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In 2000, I met a client who was severely affected by stress. I had previously treated 
employees with stress, and I had conducted countless courses and activities aimed 
at preventing stress in the workplace. But I had never met a person who displayed 
such severe stress reactions. 

The client suddenly broke down sobbing during a course I was teaching in her 
department at work. She was shaking and hyperventilating, and once she calmed 
down enough that I could make contact with her, an image emerged of a woman 
who for unknown reasons suffered from panic attacks, intense feelings of guilt, se-
vere hypertension, sleep problems, chronic and inexplicable pain in her shoulders, 
tension and pain in her body, as well as chronic constipation. She had been on sick 
leave repeatedly, but the problems recurred as soon as she returned to work. 

The story about all these infirmities poured out of the sobbing woman now that 
the flood gates were open, and my initial thought was that the situation must 
spring from serious personal, psychological issues. I decided to arrange individual 
counseling for her, and during the first session it became clear to me that this was 
more likely to be a severe stress breakdown. My encounter with this woman who 
had been overburdened for years, and who eventually “fell apart”, displaying the 
powerful reactions described above, led to my long-term involvement with severe 
stress among managers and staff in numerous international companies, and, not 
least, it came to form the basis for this book.

Over the years I have treated, advised and coached countless managers and em-
ployees who fall apart due to stress as it is often described in everyday language. 
For reasons that will be explored throughout this book, the occurrence of stress-
related breakdowns has risen explosively since the millennium. While stress and 
burnout used to be seen as associated with challenging personal conditions or 
particular personality typologies, we now see stress affecting people in all walks 
of life, professions, personality types and age groups. At the same time, the stress 
reactions are so severe that people who break down due to stress display the same 
symptoms as people who have suffered acute trauma.

INTRODUCTION
WHO LOOKS OUTSIDE, DREAMS; WHO LOOKS INSIDE, AWAKES.  
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This book describes trends and connections both in the external physical universe 
and in the internal psychological universe that are leading to droves of strong, 
robust and competent employees falling apart. The purpose is to point to positive 
professional options for turning this trend around. There is no shortage of books 
and activities with the same intention, but most of the presented approaches 
mainly look for answers in the external circumstances and are aimed at reducing 
the number of stress factors. However, as I will describe in this book, this approach 
is often only characterized by an attempt at treating the symptoms and controlling 
the environment, and the root causes of stress problems can never be solved with 
this approach alone. In this book, the focus is additionally directed at internal psy-
chological patterns that are active in the client’s mind as it is this fascinating inner 
universe that holds the key to the underlying transformation of stress issues.

In a parallel trend, a wave of coaching has swept over the world of business and 
industry in the West in recent years. This powerful coaching wave has swept away 
everything in its path, almost like a flood wave, and in its wake we find a depleted 
landscape where many of the coaching firms that led the excited dance around the 
golden calf are even beginning to reconsider their strategies and calling their ac-
tivities by a different name. This is a shame, since the coaching tools and, not least, 
the underlying philosophy and high ethical standards have contributed to an evo-
lution in the way in which many industries now address professional and personal 
development, just as management thinking and daily management practices have 
also been vastly enriched. In addition, large numbers of people have found and are 
still finding help in life by seeking and receiving personal coaching.

However, it is necessary to pause and reflect on the coaching practice that seems 
to have swept away all other practices, as if by magic. When one particular prac-
tice is suddenly held up as a panacea, there is cause for caution and reflection. As 
a writer, I have voiced my misgivings over the mechanical quality and reductionist 
approach to the profession that many popular coaches, certification organizations 
and coaching firms have displayed in recent years in a rush of enthusiasm. This ap-
plies in particular to the term ‘stress coaching’, which has emerged as an independ-
ent discipline in the marketplace. 

