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INTRODUCTION

Consider these facts:

[image: Image] Ninety-nine percent of corporate officers believe that their pool of managerial talent will need to be stronger three years from now.

[image: Image] Fifty-four percent of corporate officers report that their inability to cultivate strong executive leadership from their people is a “huge” or “major” obstacle to their success.

[image: Image] Fifty-seven percent of managers believe that their company does not develop their people quickly and effectively.

[image: Image] Fifty-seven percent of managers who intend to seek new jobs with new companies name insufficient development and learning opportunities as “critical” or “very important” reasons for leaving.

We learn these facts in the recent book The War for Talent (Michaels, Handfield-Jones, and Axelrod 2001), which is based on a series of Mc-Kinsey-sponsored studies conducted in 1997 and 2000 with more than one hundred large and midsized U.S. companies. The ten thousand respondents in these studies included corporate officers, senior managers, midlevel executives, and HR executives (pp. 4, 97–98). The real war for talent is not so much a war among corporate combatants raiding each other’s fiefdoms for executive plunder, although it is often practiced as such. It is really a war of the imagination and the will to envision and implement new and better ways to develop and retain existing talent. Businesses are coming to recognize that they cannot simply recruit their way to victory. Winning the war for talent means winning on the home front by developing more skillful, more sustained, more effective means of helping good people grow into their current assignments and into the challenges of their next assignments and the ones after that.

To wage the war for talent largely outside your organization is to chase a chimera. In Hidden Value: How Great Companies Achieve Extraordinary Results with Ordinary People, authors Charles A. O’Reilly III and Jeffrey Pfeffer (2000) offer a compelling, commonsense argument for talent development:

Of course, companies that want to succeed need great people, and recruitment, selection, and retention are obviously important. But companies need something else that is even more important and often more difficult to obtain: cultures and systems in which these great people can actually use their talents, and, even better, management practices that produce extraordinary results from almost everybody. The unfortunate mathematical fact is that only 10 percent of the people are going to be in the top 10 percent. So, companies have a choice. They can all chase the same supposed talent. Or, they can do something even more useful and much more difficult to copy—build an organization that helps make it possible for regular folks to perform as if they were in the top 10 percent. (pp. 1–2)

While exciting work at a great company with good compensation and work-life balance all contribute to getting good people, a key element in keeping them is development—opportunities to stretch and grow in an environment that communicates its commitment to employees.

As the war for talent continues, companies are increasingly turning to coaching as a principal means of developing their existing people in an effort to produce extraordinary results from almost everybody. Coaching has become one of the hottest movements in professional development in the last decade. By some estimates, there are now more than forty thousand individuals in North America and Europe who call themselves executive coaches—more than ten times the number of coaches who hung out a shingle just a decade ago—and that number pales beside the hundreds of thousands of executives, managers, supervisors, and other professionals in thousands of companies worldwide whose jobs include coaching others. This extraordinary burst of coaching activity has generated an accompanying explosion of coaching literature. A look at the Amazon.com listing under “business coaching” reveals 135 books on coaching, most written since the mid-1990s and many written by sports coaches, military leaders, and others with only a peripheral connection to business.

Businesses moved to coaching as the limitations of traditional classroom training became more and more obvious. Lack of transfer in learning and lack of sustained behavioral change pointed toward the need for more individualized, more engaged, more context-specific learning. Coaching seemed to provide a solution to the human and systemic challenges posed by the new business paradigm:

[image: Image] Real-time, on-time learning

[image: Image] Individualized learning

[image: Image] Integrated learning to help people negotiate the demands of their work with the demands of their lives

[image: Image] Sustained attention to progress and development to foster genuine change

[image: Image] Accelerated learning for a rapidly changing business environment

[image: Image] A changed role for managers in the new learning organization

The coaching literature that emerged both responded to and drove these expectations—in many cases to absurd extremes. The literature is replete with grandiose claims about personal growth and transformation, improved quality of life, spiritual renewal, wildly enhanced productivity, unleashed human potential, enhanced creativity, heightened self-confidence, and having it all faster and easier with the help of a devoted coach. Leading the charge are sports coaches like Don Shula and Rick Pitino, who are cashing in on their fame. Pitino, coach of the Louisville Cardinals men’s basketball team and formerly coach of the Kentucky Wildcats when they won the NCAA title, wrote a 1998 book called Success Is a Choice: Ten Steps to Overachieving in Business and Life. The blurb on the back cover reads, “Make Rick Pitino your personal coach and achieve more than you ever thought possible.” Shula coauthored two books with Ken Blanchard titled Everyone’s a Coach (Blanchard and Shula 1995) and The Little Book of Coaching: Motivating People to Be Winners (2001). While some readers may enjoy the sports anecdotes, these books offer little beyond the standard platitudes about leadership and motivation. They reduce coaching to cheerleading and the coach to a dynamic dispenser of wisdom. Moreover, they misplace the responsibility for successful coaching interventions. In Everyone’s a Coach, Blanchard and Shula argue that “... beliefs are what make things happen. Beliefs come true. Inadequate beliefs are setups for inadequate performance. And it’s the coach’s—the leader’s—beliefs that are the most important; they become self-fulfilling” (p. 29). In their perspective, coaching is all about leading and motivating others, and the people being coached change through the strength of a paternalistic coach’s vision, energy, and charisma. In this reductio ad absurdum, which shows little insight into human development, clients simply follow the leader. They accept the coach’s direction because the coach knows best and bear no responsibility for their own development. As such, these books are works of staggering oversimplification.

There is only the loosest affiliation between athletic coaching and business practice, and a number of better works on coaching are quick to dissociate the meanings they attach to coaching in business from what is practiced in sports. While applications of coaching vary widely depending on the context and the client, coaching in business contexts can generally be defined as an informed dialogue whose purpose is the facilitation of new skills, possibilities, and insights in the interest of individual learning and organizational advancement. Coaching is anchored in a trust relationship best characterized by listening, observing, questioning, joint problem solving, and action planning. Business coaching is largely not about the processes more commonly associated with sports coaching—advice giving, training, instruction, exhortation, rewards, and punishments—although, to be sure, some business clients do want advice, direction, and motivational speeches.

As the coaching boom gained momentum, the literature began to reflect a shift from its roots in the organizational changes of the late 1980s when managers saw the need to let go of their old command-and-control styles and become more developmental in their orientation. Companies needed and expected more of their employees, and coaching emerged as a way to get it. However, as outsourcing became more prevalent in the nineties, the locus of coaching shifted away from managers—at least in the literature. Though it is often not clearly specified, the most recent coaching literature is more geared toward the external executive coach, the coach-for-hire whose functions range from extended one-on-one coaching with a high-level executive to coaching of an entire executive team. As the demand and cost for such services escalated, so did the claims about what coaching could achieve.

So why one more book on coaching? The truth is that in spite of all the excitement, there is still a huge gap between rhetoric and reality. First, the McKinsey studies indicate that coaching, combined with performance feedback, ranks among the most significant drivers of talent development, yet respondents in the 2000 “War for Talent” survey rate only 35 percent of the coaching they receive as good to excellent. Research on coaching effectiveness conducted by Lore International Institute also shows a significant gap between what companies and clients expect from coaching and what it actually does for them. From 1996 through 2002, Lore conducted an extensive survey of coaching effectiveness within Fortune 500 companies. Lore’s database includes assessments from more than two thousand coaching clients. Here are some of the data that indicate the need for dramatic improvements in alignment between the expectations for coaching and its effectiveness:

[image: Image] Fifty-seven percent of clients say they would like more coaching than they are currently getting.

[image: Image] Sixty percent of clients say they would like better coaching than they are currently getting.

[image: Image] Fifty-six percent of clients report that the coaching they receive is often not focused on the right things and does not help them learn exactly what they should do differently to be more effective.

[image: Image] Forty-five percent of clients report that coaching sessions with their current coach have not had much positive impact on their work performance.

For all the vaunted claims about the potential of coaching advanced in the hundreds of books on the topic, these outcomes are dismal. How many of us would purchase a product that had only a 45 percent likelihood of doing what it was purported to do?

Second, who receives coaching from whom? Companies can afford outside coaches for senior executives, but the need for developmental coaching extends throughout the entire organization. External coaches should be used at executive levels where objective outside help can be most beneficial, as well as for special cases at lower levels. However, everyone deserves the opportunity to improve his or her skills, so education and coaching should be part of the fabric of a company. In most companies, managers throughout the organization provide the bulk of the coaching, but, as our research on coaching effectiveness reveals, the grass-roots work of developing managers as coaches remains far from finished. Furthermore, many of the people who sell themselves as coaches do a poor job of it. We hear time and again from companies that they have been disappointed by much of the coaching their leaders have received from external coaches. Coaches of both sorts—internal and external—need to continue to refine their skills to adapt to the coaching situations in which they find themselves.



Coaching holds much promise, but there is a serious need to improve on what it currently delivers. Improvement will come only from a sober and realistic look at what coaching can and cannot do, not from hyperbolic and suspect claims. Coaches must be clear and realistic about what they are offering and why. They must hold the line about what coaching is and is not. And clients must be encouraged to be thoughtful in defining what they want and need. Once the ground rules are set, clients and coaches can determine what falls in the realm of coaching and what may more properly belong in other kinds of helping situations, such as psychotherapy, family therapy, formal education, spiritual guidance, human resources functions, or even legal intervention. The coach can often serve quite usefully as a conduit to other kinds of helping interventions. The coach can also define fully what coaching can provide, such as gathering and interpreting performance feedback; career planning for personal and professional development; improving interpersonal and leadership or management skills; mediating team relationships; analyzing career road-blocks and setbacks; uncovering blind spots and assumptions that limit the client’s abilities; helping clients stick with and assess progress on an agenda; and serving as a confidential, disinterested sounding board to deliberate on alternative courses of action and business strategies.

In spite of this vast potential for coaching, in reality there is only the skimpiest of empirical evidence for what happens in the relationship, why it happens, and what makes it effective or ineffective. Most of the published research can be found only within the relatively narrow confines of doctoral dissertations. Instead, most coaching theory and practices reside in the vivid anecdotal accounts of successful practitioners, where all kinds of variables from personal charisma to the halo effect of receiving special attention from a coach cloud a genuine understanding of the dynamics and techniques of good coaching. In a lengthy literature review in his book Executive Coaching, Richard Kilburg (2000) concludes that only two of the research studies he uncovered “can be said to be even tangentially related to what is now being extensively marketed and practiced in the field. This lack of an empirical foundation has not inhibited practitioners or authors from advocating their approaches or from publishing their views” (p. 59). If coaching is to capitalize on the promise it holds, we need to understand more specifically what constitutes effective coaching in the eyes of the client.

