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Foreword

A wise person learns from experience; a much wiser person
learns from someone else’s experience!

The profession of coaching leaders presents future coaches
with a classic “Catch-22” dilemma: you can’t get experience
without a job and you can’t get a job without experience.

When I was younger, I was fortunate enough to learn from
some master teachers, such as Richard Beckhard, Peter
Drucker, Paul Hersey, and Bob Tannenbaum. These teachers
helped me by being kind enough to share their lifetimes of
experience with a relative kid who knew very little and had a
clear attitude problem!

Time passes—I am now considered a “pioneer” in the
world of coaching leaders. What does “pioneer” mean? I am
getting old! Another sure sign of getting old came when I
recently received the Academy of Management’s “Distinguished
Speaker” award. At least I have not received the “Lifetime
Achievement Award” (which means “near dead”) or the dreaded
“Memorial Award” (which means you are dead)!

The world of leadership coaching has been growing expo-
nentially in the past few years. The huge majority of people
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who refer to themselves as “executive coaches” are relatively
new to this field. It is hard to get a feel for coaching by reading
textbooks. Coaching Leaders does a wonderful job of giving you,
the reader, an ongoing series of real-world experiences through
thoughtful case studies. Take your time to read—and hopefully,
reread—these case studies. Imagine that you are the coach in
each case. What are you feeling? What are you learning? How
would you help this client?

Good advice needs to be based on sound theory. Coaching
Leaders uses several well-established theoretical models as
springboards that lead to application in cases. This approach
helps make the translation between a theory of how behavioral
change might happen—and a practice of coaching that can help
behavioral change become a reality.

Coaching Leaders spends equal time on the two words of the
title—“coaching” and “leaders.” Some texts on coaching get so
preoccupied with the coaching process that they seem to forget
why the coaching is occurring—to help leaders become more
effective! It is hard to help leaders become more effective with-
out having a good grasp of what effective leadership is.

Ultimately coaching is about change. Over time leaders
need to change and coaches need to change. We live in a world
of rapidly increasing global competition. As Peter Drucker has
said, “The leader of the past knew how to tell, the leader of the
future will know how to ask.” Leaders and coaches are going to
have to continually ask, listen, and learn. Without continuous
learning, both leaders and coaches can quickly become obsolete.

When Dan talks about the dangers of coaching—to the
coach, he makes a profound point. He notes, “A risk for coaches
is developing an inflated ego, thinking that they are too impor-

viii | Foreword
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tant.” I could not agree more! The client I coached who had
the greatest improvement—and made the greatest positive
impact on others—was the client with whom I spent the least
amount of time! After discussing his remarkable achievements,
I laughed and asked, “You have gotten more out of my coach-
ing process than anyone I have ever coached. Yet I spent the
least amount of time with you. What should I learn from you?”
He smiled and replied, “This process was never about your life.
It was about my life and the lives of the great people on my
team. It was not about the coach. It was about the people being
coached!”

His next comment helped me understand why he is one of
the greatest leaders that I have ever met. He modestly chuck-
led and said, “I have been given the honor of leading 40,000
people. Every day when I come to work I tell myself, ‘This is
not about me, it is all about them.’”

Coaching Leaders can do a great job of helping you learn to
coach leaders. My final advice is simple. As you read the book,
keep the focus on the clients—the leaders that you are serv-
ing—not on the coach, not on yourself.

September 2005 Marshall Goldsmith
Rancho Santa Fe, California

Foreword | ix
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Preface

Coaching can be seen as a drama replete with possibility, 
danger, courage, success, and disappointment. In this drama,
every client becomes a complex hero facing unique challenges.
Every coach-client relationship presents real uncertainties and
opportunities. Will clients be able to understand themselves and
the situation well enough to accomplish real change? Will they
be able to master new skills quickly enough to save the day?
Will the coach be able to focus on the client’s real needs rather
than the coach’s own assumptions?

Why I Wrote This Book

As I’ve worked with clients on the interplay between their per-
sonalities and their leadership challenges, I have wanted to tell
others (and not just my wife) about the interesting and moving
things that my clients were doing. These stories need to be told.

To Share the Excitement

Initially, I wanted to share the human dramas that my clients
and I were living. They were doing courageous and fascinating
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things in order to grow as leaders. They were challenging life-
long habits and learning new ways of thinking and acting. To
me these became more intriguing and exciting stories than
those appearing on television.

To Tie the Cases to Theories

Another reason for writing was to explain how these clients
changed by relating their developmental dramas to usable the-
ories. Theories enable practitioners to read situations, label the
forces at work, and consciously intervene. Interventions that are
based on good theories are likely to be effective because they
relate to the dynamics of the particular client and because 
they rely on approaches that have worked in hundreds of simi-
lar situations. Because the coaching profession is so new, little
has been written to apply existing theories or generate new
ones. This book attempts to give coaches the benefits of some
good, pragmatic theories.

To Train Coaches

This book is meant to serve as a training tool for coaches. Most
coaches I know followed a circuitous path into coaching. Unlike
doctors, lawyers, and chemists, coaches cannot enter a postcol-
lege program or embark on a predictable apprenticeship plan.
My own path into coaching was fortuitous. My training, though
relevant, was eclectic and haphazard. This book is intended to
streamline the training for the next generation of coaches, as
well as to share some of my insights and experiences with my
peers.

xii | Preface
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Who Becomes a Coach?

Because coaching is growing rapidly, it is attracting many new
and aspiring practitioners from several related professions. In
particular, coaches tend to come from the ranks of four major
fields, which include the following categories:

• Human resource (HR) and organization development
(OD) professionals

• Career counselors

• Business executives

• Psychotherapists

Each professional group brings to the table both significant
skills as well as knowledge gaps:

• HR and OD people often know about leadership, adult
learning, organizational psychology, and organizational
politics but may have limited experience with one-on-one
counseling.

• Career counselors have counseling skills and understand
organizational politics but may be missing a solid under-
standing of leadership.

• Executives know leadership and politics but may be light
on counseling skills.

• Psychotherapists are strong at counseling but may lack an
understanding of leadership and organizational life.

The goal of this book is to help all who come to coaching to
round out their skill sets or at least provide a foundation for
them to further pursue their development as leadership coaches.

Preface | xiii
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How I Wrote the Book

By 1997, I was becoming a journeyman coach. I had worked
successfully with more than twenty clients and was beginning
to understand both what I did and didn’t know about coaching
leaders. I wanted to share what I was learning and create a
forum for furthering this knowledge. Since there were no grad-
uate courses in coaching at that time, I formed my own learn-
ing and teaching group, the Coaching Learning Group,
through the New York Association of Career Management Pro-
fessionals. This group met monthly, addressing one coaching
topic at each session. In the first year, we explored such topics
as coaching for emotional intelligence, coaching introverted
leaders and narcissistic leaders, and delivering 360° feedback.
In the program, I tried to combine theory with practice. The-
ories helped members label and make sense of what they
observed, and cases enabled them practice their skills in a chal-
lenging yet safe setting. Over the years, the program grew in
size and reputation. I suggested to Karen Metzger, my cofacil-
itator, that these theories and cases were so compelling that I
wanted to write a book. She supported me in this idea and con-
tinued to act as an encouraging and guiding colleague through-
out the writing process. Many of the chapters in the book are
derived from my work with Karen and the Coaching Learning
Group.

Theories and Research

Because of its newness, a comprehensive theoretical foundation
for the profession has not fully evolved. Furthermore, little
quantitative research has been conducted on coaching. To fill

xiv | Preface
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this gap, I looked to our more mature sister professions for rel-
evant theories and research. One of the goals of this book is to
bring some of this theoretical knowledge together in a single
volume. These theories are first steps toward the creation of a
body of knowledge about coaching. The theories and research
in this book reflect my own interests and proclivities and doc-
ument approaches that have worked for me. They are not
intended to be comprehensive or to form or even approach a
unified theory of coaching. They are meant as a start.

Coaching Cases

The book is built around cases. Cases are important because
they demonstrate how each theory or concept can work in the
real world. If a concept or theory holds any water, it should be
able to be demonstrated and shown to be useful in practice.
Cases contribute to learning by serving as vicarious experiences
that readers can draw on when facing similar situations, like the
cases used in law school and business school.

The cases are also meant to entertain and dramatize. I hope
that as you read, you will develop some of the same fascination,
respect, empathy, and even suspense that I felt while working
with these clients. Each case is based on a real client. I tried to
keep the details of the individuals and situations accurate while
disguising their identity enough to protect their privacy.

My Background and Influences

My path to coaching began in college, where as a curious and
avid psychology student, I wanted to learn why people acted as
they did. I was particularly fascinated with cognitive psychology

Preface | xv
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because it explained how people developed the patterns of
thinking, behavior, and emotion that form their unique per-
sonalities. (I later came to rely on cognitive psychology in my
coaching approach because it provides a framework for learn-
ing about how clients organize and act on their experiences.)
Another influence from my college years came from my
involvement with the social movements and humanistic psy-
chologies of the late 1960s. They fostered in me a sense of hope
and possibility for creating a society that is fulfilling to its mem-
bers. Facilitating fulfilling workplaces and helping people self-
actualize remain among the motivators of my coaching work.

My early career plans of becoming a psychotherapist and
psychology professor changed after two early experiences in the
world of business. The first was a summer job in the HR
department at Xerox Corporation, and the second was a job in
the budding training and development consulting industry. In
designing and teaching interpersonal skills training programs,
I learned how to teach managers how to have conversations that
led to success and at the same time became motivated by the
mission of facilitating constructive behavioral and attitudinal
change. Another influence came from the managers of my con-
sulting firm. They were applied behavioral scientists who taught
me the value and discipline of focusing on behaviors in the
workplace. I gained an appreciation of the central importance
of the impact of behavior at work, an orientation that has stayed
with me throughout my career.

I eventually became first a director of training and later a
director of organizational and executive development at
Citibank, managing groups of up to forty people. I learned at
first hand how to manage people and how to use interpersonal

xvi | Preface
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and political skills to operate in an organizational culture. I also
learned the importance of contributing to business results,
becoming a little less idealistic and a bit more realistic about
what was possible in organizational life. I learned, mostly
through trial and error, how to effect change in organizations.

In 1980, I experienced coaching for the first time while
conducting follow-up sessions for participants in our manage-
ment training programs. During one of these sessions, some-
thing interesting happened. A manager started explaining what
he felt he could and could not do as a manager. At that
moment, I recognized that leadership was tied more to the per-
sonality and self-concept of an individual than it was to any set
of generic leadership skills. Leadership seemed more like mar-
riage and less like changing spark plugs. Because I was still a
training director, I filed that thought away and returned to my
job of training a thousand people. But the thought stayed with
me, and over the ensuing years, it guided my evolution into a
leadership coach.

A few years later, I was offered an opportunity to provide
career counseling to people about to be laid off by my company.
Against the advice of my more ambitious friends, I took the
assignment. The experience became one of the most important
and fascinating stages in my career. For the next several years, I
worked one on one, coaching outplaced managers. I studied
career counseling and adult development in an innovative grad-
uate program. I learned the art of individual coaching, includ-
ing how to understand what made each client tick, when and
how to ask questions, how to draw out the clients’ hopes and
fears, and how to help them take practical steps to fulfill their
hopes and overcome their fears.

Preface | xvii
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As a career counselor, I came to recognize the tremendous
potential for change inherent in a coaching relationship. I imag-
ined using this power not just to aid a single person’s career but
to help leaders build successful, fulfilling organizations. To pre-
pare for this next challenge, I chose to learn more about the
established theories of leadership, group behavior, and organi-
zational change by completing a master’s degree in organiza-
tional psychology. When it came time for my next challenge,
the answer felt obvious. Executive coaching would combine the
intensive and personal aspects of individual coaching with the
skills and knowledge of developing leaders. I could help lead-
ers become more effective and enable them to create organiza-
tions that were both successful and fulfilling places in which to
work. I started telling people that I was an executive coach and
within a year received my first paid coaching assignment.

Another influence on my coaching has been my experience
as a psychotherapy client. Through my own therapy, I experi-
enced several important changes in my thinking patterns, emo-
tions, and behavior. Being a coach as well as a client, I observed
and remembered the approaches that my therapist employed to
help me change and grow. I also developed a grounded opti-
mism in the ability of people to change. As I evolved as a coach,
I came to recognize the practice and theories of psychotherapy
as important sources of ideas for the nascent profession of
coaching.

Coaching turned out to be as thrilling as I had expected.
Along with the excitement of helping leaders change, coaching
required every bit of skill, empathy, and insight I could muster.
I recognized how very much one needed to know to become an
excellent coach. I decided to pursue it for the rest of my work-
ing life.

xviii | Preface
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My Own Growth as a Coach

Before I began coaching, I believed that my ideas and values
were correct, and those of people who disagreed with me were
incorrect. I would even argue with others in an attempt to
prove that my way was right. Coaching taught me the futility
and arrogance of that stance. I learned to respect and appreciate
the people whose worldviews and mind-sets were radically dif-
ferent from my own.

Along with that relativistic view of my own ideas, I also
learned the art of empathy. I tried to feel what clients might be
feeling and to think what they might be thinking. Learning to
empathize literally changed the way I related to everyone. It
enabled me to understand clients more fully and for them to
become more open to me. In the final analysis, empathic coach-
ing has allowed me to become more connected to all people,
not just my clients. My hope is that all who read this book may
gain not only skills in coaching but also better relationships
with everyone around them.

September 2005 Daniel White
New York, New York

Preface | xix
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Chapter  1

Why Coach Leaders?

L eaders have powerful impacts on their organizations. Their
words and deeds affect all the people around them. The power
implicit in their role causes people to look to them for direc-
tion. Everything they say becomes amplified as if spoken
through a microphone. Their accomplishments as well as their
missteps are exaggerated in the eyes of others.

Their actions affect people and the organization in a vari-
ety of ways. They provide vision and strategic direction, which
can lead the organization down successful or ruinous paths.
They maintain important relationships with members, which

3

To the Reader: Addressing the Personal Pronoun Problem
Since the 1970s, when our society embraced feminism, writers have
grappled with the dilemma of the third-person pronoun. None of the
choices are ideal. Using “he” is the old-fashioned, but sexist choice.
Using “she” alone is progressive, but misleading and self-conscious.
Using “he or she” or “he/she” is more gender neutral, but awkward. I
have settled on “they” or “their” throughout the text to refer to indi-
viduals. This breaks the grammatical rule requiring consistency
between singular and plural subjects. But it seems like the least of three
evils. Although it may sound awkward at first, I expect the reader will
become used to it.
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can be inspiring, neutral, or demoralizing. They can stimulate
learning and innovation or foster stagnant adherence to the sta-
tus quo. They serve as moral exemplars who encourage either
ethical or corrupt business practices. They serve as role mod-
els for many people who emulate their actions and attitudes,
whatever they may be. Because of the tremendous impact
inherent in leadership roles, investing in the development of
leaders has a significant effect on an organization, its members,
and the leaders themselves.

Benefits to the Leader

Most leaders have risen to their position through some combi-
nation of managerial, interpersonal, and technical skills. As they
moved up, they successfully adapted to each new role by study-
ing their environment and applying their repertoire of skills.
Yet there comes a point in the careers of most leaders when
their repertoire and powers of observation don’t quite fit their
current challenge. Essentially, their old moves no longer work.

The old patterns don’t work because the current challenge
is significantly different from past challenges. Some typical sit-
uations calling for coaching include moving from a supervisory
role to an executive role, specifically moving from managing
doers to managing managers; moving into one’s first manage-
ment role; moving from a staff to a line position or vice versa;
getting a new boss; needing to implement a new business strat-
egy or a significant cultural change; managing during an orga-
nizational transition such as a merger or downsizing; and, more
generally, whenever an old behavior pattern just isn’t working
in the current environment. Many leaders have tried to adapt
to these new situations on their own, often with limited suc-

4 | Coaching Leaders
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cess, when they or their bosses recognize that they need addi-
tional help.

The goal of coaching is to accelerate the leader’s develop-
ment. In some situations, a leader may eventually develop
appropriate new behaviors through a combination of self-obser-
vation and trial and error. However, that might take years, years
that neither the leader nor the organization has to spare.
Coaching speeds learning time, enabling leaders to make sig-
nificant leaps in learning and behavior change in a matter of
months rather than years.

Coaching also gives clients experience in self-development.
As clients progress through the phases of change, they learn how
to move from not recognizing the need for change (precontem-
plation)—to thinking about change (contemplation)—to prepa-
ration—to action—and to consolidation (see Chapter Five). They
learn how to observe their behavior, recognize their impact, and
reflect on and alter their underlying mental models. The self-
development skills they learn through coaching become models
for their continuing development throughout their careers.

Coaching brings hope and the possibility of change into
people’s lives. Clients recognize that significant change is pos-
sible. Engaging in personal change combats the routine and
cynicism that can arise from working in a competitive, political
workplace. It brings out the best in people by building a realis-
tic optimism about what is possible.

Benefits to the Coach

Coaching can be a very rewarding profession. It appeals to peo-
ple on at least four different fronts. First, it is a people-oriented
profession that involves helping, teaching, and working closely
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with others. It is also an investigative profession, in which the
coach learns, analyzes, and experiments. It is a creative profes-
sion that involves seeing new connections and inventing things
to say and do that will facilitate change. And it is an enterpris-
ing profession, in which the coach leads, influences, and facili-
tates clients’ success in the world of commerce.

In the people-oriented sphere, the coach helps individuals
grow as human beings. Like other helping professions, coach-
ing requires a close involvement with people. With each assign-
ment, the coach embarks on an intimate adventure in which
they explore their clients’ outer and inner worlds related to
work. The coach becomes immersed in the client’s world, get-
ting to know the client well enough to form opinions about
how they might navigate their way through their present chal-
lenge. The coach becomes a close adviser and professional
friend, at an appropriate professional distance. The coach helps
clients make significant changes at important moments in their
lives. For people who are energized by helping, coaching can
be a thrilling profession.

Coaches also help make the world a better place in which
to work. People spend almost half their waking hours working.
If they work with a wise and skillful leader in a supportive envi-
ronment, this time can be exciting and rewarding. If they work
for a weak or abusive leader in a punishing environment, the
workday can be frustrating and painful. A world full of compe-
tent leaders would make for both more fulfilling lives and a
more flourishing economy.

Coaching focuses on learning. As a new profession, it has
roots in several of the social sciences, including organizational,
clinical, and cognitive-behavioral psychology; learning theory;
organizational management; social anthropology; and even neu-
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roscience. As an applied science, it offers opportunities to
experiment, analyze, and learn. Coaches can draw on fitting
theoretical foundations in developing their own approaches.
Coaches also learn about their clients’ business in order to form
accurate impressions of the business drivers and organizational
culture. Because coaching requires continual learning in a vari-
ety of disciplines, it is a very exciting profession for people who
like to learn.

The goal of coaching as an enterprising profession is facil-
itating behavior change that leads to both the client’s and the
coach’s success. The practice involves a good deal of influenc-
ing, both the coach influencing the client and the client influ-
encing stakeholders. Coaching also focuses on results, both
concrete behavioral change by the client and the client’s dis-
cernible impact on stakeholders. Coaching can measure results
to ascertain the client’s degree of change. For people who are
energized by influencing people and achieving visible results,
coaching can be a very satisfying profession.

Dangers of Coaching—to the Coach

Facilitating change also has a dark side. Coaches dig into the
problems that are challenging their clients, problems such as
experiencing the frustration of misunderstandings with higher-
ups or tensions with employees who are angry with them or the
disappointment of not getting an expected promotion. The
coach is close enough to empathize with the client’s pain and
removed enough to view it from a different perspective and to
turn problems into opportunities. In many cases, the coach
intensifies the client’s pain but then helps the client use it to
motivate change. The coach guides the client in working
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through the difficulty, and together they arrive at a new place.
Crossing troubled waters can be both tense and interesting.
Safely reaching the other shore can be exhilarating.

One risk for the coach is developing an inflated ego. The
nature of the client’s change can be so enormous that people
may ascribe the success to the coach rather than the client.
After all, the client acted one way before the coach arrived and
is now acting very differently. Why, the coach must be a genius,
right? Not at all—don’t forget, it’s the client who is doing the
changing. Like an athletic coach, the leadership coach stays on
the sidelines making observations and offering suggestions. The
client is on the playing field, taking risks and managing the
enterprise. If the coach develops a self-perception more as a
savior than as a skillful facilitator, bad can things happen. The
coach may become arrogant and focus less on the client or miss
or undervalue the client’s observations and ideas. Clients can be
put off by the arrogance and withdraw or may begin to feel
alone in their struggle. Worse, they can fall under the charis-
matic spell of the coach and continue working together out of
a sense of obedience and admiration rather than out of their
own belief in themselves. For these reasons, it is important for
coaches to keep their egos in check and keep their engagements
focused on their clients.

What Does It Take to Be a Good Coach?

First and foremost, good coaches are good listeners. They lis-
ten with a curiosity about how their clients operate. They are
particularly skillful at tuning in to people—at understanding
what they do well and what they avoid or do not do well. They
also listen closely to understand their clients’ thoughts, emo-
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tions, and values. They use this information to forge a collab-
orative partnership with clients, and to build on these charac-
teristics to facilitate the clients’ growth.

Coaches are both focused and flexible. They are able to cre-
ate a working relationship that is both structured enough to
maintain a focus on goals and flexible enough to invent new
behaviors. They match their style and pace to their clients to
achieve rapport. They explore seeming tangents that might
hold clues to change. And they stay attuned to the goals, always
ready to bring the conversation back to the objectives.

Coaches ask good questions, questions that explore the
most salient topics. Their questions are rooted in an exploration
of the client’s psychology and a focus on the goals of the
engagement. The resulting questions yield information that
moves the client forward.

Coaches are also teachers, adult educators who expand the
client’s worldview by respectfully introducing new knowledge.
They build a common language with the client by adapting

the psychology of leadership to this client and their environ-
ment. They can translate broad goals into specific behaviors
and enlist the client in learning these behaviors. Like an actor,
they can model new behaviors and rehearse until the client has
mastered them.

Coaches know psychology. They use this knowledge to
determine where and when to focus their efforts with each
client—when to focus on behavior, when to focus on thinking,
when to focus on emotion, and when to focus on impact. They
can move smoothly from one aspect to another as they guide
the client through behavior change.

Coaches are relationship builders. They earn trust and
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credibility through their words and actions. They build rapport
by tuning in to people and talking their language. They encour-
age opening up by modeling openness themselves. They inspire
courage by addressing difficult topics with tact and sensitivity.
They challenge just enough for clients to leave their comfort
zone and enter the flow of self-development but not so much
that they become overwhelmed or shut down. They use their
relationship to foster their client’s growth.

Coaches also understand leadership and organizational pol-
itics. They use this understanding to interpret the client’s situ-
ation and to suggest development strategies. They are familiar
with different approaches to managing people and leading
organizations. They compare the client’s actual practices to
ideal ones in order to identify learning opportunities. They
have mental models for team behavior and for managing up,
and they use these models to seek to learning opportunities.
They understand the cultural and political norms in the client’s
organization, especially the ways that people seek to influence
and protect turf. They use this understanding to help clients
become more effective leaders.
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Chapter  2

What Is Leadership?

If they are to help leaders become more effective, coaches
need to understand how leaders guide their organizations.
Coaches formulate their own models of leadership and their
own inventories of good leadership practices. At some point in
this process, coaches compare what they learn about their
clients to their own internalized leadership models. They use
these models to assess their clients’ talents, identify opportuni-
ties for improvement, and keep their coaching efforts focused
on real organizational needs.

People have written and talked about leadership since the
beginning of recorded history. Because of the central role that
leaders play, researchers, business writers, consultants, and edu-
cators have invested a lot in understanding and teaching about

11

In this chapter, we introduce real case histories in which we use fiction-
al character names to refer to the cases. Because these case names appear
in numerous places throughout the book, we have numbered the
instances of each case consecutively for the reader’s reference and placed
them in an Index of Cases at the back of the book for convenience.
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leadership. In the 1970s, the “experts” defined management (a
vogue word at that time) as “getting work done through oth-
ers.” Since then, the view of leadership has expanded in both
scope and content. Researchers defined the broader role of
leadership as something different from management. Abraham
Zaleznik (1977) clarified the distinction by noting that man-
agers focus on how things get done, while leaders give mean-
ing to what is happening. Today’s definition has evolved from
a somewhat mechanical one to something more psychological:
“the art of mobilizing others to want to struggle for shared aspi-
rations” (Kouzes and Posner, 1995, p. 30).

If we subscribe to Kouzes and Posner’s definition, the goal
of leadership is to inspire and guide the efforts of others by cre-
ating an environment in which they can become motivated.
From this perspective, the foundation of good leadership lies
in understanding what motivates people and appealing to these
motivators. Paul Lawrence and Nitin Nohria (2002), of the
Harvard Business School, describe a unified theory of human
motivation that has the potential to revolutionize the field 
of motivation and leadership. Their book, Driven, identifies
four primary drives that motivate all human behavior:

1. The drive to acquire—to obtain objects and experiences, to
successfully compete with others, to secure status

2. The drive to bond—to build trusting relationships, to
belong to partnerships and groups

3. The drive to learn—to make sense of things, to satisfy our
curiosity, to find consistent patterns that enable under-
standing of our environment and ourselves

4. The drive to defend—to protect our possessions, relation-
ships, beliefs, and self-esteem
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Lawrence and Nohria’s four-drive theory uses knowledge
and research in evolutionary biology, neuroscience, psychology,
anthropology, linguistics, archaeology, sociology, and econom-
ics to demonstrate that most human activities are motivated by
one or more of these drives, alone or in combination. Their
theory is compelling because it unifies many other theories of
human motivation and explains so much of human behavior. It
will likely spawn much research and learning in the coming
years.

The four-drive theory can be valuable to leaders because so
much of their activity is focused on motivating and guiding oth-
ers. For starters, the theory can explain common leadership
practices. For example, when they set goals and set incentives
for accomplishment, leaders are appealing to the acquisition
drive. When they build teams or create an organizational iden-
tity, they are appealing to the bonding drive. When they spon-
sor research, training, and knowledge management, they are
appealing to the learning drive. And when they justify their
department’s budget, get or give credit for an idea, protect mar-
ket share, fight a hostile takeover, or invest in insurance, they
are expressing the drive to defend.

Moreover, the four-drive theory can provide a framework
that enables leaders to discover new practices. It can help them
move beyond cookbook motivational approaches to develop
practices that truly fit their style, values, and organizational con-
text. Most traditional leadership training outlines a series of
tasks that a leader needs to perform to be successful—skills such
as creating a vision, setting goals, giving feedback, delegating,
and empowerment. The more sophisticated models use
research to identify the competencies critical to their job and
then teach leaders to follow this set of success factors and to
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avoid the specified derailers. The trouble with these approaches
is that the leadership activities they teach resemble “to do” lists
and are not connected by any unifying theory. Therefore, lead-
ers will be inclined to execute the list but have little guidance,
besides their gut, to invent their own new practices.

When the best leaders do invent their own practices, they
do so either by experimenting with new skills or by watching
others. The four-drive theory can streamline this trial-and-error
process by giving them a blueprint for a motivating environ-
ment. Using the theory, leaders can create structures, cultures,
and conversations that enable people to fulfill their drives. They
can help people maintain balance among their drives to prevent
one drive from dominating the others. When facing challeng-
ing situations, leaders can examine the circumstances and ask
and answer the two critical questions: “Which drive is most
prominent here?” and “What action should I take to address
the prominent drive?” Thus they can use the theory to become
more creative and inspiring leaders.

Dimensions of Leadership

The following discussion is intended to serve two purposes. The
first is to define a common language for what leaders do. 
The chart of leadership practices presented in Exhibit 2.1 can
serve as a kind of checklist for leaders and coaches to use to iden-
tify strengths and development needs. (Many leadership assess-
ment surveys ask people to rate leaders on practices such as
these.) Indeed, almost all coaching clients choose to develop one
or two of these practices. To help some of these concepts come
alive, I describe how a client of mine went about developing a
particular practice.
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1. Framing a vision, mission, and
strategy. Communicating a way of
seeing the organization and its envi-
ronment in a way that creates
meaning for members; articulating
them in a way that can be under-
stood, believed in, and used to
guide action; defining a pathway for
achieving the vision that rallies sup-
port and guides action; regularly
restating the mission to keep it in
the forefront of everyone’s mind.

2. Developing and managing through
systems. Figuring out the neces-
sary process to get things done;
designing processes, workflows,
procedures, and practices that allow
managing at a distance; determin-
ing roles; defining timetables; coor-
dinating activities; letting things
manage themselves without inter-
vening; seizing opportunities for
synergy and integration; simplify-
ing complex processes. Systems
plan and organize activities by
orchestrating multiple activities to
accomplish a goal, breaking work
down into process steps, develop-
ing schedules, anticipating and
adjusting for problems and road-
blocks, and arranging information
in a useful manner.

Mission, vision, and strat-
egy feed the acquisition
drive by establishing super-
ordinate goals. They also
satisfy the bonding drive by
articulating a common
purpose for everyone in
the organization.

Structures facilitate goal
achievement and the ac-
quisition drive. They also
serve to organize commu-
nication and coordination
among members, support-
ing the bonding drive.

Leadership Practice Drive It Fulfills

Exhibit 2.1 Leadership Practices

(continued)
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3. Setting and agreeing on expecta-
tions, priorities, and direction.
Setting and measuring performance
against goals; enabling people to
manage themselves to meet these
expectations; establishing clear
directions; measuring the right
things; monitoring process,
progress, and results; designing
feedback loops into work.

4. Delegating work and decisions.
Distributing the workload appropri-
ately; assigning work fairly in a well-
planned and organized manner;
matching tasks to the skills and
interests of each person; trusting
each person to apply his or her best
efforts, skills, and judgment; letting
people be responsible for and finish
their work.

5. Communicating. Providing infor-
mation that people need to do their
jobs, make good decisions, and feel
good about being a member of the
team and the organization. Sharing
information about activities and
other knowledge. Serving as link
between the department and the
rest of the organization, sharing
information about the larger envi-
ronment, and passing information
from the unit to the rest of the
organization.

Goals and priorities serve
as the starting points and
mile markers for acquisi-
tion, since they establish
the targets on which
material reward and sta-
tus are based.

Delegating by matching
people with tasks leads to
high productivity and to
task ownership, an aspect
of the acquiring drive. It
also satisfies the defend-
ing drive by providing a
sense of security and of
contribution, thereby en-
hancing self-esteem.

Communicating serves to
bond members to the
organization with infor-
mation, enabling them to
feel “in the loop.” It also
serves a learning function
by providing new infor-
mation.

Leadership Practice Drive It Fulfills

Exhibit 2.1 (continued)
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Leadership Practice Drive It Fulfills

6. Influencing. Gaining support for
others’ initiatives and ideas. Con-
necting with others and convincing
them about the value of their ideas
so that they can be acted on.

7. Providing and seeking feedback.
Informing employees about how
they are perceived so that they can
start or continue doing things that
are productive and well perceived
and stop doing things that are inef-
fective or perceived negatively.

8. Recognizing and rewarding.
Observing and acknowledging peo-
ple’s performance; providing mate-
rial and social rewards in relation to
the value of their results.

9. Building teams. Blending people
into teams when needed; fostering
open dialogue; creating strong
morale and team spirit; creating a
feeling of belonging on the team;
defining success for the team.

10. Developing people. Using one’s
understanding of the abilities and
interests of one’s direct reports to
provide opportunities for each of
them to apply and expand these skills.
Helping them further develop these
skills and learn new ones. Providing
challenging assignments; empower-
ing people to make real decisions;
holding frequent developmental dis-
cussions that include career goals;
encouraging direct reports to accept
developmental moves.

Influencing leads to
power and therefore ac-
quisition. It also builds
mutually beneficial rela-
tionships and in that way
feeds the bonding drive.

Knowing how their per-
formance is perceived by
others helps people learn
and adapt. It also helps
them succeed and there-
fore satisfy the acquisi-
tion drive.

Recognition and reward
lie at the heart of the
acquisition drive.

Building teams creates
the opportunity for peo-
ple to bond and reinforce
successful bonding.

Developing people satis-
fies the learning drive.

(continued)
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The second purpose of the chart is to link each leadership
practice with the drive or drives that it satisfies. This fits the
checklist into a unifying framework and describes the human
purpose that each practice fulfills. By recognizing how each
practice addresses its matching drives, we can better understand
why the practice is important, as well as how each of the drives
gets satisfied in the workplace. More important, we can see how
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11. Building and maintaining relation-
ships. Understanding client and part-
ner needs, negotiating expectations,
jointly creating solutions and meeting
needs.

12. Recruiting talent. Finding and
recognizing talent; hiring the best
people from inside and outside the
organization.

13. Problem solving and decision
making. Making choices, finding
new ways to accomplish goals, and
deciding how and when to modify
goals.

14. Using political savvy. Maneuver-
ing through complex political situ-
ations effectively and quietly.
Anticipating where resistance may
lie and planning accordingly. Being
sensitive to how people and organ-
izations function, viewing corporate
politics as a necessary part of orga-
nizational life.

15. Creating meaning. Helping peo-
ple find relevance in their work by
making connections between work
and personal values.

Deepening work rela-
tionships is a bonding
behavior that also facili-
tates goal achievement.

Bringing new talent into
the organization is prima-
rily a bonding behavior.

Solving problems facili-
tates goal achievement
and acquisition.

Political savvy satisfies
both the bonding and
acquisition drives.

Meaning helps people
make sense of things, sat-
isfying the learning need.

Leadership Practice Drive It Fulfills

Exhibit 2.1 (continued)
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an understanding of the drives can help leaders customize the
practice or invent new ones to fit their unique situations.

1. Framing a Vision, Mission, and Strategy

One of the significant requirements of organizational life is that
the members direct their individual actions toward organiza-
tional goals. In a sense, every member needs to lose some indi-
viduality, or at least channel their individuality in ways that
benefit the organization. The role of the leader is to commu-
nicate the organization’s goals and the behavioral requirements
in a way that is both clear and compelling so that people want
to channel their energies in the organizationally prescribed
ways.

In most organizations, there is good deal of leeway for indi-
viduals to make many decisions about how to invest their ener-
gies. A role of the leader is to communicate a view of the
organization and its environment that allows members to make
wise investment decisions. Who are we? What is our purpose?
Who are our customers? What do we do for them? What don’t
we do? What are our products or services? By answering these
questions, the leader sets a direction for the organization that
can be understood, believed in, and used to guide action.

Vision provides both direction and boundaries. A vision
creates a framework within which people can act and make
decisions. It describes the arenas in which the organization
intends to participate. It also defines boundaries between parts
of the organization to ensure that the actions and decisions of
one group will be coordinated with the dozens of other deci-
sions being made throughout the organization. Vision also
determines the boundaries of where the organization doesn’t
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want to go. Vision is usually stated broadly, leaving room for
people to interpret it and innovate within its boundaries.

When leaders frame a vision, people can direct their efforts
in useful and coordinated ways. When leaders neglect to frame
a vision, people begin to act in noncoordinated ways. They may
hold back on certain actions or decisions, not knowing what the
organization wants. Without a vision, people perform their day-
to-day work but yearn for long-term direction. They crave a
framework within which they can feel connected and create
something new.

A positive vision energizes the organization. It states a belief
in a possible, desirable future that enables people to focus their
efforts. It draws attention to that future. It encourages the best
in the members and permits them to coordinate their efforts.

Vision Case: Ralph #1 
Finding a Vision to Guide and Energize the Work

Leaders who express a positive vision can mobilize
tremendous energy. When Ralph was promoted to
director of production, he saw himself as a detail-
oriented and tactical manager. His department and his
company had just been through a difficult period of cost
cutting and layoffs that had resulted in an every-man-
for-himself climate. He recognized that his department
needed a vision to reinvigorate and refocus itself, but
he didn’t know how to create this vision. He was skilled
at identifying and solving problems and at finding flaws
and fixing things but not at coming up with a big,
strategic vision. He asked me for help in crafting and
communicating a vision. I asked Ralph questions about
the opportunities and challenges facing his department
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and about how he wanted to address them. Using his
answers as a foundation, I helped Ralph formulate some
statements about where he wanted the department to
go and how he wanted its members to act. These state-
ments formed the beginning of the department’s vision.
We then explored ways to communicate this initial
vision to the members and involve them in fleshing it
out and implementing it.

2. Developing and Managing Through Systems

Systems and structures enable organizations to assess progress
and align activities. Structures like project plans, progress re-
views, and budgets enable the coordination of work and the
clarification of timetables and expectations. These structures
often take the form of regular meetings and reports that permit
departments to communicate progress, redefine priorities, and
build a shared understanding of what is going on.

Structures provide two important benefits to an organiza-
tion. First, they establish a path for follow-through so that the
significant activities of organization can be synchronized. Sec-
ond, they provide members with a predictable series of events
that allow them to balance communication, production, and
innovation. They reduce the number of emergencies by setting
up pathways for organizational communication.

Every leader needs to determine how to use structure. In
new organizations, leaders often need to create structures. 
In mature organizations, leaders often evaluate and revise the
existing structures. Some managers love structures and live by
them. Others eschew them and play by the seat of their pants. It
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can be particularly challenging when a leader who eschews
structure is faced with an organization that needs to implement
structures from scratch. This is the situation that Alice faced.

Managing Through Structures Case: Alice #1 
Creating Structure

When Alice was promoted to senior executive of her
biotechnology company, it had very few structures. The
company had grown rapidly, from a start-up to a mid-
sized firm. Because employees were so focused on the
work, they never developed processes like goal setting
or project reviews. The paucity of structure was caus-
ing misalignments among departments, project teams,
and senior management. Although Alice liked the com-
pany’s flexible, spontaneous culture, it was becoming
evident that the lack of structure was hindering
progress. Employees complained that there were too
many last-minute demands to provide management
with information, too much shifting of priorities, and
too little coordination among project teams and func-
tional departments.

It was clear to both Alice and me that creating
structure should be part of her development plan.
When we inventoried the existing structures, she first
decided to redesign the senior management meetings
to include project leaders. Her next choice was to revise
the monthly and quarterly reports so that every depart-
ment and project would communicate at similar levels
of detail and would describe key events with similar lan-
guage. At the same time, the parent company initiated
new processes for goal setting and performance reviews.
Though Alice appreciated the benefits of this new level
of structure, she hesitated, not wanting to impose too

c02.qxd  10/12/05  10:35 AM  Page 22

https://t.me/PrMaB



What Is Leadership? | 23

much bureaucracy on her innovative, young company.
After debating both sides for a while, she decided to ini-
tiate the new processes in a way that was as democratic
as possible. She did this by fully explaining the ration-
ale of each structure and involving employees in its
design and implementation. Within a year, the com-
pany was operating smoothly and successfully; and
everyone had come to accept and even appreciate the
new structures.

3. Setting and Agreeing on Expectations, 
Priorities, and Direction

All jobs have expectations. Salespeople sell products, service
people help customers, programmers write code, art directors
design pages, and pharmaceutical scientists discover drugs. And
every organization depends on people doing a certain amount
of work, usually in a certain way. When people know what is
expected of them, they can pretty much manage themselves to
meet these expectations. Both the organization and the employ-
ees are happy. When expectations are unclear, people guess at
the expectations and sometime guess incorrectly. When this
happens, no one is happy.

Setting Expectations Case: Keith #1
Developing an Appropriate Writing Style

Keith was the director of creative services at an enter-
tainment company. The performance of his staff ranged
from excellent to mediocre. Two members of his team
had a good understanding of the wishes of their clients
and could create copy that appealed to their sensibilities.
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Two other members did not get it. Their writing was
too formal for the company’s youth-oriented culture.

For months, Keith had been trying, with little suc-
cess, to improve the writing of these two staff members.
Most of his coaching efforts consisted of editing their
copy, marking in red where they were off base, and then
explaining how it could be better. In frustration, Keith
asked me for help. He didn’t want to fire the two writ-
ers, but they weren’t improving fast enough to make
real contributions. In discussing the situation, Keith
realized that he wasn’t sure if they were incapable of
meeting the expectations or if they simply didn’t
understand the style that the company expected. It
made sense for Keith to make a concerted effort to
help them understand the expected style, for once they
got it, it would become clear whether or not they could
perform.

Setting expectations for creative jobs like copywrit-
ing is different from setting them for more measurable
jobs like manufacturing or sales. Sales or manufactur-
ing expectations are usually cast as measures of quality
or quantity. Keith’s challenge was to articulate the
essence of a particular writing style. With me as his
interviewer, Keith began to define what the expected
style was and what it wasn’t. He came up with descrip-
tors like “irreverent,” “sassy,” “in-your-face,” and
“tongue-in-cheek” and showed the writers examples of
the kind of copy he was looking for. He sat down with
each writer, first explaining the style and then asking
the writer to explain it back to him. Six weeks later,
Keith reported that the expectations sessions had
worked wonders. Both writers had improved signifi-
cantly. They were taking up less of his time, and he no
longer had to worry about putting them on a perform-
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ance plan or terminating them.
Once upon a time, managers set priorities or methods for

determining priorities. Employees used these priorities to guide
their investment of time. In today’s environment, priorities
change frequently. Managers and employees need to reset pri-
orities in response to rapidly changing conditions. The most
skilled managers explain why the priorities have changed as
well. This understanding enables employees eventually to
notice conditions that require a change in priorities and bring
them to the attention of their manager. In the most agile organ-
izations, employees recognize these changes and adapt by reset-
ting their own priorities. The manager’s job involves training
and coaching employees to notice changes and to support or
alter recommendations about prioritization. They create two-
way conversations about priorities so that everyone can be on
the same page about what is most important.

