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In the fields of career counselling and psychology, researchers such as Ibarra
(2003), Ashforth and Schinoff (2016), Brown (2015, 2017), Petriglieri et al. (2018)
and Yates (2017) have established that work-related change involves identity
change, and requires identity work. But until recently, executive coaching has tended
to approach career transition from a skills and performance perspective rather than
engaging with and supporting the more fundamental issue of shifting identities
(Parker, 2016). Despite it being a frequent topic in my sessions, the integral identity
work associated with career transition, fundamental to achieving long-term desired
results (Vahasantanen et al. 2017; Skinner, 2014), was not a topic I encountered in
any of my coach training and indeed is rarely acknowledged (McGill et al. 2019;
Evans and Lines, 2014). That was the gap in which I wanted to contribute with my
Doctorate of Coaching and Mentoring. I wanted to create a bridge between the
theoretical concepts involved in this topic and coaching in practice; to co-create, with
working women, an accessible coaching model based on their experiences of
identity work in career choices and transitions.
Issues I might be invited to work on with clients who are relatively new in their roles
include, for example, their leadership styles, executive presence, or influencing
stakeholders. However, once embarked on the coaching, time and again I find a
major underlying issue to be concerned with identity in their new role
themselves, and how others see them. T
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in their new role or situation. My clients are

often embarrassed by their level of doubt, anxiety, and tumult. They feel alone, and
uniquely inadequate, and they are reluctant to communicate their feelings to others,
having perhaps heralded this event as an exciting achievement.
The questions can be linked to the fundamental and holistic enquiry lying at the heart
of career practice (Yates, 2017): H

can I b
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complex issue. In order to answer it, you have to explore: Who am I now? Who do I
want to be? How do I get there? The challenge is not always diminished by the
transition being voluntary. Clients may have chosen to move to a new company, or
to retrain, or to return to work after maternity leave, or to put themselves forward for
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a senior promotion. But for many of my clients and research participants, while the
moves themselves may have been intentional, the background situations were
complex: a financially tempting offer of voluntary redundancy; a promotion offered at
a moment s notice; a transition from the military to the private sector a couple of
years before compulsory retirement; perceived pressure to return to work/stay at
home longer with the children; childcare or commuting issues.
Literature review
It was Iba a

(2003) Working Identity that made me realise that this area of identity
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. I found that

while there was literature available on identity, identity work, career transitions and
gender (see diagram below), there was very little on coaching these concepts

and

even less on coaching these topics with women, for whom, it has been established,
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and our gendered society (Mavin et al. 2014). Given this, I made the decision to
confine my study to women.
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Identity and Identity work
Ashforth & Mael, 1982
Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982
Marcus & Nurius, 1986
Brewer, 1991
Yost, 1992
Weick, 1995
Baumeister, 1996 onwards
Alvesson et al, 2008
Sinclair, 2011
Watson, 2012
Fachin & Davel, 2015
Brown, 2015, 2017
Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016
Petriglieri, 2010, 2018
Winkler, 2018
Caza et al., 2018
Career Transitions
Bridges, 1980, 1986, 2001
Prochaska et al., 1992
Ibarra, 1999 onwards
Fouad & Bynner, 2008
Kegan &Lahey, 2009
Weinstock, 2011
Savickas et al., 2009, 2012,
2013
Oakland et al., 2012
Evans & Lines, 2014
Fachin & Davel, 2015
Parker, 2016
Yates 2014, 2107
Petriglieri et al., (2018)
McGill et al., 2019

