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Simon Western reflects on how coaching 
bridges the domains of the ‘wounded self’  
and the ‘celebrated self’. 

The bridge between 
two selves 
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This article draws on my previous 
research,1 my personal experience of 
working for many years as a counsellor, 
psychotherapist and family therapist, 

and the past 10 years as an executive coach 
working with CEOs and senior leaders in 
international corporations and large public 
sector organisations. Drawing on this lived 
experience and on theories of coaching, 
psychotherapy and social theory, I discuss the 
wider contexts in which the wounded self and 
celebrated self have emerged, and how the 
former is often seen as the natural territory  
of the therapist, while the latter is seen as the 
natural territory of the coach. 

While coaching may be marketed as the 
‘talking cure’ of the celebrated self, a good coach 
must have the skills and understanding that 
bridge the divide between these two selves and 
be able to work fluidly between them. This is not 
just a question of technique but also a question 
of purpose, defining what the work of coaching 
is really about. I conclude by briefly discussing  
a new coach training programme that is 
underpinned by this approach, working on the 
premise that coaches must master this core 
capability to bridge the wounded and celebrated 
self before applying the coaching work to the 
broader tasks of leading and influencing change 
in the workplace. 

The wounded self: the social context
The wounded self emerged as a core identity  
for individuals in Westernised cultures out of  
the post 1960s world where individualism and 
therapy culture triumphed.2 The ‘wounded  
self’ refers to a self that is damaged, broken, 
fragmented or hurt and where the individual has 
personal ‘issues’ to work on. What is important 
about the wounded self is to recognise it as a 

social discourse that acts on us unconsciously, 
shaping how we frame our experiences, 
perceptions and expectations. We are not 
concerned with individuals who have specific 
problems but with a cultural change that 
occurred, focusing us much more on our 
subjectivity; that is, our individuality, emotions, 
self-esteem and identity. This was a big change 
from the pre-1950s world where being of strong 
character and suffering silently with a stiff  
upper lip were far more valued than showing our 
emotions, and where individualism was valued  
far less than being humble and fitting in to the 
institutional norms imposed on us by respected 
authority figures and through class, gender and 
work roles. In the workplace, being ‘organisation 
man’3 was the socially valued expectation, as  
was the role of conformist suburban housewife. 
While there were always exceptions, those  
who wanted to free themselves from the social 
confinement in which they found themselves 
were seen as mavericks getting above their 
station in life. The 1960s counter-culture 
challenged these ideals of the self, and one of  
the by-products of this movement was the rise  
of therapy culture. Therapy culture goes beyond 
the rising numbers of counsellors and therapeutic 
experts in society (although this sustains it)  
and points to how the ideas of therapy infiltrate  
every aspect of our lives. We all become pop-
psychologists to our family and friends, borrowing 
therapeutic language to speak to each other. 
Films and TV shows reflect our concerns about 
our emotions and our relational issues; magazines 
and newspapers have their agony aunts. We are 
surrounded by a culture that says talking about 
feelings is good, showing emotion is good and 
acknowledging and working to repair your 
wounded self is good! Therapy culture expanded 
into our lives in four ways:

The expansion of therapy culture1(p4-5)  

Adapted and reproduced with permission of the publisher

1   The definition of ‘illness’ has become  
much broader, with new ‘illnesses’ being 
recognised, such as post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), attention deficit disorder 
(ADD), personality disorder (PD) – all 
syndromes rather than illnesses – and with 
them, huge rises in diagnostic rates have 
taken place. 

2   Other areas of ‘ordinary’ life – one’s self-
esteem, relationships, bringing up children, 
grief and loss – all became potential areas of 
concern and therefore areas accessible to 
therapeutic intervention. 

3   Recognised ‘illnesses’, such as depression, 
found a much wider constituency. What in the 
past was understood to be misery or melancholy 
became a treatable illness, called depression. 
The pharmaceutical industry found a mass 
market for treatments such as Prozac, 
thereby encouraging this trend. In Britain, 
depression accounted for one per cent of the 
population born during the First World War, 
five per cent born during the Second World 
War and jumped to 10–15 per cent in the 
1960s. Diagnosis is a very subjective matter; 
that is, social class, gender and ethnicity all 
impact on diagnostic outcomes. 

