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PRAISE FOR MANAGING COACHING AT WORK

“This is a must-have book if you want to gain a greater understanding of coaching and it will give you all the guidance you need to set up an internal coaching programme in your organization. The information provided is invaluable as it offers a variety of tools and techniques to use for planning the future.”

Hyacinth Daly, Coaching and Mentoring, Leadership and Learning Directorate in Human Resources at London Metropolitan Police Service

“As CIPD’s 2011 learning survey shows coaching is becoming more widespread… However, with quantity we need quality and business coaching needs system, structure and outcomes if its real value is to be realized. Crammed with practical insights, tools and techniques, and grounded in theory and evidence, this vital book helps practitioners reflect and act on every aspect of coaching. Rich in case examples, it explains everything from how coaching takes hold to how it should be held to account. The authors bring their rich pragmatism and wide experience of the workplace and coaching to bear in a guide which I would recommend to every coaching practitioner. Linked to a rich online treasury of resources, it should energize and enable those involved in coaching delivery and design, learning and HR practitioners as well as students and coaches themselves.”

Dr John McGurk, Adviser: Learning and Talent Development, HR: Practice Development Team, Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development

“I found this book to be an incredibly useful resource for anyone who is looking into expanding the impact of coaching inside an organization. I wish I’d had this ten years ago, because it brings together critical business thinking, real-life examples and the soft side of coaching into an integrated whole. Before you invest in creating a coaching program from scratch, read this book and learn how it’s done from the leaders in this area.”

Carl Dierschow, Small Fish Business Coach

“This is a thorough, thought provoking guide for anyone wanting to introduce a coaching program in their organization that facilitates new ways of thinking and brings out the best in their people.”

Chris Sier, Professional Certified Coach (PCC), Executive Potential Plus, author of 100+ Tips Taking the Busyness out of Business: Doing the Right Things, Not Everything

“Keddy and Johnson have done it again, producing a comprehensive handbook – this time into the world of coaching. I wish that this had been published when I was introducing a strategic coaching programme at VT Group. The book is full of advice on how to establish a business case for coaching, implement a coaching initiative and maintain the momentum. The book and website gives useful templates – in particular evaluation tools and coaching role profiles will save the busy HR/OD professional a lot of time and effort. The case studies are interesting and they do help to keep your personal motivation up – which will be sorely tested at times.”

Jo Robbins Chief Executive Path2Profit, Talent Management Specialist and Executive Coach with CPS. Ex Group HR Director of VT Group Plc, a FTSE 250 company

“Keddy and Johnson manage to do what is often considered impossible: to define and describe coaching and its role in Executive Development, as well as how and why it works, in a way that is both understandable and relevant.”

David Kaiser, PhD, Executive Coach at Dark Matter Consulting

“Having been involved in executive, performance and development coaching as well as coach training for many years, I have a major regret: that Managing Coaching at Work had not been written years ago! Had it been, my work when developing leader coach training programs, sustaining and reinforcing coaching, and delivering coaching would have been much, much easier. The content, tips and tools included are invaluable whether considering, designing or overseeing a coaching program at work.”

Ed Nottingham, PhD, Clinical & Consulting Psychologist, Leadership Coach, author of It’s Not as Bad as It Seems: A Thinking Straight Approach to Happiness

“This single volume captures vast swathes of learning since the inception of coaching and distils it into an easily readable format. Coaching is presented in a realistic and balanced way that provides useful information and real life experience. This aids the corporate reader in assessing the need, or actually implementing coaching, in their organization from a much more informed perspective. It addresses the full life cycle of the coaching process. This is the book that coaches in organizations and organizations looking at coaching have been waiting for.”

Robert Nogue, Manager Organization Development, Well Construction Services, Weatherford International Limited 
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PART ONE

Contexts








01 What is coaching?

Introduction

This book is about the task of sustaining, managing and growing an existing coaching initiative as much as introducing it for the first time. It concerns using coaching as a tactical or strategic means for achieving a beneficial purpose within an organization.

We’ll pay attention to circumstances where it may be necessary to revitalize a flagging initiative as well as to situations in which setting a new direction is needed to keep pace with changes occurring within the business. We’ll examine the challenges involved in evaluating the effectiveness and impacts of coaching and suggest what can be done to limit these. Finally, we’ll consider how the collective experience of individuals who manage, deliver or receive coaching across an organization can position it to better direct opportunities for coaching to drive both people and business performance.

The tips, techniques and guidance that we suggest draw heavily on the insights of others as well as from our own experiences. We are indebted to those who generously gave their time to contribute case studies specifically for this book, but also to many others who took part in consultations to relate lessons from their own coaching programmes.

Their experiences, described in the feature boxes peppered throughout the book, cover widely different applications and interpretations of coaching, and feature case studies from the smallest of organizations to the largest of multinationals. Public, private and third sector organizations are all represented, the shared insights relate to experiences of coaching practice from organizations around the world.

Our own learnings have come out of acting both as consultants and trainers to individuals responsible for developing coaching capabilities within their own organizations and in Jackie’s case as a former ‘staffo’ (staff officer), responsible for leading a project to roll out a brand-new coaching practice in the London Metropolitan Police Service too.

One of the difficulties of writing a text such as this is that the needs of each organization and so the operating context for every coaching project are different, even if many similar challenges may be faced by those who are at similar stages in their coaching implementations.

We can’t promise a single, prescriptive ‘one size fits all’ approach to making coaching work either, but rather we hope that by highlighting the wide range of considerations that any leader of any coaching initiative may want to concern themselves with and by providing a comprehensive range of templates to draw upon, this book will serve as a valuable reference to help them with their task. We can’t promise that making coaching an everyday practice from top-to-bottom in any organization will be an easy task, and we aim to give realistic guidance for those who may find themselves as lone voices, attempting to further the coaching cause with limited budgets and having little more than lip-service support from senior-level sponsors.

Checklists of topics that project leaders might find useful are brought together at the end of the book (Appendix B). These are intended to include full ‘shopping lists’, even if some items are optional considerations and others don’t apply to every type of coaching project. Some degree of discretion is therefore needed to choose which items are relevant and practical for your particular needs.

The book is organized into three main parts:


	Part One considers the organizational contexts for using coaching, exploring the concept of setting an agenda to align coaching applications with business needs and discussing the relevance of choosing between different levels of aspiration in deciding how to focus a coaching project. The potential need to identify different interpretations of what ‘coaching’ is and factors that might indicate why coaching may be preferred over other interventions such as training and mentoring are considered in Chapters 1 and 2.

	Part Two provides guidance on implementing a coaching initiative – not just where coaching is being introduced for the first time, but also where concerted action is needed to set a fresh direction. The tasks of operating an ongoing coaching service are considered, as is the challenge of sustaining and developing coaching as a management style.

	Part Three puts the spotlight on capitalizing on what is learnt through coaching, emphasizing especially the role of audit and evaluation. A method for assessing the effectiveness and impact of coaching is described and a means for ensuring that a coaching practice remains fit for purpose is also outlined.



Readers who have already embarked upon a coaching programme or who are well acquainted with the principles of coaching may find that there’s much that will be familiar to them in the first two chapters. Even though just a skim read of these opening pages may be appropriate for such readers, we suggest that it will be worth at least reconsidering what is meant by coaching and why coaching may be a preferable intervention for addressing particular needs over others.

Defining coaching

Before we can start considering how to implement coaching, we might start by asking: What is coaching?

Unfortunately, for many, finding an answer to this question has proved to be quite an elusive task: put 10 coaches in a room, and the chances are that you’ll be offered 10 different versions of what coaching actually is! Indeed, there are possibly as many definitions of what coaching is as there are coaches, though hopefully there’ll be a fair degree of common ground between these!

A quick glance at the myriad of attempts to create a Rubicon definition that can be accepted by all illustrates the dilemma that many have encountered. Michael Jay offers us: ‘in the simplest terms, the coach is someone who uses coaching knowledge, skills and abilities without responsibility, accountability or authority over the outcomes of the person being coached while seeking to co-generate well-being, purpose, competence and awareness as a result of a coaching interaction’ (Jay, 1999).

Meantime, Richard Kilburg weighs in with a definition for executive coaching: ‘a helping relationship formed between a client who has managerial authority and responsibility in an organization and a consultant who uses a wide variety of behavioural techniques and methods to help clients achieve a mutually identified set of goals to improve his or her professional performance and personal satisfaction and, consequently, to improve the effectiveness of the client’s organization within a formally defined coaching agreement’ (Kilburg, 1996). Next, Loehr and Emerson (2008) give us ‘[helping] another person reach higher performance by creating a dialogue that leads to awareness and action’.

Dig a little deeper, and the definitions become more elaborate still – and so too, more and more perplexing for a newcomer to fathom.

Eric Parsloe is amongst the body of coaching commentators who prefer to avoid seeking a definitive explanation of what coaching is, although he offers a preferred version: ‘coaching is a process that enables learning and development to occur and thus performance to improve. To be successful, a coach requires a knowledge and understanding of the processes as well as the variety of styles, skills and techniques that are appropriate to the context in which the coaching takes place’ (Parsloe, 1999).

Another thoughtful definition comes from Whitmore: ‘coaching is unlocking a person’s potential to maximize their own performance. It is helping them to learn rather than teaching them’ (Whitmore, 2002). Perhaps more simply, we might adopt a view that ‘coaching is [about] the conversation, not the tool’.

What is useful about these offerings is that they begin to pick out the bones of what gives coaching its power, or what it is that makes coaching work for many people.

We might also talk about ‘life coaching’ (‘a purposeful conversation that inspires you to create the life you want’ (Burn, 2007)), ‘executive coaching’ (‘the art and science of facilitating the personal development, learning and performance of an executive’ (Dembkowski, 2006)), ‘leadership coaching’, ‘performance coaching’ and ‘transformational coaching’, to name just a few. Then there are differing coaching practices to consider as well – ‘solutions focus coaching’, ‘cognitive-behavioural coaching’ and ‘appreciative coaching’ amongst them.

Our own favourite choice of words is offered by Naked Leader author David Taylor in his own take on organizational coaching, The Naked Coach: ‘[business coaching is] any and every intervention that enables people, teams and organizations to be their very best’ (Taylor, 2007).

