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Dedication

To coaches everywhere, who every day are supporting their clients’ growth and making the world a little more human.




Introduction: You Are Not Alone in This

You are probably tired in a way that’s hard to explain to people who aren’t in this work.

Not just tired from the sessions, the notes, the marketing, the endless task of keeping a coaching practice alive. Tired underneath all of that. The kind of tired that shows up as a question you don’t say out loud: What does any of this matter?

Children are being killed. Animals are going extinct. Systems that were supposed to protect people are being used against them instead. The weather feels strange. The politics feel stranger. The news arrives faster than the body can metabolize it, and still, somehow, Tuesday expects us to function. And you are on a Zoom call helping someone clarify their values or find their next step or reconnect with what they want from their career or their life.

It can feel absurd, even shameful.

We know that feeling. We’ve sat with it ourselves, and we’ve heard it from coaches we deeply respect: people who are skilled and committed and genuinely good at this work, who still find themselves wondering if any of it means anything when the world is burning at a scale no coaching conversation can touch.

This book doesn’t answer that question. We want to be honest with you about that from the start. What it does is sit with you inside it.

We are not going to tell you that coaching will save the world. Coaching cannot stop a war, reverse climate change, repair democracy, feed hungry children, dismantle white supremacy, or make powerful people suddenly develop shame, imagination, and a functioning relationship with consequences. Several of us have suggestions, but coaching is not the mechanism.

Still, coaching is not nothing.

A person who feels less alone is not nothing. A client who hears herself clearly for the first time is not nothing. A leader who chooses one more honest conversation, one more humane decision, one more act of courage inside her actual sphere of influence is not nothing.

Small is not the same as meaningless. That distinction may be one of the things that lets us keep going.


How Joy Entered the Conversation

For a long time, we thought joy was something we couldn’t afford. It felt wrong to reach for it. Indulgent. A little selfish, like taking things lightly when the world demands to be taken seriously. We had absorbed (somewhere, somehow) the idea that if you truly understood the weight of what was happening, you would (should!) stay burdened by it. That gravity was the price of integrity and people who chose joy in hard times just weren’t paying enough attention.

We have changed our minds about that. Here is one reason.

There is a flock of ibises in Glori’s neighborhood. They come every day because her neighbor puts out food and water for them. The birds land in her yard first, then spread into Glori’s, pecking for worms and aerating the sandy soil. That soil grows wildflowers. The wildflowers feed bees and butterflies. It started with one woman deciding to be generous with what she had and became an entire small ecosystem of nourishment, one that Glori had no part in planning and does nothing to maintain.

She stops what she’s doing every time they come, because the birds are there, and something in her chest loosens, and for a moment that is completely enough.

That loosening is joy.

For Cris, it’s looking out her office window and seeing the neighborhood go about its business: people lounging on their balconies, gardeners tending to plants, tourists heading to the beach, trees swaying in the breeze. The simple, daily routines that build community and strengthen belonging. Knowing where she is and how she belongs: that fills Cris’s cup, gives her joy.

We are not talking about happiness. Happiness is a response to good conditions. Joy, as we’ve come to understand it, doesn’t wait for good conditions. It arrives in a hug from someone who knows you, in the sound of your mother’s voice or your child’s laugh, in the exact moment a client says something that tells you they’ve finally heard themselves. In a book you’ve been waiting for or in a collaboration with someone who thinks differently than you and makes your thinking sharper for it.

None of these are grand; none of them fix anything. That’s the point.

Here is what we have learned, slowly and with some resistance: Noticing joy is a practice, not a personality trait. It’s not a gift some people have and others don’t. It’s a practice: something you can build deliberately, the way you build any other ability, through repetition and attention over time.

The practice of noticing joy doesn’t make the world less frightening or resolve the grief or the rage or the exhaustion. What it does is build our energy to keep living a meaningful life inside all of that. It helps us stay present and connected to what matters. Most of all, noticing joy helps us to keep choosing, day after day, to show up for the work we believe in.

Which brings us to the only place any of us can actually act from: our sphere of influence.

You and I cannot fix the war or stop the extinction. We cannot reverse the policy or repair the system by ourselves or by next Tuesday. Trying to act at that scale, to carry responsibility for what is genuinely outside our reach, is what creates the particular exhaustion we’re describing. That “what’s the point” feeling is what happens when caring people collide repeatedly with the limits of what one person can do.

But inside that sphere of influence (your sessions, your relationships, your community, your choices about how to spend your energy), you have real power. And joy is what keeps that power available. Not joy as a reward for doing the work well; joy as the fuel that makes the work possible in the first place.



Why We Wrote This Book

This book is written by two sisters who are also coaches. We write in a shared voice because this work was built together: through conversation, disagreement, revision, and the particular kind of thinking that only happens between people who have known each other their whole lives. When we step forward individually, we will tell you. Otherwise, “we” means both of us, always.

We’re writing from within this moment, not from the other side of it, because we are navigating it too. What we offer here is not certainty; it’s companionship, honest practice, and the accumulated wisdom of coaches who are doing this work in hard times and finding ways to keep going.

We want this book to sit beside you and also give you something to do. Something small enough to use when you are tired. Something honest enough not to insult your intelligence. Something practical enough to matter in the next session, the next hard week, the next moment when you wonder whether the work is worth continuing.

You do not need to be ready or hopeful. You don’t need to believe everything we believe about joy yet. You only need to begin where you are.

And if where you are is tired, doubtful, angry, numb, overloaded, or barely holding the thread, you are still welcome here.

Somewhere, right now, other coaches are holding the same weight you are holding. They are asking the same questions. They are wondering whether any of this matters.

