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Introduction


Many years ago, in the heyday of my previous business, the School of Coaching, I attended the last day of a ‘coaches’ programme’ being delivered by two colleagues. This was what we called a ‘friends and charities’ programme, which enabled us to provide the training to people who could not justify the full programme fees. It also provided the opportunity for my colleagues to complete their own training as programme leaders. There was one participant, the head teacher of a local school, who had not been the easiest of participants to work with. As the programme closed he said, in words close to these: ‘I know that I have not been the easiest participant, but what you don’t know is that, as a function of this programme, I have turned my school into a learning organization of 2,000 people—and that includes the teachers!’


This drew a laugh. I was left with a picture: I had dropped a pebble into a pool, the ripples had been picked up and passed on by my colleagues, and then picked up in turn by the participants, just one of whom had himself impacted on 2,000 people. This book has a similar intent: to send some ripples far and wide. Ripples about how to enable the inherent genius in others. Without, I hope, being pretentious, complicated, or overwrought, it is about a simple skill, which, properly practised, has a profound impact.


My first book on coaching—Effective Coaching, upon which this volume is based—was published in 1999. Much has changed since then. The generation of people active in the workplace now have a different set of values, a different outlook that’s less compliant and has a greater sense of self. More difficult to ‘command and control’. And organizations—the employers—are struggling to find ways to respond, not just to this generation, but also to a vastly more volatile world.


To put this in context, let me suggest that one thread in the story of the 20th century is the drive toward ever-greater efficiency, from Henry Ford’s production line to total quality management and business process re-engineering through to Six Sigma and Lean management techniques. (A Six Sigma process is one in which 99.99966% of the products manufactured are expected to be free of defects—that is, 3.4 defective parts per million.) You could say we know how to do efficiency. These approaches are powerful and appropriate when applied to manufacturing processes (inanimate objects) but not so good when applied to the animate (human beings). And unfortunately, in education systems where learning is designed to create ‘units of production and consumption’, and in our management and management-development systems, this is just what we have done.


Take ‘competencies’ (please!). Why settle for competence when genius is possible? Progress will not come from ‘competence’, or from greater efficiency. Today’s organizations don’t need more efficiency—they need human creativity and imagination. Tightening the process will not deliver these things. In fact, it disables genius.


Responding appropriately is, in part, about finding ways to engage the people in organizations and help them develop and deploy their talents—to their own benefit and to that of the organization. It is about enabling genius.


Here is the irony: coaching is increasingly of vital importance to the success of business organization and to the flourishing of individuals (these two being symbiotic). Coaching is also facing the possibility, in becoming institutionalized, of losing its subversive, provocative edge. The edge that seeks out new possibilities, new horizons—new ways of being and doing things.


Those of us who evangelize coaching and are passionate about it might remember that coaching is not a thing in and of itself—it does not have any validity outside of the outcome. The sports coach is there to deliver a better performance. Coaching is the servant of something—a process, a means of delivery. It is the means in service of an end. It’s a verb, not a noun.


In the two previous editions of Effective Coaching I have been guilty of trying to ‘prove’ that my approach to coaching is the one and true model, and that all others were heretical. Not helpful! Coaching as a noun. This book, however, is intended to be more helpful. The effective coaching model is a proven approach. The book describes—in the most comprehensive manner I am capable of—the skills of coaching and how they might be applied. And I am clearer, and more courageous, in my pronouncements today than I was in 1999.


In the late 20th century, in a world driven by efficiency and compliance, to suggest that coaching was about individual genius, self-expression, and autonomy would have resulted in a very small client base. Today, there is a vital need to enable individual genius—while finding the means to ensure that this, in turn, results in a more powerful organization.


I fundamentally believe that the natural state of the human being is to be fully expressed, uninhibited, and without doubt or fear. To be able to perform, learn, and enjoy. A state in which there is access to all the innate resources born to us. Genius.


I believe that we are at our best in the company of others: not dependent, not independent, but interdependent. I hold that such actualization is seldom (if ever) achieved alone, but made possible in community or with the guidance of a gifted other—one who has the capacity and courage to hold a different kind of conversation, a conversation that lets one’s thinking unfold, lets one’s imagination, intuition, and creativity loose, and in so doing allows one to come to one’s own understanding.