For the coaching purist, Taylor’s somewhat blunt explanation may be lacking substance. On its own, this definition doesn’t distinguish coaching from ‘mentoring’, ‘counselling’, ‘training’ and a variety of other interventions.

We believe that his offering at least encourages us to get to the heart of what coaching is meant to be about – helping people move forward, and in a way that taps into their inner personal resources and self-potential. This is where coaching often has an edge over other approaches: it gives insight and inspiration, challenging people to search inside for answers and to gain satisfaction and increased motivation when they find them. This is also why coaching has built up such a strong fan base within organizations – it really offers the power to change people in both the short and the long term, both for their own good and for the good of their organization.

So you may be wondering what our own contribution to the lexicon of coaching definitions might be! While not wanting to be deliberately evasive, we prefer to concur with some commentators that the best definition of coaching is the one that works for you and your organization. As we’ll see later, the ways in which organizations have applied their meaning of coaching have taken widely differing starting points. It’s not for us to say whose choice of words is right or wrong.

Nevertheless, it’s helpful to consider the telltale signs that characterize most people’s definition:


	Coaching is non-directive – it’s for a coachee to set the agenda, not the coach.

	Coaching focuses on helping a coachee to reach their objectives.

	Coaching causes individuals to dig deep, reflect, think through options clearly and determine courses of action that they feel motivated to follow.

	Coaching is for a purpose – it’s not about having a cosy chat about ‘anything and everything’; it has a definite start and an ending.

	Coaching invites an individual to stretch out of their comfort zone and helps them to explore more of their potential.



Taken alone, some of these characteristics might easily be applied to a variety of managerial interventions and communication styles, such as transformational leadership training, for example. Again, it’s a question of the context in which the activity is being described and any definition adopted by the organization that matters when comparing one thing with another. In practice, coaching overlaps and integrates with a range of other disciplines; for example, it typically plays an important part in mentoring conversations.

None of these criteria is the mutually exclusive domain of coaching. Arguably all management interventions should have a clear beginning and ending; various activities may focus on helping an individual to achieve their objectives, while many teaching methods adopted in classroom training are non-directive. Some in our list might also be challenged. In the workplace, for example, coaching is often aimed at achieving organizational goals as much as ones set by an individual. However, this merely serves to illustrate the tangled web we weave when trying to establish a universal definition for coaching: what one person or organization understands isn’t necessarily the interpretation of another.

One further reason that we prefer to avoid offering a single definition of ‘coaching’ is that the term is often used to refer to a management style as much as to an ongoing process in a committed relationship, whether the coach is a professional in their field or not, and whether or not they are able to act as an independent party to their coachee’s management line.

A research team commissioned by the UK’s Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) to explore the factors that are likely to encourage coaching on the front line would seem to concur with our view. In summarizing their approach to their study, the Portsmouth University team suggest that ‘[the] line manager as a coach role is better understood as a coaching style of management, integrated within a move from a command and control approach to a more participative style of management’ (Anderson et al, 2009).
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CASE STUDY
Onward and upward: the rise and rise of CareSource

Now with a workforce of more than 900 staff, Dayton, Ohio-based healthcare management provider CareSource has seen its staff base triple in size in almost as many years. As others that have faced similar growth have discovered, growth brings its own challenges. Not least, new managers and leaders need to become quickly effective in their posts, while career development needs to be managed carefully.

There was then an obvious role for coaching when the organization launched its coaching programme, having earlier launched a successful mentoring programme. Coaching is offered to all new managers and directors as part of a structured process by the organization’s Coaching and Consulting faculty, one of four schools of the CareSource University (CSU). New manager and director coaching typically comprises 12 sessions spread over a six-month period and includes formal contracting and evaluation activities.

While career and leadership development is an important focus for coaching, this doesn’t have an exclusive call on the services offered by CSU. Interpersonal issues are also popular amongst the themes that are brought for coaching.

This mix of process and clear communication has helped foster an openness amongst newcomers to coaching to engage with it, for example by excluding individuals whose current performance isn’t in good standing from being eligible to take up the service. From the outset of the programme, CareSource were careful to promote coaching as being a positive intervention, rather than one that might be seen as having remedial overtones.

Matt Becker, CareSource’s coaching and mentoring manager, explains that steady growth was important when establishing the practice, which initially launched on an informal basis and with an individual-centred focus. Later, the programme was developed in a small manageable way, remaining capable of matching demand with the supply of available qualified coaches and developing a reputation for trust along the way.

Potential candidates for coaching must satisfy key eligibility criteria, and appreciate the differing contexts for using coaching and mentoring. The latter recognizes that a mentee is likely to receive a higher level of direct guidance, direction and advice than they might expect from a coach, while the former is positioned to support ‘improving [an] individual’s self-awareness, discovering possibilities for themselves and how to handle various situations’.

Becker also remarks that making sure that no one is ever coerced into coaching has played an important part in creating a successful practice, while CareSource’s focused use of coaching has enabled it to align closely with organizational development priorities.

Jaclyn Smith, director of CSU, adds that the ability to build on the early success stories of individuals who had sought out coaching and at the same time tying the role of coaching to other development strategies (eg when on-boarding new managers) allowed a much stronger case for fully investing in coaching to be made than might otherwise have been the case.

The organization has paid special attention to evaluating coaching, to the point of assessing impacts and even (where relevant) attaching these to monetary values.

The coaching practice has shown that it can not only keep step with the needs of an organization that is on a fast-track expansion, but help to facilitate an easy transition through this critical period too. Now with a strong body of leaders whose own careers have been helped through coaching and who are able to see why coaching matters, there’s every reason to believe that CSU’s coaches will have an equally important part to play in the company’s next period of development.
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Perhaps some organizations shy away from taking steps to ‘implement coaching’ because they believe that too much is involved in training all managers to a minimum standard of coaching proficiency, making time available for coach and coachee to meet regularly in private, and not really being sure that it’s all worthwhile. Another common objection (as Jackie was once informed) is “We don’t do emotions round here, just delivering the job.” It doesn’t have to be this way: basic awareness training can deliver positive returns, even where a minority of managers are ready to take a coaching mindset into their everyday management repertoire.

So within a single organization, it’s possible to talk about coaching in a variety of contexts and with differing meanings. Perhaps this is why many have struggled to pin down a perfect definition. In the parlance used in this book, we’ll therefore use the term ‘coaching’ quite loosely, making clear when distinguishing one type of coaching application (such as implementing a programme to develop in-house coaches) from another (eg sourcing executive coaches).

In starting implementation or deciding where to take a coaching initiative that’s already been put into practice, it’s therefore important to decide what type of coaching to target. At one extreme, there is what we might for convenience call ‘pure’ coaching.

At the other extreme, ‘coaching’ may simply refer to a style of communicating – a way of interacting with another person that aims to help them think, find realization and then act.

Contracting external coaches is most popular for meeting executives’ needs, although this doesn’t mean that the coaches they engage need to possess a radically different skill set from any other coach. An exception is perhaps the ability to relate to the types of issues, language and context that their clients most commonly want to discuss.

Coaches brought in from outside an organization or peer-level coaches drawn from other organizations are generally preferred by executives for the simple reason that many amongst the top brass don’t feel comfortable opening up on what may often be personal or commercially sensitive matters with their peers or more junior personnel.

However, this is by no means a universal reality that can be seen in every organization. We have encountered several examples of in-house coaches being successfully matched with clients1 who rank several levels higher than themselves within their organization. From what was at first a surprising discovery for us, we learned that coachees often preferred this arrangement over being coached by a heavyweight in their organization who they felt might be inclined to judge them or increase pressure on them to perform – or by an outsider who found it hard to relate to the situations they described.

What goes on behind the closed doors of an executive’s office is often more mundane than might be assumed. Rather than poring over key strategic decisions and reflecting on how to become a better leader, many executives’ concerns often focus around feelings of isolation in their role or being troubled over how to interact with a fellow director. That’s not to play down the importance of such concerns; of course, a fair bit of character building and high-level creative and strategic thinking does flow out of executive coaching sessions too. The beneficial impacts for the organization that result can often be far-reaching.

Of course, in between these extremes lies a wide range of variations, such as the in-house programme, designed to up-skill a cohort of coaches from amongst an organization’s own staff base at a level no different from that which might be expected of an external coach (Figure 1.1).

FIGURE 1.1Meaning of coaching. Coaching may mean different things to different people or organizations, characterized by a number of variables or ‘sliding scales’
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What coaching isn’t

As much as we might try to pin down what coaching is, it’s possibly helpful also to consider what it isn’t. For a start, as it’s often used within workplace contexts ‘coaching’ doesn’t normally have the same connotation as it does when used in sports environments. In recent years, coaching has emerged as a discipline on the back of a practice that was found to work in sporting contexts; however, it’s often the case today that the notion of a ‘national coach’ of (say) a hockey or baseball team bears little resemblance to the type of coach that an organization may wish to engage with, and even less with the wonderful character known as ‘Coach’, who some might recall used to clean glasses behind the bar in the popular TV series Cheers! Of course, that’s not to say that these types of coach don’t have a valuable role to play too.

Sports coaches may well deploy very similar techniques to achieve the best from their teams, to encourage and support. However, they are also often seen as the people who are key decision makers in planning game strategy, hiring and firing players, and being the object of endless criticism in the back pages of our newspapers. These are not typical role models for the type of coach that we have in mind.

In our view, coaching isn’t quite the same as mentoring either, although both often go hand-in-hand and mentoring typically involves using a coaching style. Some might want to under-stress a distinction between the two, including Bob Garvey, Professor in the Centre for Individual and Organization Development at Sheffield Hallam University. From his exploration of the origins of coaching and mentoring, Garvey reports that he ‘[has] found that there isn’t a difference in the skills and processes of coaching and mentoring but in timescales and context’ (Garvey, 2008). Perhaps this highlights a difference in the way that coaching and mentoring are often used.

As with coaching, mentoring aims to help an individual move forward in some way. Often – but not always – this takes a longer-term, career-focused view. But for us, the key question in a mentee’s mind is usually ‘How do I achieve…?’ or perhaps ‘What is it that I need to do to become…?’

A mentor may bring wisdom, knowledge and an appreciation of the political and organizational structures within which a mentee works. He or she may offer suggestions and act as a source of information and reference point for contacts. But the mentor’s greatest contribution is to help a mentee develop their own understanding of their potential and to identify the pitfalls and the opportunities they may face – often through coaching.

