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75 Coach Ques-ons Answered
I’ve been training crea.vity coaches for the past ﬁ6een years and
working as a crea.vity coach for the past thirty years. During the
trainings, coaches-in-training respond to the lessons I provide and o6en
begin coaching their ﬁrst clients, usually via email coaching, which has
the great beneﬁt of allowing coaches to carefully think through how
they want to respond to what their clients present.
Naturally coaches-in-training have many ques.ons as they begin their
journey to work independently as crea.vity coaches. I invite coaches-intraining to post their ques.ons to the training group via email and I
endeavor to answer them. From these many hundreds of ques.onsand-answers I’ve selected seventy-ﬁve characteris.c ones to include
here, ques.ons-and-answers that I think you’ll ﬁnd valuable and
informa.ve. Please enjoy!
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1. Interrup-ng your client’s “usual story”
Coach-in-training ques.on:
I’ve been feeling like my clients some.mes go on and on with their
stories and I just want to interrupt them and say, “Enough already!” But
is that sort of interrup.ng permiMed? Is it a good idea or a bad idea?
My response:
Indeed, it is absolutely permiMed, though of course you wouldn’t say
that <smile>. What clients some.mes need is a certain kind of
“interrup.on.” Is it suppor.ve to let our client stubbornly “tell her
story” over and over again? Probably not so much. We do not want to
get seduced, deﬂected, or bogged down by the story-telling abili.es of
our clients, who some.mes have honed and perfected their stories and
now repeat them without any real investment in what they are saying.
For us to invest in a “canned” story is to misplace our energy.
For instance, a client may have a long story about what happened to
make her ﬁrst CD unsuccessful. Rather than “do anything” with that
story, our approach might be to ask “What did you learn from that
experience?” or “What do you want to do diﬀerently this .me?” or “Do
you feel healed enough to try again?” We are interested in the person
telling the story, not in the story per se, and our interest in the person
some.mes means that we ask a single simple, eloquent, rhetorically
strong ques.on rather than rush around trying to respond to every
aspect of a client’s story.
Don’t imagine that you are “being rude” if you carefully interrupt your
client and bring him back to the here-and-now. Yes, you must learn how
to do that carefully; but once you’ve mastered that tac.c, you can help
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clients make a great deal of progress, since suddenly they will actually
be focusing on “now” and not on the past

2. She talks about everything else!
CIT:
How do you navigate a client who will talk about everything going on in
their lives—except their crea.ve work? Although I'm not presently
seeing clients, this scenario arose during mentoring a new writer a
while ago. Whenever I asked a ques.on about the work, her response
would quickly gravitate towards the latest drama with her husband/
boss/parking warden. I was unsure how to deal with this, and I have a
feeling it might arise in future coaching.
EM:
Naturally this happens <smile> as clients have come to us because they
are having problems ge_ng their crea.ve work done, are resistant,
anxious and so on, and would o6en rather talk about anything than
their crea.ve work and their commitments around their crea.ve work.
The complete secret here is to relax and not try to engage in heavy
li6ing. A client is too heavy to li6! Addi.onally, we can try to get very
simple agreements in place, like “How many days would you like to
write this week?” If a client hems and haws and won’t give you a
straight answer, you can say, “Yes, wow, that’s a lot going on in your life,
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but I don’t think I heard the number—so, how many days would you
like to write this week?”
If you were doing life coaching you might be more mandated to go “all
over the place” with your client, but since this is crea.vity coaching you
can fall back on your simpler mandate and keep returning to the central
ques.on: “What would you like to get done this week, what might get
in the way of ge_ng that work done, and what do you want to do about
those things that might get in the way?” Our client may try to distract
us so as not to have to create; it is our job to maintain our focus.

3. Such a long list of things!
CIT:
I have a client who sent me a long list of things she has to ﬁt into her
life: exercise, domes.c chores, one day a week of work, yoga,
medita.ng, .me with her husband, social .me, volunteering, etc. At the
end of the list she wrote, “crea.ng (some.mes).” Ques.on: What she
says she wants is to create “beMer work habits.” I am looking for a
gentle way to ask her if she is willing to put her art ﬁrst. Is that the right
approach?
EM:
There are many approaches to take here but let me describe one
important one. That is to ask her the simple ques.on, “Since that’s
probably too much to squeeze into a week, what do you want to reduce
or give up in order to get to your crea.ve work?”
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That will shock and disturb a client, who will never have really thought
through what she might have to give up in order to create. And it will
get her thinking. Whatever she replies, nega.ve or posi.ve, you can bet
that you got her thinking. By being real with a client in this way you are
also saying between the lines, “Look, let’s get real, do you want to do
your crea.ng or not?”
As I say, there are many ways to chat with a client about “pu_ng
crea.vity ﬁrst” but one good way is to point out that only so much can
get done in life—and in any given week—and that your client will have
to make choices and priori.ze. She won’t ﬁnd this easy—but most
clients need to hear this “hard” news.

4. I have no -me!
CIT:
All my clients are telling me that they have no .me to do the things that
they say that they want to do. I’m sure this is preMy much true – so,
how can I help if they just don’t have the .me?
EM:
There is never a perfect .me to create, as we are always in the middle
of things, including our own formed personality <smile>; and a lack of
.me is never the complete issue, whether it’s a client saying she has no
.me to write or us saying we have no .me to build our coaching
prac.ce.
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One of the ways that our clients avoid doing their work is to fall back on
the “.me” issue: that there just isn’t enough .me in the day to do
everything they want to do. There is always a measure of truth in such a
concern, o6en a really large measure, but I never let “I don’t have the
.me” stand as the issue. There is virtually no one who doesn’t watch
an hour of television a day; and in a way that’s the end of the
discussion.
If you don’t want to trade that hour of television for an hour of crea.ng,
not wan.ng to trade is the issue. Maybe you’re too .red and can only
watch television. Then being too .red is the issue. Maybe you’ve spent
your brain cells on your day job. Then spending your brain cells is the
issue. Maybe you husband makes a face as you head for the studio.
Then your rela.onship with your husband is the issue.
There is simply no one who doesn’t have an hour a day available for
crea.ng, so we can’t let .me stand as the issue. We have to (gently,
carefully, but energe.cally) get out from behind that convenient excuse
and look at what is really going on! This is a face of support: not le_ng
“.me” stand as the issue, even if a client presents that as “the” issue.
The .me issue is naturally most pressing for someone with a day job
(which includes raising kids). When a client has a day job (or more than
one day job), I ﬁrst acknowledge that reality and then say, “That
probably means that you will have to create ﬁrst thing each morning,
before you go oﬀ to work, as trying to create when you get home is so
darned diﬃcult, given that most of our brain cells are gone by that
point.”
I try to sell clients on crea.ng ﬁrst thing each day, as that is the single
most important change they can make in the movement from not
crea.ng to crea.ng. If a client responds (as most will), “I’m not a
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morning person” or “That would mean I would have to get up at four in
the morning” my response is, “What is your art worth?”
Even for clients who are willing to make this change, the change usually
takes weeks and even months to ins.tute, so I like to keep monitoring a
client’s progress in that regard by checking in: “How has trying to get up
early to write worked for you this week?” This is one face of support!

5. They won’t do my exercises!
CIT:
I have two clients right now and I'm ﬁnding with both of them that I
respond to what they bring up with exercises they can try (for example,
I've suggested mantras, thought-subs.tu.on, ge_ng a snow-globe,
hushing and holding, wri.ng ﬁrst thing in the morning, etc.). They both
write back, say “Great idea!,” and then they don't do it (or at least tell
me they couldn't get to it when I check in with them). Then I scramble
to try something else. I feel like I'm not ge_ng anywhere with either of
them so I guess my ques.on is how do you coach people who won't do
the work!?
EM:
I have two sugges.ons. First, I would simply say to the client, “Sorry you
couldn’t get to it this week. Want to try again next week?” That is, if a
client “agrees” that an exercise sounds worthwhile but doesn’t get to it,
you can play on the idea that she has claimed that it is worthwhile and
just ask her to try again.
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A second approach is to ask a ques.on of the following sort, said in
your own way: “I wonder if exercises of the sort I’m presen.ng are
really useful to you or would it be beMer if we focused in some other
area or some other way?” That is, you might want to get “client buy in”
on whether or not she really thinks that exercises maMer to her—and if
they really don’t, then you need to know what might maMer more.
So, to repeat, two approaches would be to simply invite her to try again
or to wonder aloud whether she ﬁnds the exercises valuable and, if she
doesn’t, to ask what she thinks she might like to try instead.

6. What about nega-ve thinking?
CIT:
What do you think is the most eﬀec.ve/prac.cal way for us to help
ourselves and our clients overcome/change the nega.ve thoughts/
wrong thinking that plays on the automa.c tape in our minds?
EM:
One simple thing to say to a client who has presented a true-butnega.ve thought (like, “Wow, there are so many writers out there!) is,
“Did thinking that serve you?” Not “Was that true?” but “Did that serve
you?” If you can get clients to begin to understand that one of their
most important jobs is to “only think thoughts that serve them,” you
will have helped a lot!
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Second, you can present some simple “tac.c for changing thoughts” like
the following one: “You know, there’s a preMy simple three-step process
for dealing with nega.ve thoughts: 1. Hear what you’re saying. 2.
Dispute those uMerances that need dispu.ng. 3. Subs.tute more
aﬃrma.ve talk. Okay? Want to try that?”
These two ideas together can help a lot!

7. My client just ﬁred me
CIT:
I thought that I was using a sound coaching technique explaining to my
client that I don't know how to help her unless she opens up and shares
with me, answers some of the ques.ons in her achievement journal
and sets at least one goal. Next thing I know, she tells me she is going to
quit coaching as I can't help her. She oﬀered to con.nue to pay for the
next two months to honor her contract, but I told her no, that if she is
not using my service, I don't want her to pay. Should I have done that?
Or should I have allowed her to send two checks a month as she
suggested? And what could I have done to save this client?
EM:
Some percentage of our clients will be demanding, diﬃcult, resistant,
and so on; some will be anxious and defensive; some will only “think
they want to create” and not really want to do the hard work of
crea.ng; and so on. This means that some percentage of our clients will
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simply want to walk away, perhaps a6er complaining about us ﬁrst
<smile>.
So, the ﬁrst point is: do not take a client complaining or needing to walk
away personally. Yes, maybe we could have done “more” or “something
diﬀerent”—but OUR CLIENT MUST DO THE WORK. Clients really can’t
be “saved”—mo.vated, perhaps, nudged in the right direc.on,
perhaps, and so on, but not “saved” <smile>.
As to payment, I personally think that it is a good idea not to take “more
money” in those circumstances. That’s a personal decision and I know
many therapists and coaches who “demand” that their clients “honor
their commitment” even though a client has le6 or wants to leave. But I
don’t personally like that approach and don’t do it myself.

8. When clients don’t respond
CIT:
I’ve been doing email coaching with my clients and most of them have
fallen silent. What’s going on??
EM:
One of the ways that the shadows in our clients’ lives play themselves
out is by not responding to us at all.
Remember that a client who could use help and who wants help may
nevertheless be habituated to not asking for help and not being able to
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accept help. That is why you should take client silence not to mean that
you have done anything wrong or that the client is not mo.vated but
that any number of things may be going on, including the possibility
that the client simply can’t ask for what he wants.
For this reason, be persistent with clients who don’t reply to your email
or who reply in a terse and perfunctory way. You might say, for
instance: “I’m here to help and I’d love to have you tell me what help
you need. Will you do that?” You don’t have to try to interpret a
client’s silence or responses by saying something like “I wonder if you
ﬁnd it hard to ask for help?”, as a ques.on of that sort can feel oﬀpu_ng. The beMer course is simply to say, “I am here to help. What
help could you use?”
Don’t let silence stop you. Just gently say hello and invite your client to
“come on back.” Do remember that this “opportunity” for coaching will
strike many of your clients as scary. Finally, they have to confront their
own defenses, failures, tricks, disappointments, and so on.
Especially for this reason, that it may scare your clients to begin, do not
take a client’s ini.al silence or ongoing lack of responsiveness to mean
that he is not interested or that you are doing something wrong. It is
much more likely that he IS interested and that you are doing NOTHING
wrong but that he is petriﬁed about encountering his crea.vity issues.
Keep being gentle and insistent, even if you are ge_ng complete
silence, and keep checking in with “I am here and eager to be of any
help that I can. Let me know how I can help.” Coaches in previous
trainings have some.mes not heard from clients for ten or twelve
weeks!—and then the client will check in with one chagrined excuse or
another, an excuse that can be translated as “I’m sorry, I was just too
afraid.”
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The basic response to not hearing from clients is to re-contact them and
keep re-contac.ng them un.l they cry, “No more!” You want to give
them a chance to work with their own doubts and fears and “come
around” to agreeing to coaching, so each follow-up email should be
gentle, invi.ng, and reassuring.
Even if they say no, you want to read between the lines and see what
kind of no it is, whether it is one that is very close to yes and might
change to a yes with one more carefully-worded email. Remember, this
is something they really, really want to do—it’s just that they also have
many reasons for not beginning.

