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Matt Somers is the UK’s leading trainer of managers as coaches. His training programmes, books, articles and seminars have helped thousands of managers achieve outstanding results through their people. He runs programmes on an ‘open’ and ‘in company’ basis for coaches of all levels of ability and experience. Matt understands that people are working with their true potential locked away, and shows how coaching provides a simple yet elegant key to this lock.


For more information, go to www.mattsomers.com


I was introduced to coaching by Sir John Whitmore in 1995. Much of what follows here was inspired by that experience, and I can only hope that this small book inspires others to take up the coaching challenge in a similar way.
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Coaching In A Week


Matt Somers




Introduction


In recent years the idea of coaching and the role of coach have made the journey from the sports field, via Human Resources, to become part of everyday managerial life. The terms ‘coach’ and ‘coaching’ have become common, even trendy, but both are widely misunderstood. If you ask anyone to define the word ‘coach’, you will get a wide variety of responses.


Some kind of involvement in coaching is now part of most people’s experience at work. Managers are expected to coach their team members, irrespective of whether assigned coaches are also offering coaching. Team members, for their part, are expected to welcome coaching from all quarters and engage fully in the conversations it requires.


Coaching is ultimately about raising the levels of human performance and, as such, has connections with teaching, training, counselling and mentoring. However, there are subtle but important differences that we need to understand.


In essence, coaching has two main facets. First, it is performance focused, which means that it is concerned with helping individuals perform tasks to the best of their ability. Second, it is person centred, which means that the individuals being coached are seen as having the important insights.


Fundamentally, then, coaching is about drawing out, not putting in. It is not the pushing down of advice from the wise to the less wise; it is more about helping people derive wisdom from their own experiences in their own way.


By using coaching, we can tap into the huge reserves of talent and potential that lie dormant in most people. As managers, we can develop people without having to rely on passing on our own skills and knowledge, which may already be out of date. Using our skills in coaching, we can help our people access their ability without needing more than a basic grasp of the technicalities of their role.


Without an ability to coach, we are reliant upon the tired old methods of teaching and instruction. These methods are proving increasingly ineffective in the world of constant change to which we are all having to adjust.


This book aims to give you enough knowledge and appreciation of coaching that you can begin to develop your own approach. A fact-check at the end of each chapter will help you do this. Over the course of one week you will look in depth at the skills and techniques involved in becoming an effective coach. The first chapter, ‘Sunday’, explains what coaching is (and is not) and how it compares with other ways of developing people. From Monday to Friday you will learn how you, as a manager, can offer coaching to your team, and on Saturday you will look at how you can make coaching an integral part of people management and development within your organization.


To learn more about the practical issues involved in setting up and running your own formal and informal coaching sessions, there is a further chapter called ‘Coaching in practice’ on my website, at www.mattsomers.com/extrachapter


Further information is also available from:


Matt Somers Coaching Skills Training


The Old Coach House


Castle Eden


County Durham


England


Tel: 01429 839 266


Matt Somers
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When most people think about coaching, they imagine a sports coach shouting and yelling at the players, trying to help them succeed without being directly involved in the field of play.


In sport, the role of the coach is crucial to help people perform at their peak. Even the most accomplished sportspeople, such as Rory McIlroy or Serena Williams, still gain huge benefits from a good relationship with their coach. Few of these coaches were gifted performers themselves; their skills lie in getting the best out of other people.


Looking at coaching in this way, we can see that there is great benefit to be had from having people in organizations with the skills and abilities to draw the best out of others.


If it were possible for everyone in an organization to improve their performance by as little as 1 or 2 per cent, the results would be staggering. Modest personal change and improvement can combine to make a massive difference to the organization as a whole.


Today we will develop our understanding of coaching by looking at:


•  some common myths about coaching


•  the differences between coaching and other ways of developing people.





Coaching for development


Coaching is the practice of supporting an individual through a process of achieving a goal or solving a problem. Many organizations are now taking the power of coaching seriously and appointing people to the specific role of coach. While managers may have the skills and abilities to coach well, they are often preoccupied with more task-oriented matters and can struggle to find the time to coach effectively.


[image: image]


Increasingly, we are able to tap into coaching outside our organizations. Many small consultancies are now offering executive coaching. This is where top-level managers in organizations can have regular weekly or monthly sessions with a trained coach to help them work through their current issues. It can often be valuable to have a coach who does not work in the organization and who is, therefore, not involved in the same issues.


