
Coaching Yourself 

 

 

Key point  

Coaching yourself is essential if you are to grow in self-knowledge, and self-knowledge is a crucial 

ingredient for those who wish to manage others or make the move from management to leadership. 

One of the first things we need to address when we start coaching ourselves is:  

Mastering your inner critic 

This could almost be a topic in itself (see below Want to know more? for more sources of 

information), but here are a few techniques that you might find useful in mastering your inner critic 

and engaging you’re more rational and adult self: 

It is not the world that makes you unhappy, or the way people are in the world. It’s how you process 

the people and events of the world. 

Dr Wayne W Dyer  

• Listen to your whole self rather than just your inner critic  

• Appreciate rather than undermine yourself 

• Visualise your success. 

If your inner critic bullies you, emphasising your weaknesses, down-playing your strengths and 

successes and generally making you feel miserable, this will make it hard for you to effectively coach 

yourself. However, there are ways of countering your inner critic, one of which is to listen to all the 

different parts of yourself.  

The TA model – listening to your whole self  

One model that is often used to help people understand how they interact with others is called 

Transactional Analysis or TA for short. You can also use this model to conduct a dialogue with your 



inner critic and engage other parts of yourself to combat the critical messages. (See also the topic on 

Transactional Analysis.) 

TA says that we have learned ways of communicating and reacting to events and so we often end up 

habitually responding in a particular way. But once we understand this, we can start to choose which 

mode it would be helpful to be in and to respond from. Rather than just letting the inner critic take 

over, we can choose to listen to other parts of ourselves to get a more realistic assessment of the 

situation and ourselves. 

TA says that there are three modes that we learn to communicate from... 

Parent mode This can be either:  

• Nurturing, caring or rescuing 

• Controlling, critical, overpowering and/or disempowering. 

Adult mode This is always:  

• Assertive, clearly communicating wants, needs and feelings 

• Does not play games; aims for a win-win situation 

• Listens to what the other person is saying 

• Respects their own and other people’s rights 

• Manages their emotions and remains rational and calm 

• Takes responsibility for decisions, actions taken and mistakes. 

Child mode This can be either:  

• Fun loving, happy , carefree, creative, energetic and enthusiastic 

• Adaptive, going along with social norms, customs and so on 

• Scared, fearful, anxious, rebellious, wilful, obstinate, sulky or 

manipulative. 

These are labels for learned ways of behaving. They are not the same as physically being a parent, an 

adult or a child. We all have the capacity to behave from a parent, adult or child mode, and each of 

these has its time and place. We don’t have to be a parent to have an internal parent within us. Also, 

though we might be adults, we do not always behave in an adult manner, as described in this model; 

in fact, we can often fall into the child mode. 

Parent mode 

The parent mode is within all of us, regardless of whether we are actually parents. It contains 

behaviours that we witnessed as a child in the grown ups around us: our parents, teachers and other 

significant people. We thought that was how a grown up always acted, when what we often 



witnessed was parental behaviour (in other words, how adults behave with children, not with 

adults), either nurturing or controlling. 

In the case of the inner critic, this critical ‘parent’ may not necessarily reflect memories of your own 

parents, but perhaps a teacher who was particularly demeaning and destructive, an overpowering 

elder sibling or some other adult who destroyed your budding self-confidence, was over-critical 

instead of encouraging or who humiliated you publicly.  

People with a strong inner critic often do not know how to nurture themselves or be the nurturing 

parent, they are more likely to just criticise themselves.  

Child mode 

As for the child mode, even though we are adults we still have the child inside us. In terms of the 

fun, creative child that is just as well, as this is where our sense of fun and humour comes from. Life 

would be very dry and boring without it.  

The adaptive child also serves a purpose: society is partly kept together because we all go along with 

various social norms, without which there would probably be anarchy. However, someone who has a 

very strong adaptive child within them might become passive in inappropriate situations, unable to 

speak up for themselves or question things. You will sometimes you see this when a team member 

falls into adaptive child mode during an appraisal, going along with everything that is said, but never 

seeming to be fully engaged. Most managers would prefer to hold discussions about assessments, 

rather than find themselves faced with an adaptive child. In the former situation, the individual 

might not agree, but at least they are engaged with the process and, if handled well, usually get 

more from it.  

The scared, fearful, anxious, rebellious, wilful, obstinate, sulky or manipulative child is left over from 

our own childhood and our habitual ways of behaving as a child. You will find that you have a leaning 

towards one or other of type of child. Which ones do you tend to get hooked into? 

Adult mode 

You might be forgiven for thinking that we are adults and therefore always behave from our adult 

mode. However, once you look at the TA descriptions, you will see that this is not always true, 

especially when problems occur or we are in conflict with others, or with other parts of ourselves. It 

is then that we often slip into either a parent or child mode. 

When your inner critic kicks in, which child mode do you think you most often fall into? 

What situations trigger this in you? 