9. Anxiety, anxiety
CIT:
This is a self-coaching and a client coaching ques.on. What sugges.ons,
ques.ons, exercises, etc. do you have that can help someone discern
between the physical or "gut" reac.on that comes a) as a genuine and
self-protec.ve response to something they need to stay away from
(doing/saying/heeding in some way), or b) from fear that surrounds
something challenging, but that really should be done/said/heeded in
some way in order to grow personally or professionally? The physical
reac.on is the same but might have diﬀerent origins or triggers. So how
does one tell which is the authen.c source?
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EM:
Great ques.on! There is no perfect answer here; what I tend to do is
the following. I remind folks that our nervous system is not built to do a
great job dis.nguishing between excitement and anxiety—adrenalin
gets poured into our system in both cases—and so it is wise not to
always suppose that we are anxious or afraid when we have certain
feelings: we might actually be excited! This message helps clients begin
to “re-think” their own feelings and reac.ons and reframe some of
them more posi.vely.
Second, I suggest to all clients that crea.ng will make them anxious or
afraid some percentage of the .me and so it is on their shoulders to
acquire at least one anxiety management tool that actually works for
them—to not just know about it or have read about it but to actually
prac.ce it and own it (I’ve done a whole book on this: Mastering
Crea.ve Anxiety). So, to repeat, there are no easy answers here but
there are nevertheless quite real and important sugges.ons that we can
make.

10. What about taking notes?
CIT:
This is kind of a silly ques.on but I’m going to ask it anyway. I am
wondering if you might have some general advice about the
prac.cali.es of keeping notes on clients. I am very new to coaching,
and I am ﬁnding that when I am talking with my clients in person, my
aMen.on is completely absorbed by the conversa.on and trying to keep
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it focused and helpful. I am not remembering everything that was said
during the session and feel like I should be making notes for myself. This
would be easier if I were coaching by phone or email, but I am coaching
face-to-face. Do you have any prac.cal advice about making notes in a
way that is not intrusive to the process?
EM:
Personally, I am not a note-taker, either during or a6er client sessions,
and I have never been, even when I was a therapy intern 30 years ago.
But of course, that is just a personal choice!
Because of the way I work nowadays, which includes email work, I
always have a running account of what we’ve been working on—I think
that’s one of the great virtues of including email work as part of your
“coaching package,” because you end up with a lot of informa.on at
your ﬁnger.ps, should you want or need to refer to that informa.on. If I
didn’t have all of that email correspondence then I might think
diﬀerently about taking notes—but as it is, I have no par.cular need for
notes.
If a coach did want to take notes, I would probably suggest not taking
them during a session, since that both breaks your own concentra.on
and makes a client wonder “Why did she write THAT down?” Rather, I
would take maybe a minute or two or three right a6er the session to
make some quick notes. If I felt the need to take notes, I would
probably do it that way. But, as I say, I personally don’t feel that need;
which isn’t to say that any given coach might not think diﬀerently about
this and decide to keep brief or detailed notes.
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11. What about coaching rela-ves?
CIT:
My ques.on is, would you or do you coach people who are related to
you?
EM:
Well, there are really two ques.ons here: what do I do and what do I
think you should do <smile>.
Personally, I indeed coach people close to me. For example, I have
helped our younger daughter through the process of wri.ng a
nonﬁc.on book, ge_ng the book published, and eﬀec.vely promo.ng
it. But I am very prac.ced and very careful <smile>. So, although I do
coach rela.ves, I would probably advise most new coaches not to coach
rela.ves: family rela.ons are hard enough already! (That’s the subject
of one of my books, Overcoming Your Diﬃcult Family.)
On the other hand, if someone close to you is struggling and you
believe you could be of help, it would be something of a shame not to
be of help. So, I think I must sit on the fence on this one. I can see a real
downside and a real upside to coaching a rela.ve, which probably
means that the par.cular context and situa.on would determine
whether it’s a good idea or not. You might help; you might create
resentments; you might do both at once! This is a very tricky territory
with no easy answers.
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12. Just being interested
CIT:
I am very interested in my clients but I also worry that I’m not doing
enough. Somehow, I think that just being interested is a value in and of
itself; what do you think about that?
EM:
I agree! An important part of our job is just being interested. You don’t
have to worry how to respond if you are really interested: you will ﬁnd
yourself naturally saying things like, “Gee, that sounds hard, tell me
more about that,” “Wow, that was brave of you, how did that work
out?”, “Boy, that was a hard choice you made—what went into your
thinking on that?”, and so on. This may not sound like coaching but it is
exactly coaching.
Just think about how many (or how few) people take a genuine interest
in what you do. For many of our clients that number will be very small
or even zero. So, your very interest is super-refreshing and important
and will generate some new hope in your client: the hope that maybe
others will also take an interest in her down the road. It may prove a
stretch for a given coach to actually be interested <smile>, especially on
days when we are .red, over-busy, upset that we are not ge_ng to our
crea.ve work, and so on, but hopefully you can muster interest even on
those days—since taking an interest is one of the founda.onal elements
of support.
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13. Small steps and bigger steps
CIT:
I know that it’s a good idea to suggest to clients that they take small
steps, so as not to overwhelm themselves. But what about the bigger
steps that they want to tackle? How can those be approached?
EM:
It is not unusual for a client to have so much going on in her life that she
is literally mentally, physically, and emo.onally unable to proceed with
her crea.ve work. If we focus on small steps and small successes, that
can help. So can helping a client break down the big steps confron.ng
her into steps that are smaller and more manageable.
A big step might be to get her studio space in order. A small step is to
enter the studio and visit there for a few minutes. A second small step
might be to make one decision about where something in the studio
can be stored or about what one thing in the studio can be thrown out.
Both our clients and we might wish that things could proceed more
rapidly than this: but small steps successfully accomplished really do
build momentum. A good ques.on that it never hurts to ask a client:
“What small steps would you like to try to get your pain.ng [or
whatever] going again?”
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14. Less is more
CIT:
Some.mes I feel that I am not saying very much in my email responses
to clients. Should I be worried that a response of mine is preMy brief? Is
that necessarily a problem?
EM:
Not at all! It is good for us to remember not to bombard our clients with
too many ideas and too many words. Remember: less really is more in
coaching.
Let me repeat one of my main messages, that as a rule less is more in
email coaching. In general, a short, careful, smart, on-point email from
a coach, even if it is only three lines long, will prove of much more value
to a client than a two-page email ﬁlled with heart-felt compassion and
brilliant ideas.
That isn’t to say that we must always or even o6en limit ourselves to
responding brieﬂy. Especially for the sake of learning, you may well
want to try your hand at wri.ng out your thoughts at length, really as
much to clarify them for yourself as to ar.culate them for your client.
But, as prac.ce if nothing else, every so o6en make it a point to send a
really brief response to a client, to test out how that feels and to learn
how clients respond to succinctness.
Rather than sending a client a list of issues she might want to work on,
which usually has a daun.ng feel and makes us want to stubbornly
shout, “I won’t work on any of them!”, it’s probably a beMer idea to
choose an issue that you think is worth working on and suggest it to
your client as the focus of your work.
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This can sound like, “You brought up a lot of things that you want to
work on. I think that x might be a good star.ng point. Can we focus on
that?” The phrase “can we focus on that?” is diﬀerent from “what do
you think about focusing on that?” The former is a form of leading, the
laMer forces your client to think through her many issues and decide if
she likes your choice. Either is ﬁne: some.mes you may want to lead
and some.mes you may want to follow. But in either event, do try your
hand at being brief, even if it feels odd to be doing “so liMle.”

15. How would you like to be coached?
CIT:
I wonder if it's appropriate at the beginning of coaching a client to ask
them how they would like to be coached. Drill Sergeant? Cheerleader?
Kindly Aunt? Or all three? I've posted this ques.on to my two trial
clients -- haven't received an answer yet.
EM:
Well, if they do happen to like one sort of way of being coached and
they tell you that, then you just got limited <smile>. So, I would
probably not personally ask such a ques.on. What I do say all the .me
is that I am oﬀering “support and accountability,” which kind of
announces that you can expect some cheerleading and also some drill
sergeant energy <smile>.
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In general, I think it is beMer to operate the way that you intend to
operate rather than asking a client how he or she would like you to be.
First, I suspect that clients wouldn’t really know how to answer; and
second, if they do answer and announce their “preferred you,” well,
then you just got a bit obligated to ﬁt into that round hole, even if you
are a square peg!

16. Wrapping up sessions
CIT:
My ques.on is, how do you wrap up conversa.ons? That's what I have
the hardest .me with. I want to stay within the .me frame we have
allowed for, and then conversa.ons seem to keep lingering. I want to
know how to ﬁnish the conversa.on professionally without it feeling
abrupt.
EM:
That’s a great ques.on. I typically use one or another of the following
three approaches:
“Jane, let me interrupt us for a second and summarize, since we’re
ge_ng near the end of our .me together. First, you intend to do x.
Second, you intend to do y. Third, you intend to do z. Do I have that
right?”
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“Jane, hold on a second, we’re ge_ng very near the end of our .me
together. Is there anything we haven’t touched on that we should touch
on for a minute?”
“Jane, unfortunately we have to be stopping. But I’m preMy sure that
you know what you’re going to be doing for the next two weeks un.l
we talk again, yes? You have a clear picture of that?”
That is, I do two things at the end of a session: remind the client of
what she’s commiMed to during the session and tell her that we must
stop. In a way, it is as straightorward as that <smile>!

17. Maintaining Perfect Boundaries
CIT:
How do you handle a situa.on where either you or the client might
develop some kind of aﬀec.on or interest in the other? I am sure that
happens a lot - a client might feel "heard" and "understood" - or maybe
the coach ﬁnds someone similar to herself/himself. One person I
coached started telling me very personal details that made me feel
uncomfortable and I believe there was some kind of aMempt to test his
sex appeal .... I have since declined to coach that person again and
made some lame excuses, but wonder how to handle this more
professionally. What are your thoughts on this?
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EM:
This is of course a serious and important ques.on. Since I only work via
email, skype and phone nowadays, that makes maMers simpler; but I do
lead workshops and in other ways meet with the occasional individual,
so the issue is real for me as well as for all of you.
The answer is to keep perfect boundaries. Not decent boundaries; not
good boundaries; perfect boundaries. This is an area where it’s
important to be diligent and strict. It is my job to keep perfect
boundaries, energe.cally, in the language I use, and in every other way.
If a coach is lonely, if a coach is unaMached, if a coach is looking for love,
if a coach … this can be a very dangerous area and it’s really important
that a coach look elsewhere for human warmth, contact, sex, and love
and not to clients. There is no wiggle room here—this is an ironclad
principle.

18. Coach as task-master
CIT:
Do you ever ﬁnd yourself in the role of a 'crea.vity task-master' and as a
result do clients avoid repor.ng to you because they haven't been
wri.ng, pain.ng, prac.cing their instrument, etc.? And how do you
respond to them not responding?
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EM:
I would say that I am a bit of a crea.vity taskmaster; I do it gently but
ﬁrmly; and clients do indeed o6en avoid repor.ng because they haven’t
goMen the work done. Therefore, I check in with them a6er a .me,
which almost always causes them to confess; and I use our monthly
chat to ﬁnd ways to have my client recommit to her dreams and goals,
a6er which she will usually work preMy well.
I expect all this from clients, it doesn’t disturb me, and I don’t hold it
against them. It is hard to, for example, make a feature-length ﬁlm with
a day job and two kids—or whatever the par.cular circumstances are.
So, I am suppor.ve while holding them accountable—and I fully expect
that stretches will occur when they don’t check in with me because
they aren’t really working. I can check in, I can be suppor.ve, I can be
helpful—but I can’t make them do their work. I am easy with that
reality.

