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TRANSITIONAL	COACHING	FOR	THE	THIRD	ACT	–	MICHAEL	CAHILL	
	
 
"The problem of grace is fundamentally a problem of integration. And what is to be 
integrated is the diverse parts of the mind - especially those multiple levels of which one 
extreme is called 'consciousness’ and the other is the 'unconscious'. For the attainment 
of grace, the reasons of the heart must be integrated with the reasons of the 
reason."  Gregory Bateson  
 
As well as living longer and being better informed into our Third Act, the extraordinary 
advances in neuroscience have provided us with lots of opportunity to understand the 
functioning of the brain. In particular, discoveries around the neuroplasticity of the brain 
are very exciting in terms of the Third Act – the flexibility of the brain to “re-wire” and 
change shape gives us much more choice over who we can be and how we can 
change.  
 
This potential for rewiring the brain and how as coaches we can facilitate it, is a key 
element in supporting our transition to higher stages of development – the ability to 
“change our mind” will be of paramount importance to thrive in our Third Act. And its 
worth noting that “changing our mind” is often viewed as a weakness – especially in 
lower stages of development where we may be attached to our thinking and to being 
right.  
 
Relating to these advances in understanding the brain, one of the interesting things 
about the adult stages of development model is that as we move up the levels of 
development/along the spiral, the different thinking styles (“how” we think not “what” 
we think) that characterise the higher stages, are a function of increasing use of the 
right hemisphere. Being able to embrace complexity, paradox and ambiguity, not (over) 
identify with our thinking, and the connection with others through relationship and 
appreciating their perspective, are all very much associated with more right brain 
functioning.  
 
Interestingly, on the topic of believing and identifying with our own thinking Richard 
Moss argues that the two challenges and mistakes we face as human beings is that 1) 
we believe our own thoughts 2) and we are frightened of our own feelings. This means 
we are then not sufficiently grounded and centered to “hold” the feeling. Interestingly, 
as Virginia Satir argues, it is often not the feeling that is the issue, it is how we feel 
about that feeling. In a Third Act coaching sense, the feeling is nothing to be afraid of as 



long as it is “moving” and we can recognize its phases and be with the feeling until it 
dissipates. Again as our senses are more right hemispheric then this suggests we need 
access to this resource on a reliable basis.  
 
Importantly, as we evolve through the stages of development we become far more 
comfortable with the feeling of not knowing - as an expert, however, “knowing” and 
being “right” defines who we are at an identity level. Shedding this attachment to 
knowing and our role/identity as expert is a key part of our transitioning. There is an 
Andre Gide poem that has the line "to discover new oceans we must lose sight of the 
shore."  The phonological ambiguity (shore/sure) is very telling and significant - the 
shifting landscape of leaving behind what we are "sure" of that accompanies any 
transition.  
 
Leaving behind old versions of ourselves, old beliefs and ways of being, creates space 
for us to embrace the new territory, the new discoveries of who we are NOW and 
what's possible. This complexity and ambiguity, this deep not knowing, can only be 
navigated through accessing the qualities of the right hemisphere - so connecting 
clients with their right brain/unconscious mind is vital to support them as they navigate 
these new waters that offer both uncertainty and rich potential and possibility.  
 
The right hemisphere can cope with complexity and ambiguity as well as not knowing - 
in a VUCA world (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) we want to be 
drawing on more of our right brain and yet culturally and organisationally we are driven 
by the left hemisphere.   
 



 
 
Iain McGilchrist in The Master and His Emissary comments,  "An increasingly 
mechanistic, fragmented, decontextualised world marked by unwarranted optimism, 
mixed with paranoia and a feeling of emptiness, has come about, reflecting I believe, 
the unopposed action of a dysfunctional left hemisphere."  
 
Choosing to step to the right  
 
As Jill Bolte Taylor in her wonderful TED talk refers to the continuous little voice (the 
ego) that declares “I Am” and immediately creates separation. As the left hemisphere 
closes down she refers to the bliss that accompanies the total silence as the left-brain 
is out of action and the impact of losing “thirty seven years of emotional baggage.” 
Again as we saw with the stages of development, the inter-independence of the higher 
levels sees a much more collective view of creation and a much higher level of 
connection.  
 
