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Are we actually changing 
our clients’ brains? Can 
we? What can we honestly 
say about how coaching 
may change a client’s 
brain and what do we still 
not know? What is neuro-
plasticity, and what does it 
mean for coaching? What 
are lifestyle implications 
to brain change? How 
can we help ‘prime’ our 
clients’ brains to be less 
threat sensitive and more 
open to joy? Join us as we 
take a fresh look at neuro-
science and coaching. 

Does  
Coaching  
Change  
the Brain?
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By Ann Betz, CPCC, PCC, CNTC

Life begins at the end of your comfort zone.
~Neale Donald Walsch

As a single footstep will not make a path on the earth, 
so a single thought will not make a pathway in the 
mind. To make a deep physical path, we walk again 
and again. To make a deep mental path, we must think 
over and over the kind of thoughts we wish to domi-
nate our lives. 

~Henry David Thoreau

You Can’t do THAT …
• in a business setting.
• with engineers, scientists, and IT types.
• with men.
• with women.
• with younger people.
• with older people.
• in other cultures.

Or CAN you?
It’s high time for coaching to stop apologizing for our 
most effective tools.

L ately I’ve been asking coaches what tools and tech-
niques in coaching are difficult or highly resisted in 
certain populations. In the fascinating discussions 

which ensued, it became clear that even though many 
coaches have discovered ways to get around certain chal-
lenges and resistance, there is a collective conversation in 
coaching that some things are too “out there” or (to use 
a classic Californian term) “woo-woo” for everyone. 

One of the things I find the most powerful about neu-
roscience is that it makes the woo-woo real. In the case 

of these recent conversations, for every objection, there 
was a neuroscience explanation as to why it works and 
is actually important in the process of learning and 
change. Over and over again I have seen that there ac-
tually is no woo-woo. There’s just science. And when 
we, as coaches, understand and can explain this to our 
clients, they’ll come with us into techniques that are un-
familiar and outside their comfort zones, achieving the 
breakthroughs and lasting learning they desire. 

It’s time to claim our effectiveness as a profession and 
kill the “woo-woo” conversation. 

Here are some of the topics that came up in my con-
versations with coaches:

• Don’t ask people in business to talk about emotions or 
where they feel something in their body. They’ll think it is 
inappropriate. And be sure to avoid making them cry. 

• Don’t ask your clients to move around too much, es-
pecially at first  They’ll think it’s weird.

The Neuroscience  
of the ‘Woo-woo’
Why it’s high time for coaching to stop apologizing for our  
most effective tools
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• Don’t talk about failure, and cer-
tainly don’t encourage it!

• Whatever you do, don’t do any-
thing silly or playful. 

• Your client’s lifestyle/health choices 
are off limits unless they bring it up 
themselves. 

• If people want to just focus on get-
ting things done, then who are you to 
ask them about meaning and purpose? 
It’s the client’s agenda, after all!

• Don’t ask people who are logical 
and linear to do visualizations because it 
drives them crazy. Same with metaphor. 

The question is, what does neurosci-
ence say about the impact these tools 
and techniques have on change and 
learning? Let’s start with neuroplasti-
city, the ability of the brain to grow and 
change throughout life. 

Neuroplasticity is, simply put, the ca-
pacity of the brain to change throughout 
life. It can occur on a variety of levels, 
ranging from changes due to learning 
or growth, to large-scale changes in re-
sponse to injury (see Norman Doidge’s 
entertaining  The Brain that Changes 

Itself for more on the latter). While 
for much of the 20th century, the gen-
eral consensus among neuroscientists 
was that brain structure is relatively 
unchanging after early childhood, cur-
rent understanding is that many aspects 
of the brain remain plastic – that is, 
changeable – even into adulthood.

And so, we can (and do) change. 
But what does it take? And why do 
some people succeed at developing 

new habits where others fail miser-
ably? Well, extensive research points 
to certain keys to neuroplasticity, 
without which it is more difficult (and 
sometimes impossible) for the brain to 
make neuroplastic changes. In addi-
tion to these keys, there are additional 
aspects which also assist with or en-
hance the process. In both cases, the 
more keys/aspects, the better.

What, then, does this mean in terms 
of our “You Can’t Do THAT” list? 
Well, since people come to coaching 
seeking lasting change, it makes sense 
that as coaches we use tools and tech-
niques that activate neuroplasticity. 

