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Praise for The Fertile Void
Highly accessible and expertly written, this book is beautiful in the authentic and personal way the
author brings us as close to the Gestalt experience as the written word can do.
For any coach seeking to add Gestalt Coaching to his or her portfolio of coaching models, or
wishing to deepen and expand the value they glean from Gestalt approaches, this book
represents a vital, living, and vibrant point of access to the Gestalt world.
As an experienced executive coach, I found this book gave me a relevant, highly informative and
deeply interesting entry point to using the Gestalt approach in daily practice. Liberally sprinkled
with examples from the author's own coaching experience, I was able to learn first-hand and fully
'get' the concept of 'being' a coach as opposed to merely 'doing' coaching.
Dr Karl Birthistle
Author and experienced executive coach

This is a great and very readable book for any coach who wants to increase their ability to work
more creatively within their coaching relationships. It will help every coach to expand their
ability to be more aware, creatively experiment and work dialogically with emergent change.
Professor Peter Hawkins
Author and thought leader in Team Coaching and Supervision

Those of us who have known John for a number of years can testify to how well he lives his
practice as a Gestalt-based coach. It is wonderful to ‘see the workings out’ in this book of his
particular form of magic and finally understand how Gestalt really works.
This book has been needed for a while and is an important addition to the growing
professional body of knowledge in coaching practice. It will particularly resonate with
internal coaches as it directly addresses the complexity of their systemic relationships.
Gestalt is a practice that helps us find a new perspective on change, so that as internal coaches
we can become better at holding awareness of the being and doing of coaching within our
organisational context and our varied coaching, management and leadership roles.
John has produced a highly practical and accessible book, providing transparent step by step
guidance and numerous useful experiments all of which make it a great learning experience for
people new to coaching or experienced coaches new to Gestalt.
In this book, as in life, John manages to quietly facilitate a robust internal dialogue in the
experienced coach on their own authenticity, position and practice.
Louise Buckle
Senior Executive Coach global professional services firm

Gestalt brings spontaneity and creativity to coaching and John Leary-Joyce has captured this in a
wonderful synthesis of Gestalt's contribution to the practice of coaching. He gives us a really solid
grounding on what is, and just as importantly, what is not Gestalt coaching. All coaches can
benefit from becoming more aware and intentional in their practice and here you can read how to
develop this through active experimenting, exercises and use of your body in your coaching
relationships. This is a must have.
Fran Johnston
Co-Founder/CEO of Telos Leadership Institute and Gestalt OD practitioner
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About the Author
John was one of the pioneers establishing Gestalt in the UK in the late 1970s. He was a
therapist and founding trainer at the Gestalt Centre London, becoming Managing Director in
1986. He completed the IoD Company Directors Diploma and over the next 10 years grew the
business exponentially while collaborating with the faculty to develop new and dynamic
Gestalt therapy training programmes for small and large groups.
By integrating his clinical and business experience he went on to create a very innovative and
experiential Gestalt training service for consultants, trainers and team leaders who wanted
to bring this approach into their organisation. His consulting and training evolved into a
Gestalt-based coaching practice accredited with APECS and later he was one of the first to
complete an MA in Executive Coaching.
In 2000 he founded the Academy of Executive Coaching and designed a one year Advanced
Coaching programme for 16 participants. This pioneering programme combined his
expertise in psychology, leadership and coaching. Fourteen years later he has created a very
vibrant company with a highly reputable brand that delivers multiple accredited training
programmes in individual and team coaching. In the UK annually there are around 700
participants on courses at all levels and 203 qualified coaches in 2014. He has also been
developing the AoEC round the world and to date has partners in Germany, Italy, Ireland,
Scotland, Estonia, Croatia, Romania, Turkey, Russia, USA, China, Brazil, Kenya.
John created the AoEC with a broad psychological base, but the fundamental principles
of Gestalt are at the heart of his leadership style, the training courses and the
company values.
While writing is more of a challenge, John loves presenting and regularly has keynote and
workshop sessions at international conferences. One workshop he enjoys delivering
combines the three areas he is passionate about: Tango, Coaching & Gestalt. This one hour
to one day workshop focuses on the dynamics of leadership, followership and teamwork and
everyone learns to dance Tango!
John is married with two daughters and currently two young grandchildren who help him
reconnect in a very simple and profound way with the basic Gestalt principle of staying in the
here and now.
He turned 60 this year (2014) so the publication of the book marks this milestone in a very
significant way.

