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Using Your Self In The Service Of Others by Pat Ward 

This chapter is my personal exploration of using Emotional Intelligence in the service of 

those I coach.  My working hypothesis is that a coach can create a map of his or her own 

coaching strengths and through the coach’s own development deepen his or her usefulness to 

clients.  When developing applications I use myself as my first client. This allows me to adjust 

and customize for other clients more effectively and efficiently. Since I am always searching for 

practical tools to put theory into practice, I have combined data from both the Birkman Method 
and Emotional Intelligence tools and have included client vignettes to help illustrate my 

approach.  Each of the vignettes begins with a quote that I feel illuminates the learning for 

myself. At the end of each, I also provide a reflection on my learning process.    

  

Like both the Birkman Method and the Emotional Intelligence Competencies, I focus on 

strengths. The reasons for focusing on strengths are paradoxical.  Both research and experience 

have shown that trying to improve a weakness has a poor return because it requires too much 

energy and has limited results.1  Learning to recognize your own and others’ strengths creates a 

menu of assets a person can call on in everyday and crisis situations.  Our strengths don’t take 

much energy to use; the work becomes managing our strengths so that they are not overused.  

Increasingly, research and literature show that career derailment is more often caused by an over-

dependence on strengths than as a result of weaknesses. These findings make managing our 

strengths even more critical.2 

______ 

"The shell must break before the bird can fly." 3 

One way I demonstrate my need to feel competent is by being a voracious reader. I 

struggle with knowing enough because sometimes I don’t feel I am enough.  I’m searching for 

validity as a professional and hoping that the next book, article, or seminar will be the one that 

explains it all. I can gauge my anxiety level about a project by the number of books and articles I 

am reading at any given time. I do genuinely love to learn, but I also use learning to protect 

myself. I have found that many of my clients also use the excuse of “needing to be better 

prepared” as a way to avoid taking the next step.  

 

Is it any wonder that the Birkman Method was so attractive to me? Finally, I found a road 

map for the mysterious world of human interaction. Claire and Perry Carrison helped me learn 

how to interpret Birkman Reports. I remember Claire telling me it would take 20 interpretations 

until I “got it.” That magic number kept me motivated to do interpretations even if it took me 

twice as long to prepare as it did to do one. Perry emphasized that everyday life was the best 

classroom. I really didn’t get that concept. I wanted a course, a book, or for the Carrisons to tell 

me the answer.  I remember being really annoyed that Claire and Perry didn’t give me a manual 

                                                 
1 Internalizing Strengths: An Overlooked Way of Overcoming Weakness, Kaplan, Robert E., Center for Creative 

Leadership Press, 1999. 
2 Developing Versatile Leadership, Kaplan, Robert E. and Kaiser, Robert B., MIT Sloan Management Review, 

Summer 2003, Vol. 44 No. 4 
3 Alfred Tennyson, Victorian poet 
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during the Birkman training. When my husband attended training several years later, I quickly 

confiscated his manual – for safekeeping, of course. 

 

Six years ago, I enrolled in the two-year organization program at the William Alanson 

White Psychoanalytic Institute in New York City. This program focused on organizational 

dynamics and integrated data from the individual and the group in the context of the organization 

– an entity that most individuals and groups belong to at some point in their lives.  It was here 

that I finally began to “get it” about myself and how to appropriately use my strengths in the 

service of others.  The program taught that a consultant’s first and best tool for diagnosis was his 

or herself.  

 

One way I make good use of myself as a coach is by deepening my self-awareness and 

self-management of my strengths and limitations. Both self-awareness and self-management are 

cornerstones of Emotional Intelligence and are the building blocks for social awareness and 

relationship management. I have tried to include client vignettes that illustrate this.  

 

______  

 

“Experience is a hard teacher because she gives the test first, the lesson afterward.”4 

 

Lillian – Lillian was a colleague who always seemed overwhelmed. We weren’t in the 

same department but our work sometimes overlapped and we were hired around the same time.  

