long as the façade is in place and does not 

interfere with their core values and sense of morality, their sense of 

authenticity is not shaken.  Whilst there is a sense of coercion behind both 

statements, this does also appear to endorse the sentiments discussed 

earlier that it is essentially the necessary congruence of head and heart in 

making decisions and the manner of the subsequent delivery that is 

important for authenticity.  On another occasion, this coachee advised: 

I feel discomfort – a lot.  I don’t think I’d call it lack of 
authenticity……because I think if I got to that point where I 
felt completely compromised I would have to go – and I 
don’t.  I’m still here.  Discomfort a lot but I think that’s part 
of the deal and then – there are deal breakers that 
say……so far and no further.  And that is about 
authenticity.  If I can’t do whatever – and respect myself 
for doing it then I have to stop – walk away (CRB). 

 
How long the mask was worn and for what purpose determined whether the 

behaviour was believed to be authentic or not.  This coachee summarised 

the sentiments succinctly in her musings ‘You put on a mask and you put it 
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on short term…for a specific purpose.  That doesn’t affect your values or 

your authenticity’ (CRH). 
 
The use of masks originates in ancient theatre of the East, the American 

Indians and the Greeks where a small number of actors, playing many parts 

would wear different masks to denote the character played (Hall, 2010).  

Literature relating to the use of masks appears in anthropology and 

semiotics as well as the more obvious subjects of drama, art and theatre 

history (Bell, 2001).  The referral to the use of masks in the daily interaction 

of organisational life in relation to coaching does not appear to have been 

researched and yet the language parallels of “performing”, “acting a part” 

and “playing a role” were expressions used in this study.  This indicated the 

pressure sometimes felt to conform to the prevailing culture as this coachee 

indicated ‘I do often wonder whether I have performed at my best’ (CRH).  

Another coachee advised ‘there are times when people put…are put into a 

situation where they think well - the only way I’m going to be able to deal 

with this is to act the part’ (CRD).  For the coaches too there were occasions 

when the institution’s environment created a feeling of unease as this coach 

remarked ‘I’m consciously aware that I’m playing a role’ (CRC). 

In discussing authentic behaviour, discussions were held as to how the co-

researcher’s presented themselves in different situations and how coaching 

had helped them with aspects.  This led to a rich seam of discussion on the 

subject of impression management which is presented in the next section. 

 Impression Management 4.5.1
The immediate reaction for this coach was extreme aversion: 

I hate impression management.  I loathe the expression.  
It sounds contrived - as though it’s about creating an 
impression of something that you’re not and that’s what 
worries me.  It’s certainly not authentic (CRE).  

 
A subsequent conversation revealed the following powerful deliberations:  
 

I’ve been thinking about impression management - a lot.  I 
react negatively - probably because it’s - cultural and not 
really the “done thing” (hooks fingers) to be too…it smacks 
of immodesty…and putting yourself forward in – a - sort of 
peacock’ish way.  But I can see that…ummm…yes, it’s 
visceral - I don’t like that…and anyone I meet who is like 
that I don’t…they switch me off really so I find it difficult in 
coaching to work with.  But I do know…I have a good 
friend - you know if a gap appears - he will be there in 
seconds.  Now he’s a really good friend of mine and - part 
of me admires and I think wow - that’s great he is so at 
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ease with himself.  So there’s a real admiration for that 
quality and in him it seems positive but in others - I suppose 
for myself - I would want to shy away from that so there’s a 
tension there.  But I can see actually many times when it’s 
useful to - be - and if I took it to mean…ummm…telling your 
story in an authentic way…so you’re presenting yourself 
and who you are in a very congruent and authentic way.  If I 
took it to mean that then I would actually feel quite 
comfortable with it and could – coach - that (CRE). 
 

From extreme reaction against impression management this coach 

modified her assessment by referring to a situation where because she 

believed the person was being genuine she found the behaviour authentic.  

I found the different nuance of opinions between interviews particularly 

interesting as the co-researchers’ reflected on their thoughts.  Opinions 

were unanimous in dislike of the labels of self-presentation and impression 

management but many had a regard for the effect as described by this 

coach ‘impression management is a rather unpleasant expression and yet I 

believe very strongly in it’ (CRG). 
 

Another coach held similar opinions suggesting that in the recoil from the 

words so the sentiment can become distorted:  

I don’t like impression management - the idea - however I 
do think that it is useful at times and can help people with 
self-esteem – coaching for something like……an interview 
or a big presentation where you can be consciously aware 
of which bits of you, you are presenting and which not - 
being aware of how you’re behaving and communicating.  
So that links to authenticity – having an authentic belief in 
what is being done for the overall purpose or outcome 
(CRC). 

 
Further discussions with one coach revealed that she considered that 

aspects of impression management, self-presentation and self-monitoring 

were similar and we reflected on an earlier discussion where we agreed 

that behaving authentically could be gauged by the intention, as she 

described: 

Self-monitoring is closely associated - and yet different - is it 
semantics?  It’s behavioural.  I think a lot of coaching is 
about giving people - and I think women perhaps more - the 
skills to - check in and be really self-aware.  Hmmm……this 
is interesting isn’t it because I can think of people who 
manage impressions and self-monitor for deceptive, cunning 
reasons - making sure that they’re one step ahead sort of 
thing so it’s about purpose isn’t it?  What’s the purpose of 
doing - what you’re doing and then it’s either authentic – or - 
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or not.  (Both laugh).  It’s about the spirit behind the act 
(CRE). 
 

These thoughts appear to concur with the literature where it is suggested 

that impression management can be simulated in order to influence and 

may be regarded as being manipulative, devious and undertaken for 

inauthentic reasons (Gardner and Martinko, 1988).  Conversely, impression 

management is considered to assist with the maintenance of self-esteem 

and therefore be wholly authentic (Leary, 1996). 
 
The next section gathers the experiences and opinions of the co-

researchers in discussing how the work environment might be negotiated 

by way of coaching. 

4.6 Coaching as a way of negotiating the environment 

It was generally considered that coaching provides demonstrable assistance 

to women in the workplace though as this coach reflected: 

Coaching is helpful and supports the woman as an 
individual – with finding who she is – her authenticity if you 
like.  I’m not sure that it always adds value to the 
organisation – though there can be times when it might be 
skills or focusing on aspects – like a new Board placement 
and how to manage that. – It depends how considered it is 
– and who makes that decision.  Sometimes - it’s just well, 
let’s throw some money at this and then it can be the 
coach’s fault if it goes wrong.  I turn down those 
assignments very quickly (CRF). 

 
The sentiments were endorsed by this coach who considered:  

The right coach can help undoubtedly but it’s the work in 
getting the right coaches and that is a skill that people 
overlook because the sponsor has to have detailed 
knowledge at so many levels of what is needed.  What’s 
right for the organisation, the coachee, the line manager.  
Expensive does not mean excellent and the person paying 
needs a depth of knowledge themselves - and that quite 
often isn’t there.  So the right coach can help but the 
expense - cost and opportunity of……getting the wrong 
coach is an issue that has to be considered carefully 
(CRI). 
 

For some senior academics, the opportunity to receive coaching is through 

attendance on a “Top Management Programme”, an expensive and select 

development course.  There are two such programmes recognised by the 

Higher Education sector.  The Civil Service maintains one, with the other 

operated by the Leadership Foundation for Higher Education.  For those 
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who had attended, the programme was appreciated as a worthwhile 

development opportunity against a backdrop where personal development 

does not receive acclaim.  One coachee acknowledged ‘I have come to 

value aspects but development……reflection is not important generally – 

colleagues are scathing’ (CRD).  The coaching element was regarded as 

particularly valuable and possibly the more so as the anticipation had been 

indifferent, as this coachee remarked ‘I thought that it would be under 

sufferance and I’d be put with someone who had no understanding of 

Higher Education or the demands’ (CRH).  In fact the coaching relationship 

still continues, long after the programme’s official finish as the coachee 

commented ‘I couldn’t do without her…she provides a challenge to my 

clarity of thinking that I value’ (CRH). 
 
For another coachee, the chance to attend a less advanced programme 

with the Leadership Foundation whilst in a different position and university 

was believed to be fortunate.  She considered that she would not have 

received the place with her current institution nor would she have had the 

benefit of receiving coaching if it had not transferred with her on her 

appointment: 

When I came here, I still had some paid sessions 
outstanding.  When they finished, I asked the Staff 
Development Unit if they would help because I find the 
coaching the best support.  They pay.  I wouldn’t get it 
otherwise because it is expensive.  My Head of School 
doesn’t value development or the LFHE (Leadership 
Foundation for Higher Education).  He thinks they’re a 
waste of time…failed academics he calls them (CRA). 
 
 

This excerpt shows not only how the coaching was established but also 

provides another example of this individual’s Head of School imposing his 

opinions in a manner that is not conducive to openness, trust or authentic 

behaviour.  Whilst his opinions might have been genuine, the repeated 

examples of his dogmatic behaviour discussed throughout our 

conversations, demonstrate how this member of staff reacted with her 

sense of authenticity gradually being eroded. 
 
This coachee had experienced coaching for a while and valued the 

relationship she had with her coach ‘I have worked with her on and off for a 

long time…and in a number of different institutions’ (CRB).  Another 

coachee admitted to her initial doubt by saying ‘I am a convert (laughs).  I 
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wasn’t convinced but thought - it’s part of the programme so I’ll see what 

happens’ (CRD).  
 
The coaches were aware of the rarity of coaching within Higher Education 

and reflected on their experiences when first working with academics: 

Z (colleague) was a bit of a trail blazer with the coaching 
at Y (institution).  That’s the impression I got and we have 
had wonderful rich discussions about that.  We met on the 
programme (Top Management Programme).  The 
environment was created there … but it’s the work since 
then that has been important (CRE). 

 
I’ve only had one experience that was tricky to start with.  
An academic who’d not got an internal appointment and 
people were ducking out of giving quality feedback and it 
landed on me.  I was asked in the most patronising 
manner (laughs) whether I really thought I could help…so 
I said well……let’s have an initial discussion and then you 
tell me.  We never looked back and to her credit she 
really worked hard and got a great appointment at a 
different university.  Now - the person I first met wouldn’t 
have touched this – she would thought it beneath her.  Not 
a Russell Group university – and we had some 
fascinating conversations about – profile – and what her 
career meant to her.  I – I think she was surprised that I 
helped her quite to the extent.  I mean……it was all her 
work but it had to be brought out - she had to let go…and 
take on new stuff (CRI). 
 
 

A general discussion held with the co-researchers as to why coaching does 

not have a large following within the Russell Group revealed various 

thoughts, with this coachee saying: 

Personal development isn’t considered important … 
people worry that coaching is remedial.  My Head of 
School wrote me this e-mail (shows paper copy) “If you 
need coaching does it suggest you are incapable of 
undertaking your role?”  It’s more than the job (checks 
tears)……it’s the whole approach and having someone 
external whom I can trust (CRA).   

 
This coachee also appreciated the opportunity to speak to someone 

outside her immediate environment: 

It’s the external perspective.  It’s so helpful to have 
someone to talk to who doesn’t know the intricacies and I 
can just talk in confidence.  This world has changed and is 
going to continue to change and talking to someone who 
knows about - strategy really helps.  But that worries some 
of my colleagues and…if I’m honest I wasn’t convinced 
before I met X (coach).  There’s also the cost.  It’s not 
cheap so it has to be valuable (CRH). 
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Funding was a repeated theme considered to be a sensitive area with this 

coachee making special provision herself for her coaching ‘I have an 

account and that pays for X (coach).  That’s the agreement that I have.  It’s 

my development time – some of my colleagues find that strange’ (CRD). 

 
Trust and psychological safety in the work environment are requisites for 

coaching to be successful (Kets de Vries et al, 2010) and these statements 

highlight the issues of establishing a coaching culture within an 

organisation.  The external and internal perspectives with the notion of 

“outsiders” and legitimate authority is in accord with the literature (Goodall, 

2009; Eagly, 2005).  These issues raise questions as to the acceptability of 

coaching, owing to the necessity of its confidentiality and detached status 

(Hall, Otazo and Hollenbeck, 1999).  At both an individual and institutional 

level, the independent nature of coaching is recognised as having value 

(once experienced).  However, introducing an external perspective raises 

issues of confidence as to whether the Russell Group culture will be 

understood.  For one coachee, it was precisely that blend of extrinsic view 

and deep knowledge of organisational complexity that assisted her: 

I thought (laughs) I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know…how 
to make a difference here.  And X (coach) was fantastic.  So 
helpful - to have that conversation outside the organisation 
because you can judge fairly quickly what’s wrong but I 
couldn’t think who I could tell.  I couldn’t think who to work 
with.  And X (coach) allowed me…to think through what was 
happening…what I was noticing…what I thought needed to 
happen and how I might influence (CRB).   
 
