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Zones of impact 
Clients may not recognise their most important needs or 
may consider them inappropriate to discuss with an 
adviser. These needs may range from the simple to the 
more complex. We should be on the look-out for complex 
needs hidden behind seemingly obvious requests. Failure 
to address deeper needs may prevent the client from 
benefiting from more basic help.  
 
It can be helpful to divide clients’ needs into four zones of 
impact. 
 

Knowledge Zone (WHAT?) 
Problems with career choice and career management may be purely the result of lack of reliable, accurate 
information. The client does not have the information they need to make progress and all you have to do is ensure 
they get it by checking what information they need and giving them access to it.  

However, before assuming that this is the case, try to test for deeper needs by working out: 

• what information the client has already and if it is reliable and accurate 

• how they have tried to get the information them selves and, if they have not succeeded, what has prevented 
them 

• how they have used the information they have obtained in the past in order to make decisions 

• how the information they are asking for will actually help them 
 

Process Zone (HOW?) 
Often the client may lack the appropriate know-how. They may be unaware of how to conduct various career 
management activities effectively. Therefore, they may need instruction, training, coaching or advice on how to 
accomplish necessary tasks or activities.  

However, before assuming that this is the case, try to test for deeper needs by working out: 

• how they have tried to tackle these or similar tasks already 

• what is preventing them from using skills they have already developed elsewhere 

• whether they understand the value of certain activities and have a realistic understanding of what can be 
achieved 

• whether certain assumptions or beliefs are likely to get in the way of making progress 
 

Meaning Zone (WHY?) 
Some clients may have deeper issues of understanding and interpretation. They may find it difficult to see how a 
particular course of action will help them to resolve their issues. They may be making unrealistic assumptions 
about how the world works. They may have misinterpreted the significance of previous experiences. They may be 
dealing with the emotional impact of a period of transition in which their assumptions are challenged. In this case 
you may need to challenge potentially misleading assumptions or help the client to take a more helpful perspective 
through reframing the issues. 

However, before assuming that this is the case, try to test for deeper needs by working out: 

• how this career transition is influenced by and has an impact on the client’s self-image or self-confidence 

• whether the client is sufficiently self-aware to be able to make realistic decisions 

• whether there is a conflict about the client’s sense of identity 

• whether there are significant influential relationship that could be influencing how the clients picture themselves 
 

Identity Zone (WHO?) 
For some people their sense of identity, role and purpose are closely tied up with their career. Questions of role 
can sometimes be more a case of ‘who am I?’ rather than ‘what shall I do?’ This is about more than just career 
choice; it’s about the whole of life. As well as how a client relates to themselves, career issues can have an impact 
on how the client relates to others. Sometimes it is necessary to explore these areas in order to have a full 
understanding of the factors likely to influence a career decision. In this zone you are helping the client to gain a 
clearer sense of their own identity through reflection and possibly guided experimentation.  



Using this model to reflect on your practice 
 
Think about a recent career discussion you have had with a client. Apply this model retrospectively to your 
discussion by reflecting on the following questions. 
 

• What clues might you have overlooked which may have hinted at deeper needs? 

• How much effort did you put into finding out if there was anything beyond the presenting issue before launching 
in? 

• What zone do you think contained the client’s most important issues? 
 

Knowledge Zone 
• What information needs did the client have? 

• How did you assess the client’s current level of knowledge? 

• Did you explore the reliability of sources of information that the client is already using? 

• To what extent did you explore the client’s expressed need for certain information? 

• How did you explore what the client would do with the information once they had it? 
 

Process Zone 
• What career management skills or approaches did the client need to acquire? 

• What skills did they already possess that they could have used to further their progress? 

• How did you make the client aware of what skills or approaches would be useful? 

• What new skills or techniques did they learn in the session? 

• How else are they going to develop the skills they need? 

• How confident are you that they will be able to go and use their know-how effectively? 
 

Meaning Zone 
• To what extent did you notice possible mismatches between the client’s perception of the situation and your 

own perspective? 

• How did you address any inconsistencies? 

• Was the client interpreting their situation in a way which was potentially unhelpful? 

• To what extent did you attempt to explore the impact of potentially erroneous assumptions? 

• Was the client able to make a clear connection between the results they want to achieve and the actions they 
were intending to take? 

• Was the client emotionally or psychologically ready to take the required steps at this time? 
 

Identity Zone 
• Did the client hint at issues relating to their sense of identity? 

• To what extent did the client’s feelings about himself or herself emerge? 

• What sort of impact might these feelings have on the client’s ability to make progress? 

• To what extent were you aware of the impact of other people on the decision making of the client? What did 
you do about this? 

• To what extend did the discussion expand to cover relevant non-career, life issues? 
 
 
 
 

Reading 
 
This model was developed by David Winter and is very loosely based on ideas contained in the following: 
 
Career counseling and services: A cognitive information processing approach, James P. Sampson Jr, Robert C. 

Reardon, Gary W. Peterson & Janet G. Lenz, Wadsworth (2004). 
Masterful coaching, Robert Hargrove, Jossey Bass (2008). 
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