As I have argued in countless articles in the general press and in professional jour-
nals, the term stress coaching is in itself problematic, since people who break down 
due to stress require anything but coaching. People suffering from severe stress 
reactions are in a state of crisis and should receive crisis counseling until the crisis 
has passed, and they are once again able to unfold possibilities. Still, the concept 
of stress coaching does have its justification, and as a method and a philosophy it 
is an invaluable and indispensible element in the treatment of severe stress. How-
ever, as I argue in this book, coaching can never stand alone in the treatment of 
clients with stress, just as coaching can only be brought into play during the final 
stage of the treatment process. If coaching is introduced too soon or in isolation, 
the consequences for the client can be disastrous. 

2/4
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Thus, using ‘Stress Coaching’ as the book title is in a sense a bit misleading, since 
we are operating in a border zone where crisis management and expert counseling 
must always precede coaching in the treatment of severe stress. Nevertheless, I 
chose Stress Coaching as the title of this book, because the term is here to stay, and 
because the serious nature of the phenomenon of stress implies a strong need to 
unfold this concept in a careful and nuanced manner. 

The book falls into two sections, where the opening chapter is aimed at under-
standing the roots of the concept of stress coaching as well as its inherent dilem-
ma. Chapters 2-3 unfold the issue of stress and introduce the reader to the many 
conditions and fields of tension that generate stress in the lives of so many people 
and organizations. Chapter 4 describes the various roles involved in handling a 
stress process with directions for action for managers and HR consultants and for 
relations with external providers of stress coaching. In my experience, both manag-
ers and HR consultants have a strong need for insight into the course of the pro-
cess with the external providers as well as advice concerning their own roles and 
contributions in order to optimize the various stages of the process.  Many external 
coaches similarly need to be better prepared for the work with the client compa-
nies. 

The first section of the book rests in and introduces the reader to organizational 
psychology, where the individual employee’s stress experience is seen in a larger 
context that goes beyond the personal context. In this perspective, stress is viewed 
as a management issue that needs to be addressed in the organization, not merely 
a personal problem that concerns the individual employee. The purpose of the first 
section of the book is to prepare all the participants in the process as well as possi-
ble in terms of knowledge, roles and tools, so that employees suffering from stress 
can be helped back on course as quickly and as gently as possible.

The main purpose of the book, however, is to describe the process for treating and 
coaching employees who suffer from severe stress, with an emphasis on the work 
that is carried out by external providers: psychologists, coaches, therapists and 
consultants. The present book, however, is not dealing with stress in its early stages 
but with stress that has reached a level that is harmful, and which potentially ne-
cessitates sick leave. 

Thus, the book’s second section describes a process for treatment and coaching for 
clients who suffer from stress; here, the main emphasis is on an internally oriented 
and psychological approach carried out by external providers. As described above, 
an externally oriented approach with an exclusive emphasis on stressors only deals 
with the symptoms but fails to address the fundamental issues facing the client. 
The client will struggle with stress for the rest of his or her life, unless learning is an-
chored on a deeper level. Chapter 5 provides the theoretical basis for this process, 
as the reader is introduced to the fascinating universe of the human mind and to 
the collective and personal psychological structures that contribute to the devel-
opment of stress.
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Chapters 6, 7 and 8 describe the three basic phases of stress coaching: Crisis, Con-
struction and Insight. These chapters introduce the reader to an innovative pro-
cess for counseling and coaching for clients suffering from severe stress. Methods, 
tools and knowledge relating to the coach’s handling of the client are described in 
depth. 

The reader is taken through the complete process of stress coaching and does not 
wave goodbye to the client until the day when the client has fully unwrapped the 
gift that any existential crisis potentially offers. The end goal for the stress coach-
ing process is that the employee can return to his or her job and life with increased 
strength and personal insight – not like a bird that has had its wings clipped, more 
or less excluded from a challenging and rewarding future in the job market. 