 

The attitudinal “Catch-22” circle of coaching needing to be experienced 

before the benefits are recognised is difficult to break into.  From my 

experience an intervention is necessary by an academic-related staff 

member or external consultant who has the appropriate skills, knowledge 

and experience of coaching to have credibility with their academic 

colleagues.  A criticism levelled at coaching is that, owing to the current 

lack of professional status, there are no criteria to benchmark against.  

Spence (2007) argues that professional requirements comprise formal 

academic qualifications, an established and enforceable code of ethics and 

compliance with a regulatory body and that only qualified members hold a 

licence to practice.  There are pros and cons as to whether coaching 

becomes established as a profession (Lane, Stelter and Rostron, 2010; 
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Grant and Cavanagh, 2007).  With coaching developing into a recognised 

academic specialism it may become easier to absorb coaching into 

development programmes as well as the institutional environment.  

However, as this coach observed, facilitating such a culture change is 

unlikely to be immediate: 

The establishment of any behaviour or culture change 
takes time – and it will be the same for coaching…we 
should not walk away.  It’s established in most – well 
many other disciplines and it will come – for 
academics…coaching has its own specialisms and it’s 
respected…it requires more skilled people though not 
anyone who thinks oh today I’ll become a coach (both 
laugh) (CRF). 
 

This coach empathised with how coaching might be received within the 

senior levels of higher education: 

If I’m a senior academic and a Board member…why would 
I want to have a coach?  What can this outsider do?  Do 
they understand our environment?  So much of it is about 
establishing credibility - creating that relationship and 
rapport (CRE). 

 
 

All the coaches talked of the importance of the coaching relationship in 

setting the environment, detailing their approach and how they make 

observations to their coachee whilst bringing themselves into the process.  

Commenting on what they notice was considered to add to the depth of the 

discussions in being reflected back to ensure understanding.  As this coach 

explained: ‘it’s a mirror from something going on outside’ (CRG).  The use of 

metaphors was noticeable throughout the interviews with both coaches and 

coachees using this figure of speech to describe either actual experience or 

concept.  This provided extra colour and depth to both the accounts of 

coaching and also to the study.  A specific requirement of heuristic inquiry is 

that ‘…the material collected must depict the experience in…rich and vivid 

terms’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.49) where depictions are presented ‘in 

stories…metaphors and analogies’ (p.49).  The use of metaphors was 

apparent throughout the data excerpts and is discussed in the next sub-

section. 

 Metaphors 4.6.1
A commonly held assertion from the co-researchers was that the use of 

metaphors is effective in coaching as they enable discussion of complex or 

sensitive areas.  The image of a mirror was a popular way of helping 
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exploration of difficult issues as this coach commented: ‘holding up the mirror 

to reflect back what’s been said can really help with gaining insight’ (CRC).  

Metaphors have a two-fold strength as they can assist both the coach and 

coachee.  The coach can use metaphors to explore complicated or delicate 

areas, clarifying the issue with the coachee.  Equally, metaphors can be 

effective in illustrating stories and help the coachee in their recounting as this 

coachee reflected:  

I was embarrassed to talk about how things were with my 
Head of School to start with and X (coach) knew that I was 
hiding stuff.  She asked me what my image was of work 
and I immediately had this picture……it was a ladder 
which wasn’t safe and there was a……snake at the 
bottom……it was real……not a child’s game and then I 
just talked and talked.  That was a real breakthrough 
(CRA). 
 
 

For another coachee, her early days as Dean were likened to ‘the sword of 

Damocles’ (CRH Coachee).  Morgan’s (1997) seminal work asserts that 

‘the use of a metaphor implies a way of thinking and a way of seeing that 

pervade how we understand our world generally’ (p.4).  By exploring how 

the coachees understood their world, so the coaches demonstrated their 

ability in using metaphors to assist the coaching relationship.  One coach 

reflected on a particular time with one of her coachees where she had used 

metaphors in her coaching as a way of negotiating the environment: 

It was Alice through the looking-glass.  Nothing seemed to 
be quite what she thought it was……and we had to stop 
and explore…and the Cheshire cat kept disappearing and 
re-appearing (both laugh).  It was surreal…and the use of 
metaphor helped us – look at what was occurring in 
context in her – environment…metaphors help.  It’s 
picking something up that is…obscure and turning it round 
so that it’s recognised (CRI). 
 

This explanation is in accord with Feldman (2006) who asserts that 

metaphors are a way of understanding ‘one domain in terms of another’ 

(p.194).   
 
There was a wide range of metaphors used by the co-researchers and 

these added extra depth and texture to what they were saying.  For 

example, one coach used a number of different metaphors over the course 

of our discussions to illustrate the hidden layers that a coach sometimes 

has to uncover in order to be able to discuss the core issues as the 

following excerpt illustrates: 
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The image that comes to mind……coaching is an 
artichoke where you peel leaf by leaf and as the growth 
occurs all the leaves fall off.  .……Then there is the 
authenticity which is the heart but also the bristle because 
in getting to the heart…it encourages brave 
things……scary things and coaching for me is - OK so 
we’ve unearthed this now let’s examine it (CRF). 
 

On another occasion, water was the metaphor used to articulate the way 

that coaching can help to negotiate the environment: 

There is a vapour around coaching that is often the 
environment of organisations.  It can be……hidden in fog.  
I have an image of a waterfall and there is the bowl of 
water just crashing down…and vapour rising.  And I think 
it’s often like that in organisations … striving to get 
somewhere and it’s there – it’s there and it is seen or not 
and it is used or not.  It is part of the picture or not – 
coaching helps the focus (CRF). 
 

These excerpts chime with Hardingham et al (2004) who suggest that using 

metaphors in coaching helps the coachee to understand issues at their level 

of comprehension.  It is apparent that using metaphors can help both 

coaches and coachees in their understanding of conceptual issues and with 

the development of new insights and perspectives.  
 
 

4.7 Summary 

This Chapter starts to produce the overall fabric of the findings which 

emanate from the cluster of themes entitled ‘authenticity thrives in the 

appropriate environment’ (CRE).  Five principal findings emerge, the first 

one of which is the use of morning pages.  Despite some initial reserve, 

many of the co-researchers not only used them for this study but 

considered that they would continue to use them as a form of reflective 

research diary and as a daily diary.  This was an unexpected outcome as 

whilst I had hoped that some might adopt the technique I expected the 

traditional research diary to take preference.  Morning pages were widely 

regarded as being interesting and useful for this study, complementing 

heuristic inquiry’s initial engagement phase and the ‘inner search’ 

(Moustakas, 1990, p.27).   
 
The second finding emanates from the wearing of masks with varied 

opinions shared as to the authentic nature of such action.  With some 

caveats, wearing a mask was considered beneficial and did not diminish 
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the wearer’s authenticity.  As long as the intention and spirit were 

congruent with the action and used for the greater good it was deemed 

acceptable to wear a mask.  This is contrary to much of the literature that 

suggests that wearing a mask creates a false front (Roberts et al, 2009; 

Cranton and Carusetta, 2004a; Trilling, 1972).  It was the inner core of 

values and beliefs being consonant with the action that was judged to be 

the deciding factor in whether the behaviour was or was not authentic.  

There were times when it was uncomfortable and difficult to be the only 

woman or member of a minority in an environment and on such occasion 

pretence was adopted.  This was not felt to detract from authentic 

behaviour as in playing organisational games core values and morals were 

not affected.  There was evident awareness at what point the game 

became unplayable and when the authentic self became compromised.   
 
The third finding relates to the experience of the coaching where despite 

initial misgivings by some of the coachees, coaching was favourably 

regarded.  However, it is acknowledged that as active participants, a bias 

towards coaching is inevitable.  Currently, there is not a widespread culture 

of coaching within the Russell Group as it can be associated with remedial 

performance.  Widely acknowledged that it will take time for coaching to 

become recognised as part of an institution’s strategy, it was nonetheless 

considered that introducing carefully chosen proficient coaches would 

assist with the acceptance.  One aspect that was regarded as particularly 

productive within the safe environment of the coaching relationship was the 

coaches’ ability to challenge constructively.  The coaches acknowledged 

the importance of establishing credibility as although coaching is valued as 

a productive form of development once received, the perceived costs to the 

uninitiated can be considerable and be the dissuading factor.   
 
The fourth finding arises from the connection between the organisational 

environment and authenticity.  It was acknowledged that the Russell Group 

is a particularly demanding section of higher education in which it takes 

time to settle.  In appreciating that the role of research is primary, political 

tensions were perceived between colleagues where conflict could be 

caused with other elements of the academic role.  The importance of the 

consistency of beliefs, thoughts and relationships being congruent with 

actions was regarded as important for authenticity, added to which was the 

dimension of inner spirituality.  However, fear was recognised as being 
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pervasive and at such times the lack of congruence and consistency of 

beliefs, thoughts and actions became apparent.  Coaching was considered 

a helpful intervention in assisting women with harnessing their fear and 

using it for galvanising purpose. 
 
 
The fifth finding relates to impression management which received 

immediate adverse reaction.  However, reflection produced examples of 

when it could be used for positive purpose.  Coaching was considered to be 

useful in helping women become more self-aware so that they could judge 

for themselves their purpose behind their actions of managing impressions 

and in so doing decide whether they were behaving authentically.   
 
The next Chapter continues with the production of the overall cloth of the 

findings and presents the data collected relating to the overall area of ‘being 

authentic helps to raise profile’ (CRH). 
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Chapter 5 ‘Being authentic helps to raise profile’ 

The data sources used in this chapter are as noted in Chapter Four, 

comprising interview transcriptions and recordings, supplementary data 

such as e-mails and the reflections from co-researchers’ research diaries or 

morning pages.   
 
The data is presented in four main sections and one sub-section under the 

heading of ‘being authentic helps to raise profile’ (CRH).  These elements 

overlap and influence each other as represented by Figure 5-1. 
 
Figure 5-1 Chapter sections and connections 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.1 Authenticity 

From the initial discussion about whether they would like to participate in 

the study, the co-researchers were unanimous in their declared interest in, 

and recognition of, the issues within the research question.  Whilst I had 

expected the coaches’ willingness to take part, I had not anticipated the 

alacrity with which the coachees would agree to engage.  For example, 

one coachee responded ‘the concept of authenticity really strikes a chord’ 

(CRB). 
 
The term authenticity chimed with every co-researcher, however all agreed 

too that the concept is casually used and covers a range of subjects.  This 

difficulty in specifying the properties of authenticity did not deter the quest 

as it is a contested subject with a broad span of meaning attributed.  On 

the contrary, examining such an ambiguous concept created the 

opportunity to determine exactly what each co-researcher’s construction of 

“meaning making” was at an early stage of our exploration.  There were 

lengthy considerations as to the possible definition some of which 
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extended over the three meetings with one coachee initially stating ‘It’s 

overworked…it’s one of those words of the moment isn’t it?’  A subsequent 

meeting brought the acknowledgement that ‘authenticity has 

consequence…in this context’ (CRH). 
 
Whilst the immediate feeling was of confidence as to what the term meant, 

when asked for a definition it was not easy to articulate.  One contributor 

summarised the tone of several conversations with different co-

researchers: 

I looked at this and I - it was one of those - oh I know exactly 
what that means and then I thought oh…what does it mean 
(both laugh)  I know instinctively but – well it’s not so easy to 
explain (CRG). 

 
Each unique way of articulating issues and events introduced colour, 

texture and vibrancy to the overall study, for example, this coach’s 

description brought alive the complexities of the concept: 
It’s a bit intangible.  I’m getting a really strong image of 
someone like an art collector taking an antique bowl or 
piece of furniture and - testing it for its authenticity and - 
there are characteristics that make it authentic or not.  I 
think authenticity in people isn’t dissimilar.  At the same time 
it’s sort of ephemeral and … can you quantify it?  In another 
sense - it’s something that you intuit and feel and resonate 
with (CRE). 

 
Common considerations of what authenticity meant to people were of 

“truth” and in particular “trueness to self” as demonstrated by this coachee 

‘Being authentic is about your own being.  It’s your own truth, your inner 

being and it’s all one’ (CRD). 
 
