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Abstract: 

This article makes a case for using Herman Melville’s 1853 short story “Bartleby the Scrivener, A 
Tale of Wall-Street” to support new sales staff.  Rock and Schwartz’s (2006) ideas on brain-based 
coaching have been reinforced by an exploration of a literary approach to coaching in order to 
demonstrate how to support sales people. The study used feedback from salespeople in mainly the 
recruitment and publishing industries. Data collected suggest that new sales recruits are frustrated at 
not knowing what standards they are expected to meet. Findings also suggest that there was merit in 
using literature as part of a coaching development exercise and that literature such as “Bartleby” could 
be a source of help in navigating work situations.  
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Introduction 

     The sales profession presents specific challenges when recruiting and on-boarding new staff. 
Jordan and Vezzana (2012) argue that sales is like no other profession in that it has not been 
considered a professional discipline and may lack the management rigour that is associated with 
professions in general. It also suffers from not having a recognised chartered professional body, a 
code of standards and ethics, and there is often an over expectation from management to achieve a 
volume of sales that may be unrealistic. Munoz and Mallin (2017) have recently conducted research 
into unethical selling practices and found that sales was “increasingly plagued” (p.62) by unethical 
behaviour. They point out that sales performance literature attributes selling behaviour to how sales 
people perceive their roles and identities. This paper offers an innovative way of addressing the 
challenges of on-boarding new staff by examining sales people’s roles and identities through a literary 
coaching strategy using Herman Melville’s short story “Bartleby, the Scrivener, a Tale of Wall-
Street” (1853).   

     This study draws on semi-structured interviews with newly on-boarded sales staff in order to 
demonstrate the value of using literature for coaching new sales recruits. Re-visiting Melville’s story, 
we realised that the difficulties and costs related to on-boarding were not a modern challenge for 
business but a deeply entrenched problem that has been around as long as organised work has been. 
Using a literary model as a touchstone for a coaching conversation acknowledges coaching as a 
process. Shoukry and Cox (2018) have put forward the case for coaching to be viewed in its social 
context as a process, profoundly affected by “historical, cultural and social processes such as political 
structures and power dynamics” (p.414).  A literary coaching model facilitates that very process, 
making the cultural and political realities explicit and far more open to examination. Such a literary 
response could reinforce a brain-based approach to coaching as advocated by Rock and Schwarz 
(2006). 

     Rock (2006) has written widely on what he calls a brain-based approach to coaching, describing 
how dissatisfied he was at being coached in general, how irritated he was at being told what his 
problem was, and how frustrated he was at being given advice that was both unsolicited and 
unhelpful. He admits that it was a positive step for a coach to focus on his feelings but it did not help 
to address his problems: he realised the goal of coaching was to create insight in the coachee’s mind 
which then could promote the necessary change.  Here is the crux of the matter that Rock illuminates 
in this one sentence: the focus of change takes place in the coachee’s mind, not the coach’s.  He is 
convinced that coaches must activate these natural processes in a focused way.   

     With Schwarz, his collaborator, Rock has been able to create some breakthrough coaching 
observations: “I have noticed for years that we have a choice when faced with an issue to either drill 
down to the problem or focus on the solution. A brain–based approach explains how focusing on the 
solutions actually creates solutions, while focusing on the problems can deepen those problems in our 
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thinking” (Rock and Schwartz 2006, p. 38). Schwartz points out that “it sounds like the role of the 
coach is to help leaders focus their attention on the right activities” (p. 39) adding, “Where you focus 
your attention, you make connections. Focus on something new and you make new connections.” He 
further points out: “Stimulating environments, especially when coupled with structured activity, lead 
to more nervous system connections being formed and generally higher levels of function” (p. 37).  
Rock and Schwarz’s brain-based coaching sounds similar to solution focused coaching (O’Donnell, 
Palmer & Williams, 2012) in its emphasis on focusing on practical solutions, a focus on which is also 
the aim of literary coaching. 

Background: A literary coaching strategy 

     For those unfamiliar with Melville’s “Bartleby, the Scrivener”, the story chronicles an increasingly 
difficult relationship between the narrator, a nameless Wall Street lawyer, and Bartleby, the newly 
hired scrivener, or copyist, with a psychological disorder that eventually leads to the disruption of the 
narrator’s work and life.  At first Bartleby seems to be hard-working, but with no apparent trigger, 
reacts with the refrain “I would prefer not to” to any request to perform a task.  Thus, he would sooner 
“prefer not to” copy a document, liaise with a colleague, eat, drink, or go home. Eventually he is 
carted off to New York City’s Tombs, the local asylum. We follow the lawyer’s repeated efforts to 
address a deteriorating situation which affects his own equilibrium and the disruptive effect Bartleby’s 
(non) actions have on his colleagues. 