What we have learned over the last decade, by listening carefully to the wants and needs of coaching clients and analyzing their responses, is that effective coaching must first and foremost be adaptive. By this we mean that coaches must be skilled at adapting their methods, techniques, and approaches to the needs of their clients—both personally and contextually. Throughout this book, we will report some of the tens of thousands of responses we’ve heard from coaching clients to the question, “What could your coach do to be more effective?” Their answers indicate a crying need for coaches to be more adaptive. Here are a few representative responses:

[image: Image] Use different coaching styles; ask more questions.

[image: Image] Become more patient during coaching sessions and take more time for the concerns of those who are being coached.

[image: Image] Release your own agenda.

[image: Image] Be more open in helping the coachee develop his ideas rather than providing him direction.

[image: Image] Help the person being coached to consider the culture and what will actually work in the organization rather than a pure view of what is best in a vacuum but may not fly in practice.

[image: Image] Take more time to find out the history of the individual (what he has done, good and not so good, his experience).

[image: Image] Be more open in helping me develop my ideas rather than providing me with direction.

[image: Image] In my opinion, it is important to view coaching more as a part of a long-term development process, instead of a way to solve specific performance problems.

[image: Image] Ask the coachees more where they see improvement potential by themselves. Match their point of view with her observations and work out individual development plans with defined tasks, milestones, and feedback loops together with the coachees.

Although the first principle of coaching espoused in most of the coaching literature is to do all the things these respondents call for, coaches consistently fail in the fundamentals of listening, empathizing, probing, and contextualizing even when they think that’s what they are doing. Instead they revert to advice giving, problem solving, and theorizing. This is not simply a coaching shortcoming as much as it is a human tendency in all kinds of helping situations, a tendency to want to fix the problem. All of us have grown up with an implicit model of coaching that is fundamentally flawed. We have learned how to help others while receiving instruction, advice, and guidance from our parents, schoolteachers, religious leaders, scoutmasters, dance teachers, music instructors, friends—and athletic coaches—who, for the most part, take a highly directive and authoritarian approach. John Goodlad’s (1984) research, in A Place Called School, established clearly that teachers teach the way they were taught, not the way they were taught to teach. The same can be said about the difficulties anyone faces in a helping relationship. The challenge is to unlearn that deeply embedded, directive model of helping in favor of one that is more mutual, more collaborative, and more centered on the needs and preferences of the other person. Our research tells us that most corporate coaches prefer to use a directive approach, whereas most clients want their coaches to use a nondirective approach. Furthermore, in training coaches through role plays, we have found that many coaches prematurely decide what the client’s issues are, direct the conversation according to that assumption, and frequently discover later that they were wrong.

What many coaches lack are frameworks for understanding what it means to adapt to the client. The admonition to adapt is clear enough, but absent a sense of what the alternatives are, coaches revert to the style and approach with which they are most comfortable. To elaborate further, we will frame our approach to adaptive coaching with three concepts: the two-minds model, a taxonomy of coaching styles, and the use of dialogue, each of which will be explored more fully in subsequent chapters.

THE TWO-MINDS MODEL

At the outset of a coaching relationship, there are enormous differences between the coach’s perspective and the client’s perspective. As figures 1 and 2 illustrate, each has a very different set of experiences, expectations, assumptions, and perhaps values and beliefs. For the coach to build trust with the client, there must be enough alignment in their mind-sets for the client to feel that the coach understands him and his circumstances, is sympathetic toward him, is genuinely interested in helping him, is credible as a helper, is on his side, and can be trusted. This is a tall order, especially when the coach and client are members of the same organization, when the coach has some role relationship with the client (such as his boss), and when the client’s career prospects depend to some extent on the outcomes of the coaching.



[image: Image]



Figure 1 The Coach’s Mind-set



[image: Image]



Figure 2 The Client’s Mind-set




It’s fair to say that most of the coaching that takes place in business organizations is boss (coach) to direct report (client). To achieve successful coaching, the boss has to work hard to establish a coaching relationship that is productive and useful in the client’s eyes. Because of the power difference, this is not easy. Recognizing how difficult it is, some companies have set up coaching programs where the coach is not a client’s boss but is instead a peer, an unrelated manager, an HR professional, or an outside coach. Even under these conditions, however, coaching will only be effective to the extent that the coach can understand and reflect the client’s mind-set. The coach’s first task in building a relationship is to gain alignment between her mind-set and the client’s. Metaphorically, this means moving the two minds closer together.

How do coaches do this? Essentially, through a nonthreatening discussion—asking questions, clarifying assumptions, listening carefully, and sharing their own perspective. Coaches have to know how to open and sustain coaching relationships through the right kinds of questions, suggestions, and observations. They have to be aware of the two minds’ differences and aware that they need to gain alignment on some fundamental things—like how the client wants to be coached, what has worked for the client in the past and what hasn’t, and so on. Too often, coaches short-circuit this phase of the coaching relationship and fail thereafter to create a space in the dialogue for the two minds’ differences and alignment to emerge. In the next chapter, we will examine more fully how coaches can adapt to a client’s context in order to gain alignment between their mind-set and their client’s.

COACHING STYLE PREFERENCES—A TAXONOMY

In our coaching experience, we have noticed that some clients want to be given advice and direction; others (most others, in fact) prefer the coach to ask questions and guide but not direct them. We came to see this as a fundamental distinction in coaching preferences, and we labeled these diametrically opposed approaches directive and nondirective. We also observed that most coaches naturally used a more directive approach; however, most clients prefer a nondirective approach, which may explain why so many clients felt that the coaching they were receiving was not helpful.

We also noticed that some clients want to be coached only when a particular need arises; others want a longer-term relationship with their coaches and to be coached regularly, with development plans guiding what amounts to a program. As we explored these differences in preference, we called them circumstantial versus programmatic. Finally, we observed that some clients want coaching only about specific, task-related work issues, like how to conduct a meeting, how to use a piece of equipment or software, or how to build stronger relationships with customers. Other coaching clients want their coaches to take a more holistic view of their development and help them think about their careers and perhaps even personal problems. We came to call this distinction specific versus holistic.

As we explored these distinctions, we realized that they formed different coaching approaches or styles, and this led us to create the coaching styles taxonomy that we explore in chapter 5. The coaching effectiveness survey we developed to test this model showed that it was a valid way of understanding how different coaches approached coaching and how different clients responded to coaching. We learned that the most effective coaching occurs when coaches adapt their approach to their clients’ preferences. In chapters 3 through 5, we explore how to assess a client’s needs and coaching style preferences and adapt to them.

DIALOGUE

What drives adaptive coaching is the ongoing dialogue between a coach and a client. The term dialogue acquired a specialized meaning in the early 1990s when British physicist and philosopher David Bohm used it to describe a multifaceted process that helps groups of people explore their perceptions and assumptions and deepen communication and understanding. Bohm felt that many of the world’s problems occurred because people talk at cross-purposes, don’t examine their assumptions, are unaware of how their perceptions influence their thought processes, and try to prevail in conversations by imposing their “truth” on others. Bohm’s concept of dialogue pushes against popular understandings of the role of empathy in coaching. While we tend to think about the outcome of empathy as a merger of one person’s perspective with another’s (the cliché of walking in another person’s shoes), dialogue elevates the importance of difference as a key to reaching new understandings:

When one person says something, the other person does not in general respond with exactly the same meaning as that seen by the first person. Rather, the meanings are only similar and not identical. Thus, when the second person replies, the first person sees a difference between what he meant to say and what the other person understood. On considering this difference, he may then be able to see something new, which is relevant both to his own views and to those of the other person. And so it can go back and forth, with the continual emergence of a new content that is common to both participants. Thus, in a dialogue, each person does not attempt to make common certain ideas or items of information that are already known to him. Rather, it may be said that the two people are making something in common, i.e., creating something new together. (Bohm 1996, p. 2)

Bohm’s concept of dialogue puts the coaching relationship at the center of the activity. It suggests that every coaching situation involves the co-construction of a narrative of the client’s experience in terms of the issues that are the focus of the coaching. The narrative is constructed to make sense of the client’s experience in a more coherent way than the client felt it at the time. The coach doesn’t know the ending of the story. In fact, at the beginning of a coaching relationship, the coach doesn’t really know the beginning. The coach can’t know everything about the client; can’t know what the real issues are; and can’t know how the client will respond, how hard the client will work, what exigencies will help or hinder the client, or how the story they construct will turn out. However, the coach has the ability to influence the outcomes, which gives the coach a unique role as both a character in the story and a co-creator of its meaning. The coach can’t dictate the outcome—but through the dialogue, the coach and client attempt together to influence the outcome through the meanings they attach to the story. Actually, the art of coaching is to exert only enough influence to help the real participants in the story tell their own tales and shape their own destinies. We will explore Bohm’s concept of dialogue more fully in chapter 7 to show how managing the ongoing dialogue is a coach’s most fundamental skill.



AN OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

To help readers explore adaptive coaching, we have divided the book into three parts. Part 1, Assessing Clients’ Needs, explores how coaches discover what their clients really need and adapt their coaching style and approach to their clients. As you will see, this is no trivial matter. Clients often don’t know what they really need, and coaches who jump too quickly to conclusions about what clients need are often wrong. Determining clients’ real needs requires patience, multiple sources of information, and skillful exploration. In this part of the book, we also discuss the differences between coaching and therapy, and we introduce a taxonomy of coaching style preferences that can help coaches adapt to the needs and wants of the people they are trying to help.

Chapter 1 discusses the various contexts of coaching and how those contexts are important in establishing a coaching relationship, creating a “contract” between coach and client, and assessing the client’s real needs.

Chapter 2 introduces several fundamental adaptive coaching concepts and illustrates how you and your clients can negotiate your expectations of the coaching process and intended outcomes so that you are both comfortable with the process and your roles in it.