Both coaching and mentoring involve good listening skills, working to an individual’s goals, and should be non-judgemental and free of assumption. Both rely on trust, confidence and openness and should offer an opportunity for the individual to speak, clarify thoughts and put things in perspective. Both are mutually compatible and as communication styles are often used together.

As there is both a blurring and a distinction between coaching and mentoring that most people would recognize, so too can comparisons be made between coaching and other types of intervention. We’ll consider some of these later in this chapter.

One further popular misconception of coaching is the idea that it offers no more than an opportunity for a busy person to shut off from their frantic schedule once or twice a month for half an hour or so, to unburden whatever’s on their mind with someone who’s not going to give them a hard time. As those who coach or who receive coaching will know, this is a fallacy. In fact, a good coach may occasionally raise the strength of a challenge put to a coachee, and most practical coaching sessions usually end with a coachee resolving to carry through a series of actions. As Jackie likes to put it, coaching isn’t just for those who like to retreat to ‘a darkened room and drape a wet flannel across their forehead’.

This isn’t to say that the opportunity to take a brief break from normal activity isn’t useful, nor that the discipline of sounding out with another person isn’t valuable either. In one sense, a coach may well be thought of as a ‘professional friend’. However, as we hope may be becoming clear, their role extends far beyond this.

In practice, we’ve found that most organizations aim to encourage coaching in a variety of forms. Informal coaching is usually no less important than a formal, contracted coaching relationship, and especially if a significant proportion of managers are ready to take coaching on board as a basic skill, used without ceremony in everyday conversation.

Our definition of ‘workplace coaching implementation’ is therefore equally broad. This potentially includes a programme of mixed activities to provide an internal pool of coaches, a managers’ training course or coaching awareness initiative, or standardizing on criteria for offering coaching and hiring coaches.

Similarly, when we refer to ‘coaching’, we may speak about the coaching that is offered to teams rather than individuals, in particular circumstances only, or as ambitious a purpose as its sponsors want it to be. To come back to the point we made earlier, it’s the outcomes of coaching rather than the precise nature of the practice itself that really matters. For organizations that are often resource-strapped, outcomes need to have a clear business value.

Role of the coach

Our foregoing discussion of what coaching is should shed a light on the role of a coach. As we’ve already mentioned, a coach should be a powerful ally for a coachee, someone who is more than a mere sounding board or ‘second brain’. Rather, a coach helps an individual to make sense of a particular topic or situation and to work through their response to this.

A coach then needs to be an exceptionally good listener, able to give the space and time needed for a coachee to form their thoughts and draw their own conclusions, in their own time. Coaches must be able to frame their comments and pose the deep questions that will prompt coachees to set about probing self-searching, and they must be able to play back what they hear and offer further suggestions for reflection when relevant to help a coachee pull together their developing insights. At the same time, they must be ready to challenge their clients and encourage them to move out of their comfort zones.

As basic as this may seem, the ability to genuinely listen to what an individual is saying and to form questions that don’t presume an answer is considerably more difficult for most of us than we might like to admit. The temptation to jump in and offer opinions of our own as well as to cut short another person as soon as we believe that we’ve understood the point that they are making is just irresistible for many of us!

Depending on the context of the work they perform and their preferred personal styles, many managers fall into this trap. In environments where the onus is on ‘getting the job done’, it’s perhaps understandable that cutting to the chase with bold instruction is the management style of choice for many. When this becomes entrenched as a normal means of interacting, to suddenly change into a coaching mode is a tall order. Not only may the skills demanded of a good coach not be readily practised, but the whole psychological contract that exists between managers and members of their teams (‘I’m the boss’ and ‘This is the way we do things around here’) is difficult for some managers to set aside.

But there are other challenges too. A coach’s role requires that they can be perfectly trusted with virtually any personal confidence. In order for an individual to talk through their feelings and to open up on their inner thoughts, as is often necessary for coaching to do its work, both coach and coachee must feel fully comfortable about sharing these feelings and thoughts.

Of course, some individuals will feel perfectly at ease opening up in this way with their line manager or another colleague with whom they interact on a day-to-day basis. However, for most, this is to expect a great deal, not least because it assumes that individuals will set aside the usual modus operandi in their relationship with their manager.

It’s then perhaps not surprising that some believe that coaches need to be independent of an individual’s network of everyday working relationships and management line. But managers can and do coach, and a common objective for many organizations’ coaching initiatives is to encourage this practice as the norm. We’ll have a little more to say on this in the next section.

Ultimately, coaching is typically about changing mindsets and behaviour, very often being transformational in nature – in other words, having a lasting, positive effect. For us, this is usually what is most exciting to witness as a coach – an individual really ‘unlocking their potential’ and breaking through personal comfort zones to discover hidden talents and ways of playing to their natural strengths. To observe a transformation is almost like witnessing a miracle, and there’s something very special in seeing a fellow human being experience such a breakthrough. Of course, since a coach and coachee work together to achieve a coachee’s objectives, there’s a sense of shared achievement in this (although a coach shouldn’t forget that the real work has been undertaken by the coachee).

The manager as coach

If the role of a coach is relatively easy for most people to agree upon, then the notion of the ‘manager as coach’ is altogether more difficult to discern. Once again, we start with a potential conflict of definitions: are we referring to a standard coaching relationship in which the only variation is that the coach and coachee have a line management relationship with each other, to a style of managing, or perhaps to both of these? Since managers are often the key target for coaching training, it’s worthwhile spending a moment or two considering the part that coaching can play in a management role.

Conversations with different organizations quickly reveal that one of two outcomes is usually expected of manager coach initiatives. One intention is to equip those responsible for managing staff with the knowledge, skill and will routinely sit down with each of their charges and just coach, no less diligently than as if a professional coach had been contracted for the task. Such coaching typically focuses on staff performance, remedial or skill-building objectives.

Line managers may be seen as being well placed to develop and motivate their staff, since not only are these an integral part of their role, but they are usually also able to observe and offer feedback to coachees when appropriate. What’s more, managers can help coachees put their objectives in context not only with what matters for them, but with what’s important for their team and wider organization as well. Of course, there are also disadvantages for line managers taking on a coach’s role, as we’ll see in just a moment.

A second common intention of putting managers through a coaching programme is to provide them with an appreciation of how and why coaching is effective in helping staff, and to equip them with basic coaching skills to use at their discretion. The expectation here is not that managers will start scheduling in monthly ‘one-to-ones’ with all their staff, but will regularly adopt a coaching style in the briefest of everyday conversations. So too, coaching of teams is increasingly being promoted as a powerful manager skill-set, and one that is distinct from facilitation, with the former tending to be ‘more goal-focused than the process-orientation of group facilitation and the roles of coach and facilitator [being] subtly different’ (Brown and Grant, 2010).

A wider hope might be that managers’ mindsets and approaches to working with staff might change if there’s a groundswell of enthusiasm for coaching – in short, when managers feel more ready to get in touch with their ‘helping side’.

This second objective for manager coach programmes seems to be the one most organizations expect to achieve. According to respondents to a recent learning and development survey by the CIPD (CIPD, 2008), 36 per cent of the organizations questioned identified responsibility for coaching as lying with line managers and 79 per cent reported that coaching is used for ‘general development’.

But while the skill-sets and mindsets needed for both intended outcomes are the same, each requires different treatment to implement effectively. We should then consider each of the two intentions separately.

The question of whether a line manager can or should be a coach is itself controversial, setting the stage for an engaging debate hosted by the Association for Coaching in London some years ago2 with the differing positions represented by Carole Wilson and Philip Ferrar, then a consultant with Momenta Consulting. Ferrar argued that it’s implausible to expect all managers to adopt a coaching mindset all of the time, citing findings from his postgraduate research into the topic. He argued that there are inherent aspects of a manager’s role which often get in the way of their becoming a good coach: a manager’s mindset tends towards thinking in terms of completing tasks rather than seeing staff as ‘clients’, while the relationship that managers and subordinates have with each other often acts against openness, trust and shared confidence where reputations, concerns for career progression and managers’ perceptions of their power zone come into play.

Opponents of this argument might respond that coaching can often make life easier for managers, producing better-thinking individuals, more cooperative teams and more effective ways of completing tasks. While this might often be so, a problem facing those who promote manager coach programmes is how to get this message across in a way that convinces managers to invest a little time to try out what’s on offer, to show that coaching isn’t a ‘pink and fluffy’ distraction.

Coaching as a management style

We return to considering the aim of integrating coaching as an everyday management style, by which we mean an approach to managing, an attitude and an application of skill.

Janice Caplan puts it as follows: ‘a coaching style of management is one where the manager uses coaching techniques in discussions and dealings with staff. By using these techniques, the manager encourages the employee to identify options and seek his or her own solutions to problems’ (Caplan, 2003). She continues, ‘This style is in direct contrast to a directive one where the manager has the answer and tells employees how it should be done.’ This may be a hackneyed definition for coaching purists: brief, ad hoc conversations are rarely transformational, they might say, while giving relatively little focus to the coaching relationship.

However, using a coaching style in everyday management and perhaps occasional one-to-one meetings such as personal development planning is not without value. What’s more, this may have the best chance of being permanently taken up by a majority of managers over plans to establish regular coaching sessions, and especially if coaching is offered as an option for managers to use at their discretion rather than by decree. It’s not just managers either who may benefit from adopting a coaching approach in conversation – indeed, anyone can usefully get in on the act. We should note, however, that it is possible to over-coach or coach at inappropriate times.

Most of the anecdotal success stories of ‘manager as coach’ programmes cited by coaching sponsors are of this type: the major UK retail store Selfridges has seen rising customer satisfaction scores following sales-floor staff coaching, a dramatic jump in National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) skill levels was seen by train staff of the railway company First Great Western, and happy cohorts of staff have responded to coaching interventions at John Lewis Partnership, to name just a few.3

Angela Vint et al suggest that one benefit of adopting coaching as a management style is that it can be a powerful way to influence others: ‘the coaching director makes time on a regular basis to talk to the person concerned about themselves, rather than just about the task. [She/he] recognizes, respects and encourages the person to include total life responsibilities in work.’ They continue: ‘the coaching director provides the context for the people to come up with the right answers for themselves and the business by setting the direction, giving support and then asking questions and listening to the answers… [their] aim is to inspire people, to get the best out of them and create an atmosphere that allows them to succeed’ (Vint et al, 1998).