As a concept, the co-researchers were of a united opinion that authenticity 

was a desirable condition to aim for however the reality was recognised as 

being more difficult.  This coach considered initially that ‘authenticity might 

be utopian in its ideals’ (CRG).  This coachee advised ‘being yourself isn’t 

always welcomed.  It’s not always possible and not always easy.  Well - it 

probably is always possible but not always easy’ (CRB).  She further 

reflected that values and authenticity have a moral connection whilst not 

easy to defend at times: 

Being able to say and do what you think is right even if it’s 
uncomfortable.  Having moral value.  There’s a core set of 
values…that you are yourself and you are true to that 
(CRB). 
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However, as evidenced by this coachee, there are times when finding one’s 

own truth is difficult: 

I have felt - feel as though I’m not up to it……here and X 
(coach) has - been coaching – we’ve talked about the 
impostor syndrome and that was a revelation because I - 
feel a fake here and it’s difficult - really difficult to feel as 
though you’re being truthful (tears) to yourself or – 
anyone.  I have felt so……completely useless and…it’s 
been interesting - because if you don’t value yourself 
you’re not being truthful to yourself and then you’re 
inauthentic (CRA). 

The concept of the impostor phenomenon (Clance and Imes, 1978) was 

mentioned often, albeit in different forms, and is the subject of the next 

section. 

5.2 Impostor Phenomenon 

It became apparent that the impostor phenomenon was an often visited 

subject of discussion in coaching sessions.  As this coach explained: 

Often someone will say oh that was luck and then I probe 
and it’s not luck – it’s been hard work and I ask them 
where’s the luck?  …Then - we spend specific time on 
affirmation – some women - find it difficult to say yeah - I 
did that and accept that it’s part of who they are……their 
authentic being.  They’ve worked hard and achieved but 
they get caught in reasons why it wasn’t really them - 
wasn’t their achievement (CRF). 
 

This coach remembered one of her coachees who had consistently 

apportioned her success to good fortune: 

She was convinced that it was sheer luck – and there was 
part of me that admired her modesty but she had achieved 
great things – it wasn’t just luck, she was undermining 
herself and we worked on ways where she could still be 
her shining example of modesty but concentrate on and 
showcase her success too (CRE). 
 

These excerpts are in accord with the literature where despite their 

exceptional academic and professional achievements some women remain 

convinced that their prowess can be explained by luck, being in the right 

place at the right time or knowing the right people (Clance et al, 1995; 

Cozzarelli and Major, 1990; Clance and O’Toole, 1988).  This coachee 

gave her account: 

I had help with talking about my career - I felt 
uncomfortable because a lot was – getting the breaks - 
working with some exceptional people – and that rubs off.  
But I had to accept that being what I thought was modest 
was not respected (laughs) and – although I was being 
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authentically me … it wasn’t recognised and I had to 
consciously assert myself and coaching brought that into 
focus (CRH). 
 

I found it interesting that in being herself, this coachee was not considered 

as being authentic by her colleagues and so she had to act a part in order 

to become accepted.  This engages with the assertions of Goffman (1959) 

who suggests that playing a role is part of everyday life in the way that 

private and public selves are presented.  The reflections of this coach 

revealed her own insecurities ‘I was worried when I was first asked to 

coach an academic…I thought “Oh I don’t know enough, I’ll get found out”’ 

(CRE).  “Being found out” was a repeated theme with another coach 

referring to some of her experiences with coachees ‘people get worried 

about getting things wrong and being found out … looking inferior in some 

way' (CRC). 

One coach introduced another facet to the complex concept of the impostor 

phenomenon by highlighting the feelings of fraudulence that can feature: 

It’s part of feeling vulnerable and it’s the most – well one 
of the most common things that women talk about in 
coaching.  Feeling fraudulent – it’s common with 
successful women…men too but I see it more in women 
(CRG). 
 

Clance and O’Toole’s (1988) study states that because men receive more 

social support in their academic environment they are better able to 

manage their fears of being an impostor.  The date of the Clance and 

O’Toole study suggests that there were fewer women than men in 

academia at that time which may have been the reason for the lack of 

support for women.  The findings from this study suggest that coaching 

provides specific support which could help women too.   
 
The next section considers visibility within the workplace as this was an 

area that resonated with many of the co-researchers and originated from 

one of the coaches discussing her experiences of the impostor 

phenomenon: 

At the higher levels…it all comes out - the insecurity, 
loneliness, the difficulties, the cultural issues and so often 
this comes through fear.  Just recently I’ve been coaching 
and – I wrote it down to mention it to you – my client said 
“It’s dangerous to show yourself because you might not be 
accepted so it’s easier to be in the space of an impostor”.  I 
was so interested by that – these people who are clearly 
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at the top of their game but – seem cautious of being 
conspicuous (CRE). 
 

5.3 Visibility  

All of the coachees remarked on their visibility in their current institution, 

with some having more success than others in raising and/or maintaining 

their profile in an authentic and auspicious manner.  As this coachee 

explained ‘whatever I do is noticed, it’s making sure that it’s noteworthy’ 

(CRD).  In our next meeting she added ‘you can lose yourself in this hot-

house so keeping balance is important - not easy’ (CRD).  As the literature 

suggests, visibility per se is not an issue for senior women as owing to their 

small number, they are easily apparent (Stead and Elliott, 2009; King, 

1997; Powney, 1997).  The support that coaching can provide in ensuring 

the appropriate levels of visibility, was evidenced by this coachee who 

found aspects of her new institution to be alarming initially: 

The difference here - was a shock because it’s a very 
male institution.  When I arrived I thought “What have I 
done?”…old institution, research intensive - that was 
when I started working with X (coach) again because I 
thought … I don’t know what to do - don’t know how to 
make a difference - how to make my mark.  And X (coach) 
was fantastic in helping me think through my strategy of 
what to do and when.  I’d phone her after meetings and 
we’d talk through what I had done and how it had gone 
and…she will always be there even if we can’t meet…e-
mails, phone calls.  She listens and challenges my 
thinking with options of how I gain visibility and influence 
(CRB). 
 

This coach considered that ‘career success is determined by visibility’ 

(CRF) a view that was shared by many of the coaches and one that is 

endorsed within the literature (Peltier and Irueste-Montes, 2001; Powney, 

1997).  In a subsequent meeting the same coach advised: 

My mantra is to be less available and more visible.  It’s 
particularly important for women – they’re noticeable 
because of who they are but that’s not the same as 
visible.  It’s often not natural as it goes against notions of 
modesty and it’s difficult.…Coaching can help and they 
find their authentic way of raising themselves and being 
who they are freely and assertively and – they see more 
clearly themselves and are seen as being so much more 
powerful because they’ve found their own way.  And they 
come back laughing and talk about what they’ve done and 
how they would never have dared before – but in seeing 
themselves differently they are more prepared to let others 
see them (CRF). 
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This coach described how she helped her coachees establish their profile 

‘it’s thinking through alternative strategies and keeping visible’ (CRG).   
 
There were reflections too on experiences where it had been difficult to keep 

profile and visibility high as this coachee explained ‘I can’t please Z (Head of 

School) and I withdraw become invisible’ (CRA).  This resonates with the 

work of Goffee and Jones (2000) who describe the temptation for some 

women to attempt concealment.  However, a subsequent conversation with 

this coachee revealed how coaching was assisting: 

I’m working with X (coach) and some of our discussions 
have been so helpful and I’m clearer.  Withdrawing isn’t the 
way to gain recognition so we’re trying other ways for me to 
be me and he (Head of School) can be who he is and…I 
can succeed in my own way (CRA). 
 

For this coachee, her drive was accompanied by hard work and 

determination and a dawning recognition that in managing her own 

expectations she must manage those of her colleagues too.  From my 

experience of working in a Russell Group university the ability to influence 

and manage relationships successfully with colleagues can be overlooked 

as a skill to be encouraged and practised. 
 
Extracts from diaries (whether conventional research diaries or morning 

pages) were a rich source of data which linked experiences and thoughts 

to each other as evidenced by one coach’s reflections.  In reflecting on the 

visibility of women, she introduced the aspect of voice: 

I put here (consults morning pages).  “One of the issues is 
about senior women not presenting and promoting 
themselves.  Where is their voice?  Are they occupying 
powerful roles and achieving amazing things or being 
overlooked?  That is an issue that we have to manage”.  
(CRG) 
 

 
Communication styles of men and women are different with the male seen 

as normative and the female departing from the norm (Stead and Elliott, 

2009; Singh, Kumra and Vinnicombe, 2002) with women struggling at times 

to have their opinions heard, valued and acted upon (Baxter, 2010; 

Holmes, 2006).  By enabling women to rise above the issues and see the 

intricacies in advance, the opportunity to discuss strategies to overcome 

these adversities with a coach assists in developing presence and staying 

resilient.   
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5.4 Voice 

The aspect of voice was discussed as two distinct elements that 

nonetheless influenced and melded into each other and can be described 

as the “inner voice” and the “outer voice”.  The outer voice was the physical 

production of words and a permanent feature which sometimes could be 

articulate and sometimes not.  The inner voice was described as being 

transitory and elusive; eloquent when found although not always helpful.  

For this coach, the voice was directly related to authenticity.  ‘Being 

authentic is knowing who you are…your values, beliefs – and the voice is 

part of that - there is a quality that is spoken from the heart - it’s not purely 

words’ (CRF).   
 
Having the opportunity to see each co-researcher three times enabled us 

all to reflect on issues discussed and reiterate, clarify or change our minds 

about aspects.  By the third round of interviews there were some clear 

pictures being assembled.  For example, this coachee spoke of her 

experience when she felt annoyed with herself for having not managed a 

meeting more forcefully: 

It’s when…you go away thinking that conversation has 
been closed and - I didn’t equip myself as well as I could 
have done.  That is so annoying and you know (laughs) 
you fantasise the perfect answer that you’d make next 
time don’t you?  (CRH).   
 

At our subsequent meeting this coachee advised that she had taken this 

particular point to her next coaching session and talked of the support that 

she received from her coach: 

We’re looking at ways that I can mentally pause and take 
stock so that I do equip myself better.  It was within me I 
know but I have developed in a way that I wouldn’t have 
accessed without her.  It hasn’t always been easy…there 
has been real discomfort but her - unconditional support 
has been so helpful.  I am much more prepared to use my 
voice now rather than someone else’s and that has given 
me the recognition I needed, which I didn’t understand for 
a long time (CRH). 
 

A number of the coaches talked of the power of the inner voice.  This coach 

remarked that ‘often there’s an inner voice of disparagement and we work 

to introduce a counter voice of approval’ (CRI).  Another coach talked of 

‘chattering inner voices all vying for attention’ (CRG).  For this coachee, her 

inner voice had different characteristics which she discussed with her 
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coach ‘voices that – jockey for attention and say – you can’t do this and 

then another says yes you can’ (CRA). 
 
In my experience, the multifaceted voices that assist self-limiting beliefs can 

play havoc in people’s minds resulting in a downward spiral of lost 

confidence and self-esteem.  A subject of considerable debate within my 

morning pages, one of my reflections reads “I can face my inner doubts and 

usually resolve the conflicts whether they’re internal or external but I can 

only communicate through my voice, no-one else’s” (CRI).   
 
Both groups of co-researchers had reflections and examples of when their 

voice had been used to good effect and when it had or had not been given 

permission to have a presence.  The coachees were particularly aware as 

to whether this had affected their authenticity adversely or advantageously 

and how their coach had assisted them in finding, or using their voice to 

best effect as this coachee reflected: 

I do have trouble when I want - I need to be authoritative 
and clear … finding my voice both mentally and physically.  
I have been having some coaching on voice projection 
and control.  That’s been excellent (CRA). 
 

As already mentioned, professional coaching is not widely received in 

Higher Education and where it is experienced, it tends to be for the most 

senior people or (extremely rarely) those who have specifically sought the 

opportunity and managed to obtain funds.  Specific voice coaching is 

inclined towards an even more select group, predominantly actors or 

singers, prolific public speakers and people with speech dis-orders (Martin 

and Darnley, 2004; Houseman, 2002).  The voice is a neglected asset that 

can be taken for granted and yet the power of its presence (when used 

effectively) and conversely its absence (when ineffective) is considerable.  

One of the coaches talked of how underlying emotions can affect the voice 

if the physical production is not controlled: 

When people feel nervous - mainly women - their voice 
gets high pitched…and coaching people to use their voice 
differently…it just transformed one woman.  She’s now a 
CEO - it really helped her.  The visual and the oral thing 
are so important.  If you can keep your voice low and 
project you’ve got more resonance (CRC). 
 

This coachee who despite appearing outwardly confident and self-assured 

referred to her inner turmoil at times: 
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Some people……ridicule - say - oh that wouldn’t be for 
here.  I find that sometimes I can’t physically get the 
words out.  I know what I want to say but I have…an 
internal stutter (CRD). 

