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Nature as dynamic  
co-partner: 
 beyond the ‘walk  
and talk’ experience…

I
n a world where time and space seem to be 
continually contracting, it is small wonder  
that many coaching clients welcome the 
spaciousness that ‘walking and talking’ 
sessions outside the office can offer. 

Nature as witness: a holding environment
It is now widely acknowledged that a connection 
to the natural world enhances our physical  
and psychological wellbeing; eg Ulrich’s 1984 
hospital window experiment1 and Kaplan’s 
attention restoration theory.2 The latter 
identified the restorative effect on higher 
cognitive functioning gained through access to 
complex ecosystems, leading to Scandinavian 
government rehabilitation programmes in 
horticultural settings to address burnout.  
Earlier this year, latest findings from a Natural 
England survey3 suggested that a weekly 
two-hour ‘dose of nature’ significantly boosts 
health and wellbeing. 

In the field of ecotherapy, Level 1 is described 
as ‘human-centred nature therapy’,4 with nature 
seen as a witness, a holding environment for  
the client and practitioner to use as necessary, 
regardless of the cost to the environment. Level 
2 is about a ‘circle of reciprocal healing’,4 working 
at a level of ‘interbeing’ between humans and 
the non-human world.5 For my coaching and 
supervision practice, I have chosen to position 

my relationship with nature as ‘nature inviting  
us in’, reminding myself and clients of the need  
to respect the natural world and soften our 
tread on the earth while physically opening  
up our hearts and minds to the messages that 
nature may offer. 

What are the benefits of working with the natural 
world – for both ourselves and our clients – and  
what do we need to consider? Coach and supervisor 
Catherine Gorham shows how we can invite the 
outdoors in to our coaching relationships.

Figure 18: Outdoor therapeutic relating

Lewis6 explored the impact of a natural  
setting on the psychotherapist as opposed  
to the client and concluded that an expanded 
sense of spaciousness became available to the 
practitioner too. Ò
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Nature as dynamic co-partner
However, beyond nature as a witness, Berger7 
developed the model of incorporating nature as 
co-therapist in the therapeutic alliance, playing  
a more active role by holding up a mirror to the 
internal emotional landscape. 

Marshall8 describes the ‘eco-intimacy’ of this 
vibrant alliance with the immediacy of shared 
experiences in a dynamic environment, 
deepening the relationship with self and other. 
The unpredictability of taking a client or 
supervision group outdoors offers a wealth of 
moments that can be perceived as potential 
triggers for discomfort or opportunities for 
exploring an edge. Outdoors, those edges can 
easily feel magnified – for example, the client 
who expressed fear of large birds ahead of us 
venturing out to the Thames river path: we 
contracted for walking past the inevitable 
Canada geese and swans but with permission  
to back away or change direction if she felt 
uncomfortable. It was important that she felt 
she had agency to step towards or away from 
her fear in the moment, but by expressing it, she 
also referred to the associated shame she felt 
around the fear, which opened up a new aspect 
of inquiry around the shame. It is the process of 
navigation as the outer and inner landscapes 
meet that offers the coach, or supervisor,  
a richer view into the client’s world, which can  
be transformative for the relationship. 

There is something magically synchronistic 
about how often the unpredictable dynamics 
that evolve serve as the perfect tool for the 
work, enabling the coach to step back to being 
witness, and nature to take on the role of coach 
(eg I had a pair of ducks come and sit in the middle 
of a supervision group in Regent's Park which 
immediately presented the perfect embodiment 
of the supervisee's relationship inquiry!).

Why does working with nature  
deepen our connection with the inner 
landscape?
The natural world offers a way in to our 
unconscious, a somatic level of knowing  
through hard-wired resonance (Wilson’s 
biophilia hypothesis)9 which accelerates internal 
processing, particularly for coaching clients 
showing up very much ‘in their heads’. While  
this catalytic effect can be beneficial, requiring 
fewer sessions for a deep sustained shift,  
there is also a health warning; ie emotions may 
surface quicker than either the client or coach 
are expecting, and this needs to be contracted 
for in advance. 

Buber’s I-thou10 theory of identity mirrored  
in relationship offers an explanation as to  
why a natural setting provides such a rich 

backdrop for psychological inquiry: the diversity 
of metaphors immediately available enables 
clients to develop a unique relationship with 
objects in the moment. As those relationships 
unfold, they reflect aspects of the unconscious 
(such as the client who selected a burnt tree to 
represent the effect of a conflict with a fellow 
board member, revealing a degree of emotional 
scarring which suddenly became visceral for 
both of us – far beyond words alone). It is 
noteworthy how quickly many clients develop  
an attachment to an object that speaks to them, 
then revisit it between sessions as an anchor  
for their ongoing internal work.