Coaching’s role amongst the ‘helping skills’

As a management style, coaching might be thought of as one of a number of approaches – though not to say one of the more important – that managers might use when offering support for an individual’s development and learning, or when encouraging them to perform at their best. Amongst the other ‘helping skills’ are those shown in Figure 1.2. There’s a close overlap between many of these styles, and switching back and forth between different interventions can occur quickly within a single conversation.

FIGURE 1.2Management styles
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These skills may be broadly categorized according to the degree to which an individual knows the answer and the degree to which it is appropriate ask questions or give answers.

Considering the alternatives, the primary concerns for a manager are then: What will most help the individual move forward, getting them from ‘A to B’? Which is the style that is most likely to be effective given the current need? and When is it appropriate to involve a specialist?

A possible approach when choosing which style to adopt is to consider the situation an individual is in. The well-known model for ‘Situational Leadership’ developed by Paul Hersey and Ken Blanchard (Hersey and Blanchard, 1977) offers help here. This presents a mix of possible management interventions, which adopt, to a greater or lesser degree, supportive or directive styles (Figure 1.3). The argument underpinning the model is that the choice of style that is most appropriate to use in different circumstances should be driven by both an individual’s ability and their motivation. Coaching might be recommended where an individual has some ability but lacks commitment, although it may also be relevant where their competency level is high.

FIGURE 1.3Choice of management approach according to situation (after Hersey and Blanchard (1977))
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But motivation and ability aren’t the only concerns for coaching. A coachee’s knowledge must also be taken into account. There’s little use continuing to probe for answers when a coachee has genuinely exhausted the bounds of their knowledge – ‘knowing what they don’t know’ or ‘not knowing what they don’t know’, to borrow a line from another concept familiar in training circles.

An initial consideration is that an individual may choose not to declare what they do not know to a coach or manager, a boundary which of course any good coach worth their salt needs to respect. Furthermore, both coach and coachee may be in the dark about some topics, in which case coaching is a logical style for a manager to adopt.

But where a coachee is knowledgeable, a variation of the Johari Window and ‘conscious consciousness’ model4 comes into play for selecting the appropriate management style (see Figure 1.4). Here, coaching or mentoring is the preferred choice.

FIGURE 1.4Management intervention according to knowledge
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The Situational Leadership model takes us back to another way of classifying styles according to two main variables – the extent to which an individual knows an answer, and the extent to which they are asked questions. Figure 1.5 suggests how alternative styles might be plotted against these two axes.

FIGURE 1.5The ‘helping skills’
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Of course, all of this is mere guidance. Managers shouldn’t need to struggle over which style to use at every turn, but rather be able to move naturally from one to another, even when they may be less practised or prefer some less than others. Encouraging this ‘portfolio’ ability is perhaps one key objective for much coaching training offered to managers.

‘Coaching culture’

Accepting the role qualifications that might be expected of a coach described above and the contexts in which many managers operate, it’s perhaps not surprising that the notion of achieving a ‘coaching culture’ is a tall order for many organizations. This isn’t to say that this isn’t achievable, but as we’ll see in the next chapter, in some cases it isn’t always desirable either.

The term ‘coaching culture’ is referred to very regularly, but – guess what? – there are more than a few different ideas of what this actually means. A recent conversation between Clive and an organization development (OD) director of a large public service organization during a break at a conference illustrates the point.

The jocular senior officer had been expounding his pride at what had been achieved within his organization some two to three years after introducing coaching. ‘All of our top guys are heavily into this coaching thing’, he explained. ‘You see it all the time. There’s a definite coaching culture right across the business now.’

At that moment, his mobile phone rang and, making his apologies, he retreated into a nearby corner to take the call. Left alone with half a glass of apple juice and a half-eaten piece of quiche, Clive couldn’t avoid overhearing most of what was quite a loud and expressive conversation. ‘Haven’t I told you a thousand times not to do that!… Tell him to get off his !!@&*! butt and do what I say!… No, we’re not doing that!’

Phone call completed, the OD supremo returned to his conversation with Clive, beaming about the joys of having a coaching culture.

Of course, it’s not necessary for coaching to be a part of every single conversation for an organization to feel that coaching is an important part of its culture. The OD director may well have been right about the change in perspective or an intention to coach when it’s appropriate being widespread within his organization, and his apparently off beat phone conversation might simply have been one of those moments when a strong directive style was called for. However, it’s possible that his perception of what constitutes a coaching culture may be different from others. Certainly, coaching is not just an add-on to what’s practised already, although in our experience some organizations seem to view it this way, if not as a ‘light and woolly bolt-on’ at that!

For some, just the fact that a coaching programme exists or that some coaching takes place is enough to suggest that an organization has adopted a coaching ethos. Recruit a coach for every executive and let them proclaim the benefits of coaching for others, and some may say that you’re already one step away from being in coaching culture heaven.

The leader of a coaching programme in a large UK retail organization offered another interpretation: ‘For me, it’s about being able to walk around this building and eavesdrop on lots of small coaching conversations going on – by the water-cooler, in the cafeteria, across a desk. I’d like to think that most people – not just managers – are constantly thinking “Is this a good opportunity for me to coach?” and not thinking twice to take action when they see that it is.’

This seems to us to be quite a common aim for coaching initiatives – to instil coaching as a pervasive style right across an organization, and in the process, changing the way in which colleagues interact with each other from a situation in which direction is the normal mode of communicating to one in which supporting each other’s development and quality of thinking is at the forefront.

We might add another view of what a coaching culture is: one in which everyone who wants to be coached and when it’s appropriate and practical is offered coaching (possibly by a manager or other close working colleague).

Of course there are clear situations where using a coaching style may not be preferred. For example, when a fire breaks out, it wouldn’t be very bright for a Manager to launch into a stream of questions about the situation, such as: “What colour are the flames?”, “How warm are you feeling?”, “What options are available to stop you getting burned?” and the like!

We’ve encountered a relatively small number of organizations that currently operate this policy, although as we’ll see later, the growth in popularity of in-house coaching programmes makes this more of a practical reality for many more.

What this all means for implementing workplace coaching

Enough for some starting definitions. We hope that we may have at least highlighted the importance of being clear about where coaching implementation starts and where it ends, and we’ll keep the various distinctions that are often made in mind as we continue through the following chapters.

However, first we should return our attention to what for us is a vastly more important matter than debating what coaching is – what coaching delivers. This is our theme for the next chapter.

Summary

There may be no universal definition of what ‘coaching’ is; however, most commentators agree on common characteristics. In particular, coaching is intended to be transformative for the individual who is being coached, causing them to reflect, and to find fresh insight and inspiration; in short, coaching aims to help people become their best.

Confusion of meaning takes a further turn when we speak of coaching in the different contexts of a dedicated, one-to-one relationship, as an activity undertaken by a line manager and as a management style, amongst other variations. Views about what constitutes a ‘coaching culture’ are similarly varied. Opinions differ on whether or not a line manager can or should step into the role of a coach; however, few would argue that coaching is a highly valuable skill for managers to deploy in their everyday task of managing people.

Notes

1‘Clients for coaching’: we use this term to refer to coachees, ie the individuals who are the subjects for coaching, who play an active part in the coaching process. Clients for coaching must both appreciate what coaching is about and how it may benefit them and be ready to commit themselves to playing their part to allow coaching a chance to succeed.

2The question ‘Can the boss be a coach?’ was the focus for a lively debate hosted by the Association for Coaching in London on 11 September 2007.

3The organizations cited are amongst the many case studies that are regularly featured in Coaching at Work magazine (see www.coaching-at-work.com).

4The Johari Window model was developed in the 1950s as a means of mapping an individual’s interpersonal awareness (see Luft and Ingham, 1955). The development of the ‘conscious consciousness’ model in recent thinking is often credited to Howell and Fleishman (Howell and Fleishman, 1982).








02 Why coaching?

What coaching aims to achieve for individuals and their organizations

For any organization or individual to spend any money on a new initiative, there must be an expectation that there will be a return from the expense of the venture that is worth having. Coaching investments concern not just ‘What’s In It For Me?’ (WIIFM) but ‘What’s In It For My Organization?’ (WIIFMO) too.

Predictions of what benefits or otherwise might result may well be speculative. Examples include investments in research and development activities that may or may not lead to a new product being discovered that will fly and money spent on new marketing campaigns that have no precedent to judge whether they are likely to be successful or not.

However, in each of these cases, past experience shows that these types of activity do usually yield positive outcomes, even if they result from just one out of a number of sales pitches, marketing campaigns or new product ideas that hits the mark. Very few would argue that proactively engaging in these activities is nothing short of crucial for most organizations, and especially those driven by commercial objectives.

We might reasonably ask whether the same could be said of coaching initiatives. After all, the time, money and human resource put into bringing coaching into organizations are often very substantial. Amongst other big-ticket costs, individuals are put through training programmes, coaches are hired and individuals are assigned to ‘make coaching work’. Add to this the time that’s taken in engaging coaches with coachees, time-out for coaching practitioners to further their professional development or spending time with supervisors, and of course, the time spent by both coach and coachee in coaching conversations, and it’s not hard to see how coaching spend can quickly become a very significant element of anyone’s learning and development budget.

Some may argue that there are good precedents for coaching’s positive ROI1 that can be pointed to, either isolated examples of how coaching has brought value when it has been offered on a limited basis within their own organization, or by referring to the many success stories touted in Human Resource journals, conferences and online forums.

It’s certainly true that a number of convincing case studies do exist – amongst them those that feature in magazines such as Coaching At Work and Choice: The magazine of professional coaching and studies commissioned by professional HR bodies such as the CIPD (of which The Case For Coaching (Jarvis, 2006) is one good example).

However, there’s more than just being able to point to a brief article that may emphasize the sell case for coaching. For example, giving examples of how coaching has been applied and what has been seen since may offer scant information about how much time and money has actually been spent to achieve this, or whether there’ve been as many disappointments as there have been positive outcomes from the initiative.

