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Developmental coaching is an 
emerging field and to aide our 
understanding, Palmer and Panchal 

(2011, p.5) offered a definition suggesting 
it “… facilitates the effective negotiation of 
key lifespan transitions, supporting positive 
growth and development.  It draws insight 
from the relevant broader context influencing 
the coachee experience of transition, such as 
cultural factors and generational influences”.   
The aim here is to highlight a focus upon 

key lifespan transition points and the role of 
developmental coaching to support coachees 
to navigate and manage change milestones.  
Although, transitions might also range from 
tackling daily hassles (e.g. responding to 
feedback, working with new technology) 
to negotiating major change (e.g. divorce, 
redundancy, health, becoming a parent).  

A key point to note is that coaching practice 
should  be tailored around each coachee’s 
perception of their own experiences. For 
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example, what might be subjectively viewed as a daily hassle 
by one coachee could be perceived as a major life transition by 
another.  Transitions can offer varying experiences and outcomes 
for each coachee and seeking to determine ‘When is a transition a 
transition?’ may be unhelpful for the coachee.  Regardless, there is 
a range of child and adult developmental theories that can helpfully 
inform our work in this area (e.g. Erikson, 1950: Levinson, 1978) 
as well as theories from other fields such as  transition psychology 
(e.g. Bridges, 1995), stress and coping (e.g. Palmer & Cooper, 
2010) and self-identity (e.g. Markus & Nurius, 1986)

Aligned with the positive psychology paradigm (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), working to support transitions within a 
holistic approach, developmental coaching is focused upon ‘positive 
growth’. A benefit can be that it aims to encourage coachee’s 
insights and action in terms of ways in which their transferable 
skills, knowledge, resources and past experiences can help  
them manage change and milestones. A key contribution from 
positive psychology is the value of focusing on a coachee’s strengths 

during transitional times (Linley, Biswas-Diener, & Trenier, 2011).
Offering a model to support their definition of developmental 

coaching, Palmer and Panchal (2011, p. 20) presented a 
‘Transitions Continuum’ as shown in Figure 1. This important 
contribution sets out relevant features and context that might 
be scene-setting to developmental coaching including social 
and cultural context, generational factors and influences and 
common developmental transitions we might experience across 
the lifespan.  A life transition point can be defined as ‘ … key 
turning points that many of us are likely to experience across 
the lifespan, with varying degrees of opportunity and challenge” 
(Palmer & Panchal, 2011, p.4).

A practical question asked by Panchal and O’Riordan since 
2008 has been ‘How much ‘big picture’ knowledge is useful 
to us as coaches and coaching psychologists’?  Reflecting upon 
this, it appears that the flow and shift of local, national and even 
international changes could be useful to incorporate within the 
‘Transitions Continuum’.  The aim being to further support the 
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Figure 1: Transitions continuum (© 2011, Palmer & Panchal)
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coachee to understand the influential and contextual factors that 
might (or might not) be involved in their transition process.  This 
could include political decisions, national and/or government 
policy and global change.  

So, given the pace of world change and our increasing existence 
within a global village with a 24/7 newsfeed, it may now be 
timely to move beyond the combination of generational factors 
and life transitions as the developmental and social context when 
working with coachees. Whilst the broader change landscape 
might be dynamic and rapidly shift, it could be an oversight not 
to include this content within the coaching conversation.  

Incorporating a bigger change landscape within the ‘Transitions 
Continuum’ framework could offer additional meaning in 
relation to the universal context for the coachee and help to  
better support them to negotiate the process of transition or 
milestone event. An illustrative example to reflect this positioning 
might be a coachee experiencing a job move in 2016, with the 
bigger picture context being the uncertain times leading up to 

and following the Great Britain Brexit referendum decision.  
Equally, the outcome of a government’s policy or reform could 

see a shift and perceived change that might impact significantly 
upon the life course of a coachee, such as same sex marriage 
laws.  Fear of terrorism due to the current global political climate 
could impact on a coachee’s decision to travel.  The deaths of 
many well-known and famous people in the first part of 2016, 
may have led people to ask important personal developmental 
questions in terms of their own purpose and meaning of life.

Figure 2 aims to develop upon the Transitions Continuum 
to incorporate this broader landscape of change and transition.

Conclusions
Further discussion and development is needed in terms of the 
relevance of including this wider-reaching change landscape 
within the ‘Transitions Continuum’ framework.  This is beyond 
the scope of the current article but will be addressed by the 
authors in later publications. n

Lifespan

Childhood

Ongoing development and transition
Who am I? What do I want? What is important to me? What is my purpose?