Chapter 3 presents a concept we call the needs compass. There are four primary sources of information about clients’ needs. To uncover someone’s real needs, you should seek information from all four sources.

Chapter 4 addresses how you discover the client’s real issues—the problems or opportunities that often lie below the surface of the “presenting problem.” Surfacing the real issues—and therefore handling the real problems—is one of the art forms in effective coaching. A lengthy coaching dialogue in this chapter illustrates this process.

Finally, chapter 5 elaborates on our coaching styles taxonomy and explores how coaches can adapt to different client preferences. We elaborate here on the differences between directive versus nondirective coaching, programmatic versus circumstantial coaching, and specific versus holistic coaching. This chapter includes many of the responses we received from coaching clients when we asked them what their coaches could do to be more effective.

Part 2, Practicing Adaptive Coaching, addresses the art and skill coaches need to initiate coaching, manage the coaching dialogue, and conclude coaching successfully. The aim of these chapters is to help coaches increase their flexibility in using a range of coaching skills.



Chapter 6 discusses how you initiate a coaching relationship, prepare for the first coaching ses sion, conduct the first session, explore the client’s needs, initiate a personal development plan, and open subsequent sessions. The beginning of a coaching relationship is critical. As Alexander Clark said, “Let us watch well our beginnings, and results will manage themselves.”

Chapter 7 elaborates on the art of managing the coaching dialogue and includes a lengthy illustration of dialogue in action. Few coaching skills are as important as managing the dialogue. As we observe in this chapter, coaching can be powerful—indeed, life changing—if the journey is interesting, the discoveries unexpected, and the insights actionable. Or the journey can be dull, uninspiring, and empty. The art and skill of the coach makes the difference.

Chapter 8 discusses two fundamental coaching skills—listening and questioning. Although this will be familiar territory for many readers, we offer some insights on listening and questioning that may be new to some readers, including using “Columbo” questions, listening with your eyes and your heart, following the bread crumb trail, and going through the open doors. These are critical skills for anyone who coaches others.

Chapter 9 talks about how you should share your observations with clients, including how to give effective feedback; how to solicit feedback on clients from others; how to reframe your client’s perceptions, including how to differ with them; and how to reflect your perceptions of clients in ways that can be insightful for them.

Chapter 10, Pushing and Pulling, describes effective means of telling clients what you think by advising or teaching them, by confronting them, and by encouraging them. The chapter also discusses a crucial adaptive coaching technique—the process check. Effective coaching is often a combination of pushing clients by asserting your point of view and pulling clients by encouraging them and continually involving them in the management of the dialogue.

Finally, chapter 11 discusses how you close individual coaching sessions and bring closure to the coaching relationship itself. As there must be good beginnings, there must also be good endings. The most satisfying coaching relationships end with a sense of accomplishment and quiet celebration.

Part 3, Coaching Special Populations, shifts the focus from coaching skills to the needs of specific populations of coaching clients. Almost without exception, the coaching literature assumes a genderless, non-age-specific, racially, culturally, and ethnically neutral coach and client, and thus fails to acknowledge the special needs of diverse coaching populations and the challenges to the coaching relationship once these inevitable realities enter the room. Chapters 12 through 15 discuss how coaches can be adaptive in situations where they are coaching across cultures, coaching women and minorities, and coaching across generations. With the heavy emphasis of the more recent literature on coaching executives, this population is about the only group whose characteristics have been discussed. However, the unique situations and coaching needs of C-level executives have not been adequately addressed in the literature, so in chapter 15 we discuss the special challenges of coaching C-level executives and the important role coaching plays in helping executives transition into C-level positions and preventing derailment once they are in those positions.

As its name implies, our epilogue, Helping Clients Change, discusses how coaches help clients change. As we argue throughout this book, coaching is about change: improving skills, building better relationships, overcoming performance problems, and so on. Much of the change clients seek is behavioral, and it is notoriously difficult for adults to alter their behavior significantly. A lifetime of habits is difficult to alter. So in this chapter, we present a framework for guiding change. This framework is an effective way to gauge what will be required for clients to make significant and lasting changes—and to identify what is getting in the way when they can’t or won’t change.

For all the talk about change in business, politics, and global events, and for all the evidence we see daily of sweeping change in all these arenas, human change at the micro level of the individual is among the most difficult challenges we face. The aim of coaching is to facilitate constructive, self-initiated change one person at a time—not just to ward off catastrophic change imposed from without, but to help individuals maximize their potential and the contributions they can make to the businesses with which they have chosen to invest their passions and their energies. For change of this sort to occur, coaching must become a vastly more adaptive, responsive enterprise. In short, if the clients we coach are to change in the ways they hope, we as coaches must be masters of change as well, starting with ourselves. This book seeks to help in that most personal of transformations.






PART 1
ASSESSING CLIENTS’ NEEDS

The most effective coaches adapt their coaching style and approach to every client because every client is different. We became acutely aware of this fact in our research on coaching effectiveness. As we noted in the introduction, from 1996 through 2002 we surveyed hundreds of coaches and many thousands of clients (the people receiving the coaching) in large and smaller corporations in a variety of industries and countries. From these surveys, we learned that different clients prefer to be coached in different ways. We also learned that coaches tend to coach the way they prefer to coach, rather than the way their clients prefer to be coached. The resulting misalignments in coaching preference mean that a large number of clients are frustrated with the coaching they are getting. In fact, nearly half of the clients we surveyed said that their coaching sessions with their current coach have not had much positive impact on their work performance.

In the first part of this book, we discuss the foundations of adaptive coaching, namely, understanding the context in which coaching takes place, understanding clients’ expectations about the coaching and negotiating a set of shared expectations, using the four primary sources of information to discover clients’ needs, triangulating among these sources to uncover the underlying issues that must be resolved for the client to make progress, and, finally, adapting to clients’ coaching style preferences.

The purpose of coaching is to help people change. If there is no change, then the coaching has not had any impact. However, coaching does not occur in a vacuum. To facilitate change, you must understand the context in which that change needs to occur, including peoples’ job situations, the organizations they work in, the urgency of their needs, their psychological readiness to change, their history with and expectations of coaching, and their view of and respect for the coach. Clients’ openness and willingness to change is shaped by this context. If you fail to understand it, you may use the wrong approach at the wrong time and focus on the wrong issues, which is a formula for failure.

To help clients change, you must not only consider the context in which they work; you must also uncover and address the root causes of their problems. But this raises an important issue: How is coaching different from therapy? In chapter 1, as we discuss the contexts of coaching, we also address this thorny question. In chapter 2, we describe an effective process for understanding clients’ expectations about coaching and then negotiating a set of shared expectations. To coach adaptively, you have to be transparent about how the coaching will occur, what you will focus on, how you will help clients, and so on. Surfacing their preferences and changing your approach accordingly is obviously a crucial part of being an adaptive coach. You have to start where your clients are and then continuously adapt to their needs or preferences.

Chapters 3 and 4 address the difficult challenge of discovering your clients’ real needs. In our coaching experience, we have found that the presenting problem, what clients say they need help with, is rarely the real one. To discover what clients really need, you have to explore all four points of what we call the needs compass: your own observations of clients, clients’ perceptions of themselves, others’ observations of clients, and clients’ work products and performance metrics. The client’s real needs emerge through a process of co-discovery in which all sources of information are explored within the context of the client’s life and work. Themes and patterns emerge as coaches triangulate from these different sources, and coaches use them to form and test hypotheses about the real issues.

Part 1 ends with a more detailed discussion of the taxonomy of coaching preferences introduced in chapter 1. In chapter 5, we describe the client comments and research findings that helped us distinguish between directive versus nondirective coaching, programmatic versus circumstantial coaching, and specific versus holistic coaching. This chapter includes suggestions for coaching clients who prefer each of the eight possible coaching styles.






1
The Contexts of Coaching

Take more time to explore the backgrounds of the people you coach and the situational constraints on their behavior.

Help the person being coached consider the culture and what will actually work in the organization rather than [taking] a pure view of what is best in a vacuum but may not fly in practice.

Find out the history of individual coachees (what they have done, what experiences they’ve had, what they’ve done well and not so well, what education they’ve had, and so on).

SUGGESTIONS TO COACHES FROM THE “COACHING EFFECTIVENESS SURVEY,”
LORE INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE, INC.

We have found, in our studies of coaching effectiveness, that the comments above are representative of how clients expect coaching to reflect the various personal and organizational contexts that define their work. It is, of course, impossible to coach anyone without knowing enough about the client to know which questions to ask, what avenues to follow, what suggestions make sense, and which options are appropriate and relevant for the client. Coaching without considering the context would be no more accurate or useful than following the astrological advice in the Sunday newspaper. This point seems self-evident, yet in the coaching world a debate is raging about the importance of context and the kind of background and personal information the coach should consider. On the opposite ends of this debate are Marshall Goldsmith, a professional executive coach, and Steven Berglas, a psychiatrist who was formerly at Harvard Medical School and is now at UCLA’s John E. Anderson School of Management. It’s useful to view their opposing ideas as bookends in a debate that raises several important questions: What is coaching? How does the context of coaching influence its outcome? What are these contexts? How does coaching differ from therapy? And how important to the coaching process are a client’s past, a client’s feelings, influences on a client’s perceptions and behaviors, and motivations, past and present? The sharp differences between Goldsmith and Berglas allow us to map out a reasonable middle ground for coaches who seek neither exclusion of the client’s perspective nor psychotherapeutic specialization.

THE COACH AS DIRECTOR

In a profile of Goldsmith in the New Yorker, we learn that Goldsmith “tells his clients that he doesn’t care about their past, doesn’t care how they feel, doesn’t care about their inner psyche—all he cares about is their future behavior. He provides them with a tightly structured program of things to do and a money-back guarantee that, if they do exactly what he tells them, they will get better” (MacFarquhar 2002, p. 120). Goldsmith’s metaphor of the outcome of coaching as “getting better” evokes a medical model of treatment in which the doctor diagnoses the illness and prescribes the proper treatment. This approach represents one bookend, emphasizing coaching as prescription and the coach as the director.

Other elements of Goldsmith’s approach are described as follows.