There is a palpable potency about the sense 
of separation that the natural environment 
offers as co-partner. A blackbird had stood to 
witness a supervisee’s whole issue unfold,  
and I asked her, if the blackbird represented  
her internal supervisor, what messages might  
be in the blackbird’s song? Immediately she  
was able to separate from the story and to  
use the distance between to invite in new 
perspectives. Part of the challenge for the 
practitioner working outdoors is to observe 
and catch these moments as gifts to integrate 
into the work – while simultaneously being 
totally present for the client and attentive to 
their own processing. Sometimes, pointing out 
such opportunities as they arrive in the space 
can feel like a potential distraction to the  
client or interruption if they are mid-flow, so 
attunement involves choosing how and when 
the offer should be made. A softening of the 
voice, mirroring the gentleness with which  
the blackbird treads on the earth, enabled  
the observation to be heard without being 
experienced as an intrusion. 

In a natural setting, the sense of 
spaciousness offers both client and 
practitioner the perfect backdrop for slowing 
down, inviting deeper noticing of the internal 
landscape and of respective relationships to 
the outer landscape in that moment. The use  
of movement, whether pausing or pacing, 
suddenly becomes an added tool; for example, 
modelling as practitioner a slow walking pace 
with the client alongside frequently generates 
an initial resistance in the client which, by 
inviting attention, paradoxically accelerates 
their shift to a more internal focus. 

When is it inappropriate to take a  
client outdoors?
Taking a client outdoors may not always be 
appropriate; in my professional experience, 
psychological safety sometimes seems to be a 
less predominant consideration for coaches and 
supervisors than for therapists, and yet this is 

paramount, whichever modality we are operating 
within. Clients presenting with symptoms of 
stress and overwhelm may find an outdoor  
open space without any physical surrounding 
structure and accompanying sensory 
stimulation even more overwhelming, so this 
needs to form part of the initial assessment. 
Likewise, a client who is not yet fully engaged in 
the coaching process, or coaching relationship, 
ie not yet totally ‘in the room’, is often not ready 
to leave the room’s safety. For those of us who 
desire to work in this way, we need to consider 
what’s different about a natural setting that we 
need to attend to for psychological safety and 
optimal benefit. Can some of those benefits still 
be gained if nature comes into an indoor space? 
Given the current agenda around promoting 
positive mental health, it is also imperative that 
coaches who use the outdoors within a 
wellbeing context are equipped to do so safely.

Bringing nature in
For those situations when an outdoor space  
isn’t appropriate or practical, the benefits of 
integrating nature into the coaching process can 
apply equally in an indoor space. Ò 

For my coaching and 
supervision practice, I 
have chosen to position 
my relationship with 
nature as ‘nature 
inviting us in’, reminding 
myself and clients of 
the need to respect  
the natural world and 
soften our tread on the 
earth while physically 
opening up our hearts 
and minds to the 
messages that nature 
may offer
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Case study
I first met ‘John’ in his small, sterile office that offered no 
daylight. He came across as a thoughtful, introverted, 
self-effacing guy, concerned about his recent promotion 
to a senior leadership role after many years in the same 
organisation, and its corresponding challenges, including 
suddenly being a visible figurehead to a diverse team and 
having to make decisions far more complex and nuanced 
than his scientific background had prepared him for. He 
didn’t find new relationships easy, seeking to know the 
right way to respond, and associating with the identity of 
scientist rather than leader. Hence his initial request to me 
as his coach was to provide him with a ‘leadership manual’ 
to address the gaps he was only too acutely aware of. 

Early in our first session, I was struck by John’s embodied 
sense of contraction – cognitively and somatically – like a 
rabbit in headlights, too dazed and frightened to move, and 
his cramped physical environment was an added factor, 
impeding any softening towards expansion and inquiry. 

Having assessed John’s capacity to contain his own 
emotional process while being outdoors, ie in an 
unstructured space, I offered him the opportunity of 
working together in a local park for session two, explaining 
the theoretical rationale for this in more depth than I 
normally would, respecting knowledge as his comfort base. 

As part of our extensive contracting process, I checked 
out his historical relationship with nature, which was 
limited, given his upbringing in Singapore. This enabled  
me to work from his starting point; ie his leap of faith in 
venturing into an open, natural space for ‘intangible’ work 
represented a move towards expansion in itself and 
indicated the need for me to hold the psychological 
container even more tightly early on until he developed his 
own stability. We established permission to express any 
concerns in the moment around privacy and emotional 
upset or overwhelm, especially given the intensity of new 
sensory stimulants he was about to encounter in a park 
bursting with spring colours, textures and other people. 
One aspect of the tight containment was to check in  
with him more regularly in our early stages of working 
outdoors together, partly for me to know how he was 
doing in the moment and partly to facilitate his own 
noticing and regulation. 

Within the tripartite alliance with nature, John and I 
walked side by side, enabling a felt sense of connection as 
we attuned together to the rich sensory tapestry around 
us. The vibrancy of the plants, dynamic movements of the 
squirrels and expanse of the sky offered a support for 
mindfulness in the moment, and I encouraged him to drop 
five per cent further into his body as we slowly walked 
together. I consciously held a multidimensional awareness, 
leaning in to my deep, personal relationship with nature  
to aid my own somatic processing and stay with the  
not knowing (I could easily have been triggered by his  
need to know). 