My relationship with her was a perfect example of helping for the wrong reasons: a “twist-o-

flex,” a behavior that looks like one thing but is really another.  

 

I was feeling panicked about a looming deadline, and Lillian presented me with an 

opportunity to feel better about myself by helping her with her Vendor Day assignment. I had 

organized events like Vendor Day before, so rescuing Lillian from certain failure seemed like a 

good deed. 

 

Vendor Day was a high visibility event and Lillian was already behind in her planning.  I 

volunteered to organize the vendor list and draft an invitation. She was very grateful and I felt 

great. Feeling great was so much better than feeling like a failure! I hadn’t completed the course 

catalogue, which was my responsibility, and I had been procrastinating doing it for two months. 

 

This is a perfect example of a “twist-o-flex” – a behavior dynamic that I often bring up in 

my coaching work.  I was doing for Lillian the very things I needed to do for myself. I had gotten 

myself responsible for a task that didn’t belong to me and I was further neglecting a task that did.  

I told myself that I was saving Lillian’s job by helping her, but three weeks later she informed 

me that her contract was not renewed and she would be leaving in June. 

 

At first, I was angry with her for messing up and dragging me down with her – how could 

she be so irresponsible? Then I had a sobering thought: how could I be so irresponsible? I had 

volunteered to help, I had needed to feel one-up. I honestly didn’t care about Lillian. I had used 

her sad situation to feel better about myself. I had been here before. Would I ever learn? 

                                                 
4 Vernon Law, Major League pitcher 
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I hadn’t caught myself before I got into the “twist-o-flex,” but I had seen the situation for 

what it really was and straightened my perceptions out.  Seeing clearly helped me put energy 

back into my own job and reduce the effort I put into Lillian’s.  I didn’t need to be perfect.  I just 

needed to get the job done. 

 

I learned that my desire to use my strengths and feel productive drives me to use them 

even if it is inappropriate.  My “quick fix” of using strengths got me into trouble.  I have had to 

build my tolerance for the learning curve that any new task presents.  While I am incapable of 

just walking away from my responsibilities, I do sometimes escape them by picking up someone 

else’s responsibilities.  This is what I did with Lillian.  I put myself at risk in order to “save” her.  

What could I have done differently?  I could have empathized with her situation and maybe 

disclosed some of my own vulnerable feelings.  Maybe I could have asked her for help: she knew 

the content areas I was struggling with for the course catalogue. 

______ 

 

”Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an understanding of ourselves.”5 

 

Paula – Paula, a client, was involved in a partnership that was, at best, ill advised.  It 

depleted her with very little promise for improvement.  I asked her why she continued to try and 

make it work.  She told me this story: “There was a poor man who wanted a motorcycle 

desperately.  He wanted to stop being a lowly foot messenger.  He wanted a machine that makes 

noise so people would hear him coming and know that the messages he carried were important 

ones, and important messages cost more money to deliver.” 

  

Paula didn’t feel she was impressive enough by herself, even though she had run a 

marketing company for 20 years with many prominent not-for-profit clients.  She felt she needed 

a young guy in a suit as a partner and a SoHo office with staff to get the corporate jobs.  She was 

65 years old and wanted to retire with some real money in the bank. 

 

I told her that she was being “ridiculous.”  She could do anything she set her mind to.  

Her close-mindedness was conjuring up my own.  She was being overly cautious about her 

abilities, and I was responding by being overly confident about them.  Her reaction told me that I 

had made her feel worse.  I was scolding her and not appreciating her very real retirement fears.  

I felt awful about being so judgmental and quickly apologized. 

 

Now when I perceive that my client’s mind has closed, I’ve learned also to check to see if 

my mind is locked up tight too.  There was something to learn here and curiosity was the key to 

open the locked doors.  My much more helpful question became, “How else could you get the 

organizational support you need to service a larger client?”  This got her thinking about the 

organizational resources she particularly valued and hadn’t had available when she was a solo 

practitioner. 