 
This coach brought in the aspect of congruence again with her 

considerations of the importance of voice: 

Coaching enables congruence and connection.  It’s that 
alignment that is so important and ensuring that all the 
different parts; mind, body, head and heart are balanced.  
It’s holistic.  Once that all comes into play, the internal 
voice is clear so the production from the voice is not 
choked – it’s clear and free (CRC). 
 

On another occasion this coach referred to voice coaching specifically 

saying: 

Coaching in voice control and projection assists people 
with their profile immeasurably.  Their confidence grows 
from within – I believe it’s essential for academics 
generally but maybe women particularly as they have to 
do more to be recognised properly…how to use the voice 
gets taken for granted (CRC). 
 

The next section collates the experiences of the co-researchers with regard 

to the place of coaching in helping to raise an authentic profile. 

5.5 Coaching 

The reflections of this coachee summarise the sections of this chapter 

when she said: 

Being authentic helps to raise profile.  Once you recognise 
your own presence and use your voice well and show 
yourself, you’re not afraid anymore.  You can be yourself 
and that brings freedom.  That’s what I’ve got from 
coaching but……it took me a long time to learn (CRH). 
 

Her thoughts align with the concept of a coaching culture where people feel 

able to communicate clearly, expressing their own opinion without fear of 

censure and working towards the greater good.  Clutterbuck and 

Megginson (2005) define a coaching culture as one where: 

Coaching is the predominant style of managing and 
working together, and where a commitment to grow the 
organisation is embedded in a parallel commitment to 
grow the people in the organisation.  (p.19) 

In my experience coaching is still to be embedded into most institutions’ 

strategies.  However, the following comments indicate the appetite to have 

the discussion as evidenced by this coachee ‘I have tabled to discuss 

coaching at our next College Board meeting’ (CRB).  From having admitted 
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to her initial uncertainty as to the merits of coaching, this coachee 

considered that ‘coaching should be provided for senior women’s 

development’ (CRD).  This coach described her presentation to a Business 

School: 

Coaching is a growth area and……there are few 
universities running programmes.  We presented to Y 
(institution) about a joint development programme to 
coach aspirant coaches.  Credibility is important and there 
are specifics about Higher Education (CRG). 

 
The following excerpts from two coaches demonstrate that their 

experiences of coaching support the growth of women in the workplace as 

well as their authenticity:   

I quite like male aggression at times and I think it would be 
great if women could have more of that......instinctive 
fight.  I spend a lot of time with women helping them to be 
simpler and more straightforward and that helps actually - 
with their authenticity.  Stop trying to make it so difficult.  
Where coaching helps women is when you get to the 
tactics (CRG).  

 
Coaching supports definitely with the caveat of 
willingness.  Women need to want and be allowed to 
speak of the value added.  It needs to be negotiated 
clearly that it is acceptable that women get a coach to 
round them…as role models (CRF). 
 

This coach added to the depth of the discussions by stating: 

Coaching helps to re-balance and bring people back on 
track.  That’s where the coaching supports…the mirror 
held up - someone’s gone too far in this direction and the 
coach acts as the mirror…and then we work at getting 
them back to where they need to be and that’s particularly 
relevant for authenticity (CRE). 
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5.6 Summary 

Five findings of consequence emerge from the data.  The first finding 

continues from Chapter Four with the threads of authenticity being 

consonant with values, beliefs, thoughts and actions together with 

relationship.  In addition, authenticity was regarded as difficult to define and 

subject to vague usage.  However, a common understanding was that 

being authentic is characterised by trueness to self and whilst being an 

aspiration, the attainment is more difficult to achieve and perhaps idealistic.  

The demands of being authentic were found to be difficult; neither easy to 

manage nor always welcomed.   
 
The second finding relates to the impostor phenomenon and its 

associations with women attributing their hard work and achievement to 

luck.  The role of coaching in providing unconditional support and 

constructive challenge was highly prized.  The recognition that there are 

differing perceptions of modesty and that as an attribute it was not always 

respected, focused the issue of when the authentic response is not always 

welcomed or valued.  Coaching was particularly appreciated in this context 

and demonstrates where help can be given to women in learning new 

behaviours and transforming aspects of self. 
 
In demonstrating the difficulty of being authentic, the third finding involves 

visibility where again the immediately authentic response might not always 

lead to the most desirable action or result.  The potential for conflict 

between visibility and modesty where the natural inclination can be to be 

unobtrusive to the point of withdrawal was a particularly interesting aspect.  

For these women who were in minority positions within their institutions, 

coaching was regarded as instrumental in maintaining appropriate levels of 

visibility as in being noticeable, it was important to be notable.  Coaching 

was recognised as invaluable in constructively challenging and enabling 

women to assert themselves authentically and raise their profile.   
 
The elements of visibility and voice affected each other with voice being the 

fourth finding.  There were two distinct elements of voice, the inner and the 

outer, both of which were attributed to knowing oneself and being able to 

state one’s truth clearly.  Controlling the inner voice enabled the outer voice 

to have more clarity and power connecting to authenticity which emanated 
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from the spirit within.  Coaching was believed to assist with raising profile 

where in helping to free internal channels, so the external focus became 

clear.  Voice coaching was regarded as an invaluable experience and that it 

could be important for an academic’s development.   

The fifth finding was the regard in which coaching was held and builds on 

the findings featured in Chapter Four.  This was evidenced by the energy 

involved into getting coaching valued at strategic level in order to develop 

aspirant coaches to understand the complexities of higher education.  The 

data suggest that the complexities of this sector are such that specific 

understanding is demonstrably helpful.  In addition, it was considered that 

coaching should be a key feature for senior women’s development.   

 
The next Chapter continues to establish the woven fabric by presenting the 

data collected under the heading of ‘authenticity is having clarity within’ 

(CRF). 
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Chapter 6 ‘Authenticity is having clarity within’ 

The data sources in this chapter are the same as Chapters Four and Five 

with the data being analysed thematically.  The data is presented in six 

sections under the heading of ‘authenticity is having clarity within’ (CRF).  

As in the previous chapters, these sections overlap and influence each 

other as represented by Figure 6-1. 
 
Figure 6-1 Chapter sections and connections 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Self-esteem 
 
 
 
 
 

6.1 Self-awareness 

Much of the practitioner literature suggests that a common objective within 

coaching is to heighten the level of individuals’ self-awareness (e.g. 

Bluckert, 2006; Peltier, 2001).   

However, an observation was made that this can be rhetoric and harder to 

achieve.  ‘It’s horse and water.  The coach carries a responsibility but only 

to a degree’ (CRF).  Another coach considered that ‘there are levels of self-

awareness and we need to be clear at what level authenticity sits’ (CRI).  

Roberts et al (2009) take a similar stance where being authentic demands 

deep self-awareness and understanding of the connections in one’s 

personal history.  Wales’ (2003) phenomenological study into the effects of 

a coaching programme with a UK bank suggests that the concept of self-

awareness comprises four areas: 

The ability to understand one’s past and learn from it, 
openness to one’s own and others’ feelings, the ability to 
reflect on situations before moving to action and the ability 
to make appropriate choices’ (p.278).  
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Wales’ study found that having greater self-awareness assists greater self-

acceptance, which chimed with the observations of this coachee: 

I have a colleague who has been having coaching and 
when she first started she didn’t like it.  She was 
uncomfortable as - it challenged her values and beliefs but 
she said…it touched something in her…her ability to be 
herself.  She has changed in her approach and is much 
more self-aware (CRD). 
 
 

Perls, Hefferline and Goodman (1951) refer to self-awareness as being the 

key to people’s “response-ability” rising beyond the support of the 

environment to that of one’s inner being.  This coach’s thoughts chime with 

those assertions: 

Without self-awareness you become a mask…and the 
conflict arises … the crisis comes when you realise that 
you’re…far away from your authenticity and this isn’t the 
mask that I want to wear but how do I take it off?  I don’t 
know how to.  Scary stuff.  On the other hand with high 
self-awareness……you can be authentic but it’s about 
appropriateness.  You can put masks on - take them 
off……you can play there’s a fluidity that comes from 
reading the situation that’s about - appropriateness (CRE). 
 
 

For this coachee, her enhanced self-awareness assisted her ability to be 

authentic enabling her to ‘deal with the difficult issues.  It’s opened me to 

asking what the right thing to do is, not what the easy thing to do is’ (CRA). 
 
The coaches demonstrated their self-awareness two-fold in their ability not 

only to recognise when their work was having effect but also to self-

observe. 

It’s the chemistry…the affinity between the coachee and 
coach and the skills, experience and understanding of the 
coach.  I’m pulling to extend awareness but also checking 
that my awareness and understanding is in balance 
(CRF). 
 

For this coach ‘a heightened degree of self-awareness for a coach is a pre-

requisite.  Mandatory’ (CRE). 
 
An interesting seam of thoughts became apparent when discussing self-

awareness and this was particularly intriguing owing to the differing 

perspectives of the co-researchers.  The coaches spoke of their 

experiences in consciously raising the level of self-awareness of their 

coachees.  One coach advised that ‘one of my clients has transformed 
because of starting to look inwardly’ (CRE).  Another coach described how 
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in working on self-awareness she and one of her coachees were realising 

the need for authenticity ‘we’re finding that there’s a need for clarity within 

that extends from self-awareness and self-understanding…to being 

authentic’ (CRF).  In discussing this aspect of her coaching this coach 

continued with her thoughts about the connections between awareness and 

authenticity ‘so you’re aware.  Authenticity is having clarity within.  It doesn’t 

mean that you are without flaw but you have personal awareness, control 

and – discipline’ (CRF). 
 
For the coachees who were discussing this topic with their coach not only 

were they becoming more self-aware but they were also gaining recognition 

of that awareness as this coachee explained: 

I’m better prepared now for……well, when things happen, 
although I think having these meetings – (points between 
us) have opened up some things for me which I’ve 
discussed with X (coach).  I’m more aware of myself and 
others and I reflect more.  I know what feels right now 
and I’m more inclined to act whereas before I’d just try to 
ignore things (CRA). 
 

This feedback was gratifying for two reasons.  Firstly that our discussions 

were helpful in extending her awareness and furthering her coaching 

sessions and secondly that it endorsed the heuristic process as critiqued by 

Sela-Smith (2002).  ‘Heuristic inquiry that results in self-transformation and 

the creation of a story that generates potential for self-transformation in 

others and in society is the strength of the self-inquiry method’ (p.82). 
 
One coachee was working with her coach on visualising herself in action in 

order to raise her self-awareness, keep her authentic self present and 

ignore the discomfiture that some of her colleagues caused her.  This work 

had helped her to realise issues clearly as she poignantly acknowledged: 

My work is recognised but I don’t belong and that has 
caused an imbalance for my authenticity…and through the 
coaching I’ve come to realise - recognise that I need to 
belong.  Not liked necessarily but belong (CRD). 
 

Self-awareness was discussed from different perspectives as evidenced by 

this coachee when discussing some particularly difficult aspects of her role.  

In her reflections she illustrated the fine balance between behaving 

authentically whilst also being aware of self, others and the organisation: 

We must never lose that empathetic response……but 
sometimes it’s not appropriate and (laughs) you have to 
be hard-hearted and tough ……sometimes you have to 
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take on - that’s the authenticity thing…when you have to 
harden your heart and become aware of your actions and 
how you’re going to respond.  Shut off the emotions and 
not be upset about things and just think yes, that’s how it 
is.  It’s systemic not personal (CRB). 
 
 

These observations chimed with this coach who considered that self-

awareness is an important attribute that women can overlook.  ‘Women are 

not aware, often.  Not sufficiently self-aware - which is where coaching 

helps’.  (CRF)  Another coach had written about these issues in her 

morning pages: 

“Girls are not taught like boys about rules and so as 
adults they’re on catch-up for a long time.  Some never do 
it and some don’t want to and authenticity really highlights 
the quandary of finding our own way, recognising that 
there are many ways.  We’re all different and react 
differently” (CRG). 
 

These deliberations are in accord with the literature that considers the 

issues that women can experience in male-dominated environments and 

where it is essential that women find their own ways of working (King, 

1997).   

6.2 Self-knowledge 

Self-knowledge was considered to be akin to self-awareness whilst holding 

an extra dimension of contemplation as described by this coach: 

There’s a quality of introspection.  I think that it’s kind of 
“know thyself” (hooks fingers) and the more self-aware 
you are the more you know yourself and therefore the 
more likely you are to be authentic (CRE). 
 

In a subsequent discussion she advised ‘exploration is essential for self-

knowledge.  Knowing or being willing to look at yourself and say yes this is 

me’ (CRE).  This concurs with Taylor’s conceptual paper (2006) who 

defines accurate self-knowledge as being ‘what a person knows about him 

or herself that is correct’ (p.644).   
 