It does. Human beings still need places where they can tell the truth, hear themselves, feel less alone, find one honest next step, and remember that they are alive.

That is work worth doing. We are with you in it.





How to Use This Book

This is not a book you have to read perfectly.

It is not a program to complete, a curriculum to master, or one more professional development project to add to the pile. If you are holding this book because you are tired, discouraged, angry, overloaded, financially stretched, politically frightened, ethically tangled, or wondering whether coaching matters right now, we are not going to ask you to become a better student of your own exhaustion.

This is a book to use.

Some chapters are for reading slowly. Some are for finding the one sentence that lets you exhale. Some are for grabbing a practice before a session when you are not as steady as you wish you were. Some are for returning to months from now, when the first wave of relief has passed and the practical questions have gotten sharper.

You do not need to read this book in order. You can. The order has been designed with care. But if you are depleted, start where the need is.

The book will wait, and it won’t be offended.


Is This Book for You?

This book is for coaches who are trying to do meaningful work in hard times without disappearing from themselves.

It is for coaches who care deeply about their clients and also care deeply about what is happening in the world. Coaches who are sitting in sessions about leadership, purpose, career, transition, courage, communication, and change while the news, the climate, the economy, the courts, the violence, the grief, and the uncertainty keep arriving in the room.

It is for coaches who have found themselves wondering, quietly or not so quietly:


	What does any of this matter?



	How do I keep doing this work when I am tired in my bones?



	How do I support clients without minimizing reality?



	How do I stay present when their fear is also my fear?



	How do I build a practice that does not hollow me out?



This book is especially attentive to coaches whose work carries additional weight because of identity, context, or lived experience: women coaches, queer coaches, BIPOC coaches, disabled coaches, neurodivergent coaches, immigrant coaches, fat coaches, post-menopausal coaches, working-class coaches, and coaches who live at the intersections of multiple identities professional culture was not designed to hold well.

If that is you, we are not treating your experience as a footnote. The additional labor you carry belongs in the center of the conversation. The masking, translating, calculating, bracing, over-preparing, representing, managing, proving, and explaining are part of the load. We’re counting them.

This book is also for coaches who do not carry those same identities but coach people who do. If you are willing to look closely at power, context, systemic harm, and the limits of your own experience, there is work here for you too.

You may be new to coaching or decades into the work. You may coach full-time, part-time, inside an organization, in private practice, as part of a portfolio career, or in the stolen hours around work that pays the actual bills. You may be credentialed, credentialing, adjacent to coaching, or returning to the work after time away.

If you are trying to stay human while doing work that asks you to be present with other humans, we welcome you.



What We Mean by Joy

Joy, as we mean it, is the small return of aliveness. Sometimes it arrives as delight; sometimes as relief, recognition, tenderness, mischief, spaciousness, wonder, a laugh that startles the body back into the moment, or the quiet click of something true finding its place.

Joy is the warmth of coffee while it is still hot. The colleague who understands without making you build the whole backstory first. The client who says the sentence they have been circling for months and then hears themselves say it. The dog resting against your leg.

These moments do not fix war, illness, burnout, injustice, debt, dread, grief, or the price of groceries. We’re fond of small moments, and we don’t ask them to perform miracles.

We are not promising that joy will transform your life, fix your practice, restore your hope, or make the world less frightening. We are not promising that coaching can solve the crises we are living through. We are not going to ask you to be grateful for what is unbearable, cheerful about what is unjust, or hopeful on command.

What these moments can do is return a little energy. Actively noticing small, ordinary moments of joy can help you stay connected to yourself, your clients, your values, and your capacity to act. Sometimes only a little, only for a few seconds. Energy returned is what lets you make the next choice, hold the next boundary, take the next rest, ask the next honest question, show up for the next client, or decide with clarity that something needs to change.

That is why we call joy fuel, not reward or denial, and certainly not decoration. Joy is fuel.



What This Book May Do

This book may help you:


	Name what you are carrying without turning it into personal failure.



	Understand why the work feels so hard right now.



	Build steadiness before strategy.



	Practice replenishment in ways that fit your actual body, mind, schedule, and life.



	Distinguish what is yours to hold from what is not.



	Remember that small acts are real acts, and that the scale of the world’s need is not a fair measuring stick for one human conversation.



	Support clients at the edge without minimizing their reality or abandoning your own.



	Tell the difference between coaching, therapy, supervision, referral, crisis support, and plain old over-functioning.



	Face the practical realities of money, boundaries, isolation, imposter syndrome, and political complicity without pretending they are mindset problems.



	Find your way back to the work, or toward a more honest relationship with it.



What this book can do, most simply, is help you stay in more honest relationship with the work: whether that means continuing, changing the way you practice, resting, getting support, raising your rates, ending a client relationship, returning to your own aliveness, or admitting that something has to shift.



What This Book Cannot Do

This book cannot make coaching carry more than coaching can carry.

It is not a clinical manual and it won’t teach you to diagnose, treat trauma, manage a mental-health crisis, or practice outside your scope. Coaches need to know where coaching ends, where therapy begins, and where crisis support, medical care, legal advice, supervision, or referral is the ethical next step.

This book is not legal or ethical advice. We will talk plainly about scope, crisis, boundaries, money, politics, and professional responsibility, but you are still responsible for the laws, credentialing requirements, organizational policies, and ethical standards that apply to your work and your location. When in doubt, seek support: consult your supervisor, mentor, credentialing body, attorney, or other appropriate professional.