While “Bartleby” does offer many topics for debate, the purpose of this paper is not to argue the 
inner meaning of Melville’s narrative, but to explore the following: 

• Can literature play a part in the development of staff and employees? Rock and Schwarz’s 
(2006) theories are built on in our examination of how coaches can use “Bartleby” to 
illuminate coachees’ experiences; 

• Is there a connection between coaching as a social process and literature used to highlight and 
define power dynamics and professional ideology?   The usefulness of a literary text to 
support people to question, not to conform to organisational imperatives is demonstrated. 

     In her work exploring how using diverse cinema can vary a management curriculum, Bumpus 
(2005) advocates getting “out of one’s comfort zone” (p. 793). Although she uses film to demonstrate 
how diversity should be integrated into the mainstream of organisational behavioural courses, the use 
of a literary coaching approach can address diversity as well by moving the management style beyond 
a “one size fits all” type of model. The distinct advantage of a literary approach is to “take situations a 
step away from the constraints of reified professional discourses and expectations” (Jarvis, 2019, p. 
14). When we coach we draw on actual lived experience. A literary approach to coaching allows both 
coaches and coachees to embrace an imaginative encounter, and to go beyond the normal range of 
experience and expectations. 

     It is widely acknowledged that high performing organisations achieve their performance through 
high performing staff (Maxwell, 2018; Jordan & Vezzana, 2012). These organisations often employ 
effective and unique recruitment, development and support processes. However, not all organisations 
have financial means that Google, Apple and Salesforce have in order to recruit the best people. For 
the large majority of organisations, recruiting and developing new sales staff to become successful 
(success in this case is measured as generating a profit for the organisation over and above its net 
cost) are their greatest challenges (Brock, 2016). 

Working with predominantly small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), we regularly witness 
the cost and damage caused by recruiting and promoting staff without the support and development 
required to be successful in their new roles. Sales coaching is “mission critical” according to Dickie 
(2014, p. 4) because of the number of challenges faced by today’s sales people particularly in terms of 
increased competition, organisational complexity, and customer expectations. Just over 12 percent of 
the firms Dickie surveyed claimed to have implemented a sales coaching programme. Ineffective and 
outdated carrot and stick management styles are commonplace in the profession of sales, often 
resulting in failure for the following reasons: 
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• Without the required skills and or opportunity, no amount of pressure or reward will result in 
increased sales performance; 

• Pressure can often lead to desperate measures and in some cases illegal and fraudulent 
behaviour; 

• If a salesperson is underperforming there will be an underlying reason and it is unlikely that 
reason will be a lack of incentive (outside of remuneration); 

• A carrot and stick approach is regularly viewed as a short term method over more modern 
methods such as coaching, mentoring and development, all of which have been shown to keep 
staff engaged over longer periods of time (Smilansky, 2015). 

The carrot and stick approach could be supplanted by a literary coaching approach that recognises that 
how people develop their skills is predicated on privileging the coachees’ concerns over the coach’s 
and supporting the coachees in becoming conscious of their own thought processes.  

Bradford, Rutherford and Friend (2017) make the point that on the job coaching is a rewarding 
process for business to business sales people and suggest that there is a need for sales people to 
continually update their skills. Many trainee salespeople struggle in their early days and many leave 
the profession prematurely, creating a situation in which the organization is forced to pick up the cost 
of failed recruitment. Research conducted for Topgrading for Sales (Smart and Alexander, 2008) 
indicates that the cost of a failed salesperson is six times his or her base salary. Most research on sales 
performance has been focused on improving the efficacy of selling. A major limitation has been a 
concentration on the sales person rather than on the company culture. Recent research on the buyer’s 
perspective has suggested that failure is more likely caused by a breakdown in the processes between 
buyer and seller. In other words, the culture of an organisation may have more influence than a 
salesperson’s specific performance: sales organisations need to bear in mind that “their sales people 
need to be trained and motivated in ways that are different from the metrics driving performance.” 
The culture of the organisation should consider customer relationships, and in particular, trust and 
ethical issues (Friend et al., 2014, p 1133). 

The organisation’s problems do not end once the salesperson has started to perform. Research by 
Sunder, Kumar, Goreczny and Maurer (2017) indicates that the sales function suffers from a higher 
rate of attrition when compared with other functions and professions: in most professions the annual 
turnover is less than two years, but the annual turnover among U.S. salespeople is estimated as 
running as high as 27%. 