Such a conversation is a dangerous conversation. It demands that one step outside of one’s fear and doubt—one’s shoulds, musts, and have tos—and into your innate genius.


I believe that our business organizations can be the hothouses for these different and dangerous conversations: conversations that enable genius, in the best interests of employees, organizations, and stakeholders.


This book is, however, different from my first book. It offers fresh thinking and new models, providing greater clarity and a revised structure that makes it easier to read. It is both an introduction for those new to coaching, and, given its comprehensive nature, a reminder and a reference for more experience coaches. It is intended for coaches, both practising and novice. It is intended for managers and leaders—I believe that coaching is a fundamental skill for people in management positions. It is also intended for anyone who has an interest in enabling genius in others.


I was surprised to find that Effective Coaching was required reading on a leadership programme in a global consulting organization, and similarly for a number of training programmes for sports coaches, and that teachers, parents, and many others have found value in reading it. In response, I have written this book with people in these and similar positions in mind.


I hope you find Modern Effective Coaching to be of value, and to be an enjoyable read.
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EFFECTIVE


COACHING


DEFINED




– CHAPTER 1 –


A conversation


‘Henry! How are you?’


‘God knows!’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I’m on autopilot. I’ve had about 17 hours sleep all week.’


Just so you, the reader, know, we are in the offices of Brand plc. by the water cooler on the fourth floor.


‘Wow. How’s that?’


‘You don’t want to know.’


‘Try me.’


‘How long do you have?’


‘Seriously? About half an hour now, but if we need it I have an hour toward the end of the day, after 4:30.’


‘Yeah, maybe we should talk. We can sit over there.’


‘Fine. Let me fill my glass. So … what’s happening?’ ‘It feels like I’m working flat-out and getting nowhere.’


There’s a pause. Melanie says nothing. Henry continues.


‘You know I have an objective to develop our offering for the Public Sector?’


‘Of course. We worked through it before.’


‘It’s become more complex since then.’


‘In what way?’


‘In how many ways, more like. The people I’m working with are a bunch of halfwits, for a start. Nothing that I ask them to do gets done, or if it does it’s so bad that I have to re-do it myself. My own team is the worst, the guys from finance are just slow, but at least they get it done.’


‘What else?’


‘What else? Is that not enough for you?’


‘Well, you said “complex” and while...’


‘No, no, there’s more. We made some assumptions about the costs at the very beginning and we tested them with a number of potential clients. Of course, what we did not anticipate was that the Government would stop funding centrally and require the departments to do this from there own budgets.’


‘They still want it, the departments?’


‘More then ever, as far as we can tell. They’ve just got less money.’


‘What else?’


‘Wh…Sorry. Stress. The really difficult bit is that our glorious leader, Steve, is breathing down our necks – my neck mostly – asking for one thing, and Jeremy from Marketing is asking for another with no less intensity.’


‘What else?’


Henry shakes his head. Nothing.


‘Then, if I have understood, there are three parts to this; the ability of the project team; a shift in the financial parameters and the differing needs of our two friends, Steve and Jeremy.’


‘That’s right. Although, on the third point, it’s as much about the pressure they put on me as it is about their ‘needs’, as you put it?’


‘Ok. So four things then, including the pressure they are putting on you. Which would be most interesting to talk about first?’


‘Sorting out the boys’


‘Steve and Jeremy. You’re sure?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘It’s just that the feedback from your team in the last 360, if you remember, suggested that you were overly controlling and unwilling to delegate. I’m just wondering if that’s part of this?


‘Fair enough. I think I’ve been doing better on that since our last conversation—at least until this project got silly. I really think I need to sort the Steve-and-Jeremy issue first. If they let us get on with it we could sort the other things.’


‘So, tell me what’s going on with them?’


‘You know how it is where we sit, all open-plan. Steve and Jeremy both have to walk through my area to get to their offices, so they’re forever “dropping in”. That would be bad enough, but they are both looking for different things. Steve wants us to cut this thing to the bare bones so that he can show the executive team how good he is at managing costs, and Jeremy wants this to be the sexiest thing ever, all bells and whistles, which he thinks will make it easier to sell, so that he can show the exec that he can bring our services to different markets. They are both leaning on me—and the others in the team—making demands that the other overturns. And since one of them is likely to be next head of division, you don’t want to upset either.’