 

                                                 
5 Carl Jung, psychiatrist 
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Once the discussion opened up, the possibilities opened up too.  We were also able to 

look at the limitations of her situation, and she created a new business proposal that allowed her 

to keep her autonomy by bringing in business as a subsidiary of her new partners’ larger firm.     

 

 I have been blessed with a curiosity about people and the Birkman Method engages me 

because of the detailed story that gets told through words, numbers, graphs and colors.  

Additionally, the Birkman Method has provided me with my own rich data to utilize as a coach 

and consultant with others.  My problem is that, along with being insightful, I can also be 

judgmental and a know-it-all.  For me, what I do with what I perceive is my biggest challenge.  

How I use the intra and interpersonal data makes my interactions with others either helpful or 

hurtful. 

______ 

 

”They may forget what you said, but they will never forget how you made them feel.”6 

 

John - “I’m feeling like I don’t know how to do anything.” His statement alarmed me.  

This was one of the most competent consultants I knew and working as his coach had been a 

great privilege.  My client was changing the focus of his successful business and found himself 

six months into the transition with no new clients. 

 

My first reaction was to get him to “snap out of it.”  But that’s not what I did; instead I 

listened and sat with him and his feelings of fear, incompetence, dread, and neediness.  I hate 

connecting to those feelings, but I truly cared about my client.  And he had given me feedback 

before about my being too matter of fact and not appreciating the depth of his struggle. 

 

He was dramatic – a state I had little patience with.  However, the Birkman Method 

helped me understand this kind of personality and find a way to be of value to him.  I used the 

clues provided by his high Component scores in Empathy and Authority to guide my responses.  

Though with my low Empathy score I was impatient with John expressing so much emotion, I 

knew I needed to find a place inside myself that allowed me to be there for him. 

 

A consistent strength of mine is being focused on the greater good.  I am able to override 

my own discomfort in the service of something bigger than myself.  My client’s work was that 

greater good.  He was helping people realize their best selves and that needed to continue.  My 

metaphorically holding him and his feelings allowed him to relax and think creatively.  He 

realized that his promotional materials weren’t promoting his new services.  He also began 

strategizing how he could market the new services to the old clients instead of seeing them as 

part of the old life he was leaving behind.  

______ 

 

“You can't break a bad habit by throwing it out the window. You've got to walk it slowly down 

the stairs.” 7      

                                                 
6 Carl W. Buechner, author  
7 Mark Twain, author 
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Caren - For five days in a row Caren had taken the time to exercise.  She was happy and 

not feeling guilty about taking care of herself.  She shared a dream with me. She is at a 

humongous conference center.  On the way to her room she realizes she has no key and has to 

walk all the way back.  From the terrace she sees unbelievably beautiful horses running into 

water that is a beautiful Caribbean blue with fountains of white water and a pink sky with tones 

of aquamarine and white.  She just wants to be part of this – this is what is important.  

Caren’s dream is evocative and her longing almost heartbreaking.  She was brilliant, 

committed to social justice, and prone to burnout.  Her strengths were as prodigious as her blind 

spots.  Her signature style was to be protective, heroic, and judgmental.  The more powerless she 

felt, the more she found “oppressed” staff members to defend and rescue.  Between overusing 

her strengths and being in stress most of the time, she was feeling overwhelmed.  We both were 

committed to finding a way to keep her out of stress.  

 Caren is also a reversal on Change, a truly innovative thinker with a high Esteem Need.  

An example of this intense convergence of personality and temperament was her perception that 

others in her department didn’t appreciate her work.  Caren didn’t test her perceptions against 

reality; she instead tried to change reality by writing a research proposal that got funding, thus 

raising her status in the publish-or-perish university world.  She then wrote an important book on 

South American poverty initiatives.  Unfortunately, it was written in Spanish, which most of her 

university colleagues couldn’t read.  Because she wrote the book in addition to her full time 

position, it meant she was working all the time.  The net result was good work done at too high a 

price without the original motivational need being satisfied. 

