
First impressions in coaching
Over years of observing consulting and coaching 
conversations, both my own and my colleagues’ 
conversations (eg in group supervision), I have 
been amazed by the phenomena occurring just 
at the time when coach and client commence 
their session. 

Once we start paying attention to those  
first moments, which I now believe are rather 
fateful, we can notice a quick succession of 
slightly angular movements. A sharp intake  
of breath, a brusque movement forward or 
(perhaps more often) backward, a stretching of 
the spine, a widening of the eyes, among others. 
One can see these clients’ movements as partly 
in response to the presence of the other, the 
coach or consultant.

In those very first moments of transitioning 
into a personal conversation, it looks as if the 
client gathers herself, demarcates and then 
occupies a space (a bit like we all do when we step 
into a busy elevator or a tiny shop). She focuses 
the mind and seems to look for the right ‘amount’ 
of contact with the coach. The phenomena are  
as diverse as the conversations that unfold, eg 
sometimes eye contact is deliberately sought 
and sometimes the client starts looking away, 
perhaps to find the ‘right’ words more easily. 

In my opinion, those very words, the opening 
words, are also pregnant with meaning. Even if 
they are still about the client’s journey, the 
weather, the news, how we all are or what has 
happened recently, they often prefigure 
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something of what might come later. They give 
us insight into forthcoming issues and ‘the 
organisation in the mind’ of our client.1 Then, 
again, when the client does begin talking about 
what is at stake, the issue or issues she wants 
help with, those very first words often carry 
most of the meaning. I have noticed many times 
that they do not just convey the core problem, 
but its potential solution too. 

In short, I have learned over time that first 
moments can give me a treasure trove of 
impressions as a coach, a wealth of information 
that I can use later. These ‘first impressions’ help 
me to understand what this conversation might 
be about, at a deeper level. First moments help 
me to come up with relevant hypotheses and 
challenges for later in the conversation. 

Here is an example from a recent group 
supervision session. An experienced executive 
coach from Central Europe presented her case 
of a young entrepreneur who is looking for a 
new challenge. Before she launched into her 
narrative, she leaned back on her chair with her 
head bent forward as if in a plea to the group, 
almost seeming to placate the group in some 
way, and she apologised for the quality of  
her English. Some members of the group 
immediately reassured her with gestures and a 
quiet ‘no problem’, and then she took a deep 
breath before beginning to tell us about her 
client. She told the group about several career 
challenges for this client, the most acute one 
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being the tension between his new-found 
career interest and several very lucrative offers 
related to his former business that he had 
founded. He seemed particularly inhibited  
and tempted by a peer group of other more 
successful founders who were offering him 
those lucrative positions not in line with his 
new-found career aspirations. After much back 
and forth and helpful thinking for the executive 
coach, I suddenly remembered how she had 
begun the session, and suggested a hypothesis: 
‘Is your client held back by the need to apologise 
for the lack of success of his former business,  
eg towards the other founders, the way you 
apologised for your English in this group?  
And how is that apologetic stance affecting his 
own development now?’ The coach confirmed 
that this need to apologise, this seeking of 
reassurance, was one of the main features  
of the case and something that did hold the 
client back. 

It is important to remember that the beginning 
of a session, and the beginning of a ‘case 
presentation’, slightly later on, are rather 
anxiety-provoking moments and that the client 
is in transition during those moments, only just 
beginning to settle into a session. She may 
therefore reveal more than she intended, and 
may even want to roll back on what has been 
conveyed or asserted at the very beginning. In 
any case, the client will feel less in ‘control’ than 
potentially later in the session.

However, even if we accept that the 
beginnings of conversations are important,  
they are not always so easy for us as ‘helpers’ to 
attend to. That is because those first moments 
are equally anxiety provoking and transitory  
for us. We are often still trying to settle into the 
session, we feel we need to ‘host’ our clients or 
put them at ease in some way, or we may be filled 

with curiosity, eg about how they have worked 
with the previous session’s outcomes. All of 
these may make us less perceptive and more 
self-conscious, so that we may miss some of 
what might be the most revealing and important 
material of our whole session. 

What we know about first impressions
It is well known that first impressions of a person 
are quickly formed (see, for example, Swider et 
al, 2016).2 They are also long lasting and hard  
to reverse. Apparently, we need up to eight 
‘counterexamples’ to abandon a first impression 
of a person (although reinterpretation of earlier 
impressions helps).3 However, in the special case 
of ‘helping’ conversations, first impressions may 
mask what is more relevant. What matters here 
is not the ‘first impression of the client’ but the 
‘first impression of the nature of this helping 
conversation’. A first impression of the case or 
co-created relationship is not the same as our 
first impression of the other person. I believe Ò 
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 that as coaches we need to relearn working  
with our first impressions. We need to focus 
more on the impressions of the case coming 
through and to make those impressions as 
conscious as we can. 

The client enters the session like a narrator,  
a composer, or, if you wish, a ‘jazz’ improviser of 
her own ‘material’ to be brought to the session. 
No matter how much the client prepares for  
this, it is impossible to start with the eventual 
‘theme’ or ‘motive’ straight away. There will  
have to be some build up towards it, and 
that build up, where the client is often 
searching and gathering courage, 
falling over her own words, reiterating 
and restarting, tells you much more 
about what goes on under the 
surface, the narrative behind the 
client’s story. In other words, in 
helping conversations, the client 
comes up with a chord, a motif, a 
theme or a melody, first in a slightly 
‘raw’ variation, which has many less 
conscious but potentially important 
elements. Then she restates, repeats, 
finds her way deeper into it, starts playing 
with it, modifying it, developing it.