19. Asking for feedback
CIT:
I'm wondering if, when we are ﬁrst star.ng out, it's valuable to ask for
feedback from our clients? If so, is there a par.cular format or way that
we should do it? And perhaps the broader ques.on is - how do you
suggest that we go about cri.quing our work and improving?
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EM:
This is an interes.ng ques.on. On the one hand, asking clients for
feedback gives them the opportunity to be more cri.cal than they
actually feel and also gives them the opportunity to move responsibility
from them to us. A ques.on like “What would you have liked more of?”
or “What would you have liked to be diﬀerent?” gives them the chance
to point a ﬁnger at us <smile> whereas a ques.on like “What do you
wish YOU had done more of?” is, while the real ques.on, one we are
not likely to ask, for diploma.c reasons. So, I think we get a skewed
answer, skewed in a nega.ve direc.on, when we ask for feedback.
On the other hand, you may well want to know what your client is
thinking and how she experienced your .me together. So, one sort of
answer to this dilemma may be: cra6 very careful ques.ons. As a
maMer of personal style, I would probably not ask for feedback but
rather just try to decide for myself what seemed to work and what
didn’t, remembering that “what worked” is a bit of a funny concept,
since our work together may only bear fruit months from now when my
client is ready to really work.
As to the broader ques.on, about cri.quing our work and improving, I
think it’s important to have many experiences before “cri.quing too
much”—your mantra ought to be, “I will naturally improve by working
with lots of clients and by being mindful of what goes on as I work with
all those clients.” Get lots of experience before you begin to cri.que
yourself too much.
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20. Pu[ng your foot down
CIT:
Do you always give a client who is struggling two or three alterna.ves
or is there ever a situa.on that calls for one clear path and one
par.cular sugges.on? Say that a client can't seem to end her novel. Do
you ever say in so many words, "Carve out one hour this week between
three p.m. and four p.m. and outline your ending, then next week write
three paragraphs each day,” basically giving them a road map to
ﬁnishing? Do you ever do that?
EM:
Not exactly that. But, yes, some.mes I absolutely put down my foot
<smile> and tell a client that she must do something in par.cular. Here’s
an example. A client wrote a novel. She queried agents about it. A BIG
London agent was interested in it and wanted my client, who lived a few
hours away from London, to meet with her in London on a certain day.
My client (who was probably basically just nervous) emailed me to say
that it was a shame that she was so busy on that day and certainly
wished that she could meet that agent. I “demanded” that she drop
everything and go to London! She did; out of that came a two-book deal
worth $300,000. So, yes, some.mes I say “you must do this” <smile>-preMy much always with a <smile>!
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21. Organiza-on and Classes
CIT:
I have two clients now! One asked me about speciﬁc organiza.onal
issues with her journal wri.ng. She has tons of journals she has kept
through the years and is trying to ﬁgure out how to organize the great
ideas that come from them. Another client is a young student who is so
turned oﬀ by a drawing class she is currently taking, and cannot get out
of it, that she says it has completely turned her oﬀ to her own art
making. How would you handle these two issues?
EM:
As to the ﬁrst client, I would underline what an arduous and frustra.ng
process that can be, how most journal-keepers never do manage to
organize those ideas, and how se_ng up a schedule that she s.cks to
will prove very important. A related ques.on is: what is she intending to
do with the ideas she mines from her journals? Is it for a memoir, a
novel, a nonﬁc.on book, or what? If she doesn’t know, it is going to be
extra diﬃcult to pluck things from those many journals, given that she
has no frame for them or container for them. So, helping her decide
what she is working on is a signiﬁcant part of the puzzle.
As to the second client, I would announce that no class, no maMer how
wretched, ought to turn her oﬀ art—many great ar.sts, Van Gogh
among them, bolted from art class but didn’t then not make art. It is
one thing to hate your class and a very, very diﬀerent maMer to stop
making art because you hated a given class. I would ask her to tease
those two ideas apart: why should a bad class lead to a rejec.on of art
making? She needs to think that through!
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22. Fear of success?
CIT:
My client says that she can’t generate a list of goals because she “fears
success”? Is that a legi.mate point, an excuse, or what?
EM:
Yes, an impediment to goal-se_ng is what is some.mes called “fear of
success.” We may not want to set goals because then we will have to
accept what we have wrought, should we accomplish those goals.
For example, if a client has managed to wrangle four regular columns,
then she will have four real deadlines. If she has an ac.ve comedy
troupe with a schedule of gigs, then she will have a ton of du.es that
either must get done or else things will fall apart. In situa.ons like
these the answer is almost certainly not to “do less,” as all of these
things are things that she wants in her life. The answer is to surrender
to what she has wrought, which means surrendering to the fact that she
will be exhausted some.mes, that she will go brain dead and need a
few hours of television, that she will get anxious when deadlines loom,
and so on.
The most important thing is for a client to aﬃrm that this is the life she
wanted. If it isn’t, that’s another maMer. But if it is, then the ﬁrst order
of business is to celebrate the deadlines, as they are proof posi.ve that
she has managed the impressive feat of, say, landing four regular
columns! We are in the area of demanding, honoring and celebra.ng
personal responsibility: that is, not just demanding and honoring that
heroic ac.on but also celebra.ng it.
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As human beings, we would love to skip some por.on of this hardness.
This might sound like a client saying: “I hate selling my art so I’ll just get
an art rep and that will take care of that.” You know that your client is
so far oﬀ the mark as to make you weep, as there are virtually no art
reps of the sort he has in mind, of the few that there are, they have a
million ar.sts to choose from, and, in short, that your client will have to
learn to sell himself or else not sell. What can you say here?
You can say “Put together a list of art reps, indicate what they like to
represent, what they charge, how they operate, and so on. Get that to
me by Thursday, if you can.” That is, you can “agree” with your client’s
version of reality but make him get much more real. Or, as an
alterna.ve, you can say, “I’m convinced that you will have to do your
own selling as part of your career and I would like to suggest that we
work on that. What do you think?” That is, you can state your opinion
and see if you can get some client buy-in. Both approaches are viable
and reasonable.
Your client may well “fear success”—that is, she may fear all the hard
work and anxious moments that do indeed come with “actually making
it.” You can simply say, “But this is meaningful to you, yes?” and lobby
for her to make a new meaning investment in her goals. Meaning is not
like a lost object (as implied by the phrase “ﬁnding meaning”); it is
much more like a decision. If a client says to me, “I haven’t found the
crea.ve thing I want to do,” my response is, “There’s nothing to ﬁnd.
There’s only a choice to make. Choose something, invest meaning in it,
throw your heart and soul into it, and see what happens.”
There is so much rhetoric in our shared mythology about seekers and
seeking that most people reﬂexively believe that seeking is what they
should be doing. In fact, what they should be doing is choosing. One
way to handle the “fear of success” issue is to invite clients to
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“consciously choose and commit to their goals and dreams”—that is,
consciously reinvest meaning in their art.

23. Control versus inﬂuence
CIT:
My client keeps saying to me that there’s nothing about the
marketplace that he can control and I’ve been at a loss as to how to
respond. Any sugges.ons?
EM:
It is good to remind clients that with regard to goal-se_ng there will be
tasks that they are in control of and tasks out of their control but which
they can s.ll perhaps inﬂuence.
If their goal, for example, is to teach at a well-known workshop center
like Esalen, Omega, or Kripalu, it is in their control to contact someone
there with a smart inquiry and out of their control to get accepted. If
their goal is to write an excellent novel it is in their control to show up
every day (or almost every day) and out of their control to be
guaranteed an excellent product. If their goal is record an album it is in
their control to write the songs, to research studio spaces, and to
choose which songs to record and out of their control to make the
studio musicians they hire show up on .me or to be guaranteed an
excellent album.
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We must do our part; AND we must learn how to inﬂuence the process
so that the things that are not in our control nevertheless go more
smoothly and have a beMer chance of a posi.ve outcome. It is not in
our control to write a wonderful novel or get ourselves on na.onal
television but we can posi.vely inﬂuence that process in all sorts of
ways. There is a big diﬀerence between, quite correctly, not aMaching to
an outcome that is out of our control versus working very hard to
posi.vely inﬂuence that same outcome.

24. How many goals?
CIT:
I’m working on having my client set some goals and I wonder, if there
some magic number of goals that I should suggest to him? I can’t
imagine that if he came up with thirty goals we’d be able to work on
them all!
EM:
I ﬁnd that clients can hold about three goals in mind and work on about
three goals—but not much more than that. That is, you don’t have to
restrict yourself to working on one goal, unless your client has one clear
goal as her focus; but by the same token it probably won’t work very
well to put six or eight or some large number of goals on the table.
I tend to summarize those three goals (if it is three) at end of a session
by saying something like, “Let me see if I’ve got this right. You intend to
write every day at eight in the morning; you intend to do some research
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on self-publishing; and you intend to look into maybe reducing your
hours at work. Does that sound preMy accurate?”
You can also ask your client to summarize, which also works well. If she
happens to name a ton of goals in her summary, you might let her get
to the end and then say something like, “Which of those goals do you
think are a top priority?” or “Which of those goals do you want to focus
on over the next two weeks?” If she claims to want to do everything, let
her try—because she just may be able to <smile>!

25. Plan-ng seeds
CIT:
What if a client ﬁnishes up with me and nothing much has happened?
Should I consider that a failure?
EM:
Absolutely not. You may have planted some important seeds that will
ﬂower later. Coaching is so much about plan.ng seeds that we need to
recognize the logical consequences of that truth: that a client’s success
may occur a year from now when our work together bears fruit and
long a6er we have lost track of our client.
That is, we may never know that the work we did with a client made an
enormous diﬀerence in her life, and yet it is en.rely likely that it did.
How long between seed and ﬂower? I have heard from clients that
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something I said to them ten years ago only took hold this year; only
this year did they ﬁnally write their novel or make their ﬁlm.
When we are trying to gauge to what extent our clients are being
helped by us, and perhaps lamen.ng the fact that they don’t look to be
making much progress, we must factor in this truth, that we are
plan.ng seeds, and as a consequence feel op.mis.c!

26. Things that can happen in a moment
CIT:
Do you think that some clients can gain insight quickly and be helped by
even really brief interac.ons?
EM:
Absolutely! I ﬁrmly believe that a client can learn everything she needs
to know in the space of a few minutes about her current problem and
her best path. The problems that crea.ve people face have to do with
simple maMers like anxiety ge_ng in the way, the marketplace being
brutal, the crea.ve process requiring more care and aMen.on than
clients are accustomed to paying, nega.ve self-talk playing a crucial
nega.ve role, and so on. Clients can come to understand this in a
maMer of minutes.
Even despair can evaporate in two minutes if a person ﬁnally
understands that he is in charge of making the meaning in his life and
that he must stop wai.ng for meaning to appear. That understanding
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can be gained in minutes or, just as likely, never. So, if we have even a
few minutes of a person’s .me, we may just possibly make an
enormous diﬀerence in that person’s life; and if we happen to have an
hour, a tremendous amount can (and some.mes will) transpire.
Some.mes you can completely solve your client’s problem by saying
something as short and sweet as, “You know, wri.ng a novel may be a
liMle harder than you realized. Maybe if you redouble your eﬀorts that
will take care of the problem.” The key is willing yourself to go deep
right away. If you stay superﬁcial, so will the person you’re addressing.
If, on the other hand, you connect with your client, use your wisdom
and your pa.ence and your empathy, and allow yourself to go deep,
your client will come right with you and can have a splendid three- or
ﬁve- or ten-minute interac.on with you.