Reference might also be made to what the academics have to say, although consistent ‘meta-studies’ of the results of coaching within organizations are still in their infancy (at the time of writing, a global group of academics recently met to establish common parameters for coaching research2). The idea of such studies is to collect data about a range of the common underpinning factors that show why coaching is or isn’t effective across a wide range of organizations, drawn from many different contributors.

Similar studies in other fields have revealed compelling explanations of the factors that have most influence in achieving success. For example, Hattie and Marzano are amongst those who’ve examined the ‘effect sizes’ of different teacher interventions and learning interventions in education (Hattie, 2009; Marzano, 1998). Such a database of coaching experiences could possibly allow all sorts of rich analysis and provide a basis for justifying investments; however, at present this simply doesn’t exist at both the qualitative and quantitative levels needed for drawing reliable conclusions.

Another factor that has spurred many to believe that coaching is worth taking seriously is the experience of isolated examples of coaching that have achieved a breakthrough. A common example is when coaching has been used to help turn around the performance of a struggling individual when seemingly all other previous attempts to help them get back on course had failed.

However, with all of these possible indicators of coaching’s strengths, one key question remains – how on earth will it work here?

What may be appropriate for a clinical trial manager working in a pharmaceutical company may be less appropriate for a trainee surveyor working in another company. Alternatively, the opportunity and encouragement to try out what’s discussed in a coaching session in one company may not be on offer in other. Then coaching may be used for quite specific purposes in one business but a free rein might exist in another (even extending to allowing coaching to focus exclusively on personal over business objectives). The list of possible differences goes on. One thing is certain: that every organization’s experience of coaching will be unique by virtue of the fact that every organization is unique. Simply put, coaching needs to fit the needs of the organization. We’ve seen this in every organization that we’ve consulted with, and believe that this distinction applies irrespective of the differing interpretations or blends of ‘coaching’ adopted.

What then does coaching typically deliver? Amongst those we’ve consulted with, the most common applications referred to were:


	inducting new staff (‘First 100 Days’ programmes and the like);

	integrating a newly acquired businesses into the parent organization;

	developing the talent of fast-tracked employees;

	supporting for a specific change in objective;

	performance-related coaching (for example, in a sales or contact centre environment);

	remedial coaching; and

	supporting leadership development.



We’ve certainly met a fair few disappointed HR, organizational development and training managers who privately reported that coaching hadn’t delivered the results that they’d hoped for, even though they were able to point to a number of examples of coaching stories with happy endings too.

The ability to sustain an enthusiasm for coaching amongst the majority of managers who had been trained was apparent as a very common theme of concern. So too, relatively few of the organizations that we spoke to were able to confidently assess whether coaching had achieved a greater return on the investment that they’d put into implementing it, with many pointing to the difficulty of measuring the output of what’s often seen as being a ‘soft’ intervention.3 Convincing and meaningful evaluation is therefore critical when implementing coaching on any level other than a number of isolated coaching experiences. This is something that we’ll give considerable attention to in later chapters.

The organizations with whom we’ve consulted point to a wide range of outcomes, amongst which is evidence of:


	better-motivated staff;

	more capable staff;

	more confident individuals;

	people who recognize and are better able to play to their strengths;

	happier individuals and teams;

	individuals who have a better appreciation and respect for others’ points of view;

	completely changed attitudes and relationships;

	better organizational performance; and

	organizational culture shift.



In our experience, coaching can significantly lift an individual’s motivation, even creating (as one of Jackie’s former colleagues put it) ‘a sudden outburst of morale’!

Notably, most of these require both a mindset and a behavioural change on the part of the coachee. Indeed, some have argued that these are invariably the main consequences of coaching (see, for example, Zeus and Skiffington, 2002).
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CASE STUDY
Wagamama Australia: creating new mindsets

The launch of the restaurant chain Wagamama in Australia largely followed the template expected when the new national licensee began a process of replicating the successful model that had already been adopted in the UK and elsewhere.

However, as with many ambitious start-up companies, the business soon found itself being stretched to its limit when it attempted to grow too rapidly. Staff training and operational management came under severe pressure, and with a clutch of restaurants being launched at around the same time in cities as far apart as Perth and Brisbane, attention to good customer service was strongly endangered.

It was, then, an up-hill challenge that faced Mark Rowland when he took over the role of chief executive officer (CEO) of the company in 2006. Despite fresh shareholder funding, money was not being spent to fund growth and further injections of capital were required in the ensuing two years to keep the business afloat.

With a need to tightly control cash flow to avoid continuing along a course towards bankruptcy, an unsustainable operation and very limited budget for staff development, launching a coaching programme might have been furthest from the minds of most people.

However, Mark engaged coaching support (from the Sydney-based company Equilibro), a move that led to him radically changing his own thinking and sufficiently impressing others for his operational director, Troy Kelly, to want to commit to an intensive coach accreditation programme himself. What Mark describes as being a set of common ‘psychological impediments’ stood in the way of most people’s performance, including his own.

Common impediments that detracted from individuals making constant customer-serving and cash-flow positive decisions included false assumptions about the principle of suggestive selling and a reluctance to view diners as guests. Supplementary training and mentoring had gone some way towards addressing such issues but hadn’t changed attitudes – to have something pointed out as being wrong didn’t engage the appreciation of and belief in a need to change that would empower and motivate individuals to work effectively with customers and each other.

Having recognized the change in personal perspective that could result from coaching, it seemed logical to assign it an important role in bringing about the change required. In particular, the top team, restaurant general managers and staff needed to quickly refocus their attention on service delivery.

Coaching was delivered on a one-to-one level for general managers (initially on a pilot basis) as well as playing a key role in facilitated team training events. Virtually all of the chain’s 450 staff base responded positively to the intervention, including individuals from widely varying ethnic backgrounds and having differing language skills.

Changes that resulted included better accountability being accepted at a local level, more effective communication between individuals, restaurants and the management team, and a stronger willingness amongst managers and staff alike to give and receive non-judgemental feedback. At the same time, the meaning of ‘good performance’ became better understood, trust in each individual’s ability to manage a task strengthened and a sense was engendered that everything the team works at is done with a positive intention.

With a rapid turnaround in mindsets being apparent, coaching quickly took on a very significant role in the company’s people development effort – representing around 60 per cent of all effort put into this area. Feedback from staff through satisfaction surveys concerning the support given by managers was suddenly very positive, while mystery diner scores significantly improved during a relatively brief period, staff turnover fell and morale increased.

Profitability rose exponentially and, at the time of a visit by Wagamama’s group CEO, the Australian operation had become the group’s leading licence performer, comprising 14 restaurants and generating annual revenues of A$25 million.

Mark is convinced that the company’s investment in coaching probably saved it from the brink of disaster – rather than scrimp on the level of coaching procured, highly experienced coaches were engaged during the company’s critical transition in preference to more recently trained internal ones (the thinking being that strong coaching would produce the highest-quality results).

Looking back, Mark says that faced with a similar situation again (ie taking on a business that was possibly weeks away from collapsing), he would repeat the process, but with an even clearer purpose at the outset and a resolve to move forward more rapidly. As he observes: ‘I can’t think of anything better to get the culture you want.’

[image: ]

To come to a new way of thinking about things may involve a degree of learning, but normally, it critically depends on self-reflection, creating and testing out how and why things happen and why people think and act as they do. This may require suggestions to be introduced, such as a prompt to thinking about how another person might view a situation, but the crucial factor for instilling change is that an individual reaches their own conclusions.

Once a new perspective or belief has been established, it’s usually a relatively simple step to find the motivation to change behaviour. In some cases, this may happen automatically. But in others, a conscious decision is needed for a person to start doing things differently, usually inspired by a belief that by so doing they’ll achieve a particular goal that is motivating for them (whether this is of the ‘push’ or ‘pull’ type in nature – ‘do this or else!’ or ‘do this and good things will surely come!’).

Coaching is then fundamentally about changing people, and in a way that is beneficial both for themselves and for their team and organization. Here too, we find a common disconnect: coaching may well suit an individual, but the focus of what is being considered in a coaching conversation may not obviously be relevant for their organization. For some, this may not be a problem: they may say that if employees are getting something positive out of their coaching conversations, then that’s as good a reason as any to allow such sessions to continue. Of course, individuals who feel that they’re achieving more in their personal domain are likely in turn to translate some of that positivity into their work.

For others, this is too nebulous to justify considerable time and resource. For these, coaching has to serve a tangible business as well as individual objective. The need for what we call an ‘agenda’ for coaching, or a clear statement of how coaching is intended to benefit both individuals and the business, then becomes all the more important. We believe that all too many attempts to implement coaching have faltered because they’ve not been set in a clear business context. We’ll therefore examine this notion in the next chapter in some detail.

By defining an agenda, the expected deliverables from coaching should become clear. These may be simply the direct outputs of coaching itself or be a consequence of such a change, possibly also resulting from the knock-on effects of other key differences (eg training and appropriate management).

Why coaching works

It will probably come as no surprise that we are firmly in the camp that believes that coaching is a worthwhile investment, at least when it is implemented effectively and applied to appropriate needs. An appreciation of what happens when someone is being coached is a good starting point for considering what coaching may have to offer.

We doubt that anyone yet has the full answer as to what happens within a person when they are being coached. The psychology has been well debated; however, we’re only just at the beginning of appreciating what may be happening neurologically in response to a coaching dialogue, and it’s fair to say that research into the neuroscience of coaching has a lower priority on the list of most scientists than many other fields of research.

Humans are remarkably complex beings, still evolving at seemingly quite a pace in terms of our neuro-development (McAuliffe, 2009). We may have discovered quite a lot about what makes us think and behave the way we do, how we store memories, make associations, form opinions, and the like – but we still know only a small part of the story.

Nevertheless, we might attempt to start answering the question ‘How does coaching work?’ by taking several different perspectives:


	the ‘textbook’ coaching experience;

	what selected individuals who’ve been coached have to say when reflecting on their experience;

	the cognitive-behavioural perspective;

	the neuro-biological perspective; and

	the learning perspective.



