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SPIRITUAL INTELLIGENCE AND ITS 
CHANGING ROLE IN COACHING

question and solve, as satisfactorily as our knowledge will allow, the 
problem of our existence.’

If Aurobindo is correct, the real problem humans face is one of 
our own purpose. ‘Why am I here, and what does it all mean?’ As a 
profession, coaching could be said to be more focused on goals 
than souls. Coaching’s success is in part its ability to help people 
adopt mindset shifts that result in becoming efficient, accountable 
and compliant, in order to achieve clearly marked out goals. 
Coaching is more often about success and achievement than 
purpose. So what role does spirituality play in coaching? 

As humans we are multifaceted; we are not merely goal-setters. 
Many clients and coaches are already high achievers, and therefore 
quite capable of creating and successfully implementing smart 
goals. Yet many long for something more in life.

As a profession, coaching could 
be said to be more focused on 

goals than souls.

THE SEARCH FOR MEANING
I personally turned away from a successful business I created in  
my early 20s because I was sure there must be ‘more’ to life.  
I left everything in search of it. Deemed foolhardy by others, the 
space I created in my life supported a reconnection to spirit and  
a transformation I have not regretted.  

I have used spiritual approaches to coaching for over 20 years. My 
work involves a combination of timeless spiritual teachings, energy 
work and contemporary coaching skills: a synthesis used to touch 
deeply and transform lives. Walking a spiritual path used to be a 
lonely journey, but now we are in good company as more and more 
people search for new measures of success and meanings in life.

My energy-based method of spiritual coaching advocates expanding 
perceptions and raising levels of consciousness. I invite clients to set 
and achieve goals that are not just about material gain, but which 
consciously facilitate the evolutionary journey unfolding deep inside 
each one of us. I refer to this as the ‘ongoing evolutionary process’. 

A raised level of consciousness calls for greater authenticity, 
accountability and responsibility. It’s a consciousness that 
recognises diversity and unity, a consciousness that seeks 
integration and synergy. An expansive evolving awareness that 
embraces change and honours the natural rhythm of life. It requires 
us to connect deeply with own essential nature. 

Spiritual coaching training provides a powerful way to reconnect 
with the creative source and develop meaningful change, 
transformation, and lasting success in life and business. 

Many people come to coaching at times of overwhelm, 
fragmentation and fear of the unknown. This develops for a 
multitude of reasons: workplace stress, issues at home, relationship 

changes, financial shifts and health worries. The common link is 
our humanness. Wherever we find ourselves on life’s journey, we 
remain human. And life has a habit of directing us toward the bigger 
questions – questions that occur at major turning points in life. 

You may have experienced a time when things changed and caused 
you to look inward and ask questions of meaning and purpose. I call 
these shifts ‘moments of movement’; times when we have to stop 
and reassess everything. These times of crisis provide opportunities 
to reconnect with our essence, and ask questions that SQ may 
answer. The ability to listen to the still, small voice within is a 
powerful skill. Developing a level of emotional intelligence (EQ) is a 
step towards cultivating the spiritual. 

The concept of EQ, made popular by psychologist Daniel Goleman 
and his 1995 best-selling book of the same name, created a shift 
in the world of coaching. It took the profession beyond a reliance 
on achieving goals and toward embracing a broader human 
experience. EQ recognised that our capacity for self-awareness, 
empathy, self-regulation and other emotional skills plays a role in 
our ability to flourish.

Success, then, is not merely a matter of IQ and achieving goals, 
but also one of EQ and the cultivation and management of our 
emotional selves. When humans acknowledge and address 
emotional needs, awareness expands. When we stop and create 
space, we may sense that something is missing. Developing SQ may 
help to fill the gap. 

Abraham Maslow, the father of humanistic psychology provided a 
map. Maslow’s well-known hierarchy of needs is a developmental 
model with self-actualisation at its pinnacle. It leads us from our 
physical needs – such as food, shelter, sleep – through to our 
emotional needs – belonging, relationship and ultimately our need 
to self-actualise. In yogic texts this is referred to as self-realisation. 
It’s not an ego state. It can’t be known through the intellect. Instead 
it is an intentional state of consciousness. It requires a different way 
of looking at things. 