Goldsmith has turned against the notion of feedback in favor of a concept he calls “feedforward.” “How many of us have wasted much of our lives impressing our spouse, partner, or significant other with our near-photographic memory of their previous sins, which we document and share to help them improve?” he says. “Dysfunctional! Say, ‘I can’t change the past—all I can say is I’m sorry for what I did wrong.’ Ask for suggestions for the future. Don’t promise to do everything they suggest—leadership is not a popularity contest. But follow up on a regular basis, and you know what’s going to happen? You will get better.” (p. 115)

What is the ultimate aim of coaching? According to this profile, it is not about changing behavior:

Coaching, [Goldsmith] had recently realized, was not, ultimately, about changing his client’s behavior so much as changing perceptions of the client’s behavior. He had observed that his clients had to change a hundred percent to get ten percent credit, partly because people could be ungenerous, but mostly because they simply didn’t notice. And in leadership, as he liked to say, it doesn’t matter what you say—only what they hear. (p. 120)

Taken the wrong way, this could imply that real change is less important than impression management. Should clients really not worry about their own behavior and its consequences and effects on others but instead only about how they are perceived?

Finally, according to the New Yorker profile, Goldsmith’s approach to coaching is pragmatic and antipsychological: “Goldsmith ... has no patience for the psychological approach. ‘My attitude is, it’s easier to get unf---ed up than it is to understand why you are f---ed up, so why don’t you just get un-f---ed up?’ he says” (p. 120). This approach suggests that clients don’t need insight; they just need direction (the right “tightly structured program of things to do”). And while it is certainly true that clients cannot change the past, it is equally true that they cannot escape it.

As portrayed in the New Yorker profile, Goldsmith represents one approach to coaching—the coach who disregards the client’s past, his psychological state, and apparently his perspective, as indicated in this quotation from the article: “There was one guy I coached who spent hours on ‘Marshall, you don’t understand, let me explain why I have these issues, let me explain my mother, my father.’ Whine, whine, whine. I tell clients, ‘Here’s a quarter—call someone who cares.’ They don’t need empathy. They need someone to look ’em in the eye and say, ‘If you want to change, do this’” (p. 120). In this view, change is as easy as receiving the right direction from a coach who can show clients the way. In the real world, argues Steven Berglas, things are more complex.

THE COACH AS PSYCHOTHERAPIST

In a Harvard Business Review essay, Berglas (2002), who is an executive coach with a doctorate in psychology, argues that “in an alarming number of situations, executive coaches who lack rigorous psychological training do more harm than good. By dint of their backgrounds and biases, they downplay or simply ignore deep-seated psychological problems they don’t understand. When an executive’s problems stem from undetected or ignored psychological difficulties, coaching can actually make a bad situation worse” (p. 87). Berglas exemplifies the opposite bookend from Goldsmith. He stresses a regimen of extensive psychological evaluation as a prelude to coaching and an in-depth coaching relationship that is in some ways difficult to distinguish from therapy. Berglas believes that today’s popularity of executive coaching reflects a desire for quick fixes. The problem, he argues, is that these quick fixes often don’t fix anything and may in fact do damage.

To achieve fast results, many popular executive coaches model their interventions after those used by sports coaches, employing techniques that reject out of hand any introspective process that can take time and cause “paralysis by analysis.” The idea that an executive coach can help employees improve performance quickly is a great selling point to CEOs, who put the bottom line first. Yet that approach tends to gloss over any unconscious conflict the employee might have. This can have disastrous consequences for the company in the long term and can exacerbate the psychological damage to the person targeted for help. (pp. 88–89)

In Berglas’ view, every executive who is about to participate in coaching should first undergo a psychological evaluation to ensure that he or she is psychologically prepared for it and does not have any conditions that require more competent help than a coach who is not psychologically trained can provide. He cites several cases to support his position. One is a narcissistic manager, who Berglas concludes cannot benefit from coaching (and we concur). He also cites an executive who is driven by a fear of failure and another whose apparent assertiveness problem masked an inability to form intimate relationships with men. Clearly, these are cases where the clients would benefit more from therapy than from coaching. However, in our experience, the more common issues coaches face are difficulty balancing life and work, being somewhat insensitive to others, failing to delegate enough to empower and inspire subordinates, not being appreciative enough of others’ contributions, and so on.

The most common issues can be handled through feedback, awareness building, skill building, goal setting, and discussion with a coach who is competent in managing the dialogue. In our opinion, Berglas’ solution—having every candidate for coaching be psychologically screened—is impractical and expensive. It also sends the signal that coaching is a psychological process and the people receiving coaching may have a psychological problem. In many company and country cultures, this conclusion would automatically kill a coaching program because of the stigma attached to anyone who needs psychological help. This is less true in the United States as a whole (although the attitude exists in some companies), but it is a widespread attitude in southern Europe, some Latin American countries, and Asia.

Nonetheless, Berglas raises three cautionary red flags. First, in their zeal to create change programs for clients, coaches may fail to see warning signs of deeper psychological problems that may exist. Second, coaches may grasp that there are deeper psychological problems but lack the skill or credentials to deal with them and the integrity to withdraw from the assignment. Third, coaches may believe that these issues are irrelevant and focus on changing behavior without regard to any underlying dysfunctions. Berglas calls this the trap of treating the symptoms rather than the disorder, much like a doctor treating an internal injury by applying a Band-Aid. In all three cases, coaches may do more harm than good.

We believe that coaches do not have to be licensed psychologists, but they should be trained and certified in coaching (even if they are employees of a company and only coach internally). They must know the ethical and professional boundaries of coaching and adhere to a code of ethics that prohibits them from delving into matters they are not trained to deal with. They must know the warning signs when deeper psychological issues exist and be able to refer their clients to competent professionals. And they must beware of becoming arrogant, trying to supply all the answers, or dispensing advice in homespun homilies or clever turns of phrase and assume that this passes for wisdom.

The danger implicit in therapists acting as coaches is that they may not be able to separate coaching from therapy—in their own minds as well as the minds of their clients—and we have worked with many organizations where even the hint that coaching is therapy would doom the coaching program. As Berglas warns, however, problems may arise when coaches act as directors and ignore their clients’ past, feelings, motivations, and beliefs. Like it or not, we are psychological creatures. Our brains are hardwired with powerful emotional as well as cognitive responses to stimuli, and our behavior is shaped to a significant extent by our personal and cultural history and experiences as well as our hopes, dreams, fears, and goals. Coaches who are either unaware of or have no patience with their clients’ psychology risk ignoring a substantial amount of the context of people’s lives that affects how responsive they will be to coaching and what they can reasonably—and permanently—change.



There is danger, too, in assuming that coaching is all about giving clients the right program for them to follow. What if you’re wrong? What if you have ignored (or simply been unaware of) an important but hidden constraint on their ability to effect this program? What if an unintended consequence of this program is that it exacerbates a psychological condition you did not or could not see? When you presume to know exactly what your clients should do to become better (however better is defined), you place an awful burden on yourself. You had better be right! If human beings were simple creatures, this might work. You might be able to diagnose the problem precisely, give clients the right corrective program, and send them on their way. But we humans are not simple creatures, so this approach is fraught with peril. Furthermore, it places the responsibility for change and growth on you, the coach, rather than on the client. When it’s over, all clients can say is, “Thank God I had such a wise coach.” They may not have learned anything other than how to follow directions. We believe that a more satisfying conclusion for clients is for them to realize that they have found most of the answers themselves and that their coach was a helpful guide.

COACHING VERSUS THERAPY

The contrast between Marshall Goldsmith’s approach and Steven Berglas’ concerns about coaches who lack rigorous psychological training raises some significant questions: What is the difference between coaching and therapy? Do good therapists make good coaches, and vice versa? These have been topics of considerable interest in the past decades as more psychologists and others have joined the ranks of executive coaches. In an essay focused on the differences between coaching and therapy, Vicki Hart, John Blattner, and Staci Leipsic (2001) observed that in therapy “the focus is often on interpersonal health and an identifiable issue, such as acute depression or relational discord, that interferes with the client’s level of functioning and current psychodynamic or psychosocial adjustment. The focus is typically retrospective, dealing with unconscious issues and repair of damage from earlier experiences.... It may even involve medication, adjunct therapies, and coordination of services” (p. 230). The most rigorous forms of psychological therapy are psychiatric treatment (which often involves medication) and psychoanalysis, followed by psychological counseling. All are performed by highly trained, licensed professionals whose goal is to help patients deal with chronic and traumatic psychological problems and illnesses. Coaching should be conducted by highly trained, licensed professionals, too, but the lamentable fact is that anyone can hang out a shingle as a coach (and a lot of unqualified people do).

In contrast, a recent literature review of executive coaching defines the practice this way:

Executive coaching appears in the workplace with the intention of improving the executive’s interpersonal skills and ultimately his or her workplace performance. It is more issue focused than therapy is and occurs in a broader array of contexts—including face-to-face sessions, meetings with other people, observation sessions, over the telephone, and by e-mail—and in a variety of locations away from work. (Kampa-Kokesch and Anderson 2001, p. 210)

The symbolic trappings of therapy as opposed to coaching convey some of the critical distinctions. In therapy, clients, still often called patients, typically visit the therapist’s office, where credentials are prominently displayed and other elements of the setting convey the authoritative role of the therapist in providing treatment. A therapeutic relationship begins with the requisite medical insurance paperwork being completed. The relationship is a therapeutic one, heavily modeled on the doctor/patient relationship of medical practice. In coaching, the coach typically comes to the client’s office, where the client’s home turf conveys quite a different locus of power. The relationship is a business relationship. Subsequent sessions may be conducted by telephone, by e-mail, or in some informal location. There is no insurance benefit; fees are negotiated with the company. Sometimes coaches are paid by the client, not unlike students making tuition payments for continuing education.

Coaching is intended to improve skills and ultimately workplace performance. As Kampa-Kokesch and Anderson noted, it is more issue focused than therapy, and it includes more types of interventions. Furthermore, coaching is typically more finite. A coaching program should last a specified amount of time and should be focused on specific work-related goals (such as improving an executive’s ability to work with a board). A coaching contract, or action plan, is typically formulated quite early in the relationship, often by the end of the first or second meeting. This plan serves as the measure against which to assess progress. Therapy is usually not bounded by time, and its goals are less defined. Both coaching and therapy may touch on all aspects of a person’s life. In coaching, however, life issues may be relevant but are usually not central; in therapy, life issues are central but business issues may be relevant. Coaching is usually more pragmatic and practical in its application. In coaching, the focal point is the person’s performance; in therapy, the focal point is the person.

