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Personal 
Reflections 
of Coaching 
Behind Bars
Clare McGregor
Coaching Inside and Out (CIAO)

Introduction

Mind coaching is 
the perfect tool to 
help people who 
face significant 
inequalities find their 
own solutions and 
change their own 
lives for the better. 
It is also a great tool 
to help sports and 
physical activity 
coaches to support 
their participants 
better.

The charity, Coaching Inside 
and Out (CIAO), conducts work in prisons and 
beyond, challenging and supporting people through 
coaching. This article presents some of the charity’s 
work to date, exploring the overlaps, differences 
and possibilities between the two coaching worlds. 
The article raises a number of key questions for 
coaches, such as: How can you achieve the greatest 
possible change? Who else might benefit from your 
coaching skills?
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• Learning 
 –  If mind coaching can help people change their 

lives in a prison, it can work anywhere.

 –  Coaches benefit just as much, if not more, from 
stretching themselves as those they help.

•  Actions to be taken 
 –  Add more strings to your coaching bow through 

mind coaching

 – Reach out beyond the usual suspects

 –  Share your Coaching Impacts evidence and 
initiatives with the world.

Getting stuck in 

I stared at the cold heavy prison gate and wondered 
how I’d ended up there with no keys, no ID and 
no way out. I realised, as my warm smile at an 
approaching prison officer faded, that no one could 
let me through on my word alone and just then a 
woman strolled by and shouted across: “Don’t let 
her out, Miss! She’s a prisoner!”

But, why was I actually there as a coach and not a 
prisoner? If it weren’t for all that I’d been given in 
life I could have been stuck inside for real, as could 
we all. Where we find ourselves is almost entirely 
down to the luck of the draw and any one of us 
could so easily be in prison if circumstances played 
out differently at any point. 

Life isn’t a level playing field. As well as resources 
like money, family and education, we’re given our 
share of other things, such as sporting prowess or 
academic talent, through both nature and nurture. 
But it’s those less obvious gifts, such as persistence 
and a desire to improve, that I see in myself when I 
take part in boxing for fitness. It’s very clear to me 
that we can miss out on gifts too – it turns out I can 
neither count to 10 nor use a skipping rope without 
tying my feet in a knot.

Fortunately our luck also includes the passing gifts 
of those we meet – great teachers, strong friends, 
kind strangers – and opportunities or events that 
prompt us to act. This is where great coaches come 
in, who have the privilege of seeing and tapping 
into others’ potential and using external motivation 
to help those we work with find their inner drive. 
Coaches can help people who’ve never had the 
courage to make an effort or dared hope for 
anything better. If you think you have no options 
and no hope in life, then why bother with anything 
at all? 

Unlocking potential 

I’ve spent 25 years improving services for people 
in crisis to reduce social exclusion, inequality 
and crime; working on extreme problems such as 
mental health, prostitution and counter-terrorism. 
Throughout that time it was clear to me that many 
in our prisons and communities have often suffered 
unthinkable pain, as well as some inflicting it, and 
we cannot threaten people with a bigger stick than 
many are beaten with. 

I can be a bit slow. It took me until I was 30 to 
realise I didn’t know anyone else’s life better than 
they did and that I could achieve more by helping 
people solve their own problems, than by giving 
them the benefit of my great advice. The idea 
that everyone has their own answers may not 
be revolutionary but it does come as a surprise 
to some of us. I gradually learnt I could best help 
people simply by asking questions; not by being 
an “expert” and telling them things, but by being 
curious about them and their ideas. It turned out 
that training as a life coach and helping people work 
stuff out for themselves was both life-affirming and 
time-saving.

Mind coaching allows someone to step back and 
consider their whole life, so that they can make the 
most of their time on this planet whether they’re on 
a sports pitch, in a boardroom or locked in a cell.