1 The ‘textbook’ coaching experience

This perspective considers the process of a ‘pure’ coaching dialogue. While simplifying a little, this usually includes:


	the potential value of coaching for helping an individual to address a particular need being identified;

	the expected outcomes of coaching as a help with the particular need being considered relative to other possible interventions;

	one or more attempts being found to identify a suitable coach to help (matching coach and coachee may involve meetings with several possible coaches before a relationship is committed);

	establishing confidence in the relationship, starting with a ‘contract’, considering such things as the confidentiality of what is discussed in coaching conversations and ensuring that each other’s expectations are consistent;

	continuing to build the relationship and getting into the thick of coaching – typically this involves exploring in what is often a very probing way what the true nature of the theme presented for coaching is, piecing together different insights to build a clear appreciation of its underlying dynamics, attempting to decipher the perspectives of the different people who may be relevant to the issue and getting to the root of the true motivations, fears and beliefs of the coachee;

	working out a way forward: focusing on desired outcomes, considering options, identifying small steps that can be taken towards achieving bigger goals, creating, describing and moving towards living in a ‘perfect’ future;

	testing and encouraging motivation to see through the small steps; and

	reviewing progress and learnings in subsequent conversations, involving the process of self-discovery, future-driven activity and motivation, and recognizing when coaching has reached its useful end. At this point coach and coachee should agree to part company.



To be useful, there must be something that the coaching can ‘get its teeth into’ – in other words, a theme for discussion that an individual might find more difficult to make sense of on their own. Sometimes, all that’s required for it to be useful is for coaching simply to help an individual achieve a better appreciation of a situation, but normally considering how a coachee could respond to this is also relevant. In this, the coach may need to challenge, encourage and otherwise help prompt an individual to move out of their comfort zone, to find their own motivation to commit to the activities that they set for themselves and to attempt new ways of doing things.

This coaching process also requires that coachees are ready to play their part in the dialogue, not only by being prepared to undertake actions that may push them out of their normal comfort zone, but also by being open in their self-analysis. This may often be to the point of disclosing anxieties, beliefs and facts about themselves that they may be loath to reveal even to a loved one and certainly do not want to publicize to their colleagues: coaching can be an emotionally challenging business! The ability for a coach to build a coachee’s confidence is therefore an important ingredient for the success of their relationship and one that goes beyond just being able to speak the right words.

Since many individuals aren’t ready to open up about their innermost thoughts with their own line manager, the textbook coaching process is normally restricted to the type of dedicated relationship between an individual and an independent coach (ie what we’ve referred to as a ‘pure’ type of coaching).

2 What selected individuals who’ve been coached have to say when reflecting on their experience

It’s always very uplifting for us to witness the often-remarkable positive changes that individuals achieve through coaching. For a coach, it might be tempting to imagine that such transformations are in large part down to their own involvement, especially if other interventions have been attempted and not achieved similar breakthroughs before. However, this would be a mistake. While coaches have an important role to play, the individuals who experience real change must be able to dedicate themselves to deep self-reflection, at times grievous emotional processing, and take courage to break away from old ways of doing things. It is they who generally have most of the exhausting and difficult work to do, even if both a coach and a coachee bring their own contribution to what is ultimately achieved.

We could present quite a long list of anecdotes and comments fed back from coaches here (our work in evaluation has sometimes produced hundreds of such comments); however, we think that just a few selected examples should be sufficient to give a flavour of what individuals say has made the difference for them when being coached:

‘After I’ve been coached, I feel buoyed up to go away and actually do things rather than brooding about why I can’t do them.’

‘Coaching gives me time to think, not just to let my mind roam, but really dig deep and find answers.’

‘Coaching gives me the space for my inner self to come up with the solutions.’

‘I don’t think you should ask “why coach?” but “why not?”’

These may be just a few examples, but they illustrate commonly reported themes – finding inspiration, deep thinking, and an emotional or even a ‘spiritual ‘experience amongst them. In our experience, few other activities in which individuals engage in the workplace have such a powerful effect. Notably also, a number of those who’ve fed back to us had received very little coaching, most of it from an informal level of contact with a colleague or line manager.

3 The cognitive-behavioural perspective

Coaching can involve individuals exposing quite raw emotions, both to others and to themselves. For some, the opportunity to feel able to do this in a safe conversation with another person is a rare opportunity. Not only may the bond of trust that is established with a coach encourage an opportunity for an individual to allow themselves to be fully candid, but by also giving themselves the time for self-reflection, conscious realizations formed out of what may already exist in the subconscious seem to occur more regularly than when individuals are left coping with getting on with everyday tasks and decision making.

Some have suggested that we overwork the task-focused, logical, problem-solving left brain (meaning that the creative right brain is rarely given much opportunity to play its part), although this may be quite a simplified explanation for what’s going on within our subconscious. Similarly, while some brain functions may largely be associated with either the left or right hemisphere, a ‘left brain or right brain’ depiction is normally generalized.4 This is but one territory where psychologists may have a range of theories to offer to explain what is going on, but we’ll leave such discussion for others.

One other dynamic at work during coaching that is worth mentioning is a cognitive-behavioural process. Simply put, this describes the way that our thinking affects the way we feel and respond to the world around us. By changing their thinking, an individual can change the way they behave and feel too (at least, this is the theory). Some of this may be conscious thinking that challenges us to act differently. For example, a hard-hitting anti-smoking campaign might spur someone on to really try to kick their nicotine habit – having deep emotions stirred and being reminded that they increase their chance of dying at a young age and so not seeing their grandchildren reach adulthood every time they reach for a cigarette might cause them to exert an extra effort to hold back.

Responses to the cognitive (thinking) are often somatic as well as behavioural. Not only are particular emotions triggered, but so too are physiological or body-related changes ignited – a ‘hot flush’, perspiration, shaking, chest ache or headache may be associated with fear or panic, for example, while an unfulfilled craving, dry throat or muscular tension might be experienced by the grandparent battling against lighting up another cigarette.

In coaching, the emotions and behaviours prompted by a challenge, flash of inspiration or realization of an opportunity may be at times uncomfortable, but sufficiently convincing to compel action. A more mundane switch in thinking can equally drive which way an individual chooses to behave.

For example, someone who is considering taking up an evening course to learn Italian might adopt one of two different ways of thinking: (1) ‘I was hopeless at learning languages at college, so maybe I’ll make a fool of myself and get left behind in the class’ or (2) ‘Maybe since I’m no longer at school and not facing an exam, I might actually enjoy learning a new language and – hey – I’ve nothing to lose if I do no more than to just pick up a few new words to impress my friends at the pizza parlour!’ Option (1) might drive a feeling of despondency and apathy, while option (2) might produce optimism and excitement (Figure 2.1). The resulting behaviours may variously be to decide not to take up the course or to commit to it with gusto! Of course, a similar process may apply in workplace-based coaching.

FIGURE 2.1Cognitive-behavioural responses (two possible outcomes compared)
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Once the benefits of reaching a target and a way to achieve it become clear, a goal can truly become a determined point of focus that has meaning rather than some arbitrary point in the future. Similarly, having thought through alternatives (including the consequence of not taking a particular course and assessing the relative risks and benefits of each), taking and carrying through decisions should come more naturally for those who might otherwise have preferred to procrastinate.

What drives our thinking, ideas processing, decision making and action taking is something that cannot be reduced to simple theories. For us, what matters is recognizing that in coaching, people often respond very thoughtfully and express strong emotion, convincing us that not only are deep feelings very often at work, but that a person has determined to adopt a new approach or way of thinking and has convinced themselves that this decision is right for them at the time.

To witness this is not only to observe ‘the penny dropping’, but to see a person’s physiology change. It is a magical, transformative moment that for the person concerned is likely to be long lasting, if not a permanent moment of change.

4 The neurobiological perspective

It would take a bold person to claim that they could explain exactly what goes on inside the brain when someone is being coached. However, we thought we’d have a try!

While recent discoveries in neuroscience are increasingly pointing towards a biological explanation for such things as what happens when we are asked a question, process a thought or come up with an idea, the truth is that when dealing with what one commentator has described as ‘arguably the most complex organism in the natural world’ (Zimmer, 2009), what we do know about what goes on inside the human brain can barely scratch the surface of what there is to be known.

Nevertheless, helped by the increasingly sophisticated technology available for research such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scanning,5 some of what has been revealed seems to provide some of the bones of what is likely to be happening ‘upstairs’ before, during and after a coaching conversation.

Perhaps foremost amongst those exploring this field are the coaching specialists David Rock and Linda J Page. In their book Coaching with the Brain in Mind (Rock and Page, 2009), Rock and Page draw upon a broad base of thinking to identify themes emerging from neuroscience research that seem to be relevant for coaching practice.

Amongst the distinct elements of what they term a ‘neuroscience platform’, they point to the capacity of the brain to reconfigure itself to adopt new ways of thinking, creating neural maps as a way of interpreting the world around it as it does so. This plasticity or capacity of the brain to constantly reconfigure and grow offers the promise for anyone to change the way that they think, reinforce the significance of new insights and establish fresh beliefs about themselves. In turn, mindset changes should give individuals fresh confidence to try out new ways of working and build new skills. In other words, just the sort of changes that we mentioned in the last chapter that coaching sponsors might hope for.

Amongst other indications that physical changes in the brain have a part to play in explaining coaching’s effectiveness, Rock and Page discuss the role of reward and pleasure (‘the energy that arises any time that our brain sees things a different way and connects existing maps along new pathways is a very positive experience’ (Rock and Page, 2009, p 264)) and point out the role of priming6 in increasing individuals’ awareness of things that might otherwise escape their attention. An owner of a new puppy who suddenly discovers that dog walkers are everywhere and the apparent sudden abundance of blue Toyota sport utility vehicles (SUVs) on the roads that becomes apparent to someone who’s considering buying this very model are examples of this curious phenomenon.

So what does happen when a person is asked a question? The science writer Rita Carter summarizes at least a part of what is involved in the act of listening (Carter, 2009).

Carter explains that sound is registered in the auditory cortex about 150 milliseconds after words have been spoken. What is received is turned into electrical signals and is then sent out to the different parts of the brain for processing. A perception of the emotion conveyed in the tone of a speaker’s voice is noted within the amygdala, and next each word is decoded in Wernicke’s area, the anterior temporal lobe and inferior frontal cortex. Further levels of cognition are involved to add comprehension, notably the need to associate what’s been decoded with what’s held in memory, including general knowledge.