These are some of the differences. There are also similarities. Both involve trust-based relationships and are intended to help clients build their skills and capabilities. Both rely on feedback, assessment, and observation of clients. Both use dialogue as a primary tool. As part of dialogue, the coach or therapist must listen well, know how to ask insightful questions, know when and how to offer suggestions or advice, and know how to synthesize key points in the dialogue and identify or create memorable insights. Finally, though Marshall Goldsmith might disagree with us, both depend on insights from various parts of clients’ lives (including the past) to help them better understand themselves, their patterns of behavior, their options, and their roadblocks. In therapy, questions about the past might include “When was the first time you remember feeling this way? How did you get along with your older sister? How would you describe your parents’ relationship?” In coaching, questions about the past are typically different: “How have you handled this kind of situation before? What have been your toughest management challenges? Who were your mentors early in your career, and what did you learn from them?” In both coaching and therapy, these kinds of questions are intended to develop a context, to understand the environment and circumstances in which the person works and lives, decides what is important and what’s not, and makes decisions that affect not only his or her life but the lives and work of others with whom the person associates.

Coaching is about change, and it’s impossible, as Lester Tobias (1996) observes, to foster change unless you get at the root causes of problems and consider the context in which the person works: “To achieve lasting and fundamental change, people need to alter their perspectives, to see things in a new light, or to overcome internal resistances that may be unrecognized and habitual. Therefore, the [coach] needs to help the person get to root causes, whether the apparent problem is organizational or one of personal style” (p. 88). If coaching and therapy occupy opposite ends of a continuum, it’s in the middle of that continuum that distinctions become blurry. Ultimately, maintaining distinctions between them is the fundamental ethical obligation for the coaching practitioner. The coach must be unhesitant about where to draw the line between coaching and therapy and must exercise appropriate tact and persuasiveness to direct a client to therapy, particularly in situations where the surfacing of issues in coaching pushes the client into dangerous psychological territory. A clearer distinction between coaching and therapy lies in the very different contexts that bring one person into therapy and another into coaching.

THE CONTEXTS OF COACHING

Clients’ openness and willingness to explore their attitudes, perspectives, behaviors, decisions, alternatives, and operational effectiveness are shaped by the context in which coaching occurs. The most important element of the coaching context is the client’s perspective, which includes the client’s situation, the organizational context, the urgency of the need, the client’s psychological readiness, the client’s view of and respect for the coach, and the client’s expectations.

The Client’s Situation

Our research on coaching effectiveness told us repeatedly that coaches don’t pay enough attention to the most important contextual element of coaching—the client’s situation. It’s not that coaches don’t understand objectively what makes up the client’s situation; it’s that they don’t fully appreciate and don’t fully probe the subjective meanings the client attaches to that situation or the nuances of the organizational environment in which the client works, including the political, social, and cultural environment of the executive’s organization. From an organizational standpoint, some cultures not only support personal and professional development (including coaching), they practically demand it. Other cultures pay lip service to development, even if they invest in it. Some treat coaching, and other forms of professional development, as just that—development, particularly at key transition points in an executive’s career. Some can conceive of coaching only as a form of remediation, a last-ditch effort to save someone the company has invested too much in to lose. Still others do not invest the resources required to develop executives and almost openly disdain coaching. Clearly, the more supportive the organization is, the more likely it is that clients will be open to and accepting of coaching help.



From an individual standpoint, clients bring all sorts of predispositions and presuppositions to coaching, even in the most supportive business environments. Most coaches collect basic information about the client’s background, such as level of education, years with the company, employment history, interests, family, and so forth. These form the safe territory for introductory conversation. On deeper levels, though, the client’s situation has to do with understanding the person the client becomes at work and how the work environment tends to construct that person. It includes understanding how factors such as gender, age, race, social class, ethnicity, and nationality define the client and the client’s experiences at work. These factors in the client’s context are discussed at length in chapters 13–15 and in the epilogue.

For instance, clients who are transitioning into executive positions of increasing responsibility have to manage the persona they must take on—either because the client assumes such a persona is called for or because the organization has expectations about who and what this new executive must be. Relationships with former peers who are now subordinates must be renegotiated. Former friendships can become strained as the new executive holds power that the old colleague did not. As much as there is a sense of achievement in these kinds of career shifts, there is just as often a sense of loss. Too frequently, new executives discover these issues only in hindsight and only after costly mistakes have been made. Coaching executives through such a transition phase means a heavy emphasis for both parties on understanding the context: helping clients distinguish pressures that are self-imposed from those that are imposed from without in order to evaluate those pressures and find the self who is both personally authentic and publicly effective.

THE ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT

Since one of the key factors that distinguishes coaching from therapy is that coaching is a business relationship, coaches must understand the business or organizational context in which their clients work. This involves knowing about the business itself: its history, current issues and problems, key people and their expectations, and the nature of their relationship with the client. In “Business-Linked Executive Development: Coaching Senior Executives,” Thomas Saporito (1996) argues that coaches need to investigate three areas before the coaching relationship begins: 1) the “organizational imperatives” that shape the expectations for the executive, 2) the “success factors” that define what the client must do to fulfill these expectations, and 3) the “personal qualities and behaviors” that will be required to achieve these success factors (pp. 96–103). Some of this information can be obtained by reviewing the organization’s Web site, annual reports, and other documents; some will come from interviews with human resource managers and those more directly involved in working with the client.

Understanding the client in the context of the organization makes it possible to frame the coaching engagement more broadly than simply as a one-on-one relationship between coach and client. Lester Tobias (1996) observes that

when coaching is done in isolation, the absence of organizational context will inevitably limit the coach’s perspectives on the presenting problem. Furthermore, it may also limit the coach’s options regarding interventions.... It is essential for the coach to keep in mind that relevant others may not only be potentially part of the solution, but that they are usually directly or indirectly part of the problem. However maladaptive an individual’s behavior may be, it never occurs in a vacuum, even though the more outrageous the behavior is, the more people will attribute it to the individual’s personality. (pp. 87–95)

Coaching may very well include other members of the organization so that issues such as unnecessary bureaucratic obstacles, unrealistic expectations, scapegoating, and other tensions that occur within relationships can be addressed. But such problems cannot be named, let alone addressed, unless the coach understands the larger organizational context in which the client works.

The Urgency of the Need

One of the most important psychological contexts is the client’s sense of urgency and the threat of consequences or the benefits of success. That sense of urgency may arise from intrinsic needs or dissatisfactions or from extrinsic fears (of consequences) or hopes (for success). Psychological research suggests that intrinsic motives are more powerful and longer lasting, but extrinsic drivers can also be powerful. In any case, it’s important for executive coaches to understand what motivates the client and whether the client feels that the need for coaching is urgent.



The Client’s Psychological Readiness

We said earlier that the successful outcome of coaching depends in part on the client’s openness and willingness to explore. While environmental factors certainly affect a person’s openness, the most important factors are psychological. How mature is the client? In this case, maturity refers to the person’s self-acceptance, willingness to admit mistakes, and openness to feedback. Each of us builds a self-concept, which Freud referred to as the ego, through which we define who we are. In less-mature people, that ego can be fragile and tends to be defended heavily. That’s why some people won’t admit that they are wrong or have made a mistake—to them, admitting error is an assault on their ego construct. Maturity tends to soften the edges as people develop a more realistic view of themselves and come to accept their foibles and weaknesses as part of their total being. With maturity come grace and forgiveness—toward oneself as well as others.

Central to this concept of maturity is the willingness to be vulnerable and imperfect, to acknowledge that one can improve, which leads to an awareness and acceptance of the need to change. Many executives never reach this point. They fear appearing imperfect, so they blame failures on others or on circumstances beyond their control and never admit to themselves or others that they need help or could do better and would benefit from coaching. These executives remind us of the observation said to have been made by Benjamin Franklin: “He that won’t be counseled can’t be helped.”

Another aspect of maturity is resilience—the ability to rebound, pick oneself up, and march on despite adversity, roadblocks, criticism, and failure. In a recent study of resilience, Diane Coutu (2002) defines it as “the skill and the capacity to be robust under conditions of enormous stress and change” (p. 52). Resilient people share three characteristics: “an ability to face reality as it is, not as one thinks or wishes it should be; deeply rooted beliefs, sometimes reinforced by well-articulated values, that sustain a conviction that life has meaning; and the capacity to improvise with whatever is at hand, in particular to call on resources within oneself in unique and creative ways” (p. 48). Resilience is important because coaching may require clients to hold the mirror and see aspects of themselves they don’t like. They need the ability to rebound from those experiences in order to make progress and stick with the program of change and improvement they have embarked upon. This may all sound familiar. It’s what author Reuven Bar-On, Daniel Goleman, and others have referred to as emotional intelligence. An emotionally intelligent adult is emotionally self-aware; is able to manage his or her own emotions, read others’ emotions, and use emotion productively; and is good at handling relationships. These psychological resources make emotionally intelligent executives better candidates than others for coaching because they are more open, more responsive to feedback, more motivated to change, more willing to admit their weaknesses, and more willing to accept responsibility for themselves and their behavior. Clearly, executives who lack these psychological resources are not good coaching candidates. No matter how much quality coaching they receive, they are unlikely to change.

The Client’s View of and Respect for the Coach

An element of context that coaches often overlook—but clients never do—is the client’s view of and respect for the coach. Early in a coaching relationship, clients may grant their coaches the benefit of the doubt, but they remain wary and will decide within the first few meetings whether this coach deserves their trust and whether they find the coach credible and helpful. For a productive coaching relationship to be established, as further explained in the text box “Building Coaching Relationships” on pages 16–17, the coach must earn trust and demonstrate credibility.

The Client’s Expectations

Finally, an important element of context is the client’s expectations. Clients will define for themselves what is useful in the coaching relationship and what they find helpful about the dialogue. They enter into a coaching relationship with a set of expectations, which may or may not be realistic. Their expectations are often based on their previous coaching experiences at work (both as coaches and clients) but may also be informed by their experiences as students, athletes, and children. They know how they learn best, how feedback should be given to them, what they’re willing to try, and what is most helpful to them. The best way for coaches to discover their clients’ expectations, of course, is to ask them.