The final chapter addresses the coach’s personal awareness and self-insight. 
No method or praxis can ever be divorced from the mind that practices it, and 
a coach’s ability to address his or her own issues determines whether he or she 
becomes a mediocre coach or goes all the way to achieve true excellence. As I will 
describe in this closing chapter, coaching is a discipline that is fraught with pitfalls, 
and which requires a high level of awareness and self-insight from the practitioner. 
The risk of failure is significant, and it is the clients who pay the price when uncon-
scious processes are at play in the interactions between the coach and the client. 

Overall, this book is aimed at managers and HR consultants as well as the many ex-
ternal providers of stress coaching. Every link in this chain needs to know their role, 
their possibilities and limitations as well as a safe and passable way forward. How-
ever, the book is also aimed at readers who are dealing or have dealt with stress in 
their own lives, and who wish to understand and resolve stress on a deeper level. 
Only by understanding stress both as an organizational issue and as an inner men-
tal state can one regain the balance and find a new and better way forward in life.
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Market developments 

In the 1990s, the new hot trends were value-based management and the learn-
ing organization. In the new millennium, coaching is on the agenda, and in recent 
years the coaching market has expanded explosively. While coaching used to 
be a dialogue format that organizational psychologists and professional sports 
coaches developed and practised as part of their profession, coaching has now 
become a business area in its own right, and ‘coach’ has become a separate job 
title that appears in countless forms and variants. Today, coaching is a mainstream 
dialogue-based approach to development that is available to everyone.
 The concept of coaching is not new, however, although it did become 
much more widespread in the mid-1990s when, for example, John Whitmore’s 
Coaching for performance became a virtual bible to consultants, HR people and a 
few progressive managers. Suddenly, the tennis star Timothy Gallwey was quoted 
everywhere for his now famous statement that “Coaching is unlocking a person’s 
potential to maximise their own performance.” 
 In recent years, both the supply of and demand for coaching have skyrock-
eted, and there is a huge selection of coaching training programmes and coach-
ing services to choose from, including e-learning coaching, mentor coaching, 
success coaching, intuitive coaching, cognitive coaching, NLP coaching, executive 
coaching, systemic coaching, business coaching, personal coaching, career coach-
ing, stress coaching etc.
 Coaching has also become a mainstream management discipline signify-
ing a rejection of modernist and autocratic management thinking. Most manag-
ers today engage in management-based coaching as part of their daily manage-
ment practice, and with good results. 
 Thus, in recent years, the coaching wave has washed over the Western 
world, and as described in the introduction to this book, the floodwaters now 
seem to be receding, leaving in their wake a tired landscape where many of the 
pioneering coaching firms are busy picking up the pieces, abandoning the coach-
ing concept in favour of other development concepts that might ring less hollow.
 The coaching wave thus appears to have devoured everything in its wake. 
On the downside, this means that a truly great development tool has been re-
duced to a superficial, mechanical technique, which appears ubiquitous and has 
been used to excess.
 On the upside, however, the coaching wave has given a far wider audience 
outside the sport and corporate elite access to receiving, using and practising 

CHAPTER 1
THE COACHING PHENOMENON
The answer is coaching – what was the question?
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coaching and thus enjoying the ethical and highly potent development approach 
that coaching represents. Even if coaching as an independent discipline seems 
a bit tired after the boom days, it has branched out into most professional fields, 
developing into a development philosophy and a related process and method that 
are here to stay. 
Now, rather than functioning as an independent discipline coaching is integrating 
and finding its place as a method in synergy with other development tools. This is a 
good and healthy development, as the development perspectives are often lim-
ited when coaching has to stand alone and is treated as the answer to every issue 
under the sun.
There are many good reasons why so many people and professions have let them-
selves be swept off their feet by the coaching wave. It is no coincidence that this 
trend became so powerful, since coaching as a tool undoubtedly holds a huge 
potential for generating change, development and ownership. By the same token, 
however, coaching also contains a potential for doing harm.
 Therefore, a heated debate has raged in the media and within the coaching 
profession about responsibility and quality in coaching training programmes. The 
debate has focused on a general uncertainty about how to understand and use 
coaching and about what qualifications a coach should be required to have to be 
a responsible practitioner. Professors and psychologists have argued that coaching 
is a demanding and dynamic discipline that requires years of training and experi-
ence, while the tool-oriented segment of the coaching profession has pulled in the 
opposite direction, maintaining that it need not take more than a few months to 
train as a coach. The real root of this issue is whether coaching is considered a me-
chanical technique for reaching a goal or a dynamic approach to shaping interven-
tions and generating development in a person’s mind and life.
 The debate has thus often lacked nuance, as there is not just one but sev-
eral approaches to coaching. The diversity of these approaches is more a reflection 
of different professional attitudes than a reflection of differences in levels of qual-
ity. All coaching firms basically agree that quality and responsibility are essential; 
where they do not agree is about the core purpose of coaching. To understand this 
fundamental difference we need to go back to the roots of coaching, which in fact 
lie within two very different professions with very different professional purposes.