Literature review schema and key sources

COACHING
WOMEN'S
IDENTITY
WORK IN
CAREER
TRANSITIONS

‘how work-related identity change occurs remains largely under-studied and
poorly understood (Ibarra, 2005)
‘there is a need for a comprehensive understanding of identity dynamics at work
(Caza, 2018)
‘there has been an exponential growth in coaching literature but a parallel increase
specifically on coaching for transition has yet to emerge and presents as an
opportunity for future research… (Parker, 2016)
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Gender
Jorgeson, 2002
O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005
Maniero & Sullivan, 2005
Schein, 2007
Cabrera, 2007
Eagly & Carli, 2007
Motulsky, 2010
O’Neill & O’Reilly, 2010
Leimon et al., 2011
Butcher, 2012
Filsinger, 2012
Sinclair, 2013
LaPointe, 2013
Butler, 2014
Mavin et al., 2013, 2014
Skinner, 2014

Coaching women’s identity work
• Ruderman & Ohlott, 2005
• Eagly, 2005
• Hopkins et al., 2008
• Benavides, 2008
• Galuk, 2009
• Florent-Treacy, 2009
• Broughton & Miller, 2009
• Cox et al, 2010
• Bond & Naughton, 2011
• Elston & Bonniwell, 2011
• Bachkirova, 2011, 2020
• Sinclair, 2011, 2013
• Skinner, 2014
• De-Valle, 2014
• O’Neil et al., 2015
• Bonneywell, 2017
• Winkler, 2018

Fig. 1: Literature review: key sources
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Definitions
As a result of an extensive literature review, these were the definitions that I adopted
for this study.
Identity
C

a

a
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a

: that identity is

dependent upon and formed within multiple contexts which bring social, cultural,
political, and historical forces to bear upon that formation; that identity is formed in
relationship with others and involves emotions; that identity is shifting, unstable and
multiple; and that identity involves the construction and reconstruction of meaning
through stories over time. (Rodgers and Scott, 2008, p. 733).
Identity work
An ongoing process whereby people strive to shape a relatively coherent and
distinctive notion of personal self-identity; a project, rather than an achievement.
(Mavin, 2014; Watson, 2008).
Transition
A process of adapting to change; letting go of the way things used to be and taking
hold of the way they subsequently become. (Bridges, 2001, p. 2)
Career
Fluid, multiple, adaptive, customised. Not dependent on an organisation but
internalised, with learning and growth and other identity motives as drivers (Brown,
2015; Yates, 2017; Savickas, 2012).
Career transition
Career transition is more than a change in status, salary and role description. It
involves social, relational and personal shifts, incorporating several stages and
requiring agentic, holistic identity work (Ibarra, 2003)
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Common to all these is that they describe the concepts as holistic, fluid, multiple,
agile, and evolving. They all invite conscious engagement, interaction, ownership,
and agency.
Methodology: Conceptual Encounter
My research aimed to discover, test and generate. D R
Encounter methodology invites researchers

a

Conceptual
a

a

(de Rivera and Kreilkamp, 2006, p. 1), which matched my motivation for
the research. The methodology was also a good fit for my constructivist worldview,
adopting as it does a reflexive, iterative approach. It begins with the researcher
creating an initial conceptualisation of the experience, from the literature review and
from personal experience or practice. The interviews begin with an exploration of a
a

a

n. Data is recorded, to be

analysed after the interview. In the second half of the interview, the initial
conceptualisation is shown to a research partner or focus group, and they are invited
to accept, reject or add to the elements of the model. After the interview, the
researcher analyses the data and takes in modifications to the model, and then takes
that modified model to the next research interview. In this way, the model iteratively
evolves. This process of collecting, analysing and interpreting the data and
integrating experiences continues until the model makes explicit what was previously
;a

a

a

;a
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a

a

(de Rivera and

Kreilkamp, 2006, p. 8). In this way, the conceptualisation generated by the
researcher and her research partners becomes a genuine co-creation and is a
synthesis of theory and practice. It is an emergent methodology, an iterative process,
a negotiated consensus.
Research sample
The research sample was 53, comprising 12 coaches who assisted with my initial
model, and 41 working women. The criteria were women age 25-55, from
organisations based in the UK, who had experienced career transitions in the last
two years. Participants were representative of those liable to be offered executive
coaching by their organisations - the sample was largely highly educated, relatively
privileged, high earning, and relatively confident. Only 5 out of 53 participants were
from ethnic minorities, which is a limitation of this study. However,

a
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experience is possible, it is also subject to universalisa