It should be obvious how these elements of the context of coaching affect the dialogue between the coach and the client. They govern, among other things, the client’s willingness to disclose his feelings, to trust the coach with confidential information, to explore uncomfortable areas, to open new avenues of possibility, and to experiment with new perspectives, ways of thinking, and behaviors. We’ve been focusing on the elements of the context that relate to clients and their environment and perspective, but there are also important contextual elements from the coach’s perspective.





	BUILDING COACHING RELATIONSHIPS



	Good coaching relationships are made, not born. You build them by establishing trust with people who want you to coach them. That trust usually consists of confidence, caring, and acceptance:



	[image: Image] Clients must have confidence in your coaching—that you know what you’re talking about, that you are credible and experienced, that your guidance will be accurate and helpful, and that your coaching will help them.



	[image: Image] Clients must believe that you care about them—that you have their best interests at heart, that you care about them as human beings, and that your desire to help them is sincere.



	[image: Image] Clients must have confidence that you will not judge them—that you accept them for who they are.



	You build confidence by being knowledgeable and resourceful, by walking your talk, and by being genuine. Ironically, admitting that you don’t know something and admitting when you’re wrong build credibility because they show that you’re human and fallible. Pretending that you know everything, on the other hand, destroys credibility and confidence.



	You show caring by being available, by taking an active interest in how clients are doing, by offering to help rather than waiting to be asked. Of course, you must maintain confidences, refrain from judgment or evaluation except in the spirit of being helpful, and follow through with the people you’re coaching over a long period. Otherwise, your “caring” will seem transactional and superficial.



	You accept clients and suspend judgment by monitoring carefully the tendency to judge, which may operate in other domains of your life, in order to convey what Carl Rogers called “unconditional positive regard.” No matter how poor people’s performance, you as their coach nonetheless regard them positively as human beings. Suspending judgment is difficult because many people, especially in management positions, are trained to be judgmental. But if you can’t set judgment aside during coaching, you won’t be an effective coach. Interestingly, our research on coaching effectiveness indicates that many coaches do not suspend judgment or demonstrate the degree of caring that inspires trust.



	[image: Image] Forty percent of clients say that their coaches are occasionally judgmental.



	[image: Image] Thirty-one percent of clients say that their coach is impatient and hurries to finish the coaching.



	[image: Image] Twenty-five percent say that their coach does not always recognize either excellent performance or superior effort, even if it fails.



	Effective coaching requires the right attitude about coaching and the right temperament. If people trust you, if they feel that you have their best interests at heart, if they find you credible, and if you take the time to be helpful to them, then you are more likely to develop an effective coaching relationship.





The Coach’s Relationship with the Client

If the coach has an existing relationship with the client, then the dialogue will be informed by the nature of that relationship and the history of interactions between the two people. As a dialogue unfolds, it creates its own interactional history—a record, in each person’s memory, of the ideas, insights, discussions, disagreements, and developments that have occurred since the dialogue began. Even if the coach and client have not previously had a coaching relationship, if they have known and worked with each other in any capacity, the dialogue will be affected by what each person knows about the other and what has transpired between them. That history can help or hinder the coaching process, so it’s worth thinking about what impact the existing relationship might have.

The Coach’s Experience As a Coach

The coach also brings to the dialogue her experience as a coach and the history of all previous coaching experiences—the memories of former and other current clients, reflections on what worked and what didn’t, and a perspective on how to approach coaching problems and challenges. A coach’s experience creates a kind of expert system for her, which she draws upon when she coaches any client. The richer and deeper her experience, the more likely she is to have seen similar issues before, and she will remember how she helped previous clients with those issues. New coaches have to rely more on their instincts, education, and training; more experienced coaches rely on their internal expert system. This expert system is a useful shortcut, but it can also be a straitjacket if it forces you to see all similar problems the same way or assume that a new client’s problems are identical to what you’ve seen dozens of times before. Our brain forms new neural pathways when we encounter new problems and develop new solutions. When we see similar problems, we assume we should try similar solutions. If they work, these neural pathways are reinforced and strengthened. This phenomenon has been called hardening of the categories, and it’s why older, more experienced professionals are typically less creative than their younger, less experienced counterparts.

So a coach’s experience creates a great deal of the context in which she coaches. If she’s careful, she uses her experience to make informed assumptions about each new client and new set of issues or challenges, but she also tests those assumptions and remains open to forming new opinions, exploring new avenues, and finding new solutions to problems that, within each client’s unique context, are generally new to the client.

The Coach’s Mandate As a Coach

If the coach has been hired or asked to provide coaching by someone other than the client, then the coach will have an assignment—along with some preconceptions about the nature of the problem and expectations regarding the desired outcomes of the coaching. For instance, the context could be that the client is part of a high-potential program in the company, and the coaching is being provided to help the client assess his skills and build them in areas that will help prepare him for his next assignment. Or the context could be that the client manages a division of the company and is in danger of derailing because she drives people relentlessly and is insensitive to their needs. She may not be aware that she’s at risk of derailment, but it would not be unusual for the HR director who arranged for coaching to tell her coach of the risk—but not want the client to be aware of it.

In our own coaching experiences, few circumstances make us more uncomfortable than having a mandate from a company that the client is not fully aware of. However, for various reasons, companies sometimes find it necessary to arrange for coaching without being totally candid with the client about the reasons for it or the consequences to the client if the coaching doesn’t help. We have been in situations where we wished there had been more candor and where, frankly, the company’s unwillingness to be candid was a symptom of an underlying systemic issue. But resolving a company’s systemic issues may not be feasible. If you can be helpful to clients, even though the company is not being candid with them, then you are still performing a useful service, however uncomfortable you might be with the context in which the coaching is taking place.

The Coach’s Expertise

If the coach is an expert in the subject being discussed with the client, it is impossible not to bring that expert perspective into the dialogue, and in fact, coaches are appointed on the basis of their experience and expertise in particular business areas or specific levels of management as well as requisite coaching skills. This is not to say that the coach should start dispensing advice—merely that having the expert perspective will affect how the coach listens, interprets information, frames questions, and provides help.

The Coach’s Objectivity

Finally, an important element of the context is the coach’s degree of objectivity. Coaches who can avoid projecting themselves into the situation are generally better coaches because they can remain objective enough to recognize what is happening in the dialogue and steer it in a productive direction. Coaches who lose that objectivity often become too immersed in the content of the dialogue to recognize when it’s becoming unproductive or is heading in the wrong direction.

Good coaches remain acutely aware of the context all the time. They take care to understand the departure point and establish the right context at the beginning of the coaching process. They try to understand how the context affects the client’s openness and willingness to explore. They also use the context to help shape the dialogue as coaching continues. Even bad coaches are aware of the context, but they are often incapable of managing it or using it to their and the client’s advantage. Instead, the context can become an impediment (“The culture doesn’t support the kinds of changes he needs to make”) or an excuse for lackluster results (“She wasn’t willing to listen to feedback”).



Beyond knowing and using the context effectively, coaches must be skilled at guiding and shaping the dialogue. As we said earlier, the two primary factors that determine whether executive coaching will be effective are the client’s openness and willingness to explore and the coach’s skillfulness in guiding the dialogue. The next chapter is the first of several that explore the special nature of the coaching dialogue.






2
Negotiating Expectations

Have a kickoff meeting with each person to be coached to get a common understanding of needs and expectations.

Try to determine the aspirations of the people you are coaching so that you can tailor your coaching to fit in with their goals.

Review each team member’s goals for development and develop a game plan to get there. We’ve had discussions, but neither party committed to a real plan.

SUGGESTIONS TO COACHES FROM THE “COACHING EFFECTIVENESS SURVEY,”
LORE INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE, INC.

In the introduction, we described the two-minds model, which illustrates the differences in perspectives between coaches and clients. When these perspectives are not aligned, coaches risk providing the wrong kind of coaching on the wrong issues at the wrong time and never building the kind of trust and confidence essential in a coaching relationship. When, as a coach, you negotiate expectations for the engagement, you are trying to understand the client’s perspective and share your own so that you develop a mutual understanding of the coaching process, the client’s needs, and the desired outcomes. As our opening quotations suggest, coaches need to spend more time exploring what clients expect and reaching agreement on processes and outcomes. In chapter 1, we discussed the contexts of coaching. In effect, setting expectations means applying multiple contexts and establishing the conditions in which the coaching will occur.



Throughout the book, we focus on the mind-set of the coach, but this is a good place to raise some cautionary flags about the mind-set of the client. While many clients will welcome the coach’s guidance and appreciate the vote of confidence that the organization’s investment in the coaching signifies, coaching is not something that appears risk free to many clients. For some, coaching may suggest failure to succeed on one’s own or may even conjure up memories of visits to the principal’s office. For others, developing intimacy with a coach as a thought partner or trusted advisor will take time and will come only as the client gains confidence that the coach can reliably contribute to both process and context. The client’s mind-set is not a static thing; it will change as the relationship matures. Coaches who adapt successfully to new clients take time at the outset to explore the client’s frame of mind about coaching. They monitor and adjust to changes throughout the engagement.

The two-minds model that we discussed in the introduction nicely illustrates the differences in perspective between coach and client, but in the real world even this seemingly complicated model is too simplistic because it ignores the organizational context in which coaching generally occurs. In large, sophisticated companies with well-established systems and procedures for developing people, the organization itself may have expectations about coaching that influence and even specify elements of the coaching process, such as when and how coaching will be conducted, how coaching fits in with the overall human development process, and how coaching effectiveness will be measured. Expectation setting, therefore, can involve not only the coach and the client but others in the organization who have a stake in the coaching process and its outcomes. Sometimes the goals and outcomes of coaching are syndicated with the client’s manager, the relevant HR manager, and members of a leadership development task force or development group that oversees leadership development in the company. When CEOs are being coached, the stakeholder group may include the board of directors.

Negotiating expectations means bringing the coach’s expectations and the client’s into alignment within the organizational context in which the coaching is occurring. This is fundamental to our concept of adaptive coaching—starting where the client is and continuously adapting to his or her needs or preferences. While this may sound complicated, in practice it’s a simple matter of knowing how to ask the right questions and taking the time to do so. Expectation setting, which should occur at the very beginning of the coaching process, is an activity that we often refer to as “contracting.” The word contracting makes this part of the process seem very formal, but it doesn’t need to be. Contracting can be as simple as saying, “What kind of help would you like?” The purpose is to reach a mutual understanding of what will most benefit the client and to ensure that you understand the client’s needs and expectations from the coaching process. If you clarify the client’s expectations about the kind of coaching you are going to provide, then you can be reasonably certain that you are being most helpful to him or her. If you aren’t explicit about the agreement, then you run the very real risk of doing the wrong kind of coaching, which will frustrate both of you.