Then, in 2010, it dawned on me that while I’d been 
coaching senior leaders, HM Prison Styal – the only 
women’s prison in the north west – was within 
cycling distance. Some might see the prison as a 
drain on resources rather than as an untapped 
source of power and possibilities, but I still rang the 
governor and asked if I could coach some prisoners. 
He replied: “Great! When can you start?” 

Coaching Inside and Out’s coaches have now 
inspired, and been inspired by, many hundreds of 
men, women and young people both inside our 
prisons and out in our communities (as described in 
my book Coaching Behind Bars). They help clients 
get to the heart of their problems, beliefs, hopes 
and, most importantly, the assumptions that hold us 
all back.

This is how I know there’s more potential in any one 
prison than in any Oxbridge college, and it’s high 
time we unlocked that, for all our sakes.
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Stretching out – another string to your bow?

What if you went beyond improving a person’s 
performance and experience of sport and physical 
activity to help improve their experience of life and 
effect on others more broadly? Your role perfectly 
positions you to bring in mind coaching in a way 
that challenges and supports people as and when 
they are ready. 

Sport and physical activity coaches can, and do, 
reach out and use their skills and knowledge 
everywhere that people are physically or socially 
excluded; bringing all the physical and mental benefits 
of playing and participating to both individuals and 
society. Great coaches also improve by learning about, 
and stretching, themselves along the way.

If mind coaches can help top sportspeople smash 
records, then how might you help those you work 
with shatter their assumptions and achieve more 
than they’ve even dreamt of? We all hold ourselves 
back in different ways and we can create our own 
prison walls by assuming we can’t do things, by 
thinking we aren’t worthy of success or by hiding 
who we really are.

Going beyond goals

Coaching Inside and Out helps people take a 
step back, look at their situation from different 
perspectives and realise they have choices. After 
that we ask the same questions I’d ask you: “Where 
do you want to start? What do you want to change?” 
Coaches then explore three core areas in response to 
the individual’s needs: 
 
•  Who are you? (Your strengths and values - good 

coaching)
•  What do you want to change? (Reaching your 

targets - goal coaching)
•  How are you holding yourself back? (Challenging 

your assumptions - great coaching).

We only coach for a small period of time and some 
might wonder “what difference could I possibly 
make?”, but it can take just six seconds to ask a 
great question that shatters someone’s illusions for 
life. It’s best to have many tools in your bag though, 
to avoid the pitfall Maslow spotted: “I suppose it is 
tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to 
treat everything as if it were a nail.”

So how can you pick up the tools of “great” and 
“good” coaching, not just “goal” coaching? Goal 
coaching may be the simplest form of mind coaching 
that helps people get where they want to be, but 
goals aren’t always the best place to start.

Goals were beyond our very first male client in 
the community. He’d been released from prison, 
had alcohol problems and felt he’d never had any 

 Clare Balding with the author in HM Prison Styal gym
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meaningful use of time in education, training or 
employment. He was 29. He’d given up hope and 
couldn’t see how he could change anything, so we 
dropped the goal coaching and went straight in at 
the deep end.

The “great” coaching and the “good”

If someone has low self-esteem or isn’t very sure 
who they are, then exploring what is good within 
them can help them find the inner resources that 
enable them to make the most of all external 
resources. A client described her values as “the 
keys to my emotions”. Knowing your values and 
strengths gives you energy, puts you in control and 
gives you options. It also helps you work out which 
direction to go in and what you really want. In 
prison, as elsewhere, it’s also much better if you can 
explain that someone has trodden on your values 
instead of punching them in the face.  

Great coaching goes far beyond goal coaching 
to break negative patterns, stop self-sabotaging 
and overturn the often invisible assumptions we 
build our lives on that stop us changing what we 
want. Getting to the root of problems like this can 
radically alter people’s behaviour and perspective 
on life. Admitting what is deep inside can also help 
a stuck client move forward; many often say: “I’ve 
never told anyone this.” Great coaches have a range 
of transformational techniques for helping clients do 
this, the simplest of which is asking “What if…?” 

