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Dr Erik de Haan is director of Ashridge’s 
Centre for Coaching and a senior 
organisation development consultant at 
Ashridge Consulting. He can be contacted 
at erik.dehaan@ashridge.org.uk.
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Erik de Haan 
continues his series  
on the essential library 
of the executive coach, 
looking at Heron’s 
Helping the Client

Why in the library
John Heron’s 1975 book 
Helping the Client has become 
a classic in ‘helping the coach’. 
Generations of managers have 
improved their coaching styles 
with its help. It presents six 
forms of helping behaviour 
that can be adopted when 
working with a client. Three 

of the six (prescriptive, informa-
tive and confronting) are defined 
as authoritative and practitioner-
centred, and the other three (sup-
portive, catalytic and cathartic) as 
facilitative and client-centred. 

A personal reading 
I like to present Heron’s six cat-
egories in a specific way that links 
them with my own four (altogether 
different) stances towards coach-
ing. For this purpose, I’d like to add 
to Heron’s dimension of ‘who is 
central’ to the interaction (client-
directed vs coach-directed) another 
dimension, which remains more 
implicit in his book: the dimension 
of ‘challenge’ vs ‘support’, as seen in 
Figure 1 below.

This opens up the following 
field of helping behaviours, where 
Heron’s categories are included in 
the ovals. Four altogether different 
stances towards coaching fall into 
the four quadrants of this figure: 
problem-focused, solution-focused, 

person-focused and insight-focused 
coaching.

Those same quadrants are good 
indicators for the personality of a 
coach. I have found a strong link 
between the preferred coaching 
focus and the dominant function 
(according to Jung and Myers-
Briggs) in the personality of the 
coach. Generally, people with 
a dominant ‘F’ (Feeling) or ‘N’ 
(Intuition) function are statistically 
more drawn towards the counsellor’s 
and coach’s professions. Coaches 
with a dominant Thinking (‘T’) 
function have a preference for prob-
lem-focused coaching; those with a 
dominant Intuition (‘N’) function 
prefer solution-focused coach-
ing; while those with a dominant 
Feeling (‘F’) function express a pref-
erence for person-focused coaching, 
and those with a dominant Sensing 
(‘S’) function express a preference 
for insight-focused coaching.

The diagonals in the figure 
acquire a relevant meaning of their 
own. The diagonal pointing from 
insight- to solution-focused coach-
ing is the Time dimension, where 
insight-focused coaches devote 
more attention to the here and now 
of this session. Solution-focused 
coaches tend to look forward to 
what might change from now on. 
The other diagonal can be seen as 
an indicator of so-called Depth of 
Intervention, where person-focused 
coaches tend to focus on more 
personal levels of intervention than 
problem-focused coaches.

Why I think it’s inspirational
The value of Helping the Client lies 
in its detail. The book lists a variety 
of specific supporting behaviours for 
each category of intervention, and 
it also lists manifold ways in which 
each of the categories may fail. 

In this way John Heron supports 
and challenges coaches to consist-
ently improve our behaviours with 
clients.  
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Figure 1

My favourite 
way of 
depicting 
Heron’s 
six forms 
of helping 
behaviour