So conversely how she describes her experience of the right brain is by referring to how 
it is a parallel processor not a serial processor and how it is in the present moment 
rather than being in the past or the future – a tendency that characterises the left 
hemisphere. She adds that when the right hemisphere is involved we learn and take 
information in kinesthetically through the body and the senses. Interestingly the senses 
only know now. She also refers to how she experiences herself as an energy being from 
this place and we are all connected through the consciousness of our right hemisphere 
and movingly refers to how in this place “we are perfect, we are whole, we are 



beautiful.”  
 
A key distinction then of the left and right hemispheres that is very relevant for coaching 
in the Third Act is that the left brain is the centre of “analysis” while the right is all about 
“awareness.” Stepping to the right enables a much more aware and holistic view of a 
situation where we are connected with the external environment and where the 
experience of separation created by the left-brain is dissolved. This place of wisdom 
will generate deeper and more profound insights than the “intelligence’ and “rationality” 
of the left-brain – intriguingly values which are very much celebrated at the lower stages 
of development.  
 
Her invitation to “step to the right” then has considerable upside and can be effected by 
being in now, learning through our senses and closing off the incessant chatter of the 
ego. Maybe then a key element of the third act is to rebalance the hemispheres after a 
career as an expert and being paid to know rather than celebrating “not knowing” being 
curious and wanting to connect with purpose and meaning?  
 
Transformation - Leading with Heart and Soul  
 
Therefore, with an increasing emphasis on the right hemisphere and unconscious 
minds, one of the key aspects of the transition into the Third Act is that it is the time for 
the soul not the ego to be in charge. The ego can be laid to rest. And the integration 
that Gregory Bateson refers to also requires us to access all of our intelligences – 
integrating left and right hemispheres, conscious and unconscious minds and the head, 
heart and gut brains – the “horizontal” and “vertical” dimensions of this integration 
creates a very compelling way of being, thinking and doing.  
 
 



 
 
 
One of the other aspects of higher-level thinking is the ability to reflect - "the 
unexamined life is not worth living" according to Socrates. Interestingly, what makes for 
great drama, as opposed to soap opera, is the ability of the central characters to reflect 
and grow from the learnings of the journey - in Shakespeare this is often done via the 
famous soliloquies. This both "reflects" and supports the protagonists' transformation – 
“if we don't transform we transmit” as Jung put it. Reflecting on transformation, and 
what is required to transform, and vitally converting the insights into action and new 
ways of being, is a key for any transition - doing this for our clients and ourselves is vital 
for Third Act coaching.  
 
As Christopher Wray’s Tripartite model of the brain illustrates there is a path that goes 
from repetition, to reframing to reflection that illustrates the higher cognitive functioning 
that characterizes the higher stages of development. One might argue that as we see 
“Attention Deficit Disorder” as a “problem’ for the first act, as we evolve the “Reflection 
Deficit Disorder” becomes key to facilitating the higher stages of development. We no 
longer need to hold onto our earlier “truths” and as a result are less identified with our 
story, our thinking or our identity and especially our role as experts.  
 
 Similarly, another key theme from Nick's stories was the role of the unconscious which 
is arguably another way of either our right brain (metaphorically) or all our other forms of 
intelligence - physical, emotional and spiritual as well as rational which is (over) relied 



upon in the second act and in our achiever and expert phases. Our "treasure" is the 
synergy of all these various intelligences and our ability to bring them all into play. The 
ability to access our innate and divine wisdom is a crucial element of our third act - so 
knowing we are coming from a place of wisdom rather than rational intelligence is a key 
skill in the third act to support our growing old and our transitions. Rather than putting 
primacy on the rationality of the left hemisphere we lead with our heart.  
 
As the stories illustrate, being more guided by our spiritual intelligence is a strong 
feature of our third act. According to Marshall and Zohar Spiritual intelligence is the 
"soul's intelligence" that integrates the many fragments of our lives and be in touch with 
the depth of our being and the deep well of our potentiality. It is our quest for deep 
meaning and values. It is the basis for a kind of "meta-strategic" thinking - thinking that 
can stand back from and assess the strategies themselves. It's also that deep sense of 
being connected with something much bigger than ourselves and serving a purpose 
much bigger than ourselves - which is also reflected in the stories.  
 
