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Developmental Coaching:
Coaching that Transforms

Norio Suzuki, Ph.D.

Associate Director, Human Resources; Co-founder of Interkannections

As pointed out by Robert Kegan of the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, two major factors are necessary for 
people to achieve change or transformation, namely: support 
and challenge. Unless people are provided with adequate 
support, they can be overwhelmed and crushed when they 
are placed in difficult circumstances for long periods of time. 
Conversely, if people are not sufficiently challenged and left 
in easy roles for extended periods, the lack of opportunity to 
fully demonstrate their abilities can make them complacent. 

The rapidly increasing complexity of our living environment 
today is, for many, a crucible of challenge and distress, bringing 
a high level of uncertainty to even the most familiar work 
routines. Coaching serves as an important support system 
to help people adapt to these such encompassing challenges.

When our life conditions change dramatically, we are 
required to re-evaluate what has served as the foundation of 
our existence – for example, experiences, philosophy, beliefs, 
convictions and methods – and modify them as necessary. 
Such fundamental re-evaluation can be experienced as an 
act of taking apart and reconstructing the self.

Developmental psychologists describe this kind of 
experience as “death and rebirth,” and in reality, many people 

are forcefully thrown into such experience. We may experience 
this when we are stripped bare of the self-confidence we have 
always possessed, for instance, upon our first experience 
living overseas or when we are painfully reminded of our own 
powerlessness and vulnerability as we are confronted with 
an unforeseen crisis. This kind of overwhelming experience 
can be described as an existential crisis.

When our life conditions change so drastically, human 
beings confront the challenge of acquiring new knowledge 
or skills. However, beyond the inadequacy of one’s existing 
knowledge and skills for the new environment, what is called 
into question is the purpose of our very existence itself. As 
existential psychologist Rollo May stated, the fundamental 
problem in these situations is not what one possesses, but 
rather the very existence that we call “I”. What must be 
resolved is the fragility, the insignificance, the immaturity, 
and the obstinacy of the self.

However, when we prematurely try to find solutions 
without recognizing what lies at the heart of these problems, 
we become myopically engrossed in collecting knowledge 
and techniques that promise a way out. In other words, we 
become intent on acquiring new contents and disregard the 

Coaching has been introduced in a wide range of fields in Japan, and seems to have established its place as an effective 
method of development in HR. A variety of approaches based on different theories and philosophies are available in the market, 
providing valuable support to people facing issues and problems in their daily work and life. In this column, I would like to 
introduce some of the basic contours of developmental coaching, from Europe and the U.S., designed to engender in-depth 
transformation.
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importance of expanding our personality – or what could 
also be called our capacity – which is the very subject that 
integrates and utilizes these knowledge and techniques.
Without a solid foundation, it is simply impossible to 
make effective use of any knowledge, techniques, skills, or 
technology, however sophisticated they may be.

If the issues and problems we face could be dealt with 
through the simple acquisition of new knowledge and 
techniques, we would be able to handle them by studying 
relevant books and papers, and without the use of expensive 
services such as executive coaching. In short, these issues 
and problems could be resolved just by maintaining our 
existing capacity.

However, amid the changes of collective life conditions 
today, are challenges that cannot be confronted without 
deepening the capacity of our personality (if they could they 
would not be understood as issues that warrant our attention 
in the first place). And it would seem that the ultimate utility 
of coaching is that it can potentially facilitate this kind of 
in-depth transformation of human beings.      

As developmental psychologist Susanne Cook-Greuter 
(2005) points out, the great majority of development and 
change in adulthood happens within the limits of existing 
capacity. Authentic transformation of capacity is, in actuality, 
an extremely rare occurrence, as it usually takes at least five 
years to complete the process (Kegan, 1998) – and requires 
both support and challenge that are appropriate at specific 
stages of transformation. To date, the writer has supported a 
large number of people as a coach, but has only  very rarely 
been able to observe this kind of in-depth transformation 
in clients.     

Understood in terms of a developmental stage in adulthood, 
transformation is intrinsically extremely difficult to achieve 
so it is quite natural that it is a rare occurrence. However, 
there is another crucial contributing factor – namely, few 
coaches acknowledge this kind of transformation as a 
natural experience in adulthood, and even fewer are actually 
equipped with the ability to provide appropriate support to 
achieve it. The problem also lies with organizational support 
for such initiatives.  

In any event, what is urgently needed today is that both 
coaches and coachees share an awareness of the potential for 
in-depth transformation of personality and a framework to 
provide the appropriate support system. The sense of impasse 
resulting from the lack of this awareness is quite severe. It 
entraps HR professionals into the familiar and outdated 
approaches that only seek competency development.  
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