Similarly, many people are now seeking the services of personal coaches to help them work through personal problems, achieve goals and strike an effective work and life balance.


Whatever the context, we can see that coaching is intended to give one individual the means to help another move forward and develop in some way.


Coaching myths


Since the concept of coaching is often misunderstood, it is perhaps not surprising that many myths have sprung up around the subject. Can you see any truth in the following, for example?


•  ‘Everything’s fine; we don’t really have any problems and so we don’t need coaching.’


•  ‘I’m not a manager or team leader so I don’t have anyone to coach.’


•  ‘I haven’t time to coach.’


•  ‘I can’t coach – I have no expertise in the underlying subject.’


•  ‘I went on a course about this, but then it was called “feedback”. That’s all coaching really is.’


•  ‘This is just a fancy new name for what I’ve been doing for years – training people!’


Everything’s fine; we don’t really have any problems and so we don’t need coaching


Many people believe that coaching is about putting wrong things right. They would argue that things must be pretty poor in an organization if it needs armies of people to solve other people’s problems. If coaching is required, then it should be a short-term solution and the coaches should move on when things have been sorted out.


I’m not a manager or team leader so I don’t have anyone to coach


Already we can see that coaching is a people development tool. By definition, that means we must have people to coach. What, then, is the point of developing good coaching skills if we do not currently operate as a manager, supervisor or team leader and do not have any people reporting to us?
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I haven’t time to coach


We now know that there is more to coaching than at first meets the eye. If we think for a moment that a typical team will have at least six to eight people working in it, then we can begin to see that the team leader’s task is almost hopeless.


If six to eight people all want coaching every six weeks or so, in sessions lasting up to an hour, how would we do any work?


I can’t coach – I have no expertise in the underlying subject


How can we coach somebody to do something we cannot do ourselves? How can we keep up with all the changes in the ways that people do their jobs? How can we expect people to take us seriously as managers if we are not prepared or able to do what we ask them to do?


I went on a course about this, but then it was called ‘feedback’. That’s all coaching really is


For many people, coaching is something that happens as part of an organization’s performance management or appraisal system. In some organizations, coaches have been known to sit behind a colleague while they are dealing with a customer, and make notes on the things they did well or badly. Usually, the individual and the coach then retire to a quiet area where the coach can run through the list and make suggestions for improvement.


This is just a fancy new name for what I’ve been doing for years – training people!


Can we really see any daylight between coaching and other methods of developing people? Coaching is ultimately about making people better at what they do, but then so are teaching, training, mentoring and counselling.


‘Those who cannot change their minds cannot change anything.’


George Bernard Shaw, playwright


Let us now complete a simple self-assessment to see whether you feel that these statements are myths or not. Make a note of your responses or put a tick in the box you feel most comfortable with.


















	Self-assessment







	 

	This is true

	This is a myth






	Everything’s fine; we don’t really have any problems and so we don’t need coaching.
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	I’m not a manager or team leader so I don’t have anyone to coach.
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	I haven’t time to coach.
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	I can’t coach – I have no expertise in the underlying subject.
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	I went on a course about this, but then it was called ‘feedback’. That’s all coaching really is.
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	This is just a fancy new name for what I’ve been doing for years – training people!
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We will revisit these statements again on Friday, after we have looked at coaching in more depth.
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Coaching compared


We can begin to develop our understanding of coaching by considering how it compares with other ways of developing people. Specifically, let us consider the following:


•  coaching and teaching


•  coaching and training


•  coaching and mentoring


•  coaching and counselling.


Coaching and teaching


We know from our own experience at school that teaching tends to be delivered to groups, following a predetermined lesson plan and with people of mixed abilities developing their understanding as best they can.


Of course, teaching can be given on a one-to-one basis and there are countless people who have benefited from being taught or tutored in this way. However, the dominant party in the teacher–pupil relationship is the teacher. The teacher will be concerned with passing on knowledge, facts and wisdom and, as pupils, we usually take a passive role and try to absorb them. We have little scope to set or follow our own agenda and we have to try to interpret what the teacher is saying and make sense of it against our own experience.


Coaching, on the other hand, is more often than not delivered one to one. It is the person being coached – often called the coachee – who sets the agenda and decides on the issue to be considered. As coaches, we are not there to provide input or advice or to tell the coachee how we would do things. Instead, our role is to probe and encourage and help the coachee make sense of things for him- or herself.


