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To my colleagues and everyone I have ever coached – thank you for your openness, insight and diligence, and very best wishes for the future.









INTRODUCTION


The Guiding Principles and Techniques of Coaching


Why do we ask questions?


The answer to this question – the first of the many hundreds of questions in this book – is interesting and surprising, and varies widely depending on who is asking the question, who and what exactly is being asked as well as how and when. The truth is that we ask questions for many, many reasons, and not simply to get an answer. For example, we ask questions so that we can hold someone to account for their actions (Why did you do that? Did you know you were breaking the rules?). So that we can develop confidence or reassurance (Is that the best option? Are we – am I – doing the right thing? How will we know if we succeed?). So that we can show empathy and support (Are you OK? How can I help?). So we can deepen our understanding (Why?). So we can challenge authority (Why not?). Or possibly, to increase engagement or to deepen our pool of expertise (What do you think?). Questions work to help us succeed in business (What do our customers want? How is the market changing?), or to plan and prepare (When? Who?). The list goes on.


Great questions provide answers and generate understanding, of course, but they provide so much more. In a business context characterized by deep uncertainty, breath-taking challenges, opportunity and change, a blurring of traditional boundaries between work and home life, and a deep desire to survive and thrive, questions are the way we make progress. We do this not only by increasing understanding but also by building confidence in ourselves and others, developing our mindset, shifting our behaviour, preparing and rehearsing, reflecting and, perhaps most of all, learning. In a coaching context these are some of the biggest benefits and reasons why we pose questions.


This highlights two sometimes neglected points about questions: the importance of context and motives (closely linked to mindset). What matters when questioning is not simply what is said, but how, when and why it is said as well. It is important not to confuse genuine questions with emotional outbursts, passive aggression or other behaviours. ‘Why don’t you just leave?’ may be a genuine question in some instances – for example, to a victim of abuse – while at other times it may be statement of emotion – possibly passive aggression.




Questioning – an essential leadership skill


Coaching and questioning are essential and complementary leadership skills: they are essential tools in professional coaching situations, where the skill of a coach is often to be non-directive and goal-oriented, and to help someone find the best way forward for them. Questioning is also an essential leadership skill, vital for setting direction and mobilizing and engaging people.


For experienced coaches questioning is a vital, indispensable tool – one that enables them to quickly show their interest, provide a feeling of support and build rapport. It also enables the coach to uncover and explore issues and truths and help the individual they are working with to better understand goals, options, realities, ideas and potential changes. Above all, perhaps, great questioning helps people to think about issues in a different, more constructive, insightful and valuable way.







The guiding principles behind coaching questions




1 A positive mindset is essential


Mindset matters, and that mindset needs to be full of positive intent. Leading questions – and questions which include some degree of ‘manipulation’ that is not in the coachee’s best interest – are to be avoided.







2 A growth mindset is invaluable


Coaches and coachees both benefit from a growth mindset, particularly as it enables them to learn about fields that are outside their area of expertise. They make new and interesting connections and are progress-oriented in their style and approach. Individuals who believe their talents can be developed have a growth mindset, and they are more likely to have the adaptability, drive and progressive view needed to connect with others, deliver results and succeed. This contrasts with individuals who believe they are innately gifted and talented, and so possess a fixed mindset. People with a growth mindset are keen to learn about fields that are outside their area of expertise, and are therefore more able to make new and interesting connections and be creative in their problem-solving.







3 When questioned, people may reasonably need time to respond


Don’t rush, interrupt or feel that you need to fill the silence – let people have time to reflect and frame their response.







4 Usually the best question is the one that is simplest and most obvious


Don’t try to be too clever! If someone seems upset, or shows any distinct emotion, then explore it with them. What happened? Why do they feel this way? What, if anything, needs to be done as a result? What can we learn? What are the implications? Where do we go from here? How can I help? What do you need?







5 Use questions to hold up a mirror to the coachee, in particular by focusing on the language that is being used


I once coached someone who told me that their priority was to ‘… smash the opposition, just bury them. We need to leave our competitors trailing in the dust while we power ahead. To do this we need to marshal all of our resources – all of them, especially our people – and make sure our work has a laser-like focus.’ The coachee said this all very seriously and with a powerful intensity and energy that were almost palpable. Later in the conversation they seemed surprised when part of their 360-degree feedback made reference to their aggressive approach. ‘Can you see why people might think that?’ I asked. ‘No! I’m a pussycat!’ was the indignant reply. ‘OK,’ I said soothingly. ‘Well…’ I then shared what I had experienced earlier with their language and explored the issue with the coachee. While not necessarily a negative attribute in some circumstances, was it their intention to come across as aggressive? How intentional was their use of language? What about empathy…? And so the conversation developed in a way that helped them develop greater self-awareness, understand the feedback they had received, and modulate their approach.







