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Introduction 

This critical review will be considering Shoukry (2016a), Coaching for Emancipation: 

a framework for coaching in oppressive environments, Journal of Evidence Based 

Coaching and Mentoring, 14(2), pp.15-30. The paper focuses on research conducted 

as a PhD study in 2011 (Shoukry, 2014 cited in Shoukry, 2016b, p. 2) at Oxford 

Brookes University. The study explored the use of coaching as an emancipatory 

approach, including how “oppression affects coachees, coaches and the coaching 

process” (p.15).  It aimed to “develop a theoretical and practical framework for the 

use of coaching in oppressive environments to support the emancipation and 

development of individuals” (p.16). Shoukry (2016b) is also the author of a chapter 

on ‘Coaching for Social Change’ in The SAGE Handbook of Coaching and co-author 

of ‘Coaching as a social process’ (Shoukry and Cox, 2018).  Dr. Shoukry is an 

honorary research associate at Oxford Brookes University, as well as a practitioner 

who has “worked for over twenty years with individuals and groups living in socially 

challenging contexts” (Academia.edu, 2022).  It is the author’s belief that this article 

is essential reading for anyone interested in coaching in the context of social change. 

The author also believes that the researcher has succeeded in developing a 

theoretical model from cross-disciplinary sources and tested it practice with coaching 

for emancipation. 

 

Summary of the Article  

The article begins with a review of coaching literature and critical evaluation of the 

field of coaching, its potential, and its limitations when used to support individuals in 

oppressive environments.  Shoukry proposes that coaching can be an effective 

method because it is participatory, it includes critical reflection, and it is flexible 

(continues to adapt to different purposes) (p.16).  In evaluating current coaching 

approaches and research, Shoukry cites sources to establish that there is limited 

discussion or research on the relation between coaching and its socio-cultural 

context, noting that research is limited to the organisational management context. He 

also concludes that there is little critical thinking regarding the origin of coaching in 

one dominant cultural view (p.17). Shoukry then discusses ‘oppression’; drawing on 
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Freire (1970), a Brazilian educator and philosopher, who defined oppression as 

“what happens when a social order distorts the humanity of some of its members 

through unjust and sometimes violent perceptions and actions” (cited Shoukry, 

2016a, p.17). The definition is inclusive of both the treatment of specific identity 

groups, and of entire nations under dictatorship or colonisation. Additionally, there is 

a discussion of literature on how human beings are affected when they live in 

oppressive environments, including ‘internalised oppression’ (p.18).  Finally, 

literature on ‘emancipatory approaches’ is explored across the fields of education, 

psychotherapy, arts and theatre, action research, and social work. This literature is 

then used as the basis of the initial coaching framework employed by the coaches in 

practical research. 

 

The findings of the study are organised into a framework of coaching for 

emancipation that includes three aspects (pp. 21-25). Within this structure the 

researcher identifies where the practice supports existing theories, and where it 

diverges:  

1. Coaching for emancipation is founded on a critical theoretical understanding 

of the dynamics of oppression and emancipation, development, and 

empowerment. 

2. Coaching for emancipation is enabled by three processes: retelling narratives, 

renewing beliefs, and fighting back. 

3. Emancipatory coaches need to be continuously engaged in a process of 

reflective practice that drives their own development. 

 

Analysis of the Article 

Strengths 

The author finds the researcher’s ability to develop an approach to working with 

clients from a cross-disciplinary review of literature, then test it over multiple 

coaching sessions delivered by multiple coaches, commendable. This article is 
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noteworthy because it includes primary research over a period of several years, 

something that is rare in the literature. Other literature on coaching for social change 

contributes to theoretical framing, however consistently ends with a call for practical 

research with coaching clients (Western, 2012; Gannon, 2021; Chiu, 2022). It is also 

significant that the practical component of the research took place at a time of social 

change in post-revolution Egypt.  When the coaching research field is largely 

focused in western organisations, with mostly male managers (E. Erlandson, 2009, 

cited in Shoukry, 2016a, p.17) this research both takes place outside of the 

organisational context and brings a global perspective to coaching. 

 

A key strength of the article is the theoretical breadth and rigour.  The research 

draws on a critical theory paradigm, human development/pedagogy, and combines 

this with practices from emancipatory approaches.  The researcher develops a 

model for coaching for emancipation and then this is tested and improved upon via 

iterations of inquiry in an action-research based method. In this process several 

theories are progressed in the context of coaching for emancipation: 

• The researcher notes that the view of Wilber (2000) that cognitive and 

emotional lines of development are independent was not supported.  

Emotional processing was an enabler of ‘meaning making’ in the coachees 

(p.23). 