‘So how are you managing?’


‘I guess we’re just agreeing with both of them and hoping they don’t notice. Other than that, I just try and steer my way through.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘I make the best guess that I can, given the information, and make sure that I present it to them individually, so that I can speak up the things that support their needs and conceal the things that don’t. It’s bloody exhausting.’


Henry starts laughing. ‘What?’


‘They never do notice. They’re too busy playing politics to take the time to get inside the project.’


‘What can you do? What options do you have?’


‘If I thought I had options …’


‘Jesus, Henry, don’t be so cantankerous.’


‘Sorry. It’s the stress. Again.’


‘Tell me, in an ideal world, how would things be different?’


There’s a pause while Henry thinks.


‘There would be a clear set of objectives that we had all agreed. That sounds so pathetic. You know there are objectives already. But Steve and Jeremy have not bought into them, and they are now using the fact that there’s a shift in the financing to bend things to their own ends.’


‘So what do you need to do?’


‘I need to get to a new set of objectives that account for the current situation, and that all parties agree to.’


‘How might you achieve that?’


‘Arrange some kind of meeting. Although first I’d have to get marketing to complete the survey, then finance would have to cost the various options …’


‘What are you thinking?’


‘I said earlier that I just try and steer my way through, but that’s the wrong approach completely.’


‘It is?’


‘Of course. If I try and find a compromise I please no one. The other option, I’ve just realized, is to identify the various possibilities with the costings worked out, and then to get Steve, Jeremy, and the others to make a binding decision. We’d have to do it in a very pragmatic, business-like way, so that the personal agendas were minimized.’


‘So what needs to happen from here?’


‘The first step is to get my own team on board so that we complete the survey and the costings exercise as quickly as possible.’


‘But you said they weren’t performing well.’


‘I know. I was a bit unfair. It’s impossible to perform well when the goal posts keep moving and people change the rules. Plus, I think that the prospect of getting our two friends off our collective back will be so appealing that they’ll pull out all the stops.’


‘And then?’


‘Then arrange a meeting at which we present the possibilities. We’d need to get Mac there as well. This could also solve the second issue—the fact that the source of funding has changed—because I’ll have more people to help me work through.’ (Mac is the current head of division.)


‘How confident are you that this will work?’


‘On a scale of one to ten, about an eight.’


‘There were three—no, four—issues at the beginning, and it sounds like you’ve got some movement on three of them. What about the team/control matter?’


‘I really do think that has shifted. And I also think that part of the problem was that we had conflicting objectives, caused by my own indecision, and by Steve and Jeremy. The 360 will happen again in about three months. Maybe we should look at it together then.’


‘Fine.’


‘Thanks, Melanie.’


Coaching


When I run coaching skills workshops, I nearly always start by getting someone from the group to come to the front and coach them on a real, business issue. This is the best way I know of getting people to think about coaching, aside from which it can be fairly dramatic as the coaching is real—it is not a roleplaying exercise, and there is no guarantee that it is going to work out. The conversation played out above is an example of the kind of issue that people bring to these sessions, although it is presented here in such a way that Melanie could be either Henry’s manager, a colleague, an internal change agent or a professional coach from outside the organization.


At the end of the coaching demonstration, I ask the other participants a simple question: ‘What did you notice?’ Here are some typical responses:


‘You really listened.’


‘You asked a lot of questions.’


‘You spent a lot of time trying to understand.’


‘You summarized frequently.’


‘You let him work it out for himself.’


‘You added no value.’


‘You did not add in anything, like suggestions or advice.’


‘I had so many thoughts about what he should do.’


‘What if the course of action they had decided on was wrong?’


‘That was not coaching, it was more like counselling.’


‘If I did that in my office, they’d think I had gone mad.’


‘In my country, the manager has to know the answer or he’d lose credibility.’


‘What happens if the course of action the person chooses is in opposition to the company’s plans?’


‘I just don’t have the time to do that.’