Joy Is Fuel is most definitely not a business-in-a-box. We talk about money because money affects sustainability. We talk about rates, models, and financial fear because coaches cannot stay present for long when they are practicing inside chronic financial terror. But this book will not give you a seven-step funnel, a perfect niche, or a magic marketing formula. We are more interested in honest viability than in shiny promises.

This is not a politically neutral coaching book. We don’t believe coaches practice outside history. We don’t believe fear, exhaustion, identity, safety, rights, money, grief, and power stop at the threshold of the coaching room. We also do not believe that every coaching conversation should become a political seminar. The work is more subtle, and more challenging, than that. This book will ask you to notice what is in the room, including what the culture has trained many of us not to name.

This is not a book about becoming endlessly resilient. We’re not interested in resilience that helps people endure what should be changed, tolerate what is harming them, or remain available for exploitation. Sustainability is not the same as compliance. Joy is not a tool for making unbearable conditions easier to bear forever.

This book is about staying connected to what energizes, what tells the truth, what preserves dignity, and what makes meaningful action possible in real conditions.



The Shape of the Book

The book moves through these main territories:

Part I: The Landscape We’re Navigating helps you name what is happening. It begins with exhaustion, context, and the additional weight carried by coaches whose identities and lives are not treated as the professional default.

Part II: Returning to Yourself offers practices for steadiness, sphere of influence, and replenishment. This is the part to return to when you know you need to come back into contact with yourself before making decisions.

Part III: Reclaiming Agency addresses the scale problem: the feeling that coaching is too small for the world as it is. It explores small acts, invisible ripples, and the ongoing choice to keep doing work that is yours to do.

Part IV: Supporting Clients at the Edge turns toward the coaching room. It offers ways to stay present when the client’s fear overlaps with your own, to evoke honest hope without minimizing reality, and to understand coaching itself as a practice where joy can arise through being seen and heard.

The Emergency Kit is for the moments when you or your client cannot access the rest of the book. It is deliberately practical, direct, and easy to find.

Part V: The Real Talk addresses the sustainability issues that often decide whether coaches can keep practicing: money, difficult clients, isolation, imposter syndrome, and the political and ethical discomfort of helping when helping feels too small or too compromised.

The back matter gathers practices, tools, stories, and reflection points so you can return to what you need without rereading the whole book.





Find Your Way In

Instead of asking what kind of coach you are in general, let’s ask what kind of day this is.


The “I can barely get through my sessions” day

You are not okay, and you have clients to see. Start with the Emergency Kit. Use it before anything else.

Then read:


	Chapter 1: You’re Not Broken. You’re Tired.



	Chapter 4: Steadiness Before Strategy.



	Chapter 6: Rituals of Replenishment.



Do not read the whole book from this state. Stabilize first. The rest will keep.



The “I am functioning, but fumes are involved” day

You can still work, but you know this version is not sustainable. Start with:


	Chapter 1: You’re Not Broken. You’re Tired.



	Chapter 2: Why It Feels So Hard Right Now.



	Chapter 4: Steadiness Before Strategy.



	Chapter 6: Rituals of Replenishment.



Then, when you have more room, move to Chapter 5, Naming What You Can and Can’t Control, and Chapter 7, Small Acts Are Real Acts.



The “I am questioning whether coaching matters” day

You are not asking a small question. Do not let anyone answer it too quickly. Start with:


	Chapter 7: Small Acts Are Real Acts.



	Chapter 8: The Ripple You’ll Never See.



	Chapter 9: This Is Yours To Do.



If the question has an ethical or political edge, read Chapter 17 too.

Take your time here. Some questions deserve to be lived with before they become clear.



The “my clients are bringing the world into the room” day

Your clients are arriving with fear, grief, politics, despair, rage, or moral exhaustion, and the usual coaching moves feel too thin. Start with:


	Chapter 10: Coaching at the Edge of the World.



	Chapter 11: Evoking Hope Without Minimizing Reality.



	Chapter 12: Coaching as a Joy Practice.



Before you use the client-facing practices in heavy territory, read the sections on bringing practices to clients and on where coaching ends and therapy begins. The distinction matters, especially when everyone is tired.



The “the work is not the only problem; the practice is” day

Go to Part V.


	Chapter 13 is for money.



	Chapter 14 is for difficult client dynamics and endings.



	Chapter 15 is for isolation.



	Chapter 16 is for imposter syndrome and actual competence.



	Chapter 17 is for the ethical and political discomfort of helping when helping feels too small, too compromised, or too close to the systems doing harm.



These are not side issues; they are often where sustainability is won, lost, or renegotiated.



The “I do not know what I feel, but something is wrong” day

Start at the beginning of Part I. Read Chapters 1, 2, and 3 in order. Do the opening practices lightly. Do not hurry yourself into a solution.

Sometimes the first real practice is finding the honest name for the weather.



The “I only have room for one small thing” day

Go to The Practice Itself and try the smallest version. Begin there.

Before Part I begins, there are a few practice-orientation sections that will help you use the book safely and flexibly: The Practice Itself, Making the Practices Fit Your Body, When You Bring a Practice to a Client, and Where Coaching Ends and Therapy Begins. Read them now if you have the capacity. If you do not, start where you are and return when you need them.





The Practice Itself

By now you may be bracing a little. A daily joy practice can sound like one more thing to fail at, or like the very positivity we promised not to sell you. So here is plainly what it asks of you, and what it doesn’t.

The practice is not gratitude. You will not be making lists of things you are supposed to feel good about, reframing your grief, or talking yourself into a brighter mood. The practice is just this: when joy arrives, you stop for a moment and let it land.