6 Ask helpful questions, and be bold if necessary


When asking a question that seeks to get to the complicated heart of a difficult or personal issue, it can be tempting to sidestep issues.







7 Be sensitive: sometimes questions are inappropriate and wrong


Questioning is one of the most valuable, meaningful skills that anyone can possess – together with empathy. Crucially, the two should work together.







8 Use questions to provide support and challenge


The essence of coaching is to give the person you are coaching both support and challenge, so you should recognize that explicitly and ensure that questions keep this in mind. In particular, don’t be afraid of using questions to challenge. ‘Why did you feel that was the best approach?’ is a challenging question. There may be a valuable, revealing answer, or there may not, but crucially it pushes and explores. Ultimately however, questioning needs to be accompanied with genuine interest, a reason for asking (and providing support and challenge) and positive intent as well.







9 How you question is important, not simply what you say


When you ask something, the context, body language and tone all make a significant difference. If your approach and mindset are in the right place, then this will follow, but make sure that you are in a positive place when questioning.







10 Be intentional: balance art and science; emotion and intellect


Questioning is not always easy for everyone. Some people refer constantly to pre-prepared notes; others prefer to be more organic, operating ‘on the fly’. Experience suggests that the best approach – the one that is suitable in most instances – is a balance of art and science, emotion and intellect. Be objective in your analysis of the questions to ask and the responses you receive, but show empathy, humanity and – when appropriate – emotion (surprise, curiosity, kindness and many others) as well.







11 Remember that questions take you down a path, especially when the questions (and the path) are significant


Sometimes, when asking questions, people can jump around too much, rather than staying the course and fully exploring the issue. So, for example, if you ask someone to give you an overview of their career and they say, ‘And then I lost my job’, your next question should really not be, ‘OK – so, what’s in your in tray at the moment?’ It is almost always best if the next question relates to the significant fact they have just shared. In other words, keep with the subject, especially if it’s significant. For example, if someone tells you they lost their job, useful questions to ask would be, ‘How did you feel?’, ‘What did you do?’ or ‘What did you learn?’







12 Focus on the person in front of you


Newsflash: some people (I would argue a majority of people, worldwide) like talking about themselves! That’s fine if the talky person is the one you are coaching, but it’s not brilliant if it applies to you when you coach. So, focus on the other person deeply, genuinely, and with honesty and openness. The single-most effective way to do this is with questions that show interest, establish rapport, set the tone, and, most obviously, encourage the coachee to open up.







13 Be authentic – find your own personal questioning style


Don’t ask something that feels unnatural or wrong. Great questions emerge from who we are and how we think, and while we can hear and borrow great questions from other coaches, we need to frame them and use them in the way that is most effective and genuine for us as individuals. Closely linked is the fact that the ability to ask great questions emerges over time; this is entirely appropriate, of course, as the greatest value of coaching questions lies in their ability to develop and improve our thinking. In this way, not only does the coachee benefit from great questions, the coach does as well.


Before we move on to the questions that form the heart of this book, let’s first look at some of the essential principles and techniques that underpin all coaching questions.










What is coaching?


There are many different types of coaching – for example, sports coaching, life coaching, directive and non-directive coaching – as well as different expectations of what coaching can achieve.


Coaching is goal-oriented, non-directive and learner-led, with the coach helping an individual develop their thinking or skills, successfully resolve an issue or challenge, or achieve or progress a goal. Crucially, coaching is more to do with attitude than skills. In the words of the coaching pioneer and writer Sir John Whitmore, coaching is about ‘unlocking an individual’s potential to maximize their own performance’. Achieving this requires the coach to provide both support and challenge. That is the essence of great coaching. In this book, it is assumed that most coaching will take place in the context of an organization, with a coach working with a leader or manager.


Coaching relies on several fundamental, related skills as well as active listening and questioning. These skills include:




•   giving and receiving feedback (positive, non-judgemental feedback in particular)


•   demonstrating a positive regard and intent, and seeking to help the person being coached


•   being objective in your analysis of the person being coached and the issue being discussed


•   evaluating what to do and when to help the person develop, learn and grow


•   consistently maintaining high standards of professionalism and integrity at all times


•   establishing rapport and displaying skills of assertion – in particular, being warm and supportive while also challenging the person being coached.





