From Aha to Ta-dah: insights during life coaching and the link to
behaviour change
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Background
Coaching has become a popular and practical strategy to manage change in organisations and wellness strategies (Rock & Page, 2009). Evidence
on the efficacy of coaching is currently supported by over 40 randomised controlled trials (Passmore, 2014).
Few studies have looked at the relationship of insight to behaviour change. A phenomenological study on insight within a life-coaching
programme found that behaviour change following a moment of insight was related to the depth of emotion and importance of the topic
(Longhurst, 2006). Longhurst (2006) also recognised that moments of insight during coaching signalled an important transformation.
The purpose of the current study was to build on the naturalistic studies of insight and the link to behaviour change.

Aim of the Study
To discover and establish if the intervention of coaching supports the realisation of insight i.e. aha moments resulting in behaviour change, the
Ta-dah! The researchers hypothesised that moments of insight during coaching would represent breakthroughs in a topic of personal and
emotional significance, resulting in a new perspective and sustained behaviour change compared to non-insight. Insight represents a cognitive
leap in understanding that is distinct from other types of problem-solving.

Research Design & Methodology
Data collection took place from September 2015 to March 2016. A total of 11 people from Women Together who offer subsidised coaching to
low-income women. Participants were approached for the study and eight consented, along with their coaches. Two participants withdrew
during the programme, resulting in a final cohort of six participants and six coaches that completed all study requirements.
The programme featured 9 one-to-one coaching sessions. Consent was obtained from all concerned and the ethics approval for the study was
attained through Western University’s Office of Research Ethics. CALC structure and the Wheel of Life are used for initial assessment. Coaches
and clients were asked to complete a feedback form after each session.

Key Results
1.

Moments of insight during coaching (Figure 1)

Every participant reported at least one instance of insight (ranging from 1 to 9) during the coaching intervention.

2.

Linking insight to behaviour (Table 1)

There was a clear pattern between the shift in perspective and new behaviour. During moments of insight, participants experienced a
characteristic emotional charge and a change in perspective. Overall moments of insight could be directly linked to goal-progress for 93% and
behaviour change in 56% of the cases.
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3.

Moments of non-insights (Table 2)

Fewer non-insight sessions were reported (n=12), where participants described working through emotions or events that were not
attributable to insight but supported their goals and related to the primary goal of sustained behaviour change. Three examples in the
narrative were found to support this.

4.

Coaches Role (Table 3)

Where coach feedback could be matched to participant feedback (n=9), session summaries were mirrored. Agreement on evidence of moment
of insight when experienced documented in both feedback.

Comments & Limitations of the Study
This study reflects data from 9 women (started with 11 and 2 left the study) from low income families with some sessions done in person, some
over the phone and some in a group setting. A controlled study where participants contain a mix of people that represent different age, sex,
race and income would be even more insightful on the connection between coaching, insight and sustained behaviour change.
Despite the limitations of this study, it is evident that coaching facilitates individuals with a level of self-awareness providing clarity, a new way
of thinking and perspective. New perspective derived through coaching brought about the ‘aha’ moments coupled with emotion(s) attached to
the moment, which then evoked action (plans), commitment and accountability, the ‘Ta-dah’!
The technology behind Neuroscience is a great win for coaching as it provides and substantiates tangible scientific results (ECG) which could be
argued to be more acceptable to those who subscribe to more than a feeling. Klein and Jarosz (2011)i sampled 120 reports of insight, qualified
by a sudden shift in perception and subsequent change of perspective on the problem. Their naturalistic inquiry of spontaneous insights
examined the mechanisms that shaped subsequent behaviour. They found a strong relation for noticing contradictions (82%) and willingness
to explore these contradictions (93%) and reported that 46% of the insights resulted in a new behaviour (Klein & Jarosz, 2011).
What’s important, is that coaching an intervention proven to generate insights and behaviour change.

i Klein, G., & Jarosz, A. (2011). A naturalistic study of insight. Journal of Cognitive Engineering and Decision Making, 5(4), 335–351. doi:10.1177/1555343411427013
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