
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  

“Don’t do it – sit there!” 
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Myth buster

 0 | 0

A
few years ago, a good friend of mine 
told me her laptop had died. She’d 
had a run of bad luck that year, and 
was extra upset that her computer 

had failed. I lent her the money to replace it. 
The new laptop turned out to be even more of 

a problem. From time to time, she would say she 
wished she hadn’t bought it so soon – it even 
caused friction between us. 

Talking about it some time afterwards, I 
‘confessed’ that part of the reason for the loan 
was my diffi culty in being with the discomfort of 
her feelings, and wanting to do something to get 
away from it. She agreed: “Yes, it felt like you 
weren’t able to be present to my feelings, as 
much as you were looking for an escape hatch.”

As I thought about this, I remembered a 
situation years ago, when 
my dad was annoyed 
about a broken radio. I 
offered that he could use 
mine. “Why?”, he asked. 
“To keep you quiet,” was 
my rather stupid 
response. But now, looking back, I can see that it 
was another ‘escape hatch’.

It made me refl ect on how I might get caught 
into doing this when I’m coaching. If a client is 
really struggling with some issue, or anxious to 
fi nd a solution, I have to be wary of the danger 
of trying to escape my discomfort. 

When I’m training or assessing coaches, I often 
notice a coach moving towards trying to fi nd an 
‘answer’ after a client reports some challenging 
issue. My fi rst question of the coach will be about 
what was going on for the coach while the client 
was speaking about their challenges. Nine times 
out of ten, they will say they felt uncomfortable 
with staying with the client in those diffi cult 
feelings or stuck-ness, and wanted to move on, or 

‘come up with something’ ; it wasn’t OK just to 
stay there and explore the space.

And, yet, I still remember vividly one coaching 
conversation when a client was feeling very 
stuck. I was aware of how much I wanted to 
‘move her on’, to help her fi nd some way out of 
her stuck-ness. She was getting annoyed with me 
for not being able to give her a solution, so the 
pressure was external and internal. And yet, I was 
able to sit on my urge to do something. There 
was a long (well, it felt like it) period of 
uncomfortable silence, but slowly the client 
started to speak again. Her mood lightened, and 
she became animated about new possibilities. 

At the end of the session, she thanked me, 
especially for “not trying to fi x me”, and “for 
staying with me in the diffi cult place we got to”. 

If only I’d remembered that conversation when 
my friend called about her laptop. As the Buddhist 
koan has it, “Don’t just do something, sit there”! ■

Reflections
What happens to you when you are coaching 
someone who is stuck, or anxious to fi nd a way 
out of their situation? What do you notice about 
your body? Your breathing? If you experience 
discomfort, where do you go with that? What, 
if any, are your escape hatches or ways to exit? 
How can you build your capacity to stay there, 
and to stay there longer?
● Aboodi Shabi is delivering a keynote 
address at Coaching at Work’s conference 
on 11 July. 

Why do 
we need 
an ‘escape 
hatch’ when 
dealing with 
stuck clients?   
Stay with 
them, and 
try exploring  
the space 
instead

Aboodi Shabi is head of 
coaching and training for 
Newfi eld Europe www.
newfi eldeurope.com. 
Read his (occasionally) 
provocative blogs at 
www.aboodishabi.com

DON’T DO IT – SIT THERE!
ABOODI SHABI

         If a client is really struggling 
with some issue, I have to be wary 
of trying to escape my discomfort
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