27. Client in Crisis
CIT:
I’ve worked with only a few clients so far but one in par.cular, Sandra, is
struggling with many diﬀerent issues, crea.vity being only one. She was
recently laid oﬀ, and has very low self-esteem, and when I asked her
where she wanted to start, she said 'I have no idea!' I was able to come
up with some very speciﬁc ques.ons but I’m having a hard .me
drawing her out. This is in contrast to the other folks with whom I’m
working who are able to answer ques.ons with more ease. Any
sugges.ons?
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EM:
Well, if she was just laid oﬀ, she is actually probably in crisis (unless she
has other ﬁnancial resources). So, I would calmly inquire as to what is
essen.al for her to get done at this moment in .me: is it ﬁnding
another job, looking at a career change, asking for help from rela.ves,
or what? That is, in such circumstances I would act like a “life coach”
and try to ﬁgure out what’s going on overall, so that I could ﬁgure how
the crea.ng ﬁts at this moment, if it even does.
Life is real. Although as crea.vity coaches we focus on crea.vity issues,
we are also looking at the whole “crea.ve life,” including basic survival
issues. So, I suspect I would start there and try to get a picture of what
this “moment” looks like to her before pressing her on any crea.vity
issues.

28. Too many ideas!
CIT:
As an ar.st, I consistently struggle with feeling overwhelmed by having
too many ideas at once (while not having strong project management
skills). l jump from project to project and end up stalling half-way
through. Then more great ideas pop up, perpetua.ng the cycle. I've
tried prac.cal solu.ons to limit my op.ons and I’ve tried to create
deadlines, but it seems I keep ﬁnding myself in the same posi.on with
tons of art in my sketchbooks and unﬁnished projects. Not sure if it's an
internal block (i.e. not good enough yet, can't think sequen.ally) or a
gap in skills, or both. How can I coach myself through this one?
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EM:
This is a very characteris.c problem <smile>. If you were a client, I
would ask you to declare what one thing you were working on and then
I would see if I could help you s.ck to it through comple.on and, if you
intended to sell it, through its sales’ eﬀorts.
One frame for this in explaining maMers to a client is to say something
along the lines of “mere interest is not the same as real interest” and
“loving a lot of things can mean that we aren’t really loving anything.” If
a client were “genuinely interested” in a project, why wouldn’t she
naturally see it to comple.on? Usually clients are only half-interested in
their projects and so ﬁnd it easy to abandon them. So, I would try to get
“what really, seriously, genuinely interests you” on to the table and see
where a conversa.on of that sorts leads and what sort of informa.on it
elicits.
Naturally there are other approaches, around “beMer organiza.onal
habits,” more regularity and rou.ne, and so on. But I would probably
want to help a client “get” the diﬀerence between discipline and
devo.on: that if the devo.on is there, the discipline will follow.

29. I have to drag the informa-on out of them!
CIT:
I have four prac.ce clients I'm working with. This is week ﬁve of our
work together. What I'm ﬁnding is their responses are somewhat short.
I pose ques.ons to them, some.mes give a bit of reﬂec.on or
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informa.on and they respond with very short answers. So, what this is
feeling like is that I'm having to "drag" the informa.on out of them. Or
some.mes it feels like I've helped a couple of them achieve their
original goal so maybe we're done? I'm wondering if this is normal or
perhaps I need to be doing something diﬀerently to engage them more?
I feel like I've done a lot of the talking (typing) so far, so this week I kept
it short and simply asked them what they will be commi_ng to this
week towards their goals. Any words of wisdom? What will I talk to
them about for the next eleven weeks of the training!
EM:
Well, it depends <smile>. Let’s say a client has agreed that his tasks are
such and such and that he’ll keep to such and such a schedule and he
manages to do that and all he has to say to us in his emails is, “S.ll
working!” I do not need anything else from that client—that is a success
story! I am earning my money despite the fact that he is providing only
short, crisp responses.
That is a very diﬀerent situa.on from a client whose emails are “S.ll not
working and all is miserable.” There I need to work. There I might say,
“So sorry to hear that! What do you think we ought to focus on to help
things get beMer?” or something along those lines.
So, it maMers what the short emails are about. If they reﬂect the fact
that our client is working, then they are no problem and we have to
quiet our own anxiety about feeling like we need to do more or get
more from our client. If, on the other hand, they communicate a lack of
progress, then we have to get in there and ask ques.ons, make
sugges.ons, and so on. The length of the reply isn’t what’s signiﬁcant.
What’s maMers is what the message signiﬁes!
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30. It will take me months!
CIT:
My client is saying that it’s going to take her months to clean up her
space before she can even think about beginning to create. Should I buy
that or call her on that?
EM:
When a client lets you know that it will take her months to clean up her
space (which means that, unless we are talking about a remodel, she
won’t be cleaning it up much at all) we can expect our client to be
defended with respect to much of what she presents.
A good response from a coach is, “I can’t quite get a picture of that. Do
you mean that you will only work on organizing the space occasionally,
or do you mean that you will look at the things in the space and not
quite ﬁgure out what to do with them, or what? Help me understand
what’s going on here.” Part of the purpose of a ques.on of this sort is
to see where your client “will come from” in her response: will she
come back with an open response or a defended one?
Since crea.ng is hard, clients get defensive because they are not
inclined to acknowledge that it is hardness that is stopping them. We
want to “normalize” that hardness by repeatedly le_ng it slip that we
understand that wri.ng a novel, say, may be blissfully easy on some
days—but hard on many, many other days. Once clients acknowledge
that truth and stop fearing hard work, they grow enormously … and
o6en quickly.
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31. Not comple-ng things
CIT:
Many of my clients have trouble comple.ng things. Is that usual?
EM:
Once a client manages to work regularly, another challenge that begins
to loom on the horizon is … comple.ng things. “Comple.ng” is its own
large, important issue. We are resistant to comple.ng work not for one
reason but for several: that then we will have to “really” appraise the
work and see if it is any good; that then we will have to take oﬀ our
creator’s hat and put on our salesperson’s hat and try to market the
work; that by comple.ng the work we will face a kind of down .me and
a meaning crisis as we stand between meaningful acts; that by ﬁnishing
we are forced to begin anew and provoke the anxiety that comes with
star.ng; and so on.
These are a LOT of reasons and each of them is a powerful blocker. The
solu.on is the straightorward, heroic one, to decide to complete things
despite all the emo.onal reasons for not comple.ng them. Maybe you
won’t like the ﬁnished product, maybe you won’t be able to sell it,
maybe you’ll feel down and bere6: so be it. These are the things that
we creators are obliged to deal with. So, when a client has
“comple.ng” as a central goal, be alert to the many issues that may
arise, including the whole vola.le area of “selling.” Star.ng may prove
hard; persis.ng may prove hard; and, yes, comple.ng may prove hard.

75 COACH QUESTIONS ANSWERED

!39

32. Not aaaching to outcomes
CIT:
I have a client who tries diﬀerent crea.ve prac.ces but does not seem
to s.ck to any one of them. She admiMed to me that she holds the
belief that if she is to put any eﬀort into something, the end result
should be excellent. It seems to me that her aMachment to the end
result is keeping her from truly diving into and s.cking with a given
crea.ve medium and falling in love with the process of crea.ng. Besides
le_ng go of her expecta.ons, what would you recommend that she do?
EM:
Yes, this happens all the .me. A client will claim to “love so many
things” that she can’t actually work on any one thing. I would “demand”
that my client make a choice and pick a single medium, and a single
project within that medium, and “s.ck with it for a while.”
By the end of the session I would want my client to agree that, for
example, she is working on a certain book and that she is working on it
ﬁve days a week from seven a.m. to eight a.m.; and that if the project
begins to bore her or trouble her or if the grass seems greener with
some other project she will nevertheless stay with this project for the
amount of .me she commiMed to—say “the next two weeks.”
This is all straightorward enough but we have to be compassionately
ﬁrm to get this sort of agreement by the end of a session. To echo your
thoughts, I would ask her to “just show up” and “not aMach to
outcomes” and to “follow the excellent plan we just agreed to.”
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33. How do you ins-ll conﬁdence?
CIT:
My client has an extreme lack of conﬁdence. How do you handle that?
How do you ins.ll conﬁdence in your clients?
EM:
The central strategy is to give them things they can actually do which, if
they manage to do them, begins to ins.ll that conﬁdence. So, this might
sound like, “Do you think you could get to your novel for maybe just 20
minutes each day? Does that seem possible?” For most clients, that will
sound “easy” and “doable” and they will agree to that
Then, a week later, you will hear that even so small a commitment
proved too hard. So, then you can say, “Okay, shall we try that again? Or
cut it back to ten minutes a day? What do you think?” That is, we help
them accept that not mee.ng their own goals is best met by se_ng
new small or even smaller goals. At the same .me, we cheerlead by
saying things like, “I’m sure you can do this” and “I bet you can do this”
and “I’m guessing you’ll really enjoy ge_ng to your book every day
once you have this habit in place” and similar upbeat messages.
Small goals and cheerleading! Of course, that is not a complete answer
<smile>, but it is one good approach.
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34. A life-me of small steps
CIT:
We want to create and put our crea.ve work out there, but to embrace
it when that piece of work is done and to promote it, THAT is the part
so many people fail at. They don't try. They may do a couple of
promo.ons and then let it drop. What are some gentle techniques to
encourage our clients not to give up and help them understand it's a
life.me of small steps and just con.nuing to move forward? I ﬁnd the
challenge is not doing the piece of work as much as pushing it ahead
when it's done!
EM:
Here are a handful of gentle techniques <smile>:
1. Your life maMers and your eﬀorts maMer. If you can remember that,
you’ll have more mo.va.onal juice to create and more mo.va.onal
juice to promote (an existen.al approach)
2. Some.mes we’re very noisy inside and that’s what’s stopping us from
crea.ng or promo.ng. Here’s a technique to get quieter. (a cogni.ve
approach)
3. Some.mes what gets in the way is a bit of anxiety and fear. Here are
few anxiety management techniques. Think you might like to learn one?
(an anxiety management approach)
4. Maybe you’re holding a scarcity model, that if you do this project and
then spend .me promo.ng it you can’t do all these other projects at
the same .me. Want to change your point of view to an abundance
model and picture ge_ng lots of your crea.ve work done, one piece at
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a .me and one piece a6er another, and promo.ng each one? (a
reframing approach)
5. Small eﬀorts count. They really do. (a baby steps approach)
Etc.
There are really a limitless number of things that we can oﬀer and that
we can try. There’s no need to think that there is “one” right approach
or one magic bullet technique: it’s beMer to presume that there is a
robust menu of things that can work (and maybe even create such a
menu for yourself!).

35. Taking risks ourselves
CIT:
Star.ng a coaching prac.ce feels exactly as risky as star.ng on a novel.
Any way to make it all feel less risky?
EM:
We must risk in our crea.ve life and in our coaching life. This means
that each of us should try projects that scare us, market in ways that
scare us, and every day do something that scares us. This is an.biological, as we are not built to want to scare ourselves, and also
completely species-sensible, as we are creatures who understand that
to get what we want may mean that we have to do things that scare us.
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If you are a major league baMer facing a pitcher throwing a hundred
miles an hour, the ﬁrst frac.on of a second a6er the pitcher throws the
ball is spent making sure that the ball is not aimed at your head. That is
our natural ins.nct, making sure that we are safe. A6er that split
second, however, you turn to trying to hit the ball. You deal with the
fear and then you act powerfully.
Crea.ng is just like that. You deal with the fear that you are was.ng
your .me spending a year or two on your inchoate novel in whatever
ways you have learned to deal with that fear and then you write
powerfully. If you can deal with fears of that sort in a split second, you
will do an awful lot of crea.ng! The same with building your coaching
prac.ce. Really learn an anxiety management strategy or two and
embrace the idea that the things that are important to us may well feel
risky!