 

We talked about her needing to find less heroic ways of feeling appreciated. 

Subsequently, she has written articles based on the book for publication in U.S.  

professional journals.  We then focused our efforts on figuring out how to use her strengths 

strategically.  Like many idealistic people, she was very good at advocating for others and had an 

aversion to negotiating for herself.   

    

 Caren began taking notes when others infuriated her and tried to identify what it was 

about their behavior that was bothering her so much.  In processing her notes, we came up with 

two possibilities that felt true.  One was her angry feelings at seeing others doing the very things 

she policed her own self about: acting “selfish” or “being the center of attention.”   

 

 And second, she noticed how carefully she weighed her words before she spoke. This 

often meant she had to openly compete for “air time.”  She was raised in South America and her 

colleagues’ North American rapid-fire meeting style felt rude and aggressive.  Caren could be a 

very impassioned speaker from the podium but in meetings she waited her turn, which often 

didn’t come.   

 

Her realization that she was not part of the university’s community because she wasn’t 

engaged in a real way, rather than being overlooked, was an important insight.  We capitalized 

on this newfound energy to do a quick list of what she wanted the “freedom to do” and what she 

wanted “freedom from.”  The “freedom to/freedom from” exercise is a variation on Kurt Lewin’s 
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classic force field analysis8.  We used these statements to create the goals she wanted to put her 

energy into.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She also made lists of what was keeping her away from her goals and moving her 

towards them.  Using this exercise, Caren has been able to increasingly put her energies towards 

realizing her goals.  One of her first steps was to strategically plan her sabbatical so that the 

majority of her time was goal-focused.  As a result, she returned from her three-month sabbatical 

feeling she had been productive and re-energized.  

______ 

 

“Love is the only way to grasp another human being in the innermost core of his personality.”9 

 

Alan - Another client, Alan, allowed me to explore my own discomfort with being 

assertive.  “What I like about you is that you hold me down on the mat until I listen,” he once 

told me.   I wrote this quote on the front of an article I had just edited for him.  Alan has a way 

with words and is very particular about the words he chooses to use.  Giving him feedback on his 

writing is always challenging and I guess his analogy to wrestling is apt, since I do have to pin 

him down sometimes. 

 

 Usually, I develop a deep sense of caring for my clients.  My feelings of compassion 

allow me to be uncomfortable, but still say what needs to be said.  So when my client is 

wrestling with himself, I realize that I am just a stand-in, able to hold onto a point of view that 

needs to be explored by him.  When that occurs, I have to keep reminding myself that I can’t 

resolve the issue for him, but I can provide important data for him to process and not ignore.  I 

“pin” him down to the ground in order to help him see what is hidden from himself when he is 

standing with his head in the clouds.  

 

My Birkman Method interpretation describes me as risk adverse (low Challenge) and 

conflict adverse (low Authority).  Both descriptions are true.  However, I find I can do both with 

clients like Alan.  My work with Emotional Intelligence Competencies has helped me understand 

that my capacity for true empathy – caring – for my clients makes such risks possible.  

_______ 

 

                                                 
8 Kurt Lewin, psychologist  
9 Victor Frankl, psychiatrist 

What are your life goals? 

 Do meaningful work 

 Pursue an academic career 

 Take care of my body 

 Have time with husband 

 Pursue artistic outlets 

 Have the autonomy (status and financial 

security) to decide what I work on, in 

what space and at what pace 
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“We have this strange idea we’ll be loved for our all-knowing competency.  You may be feared 

or respected for that, but usually it has a tremendous shadow with it that turns into disrespect 

because it ignores everyone else’s competency.”10 

      

Sara - I wanted to jump in and rescue her, and I told her so.  Then I asked her if that is 

how she felt as the president of a struggling not-for-profit, faith-based organization. Her answer 

was “absolutely.”  I have often found that a parallel process occurs between my clients and 

myself.  When I feel an emotion very strongly, like I did with Sara, I’ve learned to ask if they are 

experiencing the same emotion.  Often they don’t express it because they are overwhelmed.  This 

is my coaching version of ‘show and tell.’  I show an emotion and they tell me if it belongs to 

them.  This process helps move the work along and gets to the heart of the matter quickly.  It also 

allows for greater precision in identifying what’s really going on. 