The thing that stands out for most people is that the person being coached—the player—does most of the work. (Note that I use the word ‘player’ in place of the word ‘coachee’. This is because I think ‘coachee’ is an ugly word, and because it has the suffix ‘-ee’ at the end, which denotes someone who has something done unto them—think ‘divorcee’. Player suggests enjoyment, and that he or she is the primary person.)


You may remember from reading comics in your youth the thought bubble over a character’s head, showing what he or she is thinking. A great coach and former colleague, Heather Dawson, used to ask: ‘Over whose head is the thought bubble?’ This is probably the simplest way I have to communicate what effective coaching is about. Ideally, the thought bubble should be over the player’s head. Not the coach’s.


The player does the thinking, not the coach. The coach’s job is to create an environment where the player can do their very best thinking.


People come to these workshops to learn about coaching. Their initial expectations are that it has something to do with passing on either knowledge, experience, expertise, or wisdom, or that it is in some sense an applied psychology—that there are techniques and tools that can be learnt and then implemented to make people more motivated. What they actually discover, however, is that coaching is both less and more than that: less in that the fundamentals are very simple, and more in that the impact of becoming a more effective coach is greater than might initially be expected. In this book, I will try to answer the questions raised above and to give a sense of the productivity, fulfillment and joy that can arise from effective coaching.




Over whose head is the thought-bubble?
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– Chapter 2 –


Coaching described


The conversation in chapter 1 is a good example of effective coaching. The questions and objections listed reflect a general confusion about what coaching is, what its function is, and how it fits in the workplace. In this chapter, I want to bring some clarity to the ‘territory’, and to begin to describe effective coaching. More specific definitions will follow in the next chapter—this chapter is more about bringing the core ideas to life in a descriptive manner. In doing this, I will give a brief overview of the field and seek to establish a foundation for the rest of the book. (The question about how coaching fits in the workplace is largely addressed in chapter 11.)


The territory and the confusion


‘Coaching is for failures.’


‘Coaching is a mark of my status (the company pays for my executive coach).’


‘Coaching is an emerging profession.’


‘Coaching is a management competency.’


‘Coaching is a fad.’


‘Coaching can save the world.’


‘Coaching is a second career.’ (Soon-to-retire HR manager)


‘Coaching is … not my job.’ (Manager, coaching workshop)


Coaching means different things to different people, depending on who they are, what they are doing, and what their experience of coaching is. A human resources manager taking early retirement and thinking about how he might use the next stage of his life productively will have a very different perspective from the manager in an IT business who has just been told to attend a workshop on coaching skills, when what she really wants to do is to continue developing software. There is no commonly held definition of coaching. In a way, this is a good thing, because definitions, while giving clarity, can also exclude other possibilities and make other notions—perhaps valuable ones—wrong.


If I tell someone that I am a coach, the immediate question is: ‘In which sport?’ Most people’s initial exposure to coaching is through sport, and in almost all sports, coaching is built around the idea that it is essentially the transfer of knowledge. The coach is the expert—he or she knows the correct technique, and will tell you how to perform. As this knowledge/expert model is also the predominant model in education systems, it is hardly surprising then that, in the world of work, people make similar assumptions about coaching.


The disciplines of psychology and psychotherapy offer another perspective on coaching, and indeed there is a point of view that only people with qualifications in one of the above should be allowed to coach. The conclusion to that argument can only be that all of us—managers, parents, teachers, spouses, partners, siblings, colleagues and friends—should be trained therapists. Or cease talking to each other. Because coaching is, in a sense, happening all the time: any time a person discusses with another how to do something, that’s coaching.


There is something about the first part of the ‘conclusion’ that I find appealing, and I don’t deny that there are times when not talking would resolve many problems. But the reality is that neither ‘solution’ is practical. Silence may be golden, but it would also be very dull, and coaching is going on all around us, often with beneficial results. And the world is not full of therapists—even though it might seem like it at times.


A range of other approaches to coaching have roots in the post-Maslow self-actualization movement, such as transformational technology and appreciative enquiry, or hybrids—in this case with psychology—such as neuro-linguistic programming. If you read around the territory for a while, you will also get to pop psychology—self-help, positive thinking, and religious schools of thought. But it does not stop there. You can have executive coaching, developmental coaching, and performance coaching. Senior executives get coached because they do not have the time or inclination to go to the appropriate training programme. Those, that is, who are willing to admit that they have something to learn!