This can be a difficult concept to grasp and a comparison is useful here. When we get up in the morning we usually pad across the hallway to the bathroom and begin the mammoth task of making ourselves look presentable. For some, this may mean dragging a razor across their face and a comb through their hair, while others may concentrate on applying make-up and hairspray. All of these activities would be almost impossible without our trusty friend the bathroom mirror.


But does the mirror say, ‘Ooh, I wouldn’t do it like that,’ or ‘That’s not how we usually shave here,’ or ‘You’ve never done your hair like that before’? Of course not! Nevertheless, the mirror does help us make sense of what is going on and achieve our aim, which is in this case to look presentable before we face the world.


When we are coaching, we are trying to perform the same function. The best coaches will hold up a ‘mirror’ so that people can develop a deep sense of self-awareness. When people are highly self-aware, they have more choices about how to move issues forward.


Coaching and training


Bearing this in mind, we can see that coaching is different from training. Training is concerned with helping people to perform, of course, but again it is centred on the trainer and the subject matter, not on the individual.


Coaching and mentoring


Coaches and mentors share many of the same skills and abilities, but they are usually different people. A mentor is typically a senior person of greater experience who is invited to take us ‘under their wing’ and let us benefit from their wisdom. If it is coaching we want, however, we are probably best advised to avoid a more experienced person who may be tempted to persuade us to ‘do it their way’.


Given that we can now see how coaching is wholly concerned with drawing out and not putting in, we can also see how it is possible for anyone with the right skills to coach us – their position in the organization is irrelevant.


Coaching and counselling


When we consider how coaching compares with counselling, we need to think about the limitations of coaching. Coaching in organizations is concerned with helping people to perform well in their jobs, not with dealing with deep-rooted problems from the past.


It is possible that we might uncover some painful or personal issues as we coach, so we need to know when to bring in the appropriate expertise. Most effective coaches are not trained counsellors or therapists, but they can still deliver excellent coaching support.


In short, the best coaches have a simple philosophy:


‘The brain with the problem is the one with the solution.’








	Choosing the right approach





	
Arguably, this exercise of comparison is academic. Do we really need to worry what method is used to develop people, provided they are being developed? The short answer is no, but we do need to understand the unique qualities of coaching so that we can use it with choice and with greater care.


In reality, good coaches draw on all of these different approaches as they work with individuals. They will not be concerned about whether they are coaching or teaching at any one point in time. However, they will be concerned with using the right approach based on the needs of the individual and the demands of the situation.
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Coaches work on this basis in the certain belief that people have vast reserves of potential that are rarely used, and that their job is to draw it out.


A coaching philosophy


We cannot prove human nature; we can only form our own view. One of the most accessible pieces of theory on this point was provided by Douglas McGregor when he described the idea that managers view their people in one or the other of two contrasting categories. He labelled these Theory X and Theory Y.






	Theory X

	Theory Y






	People are lazy and dislike work

	Work is a natural part of life






	People must be coerced or threatened with punishment

	People will exercise self-direction






	People avoid responsibility

	People accept responsibility under the right conditions






	People are motivated mainly by money

	People are motivated by achievement, recognition and job satisfaction







These two theories are really the extreme ends of the same spectrum. Most of us would admit to feeling a mixture of these views about some people some of the time. However, successful coaching means taking a positive view of human nature and the capabilities of people and, as such, it is aligned with Theory Y.








	Summary





	
Today has been about establishing an understanding of the coaching concept. We have outlined the basic philosophy of coaching, which is about recognizing that people are not empty vessels into which knowledge and skills must be poured; rather, they are seedlings that require careful nurturing and support.


In this chapter we have begun to develop an approach to coaching in keeping with these ideas:


•  Coaching in organizations is broadly similar to coaching in sport, in that the primary concern is to perform better and develop people’s abilities.


•  Coaching can be interpreted in different ways, and the concept is often misunderstood.


•  Coaching shares many characteristics with teaching, counselling and training, but it has some subtle but important differences.


•  Effective coaching allows people to develop their sense of self-awareness so that they begin to see their problems and concerns with greater clarity.


The remainder of the week will be concerned with developing our understanding and practical skills, so that we can become excellent coaches for the benefit of others and ourselves.


Tomorrow we will look more closely at coaching in the workplace and consider how we can build coaching into the set of management skills we already have.
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