This means that effective coaches trust and accept learners for who they are as individuals; they provide encouragement and support, especially after setbacks and mistakes; and they give specific praise – in fact, they offer more praise than criticism in respect of mistakes.


Coaches also set an example and demonstrate effective behaviours, and they are competent, respected and able to deliver on their commitments. In addition, they avoid using their authority or power, preferring instead to communicate well and often, remaining in touch and helping to keep people informed. They set positive expectations, respect confidentiality, and, crucially, they help the person being coached find the answer for themselves. In this way, they build confidence as well as developing experience and shaping mindsets.




What great coaches do:




•   Keep an open mind and positive approach


•   Listen and question


•   View coaching as a relationship of equals


•   Have a structure


•   Believe the person is resourceful and can be even better


•   Help the person clarify their issue and be specific about what needs to change


•   Remember it is about helping the person to be more effective


•   Give lots of positive, genuine and specific feedback


•   Put the discussion in the context of the person being coached


•   Work with the person’s own experience


•   Keep in mind the focus and goals of the person


•   Maintain rapport and develop the relationship


•   Work with the reality of the person and respond to them and their issues










And what coaches avoid:




•   Prejudging


•   Giving advice


•   Playing the expert


•   Adhering too rigidly to a structure or coaching process


•   Believing it’s about the coach fixing the coachee


•   Making assumptions or leaving things woolly


•   Making the coachee comfortable at the expense of effectiveness


•   Giving any negative feedback unless it is a practical idea for improvement


•   Putting it in the coach’s own context at the expense of the coachee’s


•   Failing to share their own experience if it would help the person being coached


•   Forgetting that the coach-coachee relationship is important and that the coachee is human


•   Becoming a counsellor, mentor or someone the person is dependent upon













Checklist: succeeding as a coach


Great coaches possess the following capabilities and skills, and because they are coaches they constantly work at developing and furthering these skills.


Great coaches…




•   … are always ‘present’ and recognize that their behaviour sets the tone. For example, it is tempting to view rapport building as the preamble to a coaching session. This is wrong: it is the coaching session. Rapport combined with a focus on the individual leads to greater trust, openness and understanding. Without rapport, it will be harder to achieve focus or generate personal, practical insight – and the results of coaching will be limited at best. Rapport is there when we feel we have nothing to fear from the other person and they feel the same about us. This is especially significant with coaching where sensitive personal issues come to the fore.


•   … agree the framework for the coaching sessions. They confirm the time available and any other arrangements, including confidentiality. It is vital not to be casual about the ‘formal’ aspects of coaching – they are essential.


•   … don’t avoid discussing spirituality or personal issues. If you want to coach and focus on personal development, then you need to recognize all of the influences affecting a person’s goals, reality, options and will – especially their personal views and values. During coaching sessions the coachee often describes a relevant issue from their personal life that affects their ‘business’ issue.


•   … are patient and thoroughly explore all the issues. It takes time to get to the heart of a coachee’s issue, and for a busy executive or an impatient coach this can be perilous, notably because:




∘    it can lead to truncated or weak questioning and flawed assumptions


∘    it results in interruptions and distractions


∘    it can lead to misdirected thinking and a focus on the peripheral issues.








The priority is to stay focused on the coachee’s issues and diligently explore their situation. Look for what they are not saying, as well as what they are, and take notice of body language and tone.




•   … are generous, supportive and positive – helping people to work at their best. Coaching relies on empathy combined with a clear-eyed, objective approach. Clearly, the coach needs to be completely on the coachee’s side, helping them succeed with their issues. However, it is important not to get involved personally in the coachee’s issue.


•   … pay attention to the process! When you are coaching someone it is vital to pay attention to what the individual is saying and how they are saying it.




∘    Note the presenting issue – what seems to be the issue that the individual wants to address?


∘    Is it a simple behavioural process in which you have to show or do something that they can model?


∘    Is this about giving the individual more skills and further training? Is this what they are asking for?


∘    Why is this issue important? How is it being articulated: are you being asked for guidance or reasons; is this about how the person feels they are being treated or not treated; or is this about fairness or respect?


∘    Is this a personal issue in which the person wants to be acknowledged personally in some way?


∘    Is this about their role and how they perceive themselves and how others will perceive them?