Understandings of the coaching concept

The coaching phenomenon has its roots both in elite sport and in therapy, and that 
has led to very different definitions of coaching. As a common feature in these defi-
nitions, however, coaching is generally perceived as a dialogue process based on 
the underlying premise that the client already has the answers and the solutions. 
This means that the job of the coach is to uncover these answers and solutions by 
asking the right questions.
 This understanding clearly sets coaching apart from counselling or consul-
tancy, which rests on the premise that one person is the expert, while the other is 
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less knowledgeable. In consultancy, the expert asks questions in order to gather 
data, and based on these data, he or she then provides the answers. In coaching, 
the coach asks questions in order to unfold the client’s potential and thus help the 
client find the answers. 
The methodological and ethical premise of pure coaching, therefore, is that the 
client holds all the answers and all the solutions. This premise may seem a healthy 
contrast to an expert-dependent society where individuals seek guidance outside 
themselves instead of examining and reflecting on their own feelings about the 
issue at hand. The coaching wave can therefore be viewed as an element in a larger 
paradigm shift, where we as individuals in Western societies grow increasingly in-
dependent of outside authorities and thus return home to our own inner authority 
and power. In this light, coaching is a method that promotes the collective libera-
tion process that is the key driver of post-modernism.
 Coaching thus fits perfectly into a larger trend where the concept of man-
agement has also changed drastically, as mentioned above. The post-modern 
concept of management has replaced the modernist concept of management, and 
involving and inspiring leadership based on personal competences has replaced 
autocratic leadership based on the power of positioning and specific professional 
competences. Coaching as a management discipline is a natural part of this devel-
opment, where personal ownership is seen as essential for employees’ dedication 
and drive.

When the goal is to achieve the goal

With the growth of coaching market, much of the profession seems to have 
reached a consensus that the goal of coaching is – to achieve the goal. In this 
framework, the client initially defines a goal, and the subsequent process revolves 
around helping the client achieve this goal. 
 The goal-oriented approach to coaching reflects a performance-oriented 
mindset that can be traced back to the roots of coaching in elite sport, and which 
aims to enhance the client’s performance capacity and confidence. In this light, 
the individual’s self-esteem is seen to spring from his or her ability to create results, 
achieve goals and deliver a strong performance in the external world. The goal-ori-
ented approach to coaching has become quite widespread, as it is simple and easy 
to learn, and the method is typically taught as a simple four-stage model, complete 
with specific standardized questions. The goal-oriented coaching approach is a 
mechanical approach that emphasizes specific stages and inquiry techniques, and 
which can easily be acquired in a relatively short training course.
 Goal-oriented coaching is an externally oriented approach, which has been 
helpful to many practitioners and users. For example, a manager can benefit from 
the externally oriented coaching approach as a management tool in the typical 
performance culture that characterizes modern companies. The mechanical coach-
ing approach is also well suited for athletes, in career planning and for individuals 
who seek coaching with a very clear idea about what they want to achieve, and 
why.
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Running from our own shadow