Clearly these systemic cultural issues need to be addressed by sales organisations. The symptoms 
can be intensified when the organisation is operating in a competitive or low margin industry. For 
example, the office print industry has seen a decline in street price in the last five years of up to 40% 
(Gartner Magic Quadrant, 2016). As a result of this decline and without a change in strategy, 
organisations are required to sell considerably more products in order to stand still financially. The 
cost of implementing a 30% growth in sales is not met with the profit it generates, which often results 
in a fall in client service / satisfaction. This predicament leaves many organisations forced to put 
pressure on the sales function to deliver more without offering any professional development or 
support to those sales people.  With the cost of recruitment increasing and more pressure for sales to 
succeed, unsurprisingly many organisations struggle at this point to get out of the downward spiral 
(Munoz and Mallin, 2017). Oren Smilansky (2015, p. 11) points out that companies that resist formal 
coaching processes are at risk: “Companies with formal processes had win rates of 53.6 percent, while 
those with less structured processes closed sales slightly less than 43 percent of the time.” 

With the kind of pressure a sales organisation endures and exerts, it would be unrealistic to expect 
a coach in that environment to remain neutral. In such a pressurised environment a coach may likely 
deny the social complexity contained within the organisation in order to uphold the established 
strategies to improve competitiveness in performance. As a character, Bartleby is labouring in an 
oppressive environment and is himself socially excluded, the ideal candidate in need of coaching if 
we can define coaching as a process that has been developed “through a need for individual support to 
achieve personal goals” and one which relies on “an understanding of psychological and learning 
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processes that can help coachees to think about the situations and problems and so come to their own 
solutions” (Shoukry and Cox, 2018, p.415). 

One of the most powerful and enlightening ways of fathoming the gulf that separates what people 
say and what they do is through the means of fiction. The largest part of human behaviour is the 
unconscious which we can experience vividly in literary works. This gargantuan iceberg or the 
unconscious can be mined by an engagement with literary fiction. Attridge (2004, p. 59) demonstrates  
a number of beneficial effects literary fiction has on its readers: “humanizing them, broadening their 
minds, alerting them to linguistic niceties, enlarging their sympathies, undermining their covert, 
ideological assumptions […].” Such covert, ideological assumptions, in particular, can be challenged 
by a literary engagement. Placing “Bartleby” in its socio-literary context can provide the 
communication tools to question one’s position in the workplace and facilitate a dialogue between 
management and those managed on themes such as tolerance, isolation, success, failure and 
individuality. 

“Bartleby” was chosen to introduce to the sales recruits because it had been a set text in our sales 
education programme and had been favourably received by our students, many of whom believed 
Melville gave a voice to the silenced workers, those who had neither power nor autonomy in their day 
to day professional lives. These students agreed that the story enriched the imagination, and that the 
complexities of roles and identities were explored in the story, complexities that also resonated with 
the new sales recruits interviewed. 

Background: A brain-based coaching strategy 

     It is often said that if someone has the gift of the gab, he or she will make a good sales person, 
whereas the very opposite is true. It is the ability to listen, really listen to what another person is trying 
to convey to us – that enables us to gain that person’s trust so that they are then likely to reveal what it 
is they really want and need. And listening, not advising, is at the heart of coaching. Brain-based 
coaching is a necessity if a business is looking to keep its new sales person on board as well as 
helping that person realise his or her potential as quickly as possible. Burt (2019) suggests that only 
through effective listening can those in a coaching dialogue articulate their thoughts and challenge 
their assumptions     

     According to cognitive neuroscientists Banissy and Ward (2007), our brain’s capability is 
adversely affected by three factors: stress, dehydration and lack of sleep.  Selling is a high-pressured 
role and is highly susceptible to such factors listed (Smilansky, 2015; Dickie, 2014). The likelihood of 
losing the job if one does not meet targets builds up stress levels from the day a person starts in sales. 
This situation is usually compounded by a culture which also encourages a great deal of socializing 
and camaraderie leading to dehydration and loss of sleep. There is a unique link between the way the 
brain works and what makes for effective selling (Rock and Schwarz, 2006). 

“Bartleby, the Scrivener” – diversity considered 

     Bartleby suffered from a suffocating environment coupled with repetitive and mindless activity 
that led to what appeared to be a breakdown or nervous collapse. If we take the personality of 
Bartleby at face value, some might classify him as “autistic”.  We would argue that Bartleby’s 
condition may instead have been exacerbated by being deprived of a stimulating environment and 
being required to act as an automaton.  Diversity in terms of autism can be not only accommodated in 
the workplace but welcomed. Regarding Bartleby, one would assume that he was recruited for what 
Melville described as his “excellent copying skills”. As we now know, people on the autistic spectrum 
often have exceptional skills that demand such intense attention to detail. In today’s selection process, 
Bartleby’s condition would almost certainly be recognised as well as his exceptional copying skills. 
People with autism and other related conditions would now be described as “neuro-diverse”, and as 
Silberman states “[Businesses are] moving on from the notion of employing people with cognitive 
disability as a form of charity to realizing that it can be good business”. He goes on to observe the 
following: “They’re realising that they can think in ways neuro-typical people can’t, can identify 
problems invisible to neuro-typical employees and suggest solutions outside of the box.” (Silberman, 
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2015). “Innovation” is one of five qualities SMEs need for the well-being of their staff. The others are 
“company culture”, “employee centric”. “environment” and “altruism” (Rucker and Galinsky, 2008). 