∘    Is this role a statement about them at a personal level, and do they feel that their status will be, or is being, affected?







•   … introduce different models and techniques. They make sure that the right technique is introduced appropriately, in the right way and at the right time.


•   … recognize that people bring their own issues, experiences and personality to every coaching issue. When coaching someone, remember that, if they say or think something, then that is their reality. Simply contradicting them will rarely change what a person thinks or feels. A better approach – perhaps the only effective place to start – is to talk to the person about what they think or feel, and why.










Understand the different types of coaching question, and develop your own style


In the context of coaching, questioning is the route to progress. This is because questions enable the people being coached to arrive at their own solutions and, crucially, to ‘own’ them as well. The effectiveness of this tool applies to anyone in a coaching role, whether as a leader, a professional coach, or a people management executive.


However, despite the significance and value of coaching questions, there is limited understanding of:




•   context-specific questions – specifically, what to ask in typical and difficult situations.


•   the guiding principles behind great questions – how to think like a great questioner, the rules of questioning, the pitfalls to avoid and the essential skills behind great questions.





This book addresses this need and provides a practical guide to asking great questions.


It is vital that you are comfortable asking questions and exploring issues in the best way for the coachee and yourself. Even so, there are several fundamental – almost universal – questions that can help at any time, and are especially valuable as a ‘go to’ place when things get tough. These include:




•   What is your ideal?


•   What is your goal?


•   What are your options?


•   What is the best (or least worst) option?


•   What is stopping you?


•   What can you do about that?


•   Why do you think that? How do you feel about that?










The questions every coach needs to have ready: the GROW model


The GROW model, developed by Sir John Whitmore, provides a framework for coaching. GROW is an acronym with four stages: Goals, Reality, Options and Way forward (also Will/When).


With the GROW model, responsibility for setting goals, understanding reality, generating options and taking action rests with the coachee. The coach’s role is to help by facilitating this process, helping the coachee to focus, encouraging them to develop a comprehensive and insightful perspective, and testing their approach.


The GROW model is usually, but not necessarily, a linear process, meaning you can move up and down between stages. The key points are that the process is goal-oriented, learner-led and leading to an outcome – the achievement of that goal.




Goals


This stage focuses on the coachee’s goals – their aims and priorities. It sets the agenda for the coaching conversation. During this stage the coach should be flexible and prepared to explore, question and challenge. This is achieved with questioning and empathy. The outcome of this stage is a clear set of goals both for the overall coaching relationship and, in particular, for that coaching session. Questions include:




•   What is your goal? What are your priorities? What are you trying to achieve?


•   How will you know when you have achieved it?


•   Is the goal SMART – specific, motivating, attainable, relevant and trackable?


•   How will you know when it has been achieved? What will success look like?










Reality


The next step is exploring the coachee’s current position – their reality and concerns relating to their specific goal. The coach needs to help the coachee quickly analyse the most significant issues relating to their goal. The coach can also help by providing information and by summarizing the situation. Questions include:




•   To what extent can you control the result? What sort of things can’t you control?


•   When do you want to achieve the goal by? How feasible is this?


•   What are the milestones or key points on the way to achieving your goal?


•   Who is involved and what effect could they have on the situation?


•   What have you done about this situation so far, and what have been the results?


•   What are the major constraints or issues you are (or will be) encountering?


•   What other issues are occurring at work that might have a bearing on your goal?










Options


During this stage of the process the coach helps the coachee to generate options, strategies and action plans for achieving their goal. Questions include:




•   What options do you have?


•   Which options do you favour and why?


•   If you had unlimited resources, what options would you have?


•   Could you link your goal to some other issue?


•   What would be the perfect solution?










Way forward (also Will/When)


The final stage is vital, yet it is often neglected or rushed. The aim is to clearly agree what needs to be done; what action will be taken, by whom, how and when, and to ensure that sufficient commitment is present to see this through. Typically, the coach’s role is to provide a sounding board, highlighting strengths and weaknesses, testing the approach and offering an additional perspective that supports the coachee. Questions at this stage include:




What are you going to do?


When are you going to do it?


Who needs to know?


What support and resources do you need, and how will you get them?


What obstacles might you face? How will you ensure success?













Questions to ask when setting goals


A starting point frequently used in coaching, notably by managers who are coaches, is goal setting. Given its significance and popularity, this issue is explored in detail in Chapter 2. However, because goal setting is also important as a foundation for all great questioning, it is briefly included here as well.