That is the spine of it. Joy arrives more often than we notice, usually in small ways, and usually while we are already moving on to the next thing: a hug from someone who knows you; your mother’s voice before she has even said anything; the exact moment a client hears herself; the first sip of coffee while it is still hot; Glori’s ibises dropping into the yard. These moments ask nothing of you except that you be there for them.

So when one comes, give it ten seconds. Stop typing; stop planning. Feel it wherever you feel it, the loosening in the chest, the warmth, the small lift, and let it be completely enough for those ten seconds. Then go back to your day. You are not making joy happen. You are catching what is already there and refusing, just this once, to rush past it.

If sitting still makes it worse, you don’t have to be still to do this. For some people, especially many with ADHD, stillness is the opposite of steadying: catch the moment of joy while you’re walking, pacing, or fidgeting, and notice it on the move. The point is the attention, and attention can happen at any speed.


On the Days Nothing Seems to Arrive

There will be days when joy does not show up, or when you are too flattened to feel it if it does. Those days are real, and they are not a failure of the practice. On those days you can reverse the direction: instead of waiting for joy, go looking for one ordinary thing and give it your full attention. The steam off the tea; the weight of the cat; the particular green of a leaf you pass every day. Thirty to sixty seconds, no agenda. You are not forcing a feeling; you are practicing the attention that lets you catch joy when it does come.



Marking It

Noticing joy is built the way most things are built: by doing it, not by doing it perfectly. It helps to have some small way to mark that you practiced, so the days add up into something you can see. How you mark it matters far less than whether you will actually do it, so choose the way that fits you.

You might use a jar and a handful of stones, dropping one in each time you stop for a moment of joy. Choosing the jar and the stones, whether sea glass, river pebbles, glass marbles, or whatever pleases you, can be a small ritual of its own, and the jar fills where you can see it.

You might use a counter, either a mechanical tally clicker or the counter app on your phone: one press per moment. This can work well if you like a number and dislike clutter. You might keep a line a day, just the date and a few words for the moment you caught, if you like a record to look back on. Or you might make a simple mark: an X on the calendar, a dot in the margin, a check in a box. Proof you showed up, and nothing more.

There is no right number. Some days you will mark five; some days, none. The jar is not a scoreboard; it is a way of seeing that you are practicing, over time, in a life that does not always make it easy. Change methods whenever one stops working. The practice is the noticing. The marble is only there to help you trust that the noticing adds up.





Making the Practices Fit Your Body

The practices in this book ask you, at various points, to notice your body: your breath, your feet on the floor, the way your shoulders are holding the day, the place where something tightens or loosens when a truth finally has a name. We wrote them that way because the body is often where steadiness returns first. Often, not always. Bodies differ, minds differ, nervous systems differ, and a practice that settles one person may irritate, confuse, or unsettle another. A practice that worked beautifully last month may be entirely unavailable on a flare day, a grief day, a high-pain day, a hot-flash day, a low-executive-function day, or a day when your body seems to have read the agenda and declined.

So before you meet the first practice: you are allowed to adapt everything. You do not need to become a better subject for the practice. The practice is supposed to meet the person who is actually here today, with the body, brain, history, energy, pain level, attention span, mobility, and capacity that are actually available. That may change from week to week or from morning to afternoon. This is information to include, not a problem to solve.

If a practice asks you to stand and standing is costly today, sit. If sitting upright is too much, lie down. If a gesture is too big, make it smaller. If the practice asks you to hold your arms out, rest your hands in your lap. If it asks for sixty seconds, try ten. If ten seconds is too much, try one. If the movement itself is not available, imagine the movement and let your body respond only as far as it wants to. Imagining a release, a step, a widening, or a hand placed on the heart can still give the nervous system useful information. The body does not have to perform the full version for the practice to count.

Some practices may ask you to turn inward: to notice where you feel something, to follow the breath, to sense what happens in the chest or belly or throat. For some people, that kind of attention is helpful right away. For others, it is not. Some people have low or unreliable interoception, which means the internal signals of the body may be faint, delayed, confusing, or hard to interpret. This is common for many autistic and ADHD people, though not only for us. Some people know what they are feeling by thinking first, naming first, or recognizing a pattern before sensation becomes legible. That is another way in, not a lesser form of wisdom.

For others, especially people with trauma histories, turning attention inward does not settle the body. It pulls them under. The breath becomes too loud, the chest becomes too much, and the body stops feeling like a place to rest and starts feeling like a place where everything is happening at once. If that is true for you, do not force the inward turn. Anchor outside instead. Notice what you can see, hear, touch, or name. Hold a mug, a pen, a stone, a sleeve, the edge of a table. Let your attention stay with the object: its weight, texture, temperature, shape, and blessed absence of agenda. External anchoring, far from being a diluted version of practice, is often the most respectful doorway available.

Stillness is also optional. Some people steady by getting quiet, and some people steady by moving. If being told to sit still makes your whole system object, listen to that. Walk while you reflect. Pace while you think. Rock, stretch, sway, fold laundry, wash a dish, fidget, doodle, or take the practice with you down the hallway. Attention does not require stillness. Reflection does not require stillness. Joy certainly does not require stillness; some joy arrives while dancing in the kitchen, and we are not going to make it sit politely in a chair first.

If a practice makes you feel worse, stop. This is part of the work, not a loophole or a lack of discipline. Feeling worse might mean more anxious, more numb, more panicked, more ashamed, more disconnected, more flooded, or further away from yourself than when you began. That response does not mean you failed. It means the practice may be wrong for you, wrong for this day, too large, too inward, too fast, or touching material that needs a different kind of support. Some practices, especially body-based ones, may belong with a therapist or trauma-informed practitioner if they open something coaching or solo reflection is not meant to hold.