For the coachees, the opportunity for exploration was deemed invaluable 

as it provided an opportunity to talk openly about issues with someone non-

partisan and without fear of ridicule or censure.  At the same time the 

opportunity to examine aspects of self that hitherto they may have been 

unaware of was appreciated ‘you can’t show your fears or uncertainties and 

its being able to explore the things that throw you off balance’ (CRH). 
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This coach added another dimension to the aspects of self when she 

shared the gist of a recent coaching discussion ‘in exploring authenticity 

and self-awareness there is also knowledge and understanding - in being 

authentic you have to understand yourself’ (CRF).   

6.3 Self-understanding 

The three areas of self-awareness, knowledge and understanding appear 

to be rarely discussed as a whole in the literature.  As mentioned, self-

awareness receives considerable attention as an attribute for both coaches 

and their coachees (Stokes and Jolly, 2010; Zeus and Skiffington, 2007; 

Jarvis, Lane and Fillery-Travis, 2006; Bluckert, 2006).  However, the 

subjects of self-knowledge and self-understanding receive significantly less 

recognition.  Within the practitioner literature de Haan (2008) is 

conspicuous by his apparent lone reference to self-knowledge although 

even here the relevance is confined to the coach, not the coachee.  Peltier 

(2001) and de Haan (2008) refer to self-understanding though their 

considerations are peripheral.  This coach brought the three aspects 

together in her reflections from her morning pages:   

I wrote (consults notes) “self-awareness is essential and 
needs to be monitored through coaching” and I think that 
is so…you can tell when the response you get back is 
considered and knowledgeable.  It’s – from the heart…you 
know they’re getting it - really understanding 
themselves…and links back to them being authentic 
(CRE).  
 

As might be expected, issues of self were aspects of much discussion with 

the coaches and with one coach particularly.  One of our conversations 

brought together the issues of self-awareness, knowledge and 

understanding as this coach developed the discussion further into that of 

self-esteem: 

We’ve discussed clarity…inner clarity.  It’s who I am but 
also who do I want to be being aware all the time.  
Because women……in academia …they have to be 
tough so they must have this sense of authentic self.  Not 
working slavishly at it but being aware and then self-
esteem is immeasurably greater (CRF). 

6.4 Self-esteem 

The references to self-esteem were few but significant owing to the specific 

connections made with coaching, authenticity and women.  For example, 
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this coach brought together those aspects when she described how 

coaching helped to overcome difficulties related to organisational fit.  In her 

reflections she linked reduced self-esteem with the likelihood of 

withdrawing and thereby becoming less visible with lack of voice: 

It’s about self-esteem which is volatile and when it’s 
diminished - do I have the right to talk?  Where’s my 
voice?  Which I do think is dampened in organisational life 
- to a great extent.  I think women have come a long way 
but I still think in some cases it can feel - they are more 
likely to acquiesce or - not express their thoughts because 
it might be too dangerous…are you interested anyway?  
And we practice in our coaching sessions – for important 
meetings……what might happen, what might come up – 
where are the areas that are going to stifle you?  That’s 
helpful always I find – and they come back laughing and 
say, the practice with you was much tougher (laughs).  
It’s in them but they have to give themselves the 
permission so often (CRE). 
 

Self-esteem is an important psychological construct (Kernis, 2003; Leary, 

1996).  The way that an individual evaluates or feels about him/herself 

reflects their interaction with people and their environment (Kernis, 2003; 

Baumeister, 1993).  In our discussion about the changing scene of higher 

education, one coach remarked on the importance of keeping self-esteem: 

There are times when it’s clearly tough and morale dips 
and you can see these women are holding together a lot 
and together we ensure that they keep their head up and 
appear confident and that helps self-esteem (CRG). 
 

The literature on self-esteem is extensive referring to its multi-faceted 

nature, although there are few studies discussing how coaching can help 

(Bachkirova, 2004).  As previously mentioned this may be because self-

esteem issues are often associated with psychotherapy or counselling 

(Maxwell and Bachkirova, 2010).  However, as evidenced by these 

coaches’ comments, a proficient coach can assist with aspects that are 

less deep rooted.  One coach referred to previous discussions linking 

authenticity with self-esteem: 

It’s about the congruence, connection and consistency – 
authenticity is a construct and they affect each 
other……there are parts and self-esteem is one.  Holding 
oneself with regard is how I explain it because too high 
self-esteem is as damaging as too low (CRC).   
 

This point concurs with Kernis (2003) who suggests that authenticity is 

linked to ‘optimal self-esteem’ (p.13) where individuals have confidence in 

their self-worth, believing themselves to be valued for who they are, not for 
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what they have achieved.  One coachee seemed testament to this 

description when she reflected on our initial discussion of the study:  

The combination struck me, particularly the coaching.  It’s 
hard - the environment, work, profile, people – well some 
of them (both laugh).  But I do regard myself now as 
authentic and that comes from self-respect and respect 
from others - knowing who I am warts and all – coaching – 
X (coach) pulled it out of me (CRB).  
 

Figure 6-2 illustrates the connections between aspects of self (i.e. 

awareness, knowledge, understanding and esteem) and authenticity and 

coaching. 

 

Figure 6-2 Connections between aspects of self, authenticity and 
coaching 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.5 Authenticity 

As already highlighted, many of the co-researchers found the pursuit of 

authenticity to be difficult but recognised that whilst being demanding and 

at times uncomfortable it should not be a deterrent.  On the contrary, it 

needed to be sought in order to enable self-awareness and growth.  As this 

coach remarked: 

I am really hooked by this……tension.  Authenticity does 
not mean being perfect.  It’s being congruent, being and 
knowing who we are - it’s something to reach for and 
understand…the skins we have to shed in order to really - 
be and do what we are here to be and do (CRF). 
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In demonstrating their authenticity, the coaches were all comfortable with 

challenging their coachees when considered necessary as advised by this 

coach ‘I watch myself and I feel my way – how far can I take this and for 

some it’s a gentle……nudge and for others it’s a push’ (CRI). 
 

It was widely acclaimed by the coachees that being constructively 

challenged helped with self-belief, confidence and raised self-esteem.  As 

this coachee advised: 

It’s the asking tough questions.  That is her authenticity 
and makes me authentic.  She will always make me go to 
places I find really hard and that I don’t want to go to.  And 
that helps my thinking, my confidence and self-esteem 
and helps me come to conclusions about what needs to 
be done in a way that I would absolutely not have got to 
on my own (CRB). 
 

This coachee made a similar comment: 

The really authentic aspect of coaching is the constructive 
support and challenge.  She believes in me.  She knows 
what my values and beliefs are, my need for inner 
spirituality and my faith - her approach is authentic 
therefore her coaching is authentic which drives me to 
being authentic (CRD). 

 
Her comments are in accord with Avolio et al (2004) who refer to the work 

of Erickson (1995) and Heidegger ([1927]1962) suggesting that: 

Rather than conceiving of authenticity as an either/or 
construct, it is best to recognize that authenticity exists on 
a continuum and that the more people remain true to their 
core values, identities, preferences and emotions, the 
more authentic they become (p.802). 
 
 

An unexpected but rewarding aspect of the study was the effect that it had 

on some of the co-researchers as it brought into life the strength of 

authenticity in relationships as well as endorsing the depth of relationships 

that can be reached within heuristic inquiry where Moustakas suggests that: 
One must create an atmosphere of openness and trust, 
and a connection with the other that will inspire that 
person to share his or her experience in unqualified, free 
and unrestrained disclosures (p.26). 
 

Two of the coaches remarked on the process of the research within the 

discussions suggesting that in exploring coaching women towards 

authenticity the study was considered authentic. 
I’m very interested in what we’ve discussed but I have 
been really interested in the process too actually…when 
two minds sit down and - despite all this (pointing at 
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recorder and microphone) I feel quite unfettered and I 
think that’s quite rare actually and I think it comes back to 
what I said about you being authentic.  This process has 
been very authentic - and it’s what those ingredients are to 
elicit authenticity or to allow it because it clearly thrives in 
a particular environment.  You - you are actually interested 
in my answers.  You know…it’s all about trust…the trust 
between us and also talking about something that I’m 
really interested in.  So all those ingredients make for - it’s 
just the process fascinates me.  I have been wondering 
what it would be like if I was talking to a different person - 
what would the experience have been?  As positive?  
Would I have said some of the things I have said?  I’m not 
sure (CRE).  

 
 

I’ve been doing a lot of thinking…this does make you 
think.  You have made me think…actually.  And the 
transcriptions - and the synchronicity.  A lot of thinking 
after reading each transcript because I thought “oh yeah I 
said that” and then I was hooked again (CRF). 
 
 

6.6 Coaching 

One coachee referred to one of her selected poems, quoting a stanza and 

likening it to the support of coaching: 
One of the poems that I like is “If”.  I’ve got it in my office.  
Do you know the first part? 
 
If you can keep your head when all about you  
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you, 
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, 
But make allowance for their doubting too … 
 
I find that so apt for the wise counsel I have had from X 
(coach).  Her support with how I manage Z (Head of 
School) has been so helpful.  He wasn’t going to change 
and X (coach) got me to realise that in order to be noticed I 
had to change…and I found that I wasn’t being inauthentic 
but I was showing a different aspect of myself (CRA). 
 

This coach reflected on the qualities she particularly appreciated when 

supervising other coaches: 

A good coach listens well.  There’s a sense of stillness 
about them that tells me they’re listening not just with their 
ears but with all of themselves and therefore……the 
response you get is considered and meets you where you 
need to be met.  And that links to authenticity and the 
sense that they really understand themselves.  A good 
coach has a depth of profundity.  They can have the outer 
conversation because they have had the inner 
conversation and that puts them in a place to help (CRE). 
 

This rather poetic description is in accord with Kets de Vries (2010) who 

refers to the work of Reik (1948) suggesting that ‘listening with a third ear’ 
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(p.59) means that the focus of listening is not purely on what the person is 

saying.  It also demands noticing the tone and timbre of voice, physiognomy 

and how the interaction is affecting the listener.  This resonates with 

authenticity as advocated by Fromm (1993) who suggests that it is 

necessary to listen ‘with a third ear for proof of the author’s authenticity’ 

(p.11). 

This coach commented in a similar fashion when she described her 

approach when coaching: 

I’m doing two things at the same time.  One is what’s right 
for me – and holding that in balance with what’s right for 
the other.  There’s something about the coach …err… 
providing discipline - focus.  It’s being absolutely true and 
present to the moment.  It isn’t just about being in touch 
with yourself……it’s a much more complex inter-
relationship (CRG.) 

 
Irrespective of whether a Gestalt perspective is brought consciously to 

coaching, the notion of interconnection (Lewin 1997) is pertinent for all 

coaches where they bring themselves into the coaching relationship.  Perls, 

Hefferline and Goodman (1951) advise that ‘the whole determines the parts’ 

(p .xi) whereby the coach may not officially be a member of the group or 

system but their influence is felt.  As mentioned in Chapter Three (p.38) the 

work of Buber (1923) recognises the ‘”I-It” and “I-Thou”’ distinction where “I-

It” regards people from a distance as though objects for examination and “I-

Thou” which values the relationship and connection.  For example, this 

coach reflected on when she felt that she was at her most effective: 

I can detect a difference where I really care about the 
person and the outcomes for them.  I can be effective in 
situations where I don’t have feelings for that person but 
work through that by listening and focusing and using 
skills more consciously.  I think I’m more authentic in a 
situation where I have to make less effort to reach out 
(CRC). 
 
 

From the coachee’s perspective the ability of the coach to bring themselves 

into the intricacies of the institutional system was clearly respected as a 

quality: 

She has developed my thinking…my maturity and 
approach to work.  This job is about influence it’s not 
about control and I had that in me …but it had to be 
brought out as I strengthened my working partnerships 
here.  In reaching inwards – to get in touch with my 
authentic being I had to give myself permission to reach 
out (CRB).  
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The above resonates with the work of Freeman and Auster (2011) who 

suggest that: 

Understanding ourselves, and why we do what we do, 
requires a commitment to being authentic.  However, 
being authentic is more difficult than it first appears.  
‘Know thyself’ is easy to say and hard to accomplish.  We 
can start with our values, but we must be willing to engage 
in a dialogue with our past, our relationships with others, 
and our aspirations for the future’.  (p.19) 
 

An excerpt from a letter received from one of the coachees six months after 

the data collection had finished completes her story:  

I wanted to let you know that I’m leaving to take up a role 
at Y (institution).  I think I’ll be happier at a different 
institution.  Whether it was the culture of the whole place 
or just our School I don’t know…I wanted to let you know 
because the conversations that we had (together with my 
coaching) were instrumental in my realising how unhappy 
and completely at odds I was with myself.  …We tried so 
many tacks about how I managed Z (Head of School)…I 
realised that I had lost my sense of self and my 
authenticity in my fight and whilst I was aware of it I 
suppose at one level, I hadn’t really realised it.  …I just 
couldn’t work with Z any longer.  Anyway, I saw a role at Y 
(institution) and got it.  Thank you so much for helping me 
to realise where I was because our meetings were as 
helpful as coaching and helped me reflect on what was 
happening.  Best of luck with everything and I look forward 
to reading your work.  If ever you need to come to Y 
(institution) let me know and we’ll have a coffee (CRA). 
 