(Haugh, 1987 cited in

Willig, 2001, p. 17); and this research is intended to be the beginning of a
conversation and exploration, rather than prescriptive or predictive.
Findings
The Findings were revealed in two parts: through an abstract conceptualisation (see
below), and through a post-interview thematic analysis of the data through the
stages of the model.
Findings I: The MAP (Me-As-a-Process) Coaching Model

The MAP (Me-As-a-Process) Coaching Model:
Women’s experience of identity work in career choices and transitions
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Fig 2: The MAP (Me-As-a-Process) Coaching Model
The acronym MAP (Me-As-a-Process) in the title of the model refers to both de
R

a

a

human experience, and to the ongoing nature of identity and

identity work (Watson, 2008; Brown, 2015, 2017). The model builds on work by
Ibarra (2003), Yates (2017) and many others. The spiral design was a result of
influences from Prochaska et al. (1992), whose work showed that people build on
a

,a

Iba a a

Ba b

(2010)

work between past, present and future. Research participants specifically referenced
the value of learning from earlier positive and negative experiences and constructing
identity as an ongoing process.
The first part of the model

a

work in career choices and transitions. While the stages are numbered as if discrete,
in practice they interweave and can be experienced haphazardly rather than
sequentially, and often concurrently. The spiral is set in axes which are not strictly
logical but which the research participants added in order to contextualise it. The y
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axis signifies Becoming, the x axis represents Life Events. Participants felt strongly
that engaging with the identity work of who we can become was triggered primarily
not by time but by events, and our individual responses to them (Willig, 2001).
Stage 1 W

a

I,

?:

Narrative to date; multiple selves; the expectations and assumptions by which
individuals define themselves; strengths and weaknesses; happiness levels; extent
of potential being utilised; how time is spent.
The women reported an often lengthy process of exploring and examining how they
had got to where they wer : I
a

b ab

Stage 2 W

ab

a

a
Ib

a. (A

).

?:

Possible and impossible selves; identity motives; examining desire for change.
Exploring possible selves provided relief from the stresses of working life for the
participants. It provided information about what they really wanted. Most importantly,
this stage reinforced empowerment and control as they realised they had choice in
how they lived their lives.
Stage 3 W

I

a

a

b ?:

Moving from dreaming to reality, reflection to action; testing and experimenting.
This challenging stage of the process often led to participants pausing the process,
citing reasons such as training, children, location, money, or health. Targeted
relational support (Motulsky, 2010), as well as more solution-focused approaches
such as goal setting and follow-up, structure and strategy, played a significant role in
positive outcomes.
Stage 4 H

a I

a

and still be me? :

Adaptation and learning in a new environment; revising the narrative.
The women found that, having made a choice, they were cast back into a period of
liminality as they assessed what was needed, what was assumed and expected,
how they could

,

a

( a

a a

a)

y had and

needed, who could be role models and so on. Revisiting past experiences and
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recognising the discomfort associated with growth and learning a

a were

found to be key.
The MAP (Me-As-a-Process) Model: Coaching Questions
Coaching questions are an integral part of this model. This is an amendment to the
methodology, which usually features labels rather than questions. However de
Rivera points to the ability of Conceptual Encounter
a

a

a

a a
(

R

ra and Kreilkamp, 2006,

p. 29). Questions are considered a key factor in achieving a positive outcome in
coaching (Hardingham, 2004; Schein, 2013), and including them enabled the
generation of a practical coaching tool. There are four sets of coaching questions,
a

a

, and each question refers to a concept raised in

the literature and/or spoken about by one or more participant. Research partners
who had been struggling with the experience at a subconscious level found the
questions helpful in bringing it to consciousness (Yates, 2017, Bourne and Ozbilgin,
2008), as referenced in this study by Anita: Without actually being able to articulate
hem, i

m ch ha de .