If your mind needs language before your body can participate, begin with language. Ask what you think is happening, what name you would give the state you are in, what pattern this reminds you of, or what information you already have. Then, if the body becomes available, let it join. There is no prize for entering through the most somatic door. Glori is often someone who understands an emotion cognitively before she feels it clearly, and that cognitive knowing is not avoidance. Sometimes it is the bridge.

Completing each instruction exactly as written matters less than what the instructions are for: returning to yourself, noticing what is true, building steadiness, recognizing joy, or creating enough room to make a cleaner choice. If the written practice helps, use it. If a smaller version helps, use that. If an outside-in version helps, use that. If rest is what helps, let rest be the practice. The practice serves the person, not the other way around.

And do not try to do every practice. Choose one, try it, and notice what happens. If it helps, keep it. If it does nothing, adapt it or let it go. The practices are invitations, not tests.




When You Bring a Practice to a Client

Most chapters offer practices in two forms: For You and With Clients. That is intentional. The “For You” version is a way to experience the work before you offer it, not self-improvement homework; a practice you have never felt from the inside can become a technique you perform at a client, while a practice you know in your own body, mind, and life becomes more grounded, more flexible, and more honest. We do not want this book to become a private sustainability guide that never reaches the coaching room, and we do not want it to become a menu of techniques you administer while skipping your own relationship to the work.

Even a practice you know well will not always land the way it reads on the page. A client is not a page. A session has weather. Timing matters, trust matters, and the client’s body, history, culture, neurotype, power, safety, fatigue, and relationship to you all matter. The “With Clients” versions are opening moves, not scripts. When you bring one to a client, hold it lightly: offer, do not impose; invite, do not administer; stay with the person, not the plan.

Before offering a practice, especially one that involves the body, silence, emotion, or a shift in pace, ask permission. You might say, “Would you be open to trying something small for a minute?” or “I have a practice that might help us slow this down. Do you want to try it, or would you rather stay with the conversation?” You might also ask, “Would it help to pause, or would that feel worse right now?” Permission is not a formality. It gives the client agency, and it also gives you information. A quick yes, a hesitant yes, a flat yes, a no, a confused look, a joke, or a deflection can all tell you something about what the client can access in that moment.

Many of these practices involve silence, and silence is not empty: it is often where the client finds out what is true. Most coaches move too quickly at first, especially when we are trying to be helpful or when the room feels tender. We fill the space just as the client was about to hear herself. Let silence have a chance to do its work, and then check gently if the silence begins to feel like shame, confusion, or shutdown. “What is happening for you right now?” is often enough. So is, “Is this useful, or did we lose the thread?” You are not trying to guess perfectly. You are staying in relationship.

When a client says, “I don’t know,” do not rush to rescue them from it. “I don’t know” is often the first true answer. You can let it be there for a moment, make the question smaller, or ask what they do notice, even if it seems unrelated. Sometimes the real answer arrives a few seconds after the client stops feeling pressured to produce one. Sometimes it does not arrive at all, and that is also information.

If a client becomes defensive, step off the practice and toward the client. A question may land as criticism even when you did not mean it that way, especially if the client has good reason to be alert for judgment. “Thank you for telling me how that landed. Let me slow down,” may matter more than whatever you planned to do next. So might, “I may have moved too quickly. What did you hear me asking?” Defensiveness often means the question touched something tender. The repair matters more than the practice.

Some clients answer from the head, and sometimes the head is where safety lives. An intelligent, analytical response is not a failure of depth. You can invite more contact without treating cognition as the enemy: “That makes sense. What else is here?” or “What do you know before you explain it?” If they stay in analysis, stay with them. Some clients need to think their way toward feeling. Some may never describe experience in the language you expect and still be doing deep work. Do not punish people for having intelligent defenses. Be curious about what those defenses have protected.

If tears come, do not rush to soothe them away. Stay present, keep your voice steady, and let your face be kind. Tears may be grief, recognition, relief, exhaustion, anger, or something the client does not have language for yet. When the moment eases, you can ask, “What was that?” or “What did you hear yourself say?” Then let the client tell you, or not.

Body-based practices require particular care. Never push a client into their body. If they hesitate, offer an outside-in version instead: something they can see, hear, touch, or name in the room. If turning inward clearly unsettles them, name that without drama and change course. The goal is not to make the client complete the practice. The goal is to support steadiness, agency, presence, and truth. Sometimes stopping is the most skillful move.

If a client rejects a reframe, do not argue them into it. “That’s easy for you to say,” “No, it really is my fault,” or “I don’t have any choices here” may be the doorway you actually needed. Drop the frame and get curious about the resistance. Ask what feels important about holding the story this way, what would be lost if they saw it differently, or what makes them so sure. The resistance is the material now, and it may be more useful than the practice you intended to offer.

A practice that does not land tells you something about timing, fit, safety, language, or readiness. It is rarely proof that you did it wrong, and it is almost never something to fix by pushing harder. You can say, “I don’t think that was the right doorway. Let’s come back,” or “Let’s set that down.” Clients learn something important when we can release our own plan without defensiveness. They learn that the relationship matters more than the tool. They learn they will not be forced into someone else’s idea of growth.

That is good coaching.




Where Coaching Ends and Therapy Begins

Cris here. I am stepping forward for this part because this is one of the questions newer coaches ask me most often, and one of the questions I most want us to get right, for our clients’ sake and for our own.

Coaching and therapy are both real forms of support. Good practitioners of each respect the other. They can overlap in the sense that both may involve reflection, emotion, behavior, relationships, meaning, and change. The difference is not as simple as “coaching is future-focused and therapy is past-focused.” Life does not sort itself that neatly, and neither do people. The difference has more to do with purpose, scope, training, risk, and responsibility.