     To the reader, it is obvious that Bartleby does not “fit” within the company culture of the office 
Melville details. We suggest that it is the issue of “fitting” within a given company’s culture that 
should be at the heart of on-boarding. We also suggest it can take years for an employee to get used to 
“the way we do things round here.” A maverick in the mix undoubtedly could prove valuable to an 
organisation, but during the on-boarding process, recognising and conforming to the dynamics of an 
office are essential for most people. The culture of a company is rarely made transparent in company 
documents and unlikely to be raised in the selection process. Turning to Shoukry and Cox’s (2018) 
point about maintaining a sense of self hood and identity during the coaching process by challenging 
rather than accepting prevailing structures and forces, we would argue that it is a questioning fit for 
the new employee rather than an acquiescent one. The lesson we take forward from “Bartleby”, 
reinforced by findings from our brief interviews carried out with people new to sales, is the need to 
help new-starts “fit in”.  Companies must be clear right from the outset about what they are asking 
their new recruits to fit into at the same time as recognising the unique skills each person brings to the 
company and how those very skills may indeed change or challenge the culture they are being asked 
to fit into.  

Methodology 

     Convinced by the solution-focused aspects of brain-based coaching, we decided to build on brain-
based coaching by introducing our interviewees to a literary approach so they could focus on solutions 
to their work-based challenges. Our research question became: can literary coaching play a role in 
supporting new recruits in selling? 

Participants and data collection 

   Our interviewees came from different industries, mainly from recruitment and publishing, and all 
were regarded as sales people. One hundred percent income based and in sales less than eighteen 
months, they were selling business to business. Semi-structured interviews were held with four new 
starters, two males and two females. A male manager and male coach were also interviewed. This was 
a straightforward approach in which the respondents were simply asked for a summarised account of 
their experiences in sales. Confidentiality was assured and interviewees were told that their identities 
would be anonymised. The accounts of their experiences in sales were solicited by one of the authors 
in his capacity as manager of new recruits. The interviewees were asked to read “Bartleby”, in 
particular to provide feedback on an extract from the story provided further on in this paper. Again, 
semi-structured interviews were held with them as well as an explanation that their reactions to the 
story would provide valuable data for our research. 

Findings 

     Common to all of the comments of the sales recruits were feelings of fear of being fired if they did 
not reach their targets:  

Even though I have hit my sales target I feel anxious about not achieving it in the future. I 
don’t want to tell my boss about it as he will think I am a weak sales person. I felt unsure as 
to whether I was doing a good job, or whether I had been lucky. Though I was in a busy office 
I had hardly any contact with anyone in the senior team which made me feel very isolated. I 
felt trapped and just wanted to walk away. I soon became very disillusioned with sales and 
the corporate world. (recruit) 

They experienced anxiety and isolation at not being able to share their concern with anyone senior:  

We don’t have any leadership here, just people with authority – how can I perform well under a 
poor leader/manager?  I really respond to one-to-one development. However, in my current 
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sales role   the one-to-one is purely to look at my sales-pipeline and number of calls; the time is 
never spent looking at how I can be more effective. (recruit) 

Above all, they felt frustrated at not knowing what standards they were expected to meet and how 
they could improve. Common to all the new recruits was a general feeling of malaise, dissatisfaction, 
and anxiety in the field of sales:  

Leadership is a hole in this organisation. We are expected to simply “get on with it.” I also 
feel that there is little communication here. If it’s not about my sales pipe-line, my manager 
doesn’t want to know. My current sales manager is also volatile which doesn’t help the 
situation. (recruit) 

The additional interviewees, one with of the sales managers and the other with a coach, amplified the 
lack of support within the organisation, a lack long unidentified because clear, frank and fearless 
communication with each other had not been a priority.  

I have an older sales team that doesn’t respond to anything they see as “gimmicky.” Job 
dissatisfaction is the elephant in the room – we need something to pull us together (manager) 

As a coach and trainer, I see what the sales profession needs. People here are no more 
anxious and worried than in other sales organisations. I am afraid this low-level anxiety is 
born out of competition and success at all costs within organisations that value little else. 
(coach) 

     During these interviews, the author was able to reassure the new recruits that they would not lose 
their jobs as long as they made the calls and worked on the input activities the company should have 
set for them. Trust lay at the core of the relationship between the author in his role as manager of the 
new recruits. Because they trusted him, they wanted to participate in a study that could be beneficial 
to the sales industry as a whole. The interviewees were not interested in short term thinking but in 
long term solutions for the company. In his wide-ranging discussions with leaders and CEOs, Bennis 
(1989) recognised that trust was led “through voice” which could “change the climate enough to give 
people elbow room to do the right things” (p. 167). These new recruits wanted the company to 
provide a space for an open, frank and trusting dialogue. 