Therefore we might argue that Coaching in third act is all about working with the 
unconscious mind/right brain and integrating all the various forms of intelligence that 
brings us to a higher level of consciousness and awareness - all the elderhood stories 
of treasure were a representation of what we already have "stored" in our unconscious 
mind. A key coaching assumption is that our clients have all the resources/intelligences 
they need - the question is are they accessing them (through their unconscious 
mind/different intelligence) and how can we support them in forging those connections 
and insights so that they are "integrated" and develop the practices that support and 
sustain their evolution into a "successful" Third Act - whatever that might be for them.  
 
  



Who are we as we enter our Third Act and what is our Purpose? 
 
The Neurological Levels – A map for Leadership and Change 
 
"Identity can be viewed as being composed of two complementary aspects: the ego 
and the soul. The ego is oriented toward survival, recognition and ambition. The soul is 
oriented toward purpose, contribution and mission. Charisma, passion and presence 
emerge naturally when these two forces are aligned." Robert Dilts  
 
"Who would you be without your story?” Byron Katie  
 
"Our beliefs control our bodies, our minds, and thus our lives...” Bruce Lipton, Biology 
of Belief  
 
A great too for navigating the key elements of transition and ensuring we are coherently 
aligned (vital in the Third Act?) is Robert Dilts' model, The NeuroLogical Levels.  
 
The neurological levels is a map of change and gives real insight into where people 
might be getting stuck. To ensure that any change is effective it provides a disciplined 
way of ensuring that the change is aligned along all of the logical levels and that the 
changes manifest at a behavioural and environmental level.  It was developed by Robert 
Dilts and based on Gregory Bateson’s levels of learning and “how” thinking changes as 
we go up the levels of learning.  
 
The model is very useful for diagnosing where an issue is arising – is it a behavioral 
problem that needs addressing or is it a values conflict or a limiting belief that is 
preventing progress? 
 
A client with a weight issue, for example, may well have problem with a behavior- eating 
too much, at the wrong times etc but the solution may well be to address aspects of 
their identity - how they feel about themselves and see themselves rather than 
recommending behavioural solutions. Alternatively they may have beliefs about feeling 
worthless and unloved – so again addressing the limiting belief is far more likely to 
change the behavior rather than trying to coach at the level of behavior. It may be that 
connecting them with their highest values – say freedom and family - makes them 
aware of their desire to be a good healthy role model for their children (and live a longer 
healthier life with a better, more active relationship with their children) and have more 
choices and more freedom from being much fitter. The behaviours around food change 
dramatically if these shifts are coached and there is an alignment along the levels.  
 



The key thing to note is how much more leverage we get as coaches when working on 
the higher levels. Its also important to note as we ascend the levels more of our 
neurology is involved and also that we are addressing more abstract and unconscious 
information – we are accessing the “treasure”. Our values can be very unconscious and 
who we are is a very challenging and abstract question compared with what 
environment we are in or what are we doing.  
 
The Third Act is about "leading" your own life not managing it - letting your soul “lead” 
rather than your ego “manage” everything. Leadership is all about meaning and 
purpose while management is about performance, goals and targets. Traditional 
coaching tends to be about performance, goals and behaviours – ego rather than soul. 
Exploring the higher aspects of the Neurological levels enables us to explore these 
deeper themes and establish how we want to be in our Third Act and what we want to 
guide us.  
 
As we go into the third act many of the structures and supports of the second act have 
gone – possibly no job, no role (which often served as our identity) and no organisation 
(environment). The neurological levels helps us systematically explore the life we want 
to create in our Third Act through helping us address the question  
 
What is a successful Third Act for you?  
 
Purpose – What is that gives meaning to our lives in our third act? What do we want to 
bring to the world? As well as knowing what’s your purpose do you know “where” it is?   
Identity – Who do we want to be both at an ego and soul level in our Third Act? What 
sort of relationship do we want with our ego and soul? How do we want to be different 
to our identity in our second act and why? What stories do you want to leave behind? 
What’s the new story you want to create? How would others know you have changed?  
Values and Beliefs – What are the values (what’s important to you?)  and beliefs 
(what’s true for you?) do you want to live by in our third act and how do these differ to 
those in our second act? Are the values and beliefs truly yours and how do you know? 
Given our beliefs control our lives, which beliefs are you choosing to support you in 
your Third Act? What differences will this make and how will it show up in our day-to-
day lives? Are your values “towards” in your Third Act? How do you know?  
Capabilities – what skills and capabilities (“mules”) will serve you in our Third Acts and 
what skills do we want to develop to lead a rich and fulfilling life?  
Behavior – what will I be doing differently in the Third act and why? What changes will 
other people notice? How do these behaviours reflect my values?  
Environment – where do we want to be in our Third Act? What environments do we 
want to be in and who do we want to be with?  