This complex activity, taking place some 400 to 550 milliseconds after words have been spoken, is a task for the brain’s domain for higher cognitive processing, the frontal lobe. This miraculous sequence also requires comprehension of the meaning of what’s being communicated non-verbally, for example, involving transmission and processing of information to and from the visual cortex and other systems of the brain responsible for sensory perception. Truly mind boggling!

If the art of listening involves an operation that’s many thousands of times more complex than marshalling trains into the right platforms at King’s Cross station, then we don’t have to ponder for too long to appreciate what additional layers of complexity may be needed to cope with deeper levels of comprehension and thinking.

What happens when an individual is asked a question has a bearing on the way that patterns of neurons fire, connect and strengthen too. As Rock and Schwartz explain, ‘focused attention plays a critical role in creating physical changes in the brain’ (Rock and Schwartz, 2006). The crucial relevance of this for coaching is that, as Rock and Page put it, ‘the questions you ask influence the result you see’ (Rock and Page, 2009).

Quite apart from helping to focus attention, we think that coaching can play a useful role in distracting attention away from day-to-day worries too. Perhaps the mere opportunity of having time to think that coaching offers plays an important role in the creative process.

Not being rushed to come up with an answer not only allows the brain additional processing time, but by being more relaxed, stimuli that might otherwise not be noticed are given ‘airtime’, and from this, fresh insights often result. The effect is most obviously seen in the many examples of ‘aha! moments’ that have proved to be a turning point for many great inventors, artists and scientists. Often, crystal-clear realizations and wonderful discoveries have come when they might be least expected, when conscious attention was relaxed.

Sir Paul McCartney (for Yesterday), Otto Loewi (for conceiving an experiment to test whether chemicals had a role to play in nervous impulses) and Elias Howe (inventor of the sewing machine) are amongst those who have claimed that they’ve found inspiration in dreams. Even most of us mere mortals can testify to sudden memories of where we’d placed a lost key or found a forgotten name just pops into our head when we might least expect it.

Rock and Page also point to research by UCLA School of Medicine professor of psychiatry Daniel J Siegel (2007) that’s revealed that the brain areas that deal with such things as intuition and self-insight are more strongly connected for individuals who regularly practise meditation as opposed to others.

It turns out that zoning out is much more common than most people realize (see Zimmer, 2009). It’s during the periods of mind wandering or idling that new ideas are most likely to come to mind, perhaps because we’ve more time to entertain those stimuli that would otherwise pass us by.

A recent study at Southwest University in Chongqing, China used fMRI scanning to explore what happens when individuals experience a flash of insight when solving logogriph7 problems (Qui et al, 2010). Analysis of the data collected pointed to specific brain regions involved in forming new associations and breaking set ways of thinking.

The surprising frequency of creative moments that occur when the conscious brain is idling might also be explained by the fact that the unconscious mind is fully capable of working things out for itself, without instruction from the conscious brain as is often assumed. As the Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker puts it in an article for Time magazine, ‘the intuitive feeling we have that there’s an executive “I” that sits in a control room of our brain, scanning the screens of the senses and pushing the buttons of the muscles, is an illusion’ (Pinker, 2007).

That said, much of what goes on in the unconscious is directed by the brain’s executive functions. For example, when we are asked a question focusing our attention on a particular topic, a command is issued for long-term memory stores to be searched and for relevant information to be brought back into consciousness.

In the neuroscience sense of the word, ‘brainwaves’8 are also at work in this process (see Thomson, 2010). Karl Diesseroth, associate professor of bioengineering at Stanford University in Palo Alto, California, explains that neurons are better able to transfer information if the brain is able to synchronize its response to a single stimulus (Diesseroth, 2010).

Brainwaves allow this synchronizing to occur, with waves forming and receding as huge clusters of neurons become excited together, then disengage and then become excited again. When the brain is being bombarded with all sorts of stimuli, such as the continual flow of questions and interruptions that feature in a high-pressured work environment, brainwaves oscillate at a higher frequency (the highest been classified as gamma waves) than when the brain is at rest.

The way that most people carry out mental arithmetic demonstrates another example of the need to have time to process thinking. Excepting a small minority, including some autistic savants,9 most people need time to work out their answer.

Charles Witt Telford, a psychologist working at the University of North Dakota during the 1930s, was one of the first to suggest that the brain needs to have time to reset itself after each pulse of thought before it can be properly ready to process another (Telford, 1931). Telford’s suspicions were initially aroused as he reflected on the way that a muscle needs time to recover from an electric shock before it can respond to another jolt.

When the recovery time between each set of neurons firing in the brain is very limited, processing of second and subsequent thought pulses is heavily slowed down. Research now suggests that the time needed for the brain to reset might be likened to the capacity of a computer router that is limited in the number of information transmissions that it can direct at any one time. In effect, not having enough time to process a thought properly leads to a build-up of neural ‘bottlenecks’ (Sigman and Dehaene, 2008).

Arguably, making time to think shouldn’t require a regular commitment to coaching; however, in busy work environments, most of us are very poorly disciplined in practising this gentle art. But coaching offers more than just creating space: it puts most of its emphasis on individuals thinking for themselves.

A neuroscience perspective might also inform us that coaching prompts an individual to construct a narrative in their mind. In fact, it’s suggested that around 70 per cent of our total verbal experience takes place in our heads (Robson, 2010) and that verbalizing has an important part to play in the process of thinking and forming perceptions. But in the case of shaping perception, it seems that it’s not just language that plays a part, but the actual words that are used too.

Gary Lupyan, assistant professor of psychology at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, has demonstrated that naming an object evokes a much stronger response in people than when attention is drawn to the sound that an object makes (Lupyan, 2009), while a study at University College London has shown how our visual attention seems to be sensitive to simply hearing words that suggest directional movement (eg ‘climb’ and ‘drip’) (Meteyard et al, 2007).

Effective coaching, of course, relies heavily on the appropriate use of words, not just by coaches when framing questions and playing back what they’ve heard, but by coachees too in their articulation of responses.

We think that as an explanation of how coaching works, the neurobiology perspective is especially interesting since it goes some way towards demonstrating that physical changes in the brain lead people to form new mindsets, perceive fresh insights and take decisions. Relative to other branches of scientific enquiry, neuroscience is still very much a new kid on the block, but it’s also surely a discipline that promises ever more surprising discoveries in the coming years.

It may be in the fullness of time that neuroscience provides us with sufficient evidence to suggest why some people may respond more positively to coaching than others, much in the way that differences in brain chemistry have already hinted at why some people may be more creative than others (King Humphrey, 2010). But we hope that the greater balance of evidence that’s revealed will be sufficient to persuade those who remain cynical that coaching is underpinned by a science that’s worth taking seriously.

One final thought before we move on to consider the next perspective, if a little tongue in cheek: it might be appealing to wish that what goes on up top could be explained in the way a simple cartoon strip used to amuse Clive as a child (Figure 2.2). In The Numskulls, a staple feature in The Beano children’s comic, a group of hapless characters inhabited the brain of ‘our man’, each having responsibility for different departments such as the nose, the mouth and so on. These included ‘Blinky’, who hovered around the backs of the eyes with a bucket and brush ready to mop up falling tears, and ‘Alf’ and ‘Fred’, who used to balance on the tongue ready to shovel anything that came their way straight into their master’s oesophagus! Explanations of the interior world of the brain offered for adults are a good deal more perplexing if sometimes just as fascinating!

FIGURE 2.2The Numskulls © The Beano D.C. Thomson & Co., Ltd “Looks like I’ll need to put in another call to the reflection department.”
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5 The learning perspective

Coaching isn’t always about learning, at least not in the sense of an individual amassing new information or developing new skills. Nevertheless, it usually does involve insights coming to the surface, with self-reflection usually leading to moments of self-discovery. We therefore think that it’s instructive to consider some of the more common theories about how individuals learn in the context of attempting to understand why coaching works.

Perhaps the best-known learning model is the ‘experiential learning’ model developed by the philosopher David Kolb (Kolb, 1984), in turn rooted in the earlier thinking of the German-American social psychologist Kurt Lewin. Lewin (1951) simplifies the change process into three stages – unfreezing current behaviour or thinking, making a change, then freezing (or letting new behaviours and thinking become the norm).

Kolb builds on this thinking, proposing that a learner cycles through four main stages (Figure 2.3):

1Concrete Experience – engaging in a real and perhaps new experience.

2Reflective Observation – reflecting on their experience, typically taking a number of different perspectives into account and breaking their experience down into different elements.

3Abstract Conceptualization – generating theories about why things happen as they do, forming ideas about the rules of the game.

4Active Experimentation – actively seeking out opportunities to apply their new theory. This may involve actively looking for feedback from others, deliberately planning actions, undertaking research or taking risks to try out a new skill.

The first and third of these stages concern acquiring knowledge – either tested or intuitive knowledge gained through Concrete Experience, or rationalized, cognitive knowledge developed through Conceptualizing.

FIGURE 2.3How people learn (a simplified model, after Kolb, 1984)
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By contrast, Reflective Observation and Active Experimentation are about transforming knowledge. The first concerns perceptions of experience and appreciating what has happened; the latter has a goal-oriented, active focus.

Of course, individuals perceive and process information in different ways and so in turn adopt different learning styles. Kolb’s model caters for these differences, distinguishing those who perceive mainly through concrete experience and process mainly by reflecting from those who prefer abstract concepts (to perceive) and active experimentation to process information.

Translated to coaching, the model shows how a learner (or coachee) reflects on their experiences, conceptualizes possible explanations for what they observe and then plans future activities that take account of these.10

This three-step process is normally cyclical. In other words, further reflecting and more advanced conceptualizing usually follow as a coachee gains increasing experience.

Our preceding discussion doesn’t pretend to offer a full explanation of why coaching is such a powerful force for changing beliefs and behaviour, although we hope that these different perspectives may shed some light on this matter. There is, of course, another effective way to appreciate what happens when being coached: to seek out a star coach for yourself!

Coaching vs other transformative interventions?

Even if it is not too difficult to accept that coaching can be a good thing, it’s reasonable to ask whether it’s always the ‘right’ thing. What’s more, even if it is appropriate for meeting a particular need, we might reasonably ask whether it’s preferable to some other intervention that might be used to help support an individual facing a particular situation. After all, as we said at the beginning of this chapter, any investment of time and money has an opportunity cost associated with it, attracting a likelihood of achieving a greater or lesser return from what is put into it over other options. We’ll examine the first of these questions in the next section, but for now, we’ll focus on the second of these ponderables – the opportunity cost of coaching.