4   Therapy culture entered healthy social 
arenas and became ‘a way of thinking and 
being’ rather than a way of ‘curing psychic  
or emotional disorder’.4,5 Ò
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Critical theorists claim that therapy culture 
creates a narcissistic, selfish and introspective 
society, focusing on ‘I‘ instead of ‘we’. Rather 
than liberating individuals from their concerns, 
they claim it entraps them in an increasingly 
widening array of ‘ills’ that produces neurotic 
individuals who internalise victimhood and are 
forever seeking professional help.5,6 Others, 
while acknowledging the dangers of a rising 
narcissism in society, believe that therapy 
culture reflects a real and growing need for more 
expert help to support us and help us navigate  
the more complex world in which we live.7,8 The 
change from the 1950s society has liberated us 
in many ways to embrace individual freedom of 
expression and opportunity; yet, while freeing 
us from old constraints, this new world order 
places greater emotional and psychological 
demands on us. The wounded self emerged as  
a core identity in the late 1960s and became  
the domain of the counsellor/therapist, whose 
expertise was to offer support, reparation, 
understanding and insights, and to help change 
behaviour and thinking in order to help clients 
cope better with their issues and problems. 

The contemporary wounded self is in 
constant need of therapeutic intervention and 
an array of experts are there to help: counsellors, 
psychotherapists, pastoral care, telephone help 
lines, social media and internet support groups. 
There are also self-help books and magazines 
everywhere, offering expert advice. The 
wounded self is a very reproductive self: the 
more we individualise and get in touch with our 
feelings and emotions, the more we need help. 

The celebrated self: the social context
A counter-narrative arose during this same period. 
The celebrated self was inspired by Emerson, 
the transcendentalists, the Beat generation  
and the human potential movement of Carl 
Rogers, Maslow and others, and represented  
an idealised, hopeful, optimistic and positive self, 
reflecting the American Dream and its positive 
culture. The celebrated self flourished during  
the 1960s’ hippie counter-culture, with its 
hedonistic individualism and celebration of love 
and life, empowering people with slogans like 

‘find yourself’, ‘love yourself’, ‘there are no limits 
to what you can achieve’, and ‘break free from 
conformity and authority!’ Cobb summarises 
how the celebrated self also draws from 
therapeutic culture, but focuses on the  
positive rather than the pathology:

‘Trust your feelings, have faith in yourself, 
follow your bliss, do your own thing, listen to  
your inner child, do what feels right, be true  
to yourself. These messages are offered as 
formulas for salvation. … Therapeutic values that 
are worthy of organizing one’s life around, such 
as self-esteem, self-fulfilment, self-realization 
and self-expression have come to be accepted  
as axiomatic, occupying the normative heights 
once controlled by such counter values as 
self-discipline, self-control and self-denial. ‘9 

However, while the wounded self flourished 
in the 1970s and 1980s, the celebrated self  
took a back seat (perhaps reflecting a period  
of economic recession), emerging again in the 
1990s and rising rapidly at the turn of the century, 
mirroring the surge in executive and life coaching. 
The celebrated self today has been fuelled by 
individualism, positive psychology10 and new 
spirituality.11 The central idea of the celebrated 
self is that within ourselves lies a true and 
authentic self which, if celebrated, listened  
to and nurtured, will allow us to achieve deep 
happiness and success. Best-selling author 
Stephen Covey, who wrote The 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective People,12 cleverly imported  
the celebrated self into the workplace, bridging 
the gap between self-help, new spirituality and 
managerialism. Business academic John G Cullen 
highlights this aspect of Covey’s work: 

‘You are gods and goddesses in exile: The social 
and conventional world limits our capabilities. 
The inner authentic self is the only source of  
true happiness and sanctity. Covey warns 
against the "social mirror" of the world, urging 
readers to act according to principles and values 
and not social expectations.’ 13