v

Preface _ The Fertile Void
From the age of 19 when I first encountered Gestalt I was captivated by this notion of the
Fertile Void: the paradox that someone or something could be simultaneously empty and full.
I had an intuitive grasp that this was feasible, fleeting experiences where I felt totally at
peace doing nothing yet everything was alive with possibility. Lying under the stars, looking
with awe at the vast emptiness of space and knowing it was also full of energy.
Then seeing and experiencing over and over again in Gestalt groups, that ‘trusting the
process’ and staying with the void of the ‘not-knowing’ allowed the space and time for something new and amazing to emerge. It linked to the Buddhist notion of emptiness or nothingness from which springs a new awakening and creative energy.
On becoming a Quaker I discovered the Fertile Void in the richness of shared silence.
The meeting for worship is a space where nothing was overtly happening yet there was a
strong feeling of connection and communion in ‘silent ministry’.
Fertile Void also captures the aspect of Gestalt which is about embracing polarities. To speak
and be heard we need quietness, to be energetic we need rest, to feel full we need to
experience being empty. These are not either/or, they are both/and.
Over the last four decades I have gradually found how to integrate this concept in my life and
work, making it all much less stressful. I can be more trusting that the flat and empty
periods are the precursor to something new and unknown. In fact those times can be a
necessary preparation for the challenges ahead. As it was with writing this book, many times
sinking into apathy and flatness and rising again with different ideas and perspectives.
The temptation is to keep adjusting and refining, but the time has come for the gestalt of this
book. I hope you will find within the covers the confidence to trust the fertile voids in
your life.
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How to Use This Book
If we threw a party and invited all those who had a key influence on the evolution of Gestalt
we’d have an interesting mixture of people. The guests of honour would be a radical couple
called Fritz and Laura Perls. There would be Freudian analysts, Zen Buddhists, Gestalt
psychologists, existential philosophers, psychiatrists, humanistic psychotherapists,
anarchists and social constructivists. It would be hard to imagine the guests agreeing with
each other!
What I love about Gestalt is this amazing eclectic mix of profound ideas and methodologies
pulled together into a loose but coherent framework with broad philosophical principles.
There is no one Gestalt dogma, each Gestaltist is expected to find their own meaning from
this wonderful brew. So, as you're reading, just remember that this is the John Leary-Joyce
synthesis and not the absolute one!
There are a few features of this book I'd like to draw your attention to.

Three Part Design
The three parts reflect my view on theory, practice and the practitioner.
● Part 1 is the theoretical underpinning of Gestalt and how it can be applied to

coaching rather than therapy
● Part 2 focuses on ways you can use the Gestalt approach in your coaching practice
● Part 3 covers two key elements needed to develop your capability as a Gestalt

coach _ Signature Presence and ongoing Supervision
I’ve written it so that by reading Part 1 you are introduced to the key principles _ then you
can pick and choose from the rest depending on your interest. I’ve provided cross references
throughout the book so you can go back and check your understanding.

Wide margin layout
The layout of the book is designed with a wide margin to give space for you to make notes.
Integrating this material into your current practice is what I’m hoping for so recording your
questions and learning so you can talk to an experienced practitioner will give you the most
value.

Structure
I wanted to make the book as practical as possible for understanding theory, learning skills
and developing personally. So I’ve provided boxes that highlight Exercises and Implications
for the Coach and put EXAMPLE in the margin so you can spot these easily for quick
reference.
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Who is it written for?
This book has been written in response to many requests over the years from participants
on AoEC training programmes, workshops and masterclasses as well as delegates from
conference seminars and lectures. So to get the most from it you need a basic understanding
of coaching and will be:
● Seeking to add a new and deeper dimension to your coaching practice
● Keen to increase your awareness and enrich your interactions with your coachees
● Interested in developing yourself, increasing your creativity and opening your mind

to more a profound experience
I would like this book to be a supportive guide on your journey to integrating Gestalt into
your own personal coaching approach.

All the best,

John Leary-Joyce
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CHAPTER 1

Overview of Gestalt
Coaching
Introduction
Writing about Gestalt is itself a contradiction in that experience in the
moment is fundamental to the approach. Interpreting, structuring,
organising information and reflecting are what you do when you write.
So, in attempting to distil the approach and make it easily
understandable, we run the risk of sabotaging the very spirit of Gestalt.
The medium cannot be the message as it can in a workshop where you
plunge in and experience it for yourself – cognitively, behaviourally and
emotionally – in real time. The printed word can only outline, indicate and
suggest. Of course, your experience as you read the book will be both
cognitive (your thinking) and emotional (how you feel about what you
read) but it's what you then do with it that matters – and that bit is up
to you.
Openness, curiosity and experiment, in 'pure' form, means that every
moment is experienced for the first time. People exist only in the present
and make new choices each moment. My experience as I sit at my
computer and write this sentence is a different experience from your
experience as you read the words. As I start to write this line, a new
experience begins for me. As you read it, or suddenly understand
something new, a new experience begins for you. Rigid rules are
counterproductive because every writer and every reader is an individual
with his or her own experience within a unique frame of reference, as is
every coachee and coach.
This book is itself a gestalt. As you work through it, you will come across
the components and principles expressed in different ways, which will
help you to fill the gaps in your understanding of the whole picture. If you
don’t see the picture clearly to begin with, keep reading – the ideas and
principles will make sense, take shape and emerge as you find out more.
I hope that there will be times as you read when you will have a mini
gestalt experience and say ‘A-ha, now I know what Gestalt is !’ You have
made some meaning for yourself and, at that point, you may put the book
down satisfied that you have enough. However, if you feel that the A-ha!
moment has merely sparked your curiosity and interest, the gestalt is
incomplete. You will be driven to find out more.
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