The most common reason for seeing a coach, however, is that one is confused, 
uncertain or stuck in certain patterns in one’s life. In particular, someone who is 
sick because of stress typically feels overwhelmed and confused. It follows logically 
that establishing a goal in this state will typically produce a similarly confused and 
unclear goal.
 As Einstein legendarily is rumoured to have put it; We cannot solve a prob-
lem with the same mindset that produced it.
 This means that solving a problem essentially requires a shift in mindset. 
And in this regard, coaching is an exceptional tool. However, establishing goals 
at an early stage in the process limits the potential for generating growth and 
development. Most people seek to change their environment when they experi-
ence a sense of dissonance between their inner and outer worlds. But that will not 
necessarily produce any fundamental inner transformation and thus a new stage 
in development; in many cases it simply becomes an attempt at modifying one’s 
external circumstances. In many cases, seeking to alleviate inner tension reactively 
by addressing our external surroundings is like running from one’s own shadow.

The manager’s honeymoon period

Some years ago I coached a group of managers. One of the managers was new in 
his job, and the theme that he brought up was one of frustration, stress and uncer-
tainty about how to handle conflicts among his staff. The other managers in the 
group suggested that he might want to separate the individuals, issue warnings or 
intervene directly.
 These are all attempts at solving the problem by altering the external cir-
cumstances, which is most people’s initial response. If this succeeds, of course the 
tension is gone, but does that mean that the problem has been solved?
 When we looked into his previous history as a manger, we found that he 
had resigned from his previous job due to teamwork problems and severe con-
flicts. He had felt powerless to act and very stressed in his previous job but was 
excited about this new job. We then reflected on whether he might, in his current 
job, be transferring anxiety from the previous situation. Might his perspective be 
influenced by his fear of seeing a recurrence of his past problems? And was he sim-
ply transitioning into everyday life after what might be called a honeymoon period 
in his new position?
 In this sequence, a magical moment occurred when the manager tran-
scended himself. He did a mental quantum leap, and the problem dissolved from a 
heavy knot into the finest dust. The manager reflected on the notion that the staff 
issues may have not been as severe as he had made them out to be, and that the 
whole thing may in fact have had more to do with his own fear of not being up to 
the job.
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When the manager left the coaching session, he had no action plan and no so-
lution. No goals. And when I met with the group a month later he told me that 
he had not solved the staff problem. The external circumstances remained un-
changed, but the new insight he had acquired as a result of the coaching process 
allowed him to let go of his anxiety, and he therefore no longer perceived the con-
flicts as problematic but instead as ordinary everyday friction that the staff could 
handle on their own.
 This shift in awareness helped the manager grow. He learned to take re-
sponsibility for his emotions and experiences instead of allowing himself to be 
victimized by external circumstances. His insight did a quantum leap, and he grew 
stronger when he learned to contain conflicts instead of staging a reactive and 
forced attempt at changing his surroundings. He was thus able to send the ghosts 
that haunted him back to the past where they belonged.
 New insights provide a new vantage point and enable us to transcend prob-
lems and find new solutions – although in many cases, the problems simply seem 
to solve themselves. From this vantage point, any problem holds the potential for 
greater insight and personal growth. Thus, a more advanced purpose of coaching 
is to facilitate these shifts in awareness.