The Role of Emotions
Emotion is one of the most important 
aspects of memory and learning. The 
emotional content of an issue is what 
grabs the brain’s attention and signals us 
that something is relevant. (This is why 
scary, dangerous or upsetting things get 
particularly burned into our memories, 
by the way.) When we rush past emo-
tion and don’t explore how something 
makes us feel, there is less likelihood 

the positive change that occurs in the 
coaching conversation will stick. 

And crying, by the way, is simply 
one of the body’s mechanisms for re-
leasing stress chemicals. 

The Role of Embodiment
Let’s start with the fact that our brain 
is not just isolated in our heads. We 
have neurons in our hearts and guts, 
and an entire nervous system sending 

“ When we rush past emotion and don’t explore 
how something makes us feel, there is less like-
lihood the positive change that occurs in the 
coaching conversation will stick.” 
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information up the line. Checking 
in with the body can activate hidden 
learning that needs to be revealed. 

Second, having our clients embody 
a particular emotional state can ac-
tually create that emotional state 
within. For example, Amy Cuddy’s 
marvelous research on “power po-
sitions” shows that the body has a 
positive bio-chemical response to 
standing in positions of authority. 

And third, the more neural path-
ways we have associated with a 
particular behavior, the stronger 
the network. Thus, when there is a 
body position connected to a behav-
ior we want to change, it can help 
us remember on a physical level, 
thus strengthening the network and 
reinforcing change. 

The Role of Failure
From a neuroplasticity perspective, 
failure is fascinating. We have large 
and complex networks in our brain, 
and innumerable potential neural 
connections. Think of it like a path 
in the forest, except there are mul-
tiple paths and it is hard to know 
which one leads where we want 
to go. When we fail and realize we 
have failed, the brain tends to close 
that path. This means that next time 
we come to that particular place in 
the woods, choosing where to go is 
quicker and easier. 

The Role of Humor and Play
Humor relaxes and bonds us, and 
is a wonderful ally in helping to 
overcome the brain’s strong nega-
tivity bias and deal with stress. 
Laughter has been shown to re-
lease oxytocin, which makes us feel 
more bonded, connected and trust-
ing. Good humor also often plays 

upon the unexpected, causing us to 
think in new ways. Similarly, being 
playful puts the brain in an open 
state for learning.

The Role of Lifestyle 
The food we eat, the amount of sleep 
we get (or don’t) and the level of ex-
ercise we engage in all have implica-
tions for neuroplasticity as well. If 
a client is eating an unhealthy diet, 

not getting enough sleep, and never 
exercising, it will generally be much 
harder for the changes they want to 
make to get traction. 

The Role of Non-Task Fo-
cused Exploration
We have two dominant networks 
in the brain: one that is in charge of 
tasks (the Task Positive Network) 
and one that is involved in daydream-
ing, pondering and inspiration (the 
Default Mode Network). Both are 
needed for effectiveness (and sanity). 
When one of these networks is acti-
vated, the other is shut down. Stay-
ing solely focused on task severely 
limits creativity, while engaging the 
Default Mode Network opens up 
possibilities and innovation.

The Role of Visualization 
and Metaphor
Our visual cortex is better devel-
oped than our auditory cortex. We 
understand things in images more 
easily and quickly than we do by 

parsing linear sentences. Visual-
izations access hidden, non-verbal 
parts of the brain where there is of-
ten deep wisdom available.

You Can’t Do That Becomes 
You Must Do That
Based on neuroscience, I have thus 
turned the You Can’t Do That 
list above into what I am calling 
(tongue in cheek) the “You MUST 

Do That” list. For the most effective 
coaching and long-lasting change, 
you really MUST:

• focus on the emotional content 
of the issue

• get your client’s body involved
• encourage and celebrate failure 
• bring in humor and play
• check in on diet, exercise and sleep
• move away from a task-only focus 
• use visualizations and metaphor

When you understand the science 
behind it all, none of these are woo-
woo, odd or even edgy. They are 
simply how the human brain and 
body learn. And clients, no matter 
who they are – executives, male, fe-
male, young, old, in different coun-
tries, etc. – all have brains. And they 
all want to change, to become more 
effective. If they can understand 
that your techniques are designed 
to help their brains be in an optimal 
state for learning, growth and cre-
ativity, you’ll find less resistance and 
more engagement. So bring it on. 

“ When there is a body position connected 
to a behavior we want to change, it can 
help us remember on a physical level, 
thus strengthening the network and  
reinforcing change.” 
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