THE ELEMENTS OF THE CONTRACT

Some coaches prefer formal, written contracts or agreements with their clients. We tend to be more informal in our approach to coaching, but it isn’t a bad idea to write down what you’ve agreed to and then send your statement to the client—or ask the client to write down the agreements and send them to you. Coaching is a jointly constructed journey, and mutually agreeing to the expectations up front is a reasonable and collaborative way to ensure that everyone involved clearly understands how the process will work. Furthermore, it’s best to be explicit about these matters to reduce the risk that differing, unspoken assumptions on anyone’s part will later derail the process or destroy trust.

Clearly, coaching contracts can include anything coaches and clients wish to include. The next several pages identify a range of issues and questions that should be addressed and resolved early in the relationship, whether they are explicitly named in the coaching contract or discussed in an initial meeting. What is the coaching about? Is its purpose performance improvement, leadership development, skill building, career development, life coaching, problem resolution? In many cases, clients will be asking for coaching and should have a clear sense of why they want help. Sometimes, however, their organization decides they need coaching, either to resolve problems or develop their skills. In this case, determining the purpose of the coaching may be tricky, especially if the clients don’t know why the coach is there, haven’t asked for help, or are unclear or resentful about the fact that “help has arrived.”



Goals

What are the goals of the coaching? We are referring here to the intended outcomes of the coaching. If the coaching succeeds, what will that mean? What will be different or better? The more specific you can be about the outcomes, the more focused the coaching is likely to be. Sometimes the goals may not really be clear until the coaching process has begun and the client has discovered enough to know what the de-sired outcomes should be. In some of our coaching engagements, the goals have been negotiated, in effect, among the coach, the client, the client’s manager, and the relevant HR manager. When organizations hire external coaches, they frequently insist on accountability for the process, and they often have ideas about how the clients should change. The coaching is therefore goal driven not only from the client’s perspective but also from the organization’s perspective, and the coaching will not be deemed successful unless the organization feels that its goals have been accomplished. The coach’s job becomes one of balancing organizational expectations with the client’s needs and preferences.

Type of Coaching

What kind of coaching does the client want (directive or nondirective)? What would be most helpful to the client: advice, counsel, teaching, feedback, a sounding board? It’s often good to ask simple questions about coaching preference, such as “How can I be most helpful to you?” or “What kind of coaching has worked best for you in the past?” Clients typically have very individual preferences—no matter what the coach wants to do or what the organization prefers. Only the client can really deter-mine what works for him or her, and frequently this must be discovered through trial and error (and ongoing process checking) as the coaching begins—hence another meaning for our term adaptive coaching: adapting occurs in situ as both coach and client discover what works best.

Client Reservations

What reservations, if any, does the client have about engaging in coaching? Is the client a reluctant participant, perhaps simply carrying out an order from above or maintaining skepticism about what the coaching can achieve? If the client is receiving coaching to remedy performance problems, does she agree that these are the problems that need to be solved? Does the client feel she is being treated fairly by the organization or singled out? Does the client suspect that there may be a hidden agenda within the organization, such as the coaching being a screen for a planned termination? Has the client had prior experiences with coaching that were unsatisfactory? If the client has previously participated in psychotherapy, does he understand the difference between that and coaching?

Focus

What will be the focus of the coaching (tasks or skills the client needs to learn or broader career, program, or even life matters)? Again, this may not be clear at the beginning, and the client’s expectations may change as you go. Often coaching begins with a specific task focus and moves into other areas as the dialogue advances and coach and client discover more about the real issues and needs.

Meeting Frequency

When and how often should meetings occur? Does the client want programmatic or circumstantial coaching? How frequently? How regularly? There may be some real-world constraints on what is possible because of work schedules, conflicts, sudden crises, and so on. Our experience is that this changes, too, as the process evolves. Generally, clients need more time at the beginning of the coaching process and less time later.

Meeting Location

Where should the meetings occur? This seems like an innocuous question, but the answer has potentially large ramifications. Do the topics being discussed require privacy? Should others in the organization know that the client has a coach? Does the intended location offer the right resources? The right atmosphere? Does coaching via telephone or e-mail convey the appropriate level of gravity? Does it allow the coach to observe the client—to know the client sufficiently—and to interact at the necessary level of intensity?

Other People

Who else might be involved? Who else should the coach talk to or get information from? Besides the client, are there any key stakeholders in this process? People who should know about or participate in the coaching? People whose feedback is crucial? Are these sources of information acceptable to the client? Are the sources reliable?



Commitments

What commitments are both coach and client expected to keep? For example, are both committed to being on time? To completing the process? To doing the homework (if there is any)? To being forthright and candid with one another? To saying when something isn’t working? To maintaining confidences? To being accountable to any third parties that are involved?

Confidentiality

To what extent is the coaching confidential? Should anyone other than the coach and client be privy to the coaching process and outcomes? These questions are not as simple as they may appear. In our coaching, we generally argue that the goals and outcomes of the coaching process, along with the personal development plan, should not be confidential because of the need for accountability and reporting back to the sponsoring organization. However, any personal information or discussions that arise must be kept in confidence. Furthermore, if we promise confidentiality to anyone, we keep it. Generally, we do confidential interviews with people the client works with, for instance. We promise confidentiality so that people will be candid with us, but this means we can’t share what we learn from them except in an aggregate sense (summarizing what we learned from all of the confidential interviews).

Measurement and Accountability

How will you measure success? To what degree are the coach and client accountable for the outcomes? What are the organization’s expectations? What does the client expect? To whom, ultimately, are coach and client accountable? The measurement part of the process is often neglected because it is difficult to measure progress—although it is easier in a coaching situation than it is in therapy. If 360-degree surveys, employee satisfaction or climate surveys, or other instruments are used, then preand post-testing can be an effective means of measuring progress. It is important to measure behavioral change (as observed by people the client works with) and achievement of the coaching objectives, as well. It is critical to determine the measures up front. Why? This helps establish accountability for results; it is a motivator (clients want to succeed); it sets a clear path forward, with clear change expectations; it provides a focus for both the client and the coach; and it helps the coach gauge progress.



Information Gathering

How will the coach gather information? With 360-degree assessments? Through psychological assessments? Using performance data? From interviews with people the client works with? By observing the client during performances? Through reviews of the client’s work?

Information Sharing

What will the client agree to share with the coach (e.g., previous performance reviews, employee or customer satisfaction survey reports, 360-degree survey results)? Coaches typically have a preferred set of diagnostic tools like the ones mentioned that help them understand the client, diagnose the client’s needs, assess the client’s performance, and perform reality checks on the client’s perceptions. Clearly, the client needs to understand what the coach would prefer to use, but this must also be negotiated. The client may be averse to certain types of assessment or may already have completed some of these assessments. Or the organization may prefer to use its own assessments and provide data rather than have the data gathered again. Part of the adaptive process is knowing what the client and the organization expect and then agreeing on tools that will give coaches what they need and will be acceptable to the client and the organization.

Client Preparation

What should the client do to prepare for coaching? What should the client bring to the sessions? The coach may have some ideas about what clients can or should do, such as reviewing their previous performance reviews, 360-degree surveys, or other assessment reports; thinking about what they want to get out of the coaching and writing their goals; preparing a personal vision statement; and so on. However, coaches should also ask their clients, “What would help you prepare for this coaching?” Some clients like to write out a list of questions for the coach.

Coach Preparation

What will the coach do to prepare, and what will the coach bring to the sessions? The coach should share what she normally does and how she prepares and should make sure that the client is comfortable with her methods.



Communication Outside the Coaching Relationship

Will the coach’s role extend beyond the one-on-one relationship with the client? Sometimes coaches are able to uncover organizational problems that undermine the client’s effectiveness. A coaching engagement may carry the expectation that the coach will convey these perceptions to the leadership group. Or, a coach may feel compelled to communicate a view of problems that are beyond the capacity of the client to address. These issues are not obvious at the outset, but if they crop up, the coach’s actions should be carefully negotiated with the client so as not to jeopardize confidentiality, not to place the client at risk, and not to undermine trust.

Work Between Sessions

Will the client be expected to do anything between meetings with the coach? Typically, yes. Often the coach gives the client some “homework,” such as keeping a log, writing a summary, developing a presentation, working with others in the organization to identify problem behaviors, trying out new behaviors, and so on. Good coaches have a repertoire of exercises and self-development tools that clients can use in the areas they need to work on. The expectation of doing homework between meetings should be established early. We have found that very few clients resist doing these kinds of exercises unless they seem juvenile, irrelevant, or pointless. The right self-discovery or skill-building exercises, some of which we will describe later in the book, are engaging to most people because they help them learn more about themselves.

Process Checks

How and when should you do process checks along the way? We will talk further about process checks, but we want to mention here that they are “time-outs” from the coaching content in order to reflect on the coaching process. You don’t have to schedule process checks formally, but it’s important to remind clients that they should be thinking about whether the process is working for them or not, and they have an obligation to tell the coach if the coach is doing something that is not working.

Ending the Coaching Relationship

When will the coaching relationship end? It’s a good idea to consider how long the coaching relationship might last. You can always cut it short or extend it, depending on how the process is going, but it’s good early on to think about how to wrap up the coaching and move on. For one thing, this gives clients an expectation of closure (this is not an open-ended process; I have goals to meet by a finite time in the future).

You may not be able to answer all the questions we’ve just raised in an opening discussion with clients, but they are all relevant and should be addressed at some point as early as possible in the coaching process. Clearly, it’s okay to revisit decisions you have made as both of you learn more about each other and as the client’s expectations evolve and his needs become clearer.

AN EXAMPLE OF NEGOTIATING EXPECTATIONS

The coaching dialogue that follows allows you to see how the process of negotiating expectations works in practice. The dialogue includes some poor responses from the coach and explains in brackets why these responses are ineffective, followed by a better response. Also included are some annotations about the coaching dialogue that illustrate good coaching practices. In this example, the coach and the client work for the same company but do not work together. The coach is a midlevel manager in the engineering design group, and the client is a young engineer who works in the field with customers. The client has recently become a team leader and aspires to manage large projects but lacks management experience. The client is part of the company’s high-potential program and has been encouraged to seek coaching as part of a broader development program.