When the purpose is insight

Insight-oriented coaching is inspired by a therapeutic concept of human develop-
ment factors, and thus the general coaching wave has its roots both in the aware-
ness-oriented practice of therapy and in elite sport and performance-oriented 
practices.
 As a philosophy, then, in addition to specific practices, coaching embraces a 
far wider range than just goal-oriented coaching, although goal-oriented coaching, 
for the reasons mentioned above, does account for much of what goes on in the 
field. Therapeutic process psychology and sophisticated therapeutic dialogue tech-
niques and tools have historically had – and will continue to have – considerable 
influence on the development of coaching practices, and in this context coaching 
is not considered a standardized technique aimed at improving performance.
 The philosophy behind the empathic, equal and non-judging relationship 
as a prerequisite of coaching is in fact originally based on inspiration from Carl 
Rogers, the Milan school1  and others, just as the positioning of the coach as not-
knowing and curious stems from systemic therapy. Similarly, Michael White and 
narrative therapy are considered some of the main sources of inspiration in the 
development of European coaching practices today, and narrative coaching is cur-
rently gaining ground among many coaching practitioners, both as a method and 
as a theory of science.
 Generally, coaching is seen mainly as solution- and future-oriented, while 
therapy is seen more as an insight-oriented practice that often deals with the past. 
This distinction is often less clear-cut in practice, however, and in fact reflects the 
high degree of visibility that goal-oriented coaching has achieved in a brief time 
span.

  1. The Milan school is a systemically oriented family therapy 
method that has made major contributions to the development of 
a process-oriented coaching and consultancy approach in Europe.
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The brief coaching training programmes maintain that a coach cannot address the 
past, and that the coach should adhere to the stage models and techniques. That 
makes sense for the early stages of a coaching training programme where the as-
piring coach is taking his or her first steps. A novice coach will lack the experience, 
the training and the methods for operating freely and creatively in the coaching 
space. In an externally oriented coaching approach – that leaves out the past – the 
purpose is not to promote any major quantum leaps in awareness, and it is quite 
appropriate to define the purpose of coaching as goal-oriented.
 An experienced coach with additional and more comprehensive training 
typically masters both the past and present as well as a wide range of methods, 
dialogue techniques and tools and has a greater capacity for utilizing the power-
ful potential of coaching to generate awareness and insight. In insight-oriented 
coaching the coach is not guided by a particular stage model or technique but 
has access to many different methods that can be brought into play to generate 
synergy, depending on the individual client’s unique situation and psyche. This lets 
the coach establish the close presence and the bond with the client that form the 
backdrop for the unfolding of coaching as a unique and original journey of discov-
ery.
 In this insight-oriented framework, coaching is viewed as a fundamental 
dialogue-based approach to development that aims to unfold the individual’s in-
sight and personal awareness. The process embraces the whole person and focuses 
on enhancing such qualities as insight and authenticity. The underlying notion is 
that problems cannot only be solved but should be dis-solved or re-solved. In this 
space, solutions result as natural by-products of enhanced awareness rather than 
in the form of forced, reactive action plans in response to confusion, anxiety and 
stress.

Stress coaching – the new mega-trend

Along with the explosive growth of the coaching phenomenon and the parallel 
focus on stress, stress coaching emerged as an independent phenomenon. As the 
term suggests, stress coaching involves coaching people who suffer from stress, 
and the purpose of stress coaching is to help people reduce stress and regain bal-
ance in their life.
 Managers and HR consultants and many external consultants and coaches 
with briefer training backgrounds typically work with externally oriented goal 
coaching; they help individuals identify stress factors and develop action plans 
aimed at reducing these factors. External coaches with a background in psychol-
ogy or therapy typically take an insight-oriented approach, aiming to improve the 
individual’s awareness and mental resilience in combination with the pursuit of 
goals and action plans aimed at stress reduction on the external plane.
 Stress coaching as a discipline is thus used by both managers and HR 
consultants and has also developed into an independent business area for exter-
nal providers, typically practised by coaches, consultants, psychologists etc. Thus, 
‘stress coach’ has now become an independent job title.
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The applicability of coaching

Whether one’s approach is goal-oriented, insight-oriented or both, coaching is not 
the universal answer in every case. Coaching is always aimed at unfolding resourc-
es, insights and possibilities; that is what makes it such an exceptional develop-
ment tool.
 This development effort, however, requires a great deal of the person who 
seeks help through coaching, and far from everyone who seeks coaching has the 
strength and the resources that it takes to relate reflectively to one’s life and sur-
roundings.
 People who for various reasons feel fragile or vulnerable or who are in a 
crisis do not have this strength, and they should under no circumstances receive 
coaching. A person who is in a crisis needs crisis counselling and guidance, which 
requires a very different set of competences from basic coaching qualifications. 
Therefore, many HR functions and external coaches cooperate with psychologists 
to whom they refer clients who fall outside the coaching field or who in other re-
gards have needs that exceed the competences of the coach.