Goals are often SMART: specific; motivating (or measurable), attainable; relevant; trackable (or timely, or time-constrained). When goal setting, it can help to focus your own and your coachee’s thinking on the following issues and questions:






	Coaching issues and priorities

	Questions to help the coachee






	
Specific


Goals need to be granular, practical and easy to implement and progress, so: what exactly is the goal or task, and why is it significant?



	
What does a good job or successful outcome look like?


When does the goal or task need to be accomplished?


How will you approach the challenge?


What resources or support do you need?








	
Motivating


The best goals are appealing and motivational, so: is the goal or task meaningful for the individual?



	
Will working on this goal build competence and commitment?


Why does this goal matter to you? Is it sufficiently motivating?


Will working on this goal add or drain energy?


How will you sustain energy and commitment?








	
Attainable


There’s no room for confusion: customers and colleagues need you to deliver when expected. So: can you achieve this goal within the required timescale?



	
Is the goal attainable with current resources and workload?


Is the goal realistic, reasonable and achievable?


Is the goal entirely within your control? If not, what will you do to ensure it is achieved?








	
Relevant


Relevance and ruthless prioritization are crucial and closely connected, and what matters is doing the activities and achieving the goals of highest value. For this reason you need to be sure that the goal clearly aligns with your team’s objectives. Can you describe the link, and is the goal sufficiently relevant?



	
What makes the goal or task significant and valuable for the organization?


Is the goal or task aligned with organization and work team goals?


Is the goal or task a high priority in relation to other goals?








	
Trackable


Goals need to be trackable and measurable. How will you measure and track progress towards achieving this goal?



	
What is the vision – the ideal outcome?


What is the plan – how will you achieve the goal, and how will you start?


What are the key milestones?


How will you measure progress and success?














What would a coach say to you? Mastering the art of self-coaching


The same questioning approach used by the coach or mentor can also be used for self-coaching; all you need to do is consider a major issue at work that you would like to resolve. This is a useful technique and helpful as a way of developing a coaching mindset. It is a useful muscle to exercise! So, when appropriate, try asking yourself:




•   What are you trying to achieve?


•   How will you know when you have achieved it?


•   Would you define it as an end goal or a performance goal?


•   If it is an end goal, what performance goal could be related to it?


•   Is the goal specific and measurable?


•   To what extent can you control the result? What sort of things won’t you have control over?


•   Do you feel that achieving the goal will stretch or break you?


•   When do you want to achieve the goal by?


•   What are the milestones or key points on the way to achieving your goal?


•   Who is involved, and what effect could they have on the situation?


•   What have you done about this situation so far, and what have been the results?


•   What are the major constraints in finding a way forward?


•   Are these constraints major or minor? How could their effect be reduced?


•   What other issues are occurring at work that might have a bearing on your goal?


•   What options do you have?


•   If you had unlimited resources, what options would you have?


•   Could you link your goal to some other organizational issue?


•   What would be the perfect solution?





The essence of great coaching is, of course, a mindset that is full of positive intent, open and curious. When you are coaching, therefore, the questions to ask yourself include: what is the best way to support this person? What is their goal? How do they feel at the moment?







How this book is organized


Each chapter begins with a short overview of the subject and its context, as well as one or more useful techniques or issues to keep in mind, before moving on to present the questions that are typically most effective.


The book is divided into three parts:


Part 1 explores personal coaching questions. The chapters in this section are designed to help with some of the most common and toughest coaching issues of all – those relating to an individual’s personal effectiveness, behaviour, mindset, their understanding of themselves and, ultimately, their sense of fulfilment. Chapters successively explore an individual’s personal style and approach, their emotional intelligence, emotions and resilience, readiness to learn and adapt, their ability to shift behaviour and mindset (these are among the toughest questions), the way they make decisions and solve problems, and their purpose.


Part 2 focuses on typical and difficult coaching challenges. These are the issues that organizations most often look to coaches to help with, and which individuals commonly share with their coach as being the topics where they would value greatest support. Issues here include developing leadership, teamwork, coaching across cultures, helping a colleague who is disengaged, supporting someone through a period of uncertainty, crisis, disruption, challenge or change and, finally, helping to develop communication and influencing skills.


Part 3 is concerned with defining moments of leadership – situational coaching questions focusing on those times where individuals especially value coaching. These include starting in a new role, seeking feedback, reviewing a project or event and planning for the future.


The starting point with great coaching, as always, is the individual, and so it is with personal coaching questions that we will begin.
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