The celebrated self that initially flourished in 
the 1960s’ anti-authoritarian counter-culture 
became mainstream and it is now a big part of 
consumer marketing: ‘Buy this – it will make you 

While coaching may  
be marketed as the 
‘talking-cure’ of the 
celebrated self, a good 
coach must have the 
skills and understanding 
that bridge the divide 
between these two 
selves and be able to 
work fluidly between 
them
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happy… you are entitled to it! Celebrate yourself!’ 
In the workplace, Covey and others train 
managers to harness the celebrated self to 
engage employees and get them to be super-
motivated and productive. 

Coaching flourishes with the  
celebrated self
Coaching initially began in the workplace, 
echoing the counsellor/therapist focus on  
the wounded self. Coaches were tasked mainly  
with undertaking remedial work with failing 
executives and managers, but with very  
limited success. Coaching really flourished in the 
workplace when it claimed the space to become 
the new expert of the celebrated self. Two  
key reasons explain this: 

1  Managing emotions – a change of work 
culture Executives were increasingly working 
with subjectivity as work changed from 
mundane office or manual labour into 
knowledge labour. This meant employees  
had to bring their minds and emotions to 
work. Managers desperately needed help  
to manage their own and others’ emotions,  
and change from being controlling managers 
to find ways to motivate and support 
employees who had to be engaged to create  
a successful company.14 However, traditional 
therapeutic approaches didn’t fit well to 
support these managers, and something  
else was urgently needed. 

2  Coaching as a badge of honour  
Successful executives didn’t want to admit 
flaws or that they needed help. The ‘macho’ 
workplace of senior managers remained  
one of the few places where having failings 
would be considered as a weakness and  
harm promotion prospects. When coaches 
changed their focus from remedial coaching 
to coaching for success, they discovered a 
huge gap in the market. Executives soon 
began to use coaching as a badge of honour 
rather than a sign of weakness. To have a 
coach you had to be successful and have a 
celebrated self. 

When executive coaching turned to work on the 
celebrated self, it became more marketable and 
very successful. At the same time, life coaching, 
working with the celebrated self, was growing  
in wider society. This approach drew on new 
spirituality and adapted therapeutic techniques 
to coaching, such as neuro-linguistic 
programming (NLP), cognitive-behavioural 
therapy (CBT) and positive psychology. 
Television talk shows, pop-psychologists and 
self-help books worked on us at a cultural level  
to create a ‘society of commanded enjoyment’.15 
It was now our duty to enjoy, to be positive and 
to follow the happiness imperative.16 Oprah 
Winfrey became the goddess of championing 
the celebrated self and it became a cultural 
phenomenon. In 2008, Oprah invited new 
spiritual writer Eckhart Tolle17 to co-host 10 
webinars that received 38 million downloads.18

 
Coaching today: bridging the wounded 
self and the celebrated self
Coaching is a broad church, with many diverse 
offerings.1 The rhetoric and marketing of the 
celebrated self dominates the field in life coaching 
and also in executive coaching, but the language 
is more toned down for business consumption. 

In my experience of coaching senior leaders 
and of supervising and training coaches over  
the past decade, I have discovered that high 
quality coaching works seamlessly between  
the wounded and celebrated self. However a 
coach markets their work, and however much 
the coach and client may be invested in working 
with the celebrated self, the wounded self 
always appears in the work. Sometimes coaches 
(and clients) can be very resistant to let any 
problem talk get in the way of their utopian 
search for working only on the positive. In my 
coaching research I found that coaching has 
become a postmodern confessional. For 
example, when I am coaching very successful 
senior leaders, perhaps focusing on their 
organisational strategy, suddenly the wounded 
self will appear. Unexpectedly for both coach and 
client, a confession will be made that all is not 
well somewhere in the client's life or work, and 
the wounded self will speak. 