 

Sara’s Birkman Method Component scores show intense strengths in Empathy, 

Challenge, Acceptance, and Activity.  To describe her as a compassionate, persevering, people- 

focused and high-energy person is an understatement.  In this leadership position, her strengths 

were contributing to her being physically and emotionally overextended.  She would often look 

and act likes a perfectionist.  Other Board members felt they couldn’t live up to her standards and 

she felt they were putting the whole burden on her. 

 

         Sara and I were looking for better ways for her to manage her unmet Needs, and at the 

same time the Board was examining its roles and responsibilities.  Sara could recognize her 

reoccurring Stress behaviors of rescuing and resenting people, but she didn’t know what else to 

do.  I designed an exercise to help her act in a more open and flexible way, especially when her 

unmet Needs sent her into Stress behaviors. 

 

      Below is a sample that illustrates a range of her behaviors when her “competence hot button” 

gets pushed.  When this hot button got pushed, Sara felt competent and alone and saw the other 

Board members as acting as if they were incompetent.  In order not to act on these perceptions, 

Sara had to “to act as if” to use the behaviors listed in the center of the graph.  

 

     

         
 

 

       

   

 

 

 

     The exercise helped her figure out what getting centered felt like.  She has found  

that changing her behavior also changes others’ behavior, both for the better.  I created this 

exercise to help myself and clients find that middle ground to stand on when Needs aren’t met 

but emotionally intelligent choices still need to be made. 

                                                 
10 David Whyte, poet 

 

Hot Button: Competence 

 
Perfection ----------------- Fully Human --------------- Failure 
  
Do it all yourself                                 Delegate  
Set up                                                                              Mess up 
Overly responsible                                                          Give & get support 
Too high standards                                        Good enough   Give up 
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______ 

 

”To handle yourself, use your head; to handle others, use your heart.” 11 

 

Arnie - “I hope you have back-up because people are asking questions.”  This was not 

what Arnie wanted to hear from the accounts payable department.  He was being investigated 

because of a former employee’s accusation of unfair practices hiring vendors.  Twenty successful 

years with the company might end abruptly because he was perceived as playing favorites.  

Brian, the person who filed the complaint was not a favorite.  Arnie underestimated Brian’s 

ambition and his subsequent anger at having it thwarted. 

 

Arnie’s management position takes advantage of his organizational skills, efficiency and 

service orientation.  And he works well with others who have a similar skill set.  He doesn’t 

change what’s working.  There is enough crisis management in each assignment that he manages 

the complexity by leaving well enough alone.  

 

A year ago, Arnie talked to me about some difficulty he was having with some new 

younger staff members.  He didn’t make a big deal of it.  He did talk about how all they seemed 

interested in was making their mark and moving up in the organization.  We talked about giving 

them opportunities to shine while getting the job done. 

 

The younger staff members like Brian weren’t “put the company first” types; they were 

“me first” types.  Arnie didn’t approve of them, but he had to learn to manage them.  Brian took 

Arnie’s lack of approval personally.  First he complained about an unfair appraisal, and then he 

complained about unfair vendor practices.  Arnie used one vendor a great deal because of her 

work ethic – always within budget, on time, and excellent work.   

 

There was only one problem with the vendor.  She felt she knew more than the staff, and 

that Arnie was the only one who could tell her what to do.  As a new person working with this 

vendor, Brian found her untenable and wanted to bring in someone new.  Arnie kept things status 

quo, which is why Brian went over his head and made a formal complaint.  Arnie always put the 

work first and that was his strength.  But this time his strength almost derailed his career.  