Coaching is an ideal way to counteract the culture these young people have experienced in 
which they had received no support in their early days of selling and were constantly being reminded 
of what they seemingly could not achieve, or the target that seemed to elude them.  What better way 
for a company to instruct their new recruits – start in how not to succeed? And for good measure they 
overwhelm them with data, dense detail about the product, service they were not selling which at this 
point in their selling career, remained just that, data, of which they could make no sense. These 
practices, as we now know, are counter-productive to helping the brain realise its full potential. These 
companies are doing what Rock describes as “drill[ing] down to the problem” rather than on 
“focusing on the solutions [which] actually creates solutions” (Rock and Schwartz 2006 p. 38). 

Coaching that not only emphasises life goals but encourages both coach and coachee to 
reflect on how we interpret and understand the world can be reinforced by a literary engagement. 
Reading a story such as “Bartleby” helps us to engage with a multiplicity of voices and points of 
view. In exploring movies featuring movies featuring more diverse actors, Bumpus (2005) highlights 
how valuable it is for students to experience the multi-dimensional aspects of a character’s life and 
multiple viewpoints embedded in a narrative: the very nature of valuing difference gets us to move 
beyond a self-centred orientation. 

The interviewees considered the lawyer, the story’s narrator, and his feelings of helpless 
bewilderment as Bartleby retreats more and more into silent resistance and refusal to conform to the 
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culture of the Wall Street offices.  They considered Bartleby’s colleagues who are angered at 
Bartleby’s inability to conform to expectations. Finally, they considered Bartleby’s defiant stance: 

 
I called to him, rapidly stating what it was I wanted him to do—namely, to examine a small paper 
with me. Imagine my surprise, nay, my consternation, when without moving from his privacy, 
Bartleby in a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, “I would prefer not to.” (....) 
 
 “Bartleby! quick, I am waiting.” 
I heard a slow scrape of his chair legs on the uncarpeted floor, and soon he 
appeared standing at the entrance of his hermitage. 
“What is wanted?” said he mildly. 
“The copies, the copies,” said I hurriedly. “We are going to examine them. 
There"—and I held towards him the fourth quadruplicate. 
“I would prefer not to,” he said, and gently disappeared behind the screen. 
For a few moments I was turned into a pillar of salt, standing at the head of 
my seated column of clerks. Recovering myself, I advanced towards the screen, 
and demanded the reason for such extraordinary conduct. 
“Why do you refuse?” 
“I would prefer not to.” [.....] 
 
 
“You are decided, then, not to comply with my request—a request made according 
to common usage and common sense?” 
He briefly gave me to understand that on that point my judgment was sound. 
Yes: his decision was irreversible. 
It is not seldom the case that when a man is browbeaten in some unprecedented 
and violently unreasonable way, he begins to stagger in his own plainest 
faith. He begins, as it were, vaguely to surmise that, wonderful as it may be, all 
the justice and all the reason is on the other side. Accordingly, if any disinterested 
persons are present, he turns to them for some reinforcement for his own 
faltering mind. 
“Turkey,” said I, “what do you think of this? Am I not right?” 
“With submission, sir,” said Turkey, with his blandest tone, “I think that you 
are.” 
 “Nippers,” said I, “what do you think of it?” 
“I think I should kick him out of the office.” (Melville, 2001, pp 48 – 9). 
 
     Guided by the research question – can literary coaching play a role in supporting new starts in 
selling? – we asked our interviewees to provide feedback on the extract above. They had already read 
the story, but we wanted to focus on this extract which demonstrates the effect Bartleby’s withdrawal 
from office duties has on his colleagues and on his boss. We recognise that this is an extremely small 
sample, but we also recognise, that the interviewees found merit in using literature as part of a 
coaching development exercise and, on balance, found reading “Bartleby” helpful in getting them to 
reflect on their own situations: 
 

The story was an interesting and sad journey which allowed me to draw some parallels to my 
own situation. I found I was able to connect to the characters’ understanding how situations 
we face in modern life are issues that have been facing for centuries. I used the main 
character (Bartleby) to ask how I would behave if I were him and how reflecting deeper on 
the situation could have helped me. Clearly coaching and support in his situation would have 
proved beneficial.  
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I found the exercise of using the literature to help me reflect on my behaviour and thinking an 
interesting exercise, but I think I would struggle to get people in my organisation to adopt the 
approach as culturally it wouldn’t fit with our command and control environment. (recruit) 

 
     It seemed they were convinced that literature, or at least reflecting on and discussing the story, 
could be a source of help in navigating through their work situations: 
 

My initial thoughts were, this is a waste of time; however, I found myself reading the story 
and matching the characters in the book to people in my office. I also found myself suggesting 
ways to deal with the individuals in Bartleby’s office. I think the exercise would work as part 
of a coaching session, and it would give me the chance to discuss my feelings and suggested 
solutions to a coach. 