36. The coaching session
CIT:
Should I be holding the idea of a coaching session as a .me when
maybe just a liMle gets done or when a great deal gets done? Which is
the beMer way to hold it?
EM:
Both! Just ge_ng a liMle done is a lot. At the same .me, the “coaching
hour” is a vast amount of .me and you can completely change your
client’s life in that hour. You may help her solve her problems and, even
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more drama.cally, you may help her see her crea.ve life in a new way,
as something she has to pay more aMen.on to, as something she has to
become more aware about, as something she has to become smarter
about.
Of course, not everything can get covered in an hour (or a life.me). But
an hour is a very long, generous period of .me in which much can
happen. I also want to reiterate that there is nothing sacred or magical
about an hour. My phone (or Skype) sessions are currently a half hour in
length (a6er an ini.al hour-long session). Even at the length of half an
hour, I will some.mes end a bit early <smile> if we have come to
comple.on on an issue. I might say at the twenty-ﬁve-minute mark, “It
feels like we’ve goMen a lot done and the next step is for you go out and
do the things we’ve discussed. Shall we stop now?”
Of course, I only say this when it feels true—but it some.mes does feel
true. Over .me, you will learn for yourselves whether to work on the
“hour model” or whether some other model turns out to be more
congenial for you and how to nego.ate each session to its best
advantage.

37. What is the magic solu-on?
CIT:
I have a client who has a few crea.ve blocks she wants to get over in
order to get to her wri.ng. I've advised her to commit to a wri.ng
rou.ne that's manageable for her, to just get to her desk, and we can
work through the issues (with my help) as they arise in the process. She
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seems to be asking me for a "magic solu.on," though, that will solve
everything in order for her to then easily write. And she is very resistant
to the idea of establishing a regular rou.ne. A6er my sugges.ng that
for the second .me, that the only way to work through things is by
doing the wri.ng and managing issues as they arise, she's gone silent.
I'm really not sure how to move forward with her.
EM:
Yes, this is typical. It is very hard for some clients—most, really—to face
the hardness of the work and the reali.es of process. So, I might play
along with this client (for a while) and say, “I know that you don’t love
the idea of rou.ne so maybe we should set some weekly goals and you
can feel free to get to the wri.ng whenever you like, without a rou.ne
or schedule, and see if that works.”
Of course, that won’t work; but at some point, your client may realize
that her way isn’t working. That is, I would “let her do it her way” if she
is adamant about that. Now that she has fallen silent, the issue may be
how to reconnect and get her speaking again, and so I might say, “I
haven’t heard from you in a bit. I think that my sugges.ons weren’t
perhaps squarely on the mark? Maybe can we try some other
approach? I do have a few ideas.” If she keeps silent, that’s her
business: many, many clients are not ready to really work and that is
their business, not our problem.

75 COACH QUESTIONS ANSWERED

!46

38. How do ﬁnish up with clients?
CIT:
I'm coming to the end of a twelve-week coaching s.nt with two free
clients and I've no idea how to close things. I've asked one client if
there's anything else she wants to talk about before we end next week
but other than that (and having her ﬁll out a feedback form) I'm not
sure at all!
EM:
Ah, this one is easy <smile>. Just say thanks. “Thanks so much for the
opportunity to work with you over these past 12 weeks!”
Then, of course, you might say any of the following:
+ Would you like to con.nue as a paying client?
+ Feel free to come back in the future (as a paying client <smile>).
+ If you feel like it, please let your peeps know about my new crea.vity
coaching prac.ce.
That is, there isn’t any last “work” to do or loose ends to .e up or
evalua.ons or feedback to get (unless you want that): you are simply
thanking your client, wishing her well, and keeping the door open for
her return (which happens all the .me). Just keep it easy and light …
nothing more is required <smile>!
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39. What about phone sessions?
CIT:
I have a general ques.on regarding phone sessions. What do you do
diﬀerently, if anything at all?
EM:
I’m guessing you mean diﬀerent from in-person? The short answer is,
absolutely nothing. If I am working with a client, then there are things
we are working on, like ge_ng her to write regularly, ge_ng her to
send out things into the marketplace, dealing with her ongoing
challenges with her health, her parents, her mate, or whatever else is
up that gets in the way of her living the crea.ve life she would like to
live, so we are cha_ng about those things, in.mately and intensely,
whether we are visi.ng in-person, cha_ng on the phone, or doing a
session via audio or video Skype. In short, we are working—and, to me
at least, that looks and feels the same whether we are in-person or on
the phone!

40. Unﬁnished business
CIT:
O6en when I get to the end of a session I feel like there is s.ll
unﬁnished business and that we are ending very awkwardly. Any
thoughts on what to do about that?

75 COACH QUESTIONS ANSWERED

!48

EM:
Coming to a sense of comple.on in a session is both a good thing and a
useful goal. You want to avoid as much as possible ending a session with
unﬁnished business remaining. If, for instance, I am aware that
something is not complete and the hour is nearly up (or, in my case, the
half-hour), I may go over a few minutes so as to get the unﬁnished
business ﬁnished.
If, however, I have sessions back-to-back or for some other reason can’t
stay on past the hour, I will make the conscious decision to interrupt
before the session ends and say, for example, “We le6 the maMer of
whether or not you were ge_ng back to your novel hanging and I want
us to get clarity on that before our .me runs out. Are you intending to
resume your novel, are you intending to begin on that short story, or
both?”
There is a deﬁnite sense in which a session can be a “complete thing,” if
the coach is aware of that possibility and holding it that way. This takes
prac.ce, experience, and the mindful inten.on to end a session without
leaving any unﬁnished business hanging there.

41. Necessary choosing
CIT:
What about clients who present the issue that they work in many
disciplines and/or many genres and aren’t currently crea.ng in any of
them? What should we make of that?
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EM:
With a client in this posi.on I would adamantly focus on the task of
choosing. I would want to know what her next project was and have
her commit to it even though she might have her doubts about it. I
might say something like, “It doesn’t maMer whether or not you pick
the perfect project, the right project, the project you are most
passionate about, or anything along those lines. The thing that maMers
is that you pick SOME project and then throw yourself into it. So, is it
going to be a pain.ng or a song, and WHICH pain.ng or WHICH song?”
If your client responds, “I can’t know un.l I’m inspired,” I might reply,
“That doesn’t seem to be working all that well, does it? Can we try
something new? As soon as we’re through with the call, sit down and
choose some subject maMer for a pain.ng—radishes, sunsets, an
abstrac.on based on your dad’s alcoholism, whatever. Choose it and
then begin. All right?” By the way, I have carefully thrown in the dad’s
alcoholism because I am preMy sure that a client in this posi.on
probably needs some permission to go deep and tackle some real work,
which is why that inser.on is in there.
Like our clients, we too must choose. We must have the energy and the
courage to stop a client and say, “That was important! Let’s focus on
that for a few minutes.” For example, it is o6en the case that a client
will say something “in passing” and I will choose to say, “Why don’t you
try that?” I will say that when it strikes my ear as exactly the right task
for that client, because it sounds like an excellent synthesis of disparate
things that the client has been hoping to accomplish. For instance, an
actress who also wants to write men.ons “in passing” a performance
piece she’s been thinking about pu_ng together—and I may “stop
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everything” and focus on that. Our client must make choices—and we
too must make choices!

42. The best day jobs for clients?
CIT:
Do you feel it's beneﬁcial to suggest to clients that if they must get a
day job that they consider a day job that is related to their ﬁeld of
interest, even if it doesn’t exactly get them permission to create or
perform? For example, what about a musician working in musical
instrument sales or service?
EM:
Interes.ng ques.on. I think it’s complicated. For example, a writer
whose day job is wri.ng almost always has a lot of trouble ge_ng her
own wri.ng done—she’s used up her wri.ng neurons at work. So, no, I
don’t think it’s necessarily beneﬁcial to have your day job be connected
in any way to the art you love. In fact, I think there is more of a
downside than an upside.
I think that some of the most important considera.ons with respect to
a day job are: can some or a lot of it be done from home; can it be three
or four days rather than ﬁve; does it actually pay the bills or will you
need yet another day job to supplement the ﬁrst one; is it more
pleasant/tolerable or more toxic; and does it require that you take it
home with you. Yes, there are indeed a lot of ques.ons to ask and
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answer with respect to day jobs! And, unfortunately, almost all of our
clients will have to deal with this issue.

43. All those materials!
CIT:
My client has a paMern of ge_ng ideas for crea.ve projects and
enthusias.cally buying materials for them and then feeling resistant and
never using the materials. What would you recommend as the best way
to support her in taking the steps toward star.ng a piece and carrying it
to conclusion?
EM:
Interes.ng ques.on. It is VERY usual for a client to ﬁnd herself in this
posi.on. Zillions of folks are buying supplies, taking classes and
workshops, readings books and doing everything possible except
actually star.ng, working on, and comple.ng things.
If this is her paMern, I would encourage her to start something and
devote herself to comple.ng the thing she’s started, even if that means
that a lot is riding on it. But I would also try to reduce the power of that
“aMachment to outcomes” by saying, “Your job is to show up, not to
care too much about how it turns out, and then to do your best to
complete it, because star.ng things and then abandoning them is a
paMern we’d love to break”—or something along those lines. I would
probably push her to “stay with the project,” even if that brings up all
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sorts of shadows, fears, anxie.es and the other things that our clients
must learn to handle!

44. What about clients who have failed a lot?
CIT:
I’m wondering what your thoughts are on dealing with clients who have
failed at many of their crea.ve endeavors and are really struggling to let
go of their nega.vity towards their own work and poten.al?
EM:
There is of course no single “right” thing to try with a client in this
situa.on. Rather, there are ALL sorts of things to try. Here are a few:
1. To call the new work “experimental” and to have the goal be that
your client will “show up to this new experiment” rather than aMach to
the outcome of making a successful piece.
2. To work on crea.ng a thought subs.tute to deal with any nega.ve
thoughts that arise—for example, “I intend to feel posi.ve” or “It
doesn’t serve me to be nega.ve” or “I’m ready for this new work!”, etc.
3. To create a ceremony to heal regrets, disappointments, guilt, and
nega.ve thoughts and feelings of all sorts—a cleansing ceremony, a
burning ceremony (where you write down your regrets on bits of paper
and burn them), etc. Ceremonies can be powerful!
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4. To have your client create a guided visualiza.on in which she
visualizes success.
5. To frame the maMer around meaning and say, “Your meaning needs
are not going to go away; and since pain.ng is a place of meaning for
you, it doesn’t maMer what’s happened in the past. You have meaning
needs right now and pain.ng will help you meet them.”
And many more! There isn’t any single “right” thing to try—just plenty
of reasonable tac.cs and strategies to oﬀer up!

45. Cancella-ons and no-shows
CIT:
My ques.on is, how do you deal with cancella.ons and no-shows to
your calls?
EM:
The ques.on was, how do I handle cancella.ons and no-shows, not
how do I think you all should handle them <smile>. I think this is a very
personal, tricky area, because it has to do with money and lost money
and all sorts of shadow issues around power, authority, and so on. So,
the way I do it may or may not be the way any of you might want to do
it.
Personally, I do the following. If a client hasn’t called (phone or Skype),
then about ﬁve minutes a6er our appointed .me I drop the person an
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email or Skype message (or both) wondering if something is up and
oﬀering to reschedule. That is, I completely make no big deal out of noshows and cancella.ons and simply reschedule. If the person doesn’t
“show up” the second .me, I again simply reschedule; and so on. That’s
my way.
Since folks prepay, if a client never shows up for his session, well, the
session is paid for anyway. If he asks for a refund, I will give him a
refund, no ques.ons asked. I ﬁnd it best for me to be easy about all this.
For instance, we changed .mes in California this past weekend and a
client in Italy didn’t no.ce that she was now eight hours ahead of me
instead of nine. I dropped an email to her at ﬁve minutes a6er the
appointed .me and she quickly Skyped me, even though she was not
expec.ng to speak for another hour.
These things happen all the .me—innocent misunderstandings,
forgoMen appointments, resistance—and it serves me best not to make
a big deal about them. (And, by the way, I have no problem just si_ng
there, because I’m not wai.ng, I’m working on something or other, as
I’m always working on something or other <smile>.) But, as I say, each
of you will need to ﬁgure out how you want to be with this “issue.”