 

 What did I learn from this client?  My first observation was that Arnie didn’t understand 

what had happened to him: he was blindsided.  His efficiency got in the way of his empathy.  He 

was not paying enough attention to how others were feeling.  When he did notice their feelings, 

he had a hard time not showing his disapproval.  The internal customers his department served 

were high maintenance enough without having staff that needed “special attention.”  

 

 For me, my efficiency gets in the way at home more than with clients.  I pay close 

attention to my clients’ feelings and facts so I can do my job.  At home, sometimes I forget that 

family members are not just there for me to delegate tasks.  Working with clients like Arnie 

brings me many gifts that impact my life.  They bring the “mirror” of my life very close and I 

can see related issues within myself.  For me, that type of reflection is a kind of emotionally 

intelligent awareness tool.  Arnie’s story reminded me to spend time with my family that wasn’t 

                                                 
11 Eleanor Roosevelt, stateswoman 
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focused on getting things done.  I went home that evening and watched “American Idol” with my 

teenage daughter.  The next morning we traded remarks about last night’s “talent” over 

breakfast.  

_______ 

 

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We have created a 

society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.”12     

 

Rick – “I just need to talk this through, but I have a meeting coming up.”  That phrase 

usually meant that Rick had a lot of anxiety floating around.  Rick didn’t feel he had any energy 

for a meeting; he really wasn’t looking forward to it.  He had the agenda together and was 

prepared but didn’t feel motivated.  I reminded him that his energy came from building rapport 

and that rapport would set the tone for the upcoming meeting.  

 

Rick was the new president of a large congregation that was having financial difficulties.  

They had run serious financial deficits two years in a row and the Executive Committee was 

contemplating a salary freeze for the staff.  The overworked clergy saw the freeze as a slap in the 

face.  To them, it was “equivalent to a nuclear bomb and they were ready to look for work 

elsewhere.”   

 

Over the next few weeks, Rick and I talked about the financial challenges the 

congregation faced.  Rick’s component Thought score is very high and his Activity is very low.  

He saw the financial problem from a variety of perspectives, and I assured him that his 

exploration of all the options for saving money was a good use of his time.  However, the budget 

needed to be created and decisions made. 

 

   We also identified the clergy’s strengths of being charismatic, extremely intelligent, 

ambitious and deeply idealistic.  These were all traits that were invaluable in lifting the 

congregation’s spirit.   These same traits, however, made a discussion about the financial and 

related program limitations almost impossible.  Clergy needed to continue to be productive or the 

situation would become even worse. 

 

In the end, Rick’s high Empathy and Esteem scores provided him with the insight he 

needed to proceed.  “When I see you, the words optimistic and committed come to mind.”  This 

is how he began his conversation with clergy.  Clergy identified with those words and that 

opened up the door to a productive dialogue.  Rick was able to use that commitment and idealism 

to create a long- range plan that would insure the fiscal health of the congregation and a balanced 

budget for the next fiscal year.  

 

 

_______ 

 

                                                 
12 Albert Einstein, physicist 
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“The range of what we think and do 

is limited by what we fail to notice. 

And because we fail to notice 

that we fail to notice 

there is little that we can do 

to change 

until we notice 

how failing to notice 

shapes our thoughts and deeds.”13 

 

My closing thought is that the more I bring my whole self to my role as a coach, the more 

I find I am able to help my clients explore places inside themselves that they could not or would 

not go by themselves.  Ironically, my high school career counselor suggested that I become a 

tour guide, precognizant advice I didn’t appreciate at the time.  My hope is that this chapter has 

also been a guide, one that illustrates how using an insightful, external tool like the Birkman 

Method along with an internal resource like your own Emotional Intelligence can be of 

significant service to others.   

                                                 
13 R.D. Laing, psychiatrist 

 