Coaching supports insight, choice, agency, growth, leadership, action, meaning, and change. It assumes the client has enough stability and capacity to participate in the work, reflect on their experience, make choices, and take steps between sessions. Therapy is designed to assess, diagnose when appropriate, treat mental-health conditions, address trauma and psychological distress, and provide clinical care when a person’s functioning, safety, or emotional stability needs that level of support. A client can need both. Many do. The skill is noticing when coaching is no longer the right container by itself.

As coaches, we do not diagnose. Noticing that someone may need therapy is not a diagnosis; it is a scope decision. You are not saying, “I know what condition you have.” You are saying, “What you are bringing needs support beyond what coaching is built or trained to hold.” That distinction keeps us humble, and it also keeps us safer.

Over time, you may notice that the work has moved beyond coaching’s useful range. The client may keep being pulled under by the past in a way that prevents any forward movement from holding. The same wound, fear, heaviness, or crisis pattern may appear session after session and not shift with coaching. The client may ask you, directly or indirectly, to treat depression, trauma, disordered eating, substance dependence, panic, or another mental-health concern. You may find yourself doing therapy you were not trained to do because it feels kind in the moment. Or you may simply feel out of your depth and notice yourself trying to compensate by working harder.

None of these signs mean the client has done anything wrong. They mean the container may be wrong, or incomplete. A coaching relationship can be caring and still insufficient.

Acute crisis is different from the slower scope question we are describing here. If a client is in immediate distress in front of you, if they are panicking, dissociating, talking about harming themselves, unable to orient to the present, or otherwise outside what coaching can safely hold, go to the Emergency Kit. The question here is the gradual recognition, over several sessions, that the work has moved into territory that needs clinical support, supervision, referral, or a different kind of care. Both situations matter, and they require different responses.

When you reach the edge, you do not need perfect words. You need kind, clear ones. You might say, “What you are describing deserves support beyond what coaching is designed to provide. I would like us to think together about what additional support would look like.” Or, “I want to be careful here. Coaching can support your choices and next steps, but this part sounds like it may need a therapist who is trained to work with it directly.” Or, more directly, “This is outside my scope as a coach. I can stay with you as we talk about next steps, but I cannot ethically treat this as a coaching issue.” Say it plainly, say it kindly, and then stop talking long enough for the client to take it in. A referral made well is care, not abandonment.

Sometimes therapy and coaching can happen alongside each other. Sometimes coaching needs to pause while the client gets more appropriate support. Sometimes the work needs to end. The answer depends on the client, the issue, the risk, your scope, your skill, your supervision, your agreement, your ethics, and the laws and standards that apply where you practice. This is not a place to guess alone. Consult your supervisor, mentor, credentialing body, organization, attorney, or other appropriate professional support when the situation is unclear. That is not overreacting but practicing responsibly.

One practical habit makes all of this easier: build your referral list before the moment you need it. Know a few therapists you trust, what they specialize in, and whether they work with trauma, grief, eating disorders, addiction, neurodivergence, identity, couples, family systems, or whatever your clients most often need. Where possible, include providers who share or understand your clients’ identities and contexts, because a referral is only useful if the client can imagine being safe enough to use it. Know the crisis resources in your area too. Know which numbers, clinics, mobile response teams, warm lines, and community-based supports are available, and know which ones may involve law enforcement or other systems that some clients have good reason to fear. The moment a client needs support is not the moment to begin searching from scratch with your heart rate up and six browser tabs open.

This is the part that gets many coaches in trouble: we care. We listen well. We can see the person underneath the pain. We may know what it is to need support and not get it. We may not want the client to feel rejected. We may be afraid that if we refer out, we have failed. So we keep going, make one more exception, hold one more session that leaves us uneasy, and tell ourselves the relationship is helping. It may be helping. Helping is not always the same as being the right help.

Care does not erase scope. Compassion does not create clinical training. Good intentions do not make an unsafe container safe. Knowing your edge is part of what makes you trustworthy.

When you know where coaching ends, you protect the client from receiving the wrong kind of support. You also protect yourself from carrying work you were never meant to carry alone. Coaches can burn out not only from too much work, but from too much wrong-container work: trauma treated as goals, crisis treated as action planning, clinical need treated as mindset, despair treated as a lack of clarity. We do not need to be everything to be useful. We need to be honest about what we are.

A coach who knows the edge of coaching is not less caring. She is safer to work with, and she is more likely to keep doing the work for a long time.




PART I: THE LANDSCAPE WE’RE NAVIGATING




Chapter 1: You’re Not Broken. You’re Tired.

If you have made it this far, there is a good chance you are exhausted in a way that rest alone may not fix. So before we explain anything, try this.

Place one hand on your chest or belly, if that feels available. If it does not, let your hand rest wherever it naturally lands. Take three breaths in whatever way your body can receive them today. As you exhale the third time, say quietly, out loud or internally: Given what I’m carrying, it makes sense that I feel this way.

You do not have to believe it fully. You do not have to feel a wave of relief or a dramatic shift in your nervous system. Just let the words be there for a moment and notice what happens, or what does not happen. Both are information.


How Burnout Actually Arrives

Burnout rarely announces itself clearly at first. It often begins as a dullness where curiosity used to be, or a tightness before sessions that once felt energizing, or a creeping irritation that feels out of character and therefore harder to name. You may still be functioning. You may still be getting good feedback from clients. You may still be showing up, asking thoughtful questions, keeping your commitments, and doing what the outside world would call fine.