46. Unengaged but not qui[ng
CIT:
I have a ques.on regarding a client who seems to be unengaged but
doesn’t want to quit the coaching. I've oﬀered a LOT of sugges.ons
geared to her par.cular issues and have suggested plans-of-ac.on
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which she doesn't follow (although she is agreeable to the ideas). When
I write to check in, she tells me things aren't going great; once more, I
oﬀer sugges.ons; and she writes back short responses along the lines
of "That sounds great; I'll try that." A few days later, I check in again,
and we repeat. We seem to be stuck in this loop, and I'm not sure what
to do.
EM:
Well, it might be good not to provide any more sugges.ons <smile>.
Instead, you might wonder aloud, “What’s going on?” This might sound
like, “Hi, Jane, sorry to hear you didn’t get any wri.ng done. What
seems to be going on?” She must do the work ﬁguring this out and if
she replies, “I don’t know,” I might try, “What would you like to try to
begin to know?” That is, I would keep returning the work to her, in a
gentle way and without aMaching to any outcomes (for instance, that
she actually gets some wri.ng done).
If she dri6s completely away, that’s what is, and if she at some point
does some work, congrats to both of you! I’m guessing, from the way
things sound, that at some point she will say “I just don’t think this was
the right .me for coaching” or “I expected coaching to be diﬀerent from
this” or something along those lines—but un.l she makes that break, I
would provide fewer sugges.ons and make more inquiries as to what
she believes is going on. That’s the approach I’d take.
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47. How do you stay mo-vated?
CIT:
How do you remain mo.vated a6er all of these years coaching clients,
especially clients who are slow to do the work?
EM:
Well, I have lots of successes with clients, which is very pleasant
<smile>.
The main answer is that working with clients is only a very small por.on
of my life. Ini.al sessions are an hour but subsequent sessions are half
an hour and typically take place only monthly, so even if I have quite a
few clients that amounts to only a handful of half-hour sessions in a
given week. I ﬁnd that easy.
As to clients who are slow to do the work, that doesn’t bother me at all.
I am not invested in them in that sense. Some clients who haven’t been
working much or at all start doing lots of work because of the coaching,
and that is gra.fying; and some con.nue to resist tackling their own
work, and that doesn’t upset or oﬀend me at all. So, I ﬁnd the coaching
work easy; if I were ever to stop coaching, it wouldn’t be because
coaching had become too diﬃcult or because I was unmo.vated—it
would just mean that something else seemed more interes.ng,
en.cing, or important <smile>.
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48. A hundred things in the morning
CIT:
My ques.on concerns my self-coaching, but I imagine it could be
something that would be relevant for my crea.vity coaching clients at
some point. I completely agree that it is important, even essen.al, for
us to aMend to our crea.ve work ﬁrst thing in the morning. The
problem I'm having is that I have a number of things that I want to do,
or feel I need to do, ﬁrst thing in the morning. Some of these things are:
walking my dog (which is non-nego.able!), playing guitar, songwri.ng,
yoga, medita.on, exercise, working on crea.ve responses for my
coaching clients, working on my blog for my web site, and now I have
added wri.ng lesson responses and working through the course book
for this course.
How would you recommend that I priori.ze all of these ac.vi.es/
interests/passions so that they all get my aMen.on? At this point, I feel
that I am some.mes just spinning around, wondering what I should be
doing and worrying about what I'm not doing and feeling like I'm not
accomplishing nearly as much as I could be. Having said that, I would
also like to add that I am incredibly grateful to have so many things in
my life that I want to do!!
EM:
That’s a very long list of things that are supposed to happen in the
morning <smile>.
As long as you are holding all of those as things that you must do ﬁrst
thing each day, it’s going to be hard to priori.ze them or know which
ones are most important. What’s “most important”? If nothing is “most
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important”—if everything is important but nothing is “most
important”—that is its own problem that probably has to be addressed.
If you forthrightly examine this issue and conclude that everything you
do is of “equal weight,” then you need a super careful schedule that
helps you pencil everything in, where yoga becomes ten minutes and
not an hour, where exercise becomes ten minutes and not an hour, etc.
(I am just making up those amounts, of course.) If everything is
important, then your goal is to ﬁgure out how to get everything in by
shrinking the amount of .me you spend on each one and carefully
organizing your day.
If, however, some things are more important than other things, then
they must actually be given priority. A “more important” thing might
get two hours and a “less important thing” ﬁve minutes. Whichever is
the answer—that all things are equal or that some things are more
important—some nice, serious work needs to be done here in order to
“get everything” in its place <smile>.

49. Exercises and ac-vi-es
CIT:
What if a client asks for speciﬁc exercises/ac.vi.es to unblock his or her
crea.vity? Would you provide those exercises or ac.vi.es?
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EM:
This is an interes.ng ques.on. My response would depend a lot on my
assessment of what’s going on. If this is just another way for my client
not to work on his novel, I wouldn’t buy into it <smile>. I would say
something like, “Maybe instead of an unblocking exercise, what about
wri.ng for twenty minutes a day on your novel?” People will do almost
anything not to get their crea.ve work done <smile> and begging for
exercises and ac.vi.es is one of them!
However, if I assess the situa.on diﬀerently—say it’s a novelist who has
actually wriMen 20 novels but feels stuck in a certain way on this one—
then I might well dream up an exercise (it takes me no .me to do that
<smile>) and present it to her and see if she would like to try it out. My
ﬁrst impulse is to NOT provide exercises and ac.vi.es—I want clients to
do their real work, not some exercise. But In some cases, I will provide
them; it depends on my assessment of the situa.on.

50. What about poten-al nasty clients?
CIT:
I'm wondering what you do about poten.al nasty clients? I had
someone email me inquiring about coaching and we wrote back and
forth exploring what might be going on with her. I poked at some
deeper issues and she retorted with, basically, an insult. I wasn't sure
how to respond, but I didn't engage. Instead, I tactully suggested that if
she wanted to go further, she could check out my oﬀerings on my
website. A6erwards, I thought maybe I should have tried something
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else... but then, would I have wanted to work with her? Curious as to
what your thoughts are.
EM:
Yes, this does happen … but, fortunately, really preMy rarely. But, yes,
people can be diﬃcult, to put it politely and mildly. I NEVER engage with
them or call them out on anything. It’s simply not worth it and nothing
produc.ve would come from engaging or retor.ng.
Instead, I will say something like, “Yes, I certainly see your point. Sorry
this coaching isn’t for you! All my best, Eric” or something along those
lines. I am not out to win, make a point, make my case, or anything of
that sort. I absolutely do not need to work with insul.ng folks AND I
also absolutely don’t need to tell them what I think about them
<smile>.

51. What about crea-vity in business?
CIT:
I have the opportunity to do some work with a company and I wonder if
what they mean by crea.vity is the same as what our clients mean by
crea.vity?
EM:
Probably not <smile>. “Crea.vity” as used in the business world tends
not to mean what a crea.ve or performing ar.st means by the word.
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Crea.vity has three textbook deﬁni.ons—innova.on, problem-solving,
and manifes.ng poten.al—and business tends to look at crea.vity in
the ﬁrst two senses—how do we innovate and how to we solve
problems?—and a crea.ve individual is more asking herself, “How do I
manifest my poten.al?”
I ﬁnd that when I work with businesses I have to remember their needs
and look at issues like “resistance” and “blockage” from a diﬀerent
point of view, more from the point of view of what a manager needs,
how teams in the real world of business func.on, etc. Crea.vity as it
relates to an individual means one sort of thing and transla.ng that
phrase to the world of business requires ﬁnesse and a good
understanding of how businesses work and what businesses need.

52. Should our clients keep coming back to us?
CIT:
Are we aiming for clients that keep coming back for help? Or is it beMer
to focus on suppor.ng clients so that they can self -coach themselves
through their diﬃcul.es and have them only return when they really
need help or when there is something totally new up for them?
EM:
Interes.ng! There’s no simple or single answer to this. Ul.mately, a
client must help herself. But by the same token a given client may
beneﬁt from a coach’s help for years as she manages one challenge, as
new challenges arise, as old challenges return, etc. It is not sign of
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“weakness” or “lack of independence” that a client uses a coach for a
long .me. On the other hand, another client may get what she needs
from a single session (or a single class, workshop or retreat) and not
need coaching for a while, a long .me, or ever.
At the same .me, there’s the coach’s need to earn money, which
naturally pushes coaches to hope that clients will “stay” with them for
at least a liMle while and perhaps a very long while, a need that
translates into crea.ng packages that “hold” clients for a number of
months and less savory tac.cs meant to hold on to clients. The simple
answer is that we are there to be of help, whatever that happens to
mean in a given case; and the fuller answer is that this is a complicated
and contextual maMer and diﬀerent client by client and coach by coach.

53. Genera-ng Ideas?
CIT:
I ﬁnd myself wondering how o6en clients request help with genera.ng
Ideas, say, for example, genera.ng ideas for a novel?
EM:
It comes up a lot but not exactly in the way you put it. I don’t get “I
need help genera.ng ideas.” What I get is, “I really want to write a
novel but I have no idea what to write about.” That I get regularly.
That isn’t really a ques.on about genera.ng ideas—it is a much
“bigger” issue than that, about self-trust, past failures, self-talk that
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doesn’t serve, too noisy a mind, and much else—but we can treat such
a plea as if it were a request for help around “the genera.on of ideas.”
My response is usually the simple, “Any ideas at all about what novel
you’d like to write?”
Your client is likely to say, “Well, yes, I’ve been thinking about X and
about Y but I don’t know which to choose and they both seem preMy
weak.” And in this way, just like that, we’ve begun to actually talk about
things—about choosing, the necessity and reality of process, and so on.
So, to repeat, I rarely get that ques.on in an abstract or straightorward
way but it is o6en lurking there in the shadows and usually stands for
something else—not the genera.on of ideas per se but more about
self-doubt and a lack of self-conﬁdence.

54. What if I’ve already looked at the work?
CIT:
If I’m already aware of my client's background or have seen her
artwork, I’m wondering how would you approach that? Should I just try
to ignore that fact? I'm already aware of what my ﬁrst client does, and I
imagine this same problem occurring again down the road as well.
EM:
I think it’s your choice. I believe it’s beMer to “ignore” the fact that
you’re aware of your client’s work, especially since your client is unlikely
to be asking you, “Do you think my abstract pain.ngs should be larger?”
or “Do you think the third song on my new album works?” Clients
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intui.vely know not to ask such ques.ons. But it’s really completely up
to you to what extent you acknowledge what you know about your
client’s work; and to what extent you actually discuss your client’s work
with him or her.
I ﬁnd that I rarely completely ignore my client’s work—I straddle some
line between working strictly with process but also some.mes helping a
client think through subject maMer, content and choice issues. For
example, one client was struggling trying to decide whether her current
output of sculptures should be thought of as one body of work or two
bodies of work. I could have handed her back the ques.on but in her
case I did look at the work and did oﬀer my assessment, that there was
a legi.mate way to conceive of the works as one body of work but that
it could also sensibly be thought of as two bodies of work. This gave her
no “answer” but it did help her beMer understand why she was
struggling with this issue.
There is no clear, perfect, or hard-and-fast line here to walk—you will
simply need to feel your way along <smile>.