 

This extract illustrates the strength of exploring authenticity through 

coaching as well as the strength of self-inquiry.  The excerpt highlights the 

veracity of Freeman and Auster’s (2011) assertions that to be authentic 

requires delving into the past and looking to the future whilst examining 

relationships with others.  Authenticity is not a static entity but grows and 

being authentic equates to personal growth which coaching can enable and 

support. 
 
Chapter two reviewed the literature which informed the study.  Although 

many of the subject themes discussed in the literature review were 

reflected throughout the data collection, not all of the literature identified as 

relevant was confirmed by the study.  Furthermore some new themes were 

evidenced by the data.  This kaleidoscopic change of pattern kept the 

overall study alive and vibrant.  Themes that remained constant were that 
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whilst it was difficult to define authenticity as a concept, it was the 

congruence and consistency between thought, word and deed that 

determined authentic behaviour.  Other themes that followed through from 

the literature review to the data were self-awareness, self-esteem, 

impression management, visibility and the impostor phenomenon.  These 

constant themes were not surprising as they are well researched areas with 

clear connections to the study.  However, there were surprises with themes 

that were not confirmed in the data, the most noticeable of which was the 

metaphor of the glass ceiling/cliff/escalator/labyrinth.  It may be that these 

terms are considered passé however, in consideration of the current focus 

and debate on quotas    

of women, this analogy might be considered still to have currency.  Another 

possibility is that the focus of the study was not on career coaching or 

promotion prospects per se and that consequently the metaphor was not 

deemed relevant by the co-researchers in this context.   
 
The emergent themes from the data were interesting with the subject of 

masks highlighted.  Not only was this an area that had not been identified 

within the literature review but the views of the co-researchers initiated a 

new dimension to the concept that is counter to much of the existing 

literature, where wearing masks did not impinge on the wearers’ 

authenticity.  It was the core of values and beliefs being congruent with 

action that was regarded as the determining factor of whether behaviour 

was or was not authentic.  Another emerging theme from the data was that 

of the partnership between self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-

understanding and the relationship with self-esteem.  Again, this was a new 

departure as there is little in the existing literature that connects these 

facets together and where self-awareness, knowledge and understanding 

are often used as interchangeable notions.  

6.7 Summary 

The principal findings from this Chapter stem from the cluster of themes 

entitled ‘authenticity is having clarity within’ (CRF).  The connections 

between the chapter findings become further intertwined as elements from 

previous chapters re-occur. 
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The first finding relates to the effect that coaching can have on heightening 

women’s self-awareness.  The findings from the previous chapter are 

emphasised in that coaching provides constructive challenge from which 

behavioural change can occur.  Additionally further dimensions of 

authenticity are discussed showing the resolve and determination required 

to access the authentic self.  Within this primary finding, a secondary 

finding is that through discussing self-awareness the coachees showed 

growing cognisance of their self-awareness.  This enabled them to reflect 

on their feelings and beliefs, allowing their authentic self to grow.  Another 

secondary finding was that heightened self-awareness authorises the 

authentic use of wearing a mask.   
 
The second finding is the drawing together of the three aspects of self-

awareness, self-knowledge and self-understanding.  Often used as 

interchangeable terms within the literature, within this study there is clear 

delineation between the three aspects, all of which relate to the authentic 

self.   
 
The third finding relates to the combination of aspects of self, the bringing 

together of which can be enabled by coaching.  In finding their inner clarity, 

women are able to access their authenticity which affects their self-esteem.  

A virtuous cycle appears where these aspects build on each other for 

positive effect. 
 
The fourth finding has a double element and demonstrates the strength of 

heuristic inquiry.  In exploring the concept of coaching authenticity, the 

process was agreed as being authentic.  In exploring coaching in such 

depth, the strength of heuristic inquiry is apparent where aspects of the 

study reached out and became areas of discussion for both parties within 

subsequent coaching meetings. 

  



-127- 

6.8 Summary of Findings 

In the Introduction I introduced the concept of woven cloth (p.12).  As in a 

piece of fabric, this study has subject threads that come to the fore and 

then merge into the backcloth.  In designing the creative synthesis tapestry 

(Appendix G) the findings chapters replicate this pattern where threads of 

discussion appear, disappear and re-appear so creating a tapestry of the 

co-researchers’ combined thoughts and experiences.   
 
Starting from a broad base of considering authenticity and the environment, 

Chapter Four produces five primary findings.  Chapter Five adds further 

texture to some of those findings whilst adding another five primary 

findings.  Chapter Six continues with this overall intarsia design, extending 

the weave with a further four principal findings.   

The next chapter provides a summary of the aims and purpose of the study 

and draws the conclusions.   
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

This chapter draws together the findings from the study and examines them 

in conjunction with the literature in order to contextualise the main 

conclusions.  The research was undertaken with the aim of exploring how 

coaching can support women towards authenticity in the workplace and 

had three specific objectives.  The first was to undertake qualitative 

research with eight other female participants to explore their perceptions of 

authenticity and their experience of coaching.  Secondly, an exploration 

was made of how authenticity and other issues experienced had been 

enabled, helped or hindered through coaching.  The third objective was to 

contribute to research by adding knowledge to the methodology of heuristic 

inquiry.   
 
Heuristic inquiry was chosen as the methodology as the focus of the study 

was to have deep comprehension of human actions, behaviours, beliefs 

and perceptions in order to inform coaching practice.  The essence of the 

experiences of the co-researchers was of primary importance with their 

stories produced in ‘vivid, alive, accurate and meaningful language’ 

(Moustakas, 1994, p.19).  Following six phases (initial engagement, 

immersion, incubation, illumination, explication) creative synthesis is the 

final phase bringing together the core components of the research.  In this 

study, verbatim accounts are produced in addition to two tapestries.   
 
The co-researchers comprised four female academics and four coaches 

with me as the primary researcher.  The research context of the Russell 

Group of Universities in England is pertinent to the study in that the co-

researchers were representative of the issues that face women at senior 

levels in many organisations.  However, within that context, the data set 

was considered to be a strong representation with the eight co-researchers 

all working at or with a different institution from each other.  In addition, I 

have personal experience of two further Russell Group universities, which 

meant that ten universities were considered out of a total of sixteen in 

England (at the time of the data collection).   
 
In analysing the data, the findings encompass three areas: Authenticity 

thrives in the appropriate environment; being authentic helps to raise 

profile; authenticity is having clarity within.   
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The first conclusion to be drawn is the power of the organisational 

environment and the difficulty experienced by women in finding their way.  

In the Introduction, the assertions of Woolf (1929), Moir and Jessel (1989) 

and Gilligan (1993) were discussed.  It would appear that their contentions 

that masculine values prevail, leading women to question the normality of 

their feelings are still as relevant in light of the findings of this study.  The 

findings further suggest that oppressive, political environments are powerful 

drivers which can prevent authentic behaviour.  Both the coaches and 

coachees recognised that to be authentic requires a congruence and 

consistency of action, belief, thought and productive relationship, 

underpinned by inner spirituality and moral code.  However, at times fear 

permeates institutions creating a behavioural cycle where fear not only 

creates or contributes to inauthentic behaviour but is also caused by 

inauthentic behaviour.  The coachees’ perspective suggests that coaching 

can productively harness the energy that fear can create and provide 

valuable support.  In providing that harness for the coachees, so there is an 

implication for the client (the organisation’s sponsor) where focused 

coaching may assist in transforming fear into a galvanising force allowing 

excitement to be the prevailing emotion.  Consequently there are 

implications for coaches too where in addition to individual coaching, group 

or team coaching could be considered as a positive contribution to 

organisational culture.  
 
The creation of masks to protect vulnerability appeared to be common 

practice and was deemed to be a legitimate and authentic device.  Positive 

intentions combined with values and beliefs underlying the actions of 

wearing a mask were considered to be the important justifying factors.  The 

demands of working in a male-dominated environment were evidenced 

where being a woman in isolation rendered the ability to be authentic 

difficult, at times dangerous.  The dichotomous nature of coaching is 

brought into relief, where for developmental purposes coaching can support 

the wearing of a mask.  Conversely, coaching can also create the 

psychological safety for a mask to be taken off in order that the underlying 

reasons for it being worn can be explored.   
 
The responses indicate that in attending to a natural desire to appear 

modest, so women can be overlooked in environments where career 
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success requires visibility and where modesty can be interpreted as 

inadequacy (Peltier and Irueste-Montes, 2001).  However, this places 

women into the male model of success which may thwart their ability to be 

authentic.  The connections between visibility and voice are clear where in 

raising profile the need to speak articulately is paramount.  However, in an 

environment of fear and when worried about being subjected to ridicule, the 

inclination to withdraw is apparent.  The findings show that coaching assists 

women in balancing their inner and outer voice enabling authentic clarity 

and supporting self-belief.   

A further conclusion to be drawn is the intrinsic role that coaching plays in 

supporting the inner aspects of the authentic self: self-awareness, self-

knowledge and self-understanding.  The findings indicate that whilst the 

three aspects are distinct they are also parts of a whole and affect self-

esteem.  The responses to the concept of the impostor phenomenon 

demonstrate the ability of coaching in bringing self-awareness, self-

knowledge and self-understanding to the surface as, in having a better 

appreciation of those elements, the authentic self can be asserted.  An 

interesting study would be to re-conduct Clance and O’Toole’s (1988) 

research with regards to the impostor phenomenon to explore whether 

coaching can provide support for both men and women within the academic 

environment.   
 
As an example of behaviour, impression management held unfortunate 

connotations for many of the co-researchers initially.  However, its qualities 

in relation to authenticity were recognised when used for developmental 

purposes as opposed to competitive gain over another’s loss.  In raising the 

awareness of one’s limitations whilst simultaneously diminishing the fear of 

those limitations so coaching can constructively challenge perceptions and 

assist in the presentation of self in the best light. 
 
The aspects of self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-understanding and 

self-esteem and their inter-dependencies could be sources of future 

research as, as a whole, these areas are not widely studied and there is a 

paucity of related coaching literature.  Research could be undertaken from 

varying perspectives either as individual studies or as a collaborative 

inquiry.  For example, coaches could continue the exploration as to how 

these aspects could be supported by coaching.  Coaching supervisors 

could examine the areas in relation to the boundaries between coaching, 
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counselling and psychotherapy in order to ensure ethical conduct.  An 

interesting collaborative piece of research would be to investigate self-

awareness, self-knowledge, self-understanding and self-esteem from the 

differing perspectives of a coach, counsellor and psychotherapist to 

determine the lines of demarcation. 
 
A rarely discussed aspect of coaching is the degree of constructive 

challenge that it brings in its provision of unconditional support to women 

which can be experienced as both a help and a hindrance to the coaching 

relationship.  On occasion both sides of the same facet were recognised, 

where although discomfort was experienced, it was appreciated as being 

worthwhile for the results that the coaching produced.  Overall, coaching 

was held in high regard once experienced, whilst acknowledging the bias of 

the co-researchers.  However, the main hindrance to coaching within higher 

education is the current disposition towards it.  In a climate where personal 

development is not always valued, it is likely to take time for coaching to 

become an accepted part of an institutional programme.  Coaching faces 

various demands as in its struggle to be received as a profession itself, it 

also struggles with supporting some professions in receiving coaching.  

Awarding bodies could take a more active part in recognising their 

responsibilities of supporting competent, experienced and qualified 

coaches.  Currently there is no licence required to practice, a contested 

aspect, although with coaching advancing in its academic reputation it may 

become more feasible.  As the community of doctoral level coaching 

researchers grows, an increasing swell of opinion may put pressure on 

such bodies to ascertain the proficiency and qualifications of their 

members.   
 
The perspectives of the co-researchers show the depth and breadth of 

discussion that coaching can initiate, suggesting its ability to transcend 

common practice in Human Resources and Organisational Development.  

Further research could build on the study by Hamlin, Ellinger and Beattie 

(2009) and explore the possibilities of coaching becoming an inclusive 

profession encompassing all the “people” elements from the most basic of 

operations to the highest aspects of strategy and organisational direction. 
 
