
By Hilary McLellan and Dr. Ashleigh McLellan 

 

When coaching for behavioural change, some clients get 
‘stuck’.  Although they intellectually appreciate the value 
and components of their higher consciousness, they find it 
impossible to make the associated behavioural changes. 
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Now, by building a bridge between their 
worlds of Organisational Behaviour and 
Clinical Psychology, UK leadership coach 
Hilary McLellan and her step daughter, 
Clinical Psychologist Dr. Ashleigh 
McLellan, have identified some useful 
thinking and tools from Compassion 
Focused Therapy (CFT) that can help 
unlock these blocks.  

Being an Organisational Behaviourist as 
well as an Exec Coach, Hilary McLellan has 
a pre-disposition to measure, provide an 
appropriate coaching intervention and 
then re-measure. 
   
As a specialist in Emotional Intelligence 
(EI), she has used the RocheMartin 
Emotional Capital Report (ECR) with 
individuals and teams for more than six 
years. Working closely with Dr Martyn 
Newman  – the founder of the 
psychometric for EI specifically relating to 
leadership – this psychometric 
consistently provides an objective 
framework that raises consciousness 
through the development of self-knowing 
and personal mastery.   

“My experience of the ECR assessment (in 
particular the 360) is that it never fails to 
reflect what an individual knows to be true 
about themselves, even if that knowledge 
is sometimes uncomfortable to accept,” 
she says. “It also has the benefit of being 
able to be reassessed and demonstrate 
difference in EI after intervention.   

“My clients’ response is often ‘yes my 

partner/close friends always tell me that’ 
or, occasionally, ‘that’s why my children 
don’t speak to me/why I got divorced’. 

“And sometimes, with a sense of sadness, 
they defend their EI self score from a 
position of ‘but it’s what my parents/
school/bosses want to see from me if I’m 
deemed to be successful’. “  

Hilary always emphasises to clients that 
while any psychometric is only a matter of 
‘reading the tea leaves’, if a personality 
psychometric feels like an X-ray an EI 
psychometric will feel like an MRI scan.   

This psychometric needs to be used 
wisely.  The clue here is in the title.  The E 
word is very likely to be triggered when 
receiving confidential feedback on the 
report findings.  

Clients may “own” and be confident to 
speak about those emotions – perhaps 
they are emotions they’ve already worked 
on?  However, when using a 360 version, 
findings may also trigger emotions of 
shame and guilt of how others perceive 
and thereby experience them.  Their 
intention 
may not in 
fact, mirror 
their impact 
– and that 
can be 
difficult to 
accept.   
Basically, if 
our worst 
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fears – such as “I’m not good enough” – 
are about to be revealed, it can be a 
challenging first step to placate our sense 
of threat at this point and instead take 
time to reflect on what the report is 
illustrating.  
  
Step two is to explore what ‘tweaks’ of 
behavioural change might be useful in 
and around a leadership role, using the 
report’s coaching strategies to guide 
those tweaks, then set goals and success 
criteria that can be supported through 
coaching.   

Recognising the ‘two camps’ 
Hilary began to recognise that her clients 
fell into two camps: 

1. Those who, with coaching, can 
notice and collate evidence helping 
them adapt and re-frame unhelpful 
mindsets and then alter their 
behavioural responses through 
repetition and practice.   

2. Clients who cognitively and 
intellectually recognise and accept 
the behavioural change they wish 
to make and can see the benefit 
associated with that change …but 
find it impossible to put that into 
practice.  

Explained Hilary: “For this second group, 
something fundamentally gets stuck.  
Their negative mantras go into overdrive 
and being unable to move things forward 
in a practical way can become powerful 
affirmation for their self-critic or worst 

fear.“ 

Working across practice boundaries to 
understand the problem 
It was at this point that Hilary sought 
advice from her stepdaughter and Clinical 
Psychologist Dr Ashleigh McLellan who 
specialises in Compassion Focused 
Therapy (CFT).  

“Ashleigh immediately recognised the 
‘block’ because she has experienced it in 
her own patients in a clinical environment.  
She said the ‘sticking point’ is often to do 
with the self-critic. 

“She told me that many of us are not 
aware of how we ‘talk’ to ourselves in our 
mind as it’s so automatic, and so lifelong.  
Often it doesn’t seem that bad to us.”    