4. Delegating Work and Decisions

All leaders delegate work to their staff. Some don’t delegate
enough, taking on too much for themselves and depriving their
staff of meaningful developmental tasks. Delegating decisions
represents an even higher form of delegation. Doing this takes
a certain level of trust in the abilities and judgment of the staff
member. This trust needs to be both bestowed and earned. A
leader who delegates decision making needs to believe, usually
from experience, that the staff member is capable and motivated
to make good decisions.

For many years, management-training courses described
two different leadership styles, which Douglas McGregor
(1960) dubbed Theory X and Theory Y. Theory X manage-
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ment is based on the assumption that people have an inherent
dislike for work and will avoid it if they can. They therefore
avoid responsibility and must be controlled and threatened in
order to do good work. Theory Y management is based on the
assumption that work and responsibility are natural human
functions. Under the right conditions, people will work hard,
seek responsibility, use their ingenuity and become committed
to the goals of the organization. 

To most people, Theory Y is the more optimistic and more
trusting approach and is more suitable for the current genera-
tion of employees.

The Theory Y leadership style is based on trust, trusting
people to do good work and exercise good judgment. Good
leaders express this belief by delegating tasks and decisions that
are appropriate to each employee, then trusting them to 
“do the right thing.” The manager’s trust has several important
benefits to the organization. It builds the self-confidence and
decision-making skills of employees because they feel empow-
ered to make and implement real decisions. It also increases
motivation throughout the organization because employees feel
more valued, respected, and important. And trust has the
potential to improve the quality of decisions by expanding 
the number of people and perspectives contributing to the 
decision-making process.

Managing with trust is not as easy as it sounds. It involves
several risks. One is the risk to the leader’s ego, recognizing that
employees may make decisions that differ from the ones the
leader would make. Another is the risk to the organization,
acknowledging that employees’ decisions may have negative
business impacts. A third is the political risk that senior man-
agement or other constituents will not agree with the employ-
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ees’ decisions.
Leaders, like most people, grant trust conditionally rather

than universally. Trust needs to be earned. We need some evi-
dence that we can trust a particular person with a particular task
or decision. If the person has proved trustworthy in the past,
we feel we can trust them in the present.

What makes it difficult for some leaders to trust their staff?
One culprit is fear. Some people feel that the risk of trusting
someone else is simply too great. They may feel the need to con-
trol what goes on in their department. A coach can help a fear-
ful or control-oriented leader first by pointing out the pattern
and labeling the fear or the desire for control. The coach can
help the leader contemplate change by pointing out the negative
consequences of the leader’s behavior and working to develop an
alternative. (I discuss alternative behaviors in Chapter Eight.)

Another reason for mistrust is egocentrism. Some people
feel that only they are smart enough or experienced enough to
make good decisions. Such leaders can seriously erode the self-
esteem of their staff because they transmit the message that no
one else is smart or talented enough to make good decisions. A
coach can help these leaders become aware of their conceited
attitudes and behaviors. Once leaders are aware of their pattern
and its damaging effects, they can focus on learning to appre-
ciate and respect the opinions of others.

A third cause of disempowerment may be rooted in the
organization rather than the individual. Different organizational
cultures engender different levels of trust. Some organizations
have high-trust cultures in which employees at all levels are
expected to use their knowledge and judgment to make many
decisions. Other organizations have low-trust cultures in which
managers make the decisions and few are delegated to employ-
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ees. In low-trust cultures, managers learn to reflect the culture
by delegating little authority. Or when they do delegate, they
tend to second-guess or override employees’ decisions.

Low-trust cultures present a special challenge to progres-
sive leaders and their coaches. Although it might be beneficial
for a leader to adopt a more trusting, empowering style, it can
be dangerous for a leader to act counterculturally. The leader
may need to walk a fine line between fitting in and leading in
the most beneficial manner. It is also possible for the leader and
coach to attempt to change the culture to be more empower-
ing. This is, of course, a more ambitious project.

Delegating Case: Bill #1
Empowerment Through Delegation

Bill is an R&D director at a pharmaceutical company.
He manages a department of scientists and clinical
researchers, most with doctoral degrees. His organiza-
tion is known for a top-down culture in which senior
managers make the important decisions.

The R&D staff had become increasingly unhappy
with their sense of powerlessness. One project manager
stated, “We were hired for our competence and are now
working at half that level.” Many left the department
because of this. Bill recognized the gravity of this situ-
ation and began working on delegating more decisions
and increasing his trust in his staff.

Bill quickly recognized that in order to delegate
more, he needed to trust his staff. He realized that his
biggest challenge lay within himself. In theory, he
believed that people should be challenged and respon-
sible for their own decisions. But in practice, he was
thwarting this wish by making most of the decisions.
He began his change process by acknowledging his

c02.qxd  10/12/05  10:35 AM  Page 28

https://t.me/PrMaB



What Is Leadership? | 29

desire for things to be done his way and recognizing
that fulfilling this wish was preventing the empower-
ment of his staff. By acknowledging his desire to con-
trol things, he was able to stay conscious of the tension
between these two motives and allow the empowerment
motive to prevail.

The second disempowering force was the corporate
culture itself. Bill had learned his leadership style from
his managers. Now he was trying to create a counter-
culture of high trust and empowerment within the
larger organization. To protect himself and the depart-
ment from an adverse reaction by the rest of the orga-
nization, he began working closely with his manager,
looking for ways to buffer themselves from criticism
and occasionally to stay under the radar of the larger
organization.

5. Communicating

Communicating about the day-to-day events that affect the
department is a small but important practice. In most organi-
zations, there is a tremendous amount of activity and informa-
tion, much of it having some impact on the department. The
leader’s job is to serve as link between the department and the
rest of the organization, sharing information downward about
the larger environment and passing up information from the
unit to the rest of the organization. Each bit of information that
a manager receives can seem trivial. But sharing it can enable
employees to make more informed decisions and take more
aligned action. Sharing information also makes employees feel
more included. Communicating with one’s team of peers is
another important practice.
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Communicating Case: Richard #1 
You Gotta Keep ’Em in the Loop

Richard is the vice president of human resources for a
large publishing company. When Richard was pro-
moted into this role, he had little experience managing
a department of this size. Initially, he focused most of
his energies managing up by strengthening his rela-
tionships with the company’s senior management team
and by studying the company’s HR data to formulate a
strategy for his function. Only infrequently would he
communicate the company’s direction and his thinking
to his staff. After several months of feeling out of the
loop, his staff started grumbling to each other and com-
plaining to him.

Richard recognized the effect of his tendency to
work alone and keep things to himself. He decided to
discipline himself to hold more frequent staff meetings,
to copy his staff on most written communication, and
to engage them in conversations about strategies and
tactics. These efforts made a big difference in staff
morale, to their joint decision making, and to their
commitment to him.

6. Influencing

One of the biggest challenges that leaders face is influencing
people. A leader’s sphere of influence can include staff mem-
bers, peers, senior executives, clients, and internal and external
partners. Before they can influence anyone, leaders need to
understand their own views and wishes. They can then articu-
late these views in messages that will be understood and
believed. Since influence occurs in the context of relationships,
they need to build relationships in which they understand the
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values and preferences of their colleagues. They can then tai-
lor their messages to their audience. Because it takes time for
people to change their views, leaders need to repeat their mes-
sages often enough so that others will remember them and act
on them. As a human resource executive once said, “They
become real leaders when they have followers.”

Influence is a two-way street. Good leaders do not just exert
influence but allow themselves to be influenced by others. When
they embrace new ideas, not only does their thinking become
more comprehensive, but they also become more successful
influencers because people are more inclined to cooperate in an
atmosphere of mutual influence and give-and-take. Leaders who
shield themselves from outside ideas develop parochial views and
dictatorial styles. They are viewed as autocrats and often find
that they must resort to fear to get others to follow them. Peo-
ple need to trust their leader. The leader earns this trust by act-
ing fairly and compassionately, by honoring commitments, and
by telling the truth. Although these underpinnings of trust seem
simple, they can be tricky to execute.

Influencing Case: Craig #1
Developing Influencing Skills

Craig is a research executive in a pharmaceutical com-
pany. He manages a department that identifies the com-
pany’s future drug targets. As intuitive and creative
scientists, Craig and his team generate new ideas that,
they hope, the company will pursue. To make this hap-
pen, Craig needs to influence his peers, around the
globe, about the soundness and promise of his ideas. 

His former style of showing his excitement about
new ideas with loud declarations and criticism of skep-
tical comments was not achieving the influence he
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needed. Through our coaching, Craig developed a new
set of influence skills that made it easier for his peers to
support him and to turn his ideas into realities.

7. Providing and Seeking Feedback

The term feedback gained popularity during the space race of
the 1960s. NASA engineers would guide missiles by sending
electronic messages to the missile’s guidance system indicating
whether it was on track toward its target or by how much it was
off. The missile was programmed to use this feedback to cor-
rect its path. Feedback to people works in a similar manner. It
tells them whether they are on or off track and what they need
to do to reach their target.

Even though most leaders know about the value of feed-
back, useful feedback is still a scarce commodity in many organ-
izations. Typically, managers will save the feedback conversation
for the annual performance review, when tension is high and
there is so much to communicate that a lot gets lost. The feed-
back often ends up being too little too late. As one might guess,
giving more useful feedback is the developmental goal of many
coaching clients.

When people don’t get enough feedback, they become
uncertain about how they are doing and about which path to fol-
low. They make up their own assessments, which can be quite
out of sync with what the organization expects of them and with
what they need to do to succeed. Sometimes they work on
developing new skills that are not needed by the organization.

One reason for the paucity of feedback is that it can be
uncomfortable, for both the giver and the receiver. Giving neg-
ative feedback can be difficult because it involves talking about
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someone’s mistakes or shortcomings and possibly hurting their
feelings. The feedback giver may feel uncomfortable passing
judgment on the other person’s behavior and may be worried
about the receiver’s reaction. The receiver can feel criticized or
even invalidated and can become defensive and angry or sad and
depressed. Negative feedback can be so disturbing that it dis-
tracts or overwhelms the receiver, leaving them less motivated
than before.

Positive feedback can also be uncomfortable. Compliments
can be embarrassing to both giver and receiver, possibly because
of the intimacy of the situation. Some people don’t like being
judged at all, even positively. And pats on the back may seem
perfunctory, especially if the feedback is not specific, leaving the
recipient in the dark about what to do to repeat or maintain
successful performance. It is no wonder that some people dread
both giving and receiving feedback.

People who are stingy with feedback fall into several pat-
terns. First is the conflict avoider. Because the feedback con-
tains some difficult information, the conflict avoider simply
postpones the conversation or avoids it entirely. One client
would postpone criticizing employees until it became pent-up
inside of him. Then he would explode in anger and frustration.

In coaching feedback avoiders, it is helpful to focus on their
emotion by acknowledging their discomfort with giving feed-
back. If their discomfort stays beneath their awareness, it can
unconsciously prevent them from giving feedback. Asking them
about the discomfort can bring it into consciousness and thus
into the realm of self-management. Labeling the discomfort
gives them the power to choose feedback over avoidance.

Some managers give only vague feedback. They might say
“Great job” or “You really messed up” but provide no specifics.
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These managers do take the time to notice and communicate
about employee behavior. But because they do not give the
specifics about the good or poor performance, receivers are left
without knowing which behaviors to continue or which to
change.

Vague feedback givers need to learn how to be specific.
Practice in communicating specifics is an important part of
their coaching. They need to learn how to observe the specific
behaviors that enter into their evaluation. Then they need to
describe these behaviors so that the employee can understand
and act on the feedback. In coaching, we practice both of these
steps until the client has mastered the skill of giving feedback.

As with all change, leaders need to become motivated to
give better feedback before they will commit to addressing it.
The motivation will need to be strong enough to counterbal-
ance the potential discomfort of giving feedback. The com-
pelling motivation can come from recognizing the benefits of
feedback and difficulties that can result from lack of feedback.
Once leaders understand how a shortage of feedback can harm
others’ performance and inadvertently encourage inappropriate
behavior, they can take steps to alter their feedback behavior.

Feedback Case: Martha #1 Confronting Conflict

Martha is a smart, intuitive research manager who cares
deeply about her staff and has built strong relationships
with each of them. Yet some scientists had developed
some bad habits, both in the lab and as team members.
Martha was unwittingly permitting these counterpro-
ductive patterns by neglecting to confront them. She
had a natural fear of causing discomfort.

When we talked about these habits in our coaching,
Martha recognized that the only way her staff could
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change was for her to give specific feedback about their
behavior and its consequences. Once she realized this,
Martha’s desire for a high-performing team overcame
her fear of conflict. She began having these difficult
conversations. Her staff responded quickly to the per-
sonal attention, the valuable information, and the chal-
lenge of changing their behavior. Each began changing
with much less struggle than Martha had expected.
They also became more committed to their work,
respected Martha’s insights, and grew to value these
conversations with her.

Another form of feedback avoidance is the tendency to
downplay the critical message. The manager will sugarcoat the
feedback, keeping it vague enough that the recipient does not
understand exactly which behaviors are at issue and their effect
on others. The recipient may also miss the importance of chang-
ing the behavior. A coaching approach with vague feedback
givers is to help them talk about specifics. Specific examples of
the behavior and its impact are generally the most valuable. The
coach can accelerate the client’s learning through role playing
to give them practice at providing specifics. In the role play, the
client cites specific behavioral examples, and the coach listens to
determine if the feedback is specific enough to take it to heart,
recognize its importance, and initiate change. The coach then
gives feedback on the feedback.

A third style of nonconstructive feedback giving is blurting
it out. Some managers, in an attempt to get the difficult con-
versation over with, will bluntly state the criticism. It may come
out as “Your presentation skills are terrible” or “You are disor-
ganized” or “You don’t think strategically.” Feedback this blunt
is often ineffective because it is seems so hostile. The receiver
may feel sufficiently hurt or angry or unappreciated to become
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defensive rather than dealing constructively with the feedback.
Managers who deliver such blunt and painful feedback may

lack emotional intelligence. A coach might help them craft
more diplomatic messages without losing the specifics or sense
of urgency. Helping these managers empathize with the
receiver can enable them to deliver more effective feedback
messages. Role-play practice is particularly valuable in helping
them develop a more diplomatic and effective feedback style.

8. Recognizing and Rewarding

By most definitions, a manager “gets work done through oth-
ers.” This is why many managers wish, either publicly or
silently, for a talented, highly motivated staff. But the law of
averages implies that a majority of employees are averagely tal-
ented and averagely motivated. (Only in Garrison Keillor’s Lake
Wobegone are “all the children above average.”) The challenge
facing most managers is to get high performance from an essen-
tially average group of people.

My clients, my staff, and my son have taught me a surpris-
ing lesson that runs counter to the popular wisdom on motiva-
tion. The lesson is that no one ever really motivates anyone else.
People motivate themselves. Leaders can help people motivate
themselves only by creating a potentially motivating environ-
ment, replete with a compelling mission, clear goals, regular
feedback, fair rewards, ample information, and emotional sup-
port. However, it is the employees themselves who interpret the
environment and determine their own level of motivation.

One way leaders help people motivate themselves is by rec-
ognizing and rewarding desired behavior. They can look for
incidents where people performed well, such as a well-written

c02.qxd  10/12/05  10:35 AM  Page 36

https://t.me/PrMaB



report, a skillful handling of a customer, or a good decision.
They can call attention to the behavior and cite how it con-
tributes to the organization’s success. People who are informed
of the value of their contribution are apt to feel more impor-
tant and appreciated and are likely to become more motivated.
Soon they will internalize these recognition messages and
engage in high-performing behaviors more frequently. Even
autonomous, high-functioning people value authentic recogni-
tion for a job well done. Leaders who use the opposite approach
and eschew recognition, contending that “no news is good
news,” are abdicating their responsibility and neglecting to sat-
isfy an important human need.

There are two challenges in recognizing and rewarding.
First, the leader needs to notice the good performance. Second,
the leader needs to select the words or rewards that will appeal
to each recipient. Because people’s values differ, what is reward-
ing to one may be punishing to another. For example, one per-
son might be thrilled being singled out for praise at a staff
meeting, whereas another might be embarrassed by that kind
of attention. Leaders need to learn each person’s motivators and
appeal to them at appropriate times.

Leaders also manage the reward and recognition system on
an organizational scale. In distributing rewards across an orga-
nization, fairness and equity are the guiding principles. When
people feel fairly compensated, they are free from the distrac-
tion of resentment and can focus on their work. Frederick
Herzberg (1966) calls fair pay a “hygiene factor” because when
such factors exist, people are motivated to a point, then take
them for granted, like good lighting or clean bathrooms.

It is important to keep rewards in their place. Too much
emphasis on financial rewards takes attention away from the
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more personal, values-based aspects of leadership and from peo-
ple’s intrinsic motivation coming from the work itself. Too
much focus on financial rewards can turn the management-
employee relationship into a purely economic enterprise. It can
breed nickel-and-diming on both sides; it can cause people to
leave for a few more dollars from a competitor and can actually
reduce intrinsic motivation.

Rewarding and Recognizing Case: Dean #1
Using Positive Motivation

Dean managed a large department in a union-based
insurance organization. His staff performed largely
repetitive work enrolling new members and updating
their records. The supervisors in his department were
concerned about the motivation level and turnover
within the department. Dean and I recognized that the
staff was probably feeling underrecognized and under-
rewarded. He coached the supervisors to figure out
what would be rewarding for each employee, then to
talk with each employee about what they could do to
earn these rewards. (Most were nonmonetary rewards
such as special assignments or public recognition.)
Within a few months, productivity and morale went up
and turnover went down.

9. Building Teams

Most economic endeavors nowadays involve collaboration.
Whether people work on a factory floor, at a bank, or in a
research lab, successful results come from working together.
Skillful leaders can form teams and keep them operating at high
levels. They can facilitate communication, collaboration, and
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trust among the team’s members and challenge the team when
any of these begins to erode.

Team Work Case: Victor #1 Strategic Collaboration

Victor managed a large, profitable division of an infor-
mation management company. The group was com-
posed of three essentially separate business units. Victor
recognized that the key to the division’s future success
lay in greater collaboration among these businesses.
Together we addressed two team-building approaches.
First, we worked on strengthening relationships and
trust among the members of the leadership team and
between Victor and the members. Second, we searched
for and identified a new business strategy that called for
significant collaboration between the business units and
their leaders.

10. Developing People

Developing people is central to the long-term success of any
organization, for two reasons. First, today’s employees evolve
into tomorrow’s leaders, experts, and innovators. They are also
aware of the history of the enterprise and use it to build the
future. Without a group of talented, growing insiders, the orga-
nization will have to recruit many people from outside, who will
need time to understand and work within the organization’s 
culture.

Second, professional development is motivating and exciting
to people. Most people like learning and trying new things. They
like themselves better when they learn. Their confidence grows,
along with their motivation. When employees recognize their
leaders as vehicles for their own development, they give their best
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efforts, increase their satisfaction and self-confidence, and take
full ownership of their jobs. They even develop loyalty and stay
with organizations that create learning opportunities for them.

Developing people does have a cost. It takes time and com-
petes with the day-to-day completion of tasks. In most organ-
izations, there is real pressure to complete the day-to-day tasks.
A majority of the conversations deal with the how, what, and
when of critical tasks, because they are the source of a short-
term payoff. Developing people is a longer-term deal. It takes
both personal and organizational discipline to invest energy in
the endeavor. In their early research on leadership, Robert
Blake and Jane Mouton (1976) found that the most successful
leaders balanced their efforts between concern for tasks and
concern for people.

Developing People Case: Paul #1
Concentrate on the People, Not the Task

Paul is a marketing manager in a rapidly growing ser-
vice company. He joined the company when it was a
start-up. As the company grew, he moved into a man-
agement role. He learned his leadership style from his
manager in the crucible of a start-up, with its intense
focus on completing tasks quickly. As the company
grew, it expanded its emphasis on developing people as
the foundation of the corporate culture. Although Paul
was regarded as a smart, productive contributor, he was
gaining a reputation as a poor people manager.

This reputation came from his intense focus 
on completing tasks to the exclusion of developing peo-
ple. In his conversations with his staff, he talked prima-
rily about deliverables and deadlines. He gave feedback
only about whether the task was on or off target, rarely
addressing the skills or career growth of his people.
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He realized that he focused on tasks to the exclu-
sion of people, but he thought that was okay. When he
received his 360º feedback report, he was surprised at
the intensity of dissatisfaction with his leadership style.
We talked about his management style and how he
would manage differently if he were to focus on devel-
oping people. This helped him understand what would
be involved if he decided to change. Like many people
in the contemplation phase, he recognized that he was
capable of becoming a developer of people and that it
would take considerable effort.

I watched as he pondered the decision about
becoming a developer of people. To help him with his
decision, we explored the alternatives to making this
change. One option was for him stay in his job and
hope he could survive. Another was to move into an
individual contributor role. A third was to leave the
company and look for a job in an organization with less
emphasis on developing people. Paul recognized that
he was both ambitious enough to want to continue
growing as a manager and loyal enough to want to stay
with his company. He decided to stay and change.

Now we could work on skill building. We began by
identifying several ways in which managers develop
people. These included setting goals, observing per-
formance, providing feedback, identifying develop-
mental needs, assessing strengths and interests, and
having career development conversations. Paul had
recently completed a leadership training program and
had mastered these skills in the classroom. I believed
that his challenge would be his commitment.

Because we had only a three-hour coaching con-
tract, I would not be available for much reinforcement.
At my suggestion, Paul enlisted his staff to help him
with his behavior change. He contracted with each
member about the nature and frequency of development
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that he would provide. He agreed to ask for monthly
feedback about his efforts.

When Paul and I had our follow-up meeting, he
seemed to be on track and making real progress. He
was meeting regularly with each staff member to talk
about performance and learning. He selected and dis-
tributed assignments based with their fit with each per-
son, rather than by who was most available. His staff
noticed and appreciated his efforts and told him so in
their monthly feedback conversations. Paul was on his
way to becoming a well-rounded leader.

11. Building and Maintaining Relationships

Every work unit has clients. Some have external clients, who
pay money for the service. Others have internal clients who use
the service to make money for the company. Either way, high-
performing departments understand and satisfy client needs.
Skilled leaders help people develop constructive relationships
with clients, focus on their needs, and ensure that those needs
are understood, articulated, and met. Through these relation-
ships leaders connect the needs of clients with the organization
and the needs of its members.

Building and Maintaining Relationships Case: Tom #1
Collaborating with Clients

Tom managed a software development department in
an investment bank. His department designed systems
that enabled traders to make profitable trading deci-
sions. Although their programs were technically excel-
lent, their internal clients complained that they were
hard to use and did not meet all of their needs.
Through our coaching, Tom took this feedback seri-
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ously and took steps to make his department more
client-oriented. He trained the technologists to build
relationships and to ask questions that would enable
them to understand client needs more fully. He devised
a series of customer education courses to help clients
use their programs more easily. And he conveyed
curiosity, rather than arrogance, in his dealings with
clients. After a year, his department developed a repu-
tation as the most collaborative and responsive tech-
nology department in the company.

12. Recruiting Talent

Most leaders recognize that talented, motivated people are crit-
ical to their success. The most successful leaders hire only the
best possible candidates into their organization. They recog-
nize that they need to lobby for and justify the creation of new
positions, then source candidates with a broad and selective net,
interview to identify the skills and attitudes of every candidate,
sell the best candidates on the organization, and make hiring
decisions that place talented people in each position.

Recruiting Talent Case: Barry #1
Find and Hire the Right People 

Barry manages the human resources department at a uni-
versity. Although everyone in his department worked
hard at servicing their customers (faculty, students, and
staff), their reputation was only average. Through the
coaching process and a process reengineering study,
Barry recognized that he needed both more staff and
more talented staff. He lobbied for and justified 
and gained approval for seven additional employees,
including two managers. Even though he needed these
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people quickly, he took the time to determine exactly
what characteristics were required for each job, then
screened and interviewed candidates against these traits.
At the end of three months, he had hired seven excep-
tional employees. He invested the time in training them
properly. Now the restructured department is perceived
as one of the highest performing in the university.

13. Problem Solving and Decision Making

Leaders need to use their thinking, emotions, and intuition to
make important decisions. Good decision makers take their
personal values and ego needs into account and attempt to limit
their biasing effect on decisions. Poor decision makers remain
unaware of these personal biases and make decisions unaware
of the impact of their distorting effects. One of the goals of
coaching is to expand leaders’ awareness of their own ego needs
and emotional biases, enabling them to minimize self-decep-
tion and make better decisions.

Decision-Making Case: Peter #1 Thinking, Emotions,
and Intuition—It Takes All Three

Peter is an experienced R&D manager. Shortly after his
company acquired a small biotech company, he moved
to the United States and assumed one of the leadership
positions in the acquired company. In his first year, he
made many changes that enabled his department to
make significant contributions to the drug discovery
effort. Yet he was hesitant to make personnel changes
for fear of generating fear or animosity toward the
acquiring company. By the middle of year two, he was
growing increasingly frustrated with the performance
of two of his managers. He had wanted to move them
out of their central roles shortly after he arrived, but
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had postponed these decisions. He brought up his con-
cerns early in our coaching process, essentially asking
for permission to make these decisions. He recognized
that he was being extremely cautious because he had
never been involved in an acquisition before. When we
discussed his rationale, he had essentially convinced
himself that it was almost too late to make a decision.
However, when he acted on his decisions, he explained
his reasoning carefully and diplomatically to those
involved. Everyone, including the two managers,
understood. And all accepted his decision. Productivity
and morale improved further following the decisions.

14. Using Political Savvy

Sometimes leaders recognize that doing what is right for their
department is counter to the organizational culture. They need
to decide how much they should follow their own ideas and val-
ues and how much they should follow the accepted organiza-
tional culture. If they stay too pure and do not accommodate to
the culture, they will become pariahs and lose power, credibility,
and resources. If they strive only to fit in and ignore their own
views about what is best for the company, they are abdicating
leadership and possibly contributing to the company’s downfall.
This is one of the most ambiguous and risky challenges that lead-
ers face. Heifetz and Linsky (2002) explain that real leadership—
the kind that surfaces conflict, challenges long-held beliefs, and
demands new ways of doing things—causes pain.

Managerial Courage/Political Savvy Case: Bill #2 
Risking Standing in the Culture

You will remember that Bill learned from his 360° feed-
back that empowerment was the number one concern
of his staff. He realized that lack of empowerment was
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a likely cause of the turnover, malaise, and limited moti-
vation among his staff. He decided to make empower-
ment his primary developmental goal. But he also
recognized that his company did not practice empow-
erment. Managers at every level made the key decisions
and second-guessed or reversed those made by their
staff. He knew he would be bucking the managerial cul-
ture if he practiced a more empowering leadership
style. He also knew that performance and turnover
would not improve if he didn’t.

In practicing empowerment, he would face not
only his own resistance but resistance from his senior
management and peers as well. Bill and I decided it was
best to keep most of his empowerment efforts within
his department and not to broadcast the practice
throughout the larger organization. He hoped that his
department would become visibly high performing and
that his peers and seniors would wonder how they 
got that way.

There were times when his empowerment efforts
did become more public. One of these came when his
department was to present a key project to a group of
senior product development and manufacturing man-
agers. The expectation was that Bill would present and
that Art, the project manager, would support him. Art
asked Bill if he could present. Bill not only agreed that
Art should present but decided to not even attend, thus
reinforcing Art’s leadership role on the project.

Both Bill and Art knew that this was unusual, that
senior managers always took the lead in situations like
these. But this was an important shift in enabling Art to
become more visibly powerful. Bill helped Art prepare
for the meeting and shared some of his insights about
the group but ensured that the responsibility for its suc-
cess or failure was clearly with Art.
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When Bill’s boss learned of this decision, he criti-
cized Bill for exercising poor judgment and taking too
much risk. Bill had prepared himself for this reaction
and explained to his boss that this was precisely the type
of empowerment that would turn his department
around. He was never sure how much his boss bought
into this rationale, but at least he stayed confident in his
approach. Art handled the presentation very well and
shortly after the meeting, the product and manufactur-
ing managers began to approach Art, rather than Bill,
for answers and advice. Art’s status, satisfaction, and
confidence in the organization rose. And Bill felt that
he had become a better leader.

15. Creating Meaning

As we learn more about human nature and motivation, it is
becoming clear that people want their work to provide personal
meaning. When they can see the connection between their
efforts and a larger purpose, their work becomes more impor-
tant. People who find meaning in their work see themselves as
contributing something that is important to society or to a
larger purpose. For example, a retail banker sees himself as
helping customers accumulate savings and purchase homes. A
pharmaceutical scientist sees herself as working to cure disease.
A magazine editor is providing advice and information to her
readers. They are all motivated by the meaning they ascribe to
their work.

Meaning is one of many motivators of human effort. Along
with pay, recognition, affiliation, feedback, and a sense of
accomplishment, meaning can provide the drive to work and
create. Since meaning is a motivator, one role of a leader is to
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help people find meaning in their work. Before leaders can help
others find meaning, however, they need to feel their own sense
of meaning about their work.

Different people have different values and interpret the
work they do in their own unique ways. To facilitate others’
quest for meaning, the leader might have one-on-one conver-
sations with staff members to learn what is meaningful to each
of them. In these conversations, the leader can explore what is
important to each person and how work contributes to this.
They can talk about what each employee could do to continue
to make the work meaningful and reopen this conversation
from time to time.

Meaning is a powerful motivator because it is so conceptual
and overarching. Because it is conceptual, it can be obscured or
supplanted by day-to-day concerns. The leader can counteract
this by reminding people from time to time about the mean-
ingfulness of their work.

The quest for meaning at work has been linked to initia-
tives such as customer service quality, as well as to a strength-
ening of business ethics.

Creating Meaning Case: Carolyn #1 
Healing Discord/Renewing Commitment

Carolyn manages a department that helps union mem-
bers gain U.S. citizenship. She asked me to help her
heal the discord that had developed within the depart-
ment. Our team-building strategy involved two activi-
ties, addressing the specific causes of the discord and
reinforcing the shared sense of meaning that the mem-
bers felt toward their work. In the first session, the team
members bravely and successfully addressed their spe-
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cific interpersonal issues. This removed the negative
component of the problem. But they also needed posi-
tive reinforcement to help them move forward. Next,
we turned the team’s attention toward articulating their
compelling, shared mission. To a person, every mem-
ber felt deeply motivated by helping members obtain
citizenship. When they reminded themselves of the
mission, they realized that it was so much more impor-
tant than their differences that they were willing to
adapt to each other and let go of some of their judg-
ments of each other. Reminding themselves of this
meaning also caused them to renew their commitment
to work hard and smart in helping their members
achieve this important goal.

Arenas of Leadership

One way to summarize the leader’s job is to examine the con-
tent of the work and the working partners in these efforts. For
example, in the realm of relationships, leaders may communi-
cate upward with senior managers, sideways with peers, or
downward with direct reports and junior staff members. Simi-
larly, in the content of their work, they may focus upward on
organizational strategy, mission, and vision; sideways on supply
chain and interdepartmental interfaces, and downward within
their unit on work processes (see Exhibit 2.2).

Clients and coaches can use this model to map key areas of
client activity and to diagnose the leader’s priorities, strengths,
style, and areas needing development. Similarly, they can over-
lay the model on the current business situation and can use it
to pinpoint areas where the organization is strong and where it
has needs.
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Generic Skills or Individual Style?

The seventeen leadership practices describe general patterns of
leadership behavior. An emerging leader faces two tasks in using
these skills effectively. The first is recognizing the nature and
importance of each skill. The second is using each skill in a way
that is congruent with the leader’s unique personality style.
Leaders will have their own ways of delegating or recognizing
or giving feedback. A coach can help a leader to develop a style
for applying each skill.

Even though the leadership practices form the core of the
leader’s job, simply following them like a recipe will not neces-
sarily lead to success. Effective leadership combines these com-
petencies (skills and know-how) with authenticity (the leader’s
personality, character, and attitude). Although each skill might
include a series of defined steps that can be taught in training
programs or books, the skills need to be integrated with the
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E x h i b i t  2 . 2 Content Focus of Leadership

Organizational 
Direction of 
Leadership Working Partners Leadership Focus

Upward Direct manager, Vision, mission, 
senior executives strategy

Sideways Peers, clients Interdepartmental
interfaces, external
supply chain

Downward Direct reports, Work processes, 
junior staff quality, efficiency
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leader’s personality if they are to be truly effective. Without
such integration, the practices will feel rote to the leader and
come across as inauthentic or uncompelling to constituents.
Herein lies an opportunity for coaching. A coach can help the
client integrate the skills and tailor them to fit the client’s per-
sonality and values. By combining skills and personal style, lead-
ers feel more genuine, and constituents see them as sincere and
trustworthy.

This approach is especially true when people get stuck. In
these situations, leaders tend to apply more energy to their
demonstrated competencies in order to control the situation,
even though, in many cases, this is what got them into trouble
in the first place. They think, “If I apply my skills more ener-
getically, we will get the results we need.” Often part of the
solution involves enhancing authenticity. Leaders can help their
organization adapt to a difficult environment by defining what
is most important and meaningful to the organization and its
people. When leaders authentically communicate the feelings
that accompany the situation, they can change people’s mind-
sets and lead them into new, more connected places.

The Dialectics of Leadership: 

Judgment, Not Formulas

Leadership involves making regular decisions about people and
the enterprise. What makes leadership challenging is that dif-
ferent situations call for different practices. Leadership train-
ing programs describe a set of “best practices” that are effective
in many situations. But these practices are best used situation-
ally, rather than universally. In some situations, one practice will
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work well, whereas in other situations, another practice is the
wise course of action. Attempting to apply them as a simple for-
mula often does more harm than good. Because some leader-
ship practices appear to contradict others, leaders need to
regularly choose the practice that best suits each situation.

Zen Buddhists believe that the ideal way of living is to fol-
low the golden mean, not by making middle-of-the-road
choices but by regularly alternating between two extremes. One
example could be alternating between generosity and self-
preservation. For a leader, negotiating between opposites means
understanding each situation, knowing the options available,
and choosing the most appropriate; for example, sometimes
delegating a decision and sometimes making it themselves.
Leaders need to negotiate between these seemingly contradic-
tory practices. Exhibit 2.3 describes some of them.

To navigate these seeming discrepancies, the leader needs to
take a strategic perspective, recognize the subtle differences
between situations, exhibit courage, and understand how each
practice will interact within the organizational system. When lead-
ers choose the most effective strategy, observers will credit them
with good judgment. A developing leader will initially make these
choices consciously, but over time, they gradually become more
instinctive. In making these choices, it can be helpful for leaders to
discuss the situations and the behavioral options in order to make
the best choice. They can refine these skills with a coach and antic-
ipate situations when each would be most appropriate. 
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Keeping an open mind to the
ideas of others. Learning and
adapting to a changing environ-
ment and benefiting from new
ideas require an open, curious
mind.

Appreciating performance.
People need to feel that their
work is valuable and appreci-
ated. Too much appreciation
can lead to complacency.

Giving honest, authentic, and
direct feedback. People need
information about how their
actions affect the organization’s
performance and how they are
perceived by others. Without it,
they may continue down unpro-
ductive paths.

Sharing information com-
pletely and honestly. Open
communication keeps people
informed and enables them to
feel involved.

Being patient. Time enables
people to do more thorough
work, make more thoughtful
decisions, and evolve new ideas.

Keeping focused on one’s
own views. Holding on to cer-
tain ideas and persuading others
to follow them enables the orga-
nization to align behind a clear
and consistent leader.

Challenging for higher per-
formance. People also benefit
when a leader challenges them
to stretch for higher levels of
performance. Too much chal-
lenge can lead to burnout and
feelings of incompetence.

Avoiding being overly critical.
Too much constructive feedback
can lower people’s self-esteem
to a point where they feel
defeated. People need to main-
tain a level of self-esteem that
keeps them confident and ener-
gized.

Filtering. Editing or holding
back destructive or distracting
information protects people
from unnecessary anxiety and
distraction.

Driving for speed. Quickly
moving projects forward gets
them to customers sooner. It
can also motivate people and
focus their energies on impor-
tant projects.

Exhibit 2.3 The Dialectics of Leadership

Leadership Practice Opposite Leadership Practice

(continued)
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Psychological Polarities of Leadership

Through coaching, clients develop greater awareness of them-
selves. They use this awareness to discover new ways of look-
ing at themselves and eventually new ways of thinking, feeling,
and acting. Because self-awareness is so central to this type of
growth, I have looked to the field of self-psychology for ideas
about how people experience themselves.

Heinz Kohut, the father of self-psychology (see Siegel,
1996), describes the self as the generally consistent way that we
experience ourselves. It is a superordinate mental model that is
made up of our awareness of our most noticeable personal
states, such as happiness or sadness, confidence or insecurity,
optimism or pessimism, as well as our personal energy level.
According to Kohut, the self is built around two different poles.
Pole 1 embodies our need for confirmation, approval, and

Exhibit 2.3 (continued)

Leadership Practice Opposite Leadership Practice

Expressing feelings. Showing
authentic emotions such as joy,
anger, fear, or frustration
expresses the leader’s human-
ness and shows people how
their actions affect the leader.

Promoting one’s own busi-
ness and career. Self-promo-
tion builds leaders’ reputations
and expands their sphere of
influence, enabling them to get
more accomplished.

Concealing feelings. Too much
expression of the leader’s feelings
can overwhelm or intimidate
others. Withholding emotions
or postponing their expression
for appropriate moments creates
a safer, less volatile work envi-
ronment.

Remaining humble. Keeping
leaders’ egos in check strength-
ens their credibility with staff
members.

c02.qxd  10/12/05  10:35 AM  Page 54

https://t.me/PrMaB



acceptance. Ambitions for power and success emanate from this
pole. Pole 2 embodies our experience in idealizing the world.
It seeks out the goodness of certain people and things and looks
for role models. It defines our values and ideals. Pole 1 seeks
approval and power, and pole 2 seeks to create an ideal envi-
ronment, the way things “should be.”

These two poles can pull people in opposite directions,
toward different goals and in different time frames. The ambi-
tion pole seeks recognition and power in the social realm, in the
present or near term. The ideals pole seeks to fulfill personal
values in an envisioned realm in a future time frame. People
may experience this tension between the poles when they face
a choice between an action that increases their power and an
action that expresses their belief in a world they want to create.

Leaders face this tension more frequently than others both
because of the combined effects of personalities and their role.
They are so visible that both their expressions of ambition and
idealism are closely watched and copied by their constituents.
So whatever internal conflict they have is amplified in the eyes
and actions of their observers.

Pole 1 pulls leaders toward personal ambition. Most got to
where they are through a lot of personal drive. Their desire to
achieve and their attraction to power and recognition probably
motivated them to push for increasingly more powerful roles.
They likely entered and won many competitions on their way
up. They developed the skills and self-discipline necessary to
achieve success. They built relationships and won the approval
of their stakeholders.

Pole 2 pulls leaders toward developing a vision for their
organization. In their leadership role, they need to set the vision
for an idealized organization and “walk the talk” of actualizing
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it. They develop the vision by understanding the dynamics of
their business, marketplace, and technological trends. As they
articulate their vision, they spell out the changes needed to
make it come true. These changes are likely to disturb some of
the people who will be required to change their habits and leave
their comfort zones.

Herein lies the tension. In driving for acceptance and
power, leaders are seeking approval from as many people as
possible. In articulating a bold vision, they are setting the strate-
gic and cultural compass but upsetting some people in the
process. On the one hand, they want to set direction, which will
disturb people. On the other hand, they want to connect with
people for mutual understanding and support. It can be a deli-
cate balance combining these two forces into a single leader-
ship style.

There is an adage that instructs leaders to stay ahead of
their followers—but not too far ahead. This acknowledges the
tension between power or approval and vision. If you stay too
close, you are liked but not leading. If you get too far ahead,
you will lose your followers. A coach can help the leader find a
balance by clarifying and integrating these poles.

Navigating the Poles Case: Richard #2 
Staying Connected

You will remember Richard, the VP of human re-
sources at a publishing company. His analytical intelli-
gence enabled him to understand the HR disciplines,
grasp the strategic direction of his company, and deter-
mine how HR would need to change to contribute to
the company’s continued success. His friendly, straight-
forward style initially won him many supporters. Being
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a natural visionary, he spent much of his first year seek-
ing a direction for HR by reading HR statistics, study-
ing the HR operations manuals, and interpreting the
corporate business strategy. Once he decided on this
direction, he began to challenge his staff to reengineer
their functions and change the way they operated. They
rebelled. All but one, a director whom he had recently
hired, felt that he had gone too far. Some even went to
senior management asking that he be removed.

What had happened to our golden boy? His lead-
ership style had become unbalanced with too much
vision and not enough approval by a power base. He
had spent several months in his office analyzing activi-
ties and trends. In doing that, he left his constituents
behind. When he emerged with his new vision, his staff
saw only the threat. He had weakened his connection
with them to the point that his thinking was way ahead
of theirs. He had not stayed connected with them or
even kept them informed while he was creating his
vision. So when he announced it, they were both in
shock and disconnected.