I found the process gave me the ability to detach from the emotion of my own workplace and 
situation which in turn gave me a wider lens through which to view and approach my 
situation. I think it would be a good exercise for managers to undertake as part of their 
training and personal development. It was also a great short story. (recruit) 

 
     A poor working environment can be perceived in a range of different ways. Bartleby’s colleagues 
had been perfectly content in the Wall Street offices. Bartleby clearly had not been. His powerful and 
psychologically layered story stimulated the imagination of our respondents, some conceiving it as 
“sad”, others interpreting it as a rich mode of challenging power, exploring roles and identities, and 
representing a disruptive work environment, in this case in a sales company: 
 

I run coaching programmes from introduction to coaching through to coaching senior 
executives and as part of the programme we often use a “fishbowl” exercise. The role play 
requires the coachee to create an issue for the coach to assist them with. I can see very real 
benefit in introducing literature in the way we have explored. The Bartleby story is a fictional 
piece I could really immerse myself into the characters and then be able to offer my clients 
support and guidance in a manner that felt real. 

I would also consider adapting the programme I conduct to include different characters to the 
coach that I am – possibly do some role play from a story like this. A really novel and 
engaging approach to my work. (coach) 

     It was clear that the new recruits as well as an experienced yet frustrated manager and a coach new 
to this organisation were receptive to this innovative coaching intervention. In terms of the manager’s 
and the coach’s reactions (as well as the new recruits’), their embracing the creativity inherent in such 
an exercise reminded us of Bennis’s (1989, p. 84) exhortation to business leaders to draw on “a liberal 
arts education”, one that heightens insight, critical inquiry and imagination. One of the main planks of 
such an education is literature, reading about what great minds have theorised about the human spirit: 
“One of the marvellous things about life is that any gaps in your education can be filled, whatever 
your age or situation, by reading and thinking about what you read.” (p. 84): 
 
 

I have used this technique in reverse when writing, but never thought about using it as a 
platform for sales coaching in my part time role. From the point of view of a coachee, I feel it 
would be an effective way to identify shortcomings in managerial behaviour; for example, my 
current sales manager is quite volatile towards the sales team. This characteristic makes it 
difficult to approach him to explain how it makes me and others feel. If we used a literary 
scenario /story as a starting point for discussion to highlight the behaviour and may prove an 
effective way to also highlight how the fictional manager made the protagonist feel and offer 
discussion points around how the situation could be proved. 
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I also think that a writer’s work is influenced by their own experience and the characters 
from people they have met or even observed in their own life. It therefore seems logical that 
we can use literature for the development of interpersonal relationships. (manager) 

   

One recruit was not convinced by the efficacy of literary coaching: 

I think I am a little too black and white for this type of exercise. I read the story and struggled 
to make the connections to my work situation.  

Clearly the protagonist would have benefited from some intervention and I can see the 
potential benefit of using this approach as part of a coaching development exercise. We need 
to do something about the command and control structure here. (recruit). 

This interviewee may not have seen value in literary coaching, but recognised the power dynamics in 
place. Watts (2014) undertook research in a medium-sized food manufacturer with several sites across 
the UK. He concluded that command and control demoralized workers and that privileging the leaders 
and not the people working in the system drives business away from the original intention of doing 
what the customers actually want: command and control can become a prison in which targets drive 
the system and both employees and customers suffer from an inflexible structure. In this organisation 
and in so many others “experimentation with better methods for doing the work was precluded by the 
need to hit the daily performance figures” (p. 86). The answer of course lies in changing the thinking 
in the organisation. 

      Overall, the reactions could be summarised by the manager interviewed: 

My biggest concern with the literature method is getting my sales team to read! I have an 
older sales team and have often tried to introduce professional reading with limited results. 

I tried using the short as a group read / analysis which had a better result. Overwhelmingly 
positive comments and observations were: 

• it allowed team members to listen to how their colleagues handled certain situations 
and also that  

• it took any emotion out of their advice 
• it was a very enjoyable way of learning 

Less positive comments were: 

• it felt like a book club.  
• the choice of story could be more closely linked to the sales environment. 

     We asked our interviewees how they would coach Bartleby or the lawyer. The question recognises 
the emotionally charged relationships in the office and asks respondents to put themselves either in 
the lawyer’s or in Bartleby’s place: 

“Bartleby needed to feel as though he was part of the team.” (recruit) 

“Both have to feel listened to in such a tense situation.” (recruit) 

     We are certainly not suggesting that organisational life is populated by Bartlebys in need of 
extensive and intensive therapy, but we believe that Bartleby’s struggle exemplifies the struggle many 
of us have with office dynamics.  Returning to the ever-present dynamic of pressurized selling in a 
sales organisation, we are convinced that taking the time to examine emotions rather than trying to 
manipulate, control or quash them will enhance organizational and personal learning and promote 
higher levels of self-awareness, interpersonal sensitivity and more effective teamwork. Since 
workplaces are well known as sites of stress, burn-out and toxicity, perhaps a coaching strategy that 
emphasises emotional exploration in a distanced way so that no one needs to feel exposed or 
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vulnerable could be a way of alleviating that stress, burn-out and toxicity. By opening up dialogues 
that explore the complexity of human emotions, we are listening to each other and creating a healthier 
workplace.  

