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THE CURIOUS LINK BETWEEN COACHING AND THE ANCIENT CHINESE 
 

 
 
Last summer, I was invited to run a coaching program for a leadership team in picturesque Suzhou, China – 
also known as the ‘Venice of the East’. 
 
It was going to be my first time doing a coaching workshop in Chinese, and I started looking up the 
translations of coaching terms and researching a little on Chinese management culture. While doing so, I 
stumbled serendipitously on three great finds which suggested an amazing connection between the art, 
science and practice of coaching, and ancient Chinese thought on leadership and human engagement. 
 
The Chinese civilization is one of the world’s oldest, and its language dates back at least 3,000 years. The 
pictographic Chinese characters were constructed to reflect the beliefs and worldview of the early Chinese. 
My first two discoveries involve an analysis of the Chinese words for ‘coaching’ and ‘listening’, while the third 
comes from a fascinating chapter on leadership in the ancient classical Taoist text – the Tao Te Ching 
(translated ‘The Way of Truth and Virtue’) – written in 6th century BC by the sage Lao Tzu, which subsequently 
became required reading for the Chinese emperors. 
 
 
DISCOVERY #1 
 
The Chinese word for coaching is 陪導 (pei dao). The second character is the primary word which, itself, is 
made up of two separate words – 道 on the top, which means ‘path or journey’, and 寸 below, which means 
‘inch’. 
 
Hence, the Chinese definition for coaching is literally – ‘Journeying together, one inch at a time’. However, I 
prefer the way it’s rendered in Chinese, which actually comes across as a rather profound and stirring 
metaphor – ‘Intimate sojourn’. 



 
The dramatic usage of the little word ‘inch’ here offers three useful insights on coaching: 
 

Consistency – Firstly, ‘inch’ evokes ‘closeness’ and a consistency in the walk between two persons. Yes, 
just the act of showing up at every scheduled coaching appointment is, alone, a powerful thing. The 
faithful presence of a coach offers a comforting constant to clients living and coping in an increasingly 
VUCA* world. (*Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, Ambiguous) 
 
Connection – The dramatic little word also speaks of being ‘deeply tuned’ into the rhythms of our 
clients’ journeys, being fully present with them. (Discovery #2 offers a dramatic illustration of this.) 
 
Code – Finally, ‘inch’ can refer to doing something so frequently it becomes a lifestyle or a ‘personal 
code’ for living. While coaching with a ‘Big C’ refers to formal sessions we offer to some people, ‘Small 
c’ coaching is about weaving bite-sized acts of coaching into everyday conversations, helping those 
around us take action and move forward. Interestingly, my best coaching often happens on the fly and 
in pantry talks! 

 
 
DISCOVERY #2 
 
Next is the really interesting word for ‘listening’ – 聽 (ting) – which is 
made up of several different characters. To the early Chinese, the act 
of listening is sacredly intense, where we listen not just with our ears, 
but figuratively, with ‘ten eyes’ and ‘oneness of heart’ as if we are 
communing with ‘the king’. What powerful imagery of deep human 
connection! 
 
 
DISCOVERY #3 
 
The Tao Te Ching was penned by Lao Tzu, the founder of classical Taoism and a contemporary of Confucius. 
It was studied by emperors and scholars in the past, and remains today a key source of wisdom and 
inspiration for organizational leaders in China and around the world. 
 
Chapter 17 of the manuscript defines ‘the four levels of leadership’, and describes the impact the best kind 
of leaders have on their people: 
 

The supreme rulers are hardly known by their subjects. 
The lesser are loved and praised. 
The even lesser are feared. 
The least are despised. 
 
Those ruled by the first kind – the ‘Unnoticed Rulers’ – exclaimed upon accomplishing their tasks, ‘We 
did it ourselves!’ 

 
Coaches, like the ‘Unnoticed Rulers’, lead in three distinctly inspiring ways: 
 

• They remain uncompromisingly focused on the client’s agenda, not theirs. 
• They believe in the inherent greatness of people, and say ‘yes’ to who they are and what they have 

to bring. 
• They stretch, support and sustain people, engaging their energy to achieve their personal best. 

 



 
Coaching is not new, and it’s certainly not a fad. It is timeless and global because it has always worked, in all 
contexts – ‘as a way of managing, a way of treating people, a way of thinking, a way of being’ (Sir John 
Whitmore). 
 
 
 
 
 

Wan Chung, LAI is an organizational psychologist and CEO of The MasterCoach App – the world’s first action-
based coaching app for growing people and performance. He was an award-winning learning and development 
director at a FTSE100 company, and actively coaches leaders across Asia. To him, coaching is ultimately about 
creating a ‘sense of safety’. When people feel safe, they take risks, say 'yes' to who they are, and do their greatest 
work. 
 
Get your free copy of Wan’s e-book ‘8 Inspired Ideas for Effective Coaching’: 
www.mastercoachapp.com/free-ebook  