In Chapter 1, we considered a possible way of categorizing what we introduced as the ‘helping skills’ according to the extent to which an individual has the knowledge or personal resources to find answers to their own questions and the extent to which any ‘helper’ gives answers or asks questions. Coaching usually falls quite strongly into the quadrant in which questions are being asked of someone who does have the wherewithal to find answers for themselves. As one of the coaching definitions we referred to earlier puts it, coaching helps individuals to ‘unlock their potential’. This contrasts sharply with some other interventions, for example consultancy, where the expertise of the helper is what distinguishes it from just being about listening, analysing and reporting (although with some of the consultants that we’ve met, the old adage about ‘borrowing a (client’s) watch and then telling them the time’ has at times seemed to be very apt!).

Coaching isn’t alone in its use of questioning nor its assumption that an individual being helped has the ability to answer these questions. Neither do all interpretations of coaching always emphasize asking questions (although for those who prefer a pure definition, this alternative take might be controversial).

For example, Clive recounts a workshop he attended that aimed to take a group of assorted folks off the streets and turn them into singers, albeit the willing cohort exhibited wildly varying musical backgrounds (in Clive’s case, not extending much beyond first-grade recorder and the first five pages of ‘Tune A Day for the Guitar’). The workshop was led by a singing coach – Billy Bragg’s former singing coach, no less – who spent much of her time demonstrating breathing techniques, how to shape the mouth so as to be able to emit a well-tuned ‘ooo!’ and the like. Learning for the assembled masses was then based on observation, experimentation, comments from the coach (sometimes a word of encouragement, sometimes a refresher on what had been taught) and then more experimentation.

Similar notions of coaching are commonly encountered in a variety of fields in which new skill or talent development is concerned, not least in the sporting arena. Indeed, one of the pioneering studies that is often quoted in business coach training is the seminal work of Timothy Gallwey, The Inner Game of Tennis (Gallwey, 1997). A part of Gallwey’s thesis is that role modelling can play an important part in improving the performance of a sports person (or for that matter, anyone). A tennis player who closely observes a master at work on court and who seeks to emulate them not in a mechanical way but just by ‘doing’ or mirroring what they see can find that they connect with what they have learned from observing. By contrast, consciously thinking through a series of process steps while playing a serve will usually become too mechanical and also take too long to be of any use!

So what should we make of such interpretations of coaching? Should Clive’s singing coach market herself under a different title – ‘vocal accentuation consultant’, perhaps? We don’t have a strong view on this idea. But what is noticeable is that both in Gallwey’s observation and in the techniques used by the singing coach, deep reflection on what’s seen or described is involved, from which an individual should gain the insight and inspiration to attempt to put into practice what they observe. In other words, a large measure of inner analysis and self-found answers is involved.

Arguably, this alternative adoption of the label ‘coach’ is about unlocking potential, but what some here describe as coaching may be seen as ‘role modelling’ or more generally just ‘training’ by others. And as we described in Chapter 1, ‘mentoring’ often involves straddling the line between asking questions and giving answers, and can be a very powerful means of helping individuals to change and grow. Group facilitation, 360° feedback, action learning sets and transformational training are amongst other interventions that can produce a similar effect. While many of these may overlap to some extent and coaching inevitably gets brought into the mix too, in our view it’s certainly not the case that either pure coaching or coaching as a management style has a monopoly on unlocking a person’s potential.

If this were so, then we might reasonably ask why coaching should be used in particular circumstances. When committing to new coaching contracts between individuals and launching expensive training programmes for managers, this is a question that becomes particularly pertinent.

The question here, of course, is not so much whether coaching is potentially useful but whether it seems to be preferable over other investments in the portfolio of helping skills that could be made. Part of this requires a judgement on the likely impacts of pursuing one initiative over another. This is a task for evaluation.

Is coaching always appropriate?

From our foregoing discussion, it should be clear that there’s more than one way to help an individual move from ‘A to B’ and to do so in a way that helps them find their own way forward. Whichever label we might choose to describe an intervention, it’s a moot point whether the process of causing an individual to reflect, find insight and motivation is always ‘coaching’ in one form or other.

One person’s view of when coaching steps over the line and becomes mentoring, for example, may differ from others’. Even in ‘pure’ coaching conversations, it’s rare for a coach never to offer a thought that might help seed a coachee’s thinking, or to unwittingly transfer subliminal messages. This doesn’t mean that they necessarily may influence or lead a coachee’s thinking, but rather help to encourage a person to consider a perspective for themselves that they might not otherwise have given any thought to.

The question of whether coaching is always appropriate as a means of helping individuals find their way forward can therefore only be answered by reference to whichever definition of coaching is preferred by the questioner. Coaching ventures can involve taking a leap of faith. But much as Forrest Gump explained that life is like finding some good chocolates in a box amongst an assortment that may not all be to your liking, so anyone who takes a leap of faith is likely to discover that it turns up some really positive surprises.

Where a serious investment of time (if dedicated coaching or something else) is being considered, then coaching is unlikely to always be the best option for every individual in every circumstance. Not least, for coaching to succeed, a coachee must be ready to play their own part in a coaching relationship. As the Canadian communications specialist Fletcher Peacock puts it, it’s necessary to have a ‘client for coaching’ (Peacock, 2007).

Where the support of a peer network may be more appropriate for some, for others the wisdom of a more senior colleague acting as a mentor may derive from a desire to seek out and exploit their own potential. In particular, it can’t always be assumed that an individual has the ability ‘within themselves’ to find their own answers, a principle that sits at the heart of coaching. Sometimes, the benefit of others’ wisdom and knowledge is necessary to fill gaps, as is clearly suggested by the Situational Leadership model that we encountered in Chapter 1. Examples include drawing on the knowledge of political structures of an experienced senior colleague, being instructed in how to operate a machine (without learning where not to stick a hand the hard way) and pointing out points that may be missed by someone who has a mental blockage, psychological disorder or autistic condition.

Why choose coaching?

If we conclude that coaching may be worthwhile but that it’s not always guaranteed to give the highest return for the investment of time, resources and money put into it than might be achieved through some other people-helping approach, the question that we posed at the start of this chapter remains – why choose coaching?

One response to this question might be that even if it does absorb time and energy, coaching rarely does any harm (at least not normally, if it’s guided by an appropriate ethical code and practised properly). This view is worth considering where ‘pure’ coaching or dedicated, contracted coaching relationships are concerned; however, it’s much less relevant in the case of line managers’ use of coaching. Here, the problem is often encouraging managers to coach, not worrying whether they’re over-coaching! What’s more, coaching as a management style isn’t likely to require greater time to deploy over most other approaches, with the possible exception of those moments where strongly directive action is appropriate, such as where rapid decision making is needed when responding to an emergency.

Once it’s a part of a skills repertoire, a manager may drop into a coaching style as readily as they know how to answer the telephone. And if the theory that coaching helps individuals to improve their performance and develop as people is correct, then there should ultimately be a long-lasting payoff from ad hoc coaching as individuals become better able to identify solutions to their problems, become more effective at influencing others and feel more confident in their own decision making. In other words, a manager’s support burden should begin to reduce.

To know whether a deeper commitment of time to coaching is yielding positive returns calls for robust evaluation. Often, a leap of faith must be taken initially before any conclusions can be drawn, and any such assessment can benefit if comparisons can be made between situations where coaching has been used to address a particular need and those where other interventions have been applied in response to the same need.

Most organizations are often left facing a choice about where coaching is most likely to be effective, where the return from coaching hours invested will be highest. How a return is measured is, of course, a matter for individual judgement, as is the time period over which the impacts of coaching are expected to play out. But whichever yardstick we choose to measure coaching success, it makes sense to attempt to identify those areas where coaching is likely to have most impact. This brings us back to the notion of creating an agenda for coaching, something that we’ll turn our attention to in the next chapter.

Summary

Coaching may not always be the most appropriate amongst the helping skills for meeting an individual’s needs; however, ‘coaching’ in some form does feature in mentoring, facilitation and training and most other interventions that might be called upon.

The transformative power of what most people understand as ‘coaching’ is what is most significant for bringing about lasting mindset and behavioural change in individuals. When they concern matters of relevance for an organization or a team, such changes can have a dramatic effect, with significant results for both an individual and a business.

Coaching encourages individuals to reflect, open themselves up to new ideas and find insight from within themselves, as well as building up the emotional resolve to set about making changes for the better. These may be elements shared with some other interventions, however coaching makes a virtue of them.

Notes

1‘ROI’: return on investment.

2The ‘Measure for Measure’ conference was held in London in November, 2009. A commentary on this event is provided by Garvey (2010).

3‘Soft skill’: an interpersonal skill that involves more than mechanical competency. Development of soft skills may involve a mix of observation, practice and intuition. Examples include ‘leadership’ and ‘personal influence’.

4For a discussion of research in left brain/right brain differences and their need to work together, see Ornstein (1998).

5‘fMRI scanning’: an imaging technique used to map neural activity evident when an individual is asked to perform particular tasks.

6‘Priming’: the process of heightening attention to a topic of focus; for example, when an individual begins to wonder whether they should buy a new Honda SUV, their awareness of other Honda SUVs on the road is suddenly dramatically increased.

7‘Logogriph’: a word puzzle, especially an anagram.

8‘Brainwave’: as used in neuroscience, the term relates to the difference in voltage in a changing pattern of clusters of neurons as the neurons are repeatedly excited and then lose their charge.

9‘Autistic savant’: a person with an autistic condition who also displays a remarkable genius in some specific area, eg the ability to recite a musical score from memory after hearing a tune for the first time or carry out complex mathematical computations in a very short space of time. Savants need not be autistic, but typically have a development disorder.

10The simplified stages in this learning model strongly overlap with the key elements in a popular model used in performance coaching, ‘GROW’ (and variations). In this mapping, ‘Reflect’ relates most closely to the ‘Reality’ step in the GROW model, ‘Conceptualizing’ compares with ‘Options’, while ‘Agreeing’ most closely aligns with ‘Way Forward’.
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