Through our coaching, Richard came to under-
stand what had happened. Over the next few months,
he sought to reconnect with his staff and regain a cli-
mate of mutual understanding. He talked individually
with his managers to understand their challenges and
successes and gradually began a process of involving
them in his new strategy. He replicated this process in
his staff meetings until everyone supported the depart-
ment strategy. Once he had rebuilt his base of support,
he was able to forge ahead with a vision because he had
the approval of his constituents.
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Chapter  3

The Nature of Coaching

To facilitate the leader’s development, the leader and coach
need to develop a unique relationship, one that is truly differ-
ent. Their relationship needs to be both comfortable enough
for the client to trust and understand the coach and different
enough to interrupt the client’s normal thinking patterns. Ide-
ally, it has some features of a friendly, supportive business rela-
tionship—aspects such as using familiar language, focusing on
goals, and occasional humor. These familiar aspects create a
sense of comfort that enables the client to relax and explore
behavior and motivation. The different aspects of the relation-
ship create the opportunity to engage with someone who has a
unique view of the world. The discussion can include tracing
behaviors and their antecedents, asking about the client’s under-
lying thinking, and sharing the coach’s own emotional reactions
to the client. These conversations are different enough to
enable the client to reconceptualize his or her role in life and
the business world and to explore new ways of behaving.

61
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At its core, the coaching relationship is a collaboration in
which the coach and client work together to guide the clients’
growth as a leader. The coach works hard to understand the
client and their environment. The coach listens carefully to 
the client’s description of themselves and their actions, noting
where they seem confident and where they seem uncertain. The
coach attends to the client’s descriptions of the people they
work with, paying attention to the characteristics they notice
and the evaluations they make. The coach listens to the client’s
descriptions of their work, noting what comes easily and what
challenges them. Bit by bit, the coach gathers information
about their client that the coaches can use to identify the client’s
opportunities to grow.

The information that the coach collects is not isolated bits
but integrated pieces of a whole person. The coach listens for
clues about the client’s stylistic characteristics, for example, how
formally or informally the client acts in relationships, how cre-
atively or traditionally they approach their work, and dozens of
other characteristics. The coach tries to fit the characteristics
together to form a unified yet complex view of the person.
While this is the primary focus of the assessment phase, in prac-
tice, the coach is always learning about the client and using
these observations to stay connected to and appropriately chal-
lenge the client.

To stay connected, coaches use their evolving understand-
ing of the client’s style to deepen rapport. They use language
that reflects the client’s own language, preferences, and values.
They observe the client’s body language for emotion and
energy. Then they use these observations as clues to the client’s
preferences and priorities. They ask about recent happenings
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at work and link their coaching to these events. All in all,
coaches work hard to stay connected to their clients.

Rapport builds trust, which paves the way for challenge.
From a position of trust, the coach can ask questions that
explore the clients’ thinking and actions. Through this exami-
nation, they hope to help the client broaden their perspective
on the world, alter their thinking, and expand their repertoire
of behavior.

The coaches’ questions enable the client to examine their
thinking on a level that is rarely possible in normal life. The
questions themselves give the client an opportunity to look at
the factual, intellectual, and values-based foundations of their
own thoughts. What is special is the way the coach combines
elements of curiosity, challenge, and support in their questions.
The coach is genuinely interested in how the client thinks about
themselves and their world. The coach also wants the client to
examine their thinking and actions in a rigorous way to set the
stage for change. Moreover, the coach recognizes that this sort
of questioning may be entirely new to their client, so they are
patient, supportive, and nonjudgmental. The coach makes sure
they are facilitating the client’s exploration of their thinking,
rather than overlaying their own interpretations or advice. One
colleague describes it as being brutally but sensitively honest.

These skills aside, the real goal of the coaching relationship
is to enable the client to think in a new way. The coach’s ques-
tions and statements are merely vehicles for stimulating these
new thoughts. The coach can focus the client’s thinking, model
a type of introspection, and provide time for the client to imag-
ine new ways of thinking and acting. But lasting change hap-
pens when the clients themselves create their own change.

The Nature of Coaching | 63
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What Does a Coach Really Do? 

The Goals and Roles of a Coach

Coaches play a variety of roles with their clients. Each role
helps the client address a different challenge in the change
process. In each role, the coach wears a different hat and uses
different skills. The coach moves easily between roles, sustain-
ing the rapport while doing what the client needs to maintain
momentum.

• When acting as a mirror, the coach observes and listens
intently to the client. The two fit their observations
together, and the coach reflects them back to help the
client understand their style, their environment, and their
impact on others. The coach provides informed and con-
structive feedback. The coach can also share observations
on the client’s environment, helping expand or alter the
client’s views of their interpersonal and political world.

• As a creative guide, the coach helps clients explore and
invent new behaviors that will enable the client to be
more effective.

• As a teacher, the coach seizes learning opportunities and
explains and demonstrates new behaviors, helping clients
become consciously competent in these skills.

• As a thought partner, the coach helps clients discover
their ideas and strategies by talking through opinions and
intentions and batting around ideas about leadership
strategies and practices.

• As a practice partner, the coach role-plays with clients to
provide practice with new behaviors in a realistic yet safe
setting.

• As a political consultant, the coach helps clients interpret
the power and relationship dynamics in their organiza-
tions and plan how to exert influence within them.
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Darwin discovered that the success of all living things
depends on how well they adapt to their environment. A simi-
lar principle applies to coaching. Since there is no absolute set
of leadership practices that will succeed in every organizational
environment, the key to a leader’s success, and therefore the
goal of coaching, is adaptation.

The overall goal of leadership coaching is to help clients
adapt successfully to their environment so they can produce
tangible results. This is broader than some of the commonly
held assumptions about the goals of coaching. Narrower goals,
such as becoming a more skillful manager or advancing one’s
career, are noble but can limit the focus of the engagement or
lead to cookie-cutter approaches to coaching and leadership.

The goal of adaptation enables the coach and client to focus
on what will make the client most successful in their unique
environment. By focusing on adaptation, coaches and clients
can attend fully to a broad range of topics, including the clients’
actions, beliefs, and perceptions about their environment, and
the reactions of their constituents.

Adaptation also requires that clients learn. They investigate
themselves and their environments. Client and coach study the
accepted concepts and practices of leadership and customize
them to fit this leader in this environment. They examine this
culture and its people, determining which practices will work
best for the leader. A goal of adaptation also enables clients to
focus on interactions and relationships. It encourages them to
stay pragmatic.

The goal of adaptation also encourages the client and coach
to focus on the present. Environments change and people
change. Most of us develop habits that once worked in a 
particular environment but weren’t updated to fit a changed
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environment. The behaviors that were successful at one point
in time or in one environment aren’t necessarily successful in
another time and place. This concept of adapting to a changed
environment is especially important in today’s rapidly chang-
ing economy.

Adaptation Case: Greg #1
Extending the Borders of His Tent

Greg was a successful information technology execu-
tive in a financial services company. He had developed
a very effective management style based on several
strengths. He understood the dynamics of systems
development and used this knowledge to make cost-
effective decisions about what programs to develop and
how to develop them. He successfully met the needs of
his internal clients. He developed and retained talented
people.

A few years before we began our coaching work, a
new chief executive from another industry took the
helm of his company. The new leader focused on orga-
nizationwide synergies as a strategy for building prof-
itability and innovation. As the organization evolved,
Greg and his department continued to be seen as very
productive and effective, though somewhat insular.
They were seen as focusing entirely on their clients,
their staff, and their technologies, and neglecting to
share their knowledge and resources with sister depart-
ments.

The idea of investing energy outside of his imme-
diate world was foreign to Greg. He saw such an invest-
ment as a waste of resources, which did not directly
help his clients, his goals, or his department. Through
coaching, Greg learned how others perceived him.
Greg struggled with this perception at first, holding on
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to the view of the world he had developed ten years ear-
lier. Gradually, he began to consider that the culture
might be changing. For several months, he searched for
evidence of the change and found it. This recognition
enabled him to make a commitment to help his peers
and their departments become as effective as his own.

All Talk, All Action

Since the invention of language, people have used words to
interpret their world. Language is the way humans communi-
cate with each other and with themselves. People from every
culture use nouns to describe people and things; verbs to
describe action and states of being, and adjectives or adverbs
to describe qualities. Once they learn to speak, they use words
to communicate among themselves as well as with others.
When people think, they talk silently to themselves. They use
words to describe to themselves their observations, ideas, and
emotions. It makes sense, then, that if people change their
internal language, they can change the way they think and
eventually the way they act.

Talking can begin the process of changing thinking. Talk-
ing about one’s thoughts enables others to understand them
more clearly. Through talk, clients can test the validity of their
thinking against the current reality. When clients express ideas,
they often take raw, unverbalized thoughts and translate them
into words. Once these have been verbalized, they can be exam-
ined. And as clients express their thoughts, they often find
inconsistencies or outmoded assumptions that invite revision.
Clients come to recognize thoughts formed in the past that do
not mesh with the current environment, thus creating oppor-
tunities for updating.
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Along with changing thinking, talking also plays an impor-
tant role in preparing for behavior change. By talking through
the planned change, the client anticipates the actual changes in
behavior, thought, and emotion, as well as the setting and pos-
sible reactions of others. Talking about the change engages the
imagination and enables the client to mentally rehearse a new
mode. This practice frees the client from their bonds to the old
actions and thoughts and begins building a path for the new
ones.

Talking about new thoughts or points of view is a surpris-
ingly effective way to give them a test drive. Talking brings
these new experiences into the conscious light of day, where
they can be examined and tested. The act of verbalizing alter-
native points of view provides an opportunity to try out these
new views. Talking enables people to put a new thought or
behavior at center stage in their mind and give it an audition.
Rather than simply jumping into action, talking about an idea
or a behavior enables clients to clarify their thinking and bring
out new details. By responding to the coach’s questions, clients
can formulate a story about the topic. Their story enables them
to make new neural connections between this topic and other
thoughts, memories, and experiences. Telling the story helps
people dredge up details that were previously overlooked. It
allows them to see if a new behavior will make sense and to see
how it matches up with their goals, values, and beliefs. Talking
also enables people to explore their feelings about the new
behavior. Talking allows people to become familiar enough with
the new behavior to transform it from a vague idea into a pos-
sible reality.

Talking influences as well as clarifies. Talking with friends
or colleagues can shape attitudes by introducing new words and
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concepts. Listening can literally alter people’s reality. When
people talk, they influence themselves in the same way that oth-
ers influence them. When they talk about their thoughts, expe-
riences, wishes, or fears, these structures migrate from the
unconscious corners of the mind into conscious awareness. The
more they talk about a topic, the more likely they are to under-
stand it, embrace it, and act on it. This transformative poten-
tial of conversation gives coaching its power.

Once people begin to change, talking reinforces their
thoughts and actions. In the preparation phase, the new thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors are weak in comparison to the old, habit-
ual patterns. By talking about the new patterns, people begin to
reprogram themselves. They start hearing the new perspective
more loudly than the old. The more they talk about it, the more
the new pattern starts to make sense, and the more comfortable
and attractive it becomes.

Note that the technique of neurolinguistic programming
uses the making of connections between images, thoughts, and
spoken words to build new neural pathways that lead to new
behaviors.

How Talking Stimulates Change

Talking enables new points of view to gain power in three ways.
The first is through logic. The conversation can explore the rea-
sons why the new point of view makes sense. Clients can try out
the new point of view in a variety of different scenarios to see if
it holds true. They can compare it to their other beliefs and val-
ues to see if it is congruent. They will run the new point of view
through a series of logical tests. If it passes, they begin to con-
vince themselves that it is a correct way to view the world.
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The second way is through emotional appeal. People usu-
ally explore alternative points of view because their existing
view begins to seem incongruent or causes pain. By talking
about a new point of view and its accompanying behaviors,
clients can examine the emotional impact. They can test-drive
the new thoughts and behaviors to see how they feel and to
imagine how they will affect others. If the results seem pleas-
ing, clients will like the new point of view more and more and
gradually adopt it.

The third way is through simple repetition. The more peo-
ple talk about a thought, the more it seeps into their minds.
Especially when they say the new ideas and words out loud,
they begin to form stronger neural connections. If they say
something enough, they begin to believe it, especially if it has
passed the tests of logical and emotional appeal.

Repeated talking about a nascent idea can make it strong.
Religions use repetitive talk in the form of chanting and prayer
to transform weak thoughts into stronger ones. When people
prepare for behavioral change, the new thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors are weak in comparison to the habitual patterns. By
talking about these new patterns, they begin to reprogram
themselves. They begin to hear the new view more loudly than
the old. The more they talk about it, the more the new idea
starts to make sense, and the more comfortable and attractive
it becomes.

The process can also work in reverse. If people begin by
changing their behavior, their related thoughts and feelings will
usually change as well.

The connection between talking and the thinking-feeling-
behaving axis is well supported by brain research. Neuroscien-
tists tell us that our thoughts, feelings, sensations, and behaviors
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all exist as connections between nerve cells, or neurons. When
we have a thought, feeling, or sensation, a whole series of neu-
rons send electrochemical messages to one another. When one
neuron activates, it sends an electrochemical signal to an adja-
cent neuron, which activates and sends a signal to other neu-
rons, and so on. By firing sequentially, these neurons begin to
form pathways in our brain. Each of our habitual thought pat-
terns, whether adding a column of figures, deciding which
shoes to wear, or being afraid of snakes, is triggered by a dif-
ferent neural pathway. Similarly, habitual feelings are initiated
by their own neural pathway. Even memories, wishes, and
beliefs all are grounded in their own separate pathways.

Neural pathways are created by continued use, the same
way that a path is shaped by people walking repeatedly across a
lawn. The more the path is used, the more distinct it becomes
and the easier it is to use. The pathways we use frequently
become like mental highways, well paved and easy to navigate.
These well-traveled pathways underlie our habitual actions, our
core skills, and our familiar emotions.

The new neural pathway is initiated when the person imag-
ines, or wishes for, a new way of acting. Talking about the
wished-for behavior forges the next stage in the construction of
the pathway. Each vocalization of the wish makes the pathway
deeper and more accessible. Talking about the anticipated
change frequently deepens the pathway, eventually making it
comfortable enough to use in their daily life. The process is sim-
ilar to rehearsing a speech or practicing an athletic skill. Put sim-
ply, talking about a new behavior makes us more apt to use it.

When people articulate a wish, they phrase it using words
that are familiar to them. Because they are familiar, these
words fit into the existing frame of reference and activate 
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neurons that form new connections with other neurons to form
a new pathway. As the wish and its accompanying neural path-
way are repeated through talk and then through practice, it
becomes stronger, deeper, and more permanently wired in the
mental repertoire.

Neuroscientists have actually watched neurons grow as a
child learns a new behavior. What they observed, however, is
that the new pathways grow only after repeated use. This is the
reason that behavior change takes time and continuing effort.
If the person stops the new behavior and new thinking after
only a few weeks, the new pathway will never form, and there-
fore the new behavior pattern will disappear.

Talking reinforces the new pathways, even before they are
tried out as behavior. In the early phases of change, the new
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are weak in comparison to the
habitual patterns. By talking about these new patterns, clients
can begin to reprogram their mental software. They begin to
see the new view more vividly than the old. The more they talk
about it, the more the new idea starts to make sense, and the
more comfortable and attractive it becomes.

This finding has two implications for coaching. First, the
client and coach should continue addressing and practicing the
new behavior for several months. Second, the coach and client
should limit themselves to one or two target behaviors, rather
than five or six. The reason harks back to the biology that
demonstrates that new pathways will form only with repetition.

How Coaching Conversations Facilitate Change

Sometimes semiconscious memories prevent a person from
taking constructive action. These unintegrated experiences
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often exist in parts of the brain that remain outside of our con-
scious decision-making process. They can exert a kind of con-
fusing control over people without their even realizing it. Only
when these memories become integrated with the topic
through a story can people gain control and take the action
they desire.

Talking also serves as the first stage of experimentation.
The act of verbalizing alternative points of view gives the per-
son an opportunity to “try out” these new views. Similarly,
talking about new behaviors provides an opportunity to try
them out through words before trying them out through
action. 

Talking Case: Keith #2
Uncovering Embedded Assumptions

Several times during his first year as a manager, Keith
had been told by his boss and others that he should act
more like a leader during meetings. He acknowledged
that this was the right thing to do and wanted to be suc-
cessful as a manager. But something kept holding him
back. When he was in meetings, he would clam up or
whisper sarcastic comments to a colleague. Midway
through our coaching process, he tried speaking out in
a meeting and immediately found himself overwhelmed
by powerful and confusing emotions. In our next ses-
sion, we talked about this experience. As we explored it,
he remembered a message that had been repeated by
his father: “Good Japanese men are reserved in groups.”
When Keith realized that he had this message stored in
his brain, his experience made sense to him. He gained
the ability to say to himself, “I love my father, but I am
different from him, living in a different time. I’m a dif-
ferent kind of ‘good Japanese man.’” Keith’s story
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brought new information into his awareness and gave
him conscious control over a situation that had been
controlling him for years. Talking about his experience
enabled him to become aware of the forces that were
acting on him and helped him gain more control over
his actions.
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Chapter  4

The Process of 
Behavioral Change

If you’ve ever been a person who somebody else was trying to “fix,”
you know what that feels like as a living system. Nobody wants to
be “fixed.” In fact, nobody wants to be changed. People, regardless of
their culture or profession, have an immediate resistance to change.
But people are interested in developing and in growing; if you ask
them if they want to learn or grow, they will say yes. It’s a com-
pletely different question than wanting to change. Understanding
the world of the living-growing phenomenon is the entryway for
people who are intuitively in tune with real change processes.

—Peter Senge in an interview with 
Richard Di Giorgio, December 2004

Men are not troubled by things themselves but by their thoughts
about them.

—Epictetus

The greatest discovery of our generation is that human beings can
alter their lives by altering their attitudes of mind. As you think,
so shall you be.

—William James
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Mental Models and How They Influence Us

As each of us develops as a human being, we form our own
ways of thinking, feeling, and acting. We form these patterns
to fit the way we perceive the world. Cognitive psychologists
call these patterns mental models. Peter Senge, in The Fifth Dis-
cipline (1990, p. 174), defines mental models as “deeply held
internal images of how the world works.” Our mental models
consist of our own representation of a situation and our nor-
mal response to it. Some people refer to mental models as
structures of interpretation. They govern the way we think,
feel, and act. If we perceive danger, we enlist our mental model
of fighting or fleeing. If we perceive someone needing help,
we enlist models of either helping or walking away. We have
mental models for thousands of different situations. All of our
actions, thoughts, and feelings arise from our mental models
of the world around us.

People begin building mental models in childhood. For
example, one mental model defines how to avoid touching a hot
stove. Another one defines how to act with a friend. As we
mature, these mental models multiply and differentiate. The
“how to act with a friend” mental model could expand to define
how to act with a variety of people; including parents, teachers,
babies, people we like, and people that scare us.

As we mature, some of our mental models become inter-
twined and complex. We naturally interconnect them, forming
a kind of hierarchy. The mental models that represent our
beliefs and values sit at the top of these hierarchies, where they
can guide a lot of behavior. It is significant to note that differ-
ent people can form very different mental models. In the “how
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to act with people,” one person may develop an overarching
belief that people should respect authority. Another person may
form the belief that people should challenge authority. The
mental models people devise make sense to them—and possi-
bly only to them. Their model guides their actions accordingly.

We grow to depend on our mental models to guide us
through life. We use them to provide efficient clues about how
to interpret and act in a variety of situations. We rely on our
array of mental models as useful, reliable routines that direct
our thinking, feelings, and actions. Our models are part of us.

Our mental models make us efficient. They enable us to
navigate through life without having to rethink every situation
as if it were new. For example, when we go to start our car, our
mental model for “starting the car” instructs us to put the key
in the ignition and turn it, almost without thinking. Similarly,
we may have mental models about how to run meetings or how
to share information with clients or how to manage projects or
how to pack a suitcase. By relying on our mental models, we
don’t need to take time to figure out what to do. Sometimes we
are aware of the models we are using. At other times, they guide
us, unconsciously, without our awareness. Whether conscious
or unconscious, our mental models act as our operating system,
directing how we think and how we act.

Changing Mental Models

Albert Einstein is said to have pointed out that we cannot solve
problems using the same thinking that created them. Success-
ful change involves both learning new models and unlearning
old ones. When people change, they do both. They learn a new
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pattern of thinking and behaving and unlearn a familiar, old
one. Let’s examine exactly what happens when people swap an
old pattern for a new one.

When we face a challenge, most of us rely on our tried-and-
true skills and their underlying mental models to get us
through. But these patterns themselves could be the source of
the problem. Often they enabled some level of success or sur-
vival in a former environment. But they may not be successful
in our present circumstance. Now we need a new way. We need
to build alternative mental models that lead to more adaptive
behaviors and results. The first step in this change is to
understand our current models and related behaviors. Because
mental models are so central to our way of life, changing even
one of them can be difficult. Changing involves abandoning
long-held ties to a comfortable pattern of thinking and behav-
ior and then replacing it with a substitute mental model and
new behavior. Changing a mental model involves changing a
part of ourselves. As you might guess, this process can feel like
the psychological equivalent of surgery. It can be uncomfort-
able, even painful.

The discomfort can express itself in different ways. Aban-
doning an old mental model and behavior causes feelings of loss
similar to those associated with losing a friend, a job, or a pet.
People miss these psychological friends and may long for their
return. To maintain the change, people need to stay conscious,
even vigilant, to ward off the temptation to return to these
comfortable habits. They need to discipline themselves to
remember to use the new and often unfamiliar mental model.

Abandoning a familiar mental model and adopting a new
one can also cause feelings of incompetence. Often people feel
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lost without the support of their familiar patterns of thinking
and acting. Similarly, trying out a new pattern can bring on a
feeling of uncertainty. People can feel awkward and frustrated
as they try out an unfamiliar pattern.

The sense of loss and insecurity can inhibit the change
process. As clients experience these feelings, they may think,
“This is not worth it,” meaning the change feels too uncom-
fortable or too hard. This stubbornness of the old models and
the frailty of the new ones cause the change process to take
time. Clients progress by repeatedly practicing the new and
challenging the old until their sense of loss for the old dimin-
ishes and their sense of competence with the new grows. They
can stay motivated throughout the process by reminding them-
selves of the goals that are motivating the change.

Mental Models Case: Bob #1 
Understanding and Changing Mental Models

Bob entered coaching at the request of the vice-presi-
dent of his division. He is an intelligent, well-educated
business analyst and statistician whose intolerance
toward others’ ideas has disrupted meetings and made
him enemies.

Bob has been aware of this pattern for several years.
He had been criticized for it and had been trying to con-
trol it for the past year. On his own, he was able to
repress his annoyance and impatience, but the repressed
emotions caused him to become red in the face and omi-
nously silent. To his colleagues, his body language sig-
naled almost as much danger as his tirades. Bob had been
less than successful in his attempts to control his behav-
ior without addressing his underlying mental models.
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He entered the coaching process with both curios-
ity and reticence. He was curious to see if anything
could help him change his problematic behavior. And
he was reticent because he had tried to change it on 
his own and had failed. Our relationship began with
him treating me in the same judgmental manner that
he treated his colleagues.

Because Bob was aware of his behavior, my plan was
to work with him on examining and modifying his
mental models. I chose this cognitive-behavioral
approach because Bob’s efforts at working only on his
behaviors had been unsuccessful. We began coaching
by identifying his behavior and exploring his underly-
ing thoughts and feelings. Bob talked, almost proudly,
about not suffering fools gladly. He knew he was smart,
insightful, and intolerant of others who didn’t grasp
things as quickly or as comprehensively as he did. He
believed that it would be most efficient if people either
saw things the way he did or simply followed his advice.
This was his existing mental model.

In this model, his ability to apply sophisticated ana-
lytical concepts to marketing problems was his highest
value. He devalued anecdotal knowledge and experien-
tial wisdom, seeing them as crude and unsophisticated.
He regarded people who didn’t or couldn’t embrace his
analytical approaches as resistant or stupid. It is not
hard to see why people didn’t want him on their team,
no matter how smart he was.

As he described his mental model to me, I was care-
ful not to directly criticize it so early in our relationship.
Instead, I asked questions and listened in an effort to
draw out his model and identify some of its character-
istics. Since he was such a logical person, I tried to keep
his interest by using his language and keeping our con-
versation on a very rational plane. We began to analyze
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his models as if they were published philosophies, look-
ing at their assumptions and implications. One partic-
ularly useful observation was that his model viewed his
work environment as a completely rational place, rather
than as a social and relationship-based environment.
This concept of the social environment and its team-
oriented culture was new to Bob, but it rang true. He
became curious about it because it made sense and it
explained some of his disappointing experiences better
than his old model. I built on this idea by suggesting
that his old model presumed that there was only one
way to view a situation and that his was the only true
view. To support this relativist approach, I shared some
cognitive psychology with him. Bob enjoyed learning
about this relativistic view. As an intellectual, he was
drawn to this new knowledge.

Over three sessions, we analyzed his old mental
model and revised it with this new perspective. Bob
evaluated the new model we were building and showed
his interest in it by asking questions and using it to
explain events. Because his old mental model was so
ingrained and drove so much of his behavior, it seemed
impractical to ask him to simply abandon it. Instead, I
asked him to become more aware of his old model by
noticing when it appeared and the nature of the
thoughts and feelings that it evoked. He recognized the
triggers that sent him into his judgmental state. Now it
was time to practice shifting from the old judgmental
model to a new model based on curiosity about differ-
ent perspectives and acknowledgment of the social envi-
ronment. When he sensed the old judgmental state
appearing, he would counter it by thinking about his
new model. He took notes on this process of cognitive
awareness, refining it to a five-step process that he
could follow, even in the heat of a meeting.
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Our next challenge was to learn new behaviors that
would express the content of his new mental model. In
retrospect, these were easier than changing the model
itself. When he faced disagreement, instead of becom-
ing critical and angry, he would ask how the other per-
son arrived at the idea. He would also take the time to
explain how he reached his conclusion, positioning it
as a hypothesis rather than the absolute truth. We
were both excited about the possibilities of his new
mental models and behaviors. Within two months, his
human resource manager called me raving about how
much Bob had changed and what a delight he was to
work with.

Steps in Modifying Mental Models

1. Envision a new behavior with more desirable consequences.
For example, if empowerment is the goal, speak and act in
ways that empower each person and that enable others to
make decisions by gathering relevant information and mak-
ing informed and wise judgments. People feel that they are
learning and growing professionally. They feel more com-
petent, more accomplished, and less dependent. More of
them stay in the department and contribute at a higher
level.

2. Contemplate a new mental model to support the new
behavior. For example, abandon the old model and the
belief that decisions that differ from one’s own are wrong
or dangerous. Adopt a model that embraces decision mak-
ing by employees.

3. Reinforce the new mental model by connecting it to con-
gruent beliefs and values. For example, reinforce beliefs
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that project managers should make the decisions regard-
ing their projects, that they are capable of good decisions,
and that making decisions and studying the consequences
will improve their judgment over time.

4. Identify situations in which to employ the new behavior and
mental model. For example, when reviewing projects with
project managers, ask them about the decisions they will
need to make. Or when project managers ask what they
should do, coach them to make their own decisions.

5. Develop reminders to block the old model and employ the
new one. For example, when you find yourself about to say,
“I think you should do this,” stop and instead ask the
employee, “What do you think you should do?”

6. Build an awareness of the old mental models underlying key
behaviors. 

7. Model, experiment, and practice new behaviors. Strategize
and then rehearse what to do when an employee asks for a
decision.

8. Build and implement a real-world plan. Schedule opportu-
nities and behavioral trials, identify common trigger events,
and become acutely aware in these situations. Rehearse;
keep a journal to remember the situation, thoughts, emo-
tions, and behavior; debrief to fully understand behavior
and its antecedents; and reinforce the desired changes. 
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Chapter  5

The Phases of Change

To the client, the process of change can feel like a journey 
into unknown territory. Most clients have never taken this 
trip before and would benefit from a guide who could point out
the milestones and landmarks and let them know how far they
have come and how far they still have to go. A coach who
understands the experience of behavior change can provide this
road map.

James Prochaska, John Norcross, and Carlo Di Clemente
(1994) discovered just such a road map. Through their ground-
breaking research, they defined the step-by-step process that
people experience during behavior change. Prochaska and his
colleagues studied more than one thousand people who suc-
cessfully changed habits such as smoking, drug use, and weight
control. They discovered that their subjects went through a
series of distinct, sequential phases that served as signposts
along the way. (For simplicity, I have shortened Prochaska’s six
phases to five.)
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1. Precontemplation. In the precontemplation phase, people are
largely unaware of the need for change and have no inten-
tion of changing their behavior. If they are aware of prob-
lems, they tend to blame them on others, wishing that other
people would change. If they have entered coaching or coun-
seling, it was probably in response to pressure from others.

2. Contemplation. People in the contemplation phase are aware
of a problem or opportunity and of their contribution to it.
They are seriously considering grappling with the behav-
iors that contribute to this problem. They have not yet
made a commitment to take action, usually because the
effort seems overwhelming or because they feel positively
about some aspect of their contributory behavior.

3. Preparation. People in the preparation phase intend to take
action soon. They are planning new behaviors and antici-
pating trigger situations. They may have already made
attempts to modify their behavior, but these attempts might
have been sporadic and only partially effective. Possibly,
they do not understand the situation well enough to take
effective action.

4. Action. People in the action phase are taking concrete steps
to change their behavior. The action may inspire both
excitement and anxiety in them. If they have prepared well,
they are emotionally and behaviorally ready for action.`
Because action can bring up feelings of uncertainty, over-
confidence, or yearnings to resume the old behavior, people
typically benefit from a lot of support during this period.

5. Maintenance and termination. During this phase, people
work to consolidate their gains, reinforce the new behav-
iors and attitudes, and prevent a relapse into the old 
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patterns. Once the new behaviors have become habits, peo-
ple become more comfortable with them and can turn them
into new habits. People then leave the self-conscious
change process and prepare to part company with their
coach. (Note: I have combined Prochaska’s phases 5 and 6
into a single phase.)

There are many similarities between coaching clients and
Prochaska’s subjects. In my own informal observations of clients
over ten years, all have passed through each of these phases on
their way to long-term change. Both types of clients took some
time in each phase before progressing to the next. Knowing 
the phases has helped me and other coaches understand where
a particular client is today and where that client needs to 
go next.

When people successfully change a behavior pattern, they
move sequentially through all the phases. Each phase provides
both the learning and the motivation to propel them into the
next phase. In each phase, they encounter a new level of aware-
ness, a different level of commitment, and a distinct type of
activity. After they spend time in one phase, people become
comfortable with it and even impatient with it. This combina-
tion of confidence and impatience motivates them to move to
the next phase. For example, in the contemplation phase, peo-
ple become familiar enough with the benefits of the change that
they are ready to prepare for action. In the preparing phase,
they plan exactly how they will modify their actions and
rehearse the new approach until they are ready to act. Individ-
uals who haven’t completed all the work in one phase may have
to cycle back to that phase again in order to achieve genuine,
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lasting change. Skipping a phase often leads to a failed effort
because of the important learning that takes place in each phase.

Understanding the phases of change helps the coach and
client determine the agenda and pace of the coaching process.
By understanding the client’s experience within and between
each phase, the coach can select a strategy that helps the client
progress. The coach can look for clues to define the client’s cur-
rent phase. The coach can use these observations to either rein-
force the clients’ awareness of the current phase or to help the
client move on to the next phase. The phases act like a road
map for the coach and client, reminding them of where they
are, where they’ve been, and where they need to go next.

Phase 1: Precontemplation

People who are pressured into coaching usually begin in pre-
contemplation. They may begin by saying, “I don’t know why
I’m here.” They are being honest when they say this. Even
though they may feel that things are not going well, they have
probably attributed the cause solely to someone or something
else. They cannot see how they have contributed to the situa-
tion—and they certainly cannot see how they can change the
situation.

People in precontemplation do not see any reason to
change because they are not aware of their situation or their
role in creating it. If they are aware, they may blame any dis-
satisfaction on others and have little appreciation of their own
impact on others. Yet it is this impact that causes dissatisfaction.

Their lack of awareness can induce a fear of becoming more
cognizant of their own contribution to their situation. This fear
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can manifest itself in bravado, anger, defensiveness, or avoid-
ance of the subject, all of which protect and prevent them from
examining the situation from another perspective. It is the
coach’s role to help the client break this cycle.

The coach’s first goal is to build sufficient trust that the
client will want to engage with them. One of the best ways to
build trust is to ask the client to describe their perspective on
the situation and then to listen and understand their perspec-
tive. Even though it represents only part of the picture, at this
stage, trust is more important than getting the whole story.

As trust grows, the client may become ready to seek infor-
mation that will expand their perspective on the situation, in-
formation that could stimulate a desire to change. The
information that will motivate the client to progress to contem-
plation generally comes from others. The coach can help clients
get information about others’ perspective on the current situa-
tion and the ways that the clients have contributed to it. When
taken seriously, this information can lead to contemplation.

To get the most comprehensive view of the situation,
coaches usually gather information from multiple perspectives;
for example, 360° feedback includes input from people above,
below, and at a peer level to the client. The feedback will
include valuable information about these employees’ views of
the client’s behaviors and how they are affected by these behav-
iors. The coach acts as an intermediary, gathering information
from the constituents and sharing it with the client.

Feedback can be a surprise to a precontemplator. Often peo-
ple are not aware of how they are affecting others. Since most of
us think of ourselves as competent and well meaning, learning of
our negative impacts on others can be eye opening. This recog-
nition is often the catalyst that moves a client into contemplation.
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Feedback can create a discrepancy between how people see
themselves and how others see them. This discrepancy can
become a powerful motivator of change. Most people strive to
like themselves and to act in congruence with their values. If
feedback indicates that they are acting counter to their values,
a discrepancy results. The dissatisfaction from the discrepancy
can motivate a desire to change.

Precontemplation Case: Bill #3
Getting Bad News

Bill knew that some people had resigned from his
department over the past year. He and his manager,
Ken, weren’t happy about the turnover, but they
weren’t concerned because they believed that these
employees had left for higher-paying jobs in a more
profitable division of the company. Bill and Ken didn’t
perceive a problem until Nora, their human resource
manager, shared two pieces of information with them.
The eight people who resigned represented nearly 30
percent of the department, about triple the industry
average. Their comments in their exit interviews
revealed that mistrust and a resentment of microman-
agement were their main reasons for leaving. These two
bits of information moved Bill from the precontempla-
tion stance of “everything is basically OK” to a con-
templation posture that “something is wrong and I
want to change it.”

Precontemplation Case: Michael #1
Turning Up the Heat

In some situations, the coach needs to be the bearer 
of the motivating information because the organiza-
tion has either not provided enough information to
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motivate contemplation or not expressed it in such a
way that the client could absorb it.

Michael is a marketing executive in a consulting
firm. His manager, the president, suggested that
Michael work with a coach to help him develop as a
manager. When I first met him, Michael was aware of
some issues with junior consultants but attributed them
to demanding clients and the last-minute nature of the
consulting business. He expected that we would work
on polishing his “executive presence” to prepare him
for more senior positions.

When I gathered feedback from his constituents, I
learned that many consultants disliked working with
Michael because of his last-minute work style and dis-
respectful relating style. Even when I shared this feed-
back with Michael, he persisted in blaming the
consultants, the clients, and the industry culture. I wor-
ried that he would stay stuck in precontemplation and
never move to contemplation.

Since Michael wasn’t motivated to change, I
decided to share some information that would turn up
the heat on him. I explained that senior management
thought that his behavior was so disruptive that if he
didn’t change, he would certainly not get promoted and
perhaps even be demoted or let go. These words caught
his attention. He was shaken and quickly began asking
me how he could go about changing his behavior. He
began to move from precontemplation to contemplat-
ing his change.

Defenses Against Contemplation

Accepting that some of our behaviors are maladaptive is a dif-
ficult process. Most people have some way to filter out chal-
lenges. Some people’s filters are so strong that they let nothing
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through. Even when faced with compelling, realistic informa-
tion, people can resist contemplation. When people become
aware of a problematic situation, there are three common
defenses they may use to avoid the hard work of contemplating
change: denial, blame, and shame.

Denial. The easiest way to remove the discomfort of difficult
information is to deny its truth. People can decide that the
sources of the information are biased, irrelevant, or simply
wrong. Technically trained people may deny the information by
claiming that the statistical sample is not large enough to be valid.

Blame. Some clients blind themselves to their own contribu-
tion by blaming others. They can believe that the source peo-
ple are immature, overly sensitive, inappreciative, or ignorant
of the business realities. Others may protect themselves by
believing that people are conspiring against them. People invent
many clever ways to protect themselves from taking responsi-
bility and therefore from the possibility of change.

Shame. Feeling ashamed is another way people avoid exam-
ining their own behavior. Shame is a type of self-blame. It is a
big, broad, blurry emotion that obfuscates a realistic perspec-
tive about interactions between people. Shame prevents exam-
ination of one’s behavior and its impacts by attributing the
blame to one’s whole character or being. It causes a crisis that
assumes there is something seriously wrong with one’s entire
character and does not look for finer distinctions between adap-
tive and nonadaptive behaviors. It is so global, so demoralizing,
and so obfuscating that it prohibits change. Shame is just as
strong a defense as blame.

Acceptance. The coaches’ goal is to help clients move beyond
shame and blame to detailed self-knowledge. One way to soften
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defenses is to make the information less threatening. If clients
perceive the requests for change as an attack on their whole
personality, they will resist intensely. Sometimes coaches can
help clients accept the information by framing its focus on a few
specific behaviors, so as to counteract a focus on their whole
being. This understanding may enable the clients to move
toward contemplation.

Another approach is to point out blame or shame as behav-
iors, things the clients are doing to protect themselves from
threatening information. If the clients see their defenses as
choices rather than absolute realities, they can enter the path
to change. This is often a big leap that may take weeks or even
months. But if the clients recognize their defense as a choice
that is hurting them, they will become ready to examine real
and current data about their actions and how these contribute
or detract from their success.

Phase 2: Contemplation

When coaching is imposed on clients, they usually begin in pre-
contemplation because the awareness has come from someone
else. But coaching isn’t always imposed on the client. Some-
times the client initiates it. Their motivator may be an unful-
filled wish or a business challenge, as well as a problem.

The change process actually begins in the contemplation
phase. It starts when a person seriously considers the possibil-
ity of changing behaviors. When people make this decision,
they undergo a significant shift in attitude, from “I want to stay
the way I am” to “There is something I want to change that will
improve my life.” The movement to contemplation involves a
personal decision to develop a new part of themselves and let
go of an old one.
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Some people begin contemplation by themselves. Clients
who request coaching have usually been contemplating an issue
for a while. They seek a coach because they are looking for help
in making the change. They believe that their work life would
improve if they acted differently, and they want guidance in
focusing and implementing their efforts.

Other clients need coaching and feedback to arrive at con-
templation. Clients who have been urged into coaching are
generally precontemplators who need help moving to contem-
plation. Though they may not be happy with their situation,
their view of the situation it is often rigid and somewhat blame-
ful. They rarely see their own contribution to the situation.

For these people, feedback from others represents a way out
of their bind. Information about how others see them can alter
their view of their situation and their own role in shaping it.
Clients may struggle with this feedback. But with patience and
firm, supportive coaching, they come to recognize its message
and the benefits of change.

This new perspective involves a new awareness. For the first
time, they know they are doing something that is negatively
affecting their work lives. This thought represents a significant
shift in how they look at themselves and their world. The deci-
sion to change may come from an incongruence between their
values and their behavior. For example, they value respect for
others but recognize that they are treating others disrespect-
fully. Or their decision might come from the recognition that
they are preventing themselves from achieving an important
goal, as when individuals who hope to get promoted come to
realize that they are doing things to hold themselves back.

Accompanying this sometimes-painful awareness is hope—
the belief that there may be a path to greater satisfaction 
and success. People contemplating change begin to see the 
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possibility of overcoming hurdles in order to create something
different. Coaches can help by reinforcing this optimism. As
people who are experienced in dealing with change, they can
confirm the potential for improvement. This optimism will be
important in countering the defeatism that also exists.

It is common for people contemplating change to feel the
mixed emotions of both attraction and fear. They are attracted
by the potential to grow and improve their life. Yet they are
reluctant to make the requisite effort because they know that
the old behaviors are deeply entrenched. These old behaviors,
thoughts, and feelings have been part of them for a long time.
This knowledge causes both hope and skepticism.

Before reaching this point, contemplators are not ready to
change. Perhaps they were not aware of their behavior or the
consequences were not as pronounced as they are now. They
may have been less aware of the negative impacts or better able
to tolerate them. Maybe they felt that change was too difficult
and that it was simply not worth the effort. Most clients in con-
templation have been aware of the behaviors and their conse-
quences for some time. Now, for a variety of reasons, they have
become frustrated with the old pattern. Contemplators often
talk about finally being ready to address issues that have trou-
bled them for a while.

The most meaningful changes shake clients deeply. Like
spiritual revelations, clients recognize this point in time as an
opportunity to make a meaningful transformation. The coach-
ing process becomes their vision quest, inspiring their personal
growth.

In the contemplation phase, clients deepen the awareness
building begun in precontemplation. They begin to examine
the target behavior in greater detail. For example, if inattentive
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listening is their target behavior, I will ask them to consider
questions such as these:

“When do I listen, and when do I neglect to listen?”

“To whom do I listen, and whom do I tune out?”

“What happens immediately before I tune out?”

“What I do instead of listening?”

“What is difficult about listening? Or what is reward-
ing about not listening?”

“What do I believe about listening?”

“What would be my reward for listening more?”

The goal of this examination is to understand when, where,
how, and why the client uses the target behavior. Clients will
commonly admit that instead of listening, they were “half-
listening,” “thinking about other things,” or “preparing what
to say next.” They will understand the motivations behind their
old behavior and the ways in which it rewards them. Increasing
their consciousness of the behavior helps them prepare to
change it. The more they can learn about themselves and their
target behavior, the more tools they will have to help them with
the actual change.