• In the method of ‘retelling narratives’ the researcher challenges Drake (2010) 

re pre-requisites of self-awareness and ego strength for effective narratives 

(p.24). 

In the ‘fighting back’ phase of the coaching approach, the researcher also challenged 

a coaching norm regarding ‘reality’ (current state, or grounding in boundaries of 

possibility) (p.25) that is associated with ‘performance coaching’.   

 

The researcher used co-operative inquiry, a method that is informed by the 

‘Transformative’ philosophical worldview and aligns with the critical theory paradigm 

(Creswell and Creswell, 2018, p.9).   Shoukry (2016a, p.20) describes this 
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methodology as meeting the needs of a dialogical epistemology in which knowledge 

is created through inquiry and dynamic interaction with the environment (citing Guba 

and Lincoln, 1994, 2005).  Researchers in this philosophy often begin with a focus 

point of empowerment, inequality, oppression, domination, suppression, or alienation 

(Creswell and Creswell, 2018, p.9).  The author believes that this makes the method 

ideal for a study of coaching for social change. 

 

Weaknesses 

Unfortunately, due to a lack of detail, it is difficult to assess the theoretical basis of 

the coaching model that forms the foundation for the practical research.  The cross-

disciplinary framework, based on seven different disciplines is summarised as a 

table in Figure 1 by Shoukry (2016a, p.19).  This cross-disciplinary analysis could be 

the basis of many articles. Elsewhere, an entire article is devoted to exploring the 

conceptual value within just one other discipline, social movement theory, and how it 

could contribute to a theoretical framework for coaching for social change (Gannon, 

2021).  It is also the case that the reader needs to already subscribe to the critical 

theory paradigm for coaching, as there is no opportunity to discuss statements that 

are extremely rich in meaning and quite challenging to common assumptions, such 

as ‘the neutrality of coaching’.  For example, the point that coaching stems from one 

dominant cultural view that is predominantly westernised is covered in one 

paragraph in this article, however, it is the entire topic of a later article (Shoukry and 

Cox, 2018).  The author is concerned that there may be little response to what is a 

significant study without further ‘breaking down’ of theory into more detailed 

discussion.  

 

Possibly, the most notable omission regarding methodology is how progress towards 

emancipation in the coachee experience was recognised.  While there is mention of 

surveying coachees, the self-perception of coachees’ emancipation is not 

mentioned. The context that the research took place in, a post-revolutionary country 

emerging from military dictatorship, is extremely specific. However, an important 

element of this unique situation seems to have been missed: a discussion of how to 
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differentiate ‘emancipation as an outcome of coaching’ from the experience of 

emancipation as an outcome of simply living in a post-revolutionary society.  

 

In the practical research component, another omission is a lack of discussion of the 

demographic make-up of the coachees. It is possible that they were also 75% male, 

as per the criticism of existing coaching research in the Western world mentioned 

early in the article (E. Erlandson, 2009, cited in Shoukry, 2016a, p.17).  Similarly, it is 

not clear if there is any diversity amongst the twelve coaches who acted as co-

researchers.  Social identity is discussed as a basis of oppression in the definition of 

oppression within the article (p.17), so it is surprising that it is omitted as a factor in 

the discussion of coaches and participants.  

 

The question of cultural context as a limitation of the study is raised by Shoukry 

himself, who concludes that “Any claim around the generalisability of findings would 

be problematic” (p. 26). This caveat contradicts many strong statements regarding 

the findings such as “the study offers a theoretical view of the journey from 

oppression to emancipation” (p. 22). Following this caveat, the author would have 

preferred to see a discussion of where further research could build on and test what 

is transferrable. Instead, there is a discussion questioning the uncritical acceptance 

of claims of ‘cultural imperialism’ by autocratic governments. This is not directly 

relevant to the transferability of the research and possibly more appropriate as a 

focus of its’ own discussion (see Shoukry and Cox, 2018, p.419).   

  

Conclusion 

It is possible that omissions in detail regarding methodology may be explained by the 

challenge of summarising a research project of such breadth into a single article. 

The coaching approach that was initially developed from a review of seven different 

disciplines is deserving of the long-form possible in a book. In terms of taking the 

research into the world, however, it does appear that practitioners are able to 
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engage with the framework developed through a training in ‘Coaching for 

Emancipation’ offered by the Shoukry (Human Gene: Finding the Human in every 

one of us., no date). This aligns with the intention of this research field to effect 

positive social change.  Overall, it is the author’s view that this article signals the 

beginning of an exciting new area of research, and it is her hope that it may be 

furthered in the Western world context, where oppression and internalised 

oppression are also relevant and where coaching is most established.  
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