The main conclusion to draw is that coaching can assist women with their 

authenticity in the workplace.  The study reveals the importance of 
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coaching and provides empirical evidence of what the coaches give and the 

coachees get from the coaching whilst recognising the reciprocity involved 

in productive, authentic relationships.  The positive aspects of coaching 

providing and receiving support and balance are clear and it may be 

concluded that although behaving authentically is not always comfortable, 

coaching can have an influence in enabling behaviour change in women 

whilst keeping balance and perspective  
 
A separate conclusion to draw and which was an unexpected outcome is 

that morning pages can act as an alternative to a research diary.  I had 

anticipated that if any journal were to be used it would be the conventional 

form.  However, many of the co-researchers’ regarded morning pages as 

an engaging way of noting thoughts, experiences and observations.  This 

may be peculiar to this type of research as heuristic inquiry demands ‘inner 

search’ (Moustakas, 1990, p.14) and the free-hand style of writing may be 

particularly complementary.  There is also the consideration that morning 

pages may just have been appealing to some of the co-researchers within 

this study which could not be replicated.  A future study could research the 

use of morning pages as a form of research diary.  Another study could 

research the use of morning pages as a specific coaching tool.   
 
In addition to findings from within the study, an unexpected aspect that 

emerged was the effect that the physical participation in the study had on 

many of the co-researchers who recognised that their heightened sensitivity 

on the subject had developed an enhanced awareness of their own 

authenticity.  Whilst this could in part be explained simply by their active 

involvement, it could also exemplify authenticity as thriving in a climate 

where congruence and consistency of action, belief, thought and productive 

relationships prevail.   
 
The literature review discussed the issues facing women in pursuing 

development opportunities whereby in trying to manage organisational 

exigencies and pre-judgement so they risked surrendering their personal 

beliefs and values i.e. their authenticity.  The review established a gap in 

the body of knowledge with regard to overcoming these demands and 

ascertaining whether coaching could assist, thereby extending the coaching 

profession’s knowledge.  This study starts to fill this gap by providing first-

hand accounts of the exploration made in coaching women towards 
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authenticity.  The nature of heuristic inquiry created an opportunity to 

discover the essence of the experience of women both providing and 

experiencing the coaching within academia.  There is to date no other 

research combining the three subject areas of this study.  Thus, the stories 

of the co-researchers add to the body of the coaching literature and the 

literature on authenticity as first-hand empirical accounts.  As a study in 

professional practice, a contribution is made to the field of coaching by 

inquiring into coaching authentic behaviour in organisations from the 

perspectives of both the coach and the coachee.  Furthermore, it is 

apparent from the study that in order to thrive, individuals benefit from 

understanding what authenticity means to them with coaching being an 

effective agent in assisting that comprehension.  The study makes a further 

contribution to professional practice in highlighting the support that 

coaching can provide towards supporting authentic behaviour in both the 

personal and professional context.  However, further research is required in 

understanding the complexities of authenticity and how coaching might 

assist.  Currently the literature in relation to authenticity within organisations 

focuses on leadership and further research could extend this study by 

researching the role of coaching in supporting authentic and ethical 

leadership, a subject of particular social importance currently.  Another 

interesting study would be to research the different stances of men and 

women in relation to their authentic behaviour and the role of coaching.   
 
The findings present a window on the work experiences of nine women all 

of whom well educated though from diverse backgrounds as indicated by 

their profiles (p.46).  As with all qualitative studies that have a small number 

of participants, these findings cannot be considered as representative of all 

women, all female academics or all female coaches, nor exclusively the 

experiences of women and not men.  Cultural differences are evident  

between academic specialisms where there is a predominance of 

humanities-based subjects.  A sample containing a greater breadth of 

subject specialism (which may also include worldview differences) may 

provide different findings.  The span of 30 years in age range may also be a 

contributory factor to the findings within the study and further studies could 

be conducted where there is less disparity in age or where the study 

specifically seeks to consider the effect that age may have on the findings.  

Whilst most of the academics were of white British ethnicity and of long 
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experience, the black British co-researcher was both younger and less 

experienced.  The coaches were more varied with their ethnicity comprising 

white British, black British and white Caucasian.  A larger, broader sample 

may have elicited different findings.  Essential to heuristic inquiry, the co-

researchers’ accounts are individual to them and within a particular time 

and context that prevents generalisation.  Nonetheless, their open and 

honest stories may have resonance for some who recognise similarities 

with their own experiences.  Thus, there are limitations and cautions to 

generalisability however these may be considered as opportunities for 

further research.  For example, studies with men and women, academia 

and professional services, chartered and statutory institutions.  Cross-

sector research could also be undertaken to further the exploration.  

Furthermore, this study has explored whether coaching can assist with 

development which might lead to promotion, not career coaching per se, 

although there have been some references to career plans.  There is a 

small amount of literature connecting authenticity and careers (Ibarra, 

1999; Baker and Aldrich, 1996) and further studies could focus on career 

coaching and authenticity. 

7.1 Methodological Contribution 

In defining my ‘worldview assumptions’ (Creswell, 2009, p.3) and designing 

my research strategy I realised that I had become conditioned by the 

“quantitative is best” culture that in my experience is predominant within the 

Russell Group.  Whilst I was confident in my ontological and 

epistemological position and I was clear that qualitative research was the 

correct approach, I initially had misgivings as to whether the study would be 

considered sufficiently robust and rigorous given the subjective nature.  As 

the interviews with the co-researchers developed, my empathy with them 

deepened as I recognised the struggle that some of them encountered in 

getting their work acknowledged with their colleagues.  That very 

recognition created a further dilemma however as I then wrestled with the 

debate as to whether my study should comprise feminist inquiry as well as 

heuristic inquiry.  I was becoming aware of oppression that I had previously 

been oblivious to and yet the notion of my being “a feminist” sat 

uncomfortably, the reasons for which were obscure.  Rather than clarifying 

my understanding, the literature added to my confusion with multiple 

nuances ascribed to both feminism and feminist research and I was unclear 
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as to what the defining characteristics were.  Black (1989) states that 

feminist research ‘insists on the value of subjectivity and personal 

experience’ (p.75).  Barnett and Baruch (1978) position themselves to be 

feminists as they aspire to ensure that women ‘are no longer barred from 

access to high-level positions in any social institutions’ (p. vii).  As Reinharz 

(1992) reflects, one of the problems in defining such research stems from 

the word “feminist” referring back to the 1970’s when the fact that a study of 

women was being undertaken was sufficient for it to be established as a 

feminist method.  The debate as to what constitutes feminism and feminist 

research is currently in its ‘third-wave’ (Tong, 2009, p.284) which appears 

to honour the notion that there is no one way of being a feminist or a 

woman.  I concur with Reinharz (1992) that ‘feminism is a perspective not a 

research method’ (p.240).  However, her assertion that ‘feminist 

researchers use the strategy of starting from one’s own experience’ (p.259) 

does not give feminist research exclusivity as heuristic inquiry can claim 

similar approaches to those outlined (p.259).  Heuristic inquiry is also 

initiated by personal experience, defines the research question, points 

towards sources of data and gains the trust of others in doing the research.  

Reinharz (1992) contends that ‘feminist researchers frequently start with an 

issue that bothers them personally…in feminist research then, the 

“problem” is frequently a blend of an intellectual question and a personal 

trouble’ (pp.259-260).  When compared to Moustakas (1990), the 

similarities are evident: 

Heuristic inquiry is a process that begins with a question 
or problem which the researcher seeks to illuminate or 
answer.  The question is one that has been a personal 
challenge and puzzlement in the search to understand 
one’s self and the world in which one lives.  The heuristic 
process is autobiographic, yet with virtually every question 
that matters personally there is also a social – and 
perhaps universal – significance (p. 15). 
 
 

It is clear that heuristic inquiry lends itself to particular forms of research 

where depth of experience is required.  For this study the methodology of 

heuristic inquiry was correct owing to my intense personal interest in the 

subject as a practising coach with an interest in reflexive research.  

However, further studies could be undertaken using different 

methodologies, such as case study, action research or a mixed 

methodology. 
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One of the caveats in relation to heuristic inquiry is that it does not lend 

itself well to finite time-scales owing to the extensive search for meaning 

being the driver for the study (Hiles, 2001; Moustakas, 1990) and I endorse 

this point.  My experience confirms that it is the depth of personal 

encounter that is at the heart of this methodology and a superficial interest 

in a subject is insufficient for such an inquiry.  I concur with Moustakas’ 

(1990) warning that it is ‘an extremely demanding process’ (p. 37).  I had 

considered that the reason for heuristic inquiry being described as 

demanding was owing to the personal search and I was not only prepared 

for that, it was the reason for doing the study.  However, as mentioned 

previously the apparently linear phased sequence is misleading and the 

actual iterative process is lengthy and exacting.   
 
In transcribing the interviews myself I desired as close a rapport and 

relationship as I could with my co-researchers and this was considered the 

most effective way of getting to know their individual expression.  I had not 

appreciated how long each transcription would take and the benefit of 

hindsight suggests detailed planning of this stage.  However, the 

transcribing was valuable for obtaining the ‘essence’ (Moustakas, 1990, 

p.29) of each person and assisted in the data analysis as I could recall the 

interviews and the cadence of the conversations with clarity.   
 
The creative synthesis also took a long time and again I need not have 

gone into the depth that I did however, weaving a tapestry felt intuitively to 

be the right thing to do.  Having started one tapestry, creating the 

depictions through tapestry as well seemed natural and again, although 

they took months of work it was my “authentic” response.  Although 

Moustakas (1990) suggests that some ‘exemplary portraits’ (p.50) could be 

produced that characterise the group, in this study all the individual 

depictions were included as I valued every contribution.   
 
The study has contributed to the existing methodology of heuristic inquiry 

by explaining the process of data analysis in finer detail than the 

clarification provided by Moustakas. 

The phases and processes of heuristic inquiry (Figure 3-3, p.51) and the 

data analysis framework (Figure 3-6, p.66) make a contribution to 

knowledge by providing a practical approach of how to capture and control 

the data.   
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Although not as popular or commonly used as other methodologies, 

heuristic inquiry has stood up to a complex set of constructs within the 

study.  It has facilitated an exploration of coaching and authenticity with a 

group of distinctly individual women who varied in age, experience and 

background, enabling their depictions to be presented through language 

and art.  Heuristic inquiry lends itself well to understanding the 

organisational context from a personal perspective.  I have found the study 

to be a profound experience which has not only assisted my personal 

search but has transformed my ability to reach out as a coach and reach in 

as a reflexive researcher.  Within my coaching relationships I am aware 

that I self-disclose with more fluency and confidence enabling discussions 

to be held at a deeper level.  I feel more personally empowered and 

consequently I am noticing that I am receiving more empowerment.  The 

personal growth that I have experienced throughout the study is probably 

not yet fully realised however, I am interested in the process that I am 

currently engaged in of “watching myself” and noticing aspects that are 

coming easily within conversations.  For example, I am able to discuss 

aspects of research such as methodology with a significantly increased 

degree of confidence.  As the study comes to a close I am more aware now 

of my internal responses and my presence.  I am able to recognise the 

effect that undertaking the process of the study as well as being part of the 

study has had on my personal and professional life.  I believe myself to be 

authentic and find the writing of these words to be as near to self-

actualising as I can comprehend.   
 
Guignon’s definition of authenticity as ‘owning and owning up to what you 

are at the deepest level’ (2004, p.163) is a clear premise on which to start 

an exploration into the authentic self.  My own definition as previously made 

builds on the work of Guignon (2004) and Freeman and Auster (2011) and I 

add that authenticity is not an inert state but an evolving alliance with 

personal growth and one that is dependent on the congruence and 

combination of values and productive relationships.  In gaining a more in-

depth appreciation of the difficulty of women asserting their authentic self in 

the work environment so the interest in coaching towards developing self-

awareness, knowledge and understanding escalated.  These three areas 

are essential in enabling the looking back on one’s personal history in order 

to move on to new horizons with greater clarity of one’s authentic self.   
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McNiff (1998) describes art-based research as being ‘more creative, less 

mediocre and more conducive to advancing the sophistication of practice’ 

(p.38) with the final result being distinctly individual.  Whilst not an arts 

therapist I do share the aspiration that artistic inquiry may inspire and 

stimulate others to explore this approach and so add to the coaching 

profession’s body of knowledge and research.   
 
The profile of coaching within the Russell Group of universities needs to be 

raised in order that women aspiring to senior positions can experience this 

valuable form of development.  However, to achieve this outcome requires 

staff at either the highest level already or be realistically aspirational at that 

level, taking part and contributing to its success.   