Contemplation Case: Keith #3 Looking Inside Himself

Keith had just completed his first year as a manager of
an in-house advertising department. An excellent copy-
writer himself, he had assembled a competent staff and
produced some very good work. During this year, he
had gotten feedback that he didn’t act much like a man-
ager in meetings. His sarcastic and introverted style was
causing others to lose respect for him, in spite of his
creative skill and people management talents.
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In the contemplation phase, Keith decided he
wanted to act more leaderlike in meetings. The new
behaviors he wanted to develop were voicing his opin-
ion on all key topics and explaining to clients the
rationale for his department’s creative approach. His
goal was to increase his influence with clients and their
respect for him.

We began by examining his thinking, or self-talk,
in these meetings. We realized that as long as Keith’s
thinking was preventing leaderlike behavior, no amount
of practice would make the new behaviors stick. Keith
described his typical thinking in meetings in words such
as these:

“Since somebody already said that, the group will be
bored if I simply repeated it and agreed with it.”

“Why do they have to take so long? Can’t they just
make a decision and move on? This is boring.”

“These clients don’t get our creative approach. Boy, are
they stupid.”

It is easy to see how these thoughts would induce Keith
to keep quiet and avoid adopting a leadership role.

I asked Keith if he could think of some alternative
thoughts that might steer him toward more leaderlike
behavior. With some coaching, he came up with these
alternatives:

“I’m the leader. The group probably wants to know
what I think about this.”

“I guess these people are coming from a very different
place than me. It may take them a while before we can
arrive at a joint decision.”

“The clients don’t really grasp our rationale yet. I’ll ask
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them what they do understand and then describe our
approach in their language.”

Since these thoughts were still new and directly com-
petitive with his old thoughts, Keith needed some time
to get comfortable with them. As we talked about them,
Keith realized that they were more useful than the old
ones. He became committed to them. He said he could
imagine thinking them in meetings. Now he was ready
for preparation.

Phase 3: Preparation

In the preparation stage, clients make plans for the actual
change. During contemplation, their focus was expanding their
awareness of the old behavior and the possibility for develop-
ment. In the preparation phase, the focus is on new behavior.
The clients explore, invent, and practice alternatives.

Once we have identified a developmental goal, clients begin
working on incorporating new behaviors into their repertoire.
Compared to the revelation and resolve experienced in con-
templation, evolving new behaviors is more pragmatic and less
conceptual. The guiding concepts in this phase are drawn pri-
marily from behavioral psychology because the goal is for
clients to invent, practice, and get used to new behavioral
habits.

Clients have already decided, albeit tentatively, to change a
particular behavior. They know which behavior and impact they
don’t want. Now they will determine exactly how to act differ-
ently. They will ask, “What words and actions will have the
desired impact?” The task of preparation is to move from the
conceptual to the concrete.
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Identifying the Setting

In a sense, clients will be developing a new script for them-
selves. One way to start their creation is to define the setting.
Where will the new behaviors occur? With which people?
Around which topics? With what goal? Answering these setting
questions helps the client focus on specific situations for the
new behaviors. Thinking about actual settings may also provide
details and clues about how to act. The more detailed their rep-
resentation of the setting, the more fitting the new behavior.

Inventing and Rehearsing Behavior

Once clients have identified the situations in which they will be
acting, they can invent alternative behaviors. Clients don’t have
to invent these behaviors from scratch; they have two guidelines
that serve as boundaries: the new behavior should lead toward
their goal, and it should be different from the old behavior.

Preparation Case: Bill #4 Making Progress

Bill had decided that he wanted to be more empowering
toward his staff. He wanted them to make their own
project decisions and to rely less on him for those deci-
sions. One common setting occurred when a staff mem-
ber asked Bill to make a decision for a project. Previously,
Bill would have responded by giving advice and essen-
tially making the decision for the project manager. Bill
needed an alternative that helped the project managers
make their own decisions but didn’t make it for them. He
had tried throwing the decision back to the project man-
ager by asking, “What would you do?” But this was usu-
ally met with “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you.”
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When we began planning alternatives, Bill and I
invented some responses that would help his project
managers make their own decisions, such as the fol-
lowing:

“What possibilities are you considering?” (Ideally, the
project manager would respond by describing two pos-
sibilities, A and B.)

“What is likely to happen if you chose possibility A?”

“How do you feel about possibility B? What is likely to
happen if you chose possibility B?”

“Which possibility seems to promise the better out-
come? Which do you prefer?”

Bill liked these questions because they helped the proj-
ect managers clarify their own thinking and reasoning
while breaking their dependence on him. In inventing
these responses, Bill had first identified a setting that
was explicit enough to plan specific, new actions. He
invented these new actions and rehearsed them to the
point of comfort. He was now ready to try them out in
real settings.

Preparation Case: Keith #4
Explaining a Creative Approach

Keith entered coaching with the goal of acting more
leaderlike in meetings. During the contemplation
phase, he recognized the benefits of moving out of his
comfort zone and speaking up in meetings. The key
settings were meetings with clients when his staff would
present their work or when his team and their clients
would plan a campaign. His old behavior was to listen
and remain silent, speaking only when he had some-
thing truly new to add.
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He prepared things to say that would position him
as a leader, enhance the quality of the meetings, and fit
his style and values. The first new behavior, active lis-
tening, came fairly easy. As an astute listener and an
introvert, all he needed to do was to vocalize his inter-
pretation of the key ideas of the meeting. He was able
to use his keen listening skill to determine the impor-
tant messages and summarize them for the group.

The second behavior, voicing his opinion, proved
to be a bit more difficult. It involved taking a stand in
public and facing possible opposition. His goal was to
weigh in on decisions so that both clients and his staff
would have the benefit of knowing where he stood on
the issue and use this stance to move toward a decision.
I asked Keith to describe a conversation on which he
might weigh in. He scripted and practiced some state-
ments that would express his opinion without sounding
redundant.

The third behavior, defending his staff’s work, was
difficult because it involved not only disagreeing with
powerful clients but also seeking to win them over. We
selected a project for him to practice explaining his
department’s creative approach. Then, he practiced
what he would say in a real meeting.

Role Models

In the preparation phase, clients are inventing and rehearsing
entirely new behaviors. To make these more familiar, it can be
helpful to identify a role model. Observing the role model’s
actions, clients can use these as a starting point for developing
their own new behaviors. The role model should be someone
whom the clients respect and who acts successfully in the tar-
get situations. When the clients observe or imagine how the
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role model would act, they have a basis on which to base their
new behavior.

Preparation Case: Keith #5 Selecting a Role Model

As his role model, Keith selected Linda, his boss’s boss,
because she was so skillful, poised, and intelligent when
faced with the need to influence and disagree. He
observed her attentively and even took notes on her
demeanor to help him prepare. When we rehearsed
later, Keith came across as smooth and confident, in
part because he had absorbed some of Linda’s skill and
energy.

Preparation also involves anticipating. By predicting what
might happen, clients can prepare for a variety of situations. If
they anticipate someone disagreeing or getting angry or falling
silent, they can plan their responses and ensure success in these
situations.

Phase 4: Action

In the action phase, the new behaviors come to life. For clients,
it can be a time of both excitement and anxiety. The excitement
can come from trying out the contemplated change. If they
have prepared well, they are emotionally and behaviorally ready
for action.

The settings will feel familiar because the clients have prac-
ticed in them. The new behaviors will also feel familiar because
they have been rehearsed. The clients should feel motivated and
engaged because they have consciously acknowledged the pay-
offs for change.

When clients begin using the new behavior, they often feel
proud of themselves for taking action. However, action can also
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bring up feelings of uncertainty, overconfidence, or yearnings
to resume old behaviors. So in spite of their outward successes,
clients typically need a lot of inner support during this period.

Action Case: Keith #6 On a Roller Coaster

Keith was a fast learner. In his first attempt at acting
leaderlike in meetings, he succeeded mightily. He
actively listened and summarized much of what was said
at the meeting, speaking up nine or ten times. When a
decision point arose, he expressed his opinion,
explained his thinking, and ended up influencing the
group. He even disagreed and prevailed when a vice-
president criticized some copy written by his staff.

Keith came to our next meeting with good news
and bad news. The good news was that he had been
quite successful using the new behaviors in a client
meeting. He had skillfully established a leadership pres-
ence, weighed in on decisions, and sold the rationale.
The bad news was that he felt anxious at being so
expressive in meetings. This style just didn’t fit his
image of himself and how he was raised to behave in
public.

I first congratulated him on his external success.
Then we started exploring his internal turmoil by ask-
ing about his thoughts and feelings. As we talked, Keith
realized that he identified with a view of himself as a
laid-back, creative, offbeat, wisecracking young man.
His new posture was the opposite of this—expressive,
organizationally committed, managerial, and politically
skilled. As he contrasted these two roles, he seemed
torn. I asked him which he wanted to be, the cool, inde-
pendent young hipster or the responsible leader. (I’m
not sure I selected my words that elegantly, but that was
the gist of the question.) He pondered for quite a while.
We sat in silence for several minutes as he considered
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his choice. (I sat anxiously awaiting his response. Nat-
urally, I had a bias, but I knew that it was important for
him to make this decision on his own, since he would
need to act on it for years to come.) Finally, he an-
nounced that he wanted to be the manager. He felt he
could leave his free-spirited self behind, at least some
of the time, and fully assume his leadership role.

Once he turned the corner by making a full com-
mitment to leadership, his development accelerated. He
used the new behaviors regularly in meetings, becom-
ing both skillful and comfortable with them. He used
our meetings to fine-tune his skills at influence and lead-
ership. He kept a journal and used it to maintain aware-
ness of himself and his constituents. Journaling helped
him recognize the few situations that continued to chal-
lenge him. He used our final sessions to ask my advice
about these difficult situations. As we answered them,
he became more and more proficient in his new role.

Self-Consciousness

Acting differently requires increased self-awareness, which can
lead to the side effect of self-consciousness. Despite the nega-
tive consequences of old patterns, they still feel comfortable,
and the new behavior feels awkward. Even in the action phase,
people are used to entering situations and following their
instincts. Now they are trying to act counter to their instincts.

Action Case: Martha #2 Back and Forth

Martha is a research manager who understands herself
and her environment fairly well. She is intelligent and
keeps strong relationships with her staff. These abilities
helped her maintain a high-performing department
through some very difficult times. However, Martha’s
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taste for gossip, her competitive stance toward her peers,
and her inability to say no to clients have hurt her rep-
utation, as well the performance of her department.

Martha began the coaching process with pessimism
toward both her career and the future of the depart-
ment. As we progressed, she became more hopeful. She
was succeeding in the action phase by reaching out to
her peers to create a rapprochement and by making
some unselfish staffing decisions. She curtailed gossip-
ing, and she started positioning her department to fit
the new business strategy.

Then she relapsed. She reread her unflattering six-
month-old performance review and lost hope again.
She decided that she could never change her boss’s per-
ceptions about her and that her career was over. She
went back to blaming others for her predicament,
sounding like the precontemplation Martha.

As I am writing this paragraph, I am preparing for
our next conversation, in which I hope to talk with her
about her current state and help her move back to a
more constructive mind-set, back to preparation and
action. I intend to begin as a mirror, reflecting her
movement from optimism and action to pessimism and
blaming. I will also ask her to describe her thinking and
feelings in each of these states. I hope that by articulat-
ing her thoughts and feelings, she will gain some per-
spective on them and become able to exert some choice
about her beliefs, rather than being unconsciously con-
trolled by them.

Phase 5: Maintenance and Termination

During the maintenance stage, the client has three tasks: to
habituate the new behavior, to avoid relapsing into the old pat-
tern, and to see if they are having a better impact on others.
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Once clients have used a new behavior a few times, it is
tempting to claim victory and move on. But new behaviors are
weak in comparison to established ones. Like alfalfa sprouts in
a field of weeds, they need nurturing to survive and compete
with the weedlike old habits. One thing both coaches and
clients can do to strengthen new behaviors is to honor and cel-
ebrate success. When clients mention using a new behavior,
reinforce it by talking about it and examining the successful
experience. By examining the behavior, identifying the thoughts
and feelings that accompanied it, and describing the settings in
which it occurred, clients can relive the experience and
strengthen their neural memory of it. Talking about the expe-
rience makes the process more conscious and therefore easier
to repeat in the future.

There are several questions coaches can ask that encourage
clients to relive experiences:

“What did you do?”

“What reminded you to do it?”

“What did you think about before doing it? While you
were doing it? After doing it?”

“How did you feel?”

“How did people respond?”

“Would you do anything differently next time?”

Maintenance Case: Martha #3 Success

In a recent coaching session with Martha, I missed an
opportunity to effectively reinforce a new behavior. She
began the session by remarking about a situation in
which she resisted the urge to gossip. I responded by
congratulating her on her success. Martha thanked me
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and then moved on to another topic. My attempt to
reinforce her new behavior by celebrating her success
seemed to fall flat. I later realized that I was doing the
celebrating, not her, violating one of the principles of
effective coaching. I also recognized that for a thought-
ful person like Martha, analyzing the experience would
be more rewarding than a cheery congratulation. The
next day, I e-mailed her asking a question that enabled
her to analyze her success and thus reinforce it in a way
that was meaningful for her.

Maintenance Case: Greg #2
A New Motivation Leads to Self-Maintenance

Sometimes progress is achieved by a coming to a new
awareness, rather than developing a single new behav-
ior. Greg began his coaching project with a desire to
develop better relationships with senior managers. In
the course of our coaching work, we focused on practi-
cal behaviors that would lead him to this goal. We
worked on enhancing his clarity and succinctness in
communicating. We also worked on broadening his
horizons to collaborate with peers in other business
units. And we worked on increasing his comfort mak-
ing presentations in meetings. Greg was a quick study
and made rapid progress in these areas.

Despite his steady progress, however, Greg contin-
ued to express ambivalence about being promoted. He
worried that a promotion might lead him into a job he
didn’t want. He continued to learn and practice the new
behaviors but held off on making a personal commit-
ment to advancement.

One day, he recognized that he was engaged in this
learning for himself rather than to get promoted by the
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organization. He proclaimed, “I can’t stand still. I
can either expand myself or stagnate.” Once he shifted
from an external to an internally motivated attitude, 
his learning accelerated. Moreover, he became self-
generating. Rather than my asking him questions to
elicit new learning opportunities, he began to identify
them himself and tell me how he planned to act. He
started talking about the things he wanted to do to con-
tinue his development. I became much more of a lis-
tener, endorser, and clarifier. I continued to ask him
questions, but he was leading the process. I still felt a
desire to reinforce his new mind-set, but I wasn’t even
sure he needed my reinforcing. I did explain my obser-
vations about his new self-reliance, and he affirmed how
valuable our sessions were to him. It seemed like he
would not need me much longer.

How Much Maintenance?

How much reinforcement do clients need to maintain a new
behavior? On the one hand, people can be self-managing and
change can be self-perpetuating. Once clients become self-
aware and committed to the change, they will attend to it. If
they have prepared well by developing a thorough understand-
ing of their relevant behaviors and thoughts, they will use the
new behaviors successfully. These early successes will reinforce
the new pattern and lead to long-term success.

On the other hand, I have seen enough forgetting and
backsliding to know that one success does not constitute 
permanent behavior change. Practice does make perfect. 
The behavior will become hard-wired if the client has many
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opportunities to experiment with it, to succeed, fail, and mod-
ify. Some clients need five trials, others ten, and others twenty
before the new behaviors become habits.

Summary

Coaches can use their understanding of the phases to make sure
their clients progress through them and don’t skip a phase. One
of the biggest mistakes made by new coaches is trying to move
clients to action too quickly. I have observed inexperienced
coaches trying to move precontemplation clients all the way to
action in a single session. This often backfires, with the clients
failing to take effective action or feeling manipulated and los-
ing trust in the coach. Awareness of the phases helps coaches
stay in sync with their clients while still nudging them through
the change progress.
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Chapter  6

Self-Knowledge

What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters com-
pared to what lies within us.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Self-knowledge plays a significant role in a leader’s effective-
ness. Leaders who truly know their strengths can use them
wisely and avoid their unconscious overuse. Leaders who
understand their values and passions can look for opportunities
to express them and make sure they are not applied inappro-
priately. Leaders who are aware of their shortcomings can con-
centrate more closely when they need to perform, delegate tasks
in areas where they are weak to others, and learn new skills to
transform soft spots into strengths. Leaders with low self-
awareness are limited to their instinctual reactions and to habit-
ual, often unconscious, and possibly ineffective patterns.

It is easy to view leaders as actors on the stage of organiza-
tional life. The members of the organization are their support-
ing actors, who interpret the leaders’ behavior and act in
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response it. Since leaders play such a key role, they benefit from
knowing their character well and deciding how to best play
their part.

Leaders who know themselves not only observe their own
behavior patterns but also recognize their underlying motiva-
tions, thoughts, and emotions. They know what they believe
and the rationale for these beliefs. They understand the why as
well as the what. By understanding the sources of their beliefs,
they can more easily look at these beliefs in light of current
information and decide if they still hold true.

Self-awareness precedes and accompanies growth. Increas-
ing clients’ self-awareness is both a component and a benefit of
leadership coaching. Coaches use several approaches to build
clients’ self-awareness. Coaches gather and communicate 360°
feedback, enabling clients to see themselves as others see them.
Coaches share their reactions to clients in real time, calling
attention to specific behaviors and aspects of behaviors and ask-
ing about related thoughts and emotions. Even setting aside the
time for coaching sessions ensures that clients will invest time
in self-reflection and questioning assumptions. Through coach-
ing, clients receive regular, facilitated doses of self-knowledge
that provide a deep and valuable understanding of their actions,
motives, and impacts.

Self-Knowledge Case: Craig #2 
Building New Influencing Skills

Craig is a vice-president for new drug research at a
biotech company. He is highly valued as one of the
most innovative leaders in the company. Before a large
pharmaceutical company acquired the company, Craig
had been successful at gaining support for his innova-
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tions because his peers knew him well and trusted his
creative judgment. But now, following the acquisition,
he needs to gain support for his initiatives by influenc-
ing his peers at the parent company.

In his first several months in this new role, Craig
had been having trouble influencing his peers to sup-
port his promising research proposals. So his manager
asked him to work with me on influencing skills. His
initial awareness of how he exerted influence was fuzzy.
He knew that people were not following him but
blamed this on their conservatism and lack of creativity
(a typical precontemplation reaction).

The 360° feedback pointed out several areas where
Craig could develop influencing skills. One important
area was paying attention to people. Whenever Craig
talked about one of his innovative ideas, he became so
involved in the idea that he seemed to forget about the
other people present or see them as an audience rather
than as participants. He would be thinking only about
the idea, often barely looking at the others and rarely
asking them questions or offering them a chance to
speak. The first major step in Craig’s change process
was becoming aware of his tendency to withdraw from
his colleagues into the more compelling world of his
own ideas.

Coaching for Self-Awareness

In humans, a behavior pattern is the product of an often-
complex psychological “manufacturing” process coordinated
by the mind and body. To change from an old to a new behav-
ior, clients first need to become aware of all the components of
the old behavior. They begin by identifying its sources, its trig-
gers, and its impact, examining one component at a time.
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One important component of the behavior is the setting
that triggers its occurrence. The setting is a good place to start
the process of analyzing the behavior because it is relatively easy
to identify. Where, when, and with whom does the behavior
occur? Does it show itself in team meetings or in one-on-one
sessions? Is it most prevalent with direct reports, peers, senior
managers, or clients? Does it occur when the leader is chal-
lenged or when they are under pressure or when they are try-
ing to influence others? By pinning down the setting in which
the behavior occurs and the people toward whom it is directed,
the client gains self-knowledge critical to the change process.

Since behavior change is the trophy in the coaching process,
enhancing the client’s awareness of the target behavior is another
critically important step. In building this awareness, the clients
attend to exactly what they do and say in the target situations.
For Keith, whom we met in Chapter Five, the settings were
meetings with clients. The target behaviors were being silent
and making snide side comments. For Craig, in Chapters Five
and Six, the settings were both one-on-ones and meetings. The
target behavior was ignoring and interrupting his peers.

A third component of behavior is the thinking that under-
lies it. Most behavior is preceded by thoughts that motivate and
direct it. For example, if I am examining how I take credit for
my work, one underlying thought might be, “My senior man-
agement doesn’t know that I led this project, and I need them
to know.” Or I may be thinking, “If I don’t get recognition for
this, my career will suffer.” By becoming more aware of these
thoughts, I notice how they cause the target behavior. This
recognition gives me a greater sense of control over the behav-
ior. As awareness builds, the behavior becomes less automatic
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and less powerful. I feel less controlled by it because I realize
that it is controlled by my thoughts. I begin to contemplate
changing my thinking in order to change the behavior.

Beliefs are another component. Beliefs are a group of
thoughts that fit together to form a higher-order mental process.
They develop over time by interpreting experiences, making
assumptions, and drawing conclusions from these experiences.
For example, Tim believed that getting too close to people at
work increases the risk of getting laid off. He had once observed
all the members of a certain clique get laid off following an
acquisition. From this one experience, he drew the conclusion
that getting friendly with people at work and being part of a
group was dangerous. His reclusive style at work had left him
without a base of support and actually placed him in a less secure
position. Another example is a manager who believed that giv-
ing people a lot of positive feedback would make them compla-
cent and lazy. She was experiencing high turnover and a near
rebellion by her staff in response to her apparently punitive
management style. (I selected these two beliefs because they
contradict two widely held and well-researched theories about
successful leadership practices, the belief that networks increase
rather than decrease one’s influence and job security and the
belief that feedback improves rather than worsens performance.)

In each case, the client became more conscious of their belief.
They questioned it by tracing its origins to see where it came
from. They examined current feedback to see if it was still valid in
their current environment. In each case, the current data indi-
cated that the behavior and its underlying belief were not work-
ing. And in each case, the client struggled as they gradually let
go of their deeply rooted belief and considered alternatives.
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Changing a belief can be a slow and painful process. Clients
undergoing change are literally getting rid of a part of them-
selves and replacing it with something less familiar. It is like a
cognitive version of transplant surgery. Coaches can play a par-
ticularly valuable role in the process. First, they can point out
the behavior that is causing the problem and help the clients
link that behavior to its underlying belief. Coaches can guide
the clients in examining the belief, both by acknowledging how
it came to be and by questioning its current validity.

Values are deeply rooted patterns of thought that also have
a strong emotional component. Core values are important
because they drive a lot of behavior. They vary from person to
person. One person may value power and authority, while
another might value helping customers, and a third might value
creativity and aesthetics. Becoming more conscious of these val-
ues makes behavioral choices easier by highlighting behaviors
that express these values. Because people’s values are so central,
they change very slowly, if at all. For this reason, I help clients
clarify their values but do not attempt to change them.

Because values are so central to how a person thinks, feels,
and acts, increasing awareness of them can be helpful in the
coaching process. For example, Alice values knowledge and
innovation. In her coaching work, she decided to focus much
of her communication on encouraging learning and scientific
innovation by her staff. She lobbied the parent company and
won her group’s designation as the focal point for new tech-
nologies and therapies. By becoming more conscious of her val-
ues, she could develop her leadership style in a way that
expressed and sought to fulfill these values. Her awareness ener-
gized her and reminded her to focus on what was most impor-
tant to her.
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Emotions are another force that drives behavior. When
people are aware of the emotions that underlie their actions,
they can choose whether or not to express those emotions and
how to express them. When they are less aware, their emotions
can unconsciously drive them to do things that are harmful. For
example, shortly after making a good start on improving his
ability to influence, Neal became pessimistic about his future
at the firm. He felt threatened by a new executive, believing
that she wanted to take over his department. He felt that sen-
ior management undervalued his skills. He feared that his influ-
encing efforts would fail. And he believed that the whole
enterprise would fail due to the incompetence of the senior
executive. His mood was overwhelmingly negative. This mood
seemed so sudden and different, I asked him where it might be
coming from. That question alone caused Neal to consider that
he was experiencing a mood that had roots in himself rather
than reflected some absolute truth. When he traced it back, he
recognized that some two-year-old feelings from the acquisi-
tion had resurfaced and were causing his current pessimism.
Acknowledging these feelings allowed his pessimism to wane
and enabled him to address his leadership challenges with
renewed vigor.

Knowing one’s beliefs, values, and emotions is especially
useful in the current, cost-conscious economic environment.
Leaders have fewer external motivators at their disposal than
in the past. Promotions, financial rewards, travel, and other
perks have been cut back. What is left is the leaders’ ability to
create a stimulating, meaningful work environment for
employees. To do this, they need to communicate their own
sense of meaning and their own emotions even more. They
need to expose what makes them tick. In doing this, they
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become role models, aware of their sense of purpose and using
it to achieve their goals.

Self-knowledge enables leaders to consciously choose which
aspects of themselves to express in any given situation. It also
enables leaders to know their hot buttons, the situations and
messages that stimulate powerful and sometimes defensive
emotions. Self-knowledgeable leaders use their awareness to
make conscious decisions about how to respond in these per-
sonally loaded situations.

The Hard Part of Self-Knowledge

People expand their self-knowledge by becoming aware of their
behavior, its sources and its impact. This process is usually laden
with emotion. Recognizing a strength, such as attentive listen-
ing, can be pleasurable and confirming experience, while rec-
ognizing a weakness, such as combativeness, can be painful.
Becoming aware of a troublesome behavior can be so threaten-
ing that the mere mention of it can make people reject the
information, even when it is pointed out in a caring way.
Because most people perceive themselves as well meaning and
competent, the contemplation of a negative aspect of them-
selves can be difficult. Constructive criticism makes them see
red and causes them to reject the information. They try to pro-
tect themselves from the anxiety or shame of that accompanies
accepting this part of themselves.

During a growth process, self-awareness increases, becom-
ing a new theme in one’s conscious life. It can be both a sup-
port and an annoyance. Like learning a new golf swing,
self-awareness feels awkward and interferes with the fun and
spontaneity of daily functioning. Clients can make growth eas-
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ier by anticipating the awkwardness and viewing this increased
self-awareness as a natural partner of learning. They can expect
it and use it when it occurs and even will it to appear.

Self-Knowledge and Influence

Self-knowledge can strengthen the ability to influence others
as well as to be influenced by them. Deciding when to influence
and when to be influenced is based on comparing our beliefs
with those of our colleague. Self-knowledge provides the flexi-
bility to flow between holding fast and letting go of our beliefs.
It enables leaders to be firm but not stubborn, to be open but
not weak.

Knowing not just what we believe but also the source of
each belief enables us to decide whether to influence or be
influenced. The trick lies in reflecting on the source of our
belief. By tracing back where the belief came from, we have a
better chance of determining if it is valid in the current situa-
tion or not. Peter Senge (1990) describes this process as climb-
ing down the ladder of inference. People experience things,
make observations about these experiences, use these observa-
tions to form judgments, and use these judgments to form con-
clusions. Besides becoming aware of the source of our own
ideas, understanding how people form conclusions can guide
our inquiry into the sources of others’ ideas. When people
understand both their own ladders and the ladders of their col-
leagues, they can compare them fairly and make more informed
decisions.

Reflection doesn’t take anything away from decisiveness,
from being a person of action. In fact, it generates the inner
toughness needed to be an effective person of action—to be a
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leader. People who lack this flexibility to flow between holding
fast and letting go of their beliefs are limited as leaders. Those
who stubbornly resist being influenced are seen as authoritar-
ian. Those who are too easily influenced are seen as weak. Skill-
ful flexibility comes from the ability to know ourselves and use
this knowledge when working with others

There are three additional benefits of this type of self-
reflection. First is that we can apply our knowledge of the
source of our thinking to other situations. Second is that it gets
us in the habit of self-reflection and lessens our arrogant belief
in the correctness of all our ideas. Third, it can enhance our
ability to influence others. By describing the ladders of infer-
ence of our own ideas, we can help others understand our
thinking and give them an opportunity to assess it and come to
their own informed conclusions.

Self-Knowledge Case: David #1 
Making New Inferences

David is the president of a twenty-person market
research firm. He has a Ph.D. in statistics and an
M.B.A. in marketing. The firm is known for perform-
ing high-quality research for consumer products and
financial services companies. David called me to help
with morale problems among his staff. Staff members
were angry with each other and not speaking with each
other. Many had retreated to doing the minimum and
not assuming full ownership of their respective projects.
When I interviewed the staff, they spoke with regret
about their internecine wars and waning motivation.
Surprisingly, their greatest concern was David. Every
member indicated that David “always had to be right.”
They all felt that he believed that his ideas were supe-
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rior to those of others and was very difficult to sway
once he had formed an idea. Some team members were
intimidated by him; others were frustrated and angry.
And although they assumed responsibility for their own
actions, most cited David’s arrogance and bullying as
the root cause of the firm’s problems.

When I shared this feedback with David, he was
both surprised and angered. As the firm’s sole owner,
he believed that he was the only one who felt truly
responsible for its fate. As the strategic leader and father
figure, he felt betrayed. David was accustomed to being
right. His Ivy League education and his Fortune 100
pedigree reinforced his sense that his ideas were right.
His mind seemed to have little capacity for reflecting
on itself and questioning its own premises. David drew
from his experience, his reading, and his apparently rig-
orous logic to conclude that his ideas were the right
ideas. As his coach, I knew that this would not be an
easy assignment.

The opening came from David’s caring about the
firm. He knew the importance of getting his team
recommitted and realigned. He also valued social sci-
ence data. And if my research said that his behavior was
a cause of the problem, he believed it. The data and his
caring led him into the contemplation phase, in which
he could acknowledge that his behavior was having
undesirable consequences. He was ready to consider
altering his style but still a long way from recognizing
that his ideas were not always the be-all and end-all.
This was our next project.

I am a bit like David in this respect. As an educated
firstborn male, I grew up believing that everything I
thought was right. When I am in that state, I am so fix-
ated on my own ideas, it feels like being in a trance. My
certainty in my beliefs and my desire to prove to others
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that I am smart and right take over my consciousness.
My logic and my experience become my weapons.
Other people become pawns to win over. In my passion
to prove that I’m right, my listening diminishes, my
social graces recede, and my self-reflection disappears.
I had no trouble empathizing with David.

Several years ago, when I was grappling with my
own intellectual arrogance, I read the Way of the Peace-
ful Warrior by Dan Millman. He described how his own
conversation with a guru helped him gain some humil-
ity toward his ideas. The guru began by asking him the
simple question “Where are you?” to which Dan gave
the confident answer, “In Berkeley.” The guru followed
with “And where is that?” Dan said, again in utter con-
fidence, “California.” They carried on in that manner
with the guru continuing to ask, “And where is that?”
Dan responded with “the United States,” “the Western
Hemisphere,” “the Planet Earth,” and “the solar sys-
tem.” When they got to “Where is the universe?” he
knew he was in trouble because he could not answer it.
From this somewhat trite lesson, Dan learned that he
couldn’t even be sure of something as simple as where
he was, so maybe he shouldn’t be so sure of other ideas
as well. I admit that this anecdote is a bit simplistic, but
it can begin the process of chipping away at people’s
certainty about their own ideas.

I wanted to find a way for David to develop a
healthy perspective on his own ideas. The challenge was
that David was so enmeshed in his own ladder of infer-
ence, he could not consider any other way of looking at
the world. Even though David was not a very spiritual
person, I needed a place to start, so I shared the Peace-
ful Warrior story with him. It humored him enough that
he talked with me about where some of his firmly held
conclusions came from. For example, we examined his
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belief that client reports should begin with a graphical
summary of the data. As we walked down his ladder of
inference, we hit a couple of interesting points. One was
that the firm was doing well and pleasing clients using
this report format. A second point was that he had
learned to use this format twenty years ago, from his
boss, a bank vice-president. As we traced his ladder,
David began to understand how he came to believe in
the “graphics first” conclusion. He saw that it came from
his experiences and that he had generalized his experi-
ence into a hard-and-fast belief. He still believed firmly
in his format but recognized that it came from the data
he collected about his own experience, rather than being
a divine truth. That day served as the first step in David’s
becoming more open to the ideas of others.
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Chapter  7

Motives for Change

Motivation is necessary for change. Motivation provides the
energy, commitment, and discipline necessary for change. Peo-
ple know that behavior change involves abandoning old ways
and adopting new ways. They recognize that change will
involve stress, discomfort, and awkwardness, as well as successes
and disappointments. Because behavior change involves hard
work and discomfort, their motivation to change needs to be
strong enough to endure that discomfort. It needs to overcome
the pull of their psychological and behavioral inertia.

When people are engaged in a change process, they grap-
ple with the dual forces of motivation and discomfort. They
regularly enact a drama that highlights the interplay of these
two forces. When they succeed in using the new behaviors, they
feel the satisfaction and pride of winning. When they slip back
to their old patterns, they feel the disappointment of losing a
round. The process takes time, effort, and often struggle. Peo-
ple need to be motivated to persevere. Their motivation to
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change provides the energy to carry them through the ups and
downs of the change process.

Because motivation is so central, skilled coaches invest time
in looking for it, highlighting it, and reinforcing it. They resist
the temptation to skim over motivation and move right into the
more alluring change work. Early in the process, coaches can
explore motivation by simply asking clients about what would
motivate them to make the desired change. Coaches listen for
valid, compelling reasons. When they hear a meaningful moti-
vation, they ask the clients to describe it further in order to lift
it into consciousness. If coaches hear a motivation that seems
weak or inauthentic, they share this perception with the clients
and continue exploring until the clients identify a motivator that
is powerful enough to fuel their upcoming journey. Then, at
appropriate moments throughout the coaching process, the
coach may refer to the motivation in order to remind the clients
why they are working so hard. The coach treats the client’s moti-
vation as a very important component in the change process.

Perceiving Change as 

Challenging and Energizing

Coaches can help clients strengthen their motivation by har-
nessing the power of talk. They may begin by asking clients to
talk about what might motivate their change. This exploration
can begin with a question like “How will you benefit by mak-
ing this change?” The purpose of this conversation is to enable
clients to articulate and thus reinforce their motivation. In the
ensuing dialogue, the clients can expand on and add detail to
their motives.
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Some clients will not be able to articulate a motivator. In
these cases, the coach will slow the process down and help
clients look for compelling reasons to invest in the change.
Here the coach acts as a guide, stopping the process to allow
the clients to pack their bags for the upcoming journey.

While the client’s motivation is always a constructive topic,
the timing of the motivation conversation can make a differ-
ence in the outcome. It is especially valuable to address moti-
vation soon after the client identifies their developmental
theme. By addressing it early, the client can establish a clearer
sense of what it might take to adopt this particular behavior and
what the rewards might be. Envisioning both the challenge and
the reward can prepare them for the work that lies ahead.

Motives and Goals

Identifying a personal goal for the coaching work can clarify
and focus the client’s motivation. Most people have a goal or
two that they truly, even deeply desire. They have real purposes
they want to achieve or real experiences they want to have.
However, these goals are often so fuzzy or so long-term that
people are not fully conscious of them. The purpose of the con-
versation is to bring to light the client’s goals and motivators.

The coach can create an opportunity to articulate this goal
by asking a question like “What do you really want in the next
phase of your career?” Once this has been articulated, the client
can begin to use it as a guiding light to direct their develop-
ment. The benefit of articulating a personal goal is its power.
It is something that the client truly wants, as opposed to some-
thing that others want for them. It is easy to remember because
it is so important to them. Thinking about it reminds them to
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make choices that lead them to it. A conscious goal begins to
free clients from the habits and inertia of daily functioning.

The goal can be referred to in subsequent coaching con-
versations. The coach can bring up the goal as a reminder of
where the client is going. Both coach and client can use the goal
to plan activities that will lead to its achievement and measure
progress against it.

Aligning Behavior and Values and

Eliminating Contradiction

For decades, managers, human resource professionals, and psy-
chologists have been trying to understand motivation. Liter-
ally hundreds of books and thousands of articles have been
written on the best ways to motivate people. The theories of
motivation claim that people become motivated when the ben-
efits of expending energy on a task outweigh the benefits of
not doing so.

These benefits are related to the person’s values. And values
differ from person to person. For some people, getting ahead or
getting promoted is their driving value. For others, it is influ-
ence. Some are motivated by the opportunity to innovate. For
others, it may be building efficient structures or solving com-
plex problems. For some, the prime value is having many solid
relationships. For others, it may be helping people. For others,
it is security or stability. For still others, it is getting out of trou-
ble. Some might be motivated by improving their organization’s
performance. And others might aspire to becoming more like
their ideal leader. The list of possible human values is long and
varied. Coaches can provide clients with the opportunity to find
the motivators that are most meaningful to them.
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Consciously connecting personal values and the desired
change can become a powerful motivator for that change. Most
of us face numerous opportunities to change but rarely follow
them through. We tell ourselves that we’d like to do more of
something or less of something or do something differently.
Our lives are so full that many of these wishes are ignored
because they are not connected to truly important personal mis-
sions. We need the motivator of knowing that the change will
make a real and valued difference in how we feel about our
work lives.

The coach can help the client find their motivators for
change by listening for clues about what is important to them.
When they hear a clue, the coach can confirm it with active lis-
tening questions such as “So innovation is very important to
you?” They can also ask direct questions like “What would you
most want to accomplish in the coming years?” Once the client
has identified their core motivators, the coach can remind them,
at appropriate moments in the process, of the connection
between the motivator and their behavioral goal.

It can be helpful for coaches to use the four-drive theory to
identify potential motivators for each client. Coaches can ask
themselves, “Might this client be motivated most by career
advancement and financial reward or by building better work
relationships or by learning and mastering new skills or by pro-
tecting the present job or by power and resources?” Finding the
drive that is most salient to each particular client at a given
point in time can make a big difference in the client’s motiva-
tion and success in behavior change.

Sometimes, the client’s situation provides the motivation.
Clients may find themselves in a new position or facing a new
challenge in which their old leadership patterns are inappro-
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priate. Or they may if they find themselves in a situation they
don’t like. They may be dealing with a mistake or a problem
that won’t go away. Or they may have successfully addressed
several other challenges and are now ready to address this one.
They may have reached a life stage that simply makes them
ready. Or they may be moved by an external event such as a
training program or a character in a book or movie. Whatever
the reason, desiring something different becomes their moti-
vating force. Finding a motivator and articulating it becomes a
critical task in the coaching process.

Clients can come to this point of readiness to change in a
number of ways. Sometimes they come to this recognition on
their own by recognizing a situation they would like to change
or by observing an undesirable effect. In other cases, they are
led to it by a manager, peers, staff, or coach who point out this
effect. Either way, they decide that now is the time to address
this issue and that the change will be worth the effort.

Recognition of an undesired effect of one’s behavior often
comes through feedback. Feedback might help the client rec-
ognize that they are acting in ways that are inconsistent with
who they want to be. For some, the feedback may communicate
a new message that inspires them to action. For others, it might
shed light on a message they have heard before that they are
now ready to act on. But if they have heard the message before,
why is it motivating them now? The message may be clearer and
more compelling than before. Or they may have heard it often
enough that they are now ready to deal with it. The coach can
help the client seize this moment of contemplation of change
and help them transform it into motivation for action.

Overall, people decide to change because they desire some-
thing better. They have come to believe that change will be
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more satisfying than the status quo. They recognize that chang-
ing their behavior will lead to a more successful, more fulfill-
ing, less frustrating work life. They become motivated because
the benefits of making the change outweigh the discomfort of
trying something new.

Transformational Change

Sometimes coaching can stimulate a truly significant personal
change. Conditions in the client’s life can converge in such a
way that an opportunity appears to make a deep and meaning-
ful change in the way they lead. It can go beyond mere behav-
ioral change to an expression of an important personal value
that may have been latent for a long time. The arrival of the
coach, the absorption of the feedback, the recognition of a
changed work environment, the arrival at new life stage—all
these can come together to signal that this is the time to make
a substantial change.

Motivation Case: Bill #5 Commitment to Change

After our review of his 360º feedback, Bill said, “I’ve
been thinking very seriously about the feedback. I have
decided I can make a real difference here and like
myself more by becoming a different kind of leader, by
becoming more of a servant-leader and less like a mil-
itary leader. Here is what I want to do . . .” He pro-
ceeded to outline some new management practices he
could adopt.

He had studied the feedback report and now better
understood the wishes and concerns of his constituents.
Along with acknowledging the validity of their wishes,
he recognized the situation as a long-awaited opportu-
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nity to change the culture of at least his part of the
organization. He rose to the occasion by making a com-
mitment to himself to make a change. For the first
time, he led our coaching session. I supported him by
creating opportunities to turn his insights into sustain-
able behavior change. In the rest of our session, we
refined the specific changes he would make.

What was most important about this process was
his dialogue with himself. He told me that one side of
him wanted to defend himself and the current manage-
ment culture of his organization. The other side rec-
ognized the information as a valid and important
message. He knew that some of his management prac-
tices diminished people and hindered their perform-
ance. He connected with the part of himself that
respected people and wanted to bring out the best in
them. He knew he was capable of this change, and
decided to start it today.
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Chapter  8

Steps in the 
Coaching Process

Most coaches consciously follow a series of activities
designed to move the client forward. Although coaches will skip
around in response to the client’s situation and statements, they
do follow a basic process. This chapter will cover the steps in
the coaching process. It looks at the change process from the
perspective of the coach and what the coach does to facilitate
change; this differs from the phases of change (presented in
Chapter Five), which take the perspective of the client.

Step 1: Entering the Environment and

Contracting (Week 1)

The coaching process begins with either the client or the man-
ager looking to help the client grow as a leader. A member of
management, often the human resource manager, contacts a
coach and invites the coach to discuss the situation. In this ini-
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tial meeting, the coach may meet with the HR manager, the
client’s manager, the client, or all three.