The MAP Coaching Model reflects the need for both insight and action (Prochaska et
al. 1992) in the many transitions that are likely to form part of the lifelong path of
B

. Its aim is not to develop women leaders, nor even to successfully

complete a career transition (although I would be delighted if these were secondary
consequences). Its purpose is to bring the topic into the coaching arena, to
encourage conscious engagement with and agency in the process of the identity
work experienced in career choices and transitions. Developed in an iterative
process, the model and its questions can continue to evolve as wider groups of
participants input their experience.
Findings II: Thematic analysis of the data
The interviews were a rich source of personal data which provided revealing insights
a

a

a

.I a

short article such as this, the diagram below is perhaps the most effective method to
convey some of the key findings.
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Figure 3: Key findings for this group of participants
Discussion and implications for coaching practice
Identity work in career choices and transitions rarely feature in coaching literature or
education (Parker, 2016; McGill et al. 2018). Researchers have noted that identity
often forms the subtext or background canvas of a coaching session, without being
named (Bonneywell, 2016). Y

a

a b

popularised across multi-disciplinary areas (Brown, 2017), research partners relished
the opportunity to name and explore it. In her research on the link between identity
and coaching practice, Butcher (2012, p. 123) noted that while
a

a

a

a

a

, coaches were uneasy

about working overtly in the area of identity, traditionally seen as more within the
realm of therapy. Many practitioners (Cox et al. 2014; Popovic and Boniwell, 2007)
agree that the worlds of therapies and coaching overlap in places, and see this as an
a a
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a

a

a

. In

coaching identity work, coaches have to be aware of, and respectful of, the potential
consequences of uncovering things that might not have been previously seen or
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(Bachkirova, 2020, p. 2). As in all areas of coaching, coaches should be alert to
potential mental health warning signs (Buckley and Buckley, 2006), and have regular
supervision.
Almost all the women experienced volatile emotions throughout the process, aligning
K

(2008, . 181) finding that E

a

a

a

a

.

However, for the women interviewed, it was not possible to determine a pattern to
this emotional journey. But while the experience and process of identity work was
idiosyncratic, the goal was consistent. They wanted to create a congruent and
dynamically evolving life with control and agency, challenge and learning, meaning
and purpose, values and authenticity and balance. They wanted to work actively
towards aligning their career and their identity (Kira and Balkin, 2014), bringing more
a
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a , 2011), a
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pressured to adopt inauthentic (often masculine) behaviours.
As e

,

prescribed

coaching approach, solution, technique or language (Leimon et al. 2011). Coaches
should be led by their client in their use of the MAP model. It may be useful to
introduce it all at once to the client, or it might be more beneficial to bring in
individual aspects of it as appropriate. As coaches, we need to be educated about
contemporary views of identity, identity work, careers and transitions, in order to feel
confident about supporting our clients as they strive to become who they want to be.
Conclusion
This study has synthesised existing literature and subjective experience to generate
The MAP Coaching Model. It offers coaches a structure, language and coaching
questions with which they can support clients in agentically navigating their unique,
-in-a

(B

, 2015; S

a , 2013), a

process increase their motivation and satisfaction (Yates, 2017). With the rise in
disruptive change faced in all areas of our society and organisations, individuals will
almost certainly benefit from consciously engaging in the lifelong holistic project of
const
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(Sa
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(Butler, 2005, p.
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103). In this study, participant Angela echoes that sentiment: I

ha d

o k, being a

person. In my coaching practice, I have found that clients value the model for its
effect of normalising their experience, plotting where they are in the process and
providing a language that helps them consciously engage with it. I hope that it will
support coaches and clients in embarking on the challenging yet empowering
process of identity work in career choices and transitions.
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