FROM FIXING TO FLOURISHING
Humanistic psychology and the human potential movement 
pioneered a shift away from finding problems and working to fix 
them, toward seeking what is already functional and enhancing 
it. Humanistic psychology provided a new way of looking at 
things. This is also seen in non-directive approaches to coaching. 
Where people are seen to have the answers within, the solutions 
merely need harvesting through the skilful questioning of a coach. 
The humanistic psychology movement offered a paradigm shift 
and sturdy shoulders to support the development of positive 
psychology, coaching and neuro-linguistic programming.

The development of transpersonal psychology began in the 1920s, 
but it began to fully flower in the new space that humanistic 
psychology opened up from the 1960s onwards. It found its way via 
Sir John Whitmore and others into coaching, adapted and offered as 
transpersonal coaching. ‘Affluence, global communication and the 
secularisation of society have brought the transpersonal onto many 
people's agenda, both personally and at work’, wrote Whitmore and 
Hetty Einzig.i Interest in the spiritual has risen during the Covid-19 
pandemic. People seek stability and calm during times of change.

Humanistic psychologist and author Caroline Shola Arewa explains 
the concept of spiritual intelligence and shows how it helps us 

answer the big questions in life.
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‘What does it profit a man to 
gain the whole world but lose 

his own soul?’
Mark 8:36 

Spiritual intelligence (SQ) has played a role in the lives of humans 
the world over since the dawn of time. Our earliest ancestors looked 
to the gods and the natural world for their very survival. As time 
went on and new ways of existing in the world emerged, the spiritual 
was eclipsed first by organised religions and latterly by science, 
leaving humans to wander lost or find new ways to answer the big 
questions in life. 

SQ is on a spectrum: it is innate, yet can be cultivated and elevated 
through mindful pursuits that expand awareness and alter 
consciousness. Coaching can be enhanced for both coach and client 

by creating an environment that encompasses space. This allows 
something beyond the personal, something greater than us to be at 
play within the coaching process. 

Coaching appears to have developed from three differing directions:

1.	 The world of sport, with coaching for athletic performance 
mentioned as early as the 1880s.

2.	 The refinement of sports coaching into an inner game, which 
consequently ended up in the boardroom, supporting corporate 
team players. 

3.	 Psychology and the human potential movement of the 1960s.

Over the last 30 years, coaching has seen rapid growth in numerous 
areas of life such as health, wealth, leadership and business. 
Organisations readily bring in or train executive, performance and 
productivity coaches. However, coaching can also help us to answer 
the bigger existential questions that emerge in life. 

The Indian philosopher Sri Aurobindo says: ‘The whole of human 
philosophy, religion, science, is really nothing but an attempt to 
get at the right data upon which it will be possible to answer the 
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1.	 Here referring to the concept as defined by Mihaly Csikszentmihalhi. For more 
information see Flow: The Psychology of Happiness

‘Transpersonal’ means to go beyond the personal, to release 
ordinary consciousness and enter a spiritual state; an experience 
capable of releasing stress and limitations and replacing them 
with freedom and liberation. This expansion of awareness can be 
reached by nurturing ‘flow’1, a focused concentration where ability 
and challenge are equally matched. This is an aspect of SQ.

THE MANY STATES OF SPIRITUALITY
The spiritual is not to be mistaken for organised religion; instead 
it is a state available to us all with no need of religiosity. Through 
spiritual practice, reflection and meditation, states of awareness can 
be reached that allow for greater centeredness, creativity, clarity, 
calm and compassion towards self and others.

The spiritual shows up in numerous ways. System theorists Peter 
Senge and Danah Zohar translated holistic and spiritual principles 
for use in change management. Again some of these ideas found 
their way into the world of coaching. 

Zohar proposes that organisations consider spiritual capital: ‘SQ is 
our intelligence that we access to define our life purpose and search 
for meaning. Therefore, spiritual capital reflects a leader’s or an 
organization’s spiritual intelligence.’ii

Cultivating SQ has the potential to enhance the overall quality of life. 
Communication, presence, inner stability, esteem and happiness 
can all be improved. Spirituality may pose more questions than 
answers, but as in the lives of the ancients before us, SQ still plays 
a role in our lives, and its absence may well underlie much of the 
fragmentation people suffer prior to coming into coaching, both 
as clients and coaches. The sense that something is ‘missing’ and 
the need for wholeness could be addressed by encouraging SQ in 
coaching; allowing us to transcend the ordinary and enhance our 
highest potential.   