That is part of what makes it confusing.

Many coaches keep working through this state because the work matters. We tell ourselves we are lucky to do meaningful work, that other people have it worse, that this is simply the cost of caring. We may also be very good at overriding our own signals. Coaches are trained, formally and informally, to listen closely to others. We are not always trained to believe the information coming from our own bodies and lives with the same seriousness.

So something begins to feel off. Not enough to stop, but enough to worry. When coaches talk about this privately, the worry often takes the shape of self-blame: What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I handle this better? Why am I so tired when this is work I chose?

We want to name this clearly and early: if you are feeling worn down, flattened, irritable, numb, or overwhelmed right now, it is probably not because you are deficient as a coach or as a person. It is far more likely because you are tired in a world that has been asking far too much for far too long.

That distinction matters.

If the problem is personal deficiency, the answer is shame, hiding, and trying harder. If the problem is tiredness in context, the answer begins somewhere else: with accurate naming, honest accounting, and the possibility that your exhaustion is not a character flaw at all.



The Culture That Made This Harder

Here is something usually treated as background noise: in the United States, and in many of the professional cultures coaching operates inside, work is overvalued and rest is undervalued. Not quietly. Actively. Rest is treated as laziness, exhaustion as dedication, and the person who works through illness, skips vacation, answers email at midnight, and remains available beyond all reasonable limits is too often held up as the model.

This is not only an individual habit you happened to absorb. It is a cultural message delivered so consistently, from so many directions, that many of us internalized it before we had the language to question it. By the time we become adults, the message may no longer sound like culture. It may simply sound like our own inner voice: Keep going. Don’t make a fuss. Other people are counting on you. You can rest when everything is done.

The trouble is that everything is never done.

For coaches, there is an additional layer. Coaching is relational work, and relational work asks for attention, presence, emotional availability, ethical judgment, and a constant tracking of what is said, unsaid, possible, and too much. Many coaches are also women, caregivers, queer people, BIPOC people, disabled people, neurodivergent people, immigrants, or people carrying other forms of labor that do not pause when the session ends. The invisible coordination, the emotional management of others, the vigilance, the translating, the managing of systems, the noticing of what no one else notices: all of it takes energy, and much of it never appears on any official list of responsibilities.

That labor is real. It costs something. And it is almost never counted when coaches ask themselves why they are so tired.

We are counting it here.



Claiming Rest

Here is what we believe, and what this book is built on: rest is not a reward for productivity or something you earn after you have done enough. Rest is not evidence of weakness, laziness, lack of discipline, or insufficient commitment to the work.

Rest is a right.

Claiming it, actively and without apology, against the current of a culture that keeps telling you otherwise, is an ordinary act of resistance. It may look like closing the laptop. Saying no to the extra session. Sleeping when you are tired instead of pushing through. Refusing to answer the message until morning. Canceling what can be canceled. Letting the body be inconvenient. Treating your own energy as something worth protecting before it is gone.

The coaches who stay in this work over decades are not usually the ones who pushed hardest for the longest. They are the ones who learned, often the hard way, that their energy was not infinite and that protecting it was not selfish. It was the condition for continuing.

You are allowed to be tired. You are allowed to need rest. You are allowed to say that out loud without apologizing for it.

That permission is not a small thing. Shame consumes energy. So does pretending. So does the constant inner negotiation about whether your needs are legitimate enough to count. When some of that energy is released from self-judgment, even a little, it becomes available for something else.

That energy is yours.

You need it for the work, and you need it for your life.



When Naming Becomes Relief

When you can name your tiredness accurately, without minimizing it, catastrophizing it, or immediately reaching for the solution, something often releases. Not always dramatically. Sometimes only slightly. But even slight release matters when you have been carrying too much for too long.

The grip of self-blame loosens. The question shifts from What is wrong with me? to What am I actually carrying? And in that shift, some energy returns, energy that had been consumed by shame rather than by the actual demands on you.

This is where joy can begin to become accessible again.

Not joy as happiness. Not joy as a feeling you manufacture because the book has arrived at the appropriate chapter moment. Joy as a small restoration of contact with yourself: with what you actually need, what you actually feel, what is actually true.

That is enough to begin.



Practices for Working With Tiredness

If movement is hard for you today, or if turning your attention inward does not work well for your body or nervous system, return to Making the Practices Fit Your Body and adapt freely. The practices are here to serve you, not to test your willingness to override yourself.


Practice 1: Put the Weight Down

For You

Right now, wherever you are sitting, let yourself stop holding yourself up for one minute. Let your back meet the chair, if there is a chair. Let your shoulders drop away from your ears. Let your jaw, hands, belly, and head be as heavy as they are willing to be. If you can lean back, lean back. If you are lying down, let the surface beneath you do more of the work. Hold nothing up that the chair, floor, bed, couch, or wall can hold for you.

You are not trying to relax correctly. You are not trying to fix your body. You are letting your body be as tired as it actually is, with nothing asked of it for this one small minute.

You will know the practice helped if you feel even slightly heavier, if your breath drops without your permission, if your shoulders lower a fraction, or if you notice how much effort you had been using just to stay upright. That heaviness is not failure; it is information your body has been carrying while you kept going.

With Clients

When a client is pushing through visible exhaustion, offer the practice gently and with permission: “Can we pause for one minute? I want to invite you to stop holding yourself up and let the chair take more of your weight.” Then let the silence run long enough for the body to notice the difference.

Afterward, ask, “What did you notice?” You are not giving the client a relaxation exercise so they can become more productive. You are giving them a moment of permission, in the body, to be as tired as they are. For many clients, that permission is the thing they have been refusing themselves.