And then there is life-coaching. While I am sure that there are some life coaches out there doing good work in a responsible manner, there are also a lot of people doing the work of counsellors without anything like the appropriate training. To this list I can also add mentoring.


Coaching training itself contributes to the confusion. Training is available in coaching at almost every level, and in almost every form imaginable. At one extreme, you can get a master’s degree, and at the other a distance-learning programme; a couple of years’ academic study, or a couple of phone calls.


The origin of the word ‘coaching’ is surprisingly obvious. It comes from ‘coach’—a wheeled vehicle used to carry people from one place to another. The name comes from the town in Hungary, Kocks, where these vehicles were apparently first made. The first known usage of ‘coach’ that comes close to the sense in which it is used in this book occurs in the middle 1800s in British universities, principally Oxford and Cambridge, where the term was given to an independent tutor who ‘carried’ the student through the exams. Then we find it being used in the middle of the 1900s, in reference to sports coaches at American universities. After that, coming out of the post-war humanistic resurgence, one begins to find the word being used as it is today, in what might now be called life-coaching. Interestingly, business coaching was, for the most part, developed in the UK, beginning in the early 1980s.


Given all the different sources, inspirations, and applications, it is no wonder that there is confusion. Coaching is in danger of being defined by the inputs that the philosophies, models, and approaches it champions bring with them, rather than by the outputs: the results that we need in our places of work.


The primary output, I would suggest, is that we have people in our places of work that can perform at the top end of their potential. And I am hoping—by starting with some ideas about how to access that potential—to simplify this world of coaching.


The genius in the player


I prefer the word ‘genius’ to the word ‘potential’. ‘Potential’ has been bandied about so much that it has lost all meaning. It just floats by us and changes nothing.


‘Genius’ is different. In common usage, the word is given to those who reach extraordinary levels of performance, and who have been blessed with a gift, either by some deity or that has come down from previous generation through their genes. As I will show in chapter 15, however, the situation is not that straightforward. We know quite a lot about the process of becoming a genius, and that it is available to us all. That’s what makes the word genius different. Once you are clear that genius is not the preserve of the few, it becomes an opportunity—and a challenge. Accessing that genius is a goal of effective coaching.


The following model is a profound and simple way of understanding something about how to do that, and is therefore a foundational idea in effective coaching.


The Inner Game of Tennis is one of most influential books on performance and learning of the last 40 years. Written by Timothy Gallwey in 1974, it remains in print today and has been followed by other titles, including The Inner Game of Work. The original book caused a huge stir when it was published, and the ideas in it—which apply to many areas of life beyond the tennis court—have been embraced by many thousands of people all over the world.


Let me introduce you to one of the core concepts, which starts with two words, as below. Gallwey used the word ‘potential’, and since this is his model, I will stick with that.


Potential Performance


I have put a gap between the two words because there is always a gap between performance and potential. It is a huge gap. Even in the most ordinary activity, no matter how good someone is at it, he or she can always do better. There is something in the gap, and understanding what it is can help bridge it. I can remember occasions of becoming anxious and distracted while playing competitive tennis. The little voice inside my head would start saying things like this:


‘You can’t let this loser win—what would they say in the changing room?’


‘Watch the ball.’


‘I hope he doesn’t serve to my backhand.’


‘Just push it back into play. Play safe.’


‘No, hit it cross-court.’


‘You idiot.’


Gallwey called thoughts like these ‘interference’. Interference is usually rooted in fear and doubt. I would argue that nothing gets in the way of peak performance more than doubt. So the model becomes


Potential minus interference is equal to performance


Thus one way to increase performance is to reduce the interference. As the interference is reduced, more potential is available.


Interference crops up in many forms. Here is a partial list that you might find familiar:


•    Fear (of losing, of winning, of making a fool of yourself) Lack of self-confidence


•    Trying too hard


•    Trying for perfection


•    Trying to impress


•    Anger and frustration


•    Boredom


•    A busy mind.