 
Mapping how the various levels change between the Second and Third Act with a client 
would be a very interesting inquiry in its own right. Many of the stories in Module 1 can 
be distilled through the lens of the Neurological Levels especially around values and 
beliefs, identity and purpose.  
 
The third act represents a major opportunity for transformation and the time and space 
for growth and development as we connect with our lives, what they mean and how we 
want our third act to play out. This deeper sense of purpose and connection creates a 
much richer and more fulfilling life. As Joseph Campbell says in the "Hero's Journey" 
we are often looking for "the meaning of life" when actually what we are really searching 
for is a "deeper sense of feeling alive."  
 
So how do we embrace this opportunity to live our third act in an abundant way and 
manage the transition sensitively to create a meaningful and fulfilling life with a deep 
sense of being alive?  
 
To commit to a new conversation about the possibilities of our third act, however, does 
mean that we have let go of previous conversations and stories that no longer serve us. 
Otherwise we can limit ourselves by patterns laid down earlier in our life that are no 
longer relevant and we have to honour and embrace these patterns and move beyond 
them.   
 
To embrace fully the potential of our third act, to discover our own sense of purpose 
and meaning and the laying to rest of our ego involves a commitment to fully embracing 
the uncertainty and potentiality of life – which we access through our somatics and right 
hemisphere as discussed earlier 
 
Having a companion on this journey - someone who knows the territory and can 
engage in deeper and richer conversations that connects you with your own deep 
sense of purpose, sponsors who you really are and the potential for creating a third act 
that celebrates your own unique contribution - is an incredible privilege for both 
parties.  
 
 



Leading and Moving Towards a Successful Third Act – The Scarf Model and the 8 
Basic emotions 
 
“You can survive while under stress from these threats but chronic inhibition of growth 
mechanisms severely compromises your vitality. It is also important to note that to fully 
experience your vitality it takes more than just getting rid of life’s stressors. In a growth 
protection continuum, eliminating the stressors only puts you at the neutral point in the 
range. To fully thrive, we must mot only eliminate the stressors but also actively seek 
joyful, loving, fulfilling lives that stimulate growth processes.” Bruce Lipton  
 
Another useful model to consider when coaching the issues presented by the Third Act 
is the SCARF model developed by David Rock. Here he argues that there are 5 
environmental factors that the brain monitors that have a great impact on motivation – 
Status, Certainty, Autonomy (the amount of choices we feel we have), Relatedness and 
Fairness. Interestingly as with the Bruce Lipton work he frames how we respond to 
these factors with whether we are moving towards reward our avoiding pain. He argues 
that there is scientific evidence that we experience, for example, a drop in status in the 
same way we experience physical pain.  
 
Moving towards, or maximizing rewards means physiologically we are more engaged 
with life and as Bruce Lipton puts it this leads to a much healthier brain response and 
healthier body.  In the Biology of Belief, Lipton refers to the behavior of cells and how 
they retreated from toxins and gravitated to nutrients and the fact that these define the 
two cellular responses to environmental stimuli. (p146-147) Importantly, a sustained 
protection response “inhibits the creation of life sustaining energy.” 
 
As with the Neurological levels, we can see that it offers a good map for transitions as 
inevitably as we move into our Third Act then all of these factors are going to be 
involved – so how do we navigate a loss of status that may accompany a big role in a 
top company? How do we maintain a sense of relatedness and connectedness when 
we are no longer in an office environment? The Status, Certainty, Autonomy, 
Relatedness and Fairness elements of the model are a useful way of monitoring where 
clients are likely to be with the transition and the challenges they are having.  
 
It’s also interesting to consider how the higher stages of adult development manage 
these challenges relative to the earlier stages. Given the elderhood stories often have 
the theme of “treasure” and the richness of the unconscious mind, it does suggest that 
embracing these treasures as a “towards” means a completely different way of viewing 
the element of the SCARF model. And what are our and society’s beliefs about the 
status of elders? A mindset of abundance and possibility is an integral part of a healthy 



Third Act.  
 