Practice 2: Shift the Question

For You

When you notice yourself looping on What’s wrong with me? interrupt it with a different question:

What makes it understandable that I feel this way right now?

What you are doing here is naming context. You might name the pace of your work, the emotional weight you carry session after session, the unpaid labor no one counts, the systems you are navigating, the clients you worry about between sessions, the weight of living through this particular moment in history, or the specific demands of your specific identities in your specific contexts.

Write down three things that make your tiredness understandable. Be concrete. I’m tired might become: I held space for four people in crisis this week while managing my own health issue, staying alert to news that directly affects my safety, and handling everything else that never makes it onto any official list of my responsibilities.

You are not building a case for collapse; you are replacing self-blame with accurate perception. Keep the question somewhere visible and return to it whenever self-judgment tightens your thinking.

With Clients

Listen for the moment when self-criticism appears alongside exhaustion: I should be handling this better. Everyone else seems to cope fine. I don’t know why this is so hard for me.

Instead of reframing or problem-solving too quickly, try asking, “What makes it understandable that this feels so hard right now?” You might also ask, “What are you carrying that does not usually get named?” or say, carefully, “Given everything you just described, what would be surprising is if you were not tired.”

Then pause. Let silence do its work. Some clients tear up when asked this question, and the tears do not necessarily mean something has gone wrong. Sometimes relief arrives before language does.



Practice 3: Treat Tiredness as Information

For You

Rather than treating tiredness as something to fix, ignore, or push through, experiment with treating it as data about your life. Set a timer for five minutes and respond to these prompts without editing yourself:

My tiredness may be trying to tell me…

Where I am overextending…

What feels unsustainable that I have been normalizing…

What I need that I have been postponing…

You do not need immediate answers, and you do not need a plan by the end of the five minutes. Even asking the questions can loosen the sense that exhaustion is a personal failure. Some coaches do this weekly, perhaps on Sunday evening or Friday afternoon, as a check-in practice. Others do it only when depletion hits hard. Find the rhythm that is actually likely to happen in your life, not the one that looks best in a notebook.

What you are building is attunement: the ability to notice tiredness earlier, before it becomes a crisis.

With Clients

When clients describe exhaustion as a personal failing, help them approach it as information. You might ask, “What might your tiredness be trying to tell you?” or “What if this exhaustion is information, not a character flaw? What might it be pointing to?”

This shift matters. Clients can work with information. They cannot do



Practice 4: Notice Your Shoulds















Let Tiredness Tell the Truth
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		Create a Transition Ritual

		Protect One Thing

		Receive What Is Already There





		When the Work Feels Too Small		Arm’s Reach

		Rewrite the Measure

		Let the Insight Belong to the Client

		Track the Small Real Acts





		When You Need to Trust Invisible Impact		Open Hands

		Write the Story You May Never Hear

		Keep a Seed Record

		Let the Hour Be Enough





		When You Are Deciding Whether This Work Is Still Yours		Chosen or Owed

		Name Your Way of Trusting

		Do the Honest Accounting

		Write the Recommitment





		When the Client’s Fear Overlaps With Yours		Build Your Activation Map

		Use the Four Moves

		Follow the Client, Not Your Fear

		Process What You Held





		When Hope Might Minimize Reality		Acknowledge Before You Move
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		Find the Honest Next Step
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		When a Session Feels Alive		Study the Alive Session

		Name the Real Moment
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		Use the Boundary Test

		Consult Before Ending

		Write the Clean Ending





		When You Feel Isolated		Map the Support You Actually Have

		Start With One Person

		Build or Join a Peer Pod

		Find the Room Where You Do Not Have to Translate





		When You Feel Like an Imposter		Sort the Doubt

		Build an Evidence File

		Borrow a More Accurate Voice

		Practice Good-Enough Competence

		Turn Accurate Doubt Into a Plan
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		Name What Is in the Room
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		Session Running Over

		Between-Session Contact
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		Step 3: Is This a Safety or Harm Issue?
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		Toolkit 6: Starting a Peer Pod		Invitation Template
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		First Meeting Agenda
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		Toolkit 10: One-Page Sustainability Plan		My Current Season
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		My Sphere

		My Practice Structure

		My Ethical Alignment

		My Recommitment
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		Fit
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		Access and Process

		Agreements





		Toolkit 12: Clean Questions for Hard Sessions		When the Client Is Overwhelmed

		When the Client Is Self-Blaming

		When the Client Is Stuck

		When the Client Wants Action Too Quickly

		When the Client Feels Hopeless

		When the Client Is Over-Functioning

		When the Client Is Making a Values Decision

		When You Are Not Sure What to Ask





		Closing Note on Using the Toolkits





		Glossary: How We Use These Words		Access

		Agency

		Aliveness

		Boundary

		Capacity

		Clean Ending

		Coaching Container

		Complicity

		Discernment

		Emergency Kit

		Fit

		Fuel

		Good-Enough Competence

		Hope

		Imposter Voice

		Invisible Impact

		Invisible Labor

		Joy

		Load

		Mentor Coaching

		Over-Functioning

		Peer Pod

		Practice

		Recommitment

		Referral

		Replenishment

		Resilience

		Right-Sized Action

		Scope

		Self-Erasure

		Sphere of Influence

		Steadiness

		Supervision

		Support

		System

		Tool

		Vicarious Exposure

		Wrong Fit

		A Final Note on Language





		Six Months Later: A Return to the Work		What Six Months Can Reveal

		How to Return

		What to Look For

		If Nothing Has Changed

		If Everything Has Changed

		Recommit, Renegotiate, or Release

		A Final Note to Future You
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