One of the ways to reduce interference is to focus attention. When attention is focused, the player enters a mental state in which he can learn and perform at his best. Gallwey called that mental state ‘relaxed concentration’. Most people that I speak to have had an experience of this mental state, also called ‘flow’. For some, it is a profound and moving experience, very often coming when they are engaged in a physical activity. A friend of mine used to race motorbikes and, occasionally, when he was absolutely at the limit, with his attention glued to the rider in front of him, he would get into flow. His thoughts and actions would become one, time would seem to slow down, and the noise of the engines appear to diminish. In this state, he would sense exactly when the rider in front was going to make a mistake and be able to capitalize on it without hesitation.


Being in flow does not have to be quite so dramatic. It can occur during such mundane activities as writing. You sit down at your desk and get started. You make a number of false starts; it is just not quite right. You get up, close the door, sit down, and start again. Suddenly, the words begin to come. You become engrossed in the task. You look at your watch; an hour has gone by, and you did not even notice it. The report is half written. From the perspective of the ‘inner game’, a key part of the line manager or coach’s role is to help reduce the interference that affects the people he works with. This would be a remarkable shift of focus.


I will try to give some more life to this core concept by describing a demonstration that a colleague gave at a coaching skills workshop. It is an adaptation of an exercise that Gallwey uses, and it shows quite clearly what happens when the coach is truly committed to the player’s learning and does not get in the way of that learning with instructions, advice, or suggestions. Interestingly, this approach is not reliant on the coach being an expert in the topic of the session. In fact, there is not one instruction or suggestion in the whole session; the coach is working with the individual’s capacity to learn.


My understanding is that this learning capacity is wrapped up in an individual’s ‘potential’. Learning is hard-wired.


The topic for this session is ‘how to improve catching’—in this case, catching a ball. It requires a willing volunteer from the group who believes that he cannot catch.


The coach positioned himself about 12 feet away from the volunteer and addressed him: ‘To start with, let’s just see if you can catch at all. OK?’ The volunteer, Peter, nodded but did not say anything. The coach threw a ball to him. Peter held out both hands stiffly in front of himself, his face screwing up with fear and anticipation. The ball passed just over the top of his hands, thumped into his chest, and fell to the floor. Embarrassed, Peter grew even more tense.


The coach threw another ball. Peter reached out, as before, and missed completely. The coach threw another with the same result.


‘Is that what you would expect?’ the coach asked.


‘Absolutely,’ Peter replied in a small voice. ‘I told you I couldn’t catch and never could. Teachers in school would put me in goal just to get a laugh.’


‘Is that what you’re thinking when I throw the ball?’


‘That, and … and all these people watching.’


The coach looked around at the people, some of whom had stood up and formed a loose circle around him and Peter.


‘Ah, don’t worry about us’ came a kindly voice.


The coach paused and caught Peter’s attention again. ‘Tell me, Peter,’ he said, ‘if your catching was to get better, how would we know?’


‘Well, I’d catch them, wouldn’t I?’


‘All of them?’


‘Some of them.’


‘How many out of ten?’


‘Would you throw them in exactly the same way as before?’Peter enquired suspiciously. The coach nodded. ‘Then to catch one out of ten would be amazing.’


‘I know. And what would give you a real sense of achievement?’


‘I’ll say three out of ten.’


‘OK. Stay with me—I’m going to throw you some more balls. What I want you to do is watch the ball when it’s in flight and, when you’ve caught it, tell me what you noticed about it. OK?’


‘So I’m to tell you what I notice about the ball when it’s flying toward me?’


‘Exactly.’


The coach threw a ball. It brushed Peter’s fingers as it went by him.


‘What did you notice about the ball?’


‘Nothing.’


‘OK. Tell me what you notice about this one.’


Again he threw a ball, and again Peter failed to catch.


‘It’s just yellow, greeny-yellow.’


Peter’s response drew a snigger from the group. Without taking his eyes from Peter, the coach put a finger across his lips and the laughter stopped.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you notice this time.’ He threw another.


‘It’s got some writing on it,’ said Peter, as the ball bounced out of the palm of his hand.


‘Fine, so you notice the colour and the writing. Which is most interesting?’


‘The writing.’


‘OK. Tell me some more about the writing.’ He threw a ball again.


‘The writing is spinning, the ball is spinning,’ said Peter, as he caught the ball. There was a sharp intake of breath from behind. The coach did not respond.
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