In our coach training sessions I teach coaches 
how to make spaces for the wounded self to 
speak and how to take a depth approach to  
work with this material. Coaching sessions  
often become far too technique and toolbox 
orientated, when the real work that needs to be 
done demands space for the coaching session  
to welcome the wounded self without actively 
pursuing it. The client may express something 
deeply personal; it may be about unexpressed  
or unfulfilled desire, about loss, or about a lack of 
confidence, such as an imposter syndrome. In my 
experience, when the coach makes space and 
listens attentively, the wounded self speaks. 

This is the real skill of executive coaching: to 
welcome but not pursue the wounded self, and 
also to be able to work comfortably with the 
celebrated self. Therapists and counsellors are 
trained to develop a deep sensitivity towards  
the wounded self, to have 'a third ear' that can 
pick up unspoken pain and trauma. This often 
leads them to seek out pathology and to look  
for the wounds. Their skillset is to work with 
reparation and to heal. This makes the transition 
to coaching quite difficult for many, as executive 
coaching also demands working with the 
celebrated self and more, eg with the 
organisational and role self. 

Coaches can learn coaching techniques  
in short time frames and be wedded to the 
ideology of the celebrated self, banning 
negativity to the subconscious (where this 
repressed material returns in displaced and 
dysfunctional ways). This can block clients from 
doing the work they need, and if the wounded 
self arises in their sessions, these coaches  
can be ill-equipped to work with what’s in  
the room. Ò
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The wounded self and celebrated self are  
social discourses, meaning they act on us at an 
unconscious level, impacting on how we think 
and feel about ourselves without our awareness 
and also how we think about our work as 
coaches. Coaches can fine-tune their antennae 
to better understand how these two discourses 
shape their thinking, and one way to do this is  
to study the wounded and celebrated selves  
by seeking them out. They can be found in 
magazine articles, TV talk shows, coaching and 
counselling literature, coaching advertising and 
in coach training sessions and conferences.  
Most importantly, they can be found in your  
own self and work, and it’s important to identify 
how you bridge these two oscillating selves.  
One task of coach training is to support coaches 
to work across this bridge, to be comfortable 

when the client presents a deep emotional 
challenge, and at the same time to be able to 
work on improving their client's capacity for 
success. This is particularly useful to counsellors 
and therapists becoming coaches. I learnt 
through making this transition that I had to shift 
my focus away from what I had been trained in 
(the wounded self) and embrace the celebrated 
self and then go further, beyond the self into the 
networks of the workplace. 

A case study to support this work is the 
Analytic-Network Advanced Coach Training 
(www.analyticnetwork.com), now run 
internationally. This training has been carefully 
designed to ensure coaches work from a solid 
base that doesn't entrap them in either of  
these two positions, but supports the fluid 
interchange between them. 

The training works through five frames to  
train executive coaches how to work on depth 
analysis, focusing on the inner-self, moving to 
relational analysis, focusing on family and team 
relationships, and then a leadership analysis, 
which offers new insights into how to take up 
leadership in your own unique way. We then 
move on to the next two frames, network 
analysis and strategic analysis. This moves  
the coaching from the focus on the self, to the 
focus on how clients influence change in their 
workplace. Depth analysis is the starting point 
for any coach. It is here that we focus on the 
coach bridging the wounded self and celebrated 
self to work on the individual’s challenges and 
blocks, and also with their strengths, purpose 
and desires. This is the very essence of the 
coaching relationship, which then allows us to 
journey with our clients into the wider world of 
life and work. ■

Dr Simon Western is Chief Executive of 
Analytic-Network Coaching, a coaching company 
offering advanced coach training internationally. 
He is President-Elect of the International Society 
for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organisations 
(ISPSO) and adjunct Professor at University 
College Dublin, and previously a family therapist.  
simon@analyticnetwork.com  
www.analyticnetwork.com
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works seamlessly 
between the wounded 
and celebrated self. 
However a coach 
markets their work, and 
however much the 
coach and client may  
be invested in working 
with the celebrated  
self, the wounded self 
always appears in  
the work


