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Getting the most out of leadership coaching

What coaching is – and isn’t

The recent growth in coaching has led both to attempts to define it more specifically and to a recognition that many different forms of relationships fit under this broad umbrella.  Ultimately the purpose of coaching is to enable people to behave more effectively in achieving their goals.  Coaching is usually seen as a time-limited process focusing on the identification and realisation of goals and emphasising the client’s ability to think, feel and behave differently in relation to their work.  This differs from mentoring relationships which tend to be longer term and allow for mutual exploration of issues that both parties understand; a mentor’s greater experience is usually a key part of the process.  Coaching also differs from counselling in that it does not attempt to resolve personal problems.  The counselling territory includes issues affecting individual well-being and will usually examine significant personal relationships.  Clearly, there is overlap between the three processes, particularly in terms of the skills deployed by practitioners but leadership coaching is most usefully used to make a positive difference in the work setting.

When might coaching be useful?

At various times in your career – perhaps in a new role or new working relationships or a growing awareness of new and different future challenges to which the ‘usual’ responses are unlikely to be effective – it can be useful to think about making use of the support and challenge offered by an external coach. For many senior leaders, coaching provides a time-effective way to stand back from day to day pressures, to reflect on and develop personal insight and effectiveness within the context of a confidential ‘off-line’ relationship. In this it is worth remembering that the issues or concerns which prompt you to consider a coaching relationship don’t have to be major career-defining ones – for example it can be equally useful and legitimate to use coaching to attend to established patterns of behaviour which are no longer helpful, or where there may be a mis-match between public role expectations and personal confidence. Any areas in which you consider your personal leadership effectiveness could be enhanced can be appropriate grounds to engage in coaching.

How do you go about finding one?

……………… you should always seek to satisfy yourself that the potential coach does have sufficient experience and knowledge to be useful to you.  Asking other colleagues whose judgement you trust is of course a good way of learning about effective coaches – with the proviso that individual preference and personal chemistry still have a role to play after the basic competence requirements are satisfied, so that the coach who is a wonderful foil for someone else may not always be the right person to work with you.  Professional coaches are usually in structured supervision arrangements to provide quality assurance and to continue their own development – it may be worth asking a potential coach about this.

Agreeing the terms of engagement

At your first meeting with your coach you should expect to spend time  discussing mutual ground rules and boundaries so that you enter into the engagement with a clear sense of what coaching is and is not, how your coach prefers to work and what undertakings you are prepared to agree to. All effective coaches will be committed to providing a clear explanation of the coaching process and be willing to offer some degree of flexibility in relation to your own preferences.  This is the point to ask plenty of questions, test out your own assumptions and, if there really doesn’t seem to be a good match, to consider whether it might be better to look elsewhere. The majority of coaches will be very clear about the differences between coaching and counselling or therapy and will not blur these boundaries. However in some instances a coach may suggest to a client that it might be useful for them to seek alternative help elsewhere.  Beyond that the terms of engagement normally cover standard logistical matters – how long should the sessions be, where do they take place, how are cancellations to be handled? – And so forth.

Managing your time with your coach

Whatever the context, people learn most effectively when they are keen to learn and have a clear focus on where and what they want to develop.  It is almost always helpful to come to a coaching session having reflected on your current concerns and challenges, what you would like to discuss and what you hope to go away with at the end.  However a coaching conversation is not the same as a standard business meeting and it can be the case that a rather indirect approach – talking around the issue in order to discover what the issue really is– can lead to moments of particularly helpful insight which are less easily achieved with narrow adherence to a predetermined agenda.  ‘Focused but flexible’ are probably good watchwords for both coach and client. It is common to end a session with agreement about particular actions or ideas to be tried out in day to day interactions between sessions, and to return to the next session ready to reflect on what happened, how it felt and what you have taken from the experience.  Effective coaching often addresses longer term challenges rather than simply dealing with the most recent work event or crisis!

What to expect…..

Expect to work reasonably hard, both in a coaching conversation and between sessions on reflection and practice.  Expect to be surprised sometimes or perhaps a little disconcerted that you can now see a way forward which seems obvious with the benefit of hindsight.  Expect to be challenged and supported within the terms of engagement you have agreed with your coach. Expect to leave a session or an engagement more energised, with more clarity about what you want to achieve and how you are going to go about this.

And what not to ……

If you bring little to the relationship by way of focus, commitment or discussion topics there is little for you and your coach to work on. Do not expect the coach to provide the content of your discussion, although they may suggest areas as a starter for ten, or to do all the work while you mentally sit on the sidelines.  Do not expect to be ‘told’ the answer to your concerns. Do not expect the process to always be completely comfortable, although it should always be supportive and enabling. 

It may be time to move on….

If you find yourself inventing topics to discuss, if you can predict what you will say and what the coach will say, or if you find yourself either looking for excuses to cancel meetings or you realise that they have become very important to you as part of your coping strategy.  If the latter is the case you may benefit from another kind of support, but in most cases it is appropriate to acknowledge that the immediate value of coaching support has run its course and that you now need to give more attention to putting the insights and learning you have gained into practice- until the next time. Most people who have benefited from coaching end the engagement with a clear sense of when and how further coaching in the future would be useful to them, better able to adopt a coaching style in their own working relationships, and better able to advise others on getting the most out of coaching.

Dr Helen Brown

OPM

January 2008

(This article appeared in the NHS Institute for Improvement& Innovation’s  “In View” magazine – Issue 16, Jan 2008).
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