	COACH

	I understand you wanted some coaching on managing projects.




	CLIENT

	No, well, I do, yeah, but I’m not a project manager yet. I’ve just been made a team leader in our implementations group, and I’ve never managed people or projects before. Or teams. I mean, a lot of it seems intuitively obvious, but in the spirit of “I don’t know what I don’t know,” I wanted to get some help. It’s important that I do this right, and I already see some problems I’m not sure how to handle.







Some wrong coach responses:



	COACH

	Well, here are my rules of thumb on management. First,... [Here, the coach is jumping in to solve the problem far too early. Besides, just listing best practices is one of the least effective ways to help people grow.]




	COACH

	What would you like to know about managing teams and projects? [A good question, but it comes too early in the process. There are still many basic expectations to set before delving into content.]




	COACH

	What problems are you seeing? [Same issue as above. It’s too early to go this deep on the problems. Neither the coach nor the client knows enough yet to get into content discussions. The two of them need to figure out how they are going to work together first.]





A right coach response:



	COACH

	Okay. Well, before we talk about your new role and the problems you’re seeing, let’s figure out how I can be most helpful to you. Have you had coaching before? [It’s usually helpful to know if the client has had coaching and what his or her experiences were. What worked well? What didn’t?]




	CLIENT

	Not formally. My manager’s always been available to answer questions, and she’s clear about what she expects and how she thinks you’re doing, but I’m not sure whether that’s coaching or just a normal part of management.




	COACH

	How about in previous jobs?




	CLIENT

	Yeah, actually, the first supervisor I had in the company was a good coach. He spent a lot of time showing me how things were done, and we talked a lot about what I wanted to do in my career, what kinds of challenges I should look for, that sort of thing.




	COACH

	And that was useful?




	CLIENT

	Yes.




	COACH

	How so?




	CLIENT

	Well, several ways. I appreciated learning what I needed to do to succeed. Having somebody who’s been there lay it out for me was very helpful. I didn’t always do things the way he suggested, but I appreciated his perspective. I also liked the fact that he was willing to help me out careerwise. We didn’t just talk about how to get the immediate job done. We spent a lot of time talking about my options in the company, where I needed to work, who else I needed to work for, what other things I needed to do, you know.




	COACH

	So you like coaching that focuses on a broader range of issues, not just how to solve a particular technical problem.




	CLIENT

	Yeah.




	COACH

	And you’d like the benefit of a coach’s experience in areas where you’re developing.




	CLIENT

	That’s right.





A misstep on the coach’s part:



	COACH

	Okay, then let’s get started. [Don’t close this discussion too quickly. It’s better to keep probing and ensure that you’ve touched all the bases.]





The right next step:



	COACH

	What else would be helpful to you?




	CLIENT

	I’d like you to give me feedback whenever you can.




	COACH

	I’d be happy to do that, but we don’t work together, so the opportunities for me to observe you are likely to be limited. Would you be willing to share your performance reviews with me?




	CLIENT

	Sure.




	COACH

	And any other feedback you get?




	CLIENT

	Yeah, but, look, I also want to know what you think. One of the reasons I asked for you as a coach is because you’re so good at what I need.




	COACH

	Fair enough, and I want to help you, but we need to be realistic about how much time I can devote to the coaching. Observing you leading your team is something I can do now and then but not regularly.




	CLIENT

	All right. That’s fair.




	COACH

	Maybe I could also talk to your manager from time to time and get her perspective. Would that be all right?




	CLIENT

	Yeah. We’d just have to let her know what we’re doing.




	COACH

	(nodding) I’ll be happy to talk to her about it. Who else could give me some insights on how you’re doing?




	CLIENT

	The people I’m managing, for sure. And the other team leaders.




	COACH

	What about customers?




	CLIENT

	Yeah, the ones I work with most of the time. They would have a good perspective, maybe not so much on team leadership but certainly on how we’re serving them.




	COACH

	I’d like to be able to talk to all those people now and then and get their insights.




	CLIENT

	Sure.




	COACH

	Confidentially, of course. If what they tell me is in confidence, they are more likely to be completely candid, which is what we want, right?




	CLIENT

	Absolutely. But then how will I know how I’m doing and if I should be doing anything differently?




	COACH

	I’ll summarize what I hear and offer suggestions, if that would be helpful.




	CLIENT

	Yeah, great.




	COACH

	As we get going, I would like you to notify anyone else I might talk to that I might call them to ask for their observations of you. You should tell them that it’s okay to talk to me and that they should be candid.




	CLIENT

	Okay.




	COACH

	What else would be helpful? [Again, the “What else?” question is very powerful.]




	CLIENT

	I guess I’d like your ideas on how to be an effective team leader.




	COACH

	You sound a bit hesitant about that. [Listen carefully for subtleties in speech or nonverbal expressions indicating that the speaker means something other than what he or she is saying.]




	CLIENT

	No, I really do want your ideas. It’s just that I don’t feel like I need to start at square one. You know, I’ve worked with some really good managers. I’ve seen what they do. I think, for the most part, I have a sense of what I should be doing.




	COACH

	That’s right. You said much of it seemed intuitively obvious.




	CLIENT

	Right. I think it is, but I’d like to be able to ask for help when something happens that I’m not sure how to handle.




	COACH

	Okay.




	CLIENT

	And I’d like to do some periodic checkups, just talk about how things are going, what issues I’m seeing, how I’m handling them, that sort of thing.




	COACH

	Okay. Like everybody else around here, my time is limited, but I could meet with you once a month or so. Would that work?




	CLIENT

	That would be great. And if I have problems in the meantime, I could call you.




	COACH

	Feel free to call anytime. Just leave a voicemail if I’m not in my office and I’ll get back to you. So let’s check calendars. Wednesdays or Fridays are probably best for me.




	CLIENT

	How about Friday afternoons? They’re usually lighter.




	COACH

	I have a standing meeting at 2:00 every Friday, but I could meet with you at 3:30 or 4:00. How about the first Friday of every month at 4:00?




	CLIENT

	I’ll put it on my calendar.




	COACH

	Why don’t we meet in your office? That way, I can see your operation and get a better sense of your people and the things you’re working on. [Nailing down the logistics is important because it makes the process more concrete and real.]




	CLIENT

	That sounds good.




	COACH

	There are a few more things we might want to touch on before we get started. I usually find it helpful to begin with the end in mind, so as we get our feet on the ground here, it would be useful to set some goals.




	CLIENT

	Makes sense.




	COACH

	Yeah, and it’s good project management, by the way. So let’s try to reach a point where we can agree on what you’re trying to accomplish, and let’s set a time frame for achieving those goals. Does that work for you? [The coach makes a small but important teaching point. Often, one of the best ways to teach is to model the principle and then explicitly point it out.]




	CLIENT

	Yeah. Do you have any idea what those goals should be?




	COACH

	[Option 1] Well, you said you wanted to be a better team leader. Clearly, that’s your number one goal. [It’s far too early to know this. The real issues may be quite different. Besides, the coach should not cite the goals. That’s taking the monkey off the client’s back. One key principle of effective coaching is to force the client to do most of the work.]




	COACH

	[Option 2] Not at this point. I suspect that we’ll figure that out as we go. However, it would be useful for you to reflect on that. Maybe you could come to our next meeting with some initial thoughts on your goals for this coaching.




	CLIENT

	Okay. I have a few ideas already, but I’d like to give it more thought.




	COACH

	Great. You might also think about how we’ll measure progress and success. What will it look and feel like when we’ve succeeded? What will that mean? And how will we measure it?




	CLIENT

	Makes sense.




	COACH

	Do you have any other questions or concerns at this point?




	CLIENT

	Will the work we do together be confidential, too, or do you have to let my manager know what we’re doing?






	COACH

	You know, I think it would be best for you to share your development plan with her, once we’ve figured it out, and what the outcomes of the coaching will be when we’re finished, but I’m under no obligation to report anything to anybody. So as far as I’m concerned, whatever we talk about is confidential. Does that work for you?




	CLIENT

	Yeah.




	COACH

	By the way, it’s important to me that this coaching be useful for you, so I’ll be asking you from time to time whether what I’m doing is helpful. If it’s not, I’d rather know sooner than later so I can change what I’m doing. This coaching is for your benefit, so you should be vocal about what’s working for you and what isn’t.




	CLIENT

	Okay.




	COACH

	Great. Well, let me ask you to do one other thing before next time. Would you mind writing up what we talked about this morning and sending it to me in an e-mail?




	CLIENT

	No, not at all.




	COACH

	It would help ensure that we’re on the same page. If I think you’ve left anything out or if I think of anything else, I’ll add it and send the message back to you. Let’s go back and forth until we both agree on how we want this process to work. That way we’re likely to get started on the right foot.




	CLIENT

	I really appreciate it. Thanks for agreeing to help me out.




	COACH

	My pleasure. I’ll see you in two weeks. In the meantime, call me if you have any questions.





In the rush to get to solutions, the initial phase of coaching often gets slighted. The client’s perception that much of project management is “intuitively obvious” is an indication that the client wants to get on with solving his problem, and it is seductively easy for the coach to follow the client’s wishes and jump too quickly to the heart of an ill-defined set of issues. This sample illustrates how, by putting on the brakes, the coach is able to help the client clarify his needs and expectations while the coach begins to learn how to work with this particular client. The sample also shows the collaborative nature of coaching, as coach and client construct a shared set of expectations ranging from high-level needs to logistics. The coach begins modeling a deliberative style of problem solving that pushes the client to break a big, amorphous problem into more tangible, well-defined specifics. It’s unlikely that the client would walk away from this session feeling that he had wasted his time, even though almost none of the discussion focused on his opening request to get some coaching on project management.

As you negotiate expectations with clients, they may tell you what they think their issues are and what they need from the coaching—and they may be right. However, in our experience, clients’ real needs are almost never apparent at the beginning of the coaching process. Uncovering their real needs requires some exploration, and the tool we use to help us learn what clients really need is the needs compass, which we describe in the next chapter.




End of sample
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