Stress – the modern trauma

One of the most severe causes of personal crises today in the Western world is 
stress. According to figures from the International Labour Organisation (ILO), 75% 
of European employees suffer from stress. 30% of cases where people are unable 
to work are stress-caused, whilst 85% of executives feel increasingly overwhelmed 
by the same problem. 
 Work-related stress in specific is one of the biggest health and safety chal-
lenges that we face in Europe, and studies suggest that 60% of all lost working 
days are related to it. This represents a huge cost in terms of both human distress 
and impaired economic performance2. 
 Workplace stress will rise over the next five years according to eight out of 
ten workers across Europe, a major new EU-OSHA new survey has revealed.
 The survey of 35,000 people in 36 European countries found that 80 per 
cent of people believed that job-related stress would increase, while 52 per cent 
said it would increase “a lot”.
 Results from the survey also showed that 86 per cent agree that good occu-
pational safety and health practices are necessary for a country to remain economi-
cally competitive.

These latest findings support earlier research from EU-OSHA’s survey on new and 
emerging workplace risks.  This showed that 79 per cent of managers think stress 
is an issue in their companies, making stress at work as important as workplace ac-
cidents for companies, the agency said. 

  2. EU-OSHA (European Agency for Safety and Health at Work
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“The financial crisis and the changing world of work is making increased demands 
on workers, therefore it is unsurprising that work-related stress is at the forefront of 
people’s minds,” said Dr Christa Sedlatschek, director of EU-OSHA. 

The typical physical symptoms include elevated blood pressure, heart palpitations, 
chest pressure, insomnia, digestive problems and frequent infections. Emotionally, 
a stress condition is often accompanied by a feeling of inadequacy, nervousness, 
anger, anxiety, depression and fatigue. 

 People suffering from stress who have not experienced physical abuse, tor-
ture or traumatic accidents display the exact same symptoms as people who have. 
Feelings of being overwhelmed, of guilt and of being powerless to act in combina-
tion with serious physical reactions match the symptomatology of someone who 
has suffered, for example, physical abuse and is in a crisis state. This underscores 
how important it is that professionals who practise coaching and therapy in this 
field have the necessary experience, training and insight to work with people who 
are in a crisis state.
 One of the main issues in relation to stress is that it usually takes very dra-
matic physical consequences before the person acknowledges the condition and 
seeks help. Although there is a considerable focus on stress factors and symptoms 
today, a consistent aspect of the stress syndrome is lack of self-awareness and 
being out of touch with oneself and one’s body. Psychologists meet these people 
when they are in a state of dissolution, confused and unable to cope. They hyper-
ventilate, are constipated and sleep poorly. They are often angry with themselves 
and judge themselves harshly.
 Obviously, a person who is in this state is not in a condition to unfold new 
potentials or set goals in a coaching process – he or she is far too vulnerable and 
overwhelmed.

Stress coaching – a contradiction in terms

Stress is not a fad or a buzzword that calls for trendy stress coaching. Stress is a 
serious crisis that afflicts far too many people in the Western world today, some 
of whom never recover enough to fully resume their working life. The condition 
requires professional treatment, and the situation calls for a clear focus on training, 
experience and knowledge in managers and HR consultants as well as the external 
suppliers who offer stress coaching.