Communicating with your internal parent, adult and child 

We all have within us an internal parent, adult and child and, as in any family, some get their views 

heard more easily than others. For those of us with an inner critic, it is usually this voice that is the 

loudest and gets heard. This is a problem when you are attempting to coach and debrief yourself 

and all you are aware of is your inner critic and, perhaps, your fearful child. However, there is a 



process that you can use to listen to all of the different parts. It will help you to sort out what is 

really going on for you in a situation and decide what you need to focus on.  

Exercise 

Talking with your parent, adult and child 

There are two ways that people do this exercise: they either write down what the different parts of 

them are saying, or they walk around, stepping into the parent, adult and child and saying out loud 

or thinking through what is being said.  

After completing this process, most people feel clearer about what they need to do, happy about 

decisions they have made and more relaxed about life and themselves.  

If you have not done this kind of process before it will take practice for you to find a way of doing it 

that suits and supports you. 

The process 

Think of a particular situation that your inner critic is nagging you about. This could be something 

you said or did, or a decision or action you’ve made or need to take.  

Now write down not only what your inner critic – or critical parent is saying – but also what your 

nurturing parent, child (fearful, rebellious and/or fun) and then what your adult has to say about all 

of this. 

Critical parent     

Nurturing parent    

Fearful child     

Rebellious child     

Fun child     



Adult    

Accessing your adult mode, your fun child or even your nurturing parent will give you a more 

rounded, realistic and constructive debriefing process.  

Practise this exercise until it becomes second nature to listen to your whole self, rather than just 

your inner critic. In time, you will find yourself doing this quite naturally as you strengthen the voices 

of the other modes within you. 

Appreciate yourself 

Girl, you’re going to be all right. You haven’t forgotten the essentials. You know about defending 

yourself. All you have to do now is to remember... sometimes you have to defend yourself from 

yourself. 

Maya Angelou  

Most of us find that from time to time we fall into unhelpful thinking patterns. If you are feeling 

negative about yourself and under-confident, or when your inner critic kicks in, you will often find 

that you are unable to appreciate your strengths and the good things you do. In this state of mind, 

you will tend to indulge in self slander and undermine yourself, rather than think anything good 

about yourself. This can affect how well you coach and debrief yourself. 

How can you start to appreciate yourself? 

You can do this by listing what you appreciate about yourself, your strengths, and/or what you do on 

a daily or weekly basis. This might feel strange, boastful or even impossible at first, especially if your 

inner critic keeps on interrupting with ‘Yes buts’! Ignore it – listen to your adult self and persevere. 

Below is a sample of some of the things people write. 

I appreciate myself for 

• Getting started on writing the report 

• Running a great meeting on Monday 

• Handling difficult questions during the presentation on Friday 

• Listening to my team when they were in a really negative mood about the new IT systems 

• My patience with X 

• Eating sensibly (most of the time!) 

• Exercising three times this week 

• Making this list. 



It does not matter what form or structure your appreciations list takes, as long as it is positive and 

affirms who you are and what you do. Think about the last month and complete the following list 

with at least ten appreciations. 

I appreciate myself for: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

9.  

10.  

Whenever you find your inner critic starting to undermine you, carry out this exercise, so that you 

start to appreciate yourself, your strengths and achievements. Eventually, you will find this becomes 

second nature to you as you gradually master your inner critic. 

Want to know more? 

Other topics can be requested from HG Consultancy 

Learning 

Understanding how you go about learning and changing your behaviour will assist you in coaching 

yourself. 

Feedback, Appraisals, Performance Management 

These topics might give you more insight into how coaching yourself fits into these organisational 

processes. 

Transactional Analysis 

Action Learning Sets 

360 Degree Feedback 

Mentoring 



Books 

Coach yourself: it’s your life, what are you going to do with it 

Anthony Grant and Jane Greene, published by Momentum, 2004, 288 pages  

This book can act as a great support to your self-coaching by assisting you in understanding the 

process of change and how to become your own coach. It also explores motivation, co-coaching and 

staying on track. 

Your pocket life coach: ten minutes a day to transform your life and your work  

Carole Gaskell, published by Harper Collins, 2001, 160 pages  

Another book to support your self-coaching process. Either dip into it or work through the chapters 

that include: jump start the next phase in your life; boost your confidence; tackle your obstacles; 

take action, and maintain momentum. 

You can have what you want 

Michael Neill, published by Hay House, 2006, 256 pages  

Michael Neill has a very successful weekly email coaching newsletter with a readership of over 

10,000 people. This is his first book distilling some of the wisdom from his weekly writings. He 

explores how we can have a successful life and how to overcome the common obstacles to success 

eg: time, fear, motivation, other people skill etc. 

Manage yourself, manage your life: simple NLP techniques for success and happiness  

Ian Mc Dermott and Ian Shircore, published by Piatkus Books 1999, 200 pages  

The sub-title of this book is ‘Vital NLP techniques for personal well being and professional success.’ It 

includes sections on beginnings, transitions and endings, as well as focussing on particular aspects of 

life: health, wealth, relationships, work and joie de vivre. 

 

Contact Heather directly: hg@heathergordon.scot  

 

 