Gen Z Gen Y Gen X Baby Boomers Traditionalists

Current social context [e.g. consumerism, technology, mobility, choice]

Climate change
Recession

‘Digital natives’

Terrorism
Technology boom 

‘Helicopter’ 
parenting

Commercialism
Computers

Working parents

Civil rights
Television

Medical progress

Great depression
WW2

Nuclear families

Environmental
Impatient

Introverted
Imaginative

Positive
Entrepreneurial
Socially aware

Keen on flexibility

Self-reliant
Sceptical

Adaptable to 
change

Educated
Independent

Question authority
Quality focused

Hard workers
Loyal to institutions

Private
Dependable

Cultural 
context

Developmental 
transitions

Coachee Coachee Coachee

Influences

Characteristics

e.g. starting nursery/ 
school, growing 

independence from 
parents

Teenage
e.g. puberty, starting 

college, making 
academic choices

Parenthood

Twenties to 
thirties

e.g. career choices, 
relationship 

commitments

Mid-life
e.g. empty nest, 
career change,   
caring for elders

Retirement
e.g. physical health, 

redefinition of       
roles

e.g. ongoing adjustment to self and relationships

Gen 
Alpha

Self-sufficient?
Entrepreneurs?
(NB. Charact-

eristics still 
emerging)

Contextual transitions (local, national, international transitions)

Developmental Coaching: Revised Transitions Continuum © Palmer & Panchal, 2011

Social 
networking

Global climate

Figure 2: Revised transitions continuum (Adapted © 2011, Palmer & Panchal)

http://www.nationalwellbeingservice.com/journals


O’riordan, palmer and panchal

European Journal of Applied Positive Psychology 2017, 1, Article 6, ISSN 2397-7116  
			    © National Wellbeing Service Ltd 2017 • www.nationalwellbeingservice.com/journals 			  4 of 4 

Dr Siobhain O’Riordan PhD is a chartered psychologist 
and chartered scientist.  She is a Fellow of the International 
Society for Coaching Psychology and member and Trustee 
of The International Stress Management Association 
(UK). Siobhain is a Director and course co-director at the 
International Academy for Professional Development and 
a Co-Director of the Centre for Positive Transitions.  

          http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3216-2939  

Dr Stephen Palmer PhD is Director of the International 
Academy for Professional Development. He is Coordinating 
Director of the ISCP International Centre for Coaching 
Psychology Research, and Founder Director of the Centre 
for Stress Management, London. He is the Honorary 
President of the International Stress Management 
Association and the International Society for Coaching 
Psychology. He is an Adjunct Professor of Coaching 
Psychology at Aalborg University and Visiting Professor 
of Work Based Learning and Stress Management at the 
Institute for Work Based Learning, Middlesex University. He 
has written or edited over 50 books and has published over 
225 articles. 

          http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0108-6999

Sheila Panchal CPsychol is a business psychologist 
with a focus on positive psychology and transitions. 
She is co-author of ‘Turning 30: How to get the life 
you really want’ (with Jackson, 2005) and co-editor 
of ‘Developmental Coaching: Life transitions and 
generational perspectives’ (with Palmer, 2011). She is a 
Co-Director of the Centre for Positive Transitions.

         http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7254-677X

Biographies Citation

O’Riordan, S., Palmer, S., & Panchal, S. (2017). ‘The 
Bigger Picture: Building Upon the ‘Developmental 
Coaching: Transitions Continuum.’  European Journal of 
Applied Positive Psychology, 1, 6, 1-4. Retrieved from: 
http://www.nationalwellbeingservice.org/volumes/
volume-1-2017/volume-1-article-6/

References
Bridges, W. (1995). Managing Transitions: Making the Most of Change. 
London: Nicholas Brealey Publishing Ltd.

Erikson, E. H. (1950). Childhood and Society. New York: Norton.

Levinson, D. (1978). The Seasons of a Man’s Life. New York: Knopf.

Linley, P.A., Biswas-Diener, R., & Trenier, E. (2011). Positive Psychology 
and Strengths Coaching Through Transition. In S. Palmer & S. Panchal 
(Eds.), Developmental Coaching: Life Transitions and Generational 
Perspectives. Hove: Routledge.

Markus, H., & Nurius, P. (1986). Possible Selves. American Psychologist, 
41, 954-969.

O’Riordan, S., & Panchal, S. (2008). The Big Picture: Placing life 
transitions in today’s generational context for coaching psychologists. 
Skills-based session at the 1st European Coaching Psychology 
Conference, London, British Psychological Society’s Special Group in 
Coaching Psychology, 17th December.

Palmer, S., & Cooper, C. (2010). How to Deal with Stress. London: Kogan 
Page.

Palmer, S., & Panchal, S. (2011). Developmental Coaching: Life 
Transitions and Generational Perspectives. Hove: Routledge.

Seligman, M E.P., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive 
Psychology: An Introduction. American Psychologist. 55(1), 5–14. 
doi:10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.5.

http://www.nationalwellbeingservice.com/journals
http://orcid.org
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3216-2939 
http://orcid.org
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0108-6999 
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7254-677X
http://www.nationalwellbeingservice.org/volumes/volume-1-2017/volume-1-article-6/
http://www.nationalwellbeingservice.org/volumes/volume-1-2017/volume-1-article-6/
http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/amp/55/1/5/