Bradford, Rutherford and Friend (2017) have demonstrated the crucial role coaching plays in 
improving salesperson learning, arguing that in the contemporary sales environment people need to 
develop their skills through continuous learning by “interacting with others, active listening, and 
solving problems in social contexts” (p.135). If the relationship between salespeople and their 
managers remains untapped potential for social learning, a scenario represented by our interviewed 
new recruits, we need to explore how to support sales people especially during the on-boarding 
process. The authors remind us that sales coaching continues to be an “under-researched area” 
(p.143).   

 Drawing on emotional responses in the healthiest way to open coaching conversations in the 
workplace.  We need to create space for insights. This means recognizing that change won’t 
happen until the new recruits find their own strategy for effecting change. We also need to 
provide freedom for action: This means stepping back and allowing new recruits to put their 
strategy into practice, regardless of the outcome. We should be encouraging them to reflect on 
their practice and evaluate the outcome.  (coach)        

     The coach appears to confirm our ideas on putting strategy into practice.  This strategy of reading 
and discussing a literary text such as “Bartleby, the Scrivener” with its rich themes of isolation and 
alienation help us to make sense of our own (working) lives by reflecting on other lives. Below are 
further questions a thorough coaching conversation about the story could explore: 

 
• Description: What happens in the story? 
• Feelings: What did you think when Bartleby started to refuse to work? 
• Evaluation: What was good and bad about his colleagues’ reactions to his refusal? 
• Analysis: What sense can you make of the situation? 
• Conclusion: What else could the characters have done? 
• Action: If a situation such as this arose in your office, what would you do? 

     “Bartleby” typifies the range of dysfunctional personalities a coach may encounter in the 
workplace, and Melville’s characters demonstrate the immense complexity of people (Eastman 2016). 
If coaches operate within their own competence, working with people with psychological blocks is 
not necessarily problematic (Maxwell, 2009). Bartleby withdraws from others by retreating into a 
catatonic state (which is of course extreme), but taken simply as a character who has been treated as 
an automaton, his experience can trigger our imagination, helping us to explore another’s interiority 
and supporting our reflection on the power dynamics in the workplace.  

     Using “Bartleby the Scrivener” as a coaching strategy can serve as an important resource in 
discussing its themes such as leadership, uncertainty, change, job fit and office dynamics – the 
emotions that will emerge from such rich discussions can act as a catalyst for change. Before Bartleby 
shuts down and states that he “would prefer not to” in response to any office request, here he is 
portrayed in his first week: 

As if long famishing for something to copy, he seemed to gorge himself on my documents. 
There was no pause for digestion. He ran a day and night line, copying by sunlight and by 
candlelight. I should have been quite delighted with his application, had he been cheerfully 
industrious. But he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically (Melville, 2001, p. 72). 

Yet the lawyer does not try to engage with him in any way.  His recruitment process consists of 
asking him about his qualifications. Even reading this brief passage will yield a range of emotional 
responses to the lawyer’s narration. Such emotional responses can separate the type of recruits who 
are open to an environment that privileges critical thinking and open dialogue and who want to 
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engage with people from a place of mutuality, empathy and respect from those who “would prefer not 
to.” 

     Carroll (2011) makes the point that a good writer can create a bond in their fiction between the 
reader and the writer’s characters so that “the features the creators select for emphasis are those that 
are critically apposite to the emotional states intended to be excited by the work.”(106). In other 
words, an author’s skill helps us to identify with characters emotionally. The emotions that Melville 
reveals to us – Bartleby’s intransigent sullenness, the lawyer’s puzzled frustration, even hatred, 
Bartleby’s colleagues’ envy that he is allowed to be excused from work responsibilities – help us 
coach better, and by extension, help us to develop staff potential, thereby minimising recruitment and 
subsequent development failure. Using fiction, especially a story about the workplace such as 
“Bartleby”, encourages both coach and coachee to respond to a situation with emotional intelligence: 
there is undeniable value in reflecting on and being cognizant of one’s emotions.  It has been found 
that emotion shapes cognitive processing, for example, and the brain uses emotion to direct action 
(Fischer & Biddell, 2005). Using literature, coaches and coachees can discuss characters’ emotions – 
even unpleasant emotions such as hatred, envy and rage – all present in the Wall Street office in our 
story – openly, allowing them to explore uncomfortable emotions by using the distance of literature. 
As an example, the study of literature can have a civilizing effect on us. If people are taught to analyse 
literature carefully in a coaching scenario, they can learn to think more critically and to argue from 
cause to effect as well as from effect to cause, the kind of thinking that command and control resists. 