55. Do you need history?
CIT:
Do you require a lot of clients’ history in order to work with them? Or
do you ﬁnd that unnecessary?
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EM:
I do not need to have a client’s history or have her reveal anything
historical to me in order for us to work together. But I AM curious if she
is comfortable revealing her story and her truth. The reason I’m curious
is that if she is not comfortable revealing her truth, she may have great
trouble crea.ng.
When a person is trying to write memoir, for instance, a central
ques.on for her becomes, “Do I actually want to reveal this to the
world?” Freud, who claimed not to have much insight into creators or
crea.ve blockage, nevertheless argued that crea.ve blockage was the
equivalent of “self-censorship.” Not all of it is, of course; but some of it
surely is; and it is especially in the territory of memoir that issues of
self-censorship and a lack of willingness to reveal much to the world
and to the self comes up.
So, I might ask a client who is trying to write a memoir but who feels
blocked, “Do you really want the world to know what you went
through, what your mother was like, what your sister was like, and all of
that? Because if you aren’t willing to reveal yourself publicly, you can’t
write this for public consump.on. That isn’t to say that you can’t write
it for yourself. But if you are harboring the thought that this will
ul.mately become a memoir, we need to wrestle with the ques.on of
what you are comfortable revealing to the world. So—do you mean this
to be a memoir ul.mately? And, if so, how comfortable are you being
revealing?”
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56. A show of conﬁdence
CIT:
I have a client who has a big professional life and seems so conﬁdent at
work, yet my experience of her when it comes to her crea.ve life is that
she seems very unconﬁdent. Does that make any sense?
EM:
It does indeed! Many clients, especially those in business and in the
professions, will present with a show of conﬁdence. They have
cul.vated a “conﬁdent persona” and present that in the world. There is
a way in which we have to take that with a grain of salt, as the
conﬁdence required to be a nurse or a psychologist or a police oﬃcer,
say, isn’t the same as the conﬁdence required to write a manual, a selfhelp book, a novel or a memoir.
Many people have spent a life.me working to look competent at what
they do and conﬁdent about what they do—many a nurse, police
oﬃcer, doctor, ﬁreﬁghter, military oﬃcer, teacher, etc., looks perfectly
conﬁdent in his or her chosen role. They also feel the need to extend
that look of conﬁdence into all areas of their life, even if they don’t
actually feel conﬁdent in some of those other areas. So, a client who
must look conﬁdent as a nurse may at ﬁrst present that she is conﬁdent
about wri.ng her nursing manual and that the only problem is that she
“has a liMle more research to do.” Sounds simple enough!
But it turns out that research has nothing to do with it and that the
client is not AT ALL conﬁdent that she can write her book. Just as we do
not take a client’s lack of conﬁdence at face value, nor do we take her
show of conﬁdence at face value. We empathize, feel compassion, and
say, “You know, wri.ng a manual is a diﬀerent task from performing

75 COACH QUESTIONS ANSWERED

!67

your nursing du.es. I wonder if anything about wri.ng this manual is
making you anxious? I haven’t heard you men.on anxiety yet.” It’s
important to check in like this!

57. I just heard something
CIT:
My client told me something about her past that was very troubling to
hear and I had no idea how to respond. What do you do when a client
reveals something painful and personal?
EM:
Let’s say that a client does spontaneously provide you with some
“diﬃcult” history. What then? I think that it’s generally a good idea not
to “enter into a dialogue” about that historical material. Rather, there is
a way to reply a6er you hear such informa.on that acknowledges that
you heard it without entering into a dialogue about it. You don’t even
have to say “That must have been hard” or something similar in order
to acknowledge the informa.on. You can simply proceed to take it into
account in your next response.
For instance, you might say, “In light of what you just told me, I wonder
if you might want to try x this week?” As long as “x” feels like it
connects to and incorporates what your client just told you, you can
move directly forward while also acknowledging the informa.on. O6en,
we feel that we have to “do something” with informa.on. If fact, all we
need to do is to take it in and be of help, which o6en we do by invi.ng
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the client to move on while acknowledging how diﬃcult it may prove to
move on.
A client brings up a bad marriage; we might say, “How do you think
that’s aﬀec.ng your ability to paint today?” Or we might say, “I’d like
you to hold and honor the diﬃcul.es you wrote me about in your last
email and paint this week with renewed energy and conﬁdence.” In
these ways, we honor what our client has told us but we retain our
focus on the present and the future, not on the past, and stay focused
on crea.vity issues.

58. We spent the whole session
CIT:
I had a client yesterday who spent almost the whole session telling me a
very long story about something that happened to her when she was in
college. I think that she needed to tell her story but I felt really
frustrated that we didn’t get any work done. Should I have done
something diﬀerently?
EM:
One of the ways that people react to their personal history is to create
stories about it that they repeat endlessly and unthinkingly. Some.mes
a client will provide us with history in the form of a story: when I was in
college I had this pain.ng class, and the instructor did this, and then I
did that, which lead to x, which caused me to drop out of school, a6er
which, and so on.
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I tend to be a liMle worried when clients present their issues in this sort
of story form. In my experience, it is o6en too pat a recita.on and too
habitual a way of not moving forward. If I suspect that this “habit for
story” is present, I might invite my client to do something that begins to
break this story-telling habit. For instance, let’s say that her stated goal
is to do some “real wri.ng” in the form of a screenplay. I might ask her
to provide me with four ideas for diﬀerent screenplays. This request
forces her to let go of focusing on just one story and also forces her to
entertain the important ques.on, “Which screenplay is more interes.ng
than which other?”
The aMempt to present me with four ideas may prove very diﬃcult for
her, because she is so used to spinning out her ﬁrst idea and not
entertaining other ideas. So, she may say, “I only have one idea for a
screenplay. Can I tell you it?” To which I might reply, “Of course, but
let’s see if we can s.ck with this task, because there’s some method to
my madness. I’d like you to present me with four screenplay ideas—
and I’d like you to rank order them, ﬁrst in terms on which is most
interes.ng to you and second in terms of which you think is most viable
commercially. Okay?” If she balks another .me or two, I may have to let
her present her single idea. But my eﬀort may bear fruit and help her
break the habit of too pat story-telling.
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59. How much to share?
CIT:
To what extent do you share your own vulnerabili.es with your clients?
This is dis.nct from making the coaching about me rather than the
client. But I do wonder if it’s a good idea.
EM:
I think this is a very personal maMer for each coach to decide and I think
there is no right or wrong approach or right or wrong answer.
Personally, I do not share much, either about my vulnerabili.es or
about anything else. I ﬁnd that when I'm working with a client I'm preMy
intensely into my client's reality and the place to bring up my stuﬀ
doesn't come up very naturally. It feels like it would be more of an
intrusion than anything organic. But that is just me. I think that sharing
is both appropriate and poten.ally useful; it's a coach's decision.

60. They’re happy to pay the money
CIT:
What do you do when you encounter a client who doesn't really want
to do the work required to move forward but who is happy to pay the
money and keeps signing up for coaching? Do you just keep taking the
money?
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EM:
Quite a sizable number of our clients will be in the group you describe
of not quite able or willing to do the work but s.ll paying us and s.ll
staying with us. I am very pa.ent with them, not from the mercenary
place of "the money is nice" but because they may eventually be able to
do the work because they've been in contact with me "all this .me."
I remain pa.ent, encouraging, unﬂustered, and non-disappointed. Of
course, it maMers if a client is making a liMle progress or zero progress -zero progress is disheartening. But even with zero progress, I con.nue
to try to be of help and to make a diﬀerence. For a given coach,
con.nuing with a client who isn't doing much may prove too frustra.ng,
boring, or "pointless." But for me, I simply keep trying to be of help—
and very o6en I am.

61. What if addic-on is an issue?
CIT:
What are the things that you hold in mind when working with people
who struggle with addic.on? For someone who doesn't want to
approach the deeper work, do you see crea.ve engagement being
much of a help? Can a coach be of any help?
EM:
Yes, coaches can help. And I think they should be aware of recovery
models. If they are aware of how recovery works, they will realize that

75 COACH QUESTIONS ANSWERED

!72

recovery comes ﬁrst before everything else, including crea.ng, because
if you don't deal with your addic.on (whatever it "really" is:
psychological, biological, social, etc.) your life tends to both fall apart
and not be your own. So, ﬁrst, I would make recovery a centerpiece of
the work--that is, I would say out loud to a client, "If you are naming
addic.on as an issue, we are going to hold recovery as a top priority."
Second, I would announce that the way a client frames his crea.ng
must take his addic.on into account. To take one example, if he enters
early recovery he will want to be very modest about his crea.ve goals,
because the "racing" energy of crea.ng runs counter to the "contained"
energy needed for recovery. Therefore, he will want to be very careful
not to send himself oﬀ racing on too ambi.ous a crea.ve project.
Coaches can help with all of this.

62. Client management
CIT:
How do you handle client management? In other words, what do you
use to maintain records? Is there a so6ware you like? Do you make hard
copies of anything? Where and how do you make notes? I would
imagine you will occasionally see a client return a6er several months, or
even years, and they'd come back with the expecta.on that they are
remembered. How do you handle all of that?
EM:
Personally, I keep things very simple. I don't use any so6ware, including
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scheduling so6ware (and therefore have no personal so6ware
recommenda.ons). I just maintain a list of current clients, with an
indica.on of when they paid and when we chaMed. I don't maintain any
other sorts of notes or records.
I use my email thread with a client to keep track of what we're cha_ng
about. I send out a "three ques.ons" email at the beginning of working
with a client; I will generally take a look at my client's responses to that
email in the minute or two before a session, along with his or her most
recent response (if we've been cha_ng via email). That's all the
refreshing and remembering I personally need.
Naturally, other coaches will operate very diﬀerently, making and
keeping notes, using so6ware, and so on. This is just my personal way of
doing things <smile>.

63. Reminding clients of their dreams
CIT:
I’m beginning to see how easy it is for clients to lose track of their
dreams and aspira.ons. Should a coach try to help clients keep track of
their dreams?
EM:
Absolutely. A crea.vity coach can indeed help her client hold her dream
by periodically reminding her of her dream. Say that your client has as
her goal and her dream pu_ng together and publishing a poetry
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chapbook. It is good if you can keep an awareness of this project even
when your client goes oﬀ and does something else, like start a blog or
begin wri.ng short stories.
A person without a crea.vity coach will almost surely lose a signiﬁcant
amount of .me, maybe months or years, before she returns to her
chapbook, because once a large crea.ve project falls oﬀ our radar
screen it doesn’t come back all that easily. All the resistance, doubts,
and fears that naturally exist with respect to any crea.ve project make
gearing back up feel really hard. But a coach, who is personally
experiencing none of that resistance or fear, can simply remind her
client, “Can we check in on the poetry chapbook? How has that been
going?”
This reminding can be as so6 as a whisper, but even as a whisper it
serves the purpose of keeping the project on the client’s radar screen.
She is much more likely to get back to the project than if she didn’t have
that coach whispering. So, every once in a while, just whisper: “By the
way, is it .me for us to chat about the poetry chapbook again?”

64. The drag of a lack of success
CIT:
None of my clients are par.cularly successful as ar.sts. Is that its own
kind of problem and something I should somehow be addressing?
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EM:
Yes, and yes.
Success brings with it certain dangers, for example the danger that an
ar.st will keep trying to match his previous success and never quite
measure up. But a lack of success is at least as troubling. How long can
an ar.st proceed with his art if none of his dreams are coming true and
if he is experiencing limited or no success? A point really does come
where we need some success (however we deﬁne it) or else we can’t
proceed, no maMer how good we are at reframing the maMer or
mo.va.ng ourselves.
It is hard, verging on impossible, to write story a6er story a6er story
without having any published. It is hard to paint pain.ng a6er pain.ng
a6er pain.ng, ﬁll up all of your walls and all of the walls of your children
and your neighbors, and have more pain.ngs piling up in the studio. It
is not strictly impossible to con.nue without success and the occasional
ar.st, especially one who is not only trained in Eastern prac.ces but has
those prac.ces deep in her system, does manage to go on despite a lack
of external valida.on. But most of us are likely to stop.
For this reason, we want our clients to experience external valida.on—
not merely because it is good to experience it, not merely because they
want it, but because without it the road grows just too bumpy and
painful. We reality-test with clients not so as to “make them do the
work” but so that they can succeed and, by succeeding, ﬁnd the
wherewithal to con.nue on their meaning-making path. So, yes, we
keep this in mind; and we try to help our clients pick paths likely to
bring them at least some success.
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65. My group for crea-ves
CIT:
I’m looking at doing a suppor.ve group for crea.ves star.ng in April.
What would be the best size to start with? And is eight weeks a good
amount of .me to have them commit to?
EM:
It would maMer a bit if you mean online or in-person. I ﬁnd that online
groups can be rather larger than in-person groups and s.ll be eﬀec.ve. I
would think that a minimum for either would be ﬁve or six -- there is
too liMle energy with smaller groups than that and more heavy li6ing
for the leader, plus if some don't show up that makes for a very small
group indeed.
I would say that eight – twelve is preMy ideal for an in-person group and
eight – twenty for an online group. Eight weeks is a quite standard
amount of .me and works well, though some folks feel that six weeks is
about all that par.cipants are willing to commit to. I think that eight
weeks makes good sense and is a very reasonable number.