However, in that process, clients are also 
editing their basic theme or request, partly to 
fine-tune and deepen it, partly to make it more 
acceptable, partly adapting it to what they 
perceive the coach’s initial (visceral) response 
has been. The client usually makes their 

view, this beginning moment can be treated the 
same way as dreams, later in analysis. 

I have also noted that the more creative or 
‘weird’ statements of the problem, with quotes, 
slips, metaphors and even negations (‘it is not 
this…’ – in those cases when a very helpful 
hypothesis might be that precisely ‘this’ is true, 
yet at the same time hard to accept4) occur  
more frequently in the client’s first sentences 
than later on. 

Harold Searles also noted how revealing 
those first few moments can be in supervision.5 

Eric Berne suggested that the ‘first three 
minutes’ are key, by spending a whole chapter  
on them in his handbook of group therapy.6 
There are other important phenomena to do 
with the start of the work or a session, such  
as pre-transference7and building a working 
alliance. Even if they fall in the middle of a 
session, time and time again those first few 
moments of a new client presentation give me 
food for reflection. And there is more: the fact 
that I am sitting there reflecting on those initial 
moments also helps me not to interrupt my  
client too early – which tells me that they are  
a ‘quick win’ in helping conversations in more 
ways than one.  

material less risqué in that process, less 
revealing and less ‘shameful’. This is why the 
first impressions are so important for coaches. 
The editing or censoring process tends to bury 
some of what is at stake, in order to make it 
(seem) more presentable or mature, putting 
away or ignoring some of the real ambiguity, 
ambivalence, concern or need for help that 
brought the client to the conversation in the 
first place. In my experience, this happens not 
just once but again and again, for every new 
theme, and for every new thought on the 
current theme. The sooner we can register 
some of what was initially there, the more work 
we will be able to do with the client. 

Before one particular coaching session, I came 
directly from a business meeting and was 
wearing a suit and a tie. My client’s initial words 
were: ‘You are very professional today’. Thirty 
minutes into the session, he told me that his 
boss had told him he needed to be a ‘more 
professional manager’. This became a key topic 
in the coaching session and it had made its 
presence immediately with the first words my 
client expressed. Yet it took us both a long time 
to remember those words and identify them as 
key to the issues we were exploring.

 

When we arrived at the consulting room, I was 
held back a moment by the receptionist. When  
I arrived in the room itself, my client had already 
installed himself, but in my chair. He said he 
wanted a ‘change in perspective’ and to see  
the world from my place, but also that he felt 
apprehensive about doing that. I sat down in 
the chair he had left for me and we started our 
two-hour session. Most of the time was taken 
up by a situation he found himself in on a Board, 
where he had recently accepted the role of 
non-executive Chair. One month into that job, 
he was beginning to get suspicions that there 
were problems in the business with cash-flow. 
However, every time he had inquired and  
even offered the services of a controller from 
his own company, the overworked CEO had 
cancelled the meetings or said he was ‘too 
tired’. We looked at the situation from many 
angles, but the conversation became really 
animated, and I believe, mutative, when my 
client realised he had allowed the relationship 
with the CEO to ‘reverse’. He was trying to look 
after the CEO and doing his bidding, and at the 
same time he was not being treated as the 
CEO’s direct line manager at all. He made an 
association with the very first meeting in his 
role of Chair, where the previous Chair had been 
present, and the CEO had opened with: ‘This 
will now have to be only half an hour, because  
I have other meetings coming up’. He started to 
wonder aloud for the first time whether that 
was appropriate for the CEO to do, on meeting 
his boss for the very first time, to curtail a 
meeting that had been scheduled for an hour.  
A little later we made the link with the concrete 
‘reversal of roles’ (or at least seats) in which we 
were working. After that, we could move into  
a very fertile part of the session where we 
realised other ‘role reversals’ in the career  
and life of this client, the new Chair. 

When I look back on the session, I realise  
we were both experiencing the main issue well 
before we got into it; well before we started  
to have some understanding of it, right at the 
moment when we were both sitting down.  
The actual case had only been raised after 
nearly half an hour. 

For me, this helpful, revelatory moment at the 
beginning of a session is by no means the only 
one. There are many later moments in a session, 
of similar import. The client may move on  
to a new topic, or may pause to respond to 
something or to provide new information  
about the current topic. Either way, the ‘opening 
gambit’, those first few words of the client,  
will normally be the place where we can intuit 
what the client might be most concerned  
about, or where the core ambivalences lie.  
The feeling in the room at that first moment  
will give us good access to any transference 
feelings of the client at the time – to the 
unconscious patterns that are brought into  
this session from other relationships, such  
as the one that the client is talking about. 

Freud wrote about the many ways we can 
intuit what goes on under the surface, in the 
unconscious: slips, lapses, automatic actions, 
mistakes, humour, jokes, and then of course  
the ‘royal road into the unconscious’: dreams.4 
Yet here is another that has not been written 
about so widely and is readily available in every 
conversation: those opening moments when 
there is no smooth back-and-forth, no full 
conversation yet. This is the freshest, liveliest, 
truest moment of any case presentation. In my 
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