Joseph (2018) suggests, a person who cannot fulfil their workplace role either due to illness, 
bullying or organisational change can become derailed, manifesting “difficulties with emotional 
regulation, inflexibility, dissatisfaction with work, depersonalisation and physical ailments” (p. 3).  
Such psychological trauma can severely affect a person’s self-image.  Seeing how fictional characters 
respond to challenges in the workplace – even to a situation as catastrophic as Bartleby’s – can help 
people to explore issues of identity in order to  “rebuild their understanding, role and connection with 
the organisation, covertly and creatively resisting being overpowered by organisational dynamics” 
(Shoukry & Cox, 2018, p. 418). 

Rock and Schwarz’s brain–based approach focusing on creating solutions rather than 
deepening the problems in our thinking can be strengthened by a literary engagement which hones our 
emotional learning. If we can begin the coaching process at the very start of the recruitment process, 
we can influence the formation of the working relationship between recruiter and new recruit.  If the 
lawyer had been emotionally attuned to Bartleby right at the outset of the employment contract, 
perhaps all the subsequent office upheaval, costs, frustrations and ultimate tragedy could have been 
avoided.   

We can see the lawyer as representative of the values upheld in Western democracy, those 
that maintain a specific regime and structure. The lawyer clearly has internalised beliefs that prevent 
him from seeing Bartleby and Bartleby’s colleagues as having any independent agency: they are not at 
his offices to think – they are there to copy and to do his bidding. Reflecting on the story of Bartleby 
can be seen as a vital part of coaching. Instead of focusing on the sequential steps of a goal focused  
coaching model such as GROW (“Goals, Realities, Options and Will”) promoted by Whitmore (2009) 
among others, the “aim of thinking critically as to observe values and beliefs as they arise and 
examining the assumptions they embrace” (Shoukry and Cox, 2018, p. 424) can be enhanced by the 
critical reflection needed to engage with literature.  

 
Conclusion 

    We are convinced that there is a type of specific coaching that plays a crucial role in supporting 
new-starts in selling  (Burt, 2019; Munoz and Mallin, 2017; Smilansky, 2015; Dickie 2014), and have 
concluded that organisations reap benefits from the implementation of a focused, preferably 
innovative approach such as our literary one. The profession of sales presents specific work 
challenges to people, in particular recruiting staff without the appropriate support and development 
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required to be successful in their new roles. A targeted coaching programme may be the answer to 
these challenges, and we have drawn on the work of Rock and Schwarz to highlight what coaches 
need to focus on in order to have more success with coachees. We have provided data from interviews 
with both new and seasoned salespeople that have confirmed our initial observations that companies 
tend to focus on problems rather than on the solutions to such problems. It is important to recognise 
that we have used “Bartleby, the Scrivener” for coaching and not therapeutic purposes. Bartleby could 
be perceived to be a person with some level of dysfunction or disorder, yet we wish to emphasise how 
we used the story as a touchstone for a coaching conversation, not as an exploration of how blurred 
the boundaries can be between coaching and therapy, 

     The paper commenced with the image of Bartleby and his office dysfunction. The interview 
feedback suggested that Melville’s lawyer could have used these approaches to help Bartleby:  

• Create space for insights: The lawyer tries to reason with his scrivener but of course, 
Bartleby’s brain isn’t wired up for reason. The lawyer should try to enter his 
scrivener’s world, creating a discourse between them which would allow Bartleby to 
come up with his own conclusions. The lawyer needs to find a common language in 
which they can communicate. 

 
• Provide freedom for action: Bartleby becomes ever more anxious as he feels he is 

being put into a position from which he cannot escape. If he had been freed up to 
develop his own unique approach to offer ideas and suggestions for improving not 
only his practice but that of office as a whole, he might not have become closed down 
and unresponsive. 

 
• Reflect on practice. Reflection on practice would most likely prove a bridge too far, 

because those on the autistic scale may have difficulty with such a task.  But this is 
where Bartleby’s colleagues could be brought in to help. The more they recognise his 
unique abilities and feed that back to him, the more new mental maps are likely to be 
created which in their turn become acknowledged by all. 

     We recognise that to pursue such a strategy, especially taking these suggested steps, would demand 
time and patience, a major limitation of our approach. A busy sales manager may prefer not to engage 
in this literary strategy. Our point is that given someone has been recruited for their skills (as Bartleby 
had been) investing time in nurturing those skills and ensuring they grow and connect with the 
company culture is not only a wise investment, it is the only investment possible.  
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