They talk about the desired change, what led to the deci-
sion to hire a coach, and their expectations of a successful
coaching project. The coach asks questions to learn about the
client and their situation. The managers ask questions of the
coach to learn about their experience, style, and approach.
Sometimes the management team interviews several coaches in
order to select the one who best fits the situation.

In this initial meeting, the coach informs the management
team about how they work and at the same time learns about
the client, the organization, and the challenge. The coach lis-
tens carefully for clues about the organization’s style and cul-
ture and about how the client is perceived. They assess the
nature of the relationship between the client and the boss and
try to discern the organization’s motives for investing in the
coaching process. If all goes well, the coach accepts and is
accepted for the assignment.

Step 2: Building Rapport and Planning the

Development Process (Week 2)

Next, the coach and the client begin meeting privately. As with
any collaboration, they need to size each other up and get to
know each other before digging into the work. The coach might
begin by asking the client about the work they do and the chal-
lenges they face. Understanding the client’s job and their
approach to it will enable the coach to more easily appreciate
the environment and how the client views it. Understanding the
nature of the client’s work will also enable the coach to relate it
to their own personal and professional experience.
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Most clients begin the coaching process with some trepi-
dation. They may be anxious about sharing their inner life with
a stranger hired by their company. They may also be con-
cerned about feeling incompetent as they try to learn new
behaviors. Asking about the client’s job temporarily shifts the
power from the coach to the client. It gives the client the
opportunity to begin the partnership by taking control and
being the expert. By starting the process with the client in the
driver’s seat, the client gains a sense of comfort that will carry
through the project.

In the first meeting, it is helpful to define the structure for
the engagement. The coach can lay out the steps in the process,
set expectations for what will happen, and define the roles that
each party will play. This includes agreeing on how often to
meet and how long the meetings will last. The coach also
describes what will be kept confidential, as well as what infor-
mation will be shared with management and how it will be
shared. Determining a structure for the project increases the
client’s comfort and enables them to begin to envision the steps
in their own change process.

Asking the client about their goals is a good way to align
expectations about the work. It serves multiple purposes. By
articulating their wishes, the client starts to generate motiva-
tion for the behavior change. Talking about their wishes can
move them from the precontemplation to the contemplation
phase. Listening to the client’s goals enables the coach to
understand how the client sees themselves and their world. By
listening to which behaviors the client chooses to describe and
how they describe them, the coach gets a first peek into the
client’s mental models. Talking about goals also gives the coach
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an opportunity to compare the client’s perspective to that of the
company’s management. Talking about the client’s job, the
coaching process, and the client’s goals make for a full, pro-
ductive first meeting.

Step 3: Assessment (Weeks 3–4)

People grow in response to new information about themselves.
Until this point, the client has been operating with a particular
set of information about themselves. This information, and the
way they interpret it, serves as the foundation for their current
mental models and behavior. To explore new behaviors and
build new mental models, the client will need new information.
The most useful new information will be about their behavior
patterns and their psychological preferences and needs.

Feedback from Others

Most people rarely get to see themselves as others see them.
Feedback from others can provide this valuable perspective. It
can facilitate change by pinpointing a specific opportunity for
change. Many coaching projects begin with some general
wishes expressed by the client’s management. These wishes are
often expressed in honest but vague terms, such as “to act more
leaderlike” or “to be more influential” or “to be more empow-
ering.” While these wishes make good starting points for a
coaching project, they are not specific enough to begin real
behavior change. The coach and client need more detailed
information, such as examples of the client’s current behaviors,
when and where these behaviors occur, the impact of the
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behaviors, and effective alternatives. Interviewing or survey-
ing the constituents can provide much of this detail.

The second purpose of constituent feedback is its motiva-
tional potential. Most nondepressed people are content with
themselves. They believe that they are doing the right things
and that others appreciate their actions. One source of this
belief is an unconscious tendency of humans to like themselves
and believe in themselves. As Martin Seligman (1990) points
out, healthy, optimistic, successful people have a more positive,
self-supporting bias than depressed, pessimistic people. This
positive view is further reinforced by colleagues who diplomat-
ically refrain from criticizing them. Together, these two forces
conspire to make people believe they are more effective and
more appreciated than they actually are. They may be truly
unaware of their detrimental behavior patterns.

When a coach gathers anonymous feedback from the
client’s constituents and shares it with the client, the client
gains a new perspective about how other people perceive them.
The feedback can elucidate aspects of themselves that were
unknown or glossed over. It can reveal previously hidden
details about the behaviors that are most appreciated by oth-
ers and about the behaviors that make others’ lives difficult.
The frank perceptions of colleagues can serve as a wake-up
call. It can motivate change by helping the client recognize
behaviors that are damaging to others and to the organization.

Feedback readies the client for change. It provides infor-
mation about the impact of behavior. It helps them accurately
determine which behaviors get them what they want and which
are getting in the way. Feedback expands the client’s self-
knowledge and enables them to focus their growth efforts.
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Gathering Feedback

Interviews and written surveys are the two most common ways
of gathering feedback. Many coaches prefer interviews because
they can provide detailed examples of the client’s significant
behaviors. Interviews also engage the constituents more directly
in the client’s development process.

Many coaches begin the 360° interview process by asking
the client to select five to ten people most able to provide use-
ful feedback. The coach asks the client to include a cross sec-
tion of colleagues, both supporters and people with whom the
client has had difficult relationships. The client then contacts
the stakeholders, asking them if they will participate in the feed-
back process. Once they have agreed, the coach calls each stake-
holder to introduce him- or herself, to position the interviews
as an important part of the client’s leadership development pro-
gram, and to make an appointment for the interview.

The stakeholder interview is important because it will pro-
vide much of the basis for the coaching engagement. The
coach wants to gather as much information as possible during
a thirty- to forty-five-minute interview. Open-end questions
work well because they give the stakeholder ample opportu-
nity to describe the client’s behaviors and their own reactions
to these behaviors. These could include questions such as the
following:

“How would you describe Diana as a person?”

“What are her strengths? How do these strengths affect
you? How do they affect the organization?”

“What are her weaknesses? What would you like her to
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do differently? How do these difficult behaviors affect
you and the organization?”

“What advice would you like to give her?”

The coach may also ask more specific, closed-end questions
about specific behaviors that were pointed out by the client or
management, on such topics as how the client sets strategy, del-
egates, influences people, or handles herself in meetings.

As with any interview, the coach will follow the stake-
holder’s responses by probing for more detailed information.
“Can you tell me more about how she does that?” or “What did
she say when you told her the project would be delayed?”
Obtaining actual behavioral examples will enable the coach to
give specific and supportable feedback to the client.

During the interview, the coach listens carefully to the
stakeholder’s answers and takes as many verbatim notes as pos-
sible. The coach should focus as much on the positive behav-
iors as on the negative so as not to appear to be engaged in a
witch hunt. It is important that the coach offers no opinions of
their own and focuses primarily on drawing information and
examples from the participant.

During my interviews, the only opinion I may give is to
express optimism about the client’s ability to change. This can
be important because there are many people who believe that
people can never change. Promoting a belief in the possibility
of change serves two purposes. It encourages stakeholders to
wish for, look for, and even expect changes in the client’s behav-
ior. And it may inspire stakeholders to consider changing their
own behavior.

When all the interviews are complete, the coach analyzes
the notes and writes them up in preparation for sharing them
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with the client. Sorting the notes into themes permits the most
meaningful interpretation. The themes should summarize the
most important messages from the interviews, so they will be
different for each client. An effective strategy is to write exact
quotes from the constituents. This reduces the coach’s tempta-
tion to prematurely leap to interpretations and gives the client
an opportunity to see the raw feedback and develop their own
interpretations. Interpreting them personally can give the client
a stronger sense of ownership of the feedback. Each theme
should be treated on a page of its own.

Here is an example of the themes that might be used for
one client:

Strengths Project leadership style Delegation

Recognition Enthusiasm Listening

Body language Respect Arguing

Trust Advice, wishes

The written feedback summary contains a great deal of
data. It will be important for the client to understand and digest
these data. But because the data are so personal and so volumi-
nous, pacing the presentation is critical. Reviewing one topic at
a time helps the client focus on that topic and gain a thorough
understanding of it before moving on to the next topic. By deal-
ing with only one topic per page, the client and coach can
attend to that topic and avoid the temptation to read ahead to
the next topic.

For most clients, the feedback will contain a balance of pos-
itive and negative comments; for example, several people appre-
ciate the client’s commitment and enthusiasm but are confused
by this client’s disorganized delegation style. For clients with
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balanced feedback, it is appropriate to go over the verbatim
summary together. For some clients, however, the negative
statements will outnumber the positive ones by a considerable
margin. Reading a succession of negative comments can be
painful, leading to defensive reactions or even immobilization.
In such instances, therefore, it is wiser to deliver a written sum-
mary of the feedback without submitting the verbatims.

Feedback has both positive and negative effects. Learning
that some behavior bothers others can shake people out of their
self-satisfied complacency and give them a reason to be better
leaders. This same information can also be painful. Learning
that they are doing something damaging can jolt the calm of
self-contentment and disrupt self-esteem. Because of this
potentially powerful negative response, it is important for the
coach to provide both challenge and support, to communicate
the feedback in a way that will both gain the client’s attention
and minimize defensive reactions.

The coach has several goals in reviewing the feedback with
the client. First, they want the client to understand their own
significant behavior patterns cited in the feedback and relate
them to their own perceptions of themselves. The coach wants
to help the client use the feedback to expand or revise their
mental models in a way that integrates both their strengths and
their weaknesses into a broader, more comprehensive sense of
themselves. The coach can facilitate this by asking if the feed-
back makes sense, if the client has heard similar messages
before, and if they can imagine how others might respond to
them in this way. If the client uses the feedback to enrich their
mental models, they will be better able to invent new behaviors
and manage the continual expansion of their leadership skills.

138 | Coaching Leaders

c08.qxd  10/12/05  10:42 AM  Page 138

https://t.me/PrMaB



The coach’s second hope is for the client to be moved emo-
tionally by the feedback, to feel pleased by the recognition of
their strengths and disturbed by the negative effects of their
behaviors on others. These emotions will energize their moti-
vation for change. They may also strengthen their ability to
empathize with their stakeholders.

Third, the coach wants to home in on a few messages that
will guide the coaching project. The coach wants the client to
become more aware of their strengths so that they can use them
more consciously and mindfully. And the coach wants the feed-
back to highlight one or two areas for learning, development,
and change. All in all, the coach hopes the feedback will spark
a spurt in the client’s development.

The coach hopes that new information from the feedback
will thrust the client into contemplation about the possibility
of change. If the client takes the feedback seriously, they will
actually modify their mental models with this new and often
challenging information. They will recognize that others are
not seeing them as they see themselves, or that their view of
their work environment is out of sync with the views of others.
Behavior patterns they believed to be effective or innocuous
turn out to be ineffective or damaging. In order to become
more effective and successful, they will begin to contemplate
changing their behavior.

Feedback Case: Stan #1
The Positive Use of Negative Feedback

From his 360º feedback, Stan learned that his staff did
not feel he listened to them, and because of this they
believed he did not respect them. Stan was concerned
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because he did respect his staff but understood how his
poor listening could create their perception of disre-
spect. He was disturbed because this is not how he saw
himself or wanted to be seen. He decided to correct the
situation by developing his listening skills.

Everyday work life does not usually provide focused feed-
back and the opportunity to reflect on it. Normally, executives
move from one action to another, receiving only sporadic feed-
back and spending little time reflecting on their actions and
comparing them to an ideal. The coach can help the client mine
the feedback for a motivating purpose.

The coach can create an opportunity to focus on the dis-
parity between the actual and the ideal. The coach can help the
client use this tension between the actual and the ideal to moti-
vate their change effort.

360º Feedback: Clues, Not Prescriptions

Feedback describes the other people’s perceptions of the client’s
behavior. Their feedback depicts how they experience the
client. The information they share is based on these percep-
tions. It is important for the coach and client to note that
although these individual perceptions are not necessarily
absolute facts, perceptions are as important as facts because they
form the basis of one’s reputation. For example, it may be a fact
that a manager completed the project on time and on budget.
But it is perception that determines whether he “bullied peo-
ple into getting it done” or was simply “very focused on achiev-
ing results.”
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Because 360º feedback describes people’s perceptions, it
needs to be interpreted in context to be of value. It is rarely a
good idea to interpret it literally and follow it unquestioningly.
By asking the question “What do we think this means?” the
client and coach can add their own knowledge to the feedback
and come to a realistic interpretation of it.

Feedback Case: Carl #1 Using Feedback to 
Address Organizational Issues

Carl had moved into a management role in pharmaceu-
tical research. In our 360º interviews, Carl’s direct
reports described his style as meddling and micro-
managing. They said Carl did not trust them to make
their own scientific decisions and did not “go to bat”
with senior management on behalf of their projects.
When I shared this information with Carl, he was not
surprised. He went on to tell me about a yearlong strug-
gle with this project team. He needed information about
the project to properly sell it to management and get
appropriate support. He would regularly ask the team
for this information but found it difficult to obtain.

The project team members felt that his questions
were intrusive attempts to make scientific decisions that
were theirs to make. So they gave Carl only minimal
information. This tense cycle continued. In our coach-
ing work, Carl and I recognized the systemic nature of
this struggle. Carl decided to meet with the team mem-
bers and work out a solution in which he would get the
information he needs to win the support of senior man-
agement while they would retain latitude to make sci-
entific decisions. Carl interpreted the feedback to
successfully resolve the issue.
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Systems Thinking

Carl’s case illustrates the systems of organizational life. Most
phenomena, like the perception of micromanagement, are the
result of the interactions of several different members of the
system, with each responding to the behavior of the others.
Looking to one person or group as the cause of the dynamic or
as the sole source of change is fruitless. They are inexorably
intertwined. The solution lies in all the members of the system
recognizing the negative pattern and agreeing to change it.

Survey Instruments

Survey instruments are an efficient method for gathering 360°
feedback about a client. The instrument is sent electronically
to stakeholders, who rate the client usually on a five-point or
seven-point Likert scale (multiple choice rating scale). When
scored, they provide clear, quantitative measures of the stake-
holders’ perceptions, usually in the form of bar graphs. (Some
coaches and some organizations prefer surveys because they are
less costly to administer than interviews.) 

Although survey feedback is concise and quantitative, it is
also limiting. The questionnaire restricts the respondent’s
answers to a limited set of questions. So if the respondent
wants to communicate a perception that is outside the ques-
tions, they will need to fit their perceptions into the question
with closest meaning. Consequently, the coach and client often
need to read meaning into the responses to find the most sig-
nificant bits of feedback. (A sample of a portion of a leadership
survey report appears in Exhibit 8.1.)
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Step 4: Determining Behavior Change Goals

(Week 5)

Even though the change process is not particularly linear, the
coaching conversations do take place in a series of scheduled
meetings that follow one another in calendar time. If we are
following this time and activity sequence, up to this point the
coach and client have built rapport, planned their project, dis-
cussed initial wishes, gathered and interpreted feedback from
others, and identified key strengths and development needs.
They are now ready to set behavior change goals.

The objective foundations of the goals come from inter-
preting the feedback, exploring the client’s wishes, identifying
the organizational challenges, and attending to political and
cultural realities. The subjective foundations come from the
client’s psychological readiness and their decision to attempt a
change. If these foundations are in place, the client should be
able to identify a behavior change goal. This is usually not hard
to do because the information from the client, stakeholders,
and culture often converges on a few opportunities. The crit-
ical task at this point is to select one or two behaviors and to
define them in a way that is specific and meaningful.

The ideal is to identify a new behavior that when regularly
employed will make the biggest difference to the organization.
Keith’s goals were to express more opinions in meetings and to
actively coach his staff. Michael’s were to communicate plans
more specifically and give longer lead times to the consultants.
Bill’s primary goal was to delegate more decisions to his project
managers. For each of them, the goal was no surprise. It had
been previously mentioned several times by their stakeholders
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and in most cases stated by their manager as the goal of the proj-
ect. The feedback served to validate the organization’s wishes
and hone it down to a specific behavior in a specific stetting.

It is useful to write down goals in behavioral terms. Many
coaches call this a development plan. This plan formalizes the
desired change, giving the client an opportunity to envision

144 | Coaching Leaders

Interpersonal Skills Positive Responses (%)
25      50      75      100

1. Builds relationships with + + + + + + + + + +
people who can contribute 
to their results

2. Effectively influences others + + + + + + + + + + +

3. Negotiates and seeks compromise + + + + + + + +

4. Reconciles own needs with the + + + + + + + +
needs of others

5. Shows empathy in dealing with + + + + + + + + + +
others

6. Successfully manages resistance to + + + + + + +
new ideas and initiatives

7. Faces and resolves conflict + + + + + + + + +

8. Seeks to understand and leverage + + + + + + + + + + +
the capabilities of people different 
from themselves, e.g., different 
race,gender, sexual orientation, 
style

9. Politically savvy: uses the formal + + + + + + + + + + + +
and informal system to get 
things done

10. Collaborates actively and + + + + + + + + +
effectively

11. Manages relationships with + + + + + + + + + + + + +
clients (internal and/or external)

Exhibit 8.1 Leadership Development Survey 
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themselves actually putting the behavior into practice. The goal
statement also creates a common language for the new behavior
that the coach can ask about and refer to in future conversations.
The words in the development plan also serve to remind the
client to think about and try out the new behavior. The goal
statement should be specific enough to be shared with the client’s
manager and stakeholders, initially as a verbal contract and later
as a reference point for ongoing feedback and reinforcement.

When the client has specified their goal statement, the
coach can ask them to commit to it—commit to themselves, to
the coach, to their manager, and to selected stakeholders. 

Managing People Positive Responses (%)
25      50      75      100

12. Gives clear direction + + + + + + + + + + + +

13. Empowers others to make + + + + + + +
decisions

14. Delegates appropriately to others + + + + + + +

15. Gives specific and accurate + + + + + + + + + + +
feedback

16. Gives feedback in a way that + + + + + + + + + +
makes improvement possible

17. Gives praise that increases + + + + + + + + +
awareness of strengths

18. Rewards and recognizes + + + + + + + + + + + + +
people for good performance

19. Encourages and supports staff + + + + + + + + + + + +
in developing their skills

20. Motivates others to do + + + + + + + + + + + +
their best

Source: Discovery Consulting/Partners in Human Resources International.
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Committing usually signifies the transition from contemplation
to preparation. The commitment signifies that the client is
ready to develop and practice the new behaviors.

Behavior change requires commitment, hyperconscious-
ness, practice, and risk taking. Because it takes so much energy,
clients are likely to be most successful when they focus on one
or two new behaviors, rather than five or six. Most experienced
coaches recognize this and work with the client, early in the
process, to select the one or two developmental goals that will
have the greatest positive impact. This can be a hard decision
because it may mean ignoring one seemingly compelling behav-
ior pattern because it is not as powerful as another.

For example, Alice and I selected developing a more pow-
erful presence and building organizational structure as her two
goals. We decided not to address becoming more organized
because its impact on the company and her career would not be
as great as the others.

One goal, however, may involve several component behav-
iors. For example, Craig’s efforts to become more influential
included three different behavior sets: attending to others,
involving them in the idea, and refraining from negative judg-
ments. Becoming skillful at these three behaviors would be take
considerable effort and take up our whole coaching program.

Step 5: Preparing for Change: 

Invention and Rehearsal (Month 2)

There are six tasks that will help the client prepare to put a new
behavior into action:

Determining the setting in which the new behavior will
be used
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Formulating a new mental model to guide the behavior

Inventing a new behavior that fits the goal, the setting,
and the client’s personality

Identifying and overcoming barriers to using it

Practicing it in coaching to an adequate level of skill
and comfort

Begin practicing it in the workplace

Determine the Setting

As described in Chapter Five, identifying the settings is help-
ful because the settings facilitate defining the specific behav-
iors. Bill identified two settings as triggers for his new
empowerment behavior: when he delegated projects and deci-
sions and when project managers asked him for advice or help.

Formulate a New Mental Model

To be effective and long lasting, the new behavior needs to be
rooted in a new mental model. Bill’s new model affirmed that
the more he enabled the project managers to make their own
decisions, the more ownership and initiative they would take
and the more satisfied and effective they would be in their job.
He would use this model to determine exactly what to say in
the two trigger situations.

Invent a Specific New Behavior

Even though the client has defined the behavior in their devel-
opment plan, they still need to pinpoint its specifics before put-
ting it to use. It is sometimes helpful to ask, “Given what you
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now know, what would you like to do in this situation?” This
gives the client an opportunity to draw on their new knowledge
and invent their own behavior. If the client needs help, I may
offer a suggestion or refine their proposal. Sometimes it might
be useful to select a role model who is particularly skillful in
these situations and ask the client to picture how the role model
would act. It is important to remember that the client needs to
believe in and feel comfortable with the new behavior; if it
comes too much from the coach, the client may be less likely to
use it. But since the coach does have a solid understanding of
the situation at this point, they can view this as a collaboration
in the invention of the new behavior.

Sometimes the client may not be able to invent the new
behavior by themselves. The challenge might call for a series
of new behaviors used together. In these cases, the client needs
to add the coach’s knowledge and skill to their own in order to
invent a new pattern that will work.

Practice Case: Craig #3 New Influencing Behaviors

Craig’s goal was to be more effective at influencing peo-
ple. As we examined his current behaviors, we realized
that it would take several new behaviors used together
to achieve the effect he wanted. Like any teacher, I
broke the lessons into small, digestible parts. First we
focused on the nonverbal and emotional skills of mak-
ing a connection with people. These included eye con-
tact, body posture, and being genuinely interested in
their experience. Next we focused on facilitation skills:
asking questions, active listening, and reframing.
Finally, we addressed adopting a nonjudgmental atti-
tude toward his constituents, no matter what their abil-
ity. Over two months, Craig practiced each behavior
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and attitude, first one at a time and then in combina-
tion. He began to master each of the microskills, grad-
ually becoming a skillful influencer.

Identify and Overcome Barriers

Sometimes practicing new behavior exposes a barrier. The bar-
rier may be a personal one, as with Peter recognizing the uncon-
scious strength of his anger response (see Chapter Fourteen). In
other cases, it is organizational, as with Bill’s recognition that his
empowerment initiative would be countercultural and possibly
frowned on by senior management. The emergence of the bar-
rier to a desired change presents an excellent opportunity for the
client to understand and address it. Because the barrier is
appearing in the present, the coach and client can work in real
time to trace it to its source. With a personal barrier, they can
look for the antecedents that cause the feeling that leads to the
behavior. They can memorize the flow of energy from the
antecedent to the emotion and finally to the behavior and use
this self-awareness to attempt to weaken the pattern at its roots
and replace it with an alternative pattern. With an organizational
barrier, they can plan ways of circumventing the barrier or cam-
ouflaging the new behavior to make it culturally acceptable.
Even if their efforts don’t fully eradicate the barrier, they build
an awareness that enable the client to continue to progress.

Practice with the Coach

Here is where coaching justifies it name. Any new behavior
improves with practice. Whether the new behavior is a tennis
serve, a golf swing, or a way to lead a meeting, the client will
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perform better on the field if they practice off the field. I often
introduce the practice by reminding the client that they will be
more competent and more comfortable if they practice the
behavior before using it. Because we have already identified a
setting, we can role-play the behavior to give the client a chance
to it try out in a simulated setting, to actually say the words and
experiment with the content. After an initial role play, clients
often want to try it several more times to refine their approach.
When they look confident and feel comfortable, we will declare
them ready, and plan their first trials of the new behavior in the
real world.

Practice Case: Keith #7 Practice, Practice, Practice

Keith was ready to practice expressing his opinions in
meetings and defending his team’s work. I first asked
him to describe a conversation in which he might weigh
in. He scripted some words that would express his opin-
ion without sounding redundant. Then I asked him to
select a project that a client had rejected and to explain,
in language that would appeal to them, why his team
chose this creative approach. We added to that what he
might say as a comeback in case the client didn’t buy in
to his first explanation. Keith felt that the practice ses-
sion gave him a new set of behaviors that he could use
in these meetings. He noted that it felt exhausting, just
like a workout at the gym, but worthwhile.

Begin Practice in the Workplace

With the setting, the mental model, and the specific behavior
in place, the client can now try out the new behavior on the job.
It often takes many attempts and many missteps to learn a truly
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effective, skillful behavior. All the work at defining and prac-
ticing it with a coach speeds the process and reduces awkward
and costly attempts in the workplace.

Change makes life more energized, more challenging, and
more interesting. For some people, this feeling can be uncom-
fortably intense. Heightened self-consciousness is necessary,
especially when clients are trying out new behaviors in the
workplace. One client complained of feeling extremely self-
conscious. She said she felt incompetent for the first time in her
career. She hated the feeling and wanted it to stop. She wanted
to know if her old behaviors were really “that bad” and if she
could return to them to end her distress.

Step 6: Action and Maintenance 

(Months 3–6)

As clients begin to experiment with their new behavior in the
world, they begin a new phase of their learning in which they are
less reliant on the coach and more reliant on themselves and their
relationships with their stakeholders. Writing down their learn-
ings and observations can deepen and strengthen their learning.
Many clients will keep a journal of their experiences, including a
description of the setting, who was there, the nature of the topic,
what they said and did, what they thought and felt, how people
reacted, and what they might do differently next time. Journal-
ing shortly after a behavioral trial intensifies the experience and
burns its lessons more deeply in their memory.

Debriefing the client’s experiences also adds to continued
learning. At this stage, the coach and client are meeting less fre-
quently, often every few weeks. Over these weeks, the client is
trying out their new behavior multiple times. Each of these
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experiences can become fodder for learning. After preparing in
the safe and possibly simplified environment of the coaching
room, the client is now gaining experience in the real and
imperfect world.

The coach can begin reinforcing the new behavior by hon-
oring and examining the client’s efforts. When the client
describes using a new behavior, the coach and client have an
opportunity to strengthen it by talking about and examining the
incident. The coach can stimulate the client’s analysis of their
experimentation by asking questions similar to those in the
journaling exercise:

“Where were you?”

“Who was there?”

“What did you do?”

“What reminded you to do it?”

“What did you think about before doing it? While you
were doing it? After doing it?”

“How did you feel?”

“How did people respond?”

“Did things go as you hoped?” or “Did something
unexpected happen?”

“What might you do differently next time?”

Answering these questions enables the client to relive the expe-
rience and strengthen their neural memory of it. Talking about
the experience brings the behavior and its underlying mental
models into consciousness and therefore makes it easier to
repeat in the future. Both expected and unexpected outcomes
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provide opportunities for deepening the learning. When things
go as hoped, the client can remember what they did, thought,
and felt so that they can repeat it. When things don’t work out,
the client can alter their behavior and even possibly their under-
lying mental model to get a different outcome.

Why Social Learning Takes So Long: 

Explicit and Implicit Memory

Why does it take months to learn a new social behavior so that
it sticks when we can learn an equation or a poem in less than
an hour? Neuroscientists would explain that the reason lies in
the two different types of memory. We use explicit memory to
record specific facts or events, like what we had for dinner last
night or the name of the new British prime minister. With
explicit memory, it usually takes no more than one trial for
learning to take place.

We use implicit memory when we gain knowledge to learn
a social behavior or a new way of relating to others. Binding a
new social behavior in implicit memory takes practice over
time. But once it is embedded in implicit memory, the behav-
ior becomes automatic, relieving us of the need to consciously
think through its steps before using it. This is because the
mental models and neural pathways that support implicit
memory change slowly over time in response to experience.
Each trial changes the neural pathway a little bit in the direc-
tion of the new experience, rather than completely remodeling
it in response to one new input. So it can take many trials, over
many months, for the new behavior and its underlying cogni-
tive and neural structures to become rewired.
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Chapter  9

Coaching Skills 
and Techniques

In conversation, ask questions more often than you express opinions;
when you speak offer data and information rather than beliefs and
judgments.

—Will Durant

The Art of Questioning

Coaching enables clients to grow by facilitating changes in their
thinking that lead to changes in behavior. If we view thinking
as the way people talk to themselves about their interpretations
of their world, then creating opportunities to talk to themselves
differently becomes the engine for the change process. Of the
two primary modes of conversation, statements and questions,
questions are the coach’s more useful tool. Questions are also
more likely to promote learning because they acknowledge that
we don’t know something; they actively promote thinking by
encouraging people to answer with a statement of their own.

154
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Statements are static because they describe what we already
know. Statements made by the coach express what the coach
already knows and are less likely to inspire new thinking by the
client. Statements also assert the power of the coach and are
therefore less empowering for the client. Questions stimulate
involvement because they ask the client to participate and con-
tribute. Questions thus encourage involvement, learning, and
new thinking.

Questions empower both the coach and client. Coaches get
to leverage their expertise and intuition by asking questions that
lead clients to an appropriate next step. The power of questions
for coaches comes from the initiating focus of the questions.
Clients get to use their knowledge and insight to formulate
answers that move them in the direction of growth. The power
of questions for clients comes from the information, emotion,
and insight generated by their responses. Generally, both par-
ticipants work hard and enjoy the give-and-take of the ques-
tion-and-answer process. Questioning also draws on the
strengths of both parties; using the coaches’ ability to observe
and sense what is important and the client’s ability to make
sense of their environment.

Questions can facilitate behavior change by leading the
client to look at themselves and their environment differently.
Questions can encourage fresher ways of looking at things or a
more detailed perspective or provide opportunities to fit
thoughts and feelings together in a different way. Probing into
what is working well can cause the client to learn more about
their strengths. Questions about what is troubling can enable
them to deepen their understanding of opportunities for
improvement. Questions about a particular behavior can lead
to identifying its underlying motivations. And questions about
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its impact on others can crystallize a motivation to change. Fit-
ting this information together in new ways elicits new thinking
that leads to learning and change.

A Map to Guide Questioning

Coaches can determine what to ask by using the map of behav-
ior change presented in Figure 9.1 to guide their choice of
questions. As with any map, one begins by locating one’s cur-
rent position and then determines where to go next and for-
mulates a question that will lead there. For example, the coach
may think, “We have just described the critical behavior in
some detail; now I think we are ready to explore her underly-
ing thoughts and feelings.”

Exhibit 9.1 presents an excerpt from a coaching dialogue
that has been annotated to highlight the intent of the coach’s
questions. The sequence of questions has been modified to
demonstrate how a coach might follow the pyramid in Figure
9.1 to formulate questions, moving from the client’s current
behavior to their underlying thoughts and feelings to alternative
feelings, alternative thoughts, and finally alternative behavior.

Open and Closed Questions

One way to categorize questions is by the degree to which they
delineate the response. Open questions give the client a lot of
leeway in their response. For example, “What was the most
important thing you did last this week?” Closed questions direct
the client’s attention to a topic selected by the coach. “Did she
get upset when you said that?” Most skilled coaches and inter-
viewers follow a line of questioning that begins with a broad,
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open question on a topic. With each client response, the coach
asks more closed questions that delve more deeply into the
topic until a valuable, new understanding is reached.

Presupposition Questions

One of the biggest barriers to change is clients’ habituated rela-
tionship with their current behavior patterns. These patterns
reflect the way they view the world, including their emotions
and their optimism or pessimism about the likelihood of
change. A coach can nudge the client’s attitude toward change
by asking questions that presuppose a desirable change. A ques-
tion like “What would it look like if you gave a terrific presen-
tation?” gives the client an opportunity to “experience” the
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1. Current
behavior

2. Thoughts and feelings
underlying current behavior

3. Impact of current behavior
(on self and others)

4. Alternative and desired impact

5. Alternative thoughts and feelings

6. Alternative behavior

FIGURE 9.1 Map to Guide Coaches’ Choice of Questions for
Behavior Change

c09.qxd  10/12/05  10:43 AM  Page 157

https://t.me/PrMaB



158 | Coaching Leaders

Exhibit 9.1 Annotated Coaching Dialogue

Coach’s Questions and Client’s Goal of Question: 
Responses To Learn About . . .

COACH: So what happens in a meet-
ing when someone says something
you disagree with?

CLIENT: I usually snap back at the
person by saying something like,
“How could you say that?” or
“Didn’t you read the research?”

COACH: And what were you thinking
when you said that?

CLIENT: I was thinking that either
the person was really stupid or
hadn’t done his homework.

COACH: How did you feel at that
moment?

CLIENT: I felt angry that I had to be
working with someone like this and
insulted that he hadn’t read or
understood my research report.

COACH: And how do you think he felt
about having you on his team?

CLIENT: He was probably offended
by me and wouldn’t want to work
with me very much.

COACH: How would you like your
teammates to see you?

CLIENT: Naturally, I’d like them to
respect me, value my work, and
actually use my work.

Current behavior (see
pyramid in Figure 9.1,
level 1)

Thoughts underlying
current behavior 
(level 2)

Feelings underlying 
current behavior 
(level 2)

Impact of current behav-
ior (level 3)

Alternative impact 
(level 4)

desired state before they actually attain it. Answering the ques-
tion enables them to imagine a new reality, one that can com-
pete with their old reality. Such presupposition questions are
especially valuable for clients who are pessimistic or have trou-
ble imagining change.
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Coach’s Questions and Client’s Goal of Question: 
Responses To Learn About . . .

COACH: Given that you can’t 
control your teammates’ actions 
but you could control your own
reactions, no?

CLIENT: Where are you going with
this?

COACH: I’m wondering if there is
another way you could interpret his
statement, not agreeing with it but
being a bit more tolerant of him?

CLIENT: But I still think his state-
ment is ridiculous and antiquated.

COACH: What kinds of experiences
do you think he has had that led
him to form these ideas?

CLIENT: He does come from a dif-
ferent background than me. He
spent twenty years in sales and dis-
tribution and probably had some
very different experiences.

COACH: And do think those different
experiences might have led him to
form a different point of view from
yours?

CLIENT: Yes. He worked in the field
all those years, counting delivery
trucks and returns and things like
that. He must have learned some
lessons from that.

COACH: So could you look at his
experiences and ideas as just dissim-
ilar, rather than stupid?

CLIENT: When I look at it that way,
he just becomes different. He
doesn’t feel as threatening or in-
sulting.

Alternative thoughts
(level 5)

(continued)
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COACH: If you held on to that view of
him as different, what might you say
to him next time?

CLIENT: From that perspective, I
might say, “Stuart, can you tell me
how you came to that idea?”

CLIENT: And how do you think he
would respond to you when you
treated him that way?

COACH: He would probably find it
more pleasant and even enjoyable,
working with me.

Alternative behavior
(level 6)

Alternative impact 
(level 4)

Determining Which Question to Ask

The goal of good questions is to cause the client to look at top-
ics in new ways. Useful questions ask the client to delve more
deeply into fruitful topics. The best questions often follow the
coach’s hunches or hypotheses. They resemble the hypotheses
of a research scientist in that the questioner forms a hypothe-
sis and then asks questions to elicit answers that will either
prove or disprove the hypothesis. This working hypothesis is
an assumption about the nature of the dominant theme in the
client’s development.

To form a working hypothesis, the questioner uses logic and
intuition to think about possible causes underlying the issue.
Then they ask about that issue. For example, if the coach
hypothesizes that open-minded listening is central to a client’s
development, they will ask questions about listening: When do
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you listen? What do you do when you listen? To whom do you
listen and not listen? What do you do with what you have
heard? What do you say after you have listened? What do you
feel when you are listening? And so on.

For example, in a recent meeting, a potential client stated,
“My colleague thinks I should work with an executive coach.”
I hypothesized to myself, “I think she is wondering if hiring a
coach would be beneficial or a waste of time.” I suspected that
she had not thought much about what she would do with a
coach. She had probably been viewing it as a yes-or-no deci-
sion. So I responded by asking, “What would you want to gain
from a coaching relationship?” In answering my question, she
began to give herself reasons to enter a coaching relationship.
She started to give herself more information about a possible
coaching process. She talked about some of the challenges she
faced as the president of a newly acquired company and about
her leadership style. These topics later became the themes of
our coaching program.

The working hypothesis can come from the client as well
as the coach. A simple question like “What do you think is
important?” can provide the client and coach with a focus for
their efforts.

Working hypotheses can be very valuable guides for the
coaching dialogue. However, they carry the risk that the coach
can leave the client behind. By asking the question from the
coach’s working hypothesis, the conversation may move in a
direction that is not interesting or valuable to the client. The
client could play along, attempting to please the coach, moving
the conversation toward a solution that the client will ultimately
resist because it came from the coach and not from inside them-
selves.
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Because of this possibility, it is important to stay in sync with
the client when asking a line of questions. To stay in sync, the
coach can ask or assess whether the direction of the conversa-
tion seems meaningful to the client. If it is not, the coach can
ask the client what direction would be more meaningful. The
goal of staying in sync is to explore topics that seem valuable to
both the client and the coach.

Powerful questions maintain an equilibrium between delv-
ing into the client’s statements and pursuing the coach’s work-
ing hypothesis. For example, my colleague Lilian Abrams was
working with a first-level manager in an insurance company.
She had come to understand that her client had a difficult rela-
tionship with his boss that would hurt him in the long run. But
the client didn’t consider this relationship important and
wanted to focus on other issues.

At the beginning of one session, the client described a trou-
blesome conversation with his boss. Lilian responded to this
cue by asking about his feelings toward his boss. The client said
that he didn’t respect his boss and generally avoided her. Lilian
followed by asking about the consequences of this attitude. This
question led to a valuable conversation about his attitudes and
behaviors in relation to his boss’s needs and her power. As a
result of answering these questions, the client came to recog-
nize the importance of his relationship with his boss, and it has
become a central focus of their coaching project.

Empathic Listening

Empathy means feeling another person’s feelings—or coming
as close as you can to doing so. Empathic people make the
other person’s experience important and invest their energy in
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experiencing what the other might be experiencing. People who
are empathically gifted unconsciously experience a version of
the other person’s feelings. Those who are empathically less
gifted can develop this ability by consciously concentrating on
the other person’s words, body language, and condition and
attempt to re-create, through the filter of their own emotions,
what the person might be experiencing.

The coach can use empathy to help a client expand their
self-awareness and eventually their ability to manage their
actions. A coach can help clients understand their emotions and
mental models more fully through empathic listening.
Empathic listening entails paying sharp attention to each new
client statement, listening for clues to the client’s emotions and
their mental models, and continually generating hypotheses
about underlying meanings. The coach can then share these
hypotheses with the client, often adding content to what was
actually said. Through active, empathic listening, a coach can
help the client increase their self-awareness, motivation, and
consistency in thoughts, emotions, and actions.

Increasing awareness of their emotions and mental models
helps clients in two ways. It enables them to act more confi-
dently and influentially in expressing their ideas and goals. It
also enables them to alter mental models in ways that make
them more effective leaders.

Empathic Listening by the Coach Case: Greg #3
Resolving Conflicting Emotions

Empathic listening is especially helpful when a client
has contradictory motivations. For example, in our ini-
tial coaching sessions, Greg expressed two contradic-
tory motivations about his career ambitions. One part
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of him wanted to move into more senior, responsible,
and influential roles in his organization. Another part
of him felt comfortable in his current middle-manage-
ment role and didn’t need the additional risk or chal-
lenge that would accompany a promotion.

In our first few meetings he alternated between
wanting more influence and power with senior man-
agement and wanting to stay where he was. Both paths
had attractions and drawbacks. By listening empathi-
cally, I helped him clarify the attractions and drawbacks
of the two directions and confirmed that he was con-
flicted. Exhibit 9.2 summarizes what I heard from Greg.

Even though Greg knew that only he could decide
which path to take, he asked me for advice. I felt that
any influence I exerted would dilute his motivation in
the long run and possibly give him someone to rebel
against. I resisted giving advice, restating that this deci-
sion would be entirely his. Instead, I proposed that I
would act as his sounding board and partner.

We decided to progress, leaving the decision in
abeyance and focusing on things he could do that would
both increase his effectiveness in his current role and
still position him for a larger role. Fortunately, there
was a lot of overlap between these actions. Every third
meeting or so, Greg would bring up his indecision. He
would talk, and I would listen. He was having a debate
with himself, and I was the moderator. In these debates,
he was free to be as bold or as cautious as he felt. He
was able to air both parts of himself. He was able to try
on both roles in the light of day and decide which felt
better.

After five months, he had made considerable
progress in developing his new skills and expanding his
relationships. He began the next meeting with a procla-
mation about his intention to seek more influence and a
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Exhibit 9.2 Greg’s Feelings About a 
Possible Job Promotion

Path Attractions Drawbacks

more senior role in the organization. Then he went on
to summarize his plan for achieving that. The plan
included all of the skills and attitudes we had worked
on and more. Somehow his indecision had disappeared.
And he was fully committed to the advancement path,
even though it would be difficult. He had made his
decision.

Two nineteenth-century psychologists, William James and
Carl Lange, described the two different ways that behavior and
emotion interact. In the more common path, behavior follows

Gaining 
influence

Staying put

Growing as a leader

Using his expertise to
shape technology
decision making

Getting promoted,
earning more

Continuing to work
in his comfort zone

Staying close to the
technology

Remaining content
with his income and
organizational level

Feeling less compe-
tent as he tried to
influence; possibly
failing in his effort

Working less with
technology and more
with organizational
decision making

Exposing himself to
greater political risk

Becoming stagnant
and plateaued

Feeling left out of
major decision mak-
ing; watching as the
organization might
make poor technolo-
gy decisions

Always wondering
how far he could have
gone
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emotion. People feel emotion first and then behave in a way that
expresses that emotion. For example, if someone is nice to me,
I will feel warmly toward them. Then I’ll express that feeling by
acting friendly toward the person. The second path works in
reverse: emotions follow behavior. If I act in a friendly manner
toward someone, I will begin to feel warmly toward them. The
emotions-follow-behavior path can be especially useful for
clients who are stuck between contradictory emotions.