I actually had to stop coaching that 29-year-old 
man, because he got a job and achieved his new 
goal of going to work and coming home tired. As he 
put it: “People do things because of the hand they 
were dealt, who they’re around, who they mix with 
and how they were brought up. Now I’m putting 
my cards back in the pack and giving them a good 
shuffle.” 
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Coaching Impacts – life-saving and life-enhancing

Coaching Inside and Out saw clients gain  
self-belief and hope, take responsibility, reduce 
the harm they did themselves and others, take up 
education, get clean, get fit, get jobs, start their own 
businesses and look for more ways to help others, 
including becoming coaches themselves; all of which 
happened without us giving any advice whatsoever.

As our very first client told me: “You’ve made me 
realise I can do things, just by making me think 
about it.”

Everyone likes to see, hear and count all the 
changes that coaching triggers, so the charity has 
always gathered data as well as stories from clients 
and coaches. An independent evaluation validated 
this by triangulating it with staff views, and 94% 
of those interviewed reported that coaching had a 
positive impact on them. A client put it much more 
starkly: “If I’d had coaching earlier I think it would 
have stopped me coming to prison. I think it would 
have saved my life - it has saved my life.”

Coaching Inside and Out is now running a one-year 
research project to understand just how much its 
mind coaching makes a difference (thanks to a 
major international funder, the Oak Foundation). 
Coaching Impacts includes a review of the existing 
evidence of coaching’s effectiveness in any 
context and maps who else coaches clients who 
are socially excluded anywhere in the world. Then 
we’ll decide which of coaching’s many benefits we 
want to measure and how best to do so to convince 
commissioners.

If you’re already doing inclusive mind coaching 
yourself, please link up to share evidence or 
ideas, put your work on the “map”, see who else is 
coaching and keep up to date with the project by 
following the charity’s website.
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It could be you! Let’s take things up a level

Coaching Inside and Out may have been the first 
organisation to do this in prisons, but we don’t 
want a monopoly, we want change. We support and 
encourage others to coach too, as we want everyone 
to benefit. Our vision is that all people convicted 
of offences, or at risk of offending, are offered life 
coaching so they can help themselves and others.

This article is the next step in exploring how we 
might all link up with people who are socially 
excluded and tap into everyone’s potential to 
change their own lives for the better, wherever they 
may be. Mind coaching can transform the lives of 
those we coach, their families and the communities 
we all live in. So how much further might that 
transformation be taken by coaches like you? 

There’s no need to go to the extreme of coaching 
behind bars either – you don’t even need to go into 
a different environment, you can do it in the locker 
room or at the side of a pitch. If people can do this 
in the toughest of circumstances where you might 
think they lack both the resources and the will to 
change anything, then just how much might be 
possible elsewhere? But if you do want to go into 
prisons there are many organisations you can link 
up with through www.clinks.org

Don’t be put off by the thought of a tough training 
regime either. You can pick up useful tips and 
questions online or you can read and train to 
deepen your mind coaching skills. The coaching 
community is a welcoming one, so you can benefit 
from connecting and sharing approaches with 
executive or life coaches too, whether they’re 
working with high fliers in business or with clients 
considered by many to be hopeless.

At its simplest level it can actually just be about 
picking up the BALL:

• Believe other people all have their own answers.
•  Ask questions in a way that helps people realise 

their own solutions. 
• Listen; really listen to what others say.
•  Learn about others and yourselves, which is what 

this journal is all about.

We all have something more to contribute and 
you can stretch yourself by expanding both your 
repertoire of skills and those you help. With 
different clientele you’ll also gain different insights 
and rewards to reinvest in your work. The benefits 
to us all of growing personally and professionally 
are immeasurable, let alone the life-changing impact 
you can then have on those you coach.

What could we achieve if we all challenge our 
assumptions about what people can do and what’s 
holding us back? We don’t have the answers to all 
our problems, but we can all work out far more than 
we realise, if we’re asked the right questions and 
given time to think. Let’s take things up a level and 
run with it.
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