In this context, the term ‘stress coaching’ is in itself a contradiction in terms. When a 
person is sick or getting sick because of stress it is not coaching that is required. 
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A person who is getting sick because of stress is in a crisis, and as mentioned 
above, this puts the person off limits to coaching, as coaching is always about ena-
bling alternative possibilities and solutions. In this situation, coaching can push an 
already overwhelmed person even closer to the edge. At best, coaching will fail to 
help the person; at worst it can exacerbate the problem and be a further source of 
stress.
 A person who is getting sick because of stress needs urgent crisis counsel-
ling, ongoing guidance, follow-up and psychoeducation about stress and stress 
symptoms. Stress is a state where self-awareness might be the ultimate goal, but 
where the client needs immediate and specific guidance in handling the  crisis, 
step by step.
 This requires a coach who is trained and specialized in stress and who has 
the necessary experience to be able to “diagnose” the severity and symptoms of 
the condition as well as the person’s psyche and defence mechanisms. It also takes 
a very experienced coach, because he or she needs to abandon the general coach-
ing technique where the coach merely acts as a facilitator and instead do what 
all training programmes tell prospective coaches to avoid: interviewing for data, 
providing instructions and offering advice.
 Only once the immediate crisis is over, and the person has recovered and 
developed renewed resources to draw on is it time for actual coaching. And it is 
only once this coaching process begins that the coach and the client can work on 
generating awareness and solutions. 
 Thus, a stress coach has to be able to strike a balance between coaching 
and instruction and between support and expert counselling, and that requires 
specialized training and many years of experience.

The proper role of stress coaching

Ordinary coaching is great for the many people who simply feel that their everyday 
lives are too busy, and who only show low levels of stress. Goal-oriented coaching 
in particular is effective in relation to early stages of stress, and it is in this sense 
that the concept of stress coaching has its proper role. Although many people 
are sick today because of stress, the vast majority are healthy and able to benefit 
from improving their ability to prioritize and draw up action plans for their life in 
order to reduce the presence of stress factors. In this context, coaching coaching 
is a great tool in the effort to prevent and halt the development of stress before it 
becomes severe.
 That requires a nation of highly self-aware individuals, however, who seek 
help on their own initiative when they sense that they are about to cross a thresh-
old. In fact, these people are the exception. As mentioned above, stress is often not 
acknowledged until it produces very dramatic symptoms, because self-awareness 
and stress do not usually go together. 
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The concept of stress coaching is therefore far from clear-cut, which reflects a 
similar lack of clarity concerning the concept of stress. Thus, ‘stress’ is used collo-
quially by most people to mean they are merely too busy for comfort, while at the 
same time, psychologists, HR professionals and doctors use it as a clinical term and 
diagnosis.
 In relation to early stress and a general sense of being too busy, the general 
concept of stress coaching makes excellent sense. In relation to more severe stress 
conditions, however, possibly involving sick leave, another term might make more 
sense, although in that context too, coaching is always a key part of the process. 
 As we shall see in Chapter 8, the coaching phase in the stress treatment pro-
cess is the most important phase, as this is when the actual learning and transfor-
mation take place. And this transformation is only possible in the framework of the 
coaching principles and their exceptional ethics about the client’s ownership and 
personal responsibility.

Coaching in the border zone

In relation to stress, we are therefore in a border zone where coaching can be both 
effective and helpful, but where it can also be harmful if it is used unreflectively or 
prematurely. And in cases of severe stress, crisis management and expert advice 
should always be brought into play to contain the crisis before any sort of coaching 
can begin.
 This means that the practitioner has to be capable of reaching a diagno-
sis and determining an appropriate process based on this diagnosis. A coach or 
consultant without a background in psychology or other specialized training still 
needs to be specialized in stress to be able to diagnose the stage of the stress dis-
order and then, with integrity, decide either to coach the client or refer him or her 
to a coach who is a trained psychologist or has other specialized training. 
 A manager or HR consultant also needs the proper qualifications to prevent 
stress and to take responsibility for balancing resources and work tasks as well as 
‘diagnosing’ and, in more severe cases, referring individuals to a relevant external 
practitioner. In the coming chapters we will take a closer look at the phenomenon 
of stress in order to draw the map that we will need to navigate when we initiate 
the actual stress coaching process with the client and establish the initial diagnosis.
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