The “towards and away from” element is vital for the coaching process to a) ensure that 
we move “toward” the Third Act rather as a positive choice rather than away from the 
Second and b) have things we are positively wanting to embrace that generate joy and 
connection in our Third Act rather than focusing on avoiding the threats of things such 
as loneliness and a loss of relevancy and the other elements of the SCARF model. The 
impact of health, energy and well being of this is well-documented and very much a key 
feature of Bruce Lipton’s Biology of Belief. 
 
Clearly, it is very difficult to “lead” a successful Third Act if we are motivated and 
evaluating choices on the basis of what we don’t want and moving away form things. 
Therefore, not only is it much healthier to move towards what we want it is much more 
aligned with showing leadership, agency and choice inspired by the rewards of love 
and connection.  
 

 
 
I have super imposed “The 8 basic emotions” that Professor Paul Brown refers to in 
“Neuropsychology for Coaches” as again they highlight the relationship with “towards” 
and “away from”. Importantly 5 of the basic emotions are away form and only 2 being 
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towards with one, surprise as a potentiator – something that can cause a shift. 
Effectively we can see that there is a bias to “away from” emotions and on an 
evolutionary basis we are programmed with a fight or flight or response. 
 
While this is useful when running from a predator, (when it would have a limited time 
line – you would have either escaped or been killed within twenty minutes or so) it can 
have a damaging impact in modern life when the danger has subsided but the “away 
from” response, usually in the form of stress or continuing to run a negative story so 
that the internal dialogue keeps the “away froms” running, flooding the brain with the 
wrong sort of chemicals.  
 

 
 
The role of surprise as a potential effect to transport us out of the “fight or flight” mode 
is very interesting. The following quote from the psychoanalyst Adam Philips is relevant 
in this regard as it highlights the need for relatedness and connection for surprise to 
occur and reinforces the notion of the repetitiveness and smallness of left brain 
thinking; - 
 
"In conversation things can be metabolized and digested through somebody else—I say 
something to you and you can give it back to me in different forms—whereas you’ll 
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notice that your own mind is very often extremely repetitive. It is very difficult to surprise 
oneself in one’s own mind. The vocabulary of one’s self-criticism is so impoverished and 
clichéd. We are at our most stupid in our self-hatred." Adam Phillips (Paris Review of 
Books, Spring 2014) 
 
On this basis, maybe the role of the coach is as the potentiator for the client to 
transport them form their narrow left brain view of the world into a much bigger sense 
of self, who they are when embracing all their intelligences, and a greater sense of 
connection with self and others –supporting them as they  “step to their right” as Jill 
Bolte Taylor put it.   
 
As the vehicle for surprise, our questions are of paramount importance as they shift 
attention to potential and possibility as they both de-potentiate the dominant left 
hemisphere and elicit a state of surprise - stopping them in their tracks and moving 
them forward at the same time. Being present to facilitate their response is to embody 
the sense of potential and possibility and give them a felt sense of connecting with this 
bigger view of themselves and the world.  
 
Towards and Away from Values 
 
We identified the importance of Values when discussing the logical levels. In the 
context of towards and away form it is worth noting that we can make distinctions 
about whether values are about moving towards rewards or avoiding threats. Often 
when people are stuck it may be the result of a values conflict or the value being an 
“away from” value. For example the value of safety may well be in the spirit of avoiding 
threats. A commonly advanced value is “freedom” but without exploring what the 
person means we do not necessarily know if it is a “towards” or an “away from” value. 
This is because we don’t know if they mean “free from” or “free to”.  
 
So for example, someone entering their Third Act may perceive that their value of 
freedom is being honored but on investigation it turns out that what they actually mean 
is they no longer have to go to a place of work they increasingly didn’t like, report to a 
boss who they didn’t agree with and didn’t share their values, and free of the boredom 
of doing the same routine for the last ten years. What they want to do and achieve with 
their freedom? What is the life they want to create?  It is not clear at all despite the 
value of freedom being cited – the value reflects what they don’t want. Helping clarify 
why freedom is important to them and getting it stated in a “towards rewards” 
motivation will really support them in moving towards a life they want to create and live.  
 
 



 
	