Over the remaining sessions, the powerful 
combination of metaphor, projection and the immediacy 
of the experience meant that John was able to bring into 

awareness previously unconscious core limiting beliefs. 
For example, he chose a tree that represented his 
embodied leadership identity, which turned out to be  
the smallest tree in the park, supported by a wooden 
frame. This was a moment of surprise, deep noticing and 
self-compassion for John, enabling him to take his first 
physical steps towards his aspirational tree and voicing 
what kind of shift they represented. 

One of the coaching objectives was to build his  
capacity for empathy; I suggested we work with the drifts 
of crocuses, each colour symbolising one of his key 
stakeholders: by moving to stand alongside each character, 
he was able to experience the view of the field (in a Gestalt 
sense) from their individual perspectives, which triggered 
a somatic cognisance in him. It also provided him with a 
simple tool that he could practise beyond the coaching.

John’s hard-wired need for control made him reluctant 
to risk stepping back as a leader and empowering others. 
We used the boundaries of the park to represent his 
system and the network of paths within the park to 
find positions from where he could remain figural  
to an issue or move to the edge, visible yet softening 
the degree of control. Physically, he could feel the 
difference and experienced that moment of 
self-inquiry, when he made an appropriate 
choice for the situation.

In summary, the rich sensory palette 
offered by nature extended his more 
black-and-white binary thinking, drawing 
on other levels of knowing beyond the 
intellectual and, given his starting point, 
his willingness to embrace this entirely 
different way of learning was humbling 
to witness.
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Determining the holding environment
The qualities of the natural setting can 
determine its holding impact on the client;  
for example, a small shady woodland area 
enclosed by trees can feel private, intimate  
and containing, whereas open downs, with  
their vast expanse of open space, few trees and 
long views, can feel much more exposing and 
uncontaining, even potentially overwhelming  
for a client who is new to coaching and/or is 
already experiencing a sense of feeling  
overfull. However, for a client wanting internal 
spaciousness to shift perspective and unstick 
some unhelpful narratives, an expansive space 
inviting movement and physical freedom can  
be a powerful vehicle for inquiry. Even then,  
a grassy dip in the hillside where we can sit 
together can offer a surprising degree of 
physical and emotional containment. Working  
at the point where the urban and rural worlds 
meet can also be powerful: where is the clash  
of systems in the client’s world?

What’s different in practice that coaches 
need to attend to?
My advice to coaches and supervisors working 
outdoors is to pay particular attention to what  
I call the ‘3Cs: Contracting, Containing and 
Connecting’ – which all require some adjustment 
from indoor practice. ‘Contracting’ needs to 
include permissions concerning unpredictable 
events, and the client’s particular fears or 
vulnerabilities. ‘Containing’ means ensuring that 
the client feels energetically held in the space 
through regular checking-in and managing 
proximity between coach and client, while 
securing privacy. ‘Connecting’ requires the  
coach to soften the boundaries between self 
and the natural world so that the dynamic and 
spontaneous gifts available are noticed and 
integrated, if appropriate, and to invite the  
client to do the same. 

What’s the added value for supervisees 
from being outdoors?
Group supervisees have the additional benefit  
of observing nature interact with their fellow 
group members: 

‘By positioning the work as Nature inviting  
us in, this gave a somatically different aspect  
for us to step into – our senses were awakened 
so we could notice the metaphors Nature was 
presenting to each of us. When I was too 
wrapped up in my thoughts, I missed what 
Nature was offering!’. 

Integrating nature in an organisational 
context
I have experienced some resistance to this  
way of working from coaching leads in large 

corporate organisations, which act as a barrier  
to internal coaches drawing on its potential or 
clients reaping the benefits. Examples I have 
heard range from: ‘There’s not enough time for it’ 
to: ‘It wouldn’t address serious issues, it’s just 
tree hugging’ to: ‘You need to be in the country’ 
(when a couple of trees and a view of the sky will 
suffice!). Hopefully, over time, the bottom line 
benefit of fewer sessions will make employers 
stop and listen to its unique value – as an enabler 
for positive mental health; a catalyst for deep, 
sustained change and a vehicle for softening our 
collective tread on the earth. ■

Catherine Gorham is accredited as senior 
practitioner coach and supervisor, EMCC, and 
Fellow, CIPD. Her private practice includes the role 
of Master Coach for Frontline, a charity training 
social workers. 
catherinegorham.co.uk 
catherine@catherinegorham.co.uk
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In a natural setting, the 
sense of spaciousness 
offers both client and 
practitioner the perfect 
backdrop for slowing 
down, inviting deeper 
noticing of the internal 
landscape and of 
respective relationships 
to the outer landscape 
in that moment

Natural objects, such as pebbles, shells or  
even images, can still be used as visual and 
kinaesthetic channels for catalysing a somatic 
connection and thereby shifting the energetic 
state of the client. Visual natural images have 
been proven to reduce stress by activating the 
parasympathetic nervous system.11
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