In Greg’s case, he was initially caught between the contra-
dictory emotions of ambition and tranquility, effectively short-
circuiting his ability to act on either. In our coaching work, he
followed the path in which emotion follows behavior. He began
acting as if he felt ambition. After a few weeks of trying out and
refining some ambitious behaviors, the emotion took hold and
he became truly committed to his ambition. When the emotion
took hold, it was amazing to watch and listen to the strength of
his commitment. He outperformed the textbooks.

Reframing

Leaders and coaches have much in common. Among other sim-
ilarities, both manage meaning; that is, they seize an everyday
event and interpret it in a new way, a way that reflects a new,
more comprehensive view of the environment, a way that is
likely to lead to positive, successful change. The act of refram-
ing can create new meaning from a situation or help someone
else create meaning.

In coaching, reframing can serve as a cornerstone of change
because it changes mental models. The coach and client exam-
ine the client’s behavior and environment with an eye toward
improving the fit. When they find such an opportunity, they
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look at the behavior and its underlying mental models. Then
they try to reframe the situation in a way that leads the client
to change that mental model.

For example, Bob reframed his view that his colleagues
were wrong and ignorant into a view that his colleagues merely
had different experiences and beliefs than he did. This shift in
his mental model enabled him to work more patiently and col-
laboratively with them.

Reframing is useful not only as a coaching skill but also as
a leadership skill. One of the foundations of organizational suc-
cess is that the whole organization acts in a concerted fashion. It
is the leader’s role to shape a shared set of mental models and
shared sense of meaning that become the basis of these con-
certed efforts. The leader helps shape this shared meaning by
reframing everyday events to facilitate the formation of shared
mental models. For many leaders, learning to create meaning
by reframing is part of their development. For individuals who
are used to the less senior role of managing work and events,
learning to reframe can be a skill that transforms them from
manager to leader. Reframing is also important in the initiation
of new business strategies. In these situations, the organization
needs to shift its collective mental model from an old view of
the world to a new one.

When leaders decide to help people make this shift, they
first need to understand where the employees are today and
plan how to help people reframe. They can begin by asking
questions like these:

“What are the predominant models held by the orga-
nization’s members?”

“What events and beliefs created these models?”
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In planning to reframe, leaders can look into themselves and ask:

“What new events and data am I aware of that can shed
a different light on the situation?”

“What language can I use to introduce the new view
that can lead others to adopt a new mental model?”

“How will I recognize opportunities for reframing?”

Reframing by the Leader Case: Alice #2
Connecting with Others’ Mental Models

Alice took the helm of Cybern following its acquisition
by PharmaSci. The acquisition period had been tumul-
tuous, rife with multiple offers and broken promises.
Most of the staff were disgruntled because they had lost
their opportunity to make money on their now worth-
less stock options and because they felt they would lose
their autonomy under their new parent company. Alice
saw the promise in the acquisition. She believed that
the resources and expertise of PharmaSci, combined
with the creativity of Cybern, could lead to the discov-
ery of profitable new drugs. She knew that the whole
Cybern staff would need to learn more about full-cycle
drug discovery and take greater ownership of the key
decisions on their projects. To do this, they would need
to develop new mental models of their situation.

In our coaching process, we identified as her key mis-
sion to influence the predominant attitudes and views
(mental models) of the organization’s employees in a way
that enabled them to successfully manage their drug dis-
covery projects. She hoped she could help people shift
from a passive attitude of expecting their bosses to make
decisions for them to an active mind-set whereby they
took ownership of their decisions and their projects. I use
the word hoped because she had never done this before.
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We began by examining her mental models about
Cybern and their situation. We analyzed them in some
detail to enable her to fully understand them, to con-
nect her multiple beliefs into a coherent whole, and to
put words to these beliefs. After articulating the signif-
icant components of her mental model, we looked for
opportunities to communicate it. The opportunities fell
into three categories: large meetings, small meetings,
and one-on-one conversations. In the large meetings,
her least favorite, she planned to describe her vision and
strategy and support it with observations and examples
that would be familiar to everyone. In this reframe, she
would be calling up shared experiences and reinter-
preting them through a different lens.

In smaller meetings, she would lay out her vision
and strategy and then ask members for their reactions
and for personal experiences that either supported it or
refuted it. In listening to their beliefs and experiences,
she would tactfully reframe them to reflect her own
beliefs. She would seek both to understand the mental
models of the members and to influence them by rein-
terpreting their experiences.

One-on-one conversations would be different
because they occurred more spontaneously. She not
only needed to plan for them by clarifying her beliefs
and updating them with recent events but also needed
to look for opportunities to reframe.

Reading Personality: 

Recognizing Patterns and Type

The client is the star of the coaching process. Their success is
partly dependent on how well the coach understands them and
how well they understand themselves. Both coach and client
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need to have a good understanding of the client’s usual behav-
ior patterns, needs, values, and reactions to stress. Talking about
the client’s career history and perceptions of their current situ-
ation can give the coach an initial understanding of the clients’
personality traits and expand the client’s view of themselves.
Conducting 360° interviews provides another valuable per-
spective. Personality assessments are a third way to accelerate
and deepen knowledge about the client. Together, these tech-
niques form the basis for a useful understanding of the client.

Personality Assessments

Personality assessments provide a quick, albeit stereotyped, pic-
ture of the client. The tests are based on a set of personality
characteristics, preselected by the instrument’s authors. The
tests generally ask the client a series of questions about their
behavior, preferences, or beliefs. The tests are then scored to
produce a personality profile providing a description of the
client in terms of each of the selected characteristics. Some
tests, like the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, are based on eight
characteristics, while others, like the Birkman, are built around
more than twenty behavioral and psychological patterns. The
questions are usually forced-choice and multiple-choice, which
ask the test taker to choose among a few options, each repre-
senting one of the predetermined behavior patterns.

Because personality theory is not a hard science with a sin-
gle, universally accepted model, different instruments measure
different characteristics. Consequently, no one instrument pro-
vides a definitive assessment of anyone’s personality. Some of
the tests have been more rigorously validated statistically, and
others are more theoretically appealing. Some are short, and
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some are longer. Coaches have their own personal favorites and
use these with most of their clients. Coaches who are skilled
with several instruments may select a particular instrument to
work with a particular client.

There are more than twenty-five hundred personality
assessment tests on the market today, representing a multibil-
lion-dollar industry. Because assessment instruments are so effi-
cient at revealing valuable information about people’s behavior
and motivational patterns, most coaches use at least one instru-
ment with clients. Similarly, most clients like them because they
find the results relatively accurate and appreciate the validated
view of who they are. On the other hand, some clients don’t like
these instruments because they dislike being forced into the
boxes of particular personality types or because they believe that
their behavior is determined more by a particular situation than
by their personality. But all in all, clients and coaches find them
a good investment of a few dollars and a few hours of their time.

Most coaches administer assessment instruments early in
the coaching process so they can use the information in expand-
ing the client’s self-knowledge and creating a relevant develop-
ment plan. They usually spend one session interpreting the
assessment feedback. Then it is often up to the coach to bring
the assessment to life in the rest of the coaching process. The
coach will look for opportunities to connect the personality
feedback to the clients’ descriptions of their behavior and their
challenges during coaching sessions. Because the tests use mem-
orable and validated personality labels, they can speed the
clients’ growth by enabling them to interpret ordinary events
through the filter of the test. As a coach, I like to use personal-
ity assessments but stay on my guard never to become too
dependent on them.
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Reading Personality: Connecting Strengths 
and Weaknesses

Successful change requires that the client maintain a balance
between comfort with themselves and the desire to change. If
the client feels too self-satisfied, they will not be motivated to
self-reflect or invest the energy in changing behavior. On the
other hand, if they become too dissatisfied with themselves or
focus too much on their need to improve, they lose confidence,
energy, and courage. The balance is indeed delicate.

One of the most remarkable phenomena in coaching is the
symbiotic relationship between strengths and weaknesses.
Most people’s weaknesses result from an overuse of their
strengths. For example, Bob’s analytical and conceptual intel-
ligence enable him to sort through reams of data to identify
new ways to market his company’s products. His strength lay
in his ability to grasp concepts and generate ideas. His talents
in this arena earned him the praise and attention of senior
management. On the downside, he had little patience for peo-
ple who didn’t grasp things as quickly as he did and was unable
to consider ideas different from his own. This arrogance alien-
ated people from him. His weakness was a direct outgrowth of
his strength.

Bill demonstrates another example of the relationship
between strength and weakness. As an experienced research
executive, Bill had become proficient at making decisions about
his business. His strength lay in designing studies that gener-
ated critical data and using those data to make decisions. His
overuse of this strength led him to make too many decisions.
His staff felt micromanaged because he made decisions for
them and for their projects.
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Perceiving Traits and Patterns

One of a coach’s most important roles is to enable clients to
expand their understanding of themselves. The coach attempts
to fit together all their observations about their client in the
same way that physicians piece together information about their
patients. The coach looks for patterns that will help the client
develop successfully. For example, Craig was working on influ-
encing skills. After listening to several situations in which he
tried to influence people, I recognized that Craig was least suc-
cessful when he is the most excited about his idea. Craig under-
stood this right away. We were able to use this understanding
to speed up Craig’s development into a skillful influencer.

Focusing on Behavior

Organizations invest in coaching to change the behavior of
their leaders. Even though behavior change is the visible result
of a successful coaching project, much of the time in coaching is
spent laying the groundwork for behavior change, working on
thinking patterns, perceptions, motivators, and other matters
that are not actual behaviors. The coach must balance their
focus on the client’s thoughts and perceptions with a focus on
behavior. They need to talk about these nonbehavioral compo-
nents long enough to lay a proper foundation and then migrate
the conversations into plans for behavior change. To accom-
plish this, they need to know what a behavior is and what it isn’t
and at the appropriate times move the process toward working
on new behaviors. In the early stages of the coaching process,
the coach and client work primarily on the context, attitudes,
mental models, goals, and challenges related to the desired
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behavior change. At a certain point, they need to move from
the conceptual to the concrete by homing in on a specific new
behavior. The coach usually needs to lead this effort.

For example, in working with Bill on empowerment, Bill
and the coach needed to progress from a conversation about the
need for empowerment and its underlying attitudes to defining
the specific things Bill would do and say to promote empower-
ment. These behaviors might include encouraging people to
make decisions and supporting their decisions even when he
might not agree with them. Once he had specified these behav-
iors, he could plan the actual words and actions that will lead
to empowerment. He could then practice these behaviors and
address barriers to their successful implementation.

Identifying Alternatives

Just as there are several ways to skin a cat, there can be a num-
ber of behaviors that will lead to a desired outcome. When
identifying new behaviors, it is worthwhile to consider more
than one alternative. Since they are new behaviors, neither the
client nor the coach should have a vested interest in any one of
them. Coming up with new behaviors involves creativity.
Selecting the best alternative involves deciding on the one that
both parties feel will work best in the environment and fit best
with the client’s style. Even if the coach is very experienced in
this particular area, it is important for the client to generate
some of the alternatives. It is human nature that if someone
comes up with an idea, they will be more likely to remember it
and try it out. If the alternative selected is not one suggested by
the client, the coach will need to make sure that the client feels
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comfortable with it. The coach and client may want to consider
the following criteria when choosing the best alternative:

How likely is it that the behavior will achieve the
desired outcome?

How comfortable is the client with the behavior?

How well does the behavior fit the culture?

Client-Centered Teaching

Coaching is learning. Clients unlearn certain behaviors and
learn new ones to replace them. Reshaping interpersonal behav-
ior can be more difficult than learning a new software program
or a business technique because it involves changing a com-
fortable pattern. Teaching involves asking people to expand or
change their ways of looking at the world and doing things.
People tend to resist this intrusion. A coach needs to respect
this potential for resistance while still leading clients toward a
new way.

Setting the Stage for Learning

Although coaches are not experts in every topic addressed in
the coaching process, there are topics that they know a lot
about. If clients need to know more about a topic in order to
be successful, it becomes a teaching opportunity. One of the
secrets to teaching adults, and children as well, is that they need
to be interested and ready to learn. When a client hits one of
these learning opportunities, the coach can do a couple of
things before jumping into teaching. First, the coach can point
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it out as a learning opportunity and relate it to the behavior
change goal. This should reinforce the client’s motivation and
readiness. Second, the coach can ask the client if they want to
explore and learn about this topic now. By granting this per-
mission, the client is taking ownership of the process and
preparing themselves for the open-minded and vulnerable
process of learning.

It is helpful if the coach recognizes that adults, unlike chil-
dren, are used to feeling competent at things. Learning a new
behavior throws them into a state of incompetence, and the
resulting discomfort can interfere with the learning process.
One technique for reducing the discomfort is to relate the new
behavior to other areas where the client feels competent. For
example, when Tom began grappling with the need to control
his angry outbursts, he felt completely overwhelmed and dis-
couraged by the size of the task and the self-discipline it would
require. He had told me about his success at losing weight and
keeping it off. So I drew a connection between his past success
at weight loss and his current challenge with controlling his
anger. Not only did he see the parallel, but he also gained con-
fidence and planned to borrow some self-management skills
from his weight loss and use them to manage his anger.

Client-Centered Teaching Case: Greg #4
Tapping into the Client’s Learning Style

Greg and I experienced one such learning moment. For
months, we had been talking about his need to speak
more concisely and understandably. And for months, he
had been making only slow progress at this. Then, at
the beginning of a session, something fortuitous hap-
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pened. In our introductory small talk about our fami-
lies, he described a scenario involving his son moving
in with him. As he described the situation and all of its
possibilities, I became confused. Even using my best lis-
tening skills didn’t help. Greg’s explanation left me
quite baffled. When I told him about my confusion, we
recognized this as a learning opportunity. I asked him
if we could use this as a coachable moment.

I knew that Greg was a visual thinker, so I decided
to use visuals to help him learn to speak more lucidly.
I asked him to reconstruct his son’s move back with
Greg. As he spoke, I wrote down the elements of his
story, with each element displayed in an oval. When
we looked at the ten ovals displayed on the page, it was
clear that his original sequence was meandering. So
Greg began to resequence the elements in a more
understandable way. For ten minutes, he shifted
around the ten ovals containing elements of his story
until he found a sequence that made the story logical
and easy to follow. I then asked him to retell it using
the new sequence. It worked. The new story was crys-
tal clear.

Greg learned some important lessons from this
episode. He learned that his natural explaining style was
circuitous and leapt around too much for other people
to follow. He learned that he could prepare a story in
advance to make it extremely understandable. And he
learned a technique for outlining a story before he told
it. As a technology executive who needs to explain com-
plex information to nontechnical people, this skill has
become especially valuable to Greg’s future success. In
the following weeks, he used this technique several
times to explain potentially complicated ideas in com-
prehensible ways.
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Using Labels in Teaching

Initially, learning is a conscious activity. The more conscious
clients are of the change, the more likely they are to make that
change successfully. Because language is the medium whereby
people store and access most information, skilled coaches will
help clients learn by verbally labeling their relevant behaviors
and attitudes. Labels make it easier for clients to change their
behavior because the labels remind the clients to think 
and behave in the new way. The labels serve as reminders.
The advertising industry uses this phenomenon when it inun-
dates us with repetitive verbal messages or sound bites that
enter our memory and guide our purchasing behavior. Clients
can use similar verbal reminders to guide their leadership
behavior.

Labels are powerful because they represent a lot of impor-
tant and meaningful information, particularly future wishes,
past experiences, and situational cues. For Bill, the “empower-
ment” label reminded him of hours of thoughts and feelings
about the benefits of empowerment, the consequences of dis-
empowerment, and the situations where he would be tempted
to make decisions for his staff. On his second behavior change
goal, he used the label “context” to remind him to tell people
about his reasons for asking them a particular question. By giv-
ing them a meaningful “context,” he would counteract their
perception that he was secretive and untrustworthy. Because it
was important to him and his business to increase autonomy
and trust, he kept the “empowerment” and “context” labels in
his active memory during his workday. These labels reminded
him to think and act differently in key situations.
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Practicing New Behaviors

Once the coach and client have invented new, more construc-
tive behaviors, it is time to prepare for applying them in the
workplace. Practice enables the client to become skillful and
comfortable with the new behavior and to use the behavior
repeatedly over time. For behavior change to last, the client
needs to gradually erase old memories and the associated neu-
ral pathways and to form new memories and pathways. Behav-
ioral psychologists, neuroscientists, and athletic coaches have
taught us that this takes repetition and practice. Coaches can
create opportunities for clients to rehearse their new behaviors.
The practice may be as basic as asking the client, “What would
you say if one of your staff asked you to make a decision for
them?” Or it may involve a lengthier practice of responding
empathically to a staff member. It may also take the form of a
role-play in which the coach plays a significant other. What is
important is that the client actually try out the new behavior by
saying the new words, thinking the new thoughts, and experi-
encing the new sensations. This is the kind of practice that
builds new neural pathways.

Role-playing is an excellent form of practice, especially for
interpersonal behaviors. Usually the coach plays the stakeholder
and the client plays himself or herself. The client invents a real-
istic scenario. Depending on the difficulty of the situation and
client’s skill level, the coach may want to give the client a few
minutes to prepare. Then both players play their parts. The
coach becomes an actor, trying to portray the constituent as
accurately as possible. When they have finished, they debrief
the exercise, asking questions like “What worked well?” “What
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were you thinking or feeling?” and “What would you do dif-
ferently next time?” If the client doesn’t yet have the skill or
confidence for role-playing, the coach can introduce reverse
role-playing, in which the coach plays the client and the client
plays the stakeholder. This way the coach models the new
behavior and the client gets to empathize with the stakeholder.
They can then work up to a full role-play.

Clients differ in their need and appetite for behavioral prac-
tice. Some clients quickly understand the new behavior and are
able to readily translate it into words and actions. It is impor-
tant for the coach to recognize the client’s abilities and suggest
just enough, but no more, practice than they need. Some clients
may actually need to practice the new behaviors but find this
type of practice simplistic or rinky-dink. In these situations, a
good coach will hang tough and persuade the client to practice.
This resistance to practice can come from a fear of failure or of
feeling incompetent at the new skill. The coach can respond to
this by acknowledging the client’s discomfort and describing
advantages of making mistakes with the coach over making
them in the workplace.
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Chapter  10

Coaching Perspectives

The goal of coaching is behavior change. The social sciences
provide us with many theories and much research on behavioral
change. A quick survey of the field reveals several separate per-
spectives and approaches to human behavior. Each perspective
is uniquely valuable in coaching because each describes differ-
ent forces that contribute to a person’s actions. A pragmatic
coach will use several perspectives and approaches in helping a
client develop into a more effective leader.

Behavioral Perspective

This approach addresses only observable behavior and the ways
in which reward and punishment shape certain behaviors. It is
derived from the behaviorism of B. F. Skinner. Learning the-
ory, an outgrowth of behaviorism, describes the process
through which people acquire new or complex behaviors. We
don’t need to look far for evidence of the power of behavioral
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psychology in shaping our behavior. Our society uses finan-
cial reward or public recognition to encourage socially desir-
able behaviors and threat of punishment to discourage
antisocial behaviors. A behavioral approach is particularly use-
ful in coaching because the goal is always some form of
observable behavior change.

Coaches working from a behavioral perspective will focus
on specific behaviors to establish a client’s patterns of action.
What do they do and say? Under what conditions do they do
and say these things? What are their favorite actions? What
are their least favored actions? For example, if the client is
working on listening the coach will attend to how the client
listens, when they listen (for example, in one-on-one conver-
sations), when they don’t listen (in meetings), and what they
do instead of listening. The coach will look at the other peo-
ple who are the recipients of the listening behavior: peers, sen-
ior managers, direct reports, and clients. And they will also
look for the positive or negative reinforcers of the behaviors—
for example, how limited listening saves the client’s time by
keeping conversations short. All in all, the coach focuses on the
tangible, observable aspects of the client’s actions.

Cognitive Perspective

This approach focuses on the thought processes that drive
behavior. It is derived from the work of Jean Piaget, Jerome
Bruner, and others. Cognitive psychology is based on the prem-
ise that humans are inveterate thinkers. Some call us the “sense-
making” animals. Because of this, thinking is a powerful shaper
of behavior. People form thoughts and mental models that
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shape their behavior in nearly every aspect of their lives. They
have thoughts about what kind of car to buy, the best ways to
interact with their bosses, and whom to copy on an e-mail.
Some thoughts lead to successful actions, while others lead to
actions that fail.

There are three types of thinking that I find particularly
valuable in coaching:

• Mental models: The thinking patterns and rationales that
underlie the client’s behavior; the motives and intentions
that drive their behavior

• Beliefs: Attitudes about the way the world works and how
the client relates to the world; the sense of why people act
as they do; the sense of how their industry and discipline
work and why things work the way they do

• Self-concept: How the client views themselves; how they
believe others view them; how they would like to view
themselves; the degree to which they respect and feel
good about themselves; the degree to which they feel
shame and inadequacy; their awareness of their own
behaviors and the rationales for these behaviors

When taking a cognitive perspective, the coach and client
examine the thinking patterns that underlie the client’s signifi-
cant behaviors. They determine which patterns lead to suc-
cessful action and decide to hold on to this thinking. They can
also look at the thinking that underlies problematic behavior
and find one or more alternative ways of thinking about these
situations. In many instances, the new thinking will lead to an
array of new behaviors. Because one thinking pattern can shape
several behaviors, a cognitive approach can be faster and more
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comprehensive than a purely behavioral approach in which each
behavior is addressed separately.

Unlike behavior, thought is invisible. So cognitive struc-
tures may just be a useful metaphor for what goes on in some-
one’s mind. For me, understanding a client’s cognitive structure
is so important that I will create a graphic picture of their cog-
nitive structures and use this picture to guide our work. Because
of my own background and personality style, I rely heavily on
the cognitive approach.

Cognitive Approach Case: Mitch #1
A Thinking Man’s Path to Change

Mitch is a senior editor for a national publication. His
goal in coaching was to develop more social relation-
ships at work and break his habit of isolating himself
from his peers. For example, he planned to lunch and
network with his colleagues rather than eating lunch
alone while surfing the Internet.

In our third session, it became clear that Mitch had
some strongly held beliefs that were keeping him from
initiating lunches. The first was a dislike for ambiguous
conversations that did not have a discrete business pur-
pose, since they left him feeling insecure about what to
say. The second was his notion that salespeople were
slick con artists. The third was his belief that it was
politically dangerous to join cliques, stemming from his
memory at a previous job of an entire clique that was
fired by a new management regime. The fourth was his
belief, passed down from his mother, that small talk was
a waste of precious time.

No wonder Mitch ate lunch alone. He had a solid,
four-legged, cognitive foundation for avoiding informal
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work relationships. As much as I wished, these founda-
tions weren’t about to disappear. But I believed that
Mitch could weaken them by talking about them. As he
described each belief, he became more aware of its
almost haphazard evolution and the current risk it cre-
ated. Examining his four mental models weakened their
unconscious power over him. The more he talked, the
more he realized that they were old, personally held
beliefs, even superstitions, rather than inviolable facts.
Mitch was skillful at self-reflection and motivated to
change his behavior, so this approach eventually gave
him greater freedom of choice over his social behaviors.
He soon began scheduling meetings with his peers and
seniors, building important new relationships, and gen-
erating new ideas and building political support for
some of his projects.

One tool that was particularly valuable in working
with client’s mental models is the “ladder of thinking”
model (see Figure 10.1), which describes how people
form their points of view. The ladder concept is based on
the cognitive psychology of Jean Piaget and has been
adapted to organizational psychology by Chris Argyris
and Peter Senge. (Senge labels it the ladder of inference.) 

The ladder describes how people form their points of view,
or conclusions, by inferring meaning from their own experi-
ences, assumptions, and beliefs. Moving up the ladder:

1. We make observations on the basis of our experiences.
2. We select relevant data from these observations.
3. We use these data to form assumptions and beliefs.
4. We combine our beliefs to form conclusions and points 

of view.
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Throughout history, humans have been drawn to self-
confident people as leaders. Although self-confidence does con-
tribute to leadership, it’s very easy for a naturally confident
leader to step over the line into arrogance. These leaders over-
use their self-confidence to the point of squelching the ideas
and needs of others. Overconfident people are different in that
they truly believe that they are right and that their point of view
is the only reasonable one. Overconfident people regard their
own ladder of thinking as the only way to look at a topic. They
see their conclusion as the only possible truth. They are often
unaware of the source of their conclusion and similarly unaware
of the possibility that others could arrive at equally sound yet
different conclusions.

Cognitive Approach Case: Mark #1
Confidence as a Road Block 

Mark was one of these leaders. He was smart and
assertive but overconfident. Other members of his
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organization were less confident and sometimes more
thoughtful than he. His confidence was amplified by his
extroverted personality. He had naturally high energy
and liked to talk a lot and think out loud in a group. It
was easy for him to dominate a room. More often than
not, his ideas overshadowed the ideas of others. The
ideas of others became lost or never even spoken. His
colleagues grew to resent him for short-circuiting con-
versations with his confident pronouncements. Over
time, they began to feel left out or undervalued. They
learned to contribute less because their ideas didn’t
seem to matter. The group’s innovation suffered
because it had fewer ideas available.

This is how his constituents described Mark. “He
says everything in such a confident manner. He always
believes he is right. He is very opinionated. He is
absolute, too absolute. He is not even interested in
walking people through his thinking process.”

Mark’s colleagues saw him as a bully. Their resent-
ment caused them to reduce their commitment and
engagement in his project teams. Some left his group.
Others simply stewed silently.

Mark’s overconfidence reduced his credibility in
another way. Since he was very enthusiastic and confi-
dent about all his opinions, his constituents couldn’t dif-
ferentiate between opinions and facts. Gradually, they
came to doubt him, not knowing which ideas were true
or which were simply Mark blowing smoke.

In coaching Mark, I employed several strategies,
most of them cognitively based, to help him lose his
overconfidence and reach a constructive equilibrium
between confidence and curiosity. I chose to use the
ladder of thinking in our coaching work because I
believed it could give him some perspective on his own
thinking.
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I began drawing the model and explaining it to
Mark as a way to increase his awareness of other peo-
ple’s ladders of thinking. This enabled him to develop
a broader perspective on his conclusions. Through this
awareness, he came to recognize that his ideas are sim-
ply his ideas, not necessarily “the truth.” He also rec-
ognized that others could have different experiences,
assumptions, and beliefs and therefore reach different
conclusions.

Mark took his new understanding very seriously
and used it to change the way he related. It enabled him
to become curious and ask more questions about other
people’s points of view. His understanding of his own
ladders of thinking enabled him to provide a more log-
ical rationale for his ideas and to present them less stri-
dently. He began to shift his behavior from arrogance
to receptivity.

His colleagues responded quickly to this new
stance. They felt freer to introduce their own ideas.
They became more willing to collaborate because they
felt more equal. The climate changed from resistance
to exploration.

Cognitive Approach Case: Bob #2
Dialogue, Don’t Dismiss

Bob is intelligent, well educated, and opinionated. As a
marketing manager in the publishing industry, his
knowledge of statistics and market research are impor-
tant to the success of his company. Yet he had devel-
oped a reputation for being arrogant, harsh, and critical
of others. When I met Bob, he countered these remarks
by saying that his views were crucial to the future suc-
cess of his company and that he “didn’t suffer fools
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gladly.” Even though peers and managers regularly crit-
icized him, he was kind of proud of his reputation. This
criticism actually strengthened his belief that he was
right and that others were not smart enough or pro-
gressive enough to understand him.

Bob was not going to easily abandon his strongly
held belief that “I’m right and they’re ignorant.” His
motivation to work with me came from his desire to
wield more influence and to advance his career. After
the fourth session, we began exploring this core issue
of his intellectual arrogance.

Bob prided himself on his analytical, intellectual
style much more than on his ability to form relation-
ships. So I began working with him on the cognitive
foundations of his belief that he was right and others
were wrong. Using the ladder of thinking model, we
walked through the process by which people form opin-
ions. I asked him to describe a business opinion so we
could trace its origins. I asked him questions that
encouraged him to describe its various sources. A light
bulb seemed to go on as he came to recognize that even
his opinions were founded on individual experiences
and beliefs rather than absolute truths.

As a next step, I gave an example of one of my
strongly held opinions and asked him to ask me ques-
tions that would reveal the source of my idea. In asking
and listening, he coached me as he learned about how
I came to hold my cherished opinion. Through this
exercise, Bob developed two new strengths. First was
his realization that ideas derive from an individual’s
experiences, assumptions, and beliefs and that different
experiences can lead to different opinions. Second, he
learned how to ask questions that encourage colleagues
to reveal the sources of their ideas. This would enable
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him to establish dialogues with people with whom he
disagreed, dialogues that could serve as a valuable sub-
stitute for dismissing them and their ideas. They would
become the building block of a new way of relating.

Values Perspective

A common definition of values is “things that are important to
a person” or “things that they cherish and want in their lives.”
Values seem to combine thought and emotion, though I do not
know of any research to support this theory. They are partly
derived from the cognitive ladder of thinking and partly related
to a person’s emotional life because they define what the per-
son cares deeply about.

The following are some commonly held work-related values:

High earning potential Influence with people
Power and authority Security
Ability to work well Competition

under pressure Change and variety
Independence Affiliation
Fast pace Decision making
Creative expression Advancement
Recognition Challenge
Competence Risk taking
Status, prestige Working on the 
Efficiency cutting edge

The Role of Values

Values play a major role in shaping people’s behavior. People
who value efficiency will invest a lot of energy in making their
workplace efficient. People who value relationships will spend
a lot of time cultivating and maintaining them. People who
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value creativity will regularly seek out opportunities to inno-
vate. Like emotions, values shape behavior. Values, however,
are enduring, whereas emotions are temporary.

Values Perspective Case: Tamara #1
Modifying Values to Achieve Success

Tamara is the manager of a corporate travel depart-
ment. She places a lot of value on external rewards.
This has been an important force in her career, moti-
vating her to work hard in pursuit of promotions, raises,
and formal recognition. Her next goal was to become a
vice-president. As hard as she worked and as much as
she accomplished, the promotion remained elusive. Her
manager was the vice-president in the department and
was not about to leave, retire, or get promoted.

As time went on, she worked harder and harder and
accomplished more and more. She received kudos from
senior management but no promotion. She became
upset and depressed. She grew angry with her manage-
ment and frustrated with herself. She wasn’t sleeping
well and was becoming distracted at work. To deal with
the pressure mounting within her, she began inter-
viewing outside the company.

In our coaching conversations, we explored the
cause of her pain. It became clear how much she valued
external rewards. She defined her life by physical evi-
dence of the approval of others. When that was forth-
coming, her system worked. She felt motivated, liked
herself, and felt committed to her reward givers. When,
through no fault of her own, the rewards slowed, she
felt stymied, practically traumatized.

Tamara began to recognize the problems with
being so externally focused. We pondered the possibil-
ity of providing herself with approval. She realized that
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although she got some satisfaction from doing a good
job, developing useful new products, and managing
people well, these couldn’t compare to tangible rewards
from others. She became more conscious of her own
contribution to her dilemma. For the next few months,
though she remained disappointed with her career
progress, she experimented with a more internally
focused reward system. Slowly, the new value began to
take hold.

When I saw her two months later, she was a new
person. She was in the same job, with the same man-
ager, and still in the same position. But she was very
happy. She was getting great enjoyment from develop-
ing products and from building relationships with some
senior people. She had started a graduate program in
marketing and was thrilled with it. She was getting so
much satisfaction from her work and school that her
need for external rewards had receded into the back-
ground. She had become a happy person and a more
effective leader.

Beliefs and Values

Beliefs are the cognitive cousins of values. They include a mix
of our values and the more cognitive conclusions we have
drawn about life, work, people, and other things. They form
the second-highest rung on the ladder of thinking and are often
connected to our values. We form beliefs by drawing conclu-
sions from a series of related experiences. For example, I believe
that it is possible for people to change their behavior because I
have witnessed such changes a number of times. Also, I grew
up believing strongly in the improvability of people and soci-
eties. For most of us, our beliefs and values are congruent
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because our values bias the sample of experiential data we
choose to perceive.

Combining Cognitive and Values Approaches Case:
Tamara #2 Working with Beliefs

Tamara experienced another dilemma caused by her
beliefs. Growing up, her father taught her that hard
work would lead to success. She took this message seri-
ously and worked hard at every job she held, earning
respect and success throughout her career. She pas-
sionately believed that her company was, or should be,
a pure meritocracy in which hard work, good judgment,
and honesty would earn continued success. But at this
point in her career, the formula didn’t seem to be work-
ing. She was doing all the things that had worked for
her in the past but was experiencing some negative
results. Her boss was acting threatened by her produc-
tivity and trying to keep her down. A colleague felt
oppressed by her high standards and was working to
undermine her. And she was getting criticism from sen-
ior management for not getting along with others.
Tamara reacted to this with disbelief and denial. Hold-
ing on to her belief in meritocracy, she simply worked
harder and felt purer, which merely continued her
political dilemma.

In our coaching, we examined her dogmatic belief
in hard work and meritocracy. She walked down her
ladder to trace the belief to her father and to the early
part of her career. Then we compared this belief to her
actual experiences as a middle manager in a large cor-
poration. She recognized that some of her recent expe-
riences didn’t fit her beliefs. Pure hard work with little
self-promotion and an expectation of ultimate fairness
were actually hurting her career in some ways. She 
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realized that others had different work habits and dif-
ferent beliefs about the formula for success. Over a
period of weeks, she began to see her old beliefs as
somewhat simplistic. She started to refine her formula
for success to include adapting her behavior to the style
of others, subtly promoting her accomplishments, and
avoiding stepping on the toes of others. To both of us,
this change felt like a loss of innocence but a gain of
realism.

Emotional Perspective

Many psychologists address the emotions and emotional drives
that shape a person’s current behavior. This perspective began
with Freud and has been furthered by Fritz Perls and others.
Some examples of emotions at work can be seen when people
seek approval, feel afraid, get angry, and protect themselves
from embarrassment. These emotions and needs lead to certain
behaviors, some with positive and others negative impacts. To
truly change critical behaviors, clients need to identify the emo-
tions and motivations that underlie those behaviors. Once iden-
tified, the clients can then recognize those emotions when they
arise and use this awareness to act more thoughtfully and less
impulsively in the situation. The awareness gives them greater
choice and flexibility.

Why address emotions? Isn’t it more efficient and more
professional to focus primarily on behavior? Coaches who work
with clients on emotions understand that emotions shape
behavior. One reason for addressing emotions is that if they
aren’t recognized, they can creep up and unconsciously influ-
ence the clients’ behavior in ways that are counter to their con-
scious goals.
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Moreover, leading comes more easily when leaders know
their feelings. Decisions and actions that feel right emotion-
ally seem more comfortable and flow with less effort than
those based solely on thought. Emotions also enable leaders
to act authentically. Leaders who say or do things in a way
that expresses feelings are more compelling than those who
express themselves unemotionally. Such leaders feel more
energized, and colleagues are more receptive to the things
they say.

In working with emotion, I seek to understand what the
client feels as they move through their work life. What is their
awareness of the events that stimulate their feelings? What
makes them happy, sad, scared, anxious, or angry? What moti-
vates or energizes them? Similarly, what do they value? I will
bring these data into the mix with the other information 
we learn about the client and use it all to expand the clients’
self-knowledge and eventually their ability to master their
behavior.

Anger

Anger is a particularly powerful emotion that crops up in orga-
nizational life. By nature, the boundaries between people’s ter-
ritories frequently overlap, and their interests may often
conflict. Even in the best-managed organizations, people who
are doing their jobs will step on the toes of others. Because they
lead functions or departments, managers experience these over-
laps more often than others with less responsibility.

The most effective response to these incursions is to assert
one’s boundaries and tell the other person to back off. But some
people cannot do this. They cannot protect themselves from
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these infringements. They are usually aware that others are mak-
ing them look bad or encroaching on their sphere of influence,
but they can’t respond with an appropriate, self-protective
response. The result is that others then continue to sully their
reputation and whittle away at their power because they haven’t
been told to stop.

Why do people allow this encroachment? The cause is
often an inability to express anger or disapproval toward oth-
ers. I have worked with several people with this pattern. In
every case, the pattern reduces their effectiveness and damages
their career.

Emotional Perspective Case: Jim #1 Helpless Anger

Jim is an upbeat, cheerful guy with a generally positive
outlook on life. He is smart, friendly, and service-
oriented. He had been successful as a manager of instal-
lation and repair in the software industry. In his last few
jobs, he had started strong, developing a reputation as
a skilled manager of technology and client relationships.
In each situation, however, his reputation plummeted
as others, especially salespeople, shifted blame to him
for poorly conceived contracts. Clients blamed him
when they didn’t fulfill their role in a project. He was
very successful when he had senior managers who
would stand up for him. But without this protection,
others continued to take advantage of his inability to
protect himself.

Jim saw himself as a nice guy who enjoyed working
hard, solving problems, and helping others. He relied
on being friendly and accommodating. And most peo-
ple appreciated him, except those who found it con-
venient to scapegoat him. Once they learned that Jim
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actually permitted this scapegoating, they employed it
whenever it served their interests.

Jim knew what was going on, but without a behav-
ior to counteract it, he was helpless in the face of these
attacks. Instead he became silently resentful of his tres-
passers and the managers who wouldn’t protect him.
He developed long-standing grudges toward those who
hurt him. He ceased contact with them, which naturally
further hurt him politically. In addition, he began to
lose confidence in himself and to become anxious about
his career.

Jim’s first learning step was to recognize this pat-
tern, how people encroached on him and how he
responded or didn’t respond. We also explored the
damage that he suffered from this pattern. My initial
goal as his coach was to strengthen his motivation to
address this issue. I believed his avoidance of anger was
probably long-standing and deep-seated. It would take
considerable diligence to overcome this strong psycho-
logical habit.

My strategy was to help Jim recognize exploitive
situations, connect with his anger, and learn some
behaviors that would send a “don’t tread on me” mes-
sage. I suspected he would need to abandon his unilat-
eral nice-guy image and develop a more flexible set of
behaviors, including expressing anger. I encouraged Jim
to feel righteous anger against individuals who tres-
passed on him. It took several conversations for Jim to
evolve from a passive, past-tense resentment to a more
active, present-tense anger.

We both knew that raw expressions of anger would
be inappropriate in his work environment. But feeling
his anger would be an important signal to do some-
thing or to protect himself. We first invented and then
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practiced politically acceptable ways to express anger.
Jim learned to channel his anger at work. His reputa-
tion had become so weak that he needed to leave his
company, but he learned his new behaviors well and
used them successfully in his next job.

Neuroscientific Perspective

For simplicity’s sake, I will combine behavioral, cognitive, emo-
tional, and psychodynamic psychologies with the latest findings
in neuroscience. In doing this, I assume that behaviors,
thoughts, mental models, feelings, and unconscious drives all
have neural foundations. As a client learns new things about
themselves, thinks new thoughts, and feels new emotions, these
are all accompanied by the creation of new neural pathways. 
By working in all these perspectives over the course of a coach-
ing process, the client grows new pathways. Because they 
are working on several levels, the new pathways and new behav-
iors will be interlinked and therefore firmly embedded in the
client’s mind.

The neuroscientific perspective guides my coaching in each
of the phases. In moving from precontemplation to contem-
plation, I look to create opportunities for clients to repeat their
new belief in the possibility and desirability of change, hoping
that repetition will deepen their new neural pathways. Similarly,
in the preparation phase, I will intentionally use labels that
enable the client to quickly locate new thoughts, behaviors, and
settings in the geography of their brain. Most important, I will
ensure that the client has practiced enough for the new behav-
iors to form new neural pathways deep enough to use under the
pressure of a work situation.
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Developmental Perspective

Several psychologists have focused on the developmental stages
that people go through over their lives. These “age and stage
theories” state that people’s needs and purpose changes over
their life span. The goals and interests of a forty-five-year-old
are usually different from those of a thirty-year-old. The theo-
ries were originated by Erik Erikson and Carl Jung, then
expanded on by George Valliant and Daniel Levinson and dif-
ferentiated for women by Nancy Schlossberg. Their theories
are supported by cases that describe the typical life and career
goals of people at various stages of life. These age and stage the-
ories provide another lens through which a coach can interpret
clients.

Developmental Perspective Case: Valerie #1
Moving into a New Life Stage

Valerie was a forty-year-old pharmaceutical scientist.
She had built a successful career on scientific compe-
tence and a strong work ethic. Through high school,
college, graduate school, postdoctoral work, and ten
years of corporate life, her achievement came from her
knowledge of science, her dedication to research, and
her pleasant demeanor.

When I started working with her, she had become
dissatisfied with her job. Though she still liked science,
it didn’t motivate her as it once had. She wanted to do
something different, but she wasn’t sure what. I gave
her some career assessments to complete. As we
reviewed these assessments, it became clear that she
wanted to do work that was more engaged with people.
She wanted to help and teach people. She wanted to use
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the knowledge she had gained to guide and mentor
younger people. Supervising her one lab associate was
satisfying but not enough. She wanted leading and
teaching to be a major part of her job, not just a side-
light.

We thought about her seeking to become a man-
ager in her company, but she was not on the “manage-
ment track” and determined that it would take too
many years to position herself for a management role
there. She looked to academia and found a position
managing a research lab that employed ten people and
teaching a graduate course in her discipline. It had
everything she wanted—teaching, mentoring, and sci-
ence—at nearly the same salary as her corporate job.