66. Help with forma[ng?
CIT:
I was contacted by someone who isn't into crea.vity but who wants
help with resume forma_ng, with anxiety, and with her self-image as
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she goes back to work a6er being a stay-at-home parent. I said I would
try to help in whatever way I could. I'm curious if you think I should help
with that forma_ng and if you would engage with clients not interested
in crea.ve goals?
EM:
First, if you were thinking about actually helping with resume
forma_ng—that is, looking at a resume, going over it, helping with
forma_ng—I would advise that you absolutely do not do that, even if
you know how to do that, unless you are paid separately for that.
That is not work to do for free—that is too labor-intensive and .meconsuming and not really a service oﬀered by a crea.vity coach. Be very
careful in understanding that you do not read a client’s novel, listen to a
client’s symphony, etc., etc.—all of that TAKES A LOT OF TIME and
should not be done for free.
And what if a client’s goals aren’t “strictly” crea.vity goals? That’s
complicated, because a client may, for example, have as a goal ge_ng
sober or changing careers and wants those things both in and for
themselves but also to put him in a posi.on to get his crea.ng done. In
that context, I would indeed work on those “related” goals. But if a
client’s goals aren’t crea.vity related at all, no, then I wouldn’t work on
them under the rubric of crea.vity coaching.
Of course, if you also want to work as a life coach, a resume writer, a
copy editor, or in some other manner, in addi.on to being a crea.vity
coach, that’s another maMer … and in all of those instances you ought
to be paid separately for that work.
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The boMom line: be careful about helping in ways that are really other
sorts of jobs; and if you decide to do jobs of that sort, get paid
separately.

67. Which sort of silence is it?
CIT:
My clients have set some goals and are working toward them. We have
had several email exchanges over the last few weeks, but now they
have tapered oﬀ, and I am wondering how to keep them engaged with
the coaching process. I have thought of providing them with some selfcoaching ques.ons. Is that acceptable?
EM:
It’s important to determine what the tapering oﬀ is about and whether
clients are stuck and in need of some help or if they are just chugging
along ge_ng their crea.ve work done. Tapering oﬀ can mean either
thing, and if it’s the former then we do indeed need to try something
(like oﬀering those self-coaching ques.ons) but if it’s the laMer, and
clients are doing ﬁne, there’s nothing we should need from them by
way of “more contact.”
If it’s the laMer, we can just check in with a simple, “Curious how things
are going. Care to check in a bit?” and see if they are s.ll on track.
Tapering oﬀ is very usual and can mean either one of two very diﬀerent
things, that our client isn’t doing her work and has gone quiet or that
she is doing her work and has gone quiet. If it’s the laMer, that’s just
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ﬁne! If it’s the former, then we do indeed need to make an eﬀort to
reengage and “start fresh” and get the conversa.on going again.

68. Not enjoying the steps of our plan
CIT:
A client just told me that she is happy with her plan for her crea.ve life
but she is not enjoying execu.ng the steps of the plan. Is that usual? Or
strange?
EM:
Absolutely common. One reason (among many) that planning can make
us anxious and can make the very idea of planning a liMle odious is that,
while we may well relish the goal that we have in mind, we may relish
almost none of the steps required to achieve that goal! How hard that
makes it to plan, when the steps of the plan don’t really appeal to us.
For example, a coach may truly want to present a crea.vity workshop
and may also truly not want to make phone calls on the workshop’s
behalf, send emails out on the workshop’s behalf, and so on. It is vital
that we remember that a plan may involve things that we do not relish
doing. How obvious that is! And yet we have to accept and embrace
that reality over and over again.
This is a signiﬁcant shadow side of planning, that many of the actual
steps of our plan may feel boring, meaningless, or odious. So be it. We
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must simply “do the work in front of us,” because the ul.mate goal is
indeed of real value to us!

69. Free clients or paying clients?
CIT:
So far, I’ve only been working with free clients. But I've started pu_ng
some pitches out to get paid clients. At this stage of my training, should
I s.ck with free clients or go for paid clients?
EM:
If you want clients primarily for the hours and the experience, recrui.ng
free clients is by far the easier way to go, much easier than ﬁnding fullpay clients and quite a bit easier than ﬁnding reduced-pay clients, who
are preMy much as hard to ﬁnd as full-pay clients. So, if your need is
mainly for experience and for cer.ﬁca.on hours, I would probably go
with free for a bit, maybe trying to get as much experience and as many
hours as fast as possible.
If, however, you actually want to make money, then you must engage in
real prac.ce-building, promo.ng, marke.ng, and the other things that
come with running a business, perhaps to the tune of 15 – 20 hours a
week and including ideas like ﬁnding partners, ge_ng clear on your
brand, and so on. To me, it seems like you have a basic decision to
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make: free clients for the experience and the hours (which should be
rela.vely simple to do) or making money (which is hard to do).

70. Raising rates and packages
CIT:
I’ve been working with paying clients but at a reduced rate. Now I’d like
to raise my rates. I’d also like to start employing packages that bring in
more revenue. Thoughts on that?
EM:
I would raise my rates with new clients ﬁrst, rather than with exis.ng
clients, either by simply raising your hourly rate or by building those
higher prices into a package. I personally ﬁnd it hard to raise the rates of
current clients and I virtually never do that, but that’s just me. If you
want to raise the rates of current clients, you might say either of the
following: “By the way, in X month I’ll be raising my fees” or “By the
way, in X month I’ll be changing over to a package price.” Personally, I
would probably ﬁnd the laMer easier to do than the former.
As to how to oﬀer package op.ons, there’s a lot to think about there.
How many .mes a month do you want to see your clients? How much
email availability do you want to provide, if any? I would “step back”
and try to picture various op.ons and packages and then make a
decision. I don’t think you need to dream up fancy names for your
packages, if you decide to provide more than one; and, personally, I
think that providing just one package is the beMer bet.
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You might say something as simple as “I oﬀer a combina.on of email
and phone/Skype coaching, I require an x-month commitment, and the
price is X dollars a month.” Something that simple has worked well for
me (though I am currently back to a single session model).

71. Inner and outer conﬂicts
CIT:
I’m beginning to see that many clients are experiencing conﬂicts of one
sort or another, even about really wan.ng to create anything. Have you
no.ced this?
EM:
Yes, among the greatest impediments to crea.ng are inner and outer
conﬂicts. By that I mean the following sorts of things: you want to write
poetry and your husband says that you should get a job; you want to
write a screenplay but are too aware of the odds against you; you want
to play jazz but you are a trained classical musician with parents who
hate jazz; you want to paint but every .me your wife sees what you’re
pain.ng she snickers; etc.
There can be conﬂicts between doing personal work versus doing
commercial work, between working in this genre or subject maMer
versus that genre or subject maMer, between your vision of your path
and someone else’s vision of your path, between using a chunk of .me
for crea.ng or for some other worthy, important, or necessary task, and
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so on. Mere busyness is one powerful blocker, but when there is a
simmering conﬂict on top of the busyness, our tendency is to “avoid the
conﬂict”—which almost always amounts to avoiding our crea.ve work.
How can you help clients with their conﬂicts? The ﬁrst step is to even
know that a conﬂict is there. When you have a stuck client and you’ve
tried many things and you are wondering what to try next, you can try
asking the following: “You know, we’ve tried a lot of things but we
haven’t quite hit the nail on the head yet. I wonder if there is some
conﬂict that is stopping you from crea.ng? Would you mind giving that
some thought and see if that rings a bell?” If indeed there turns out to
be a simmering conﬂict implicated in the blockage, some.mes just
ge_ng it named and ge_ng it on the table is half the baMle!

72. When clients go quiet, con-nued
CIT:
One of my clients has been par.cularly non-responsive lately. I’ve sent
a few inquiries but have not received a response that indicates that any
work has been done in the last six weeks. I think this person is
overwhelmed by her life. I’ve acknowledged that in my e-mails but
besides my e-mails of encouragement, I am not sure how to go forward.
Do I just con.nue checking in?
EM:
It makes a diﬀerence whether we are talking about a free or prac.ce
client and a paying client.
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With a free or prac.ce client I would be inclined to let the client go at
this point by wondering aloud something like, “I wonder if you’re
ﬁnding that this a good .me to engage in crea.vity coaching? I don’t
want the coaching to be an extra burden in your life, so do let me know
if you’d like to stop at this .me.” Something along those lines …
With a client who has pre-paid for a monthly package and who has
perhaps commiMed to and paid for a couple of months, the situa.on is
diﬀerent. There I might say something similar but with the added
proviso that the client s.ll has .me (and coaching) on account. So, this
might sound like, “I wonder if you’re ﬁnding this a good .me to engage
in crea.vity coaching? I don’t want the coaching to be an extra burden
in your life, so do let me know if you’d like to postpone the coaching at
this .me (you would have a month remaining on account). Maybe you’d
like to take some .me oﬀ and start up again when that seems
appropriate to you? Let me know your thoughts on that.” Something
along those lines …
There are many other approaches to take as well, but I did want to
men.on the “let’s stop” versus the “let’s postpone” or “let’s take a
break” approaches.

73. The value of email coaching
CIT:
What are your thoughts on the beneﬁts of adding the wriMen
component to coaching that email coaching provides? Does this help a
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coach do something diﬀerent from what he or she can do when talking
to a client? My sense is that a combina.on of the two will work the best
for me. Thoughts?
EM:
I agree that the ac.vity of wri.ng out his or her thoughts helps a client
a lot. That's why I think that email coaching is valuable. On the other
hand, for the coach it can be easier to "just" do sessions and skip the
email component, really more for the sake of ease than because that is
ideal.
I do think that the "ideal" is a combina.on of email coaching and
phone, Skype or in-person sessions but because we have real lives that
can be very, very busy, a coach might want to skip the email part and
just do sessions. I think that either choice is reasonable!

74. Not knowing your client’s universe
CIT:
So I am about to start working with a client who is a musician. He is
asking for support whilst he starts his crowdfunding campaign for his
new album. He has done this before and though it was successful the
process was incredibly stressful for him and he would love for it to be a
diﬀerent experience this .me around.
This is a huge challenge for me as my 'comfort' if you like is in working
with ar.sts and writers as these are the worlds I have more
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understanding of however I have been honest and transparent about
this and we are both willing to take this on as a learning curve and new
challenge for both of us :-).
So my ques.on is, do you have any .ps, ar.cles, helpful advice to
support someone who is going through a self funding (like
crowdfunding/kickstarter etc) process? Anything that would point me
(and him) in the right direc.on would be gratefully received :-).
Just to be clear he is one of my new free coaching clients whilst I
journey through the advanced training :-).
Thank you and much apprecia.on,
EM:
This is a good example of a situa.on where the coach may have no
personal knowledge of how to accomplish the task the client has set
himself. This happens all the .me. There is no reason why coaches
should know all of these many things (which also change all the .me)
nor can they know all these things. I would say to a client who is doing
something about which I know liMle or nothing, "Okay, talk me through
what you are going to need to do." The client then researches the task
and reports back. Then the coach might say, "Okay, which task comes
ﬁrst?" or "Which of these tasks looks like it's going to be the hardest for
you?" In this "simple" way a coach can keep a client focused and
mo.vated without personally knowing anything about the task or
having had any experience with the task. We can't become experts on
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everything, but we can help our clients become their own experts
about the things they need to know.

75. What is the main issue that clients present with?
CIT:
In your many years of experience, have you no.ced if there is maybe
one main issue that is most o6en presented?
EM:
This is an interes.ng ques.on. There are all sorts of issues that could be
named and that could then become coaching niches for a given coach:
overcoming crea.ve blocks, ﬁnishing projects, dealing with the art
marketplace, too much cri.cism, too liMle recogni.on, etc. However,
what I think that virtually all clients are coming to us with as the real or
main presen.ng issue is a corollary to what in 12-step language is
described in the following way: "My life has become unmanageable."
This is really the #1 issue. That isn't to say that from a marke.ng and
promo.ng standpoint one might not want to iden.fy niches and pitch
to those niches. But if I were to try to name why clients are really
coming to me, it's because in their own mind they need help with
"everything." Naturally, we are obliged to work on one thing at a .me,

75 COACH QUESTIONS ANSWERED

!88

as we can't work on everything all at once. But "everything" is probably
the real #1 issue!

I hope that you’ve found these ques.ons and answers interes.ng and
useful. If they’ve sparked your interest in crea.vity coaching and
becoming a coach yourself, please visit the following spot to learn more
about my crea.vity coaching trainings:
hMp://ericmaisel.com/trainings/crea.vity-coaching-trainings/
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