“But when we start criticising ourselves, 
the way we relate to ourselves can trigger 
our self-protection system because our 
primitive brain sees it as a threat. For 
some of us, it’s as if we are carrying round 
a bully.” 

“Imagine if someone at work was bullying 
you: highlighting your mistakes and flaws, 
saying people didn’t like you, and that you 
weren’t up to the job.  What would that be 
like?   

“When it’s the self-critic doing this, it’s 
really no different. Our old primitive brain 
doesn’t differentiate between real and 
imagined – it just responds to that threat.   

“Once that triggers, those feelings of 
anxiety, anger and shame can dominate. 
And, to compound the problem, once in 
our threat system, our new brain’s 
intelligence to problem-solve, think 
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creatively, and communicate wisely, is shut 
down.” 

Compassion and the self-critic 
The compassionate mind approach is 
specifically geared to helping people 
address and understand their self-critic. 
The aim is not to try and get rid of but to 
understand it and balance it with a 
compassionate counterpart.  
   
By adopting this approach when coaching 
clients who are ‘stuck’, you take them 
through a series of reality checks: they 
learn about their brain; how it has 
evolved; and how it is shaped by their 
experiences. 
   
They also discover that human beings 
adjust their emotions by switching 
between three interacting regulation 
systems – Threat, Drive and Soothing.  
However, sometimes there can be an 
imbalance and the systems can’t regulate 
each other – such as too much drive to 
achieve or not enough calm and 
contentment. 

Ultimately, clients who develop their 
compassionate mind are developing a 
mind of courage and wisdom because it is 
far harder to face our mistakes, bad 
decisions, or conflictual situations if we 
are criticising and shaming ourselves.  

By adopting a forward-looking, 
compassionate and self-correcting 

internal voice, leaders can face what is 
difficult and can create more happiness 
within themselves and their teams.  

Exploring clients’ experiences 
Hilary recently asked clients about the 
experience of being ‘stuck’ and asked 
Ashleigh to consider the responses. 

Client 1 
“I need to get the spikey bits of my 
behaviour smoothed out.  Everyone tells 
me about it and I know it but I can’t 
smooth it out.”   
Ashleigh’s response: “From a CFT 
perspective, we’d ask about the function 
of the spikey bits and assume that there is 
a reason for being stuck.” 

Client 2 
“How do I bring about this change 
authentically and not feel like I’m just 
acting?” 
Ashleigh’s response: “This could mean we 
need to delve deeper into this individual’s 
motivations and values and explore 
whether there is congruence.” 

Client 3 
“It’s just easier to not tackle the change I 
know I need to address even though I 
don’t like being here and I’ve been here 
for years.”   
Ashleigh’s response: “We can all have 
fears blocks and resistances to change. 
CFT uncovers why we have them and how 
to change them in a helpful way.”   
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The rigour behind CFT and CMT 
CFT was pioneered and has been 
developed over the last 20 years by 
British Clinical Psychologist Professor Paul 
Gilbert OBE.  Working with people 
suffering from mental ill health, he noticed 
that many individuals could understand 
the logic and bring to mind facts (as is 
often the approach with Cognitive 
Behaviour Therapy.) But instead of 
leading them to let go of ‘maladaptive’ 
thoughts and beliefs, people could often 
feel worse.   

To understand what was going on, Paul 
asked his patients to speak aloud their 
thought challenges (which were meant to 

help them become more logical and feel 
better).  

He discovered that that their tone of 
voice, facial expression and underlying 
intention could be one of malice, 
contempt and disappointment because 
they were hearing what was supposed to 
be helpful in a self-critical way. 

Though Compassionate Mind Training 
(CMT) he helped clients understand how 
their threat and self-protection system 
works and move from blaming and 
criticising themselves to developing a 
kinder and more soothing approach.   
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Training and application of CFT and CMT 
Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) is the more in depth application of the model and 
must be delivered by a qualified therapist.  It can be used at an individual and 
organisational level. Compassionate Mind Training (CMT) spans training practices, such 
as mindfulness, imagery, and writing, which can help people develop their 
compassionate mind, inner wisdom, strength and courage.  

In 2020 Hilary and Ashleigh will be rolling out CMT training for coaches called 
‘Compassion Focused Coaching.”        

Read more: 
The Compassionate Mind Foundation www.compassionatemind.co.uk 
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