“Doing science” was satisfying for her at thirty but
not at forty. Valerie had moved into a new life stage,
one that emphasized giving back more than producing.
As she became more aware of her new goals, she knew
she needed to change her job in order to fulfill them.

Integrating the Perspectives

Developing the whole person often involves working from most
or all of these perspectives. It involves working with the vari-
ous dimensions of the person. When integrating, a coach might
ask and answer questions such as these:

“How are the dimensions connected?”

“Where and how do the dimensions support or rein-
force each other?”

“Where do they interfere with each other or pull the
person in opposite directions?”
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Chapter  11

Forces That Interfere 
with Growth

We do not “kick out of the house” any subself or part of the person-
ality but rather understand and integrate its energy and its func-
tions back into the self organization. . . . There are no outcasts and
no prisons to lock up the deviants.

—Stewart Shapiro, The Selves Inside You

There are many reasons why people don’t change. Outwardly,
many people resist change with tough demonstrations of disin-
terest or annoyance. However, underlying these hard emotions
are often more vulnerable ones.

Anxiety is one of these emotions. People’s existing mental
models and behavior patterns are familiar and comforting to
them. The models are supported by neural pathways that have
become ingrained, even addictive. People know intuitively that
giving these up will involve discomfort, even distress. They also
recognize that in forging new patterns, they may feel strange
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or out of control. The anxiety they feel about giving up the old
and embarking on the new is enough to make them want to
avoid the whole endeavor.

Fear is the cousin of anxiety. Contemplating change can
stimulate fear of failure, fear of embarrassment, fear of looking
bad. As adults, we are used to feeling competent. When we
attempt a new behavior or a new pattern of thinking, we feel
awkward, even clumsy. In order to save face, we may avoid the
new pattern and stick with the familiar, the tried and true.

People often avoid the discomfort of anxiety and fear by
defending themselves and their traditional ways. They do this
because the self is being challenged to become restructured.
The best way to overcome it is to understand the nature of self-
defense and work with resistant thoughts, feelings, and behav-
iors. In this chapter, we will define some common expressions
of resistance and explore some ways of dealing with them.

Resistance

Almost all clients resist the coach or the coaching at some point.
People vary in the ways they resist. Some will deny the exis-
tence of a need or minimize its importance. Others will ignore
issues by discrediting the feedback from others. Others will
agree to the need but then not act. Others will argue with the
coach. And others will sit quietly, keeping their resistance to
themselves. However people express it (see Exhibit 11.1), resist-
ance is a real and natural reaction to the challenge of change.
Unless it is addressed and weakened, it will undermine or even
doom the coaching process.
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Why Do People Resist?

Resistance is a way for the self to protect itself from change.
Clients recognize that the coach, the organization, and even
parts of themselves want them to change. But even clients who
want to change can feel that outsiders’ attempts to change them
are assaults on the self, on their existing way of perceiving,
thinking, feeling, and behaving. The existing self resists being
restructured, sometimes mightily.

Resistance to change is similar to the ways that all living
things protect themselves from physical threats. Clients view
their current behavior patterns as living organisms that are
being threatened by the prospect of change. Living things
respond to such threats by protecting themselves, either by
attacking like a bear or hiding like a turtle or refusing to move
like a mule.

Sources of Resistance

Resistance to change can have many sources:

• Defense of a familiar and comfortable self-concept and
behavior patterns

• The anxiety that accompanies letting go of the old, learn-
ing and integrating the new, or facing something that
appears to be beyond one’s control or about which the
outcome is uncertain

• Fear of failure, of embarrassment, of looking bad, awk-
ward, or clumsy

• Pessimism about the ability to change

• Not truly understanding what needs to change or feeling
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overwhelmed by overestimating the extent of the needed
change

• Not having people in their corner to listen and provide
support and encouragement

• Ambivalence about the goal

• Fear of unleashing personal “demons”

Dealing with Resistance

The coach’s role in overcoming resistance is to listen, support,
and collaborate—not to try to talk the client out of their resist-
ance. The coach can present a different perspective on reality,
one that is less self-protective but still optimistic. They can
introduce perspectives and options not previously available to
the client.

The best way to overcome resistance is to understand its
nature and to work with resistant thoughts, feelings, and behav-
iors. Resistance is usually energized, which means that is an
expression of something important to the person. Even though
resistance can feel like an attack or a disappointment to the
coach, it can actually express useful information and represent
a necessary step in the change process. By resisting, the client
reveals information about themselves, particularly about the val-
ues and beliefs that feel challenged by the change. The skillful
coach will address resistance with respect and curiosity.

Labeling the resistance is another way to use it in the
growth process. Other professionals use labeling to move
through resistance. Conflict mediators label areas of agreement,
disagreement, and shared desires as a way to focus on what the
parties have in common. Psychotherapists work with clients to
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define and label problematic parts of themselves, such as the
angry part or the jealous part. Even salespeople use labeling
when they ask their customers to talk about what they are look-
ing for and what they like and don’t like about a particular
product. Labeling enables both parties to isolate particular parts
of the self. Labeling the resistant part enables clients to broaden
their perspective by examining the resistance with a degree of
distance, thus giving them the power to lessen its influence if
they wish.

Resistance can also be seen as one side of an inner debate
the client is having with themselves, sort of their pros and cons
regarding the change. By giving the con side a voice, they can
address it and through this conversation between these two
parts of themselves discover a new stance that incorporates both
parts.

Resistance Case: Ethan #1
Everything’s Black and White When You’re Angry

Ethan is a project manager in a mid-sized architectural
firm. He has a reputation at the firm as heroically res-
cuing difficult projects by hard work and disciplined
architecture. Last year, the firm took on a difficult proj-
ect for a demanding client with a nearly impossible
deadline. When the project ran into trouble, Ethan was
assigned to manage it. He approached it with his usual
diligence, high standards, and attention to detail. When
a deadline loomed, he insisted that the junior architects
stay late to finish and admonished anyone who balked.
When a junior architect handed him mediocre work, he
critiqued it and handed it back. If his architects contin-
ued to make errors, he verbally criticized them, some-
times loudly.
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Ethan’s team did complete the project successfully,
but at great cost. The junior architects felt demeaned
and abused by Ethan; two of them eventually left the
firm. Some complained to management about the way
Ethan treated them on the project. Management, who
took pride in the firm’s respectful, humane culture,
came down hard on Ethan, threatening to withhold his
annual bonus and insisting that he work with a coach to
change his leadership style.

This is where Ethan and I began. He felt very angry
and hurt—angry that the firm had given him the nearly
impossible project and then castigated him for rescuing
it the only way he could, and hurt for giving the firm
fifteen loyal, hardworking years, only to be punished
for trying to do the right thing. He felt rejected and
wondered if this firm was the right place for him.

His anger and hurt affected his mood. When we
would discuss his situation or his leadership style, his
response was first anger and then hurt. When we tried
to examine others’ reactions to his behavior, he would
agree with their accounts and then shift to blaming it
on the impossible situation. He portrayed himself as the
force of good, trying to produce high-quality work
against all odds. And he characterized the firm as basi-
cally a force of evil, tolerating mediocrity and espous-
ing civility while making Herculean demands on him
and not providing him with the people resources to get
the work done. Within his tight system of villain and
persecuted hero, there was no room to even consider
change.

Ethan saw no motivation to change because he
ascribed all of his difficulties to the firm. He would not,
or could not, examine his own contribution to his situ-
ation. His anger and righteous hurt protected him from
the greater pain of looking at himself.

208 | Coaching Leaders

c11.qxd  10/12/05  10:44 AM  Page 208

https://t.me/PrMaB



I tried to get us unstuck by offering to end our
coaching project. But he decided to continue, I believe
to save face. Then one day, as we were discussing his
relationship with a difficult client, he mentioned his
struggle with self-esteem. When we explored it further,
he described his self-esteem as being particularly low
now but being shaky for most of his life. We spent the
rest of the session acknowledging his problems with
esteem and beginning to label it as a condition. This
conversation seemed like the first real opening in our
two-month relationship. Ethan was open, nondefensive,
and apparently asking for help.

I hoped that our focus on his self-esteem would
become the pathway to a valuable experience for Ethan.
When I discussed this with a clinically trained col-
league, he suggested that Ethan’s shaky self-esteem
could be the cause of his desire for perfection and his
intolerance of anyone who didn’t meet his standards. I
hoped that if Ethan saw his perfectionism as his way of
manufacturing self-esteem, he could become more
adaptable to imperfect situations. I hoped that he could
stop seeing himself as the martyr of quality and adopt
a more pragmatic approach to his work. I imagined that
he might see how his desire for perfection damages his
work relationships and his career. I approached our next
session with a new, hopeful hypothesis.

But alas, it went nowhere. Ethan’s interest in his
self-esteem lasted about two minutes before he returned
to his anger and resentment. I went back to the draw-
ing board searching for another way to reach Ethan and
wondering if I should resign from the project. Ethan
had decided to stay at the firm until he could start his
own architectural practice. Part of me believed that
leaving the firm and venturing out on his own was the
best path for him. But another part of me felt deeply
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disappointed that he did not overcome his resistance to
coaching and to change. Ethan’s resistance was too
powerful to penetrate. I consider the project a failure.

Theory of Parts of the Self

As Virginia Satir (1978, p. 63) has observed, “You probably have
many parts that you have not yet discovered. All these parts,
whether you have owned them or not, are present in you.
Becoming aware of them enables you to take charge of them
rather than be enslaved by them. Each of your parts is a vital
source of energy. Each has many uses and can harmonize with
many other parts in ways to add even more energy.”

Many schools of psychology recognize that people call on
different parts of themselves to deal with different situations.
These different parts of the self refer to the various aspects of
a person that express themselves through the different aspects
of their personality: patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior.
(Parts of the self should not be confused with multiple per-
sonality disorder, a mental illness in which a person is com-
pletely and unconsciously possessed by entirely different
personalities.)

The parts of the self can be seen as subpersonalities. A per-
son can possess different subpersonalities that come out in dif-
ferent situations or in response to different moods. One
subpersonality might be hardworking and responsible, while
another is fun loving and mischievous. One might be gentle,
while another is aggressive. One might be curious and open-
minded, while another is inflexible and closed-minded. One
might be very ethical, while the other is self-serving. All people
have different parts of themselves that come out in different sit-
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uations, sometimes stimulating the emergence of a useful sub-
personality and at other times a dysfunctional subpersonality.

A knowledge of subpersonalities helps in understanding the
full range of people’s actions and in helping them bring out use-
ful but previously dormant parts of themselves.

Subpersonalities are created by some combination of our
genetic psychological predispositions and our responses to dif-
ferent experiences. These forces of nature and nurture also
determine which subpersonalities become more dominant. As
we mature, we develop an awareness of our patterns of behav-
ior, thoughts, and feelings. This self-awareness becomes our
“identity,” or who we think we are. Because most of us have a
desire to feel consistent, we generally exaggerate our dominant
and more conscious subselves and underexpress our less dom-
inant, less conscious ones.

This phenomenon of over- and underexpression holds
potential for coaching. The underexpressed subpersonalities
have the potential to become relief pitchers, entering the game
when their special talents are needed. Similarly, the overex-
pressed parts can be seen as members of a somewhat tired start-
ing lineup who need to be relieved in order to win the game.

Physiologically, multiple selves probably exist as neural con-
nections within the brain. Neuroscientific studies of the brain
support this theory. Michael Gazzaniga (1986, p. 195) describes
the brain as having “a modular-type organization. . . . The brain
is organized into relatively independent functioning units that
work in parallel. The mind is not an indivisible whole operat-
ing in a single way to solve all problems. Rather, there are many
specific, and identifiably different units of the mind.”

Working with subpersonalities can be a fast path to growth
because these parts of the self can become the foundation for
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new behavior. The coach can help the client develop these new
attitudes and behaviors by tapping into one of their previously
dormant subpersonalities. By locating and expanding their
awareness of one of these minority personalities, the client can
get to know this part of themselves and prepare to use it in
selected situations.

In most behavior change situations, the client is seeking to
replace an overused, problem-causing part of themselves with a
less-used, more fitting part. Increasing awareness of both of
these subpersonalities makes it easier to let go of the old and
bring in the new. To increase awareness, it can be useful to access
the parts of the self through multiple senses—visual, verbal, and
body-kinesthetic. For example, to become aware of an overused
subpersonality, a coach might ask a client to imagine the prob-
lem situation by describing, verbally, what it looks like visually
and what it feels like physically. Next, the coach would ask the
client to describe a “better” scenario in which the client acts in
a more desired manner. The client pictures and describes the
characteristics of that state visually, verbally, and kinesthetically.
The coach might ask for more detail about the client’s actions,
thoughts, emotions, and sensations in order to help the client
flesh out this emergent subpersonality. The coach can then ask
the client to hold this image, this subpersonality, in mind as a
desired goal and to store it for future and continued use.

Recognizing that people both seek and resist change, the
coach can then explore the sources of resistance. The coach can
ask the client to place the desired behavioral goal in a high loca-
tion in their mind’s eye and begin a journey to reach this desired
place. As they travel to the goal, the coach asks the client to
notice and label the impediments. After the client has reached
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the goal, the coach debriefs with them, asking about each of the
impediments. Some impediments may be easily overcome as
soon as some attention is paid them. Others might be more for-
midable, existing as attitudes or beliefs that disagree with an
aspect of the desired behavior. In this case, coach and client
would address each one as a subpersonality, ask it what it wants,
and negotiate with it to find a way of addressing its needs while
still achieving the goal. This journey gives the client a concrete
experience with both trying out the new behavior and letting
go of the old.

After becoming acquainted with the new subpersonality and
negotiating with the resistance, the client can now prepare for
trying out the new behavior in the world. The new behaviors
will come more easily because they express the essence and
needs of the emergent subpersonality. As the client starts to
express it, they will likely keep using it because they are satis-
fying this part of themselves. The new behavior will probably
be further reinforced, over time, as the individual recognizes
and receives the rewards of its constructive fit with the envi-
ronment.

Parts of the Self Case: Craig #4
The Other Side of the Coin

Craig, the research manager, was working at becoming
more influential in his company. Besides paying atten-
tion to his audience, his ability to influence was also
being hindered by his tendency to judge people who
didn’t agree with him as uninformed or unintelligent.
Regardless of whom he judged this way, he would then
treat them with a type of disdain that naturally inter-
fered with his ability to influence them.
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We began working on this trait by identifying it as
a part of him. We labeled it his judging self. As soon as
we did this, Craig breathed a sigh of relief because we
were acknowledging a real yet unattractive pattern that
had been with him most of his life, and by calling it a
part of him, we were saying that he was more than this
pattern.

Next we started looking for another part of him
that could serve as an alternative to the judging self.
Considering that he was a neuroscientist with a deep
curiosity about the causes of human behavior, it didn’t
take us long to identify the part of himself that was curi-
ous about why people acted as they did. He labeled this
part his curious self and began to describe how he
would think and act when his curious self was guiding
him. He would think, “I wonder what is making this
person think like that. What filters is this person using
to arrive at that point of view?” He recognized that
thinking these curious thoughts would lead him to ask
interested questions and listen attentively to the
answers. His curious self would serve as a constructive
alternative to judging and dismissing. Craig learned to
bring out another part of himself in order to achieve his
influencing goals.

Coaches can follow several steps in helping the client
become more conscious of their subselves and use them more
intentionally.

1. The first step is locating a relevant subself that will help
the client successfully adapt to their new situation. Some-
times the client may give clues about its existence. At
other times, the coach may need to ask questions that seek
it out.
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2. The next step is getting to know the subself. By asking the
client to describe the undiscovered subself, they become
more familiar with this aspect of themselves. By asking
them to experiment with expressing the subself, they give
it a voice and allow it to become stronger and more famil-
iar. In getting to know the new subself, the client grows to
appreciate it and experience it as an authentic part of their
whole.

3. A newly emerging subself may come into conflict with the
more dominant parts of the self. The coach can ask the
client to observe the conflict between parts so as to under-
stand how they had kept one hidden and one expressed.

4. Once the background is understood, the client can negoti-
ate a new arrangement between the parts that enables them
to be a better leader as well as more integrated as an indi-
vidual.

5. Now the client can practice, first in the coaching session
and then on the job, acting from their new subself. For
example, Alice rehearsed presenting the company’s mission
and strategy and intervening in political disagreements.

The coach can also use the concept of multiple selves to work
with a client’s resistance. Some clients begin coaching ready and
eager to change, some start out completely unwilling, but most
clients fall somewhere between these two extremes. They are
both interested in and resistant to changing a behavior. It is
with this large group of clients that the concept of many sub-
personalities becomes useful.

A coach might address resistance by naming and describing
it. This labeling enables a client to begin to see the resistance
as one aspect of themselves, rather than their whole being. The
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coach and client can then talk about the resistance as a separate
part of the self. They can learn more about it, notice how it is
expressed and when it is expressed, and trace its evolution
throughout the client’s career. In answering these questions, the
client gains a greater understanding of the resistant part of
themselves and therefore gain the ability to alter the intensity
and duration of their resistance.

Sometimes getting past the resistance might take more
effort. The resistance might be the result of different subper-
sonalities that are in conflict. This conflict can be invisible to
people because they are not fully conscious of their opposing
subpersonalities. A coach can help a client resolve this by ask-
ing them to give a voice to different, often minority parts of
themselves—for example, asking them to speak from the part
of themselves that wants efficiency or feels angry. The coach
can then ask the client to speak from the part that cannot tol-
erate the expression of this other self. They can ask it what it
needs and negotiate with it to keep it from interfering. By play-
ing out this internal dialogue, the client can make progress
toward overcoming their resistance and accepting and even
embracing change.
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Chapter  12

The Timing of 
Learning and Change

Over the past fifty years, educators and psychologists have
come to recognize the importance of readiness in the processes
of learning and behavior change. Children learn to read when
they are ready. People stop smoking when they are ready. And
leaders learn new skills when they are ready. Readiness is often
motivated by changes in the person’s environment, such as a
new position for a leader, peer pressure for a young reader, or
a doctor’s stern warning for a smoker. Readiness can be accel-
erated through coaching conversations. But largely, it is up to
conscious and unconscious forces within the individual to deter-
mine when they fully engage in the process of learning and
change.

Learning and change are usually slow. People have views of
themselves and the world that were formed over time. The first
indications that one of their strategies for dealing with the
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world might be ineffective usually go unnoticed. If they do
notice them, they often write them off as anomalies or blame
them on someone else. Or they might recognize a pattern that
is ineffective and decide that it is too hard to change and not
worth the effort.

Then something happens that makes people ready to learn
and change. The stimulus could be becoming fed up with the
repeated disappointing effects of a behavior. Or it could be a
more immediate pain of a difficult situation or an awareness of
a contradiction between behavior and values. Whatever the cat-
alyst, the person becomes ready to examine and alter one of
their behavior patterns. The coach can help them to transform
this wish into long-lasting learning.

In their coaching sessions, clients prepare for change by
developing awareness and deciding to behave differently.
Insight is an apt label for these realizations because of the sud-
den and often stunning flash of truth. An insight can reveal a
completely new perspective about oneself, others, or both. And
insights can occur quickly.

As quick as insights can be, the resultant behavioral changes
are usually slower. Even though the new behaviors represent a
clear outgrowth of a brilliant insight, they often take a while to
realize. When classical trigger events occur, people usually
respond with old and familiar behaviors. It can take time for the
new behavior to become strongly connected to the trigger.

Similarly, the new behaviors are weak. People are not used
to them. They are not familiar with the words, thoughts, feel-
ings, and actions that accompany them. Even though the per-
son believes in the new behaviors and intends to use them, they
are often pulled back toward the familiar.

218 | Coaching Leaders

c12.qxd  10/12/05  10:44 AM  Page 218

https://t.me/PrMaB



Successful development results from persistence, trial and
error, and diligent awareness. People will successfully use the
new behaviors some of the time. At other times, the old behav-
ior slips out. Sometimes the event happens so fast that they
don’t even have a chance to exert their newfound will.

This is the point when observation, self-awareness, and
debriefing play a valuable role. Each situation becomes a poten-
tial learning event. Using the new behavior successfully, the
person can celebrate and become conscious of the thoughts,
feelings, and conditions that surrounded their success. In
instances when they have reverted to the old behavior, they can
examine the factors surrounding the missed opportunity. We
can all learn by examining each situation.

Gradual Change Case: Alice #3 
Integrating New Behaviors

In January, Alice and I decided that becoming a
stronger leader would be her major development goal.
Her reticence to assert authority and her tentativeness
and silence in meetings were hindering her ability to
lead the organization through a crucial period. Over
several meetings, we first examined her current behav-
iors and their impact. Then we worked on more pow-
erful alternatives, including her choice of words, the
tone and pitch of her voice, hand and body movements,
and the timing of her statements.

As we modeled and practiced the power behaviors,
she experienced a normal awkwardness. She was moti-
vated to make these changes. But when she tried them
out, she said they felt showy, strange, and not like her.
As we worked on integrating the new behaviors as new
parts of herself, she became more comfortable with the
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concept but still self-conscious about the behaviors. As
the weeks went on, she slowly put them to use in meet-
ings and gradually became more comfortable exerting
a more commanding presence. In September, she faced
a high-stakes meeting in which she would make a case
for taking over two key product areas. She spoke
authoritatively and convincingly to persuade senior
management and her peers at the parent company to
move these product areas over to her division. She suc-
ceeded. She seized another opportunity in November
when she told her direct reports about a controversial
decision she had made regarding the company bonus
plan. She appeared as strong and convincing as any
leader I have seen. When I commented on her success-
ful use of the new behaviors, she explained that it had
taken this long for them to sink in. She gradually pro-
gressed from intention to awkward initial attempts to
sporadic practice to more confident use. After eleven
months, she had become able to consciously and com-
fortably use the new behaviors when she saw fit. It took
nearly a year for her implicit memory to gradually, one
step at a time, build these new neural pathways.

Gradual Change Case: Bob #3 
Taking Responsibility for Change

Once he decided to address his intolerance and anger,
Bob became an eager client. He liked the cognitive-
behavioral approach because it appealed to his analyti-
cal, intellectual style. With my help, he traced the
origins of his intolerance toward others’ ideas and rec-
ognized how it quickly morphed into anger. We out-
lined the steps he could take to stay aware of his
emotions and use this awareness to behave differently.
He took notes on the steps for cognitive and emotional
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awareness in order to remember and practice them. He
worked hard at the tasks of contemplation and prepa-
ration. He was on a roll.

After taking August off for vacation, I expected that
he would pick up in September at a similarly fast pace.
But Bob surprised me by suggesting that we slow down.
He said we had gotten ahead of ourselves. He had done
a tremendous amount of preparation but had had little
chance to practice. He had great plans rolling around
in his head but no opportunity to put them to use.
Besides the usual summer slowdown, his company
experienced a public relations crisis that put his major
projects on hold. He wanted to forge ahead but was
missing opportunities to apply his learning.

Bob had taken responsibility for his own change.
With himself in charge, he had determined to slow the
pace of our work to match the opportunities in his envi-
ronment. I had a mixed reaction to his proposal. My
trusting, client-centered side believed that it made per-
fect sense, and I was pleased he was being so astute
about his change process. My skeptical side wondered
if this was a clever form of resistance, designed to help
him avoid changing. My trusting side won out, in part
because it seemed more reasonable and in part because
it was outnumbered. By November, he had returned to
his plan and had made such visible changes that his col-
leagues were commenting on it.

Delayed Learning Case: Carl #2
A Long Learning Curve

Carl asked to work with a coach to assist him in his
transition from scientist to manager. As he entered his
second year as a manager, along with other goals, he
wanted to feel and act more confidently in his new role.
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This concept of feeling and acting managerial became
one of the themes in our coaching process. We
addressed his feelings of self-confidence, and he prac-
ticed ways of acting managerial in conversations and
meetings. After several months, we both believed that
he had made some minor progress in this area.

When I saw Carl in a meeting nearly a year after we
had completed our coaching, he described a surprising
experience. He explained that he was just beginning to
feel like a manager. He was now aware of his important
role as a link between line scientists and senior man-
agement. He was beginning to take seriously his posi-
tion as a representative of the corporation to his staff
and a translator of the staff’s perspective to his man-
agement. He seemed different, a bit more sure of him-
self, and subtly taking an informal leadership role in the
group. He told me that only recently had he had this
revelation about what it meant to act like and feel like
the leader of a group. Once he identified the feeling, all
our learning came back to him and became easy to fit
into his actions. It was a case of delayed learning that
kicked in when he was truly ready.

He confessed that a year earlier, he had claimed that
he understood his role and even practiced some behav-
iors, but he didn’t really get it until now. His learning
on this topic had been delayed. Perhaps he hadn’t been
ready to learn this lesson the year before. Apparently
our conversations and behavioral rehearsals had sat in
his subconscious waiting for the right moment. Now
they were coming out. He was now feeling and acting
in new ways.
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Chapter  13

Distinctive Approaches 
to Coaching

The classic model of coaching, and hence most organiza-
tional consulting, has been deficit-based. It follows the med-
ical model based on the concept that something is wrong and
needs to be fixed. In the deficit approach, the coach and client
diagnose a problem in the client’s behavior patterns and then
seek to repair the problem through behavior change. This fits
with the Western civilization view that humans are flawed and
need to be healed. It is familiar but a bit depressing and old-
fashioned.

Appreciative Coaching: 

Playing from Strength

New research has challenged the medical model. Some organi-
zational psychologists, led by David Cooperrider at Case West-
ern University, have found that no matter how well intended,
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a problem focus discourages people and saps their energy away
from positive change. The Appreciative Inquiry model encour-
ages people to focus on their strengths, high points, and wishes.
Then it challenges them to extrapolate from them to build a
better future. This differs from the deficit model, which focuses
primarily on solving problems or improving on weaknesses.
While both approaches appeal to the desire for something bet-
ter, the appreciative approach concentrates on moving toward
the desired, while the deficit approach focuses on moving away
from the undesired.

The Appreciative Inquiry approach was created to guide
organizational change. The research demonstrates considerable
success with this approach at an organizational level. It is tempt-
ing to apply the appreciative approach, lock, stock, and barrel,
to individual coaching. But traditional coaching has been so
problem-focused, so tied to constructive feedback and a reme-
dial development plan, that it is not obvious how an apprecia-
tive approach would yield the same results.

When I took the Appreciative Inquiry training several years
ago, I was deeply affected by the positive philosophy that it
embodied. It fit with the constructive, supportive, optimistic
underpinnings of my own values and many of the values of
organizational psychology. Since then, I have been attempting
to apply the appreciative approach with my clients.

An obvious first impact has been an increase in my positive
regard. Although this concept, popularized by Carl Rogers, has
formed the foundation of coaching and counseling for decades,
coaches can sometimes give it a backseat in their attempts to
help their clients improve. Viewing my clients as sound and
legitimate leaders rather than flawed ones has both improved
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my relationships with them and facilitated their progress. Hold-
ing unilateral positive regard still leaves plenty of room for
learning and development. It just keeps the conversations more
supportive and, well, appreciative.

Another way to apply Appreciative Inquiry is to keep the
conversations focused on the dream, the desired future. The
coach can facilitate these conversations by asking questions
about the details of the clients’ desired state, questions like
“What would your ideal team look like?” “What could you do
to create that kind of team?” or “How could you gain support
for this effort?” In answering these questions, the clients will
be building a clear road map to their goal. They will also be
thinking thoughts and saying words that are forming the neu-
ral connections necessary for behavior change.

The other insight from my experiments with Appreciative
Inquiry has been a recognition that people’s strengths are
closely and inexorably tied to their weaknesses. When Bill over-
used his decision-making ability, his staff felt powerless. When
Mark overused his action and results orientation, he was seen
as a bully. When clients can appreciate their strong suit and
understand it well enough to avoid overusing it, they bring
more energy and self-confidence to their change process.

Appreciative Case: Bruce #1 
When Enthusiasm Scares People

Bruce’s enthusiasm was one of his greatest assets. When
you first meet him, he greets you with an excited smile
and a big, welcoming hello. He brings this same extro-
verted passion to his work, caring deeply about doing
smart research and becoming excited about positive
results and new ideas. The flipside of this enthusiasm is
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his ability to intimidate people. When Bruce hears an
idea that he thinks will move the project forward, he
energetically supports it, sometimes at the expense of
its doubters. Similarly, if someone wants to follow a
slower, more cautious path, he becomes impatient and
critical.

In coaching Bruce, I first focused on appreciating
his strength, recognizing it as a source of energy for
himself and for his team. He enthusiastically liked peo-
ple, enjoyed action, and deeply wanted success for his
project. The flipside of his strength was his impatience,
which could quickly change into intimidation. He
would put his enthusiasm to succeed above rapport and
harmony with his team members.

We explored Bruce’s enthusiasm in a spirit of
appreciation. Recognizing that rapport with his team
members was important, we looked for ways that he
could focus his enthusiastic energy on staying in rap-
port with each member. He liked this idea because it
was energetic and because it would lead him to the
larger goal. He practiced active listening, keeping eye
contact, and pacing. Over the months, he became more
successful at staying congruent with his team members
and leading the team toward greater commitment to a
shared strategy.

Appreciative Case: Frank #1 
Separating the Messages

Frank’s ability to empathize made him an astute man-
ager who could interpret the needs of all of his con-
stituents, including staff, peers, and senior management.
He could quickly sense what was important to them
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and what was needed to make them happy. Most peo-
ple liked working with Frank because he understood
and connected with them.

Then Frank’s department entered a period of rapid
organizational change. It was scheduled for a radical
reorganization, and people would be moved to new
departments not of their own choosing. Some would be
working with new clients and new managers. Part of
Frank’s job was to deliver these messages of change to
employees and to work with each department to plan
new goals and strategies. During this period, Frank saw
his reputation decline. People began perceiving him as
weak and were feeling confused by his messages.

In a moment of intuition, I realized that Frank was
indeed mixing his messages. On the one hand, he was
laying out the new structure and challenging people
with new goals. Yet on the other hand, sometimes in the
very next sentence, he was empathizing with them and
the difficulties he knew they would face. Taken
together, the two messages were canceling each other
out. The empathy was detracting from the challenge,
and the challenge was detracting from the empathy.
Both were well intended, but neither was getting
through.

Frank recognized this and worked at separating the
two messages. He decided to have two different con-
versations, one about the challenges and the other, at a
later time, expressing empathy. The new strategy
worked. Within months, Frank had rebuilt the respect
of his people and his reputation. His department soon
became one of the top performers in the division.
Recently, Frank was promoted to lead a large division
of his company.
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The Coach’s Use of Self

So far in this book, I have portrayed the coach as a neutral
observer and an objective thought partner. Such objectivity is
impossible. Individuals see things through their own eyes and
experience things through their own mental models. Coaches
are people with their own sets of opinions, feelings, and values
that influence how they operate. A coach may identify strongly
with a particular client and therefore overlook certain behav-
iors that are important to the client’s development. Or the
coach may negatively judge a client who holds very different
values and fail to notice some of their strengths.

Self-Awareness

How can a human coach be competent in light of these built-
in biases and distractions? As with clients, the key is self-aware-
ness. By becoming aware of their own feelings, values, and
biases, coaches can be alert to situations that provoke them.
They can use this awareness to make more conscious choices
about what they perceive and how they act. For example, a new
client who is angry and aggressive might scare me at some level.
If I were not aware of my fear, I might simply become defen-
sive and allow the fear to detract from my coaching work. If I
can feel my fear and become conscious of it, then I can choose
how I want to act in light of my fear. I could choose to let the
client know that his or her behavior is intimidating me and
explore how it might intimidate others. Alternatively, I could
decide that this disclosure would not be ineffective at this point
and instead try to listen carefully for the client’s needs. If I were
not fully aware of my fear, it would probably distract me from
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listening. This awareness both gives me choices and removes
the limiting effects of unconscious emotion.

Reflective Practice

Coaches, like leaders, exert a lot of power through their influ-
ence on their clients. And coaches, like leaders, benefit from
reflection and learning from their experiences. This reflection
on their practice often makes the difference between a coach
who is rigid and doctrinaire and one who is flexible and effec-
tive in a multitude of situations.

Like all people, coaches build mental models and act from
these models. Reflective coaches become aware of their mental
models, act on them, and reflect on their actions. They exam-
ine both the visible results of their actions and the relationships
to their own guiding principles. They seek to adapt both their
models and their actions to this examined reality. This inter-
play of action and reflection enables coaches to consciously
evolve their skills.

Reflection Case: Peter #2 When the Coach’s Mental
Model Differs from the Client’s

My work with Peter provides an example of reflection
in action. Remember, I had originally assumed that the
way for Peter to control his anger would come through
expanding his awareness of his feelings. This was my
mental model early in the engagement. I knew that this
model was rooted in my own psychotherapy and in my
belief in Daniel Goleman’s (1995) model of emotional
intelligence. Even though I was philosophically com-
mitted to this model, I began to see that my strategy of
behavioral control through emotional awareness might
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not work with Peter. When Peter revealed the impor-
tance of his idealism, I observed another characteristic
of Peter’s and used it to create a new strategy. Peter
seemed more comfortable examining his thoughts than
exploring his feelings. He might become more engaged
in delving into his idealistic thinking than into some-
thing more emotional. When I introduced the idea, he
responded with enthusiasm, and I used this observation
to move further down this path. It turned out to be a
successful path for Peter. Through this experience, I
recognized the value of letting go of some of my closely
held models when they don’t seem to be working.

To summarize, reflective coaches

• Become aware of their own mental models, assumptions,
and perceptual filters for ascribing meaning to coaching
interactions

• Become aware of their own methods and techniques

• Commit to examining their actions, both effective and
ineffective

• Regard each client as a new challenge to their models and
continuously evolve these models

The Coach’s Subpersonalities

Coaches, like clients, benefit from being able to integrate the
different parts of themselves and to flow smoothly between
them. Three of the frequently used subpersonalities are sensi-
tivity, intensity, and playfulness. Coaches do need to be gentle
sometimes. We often share information that can be difficult for
a client to swallow. By empathizing with the client’s experience,
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we can help the client feel OK in the face of some critical feed-
back. Our gentleness can create a zone of safety that enables
clients to feel confident enough to consider changing one of
their customary behavior patterns.

Unadulterated sensitivity can make the client feel so safe
that they have no impetus to change. There are times when the
coach needs to be intense or tough. There are two aspects of
the coaching process when the coach’s intensity is particularly
important. When interpreting 360° feedback and using it to
identify behavior change goals, the coach needs to accurately
represent reality to the client by directing their attention to dif-
ficult information. They need to remind the client that these
perceptions are valid and important, worth attending to.

Similarly, in the later stages of the coaching process, when
the client is practicing their behavior change in the real world,
distractions can arise that draw the clients’ attention away from
their behavioral goals. This is a time for the coach to be intense
and keep the conversation focused on the desired change. For
me, this intensity is powered by my knowledge that changing a
behavior requires a sustained effort and focus over several
months. Introducing a new goal or following an interesting tan-
gent could distract the client’s attention from the target behav-
ior before it has become fully learned and habituated. When
these distractions arise, I will usually direct the conversation
back to the original goals and make sure the client has made
solid progress before adding something new.

Humor can play an important role in coaching. At one
level, it can keep rapport and connection between coach and
client. Being playful can also add a new perspective to the
client’s undertaking, one that is lighthearted and not so deadly
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serious. It also introduces flexibility. Being playful about their
process focuses attention on it while transforming it into a more
familiar and even fun-to-talk-about theme.

When coaches can embrace these three sides of themselves,
they have the breadth to connect with the client on multiple
levels. When they feel that the client is grappling with some-
thing difficult, they can bring out their sensitive side. When
they feel that the client is avoiding something important, they
call on their intense side. And when they sense that the situa-
tion could use some lightening up, they bring out their playful
side. As the coach becomes more comfortable with these parts
of themselves, they can use them to make the coaching more
effective.

Intuition

Dr. Benjamin Spock advised new parents to trust themselves by
explaining that they knew more than they thought they did.
Intuition can be another valuable source of information for the
coach. Intuition can be seen as knowledge that comes from an
unknown source inside of us. Jung describes intuition as a way
of perceiving information beyond the five senses.

Although much has been written about the existence of
intuition, little has been proved about the way it actually works
because of its invisible, untraceable nature. Nancy Rosanoff, in
Intuition Workout (1998), describes three primary ways that peo-
ple receive intuitive messages: mentally through words,
thoughts, images, and symbols; emotionally through feelings;
and physically through bodily sensations.

Mental messages come in the form of thoughts, words,
images, or symbols. The difference between intuitive mes-
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sages and rational thinking is that the thoughts appear with-
out reasoning. For example, I was about to order dinner in a
restaurant when such a message came to me. It said, “Don’t
order the special vegetable casserole. Get two appetizers
instead.” I pondered that idea for a moment, but then asked
myself, “Why should I follow that intuition? Specials are usu-
ally very tasty. And there is no logical reason why I shouldn’t
order it.” So I went ahead and ordered it, still wondering what
that intuitive thought was trying to tell me. I soon found out.
Over the next half hour, the waiter proceeded to bring every-
one else’s dish except mine. As I waited almost an hour, hun-
gry, jealous, and stuffing myself with bread, I realized that my
intuition “knew” I would have been served the appetizers
more promptly.

As another example, a client told me how she had come
up with a logo for an entertainment company. While she was
listening to some rock music, an image of bigness and heavi-
ness appeared in her mind. She decided to go with this intu-
ition and expressed it visually. It turned it into a now
world-famous logo.

Emotional messages come in the form of feelings. People
may feel scared about a situation even though it appears safe on
the surface. Or they may find themselves feeling sad entering a
room and later learn that the sadness is the feeling of someone
else in the room who is in the midst of a personal tragedy.

Physical messages take the form of bodily sensations, like
unease in the gut or tightness in the neck. They can indicate
whether a situation or person will turn out well or not. In a job
interview, tightness can indicate that the job or the culture
might not be a good fit. Conversely, a feeling of physical well-
being can mean that the situation would work out nicely.
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Whatever form it takes, intuition provides real and useful
information about the world. The better we are able to use it,
the better decisions we are able to make.

There are two skills to using intuition. One is to learn how
to access it. If we assume that all of us have intuition, then
accessing intuition relies on giving the intuition a path to our
consciousness. This means becoming relaxed while staying
aware. Breathing deeply and relaxing the face, shoulders, and
abdomen can clear the path for intuitive messages. Intuitive
messages travel through our nervous system, so relaxation clears
the pathways by removing the tension that blocks them. Allow-
ing intuition to appear is more useful than trying to force it out.

The other skill is learning to trust intuition. It is important,
however, to remember that intuition is nonrational and non-
linear, that you cannot use logic to ascertain the accuracy of an
intuitive message. The trust will come from experience rather
than logic. Developing trust in intuition is similar to develop-
ing trust in a person. Begin by giving it a chance to perform.
Then, if it proves useful, consciously give it more chances. Over
time, you will become more trusting to use your intuition to
make decisions.

Coach’s Intuition Case: Diane #1
Using Intuition to Help the Client Face a Reality

I was working with Diane in a two-hour coaching
engagement as part of her company’s leadership devel-
opment program. The feedback data from direct
reports were so uniformly negative that they couldn’t
provide any clear clues about what she should work on.
In the first part of our conversation, she told me about
her optimism and her belief that she and the company
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could always find a way to make things work out and to
make people happy. I registered to myself that this
seemed a bit overly optimistic for a manager. She rein-
forced this view by describing her attempts to find a
bigger job for an employee whose performance was
only average.

Her 360° ratings were mostly low, but without a
discernible pattern that would indicate where to focus.
As I looked back at her data, I felt an intuitive wave of
anger and frustration. When I looked at these low rat-
ings, I felt what I believed to be the employees’ frustra-
tion with her unending optimism. When I empathized
with her staff, I believed they saw her as unrealistic and
Pollyannaish and even dishonest in the way she ignored
difficult realities. I imagined the other employees being
disappointed and even angry with her for not dealing
realistically with the average performer. When I
described my hunch to Diane, she let out a sigh of
relief. She relaxed and began to seriously consider
changing because she finally knew what was wrong.

Self-Revelation

The coaching process should focus primarily on the client.
Most of the time, it is inappropriate and distracting for coaches
to talk about themselves. But occasionally, it can be valuable for
coaches to reveal who they are and what they have experienced.
It can be especially useful when the coach has learned lessons
or dealt with challenges that are similar to the clients’. When
the coach tells the story of their journey through similar terri-
tory, the client can feel reassured that success is possible and
that they are in the hands of an experienced professional.
Clients have said that hearing about someone else who faced
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similar hurdles strengthens their confidence in dealing with it.
Self-revealing can also make the coach more human in the

client’s eyes. When the coach tells a relevant story about them-
selves, the client gains some glimpses of the coach’s private life.
It reveals the coach as an ordinary person with human flaws and
the courage to face them. It can also strengthen the bond
between coach and client by disclosing things that they have in
common.

Self-Revealing Case: Jane #1
When the Coach Joins the Client

Jane sought coaching after being told by her senior
managers that she was not meeting their expectations
as a project manager. One of their criticisms was that
she did not push her team members enough to do their
work on time. Jane had wanted to stay on them but had
been hanging back for fear offending them. Another
criticism was that she had been neglecting to follow up
on certain tasks. She did not have a system for writing
down these tasks and recording who was responsible for
what and by when. Third, her management criticized
her for speaking in a meandering, roundabout manner.
When she thought about developing these new behav-
iors, she felt overwhelmed. She had never been in a sit-
uation like this and simply didn’t believe that she could
change that much.