 
 
The study has explored the coaching of women within a specific group of 

universities within higher education.  The research enabled in-depth 

exploration and it is considered that the result may be transferable to other 

settings and sectors that experience similar issues such as the legal 

profession. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Sample and guide to writing ‘Morning 
Pages’ 

The meeting earlier this week with CRA was intense and I have been 
absorbed and pre-occupied with the content and emotion.  I was much 
relieved by our subsequent conversation that she was not left with any 
undue stress or emotion – actually on the contrary from what she was saying 
– she’s become unburdened and I’ve taken it on!  I should know better – 1st 
principle in coaching – don’t take on the issues yourself but of course here 
I’m not coaching, I’m collecting data as a researcher and it is different.  It’s 
quite interesting to “watch” really as in some of my early pages I wrote that 
I was concerned as to whether I might switch into coaching mode during the 
course of these meetings.  In fact during the event of the interviews it never 
occurs to me, I’m so absorbed by what they’re saying and I’m concentrating 
so hard on ensuring I don’t miss any vital aspect that I need to question.  It’s 
quite odd because of course I concentrate when I’m coaching and ensuring 
that I’m “in the moment” and questioning but the approaches are quite 
different.  The power that these interviews are having on me and my 
thinking is extraordinary and I really hadn’t considered the effect that they 
might have.  I am gripped by the accounts, views, opinions and experiences 
that are being given – it’s a real privilege to get to know these women.  I 
hadn’t really considered that I would be so caught up in their lives.  I find 
myself wondering what they’re doing and how they’re getting on.  I don’t 
know if the others are having the same experiences with their participants, I 
must ask when we next meet – that’s next week, not very long at all and I 
still have quite a lot of writing to do before then, I’ve got all my notes ready, 
I’ve “just” got to turn it into something readable!  Actually, that’s quite 
worrying – our meeting is next week?  Hek, I need to get a move on, work is 
really busy for the next few days and I don’t have much time at all. 
 
 
The above is a sample of one of my daily accounts of writing my Morning 

Pages.  It is not beautiful prose, nor grammatically correct and it is not 

supposed to be.  It is a stream of consciousness as thoughts flow.  An 

outpouring of what is going through my mind without censure or restriction.  

Often the thoughts come so quickly that it is difficult to keep the pen flowing 

quickly enough and the thoughts don’t have a neat methodical order to 

them.  It is difficult to write a prescriptive guide, as the purpose of Morning 

Pages is that they should be helpful and unique to the individual who writes 

them however, as an overview these are my thoughts: 
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• I write my Morning Pages in longhand as I enjoy the experience of 

feeling the ink coming off the pen.  I tend to write with a treasured 

fountain pen (given to me by my Mother) as it slows the physical 

writing and helps the aesthetic appearance, rather than a scribbled 

scrawl. 

• I do also have disposable fountain pens that have different coloured 

inks  

• I have notebooks that I like the look of and consequently treasure 

them for their appearance as well as the content. 

• Some people write on their laptop or tablet.  It does not matter.  Find 

an approach that works for you. 

• Do not be slowed down or even tempted to read back what you are 

writing as you write.  Just let your thoughts flow from your mind 

through your finger tips and on to the page. 

• As with any new idea or procedure, this act of writing may feel odd 

initially and thoughts such as I don’t have time to do this, may occur.  

In itself that is quite an interesting thing to write about (if it does 

occur to you).  Why don’t you have the time?  What else might you 

be doing?  Is it really more important than spending precious time in 

opening your mind to what’s occupying you?  Exactly these 

thoughts did occupy me when I first started and I realised that I 

needed to spend more time on considering me and how I was 

managing work, home, the job, the writing, the data collection, the 

data analysis, the study as a whole.  Writing about how I was feeling 

helped me with some of the more stressful moments of the study.  

There my thoughts were, written down.  That was how I had felt at 

the time of writing I couldn’t pretend that those thoughts had not 

happened – liberating. 

• They are called Morning Pages but find a time that works for you 

when you write them.  They are only for you, so listen to your body 

and mind and write them when you want.  I write mine during the 

half an hour commute 

• I write my Morning Pages every day and consider that I am a more 

fluid and fluent writer as a result.  I am more focused and purposeful 

during the day because I have written about the “stuff” that was 

getting in the way.  Finally and perhaps most notably in relation to 
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the focus of the study, I am more likely to express my thoughts and 

feelings.  In writing about and acknowledging the censor in my 

head, Morning Pages veto its power and silence that inner voice. 
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Appendix B – Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix C – Consent Form 
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Appendix D – Example of transcript demonstrating the 
coding of themes 

Authenticity means real.  It means ummm I see it as a very positive term 

umm I think it’s about the truth about really going into the core of something 

deep and looking deeply into something but being very real and honest.  I 

think that people that I consider to be authentic are fairly charismatic…they 

carry this aura of authenticity about them and I think that ummm yes I think 

that’s a major quality that ummm I suppose…well I think depth is 

also…perhaps a quality of introspection.  There’s a quality of introspection.  

I think that it’s kind of “know thyself” (hooks fingers) and the more self-

aware you are the more you know yourself and therefore the more likely 

you are to be authentic.  Someone who is able to self-refer and someone 

too perhaps who has really confronted their own fears.  I think it is often 

fear that leads us away from authenticity towards…whatever the opposite 

is.  And also self-knowledge.  Exploration is essential for self-knowledge.  

Knowing or being willing to look at yourself and say yes this is me.  I think 

that what they contain is this sense of purpose meaning ummm they have 

resolved for themselves what they think is right and what is wrong.  They 

try to be truthful and live up to a set of standards but there’s also something 

about…how they’re able to draw other people in…because I think that 

when people are authentic it’s the relationship they manage with other 

people that counts.  But also ummm there’s another bit to that actually 

that’s umm about people who come from their own…their own sense of 

space…their own peace ummm yes, they have their own sense of peace.  

They don’t come from the world of what I think I ought to say or ought to 

be but just come from what’s true for them.  And it’s difficult I 

think…authenticity umm sometimes and we see it well…often in these sorts 

of environments.  I talked about fear earlier on and I do wonder whether full 

on authenticity doesn’t actually frighten people who have had it squashed 

out of them for whatever reason.  When fear is involved something 

happens in the relating to authenticity…it’s not the immediate focus.  Is 

authenticity coupled with values or standards and it is that combination that 

makes actions authentic?  And I guess…I guess that it’s possible to have a 
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sense of authenticity but maybe not have the skills to really get to the crux 
of what it is that has to be communicated, so there are skills in there as well 

and you see this in so many areas.  I’m interested in the film, book, poetry, 

music idea because it displays the essence of what we mean without 

the…well, burden I think sometimes of trying to explain.  
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Appendix E – ‘15 point checklist’  

Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006)  
 
An exploration of coaching women towards authenticity in the workplace: A heuristic study with women in academia 
 
Data Collected and analysed.  Not a linear process but iterative and changeable  
 

• Transcribed interviews 
• Notes & mind maps made by principal researcher during interviews 
• Detailed notes & immersion into the data – listening to the tapes and reading the scripts 
• Morning Pages kept by co-researchers and principal researcher  
• Research Diaries kept by co-researchers and principal researcher   
• Narrative portrait & Individual depiction (condensed transcript stripped of questions/dialogue and speech notes “umm” “err” kept to 

minimum) – each co-researcher 
• Each co-researcher’s “Board” created containing codes, colours, poetry, films, metaphors, music and images 
• Check and affirmation with each co-researcher for accuracy of portrayal and permission 
• Codes identified & colour-coded on the transcriptions 
• Relationships between the codes established in order to create categories 
• The relationships between the categories were clustered together to identify the themes 
• Developed the thematic structures to illustrate the relationship within the Findings chapters  
• Three over-arching themes identified that formed the Findings chapter headings 
• Group depiction 
• Individual-Group depiction } 
• Creative Synthesis               } Tapestries 
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Data Analysis Coding - Research Categories 
In conjunction with the research aims and objectives and using thematic analysis, the coding categories have been created with reference to 

each iteration of interviews and then combined together.  This process creates a horizontal and vertical structure in that each co-researcher’s 

views are themed in addition to each iteration of interviews.  This way an overall subject criterion is set as well as the pathway of each individual 

running from the general to the particular and back again.  This enables a consistent approach to the data analysis in each way ↔ and ↕. 
 
Process  No. Criteria Completed 

Transcription 1. The data has been transcribed to an appropriate 
level of detail, and the transcripts have been 
checked against the tapes for ‘accuracy’. 
 

Yes.  Audio recordings transcribed verbatim by me.  Time 
consuming but worthwhile for familiarisation with the data.  
Transcriptions printed and checked against recording.  Each co-
researcher approached for intent, accuracy and permission to 
use.  (Permission obtained at outset but checked as courtesy).  
Printed text annotated with any errors.  (Minor typing errors found 
but no major amendments to data content). 

Coding 2. Each data item has been given equal attention in 
the coding process. 

Yes.  Same process and level of attention to each data item.  
“Horizonalizing” of the data undertaken.  Equal value given to 
each statement.  Meaning noted and textural and structural 
descriptions made, narrative portraits, individual depictions.  
Codes identified from a line by line analysis from each interview 
transcript and colour-coded – pens and post-its.  Mind-maps and 
a “Board” made for each co-researcher noting image, metaphor, 
themes, song, poetry film etc. & thematic matrix.   

 3. Themes have not been generated from a few 
vivid examples (an anecdotal approach), but 
instead the coding process has been thorough, 

Yes.  Relationships between the codes established to create 
categories. 
Relationship between categories clustered together to identify 
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inclusive and comprehensive. themes.  Three over-arching themes identified: 
• Working in a safe environment 
• Raising one’s profile  
• Having self-insight 

 
 4. All relevant extracts for each theme have been 

collated. 
Yes.  Collated under the relevant Finding chapter heading: 
Chapter Four – Authenticity thrives in the appropriate environment 
Chapter Five – Being authentic helps to raise profile 
Chapter Six – Authenticity is having clarity within 
 

 5. Themes have been checked against each other 
and back to the original data set. 

Yes.  Themes checked & defined identifying the “essence” of 
what each theme means.   
 

 6. Themes are internally coherent, consistent and 
distinctive. 

Yes.  Checked that themes were not overly complex.  Went back 
to collated data extracts & organised them into a coherent 
account. 
 

Analysis 7. Data have been analysed – interpreted, made 
sense of – rather than just paraphrased or 
described. 

Yes.  Themes and codes identified and colour-coded.  Coding 
categories created with reference to each interview iteration.  
Process created a horizontal and vertical structure as each co-
researcher’s data is themed in addition to each iteration.  
Thematic matrix created by recursive process (movement back & 
forth through phases p.87)   
 

 8. Analysis and data match each other – the 
extracts illustrate the analytic claims. 

Yes. 

 9. Analysis tells a convincing and well-organized 
story about the data and topic. 

Yes.   
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 10. A good balance between analytic narrative and 
illustrative extracts is provided. 

Yes. 
 

Overall 11. Enough time has been allocated to complete all 
phases of the analysis adequately, without 
rushing a phase or giving it a once-over-lightly. 

Yes.  Essential to heuristic inquiry is the allocation of time to pass, 
allowing thoughts to move onto other aspects and come back 
again.  This is clearly accounted within the methodology chapter.  
Data revisited on numerous occasions.  Tapes listened to 
repeatedly in the car and hard copy of data read and re-read.   

Written 
Report 

12. The assumptions about, and specific approach 
to, thematic analysis are clearly explicated. 

Yes.  A detailed description is provided within the Methodology 
Chapter. 

 13. There is a good fit between what you claim you 
do and what you show you have done – i.e. 
described method and reported analysis are 
consistent. 

Yes. 

 14. The language and concepts used in the report 
are consistent with the epistemological position 
of the analysis. 

Yes. 

 15. The researcher is positioned as active in the 
research process; themes do not just ‘emerge’. 

Yes.  Whilst themes are emergent, a careful process of analysis 
was undertaken in discovering themes that were ‘embedded 
throughout interviews’ (Rubin and Rubin, 1995, p.226).  Heuristic 
Inquiry is being undertaken where crucially, the primary 
researcher is core to the whole study.   
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Appendix F - Interview Questions 

• What engaged your initial interest in having a coach? 

• What qualities and attributes do you value in your coach and why? 

• What are the differences between a coach and a mentor in your 

experience? 

• What does the term “authentic” mean to you? 

• What qualities or dimensions of “being authentic” stand out for you? 

• How does “inauthenticity” appear to you?  Examples? 
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Appendix G – Creative Synthesis 
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Appendix H - Individual – Composite Depiction 
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