Though she did face a considerable challenge, I was
more optimistic. I felt optimistic not only because I had
successfully worked with other clients on these issues
but also because I had faced and overcome a similar
challenge early in my career. I decided to tell her my
story. I described how I learned to be an assertive,
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detail-oriented project manager while still maintaining
a pleasant demeanor. I also explained how I learned to
communicate more succinctly. Finally, I followed with
an example of coaching a client to speak in a more lin-
ear, logical manner.

As a coach, it felt awkward to talk about myself
rather than the client. But it also seemed useful. When
I finished my story, Jane broke into her first smile of the
day and said she felt heartened, knowing that it was
possible for people to change these kinds of behaviors.
She said that she was glad to be working with someone
who had actually been through it himself. I felt satisfied
at having opted to reveal myself and glad that it worked.
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Chapter  14

Coaching Themes
Familiar and Unique

E ven though every leader is different, some leaders share the
same developmental themes. Although my sample of one hun-
dred clients is small, examining their developmental themes can
be enlightening. It can tell us something about the challenges
many leaders face. And it can give coaches some insight into
how to work with clients facing similar challenges.

This chapter describes some of these recurring themes and
summarizes cases of leaders who successfully addressed them.

Having to Be Right

Being smart and having answers can propel people into positions
of leadership. However, once someone is in a leadership posi-
tion, always having the right answers becomes a liability. Such
certainty can damage organizations in several different ways.
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• People tend to avoid leaders who appear to have all the
answers. They don’t seek them out or engage them in
work conversations because they don’t want to hear
another one-way, know-it-all response. The effects of a
leader’s always being right are listed below:

•Decision-making can suffer because the leader’s cer-
tainty limits conversation. Decisions don’t get the
benefit of a variety of ideas; instead, they get made
with the limited input of the leader’s perspective.

•Employees do not develop under leaders who have
all the answers. They tend to abdicate decision
making and problem solving to the leader because
the leader has monopolized that role. Some
employees actually come to believe that the leader
really does have the best answers and don’t even try
to come up with answers of their own. Others sim-
ply give up voicing an answer, knowing that the
leader will overrule it.

Having to be Right Case: Louise #1 
She Was Respected—and Resented

Louise is a parts manager for an airline. Her department
makes sure that vendors supply the parts needed to keep
the planes in good repair and safely in the air. She knows
everything about her department, including the name
and function of every part, as well as how long it should
take to repair each one. She also has relationships with
all the vendors. She is quick-thinking, results-oriented,
and extroverted. Whenever a problem occurs, she is
quick to formulate an answer and act on it.

Her 360° feedback report indicated that her staff
respect her knowledge and defer to her but resent her
for making all the decisions. They don’t feel she
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respects their ideas and certainly don’t feel empowered
to make their own decisions. Louise was not completely
surprised by this feedback, but she didn’t know what to
do about it.

Louise believed it was her job to have the answers.
When I probed further into this attitude, she revealed
some more personal reasons for her belief. First, she
enjoyed having the answers and being in the middle of
the action, even if it meant marginalizing her staff. Sec-
ond, she didn’t trust her staff to come up with ideas that
were as good as hers. Her third reason was the most
personal yet held the greatest potential for change. She
believed that she would not be valuable if she didn’t
have all the answers. She needed the answers in order
to feel secure and respect herself.

Once she revealed this, it became clear to her that
she was monopolizing the answers for personal rather
than business reasons. She realized that it would still be
an effort to change her pattern, but the pattern was no
longer justified by business necessity.

We proceeded from that point. My contract with
her company was for only two sessions. So I cut to the
chase and asked her bluntly, “When will you feel con-
fident enough to let other people make decisions?” Her
face changed, and she said that she really wanted to
change this. I saw this as signal that she was seriously
contemplating changing this behavior.

Listening Case: Mark #2
Not Just One Listening Pattern

Two years after our initial coaching work, Mark decided
to move out of his scientific management role and into
a project management role in the burgeoning new field
of bioinformatics. In his new role, he needed to per-
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suade hundreds of scientists and managers in his com-
pany to document their work in a different way. He
used his new skills and attitudes to make some headway.
But he and his department still faced significant resist-
ance. Mark realized that he needed to change more of
his behavior in order to influence his clients.

We decided to focus on listening because Mark had
gotten feedback about being a poor listener. When we
explored this, he described three different listening pat-
terns in meetings. When he was very interested, he lis-
tened well. When he was completely disinterested, he
thought about other things. And when he was margin-
ally interested, he drifted in and out, waiting for the
conversation to become relevant to him.

He asked for help in appearing more interested in
the marginal situations. I didn’t think that appearing
interested was a worthwhile goal, since it was not
authentic and avoided the real issue of his disinterest. I
suggested that we explore ways he could actually
become more interested in the conversation. He
agreed, so we continued on that path.

We recognized that it was not uncommon for people
to be disinterested in certain topics. But in Mark’s case,
his moments of disinterest were damaging his credibility
and his ability to achieve his larger goal of creating a suc-
cessful bioinformatics system. That goal involved build-
ing trusting, collaborative relationships with his clients.
Once he made this connection, he moved into the con-
templation phase, deciding to tryto feel genuine interest
in his clients and their conversations.

The approach I took was essentially one of self-
discipline through commitment to a larger goal. I sug-
gested this approach because of a personal experience I
had had the previous week. While my wife and I were
on vacation driving through the Rocky Mountains, she
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mentioned that the mountains reminded her of a
painful weekend she had spent in Vermont thirty years
earlier. I was about to say, “Oh,” and change the sub-
ject when I remembered that I had been wanting to feel
closer to her for weeks. We hadn’t spent much time
together because she had been working long hours at
her new job. I recognized that this was an opportunity
to learn more about her life and reconnect with her. I
began listening with interest and found myself
empathizing with her experience, asking follow-up
questions, and getting involved in her story. My desire
for a closer connection motivated me to listen deeply
and initiate an intimate conversation. My larger goal
had turned me into an interested listener. Couldn’t
Mark do the same?

Mark used this new commitment to build very suc-
cessful relationships with his customers. His desire to
succeed led him to change both the behavior and the
emotion of interested listening.

Working with Emotions: Empathy

Emotional intelligence has received a lot of attention in the
leadership literature in part because it has been shown to be
critical to effective leadership. Empathy is the cornerstone of
emotional intelligence. Daniel Goleman (1995) defines four
components of emotional intelligence:

• Self-awareness—knowing your own emotions and their
corresponding strengths and limitations

• Social awareness—empathy; sensing other people’s emo-
tions, understanding their perspective, taking an active
interest in their concerns; recognizing your impact on
others
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• Self-regulation—keeping disruptive emotions and impulses
under control; using self-awareness to adapt to changing
situations and managing your motivation

• Managing relationships—using empathy and self-manage-
ment to skillfully relate to others; adapting your approach
and style to work well with others

Emotional intelligence is built on empathy. People who feel
empathy understand other people’s experiences. They often
sense it in their body, feeling the same excitement, fear, or frus-
tration the other person feels. When we empathize, we can
connect with others, we understand and respect their experi-
ence, and they appreciate this understanding. This can form the
foundation for trust, mutual influence, and open communica-
tion.

As with any other human trait, people vary in their ability
to empathize. Some can tune in to others’ experiences with such
accuracy that they are more aware of their colleagues’ emotions
than the colleagues themselves. Others are so focused on facts
and logic that they are practically oblivious to people’s feelings.

Empathy is, in a sense, a judgment about another person’s
feelings. When we empathize, we make a hypothetical decision
about what the other is probably experiencing. Myers-Briggs
type theory identifies two different sources of judgment: think-
ing, an approach based on logic, and feeling, an approach based
on empathy and values. Each can be a way for a client to under-
stand another’s feelings.

Clients who favor feelings are able to experience another
person’s emotions directly through their own emotions. By
observing and focusing their attention on the other person, they
experience actual feelings that are similar to the other person’s.
They are often very accurate in their readings of other people.
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Clients who favor thinking may need to take a more logi-
cal road to empathy. I have personally found that empathy is a
learnable skill. By breaking empathy down into its component
skills and by practicing these skills, people can strengthen their
ability to experience and respond to others’ feelings. This
empathy training can be extremely valuable because empathy,
and the human connection it creates, is an essential aspect of
leadership.

In empathy training, we engage in a process of developing
the client’s empathy muscles, not unlike training in an athletic
skill. We begin the training by acknowledging that we can never
really feel another person’s feelings. Starting in the cognitive
realm, we view empathy as making an educated guess about
what the other person is experiencing. To make a good guess,
clients need to be able to recognize and feel their own emo-
tions. We often spend time on recognizing their own feelings.
(This is not a snap for everyone; people who have considerable
difficulty recognizing and feeling their emotions may need
additional work with their coach or with a psychotherapist.)
Once the clients have developed this fluency with their own
emotions, they can project themselves into the other person’s
situation and ask, “How would I feel in this situation or if I
were in this person’s shoes?” Their own emotions can serve as
clues.

Sometimes one question is not enough to understand the
other person’s state. In this case, we can slow down the empa-
thy lesson by pondering a series of questions that will lead to
an estimation of the other person’s emotions—for example:

“What situation is this person in?”

“How would I feel if I were in that situation?”
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“How have I reacted when I faced similar situations?”

“What is this person probably feeling?”

With thinking-oriented people, such a series of logical ques-
tions and answers can be the easiest and most direct path to
empathy.

The second source of empathy is “reading” the other per-
son. Nonverbal factors such as facial expressions, moistness of
the eyes, tone of voice, breathing pace, skin tone, and body pos-
ture all provide clues to people’s emotional state. Naturally,
their words also furnish valuable information.

Learning Empathy Case: Stan #2
Recognizing the Importance of Feelings

Stan is a pharmaceutical research manager who was los-
ing the trust of his department because of his insensi-
tive behavior. He asked me to help him rebuild that
trust. After interpreting his assessment and feedback,
we determined that Stan was not very empathic and
would benefit from learning this skill. Stan agreed that
he wanted to strengthen his empathy.

In our first “lesson,” we reviewed the role that feel-
ings play in organizational life. We examined how peo-
ple make decisions and form opinions through a
combination of logic and emotion. Since this can come
as surprise to some ultralogical people, I asked Stan to
recount some of his work decisions, looking for their
emotional component. I also shared the research on the
centrality of emotions in decision making. We then
examined the negative effects of being mistrusted by
colleagues and considered possible causes. The goal of
this exercise was to enhance Stan’s recognition of the
importance of feelings.
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The goal of the next step was to strengthen Stan’s
ability to feel and understand his own emotions. We
named some common emotions, such as joy, pride,
hurt, and anger. I asked him to recall moments he had
experienced these feelings and to describe the sensa-
tions. We also named each feeling in order to establish
a language of emotion.

Once we had reinforced Stan’s ability to identify his
own feelings, we moved on to the big step of recogniz-
ing the feelings of others. I asked him to think of situ-
ations in which others probably had emotional
reactions, including situations like getting promoted,
being criticized, being listened to, and being ignored.
(In a more elaborate empathy training program, the
coach might show videos and ask the client to identify
the emotions of the actors.) As Stan described each sit-
uation, I asked him to hypothesize what the person
might be feeling. I also asked him to act out how they
might express that feeling. After five or six scenarios,
Stan was feeling pretty confident in his ability to make
educated guesses about people’s feelings.

As an assignment, Stan practiced empathy by guess-
ing how people might be feeling in actual situations. He
observed people in meetings, in one-on-one conversa-
tions, on the telephone, and responding to his e-mails.
When possible, he would make an empathic remark to
demonstrate his understanding and check his hypothe-
sis. Statements like “That must make you worried” or
“You seem enthusiastic” made people more comfortable
with him. I asked Stan to practice this new skill as often
as he could over the next months. Reading and under-
standing people’s feelings became his new project, one
that he could work on every day. As he practiced it, a
whole new world of feelings and empathic responses
opened up to him.
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The final step in Stan’s training was to learn to use
his empathy to modify his own actions. Before saying
something, he would ask himself, “If I say this, how
might this person feel?” If he were comfortable with
their likely response, he would say it. If he didn’t want
to evoke that feeling, he would change his words to
something that would evoke a more desirable response.
After practicing this skill in our coaching sessions, Stan
started using it in his work life.

Can a person have too much empathy? Yes. Empathy, if
overused, can interfere with a leader’s need to give constructive
feedback or to communicate other types of difficult messages.

Too Much Empathy Case: Ross #1
You Still Need to Have Those Difficult Conversations

Ross is an experienced public relations executive. He
manages the press department for an entertainment
company, providing press coverage for its shows and
events. One of the keys to his success is his skill at
meeting the needs of media people. He reads people,
empathizes with them, and adapts his behavior to them.
He is a master at keeping people happy.

His challenge came when he learned that his
department’s performance was at best mediocre. His
staff of press professionals was producing incomplete
or off-the-mark work and was not following up fre-
quently with the press people. Improving the perform-
ance of his staff became our coaching goal.

When we talked about what he was doing to turn
the situation around, Ross told me about a recent staff
meeting where he laid out his expectations for depart-
ment. His staff appeared to agree. But in the following
weeks, Ross saw little improvement. I asked if he had
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spoken with each person to explain his expectations and
where that person was missing the mark. He surprised
me when he said that he had not given this difficult
feedback because it would probably upset his people
and might cause their performance to deteriorate even
further. We had uncovered Ross’s weakness. He
empathized and sought to please so much that he dared
not initiate difficult conversations.

My goal would be to help Ross conduct these diffi-
cult conversations. Ross wanted to succeed and agreed
that this was an important goal but recognized that it
would be a complete departure from his normal inter-
personal style.

The Angry Leader

Many people feel anger at work. Both the workplace and the
marketplace foster competition and bring out people’s aggres-
sion. In their desire to succeed, people bump into one another
and create situations in which some people are bound to be dis-
appointed, dismissed, ignored or overruled. People become
frustrated or angry in these situations. While their anger may
be understandable, if it is expressed aggressively, it can damage
work relationships and undermine a leader’s effectiveness.

Anger, especially vicious anger, drives people away. It builds
barriers between angry leaders and others. People avoid angry
leaders and become very cautious about what they say to them.
This leads to angry leaders becoming isolated from their staff,
limiting their ability to influence as well as their access to infor-
mation.

A pattern of anger also reduces a leader’s credibility with
senior management. Senior-level managers come to see angry
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leaders as lacking in people skills or, even worse, out of control.
They might seek to reduce the angry leaders’ responsibilities
and keep them away from important and sensitive assignments.

Recently, I have been coaching two different angry leaders.
Both are aware of how their anger is negatively affecting their
careers. Both have tried to curtail their workplace anger on
their own, with little success. Why is their anger so difficult to
control? What can they do to channel their energy more con-
structively?

Anger Case: Tom #1 What Triggered His Outbursts?

Tom is a telecommunications manager with a securities
trading firm. He is seen as very effective at managing
large projects and completing them profitably and on
time. But his career has plateaued because of his pattern
of anger.

I was contracted to work with Tom for a ninety-
minute coaching session as part of the company’s lead-
ership development program. As we went through his
360º feedback, Tom started elaborating on one of the
written-in comments about his anger. It was clear that
he wanted to work on this.

I followed by asking Tom to describe some of the
situations in which he got angry. He described one in
which an employee did not complete a task that had
been assigned to him. He described another when a
senior manager asked him to perform a task that Tom
believed was useless. A third situation occurred when a
peer did not complete his part of a critical project. In
each situation, Tom expressed his anger by becoming
judgmental and sarcastic and openly criticizing the per-
son by saying something like “How could you be so stu-
pid?” or “That’s a terrible idea.”
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I asked about what he experienced when he got
angry. Tom described his incensed reaction as being so
sudden and so intense that it was impossible to control.
When I commented on the speed of his reaction, Tom
agreed that it happened too quickly to even be aware
that it was coming on, not to mention consciously slow-
ing it down.

I have come to believe that anger, for many people,
is a form of protection against a more threatening feel-
ing. Men especially become angry as a way of warding
off the vulnerable feelings of fear, anxiety, or hurt. Since
my coaching time with Tom was short, I explored with
him the possibility that there might be an emotion lying
behind his anger. I asked if there was anything that the
anger-inducing situations had in common. He replied
that each held the possibility of his failure. When I
asked about his emotions that accompanied the possi-
bility of failure, he explained, with some prompting,
that they made him anxious. (It is interesting that Tom
and others find it very hard to feel and identify vulner-
able emotions such as fear or anxiety but have a much
easier time feeling and expressing aggressive emotions
like anger.)

Tom seemed both relieved and shaken by recog-
nizing his anxiety: relieved at finding a way out of the
grip of his hair-trigger anger and shaken by the vulner-
ability of feeling anxiety. I decided to focus on this anx-
ious part of Tom to draw some of his energy and
attention away from the accompanying anger. He
talked about how, in each situation, the other person’s
actions would cause him to worry about failing on a
project. He accepted and understood his anxiety in
these situations. I encouraged him to use his awareness
of his anxiety as stepping-stone in learning how to con-
trol his anger.
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I believed that Tom would need to slow down his
anger response in order to rein it in. Tom seemed to be
a physical guy, so I chose to refer him to his body as a
fast path to becoming aware of feelings. To heighten his
awareness, I asked him where in his body he felt the
anxiety. Tom indicated he felt it in his chest. We talked
about staying aware of the sensations in his chest and
his underlying anxiety as a way to slow down and mod-
erate his anger response.

As we put these pieces together, Tom began to feel
that he could actually conquer his anger pattern and
advance in his career. He seemed hopeful for the first
time. Then the resistance appeared. As soon as he rec-
ognized that he was truly capable of this change, he
made a remark about retiring. At the peak of his opti-
mism about conquering this pattern, which had plagued
him throughout his entire career, he pulled back. It
seemed that the part of him that didn’t want to change
was rebelling by speaking out. When I commented on
his remark, Tom agreed that there was a part of him
that did not want to put in the effort.

Seeing this rebellion as a motivational issue, I
addressed it from two fronts: past successes and potential
rewards. I asked him if he had made any other significant
behavioral changes in his life. He told me about losing
eighty-five pounds and keeping it off. That would serve as
his model for this change. When I asked him what had
motivated him to lose the weight, he said that he was
afraid of dying young. Avoidance of a negative outcome
had motivated him in the past. So I tried to use it again by
asking how he would feel if he stayed at his current level
for the rest of his career. He made a face and admitted that
would be horrible, almost as bad as dying young from obe-
sity. By focusing on his fear of the unwanted outcome, he
became remotivated to continue working on his anger.

Coaching Themes Familiar and Unique | 253

c14.qxd  10/12/05  10:45 AM  Page 253

https://t.me/PrMaB



I wanted to give him more tools to succeed in his
anger management effort, so I asked him how he had
succeeded in losing the weight. He credited two actions
he took. First, he developed and used a plan. Second,
he made the process comfortable by setting a series of
goals that were easy to achieve. We set about trying to
replicate this approach to his anger management. We
outlined a plan based on (1) awareness of the feeling the
anxiety in his chest and then (2) waiting and (3) deflect-
ing the anger by using the waiting time to plan a diplo-
matic and dignified response. Tom gave each step a
label that he could easily remember and then went
through each step to assure himself that he could prac-
tice it under fire. Everything checked out.

Since I was not contracted to meet with him again,
we explored his sharing his plan with his manager and
some selected peers. He liked the idea of meeting with
them monthly to ask for feedback about their view of
his progress on managing his anger. Involving them
would serve two purposes. It would provide Tom with
needed feedback and reinforcement. And it would
speed up their perception of his change. Tom made a
commitment to both himself and to me to work at con-
trolling his anger. We both left feeling optimistic about
his chances.

Anger Case: Peter #3
Preventing Hair-Trigger Reactions

Peter is a research executive at a biotech company. He
is a youthful yet skilled manager with an energetic,
engaging style. He came to the company expecting to
shore up the chemistry department, as well as to help
develop the company culture and integrate it with its
parent. At the suggestion of his manager, Peter sought
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coaching because he was damaging work relationships
with angry outbursts. His anger was causing people to
fear and avoid him, diminishing his ability to lead. He
had been aware of this pattern for several years but on
his own had not made much progress in controlling it.
His goal in coaching was to gain control of his anger.

In our initial meetings, Peter described some situ-
ations in which he lashed out at someone. In each situ-
ation, he would get angry in response to someone’s
doing something that disappointed or offended him.
What first struck me was the speed of his angry reac-
tions. The event would occur, and within seconds, he
would lash out. When we explored this sequence fur-
ther, it became clear that he was only vaguely aware of
his emotions. All he knew was that he got angry. When
I asked him to describe his feelings just prior to the out-
burst, he could only describe them as “upset.” This
seemed significant because, like Tom, identifying his
emotions could become helpful in gaining greater con-
trol of them. As homework, I asked Peter to track the
situations in which he was tempted to lose control, to
describe the events, to name his emotions, and to sup-
press his reaction.

Peter liked the idea of controlling his reactions but
balked at identifying his emotions. Even after several
requests, he resisted this part of the assignment. His
reluctance seemed important, however. I thought of the
emotional intelligence model in which people begin
with emotional awareness and then move to social
awareness, self-regulation, and finally relationship man-
agement. I started believing that Peter’s lack of aware-
ness of his emotions might be related to his inability to
control them. My initial strategy was to assist Peter in
becoming more aware of his emotions so he could reg-
ulate them.
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He seemed motivated to change his anger pattern,
yet he had a strong aversion to examining his feelings.
Because of this, I wondered if my initial strategy of
helping him become more aware of his precipitating
emotions might fail.

In our next meeting, another possibility emerged.
Peter spoke frequently of wanting to build a great cul-
ture, wanting his managers to excel, and wanting to be
an excellent leader. I wondered if there was a connec-
tion between his idealism and his anger. Did his high
expectations for others mean that he could easily
become disappointed whenever they did not live up to
his ideals? Could his anger come from these deep and
frequent disappointments? When I asked about his high
ideals, he explained how important they were to him
and how frustrated he became when people disap-
pointed him.

In that session, we looked at Peter’s idealism as an
important part of himself while also looking for a more
realistic part. We talked about his expectations for peo-
ple, what was realistic and what was unrealistic. For
example, he wanted a team member to become more
detail-oriented and better at managing his time—rap-
idly. Upon examination, however, it seemed more real-
istic to believe that this change would take at least a
year, if he achieved it at all. Peter came to see that by
tempering his idealism with realistic expectations, he
would be less prone to disappointment and therefore to
anger. This approach did help Peter control his out-
bursts for a while.

Several weeks later, he had another embarrassing
outburst. At a management meeting, Peter got angry
with a colleague who had been lecturing the group in a
condescending way. I was at the meeting and observed
the tantrum at first hand. It wasn’t pretty. Clearly, the
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idealism cure hadn’t worked. Peter and I met again to
address what had happened.

My only plans for this meeting were to try to
understand what had happened and to look for another
clue to prevention. Then Peter described how he acted
in meetings at the parent company. He explained that
he edited himself all the time in these politically sensi-
tive meetings. He followed this by asking me if a radi-
cal change might work better than an incremental
change. He referred to his experience as a trumpet
player. When players needed to make a significant
improvement in playing, the teacher would make them
abandon their current style of breathing and fingering
and adopt a completely new approach. Playing would
initially feel quite awkward but would result in signifi-
cant improvement after a while. He wondered if the
same type of sweeping change might help him control
his anger. Would staying aware of his thoughts and feel-
ings and editing his behavior do the trick?

Initially, I had mixed feelings about his idea, think-
ing it seemed a bit radical. I was glad that he had taken
charge and come up with a workable idea. He was pro-
posing to act more like a seasoned executive and less
like an impulsive young man. I was concerned, however,
about his giving up his spontaneity and wondered what
he might lose in the process. But the more we talked
about it, the more sense it made. I supported Peter in
trying out his “editing himself all the time” approach.

Applying Use of Self

Following my session with Peter, I reflected on my own actions.
I asked myself why I had not completely supported his idea
when most executives I knew regularly edited themselves. I 
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realized that even though I deeply wanted him to gain control
of his emotions, I was also attracted by his quick, energized,
emotional spontaneity. I had lost my own spontaneity early in
my life and may have wanted him to preserve his boyishness as a
way of preserving my own. Whatever my reasons, I had almost
gotten in the way of my client’s progress. My little talk with
myself enabled me to get out of the way and help Peter progress.

Motivation and Leadership

Most leaders wish for a motivated staff. I have worked with sev-
eral clients on creating an environment that is maximally moti-
vating to their staff. The first operating principle is that one size
doesn’t fit all, that no one motivator is likely to appeal to every
member. Our first task is to identify the key motivators for each
staff member. With a little questioning, clients can usually iden-
tify these motivators, but many have not used this knowledge
so pragmatically before. Next we talk about the kind of highly
motivated, “stretch” effort they would like to see from each per-
son and identify a specific motivator that could propel that per-
son to the next level of performance.

Motivation Case: Bill #6 
Choosing a Motivator That Fits the Person

In a motivational analysis session, Bill identified the
motivators for his three key project managers. Since
manager A would clearly be motivated by a promotion,
Bill planned a conversation with him describing the
new behavior he was hoping for and tying it to a pro-
motion to director. Manager B wanted to stay on the
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cutting edge of her field and share her expertise with
other people. So Bill set out a development plan for her
that included a senior technical role. Manager C
wanted more visibility. So Bill’s plan for him included
more presentations at meetings with senior manage-
ment. Six months later, Bill’s department had become
one of the top performers in the division. Morale was
high, and turnover had slowed to a trickle.

Gaining and Using Power

Organizations need their leaders to guide members’ actions
toward common goals. Leaders need to exercise power in order
to influence their actions. When leaders don’t exert this influ-
ence, employees begin moving in their own sometimes dis-
parate directions. This causes the organization to flounder. For
this reason, the skillful and judicious use of power is one of the
important lessons of leadership.

Some people are naturally drawn to acquiring and exercis-
ing power. Others hold back from obtaining or using it. Both
types of people can learn about power. The power-oriented
people can learn to temper their appetite and to share power
with others. The power-reticent people can learn the value of
using power wisely and become skillful at knowing how and
when to exercise it.

Organizational psychologists define five sources of power:

• Position—role in the organizational structure

• Control of resources—ability to use and distribute money,
equipment, data, or people

• Expertise—superior relevant knowledge
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• Personal behavior—actions that inspire confidence and
attract followers

• Relationships—communication and trust with significant
people

Personal behavior and relationships are the sources of
power that are most malleable and therefore the ones most
likely to be addressed in coaching. People can project, or not
project, power through their personal behavior. How they
speak, ask questions, project their voice, and hold their body
all contribute to their interpersonal power. A loud voice is
more powerful than a squeaky voice. An upright posture 
is more compelling than one that is hunched over. Large,
expressive arm movements appear more powerful than twiddling
fingers. Direct eye contact is more commanding than darting
eyes, and so on. Leaders who want to appear more powerful can
learn these personal behaviors and put them into practice.

But these physical behaviors are not enough. If they are
merely tacked on to a person’s personality, they may gain tem-
porary attention but can also seem hollow. Authentic power
comes from within. Truly powerful people use their behavior
to express something personally and organizationally impor-
tant. Clients who are seeking to develop a more powerful pres-
ence learn to connect their behaviors to an idea that is
internally meaningful. When they combine the power behav-
iors with a meaningful message, they become authentically
powerful leaders.

Persistence and consistency are additional aspects of power.
A persistent leader will stay with an idea, regularly raising it in
order to gain support. If leaders abandon ideas in the face of
resistance or back off to avoid disagreement, their ideas will fall
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by the wayside, and their perceived power will diminish. A pow-
erful leader recognizes when to persist and when to negotiate.
For some, that means being more persistent, more often.

Power Case: Alice #4
Refitting Her Presentation Style as a Manager

Alice needed to lead Cybern through a significant tran-
sition from being a biotech firm designing promising
technologies to a pharmaceutical company that devel-
ops marketable drugs. To succeed, managers would
need to manage differently, scientists would need to
learn new skills, and the whole company would need 
to adopt new practices. To lead this behavioral and atti-
tudinal change, Alice would need to be a more powerful
voice at Cybern.

The first challenge she faced was influencing her
staff to support the new strategy. Transitioning to a
drug discovery company meant that most people would
need to leave their comfort zones and learn new skills.
When she initially communicated the new strategy, she
communicated it only once and a bit tentatively.

The first skill on our agenda was persistence and
repetition. As a creative scientist, Alice wasn’t fond 
of repetition. She liked to solve a problem and move on.
In our coaching, she recognized that her staff would
need to hear the new strategy several times in several
different formats before they abandon their old mind-
sets and habits to embrace it.

Our second project was her personal behavior in
groups. Five foot one, with a soft, high pitched voice,
Alice was hardly a commanding presence. On top of
that, her conceptual intelligence and broad knowledge
caused her to question everything and look at topics 
relativistically. This meant that she that she treated
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many ideas with a measure of doubt. When she ex-
pressed an idea, it would be tentative, always leaving
open the possibility that it might be wrong.

We began working on developing a more definitive
and commanding presence. The first target was her
voice. When she expressed an idea, she would often
raise her voice at the end of the sentence. This “uptalk”
in effect turns every statement into a question. After
pointing this out, she practiced lowering her voice at
the end of her sentences. It is a simple technique with
concrete results. Instantly, she sounded more authori-
tative.

Next we worked on her body movements. We real-
ized that the gesture of moving her hands downward at
the end of a statement made it more definitive. So she
began to weave that into her style.

In meetings, her tendency was to speak only when
she had something unique to add. As a team member,
this is a fine strategy. But as the leader, her silence made
her seem passive and left her constituents wondering
where she stood on the issues under discussion.
Acknowledging this, she began to weigh in on each
topic in meetings. This wasn’t particularly hard, since
she did have opinions. But it did take some practice to
make it into a new habit.

Power Case: Marianne #1 
A Creative Learns to Use Her Power

Marianne is a design director at a publishing company.
A year earlier, her company had launched a new maga-
zine. Now she was charged with managing its redesign
to attract a broader readership. The job was not easy,
since it involved a makeover into a new type of maga-
zine, and there were no models to follow or even adapt.
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Besides the design and branding challenge, Marianne
and her team also faced a tight deadline because the
company had promised its advertisers a new look in the
next four months.

Marianne and the magazine’s editor-in-chief con-
tracted with a design studio to do the redesign. The
studio created a wonderful logo that all the publishing
executives loved. But when it came to designing the
magazine’s interior, the studio kept missing the mark.
After a third failed presentation, Marianne had a feel-
ing in her gut that the studio just wouldn’t be able to do
the job. She mentioned this concern to the editor, who
agreed. But instead of acting on her feeling, Marianne
kept plugging along, giving the studio her feedback and
asking them to try again.

Three precious weeks went by, and the studio sub-
mitted three more off-target designs. Finally, the edi-
tor called Marianne into his office and told her he
wanted to fire the design studio and hire another one.
He also decided to take over the role of managing the
studio. Marianne gulped and agreed. She knew that fir-
ing the studio was the right thing to do and wished she
had been more forceful about it three weeks earlier. As
a result of her not exercising her power, the magazine
had lost three weeks and several thousand dollars. Fur-
thermore, she had lost some power as the leader of the
design function. Her manager was disappointed that
she had not been swifter and more decisive in exercis-
ing her power.

As we reviewed the episode, Marianne learned an
important lesson from this experience. She had the
right idea but diluted its impact by neglecting to act on
it. She retraced her thoughts and actions to identify
what she could have done differently. She realized that
she had been too patient, too nice to the studio, and not
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aggressive enough in using her power to pursue the
path that was right for the magazine. She had been
reluctant to use her natural power.

A Caveat on Management Power

Leadership is demanding work. Even when they empower oth-
ers, leaders assume responsibility for the whole undertaking.
They plan, review, and coordinate the work of their staff and
take responsibility for the overall result. It is a big responsibil-
ity, often accompanied by a lot of pressure. One of their rewards
for this investment is increased influence over the direction of
the enterprise. If a person values leading, influencing, respon-
sibility, and decision making, leadership can be a satisfying job.
People who enjoy power can learn to exercise it well and get
pleasure from exercising it. But for people who do not value
power, management can be a punishing job with little reward
other than the salary.

Power Case: Brian #1 Not a Happy Manager

Brian was a team leader in a pharmaceutical R&D orga-
nization. He managed a team of eight senior and fifteen
junior scientists seeking to come up with an obesity drug.
He had developed a reputation as being brash and over-
bearing. He entered the coaching process to become
more skillful and comfortable in leading his team.

In our initial conversation, he expressed some frus-
tration with his management role. He explained that he
wasn’t very comfortable managing his team and man-
aging his superiors. He wondered if it was the right role
for him. We agreed to keep this question on the table
and address it through our coaching work.
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In the first phase of our work, we examined the
assessments he had undertaken in a recent leadership
training program. The FIRO-B is an assessment instru-
ment that looks at three aspects of a person’s needs:
affiliation, the need to belong; control, the need for
influence, responsibility, and power; and affection, the
need for openness and trust. Brian’s control orientation
was the lowest score in his profile.

There were now two signals regarding Brian’s inter-
est in leadership: his expressed doubts about being a
manager and his low control score. As we talked about
Brian’s relationship with power, he realized that he was
not particularly interested in directing the efforts of
others. He realized that some of the tension he felt in
managing resulted from his dislike for influencing the
behavior of others and of the pressure exerted on him
by his management. These aspects of his job were sim-
ply not satisfying for him. He was much more inter-
ested in his own scientific creativity and achievement.
About half an hour into the conversation, he said, “I
don’t want to be a manager anymore.” I felt that his
decision was sudden and possibly impulsive, so I asked
him to postpone making any big decisions until he was
truly sure. We continued to explore it over the next
month. Over that time, he became more certain of his
decision. Four weeks later, he announced it to his man-
ager and returned to being a research scientist.

Competition and Conflict Case: Valerie #2 
Dealing with Challenge

Valerie, the scientist who took a research and teaching
job on a college campus, eventually left academia and
transitioned into a management position at a biotech-
nology company. There she excelled at hiring and
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developing junior people as she built a department and
taught the staff the needed skills. But her new role
brought a new array of challenges, particularly in the
political arena.

Her first challenge came from Len, a peer who was
to provide the raw material (synthesized proteins)
needed by Valerie’s department. Len was not delivering
all the proteins needed, and those that he did provide
were often six months late. Their director had left the
company, so Valerie was essentially on her own in her
efforts to secure the proteins. Len had adopted a stance
of agreeing to her requests and then ignoring them.
When she reminded him, he grew angry with her
“meddling” and even made some comments about
wanting Valerie to fail so that he could take over her
department.

When we began our coaching, Valerie had tried a
number of strategies to get the proteins from Len’s lab,
but none was working. When she tried regularly
reminding Len of his commitment, he saw her as a nag
and complained of her interfering with his autonomy.
When she made a comment in a meeting about the sit-
uation, she was dismissed as “not a team player.” The
absence of an immediate supervisor made her job even
more difficult. Yet her department desperately needed
these proteins to do its work.

We decided on a two-pronged strategy. One
involved talking with the president about her challenge.
The second involved rebuilding some kind of alliance
with Len and his staff. In going to the president, she
was careful to present the situation as a difference in
priorities rather than a condemnation of Len. This
alerted the president to the risks and rewards and
induced him to talk with Len about the importance of
his protein synthesis.
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Rebuilding the collaboration with Len was more
difficult because he and Valerie had become adversaries.
Valerie needed to let go of her anger and spend time
with Len, listening to his concerns and talking about
protein synthesis. In our coaching sessions, she explored
new mind-sets for relating to Len and then put them
into practice in conversations with him. She found it
useful to picture herself as a mature, patient leader who
had the power to get what she needed. This differed
from her previous perception of herself as a victim who
expected to be disappointed.

The new approach started to work. Len delivered
the next batch of proteins on time. Valerie made point of
continuing her regular conversations with Len and laud-
ing him and his lab at the next management meeting.

During the same month, Valerie faced another
challenge from George, one of her direct reports. She
had hired George for his talent and ambition, and he
was performing well, both in the lab and in the inter-
personal arena. After a year, he was chomping at the bit,
wanting more visibility and power.

George had begun to go around Valerie to deal
directly with the president, to challenge her in meet-
ings, and to work on his own priorities rather than hers.
She knew that she needed to do something to stop his
challenges, but she didn’t know what. She considered
confronting him about his recent behavior but held
back because that seemed inelegant and possibly even
desperate.

We began by examining the situation, the players,
and Valerie’s attitudes and actions. She recognized that
she often felt powerless in relation to others and that they
sensed this inner weakness. We identified that her 
self-esteem and her ability to confidently express her
needs lay at the core of this problem. I suggested that
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working on her self-esteem would be best addressed in
psychotherapy, but we could work on attitudes and
behaviors that would communicate her needs and be
likely to influence others.

She commented that her self-esteem issues had
plagued her for most of her life and that this would be a
good time to address them with a psychotherapist. In
the meantime, we began working on her feelings of
power and confidence. She came to acknowledge the
physical differences between her powerless posture of
stooped shoulders, sunken chest, and shallow breathing
and the powerful stance of a full chest and head held
high. As she practiced communicating the attitude that
“my wishes are important,” she accompanied it with the
improved physical postures.

With the powerful attitude as her base, we planned
things she could say to George that would bring him
back into allegiance with her. We considered the age-
old combination of the carrot and the stick, using her
control of rewards as a source of power. She would
look for opportunities to give George recognition and
exposure. Conversely, she would calmly take charge 
of meetings when he would attempt to hijack them
from her agenda. These new behaviors felt within her
repertoire, both bold enough to expand her power and
subtle enough for her to feel and seem calm and con-
fident.

Coaching in the Political Arena Case: Greg #5 
Learning to Play the Game—and Get What You Want

Several months after Greg made his personal commit-
ment to develop himself, his manager, Mitchell, left the
company. Greg and most of his peers believed that
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Mitchell would not be replaced, with some of his direct
reports reporting directly to Beverly, Mitchell’s man-
ager, and some not. This presented Greg with an
immediate challenge: to ensure that he became one of
Beverly’s new direct reports.

This was a real opportunity for Greg. He had been
making progress on his skills in communicating suc-
cinctly and developing senior relationships, but it was
probably too soon for them to be fully recognized and
acknowledged by others. He believed that Beverly
would be making her decision in the next two months.
He saw two choices of action: do something to make a
play for the position, or wait and hope that Beverly and
the senior team would recognize his progress.

He chose to make a play. Greg had never done any-
thing like this before. I had limited experience, both in
my own corporate career and observing executives posi-
tion themselves and lobby for a desired position.
Together we planned his strategy.

We agreed that the most important action would 
be to talk with Beverly about his wish to report to her.
But to frame it as his wish seemed too self-serving and
not very appealing. He decided to focus on his belief
that he could do a lot to help Beverly and the business
succeed.

We also recognized that decisions like this are made
more by group consensus than by a solitary person.
Talking with Beverly’s current direct reports about his
goals and plans could move the consensus in his direc-
tion. But some of this group had self-interests in keep-
ing the number of direct reports small. Talking with
these people about his goals could cause them to lobby
against him. As we went through the list of Beverly’s
reports, we identified two people he could approach to
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gain their support. For the rest of the session, we
planned what he would say to each person.

Coaching as an Organizational Intervention

No person is an island, especially a leader in a modern organi-
zation. Leaders are important members of a social system that
depends on shared goals and beliefs to coordinate the actions
of its members. In such an organization, the actions of each
member both affect and are affected by the actions of others.
Because people look to their leaders for direction and as role
models, they have a particularly strong effect on the actions of
people around them. Similarly, the leader’s senior management
has a particularly strong effect on the leader’s actions. There-
fore, it is worth regarding a coaching program as an interven-
tion with the whole system, since a change in the leader’s
behavior will both affect and be affected by the behavior of
many others.

Systems Thinking Case: Bill #7 
The Perp Is Part of the Culture

Bill was asked to engage in a coaching program because
of unusually high turnover in his department. In inter-
views with his staff, I learned that the primary cause of
the staff turnover was a deep dissatisfaction resulting
from a lack of empowerment. The highly educated staff
felt they were not allowed to make decisions about their
projects. Although Bill was a perpetrator of the disem-
powerment, the staff indicated that it went far beyond
him. It was characteristic of the whole division and of
the whole company. In this company, it was the norm
for senior managers to make the decisions and for proj-
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ect managers to implement them. It was also common
for senior managers to reverse the decisions of project
managers. What was originally presented as Bill’s trou-
blesome habit turned out to be powerful characteristic
of the organizational culture. In working with Bill on
empowerment, we needed to keep in mind the actions
and beliefs of his senior management as well as his
direct reports.

Involving Stakeholders: Who Is the Client?

Most leadership coaching is sponsored and funded by the orga-
nization. The organization generally views coaching as a way
to develop its leaders, much like training or executive educa-
tion programs. Organizations invest in it because they believe
that it will result in more effective leaders. They have an inter-
est in the coaching, and their sponsorship makes them impor-
tant stakeholders in the coaching process. As sponsors and
clients, they want information about the progress of the coach-
ing assignment.

From the coach’s perspective, every coaching engagement
has at least two clients, the individual leader and the organiza-
tion. Balancing the needs of both clients can be a source of con-
cern, even conflict, for some coaches. The most apparent
concern is the potential disparity between keeping certain infor-
mation confidential and the need to keep the organization
informed about the coaching process. Some coaches, especially
less experienced ones, struggle with the decision about what
information to share and what to keep confidential.

Underlying this struggle is an uncertainty about where one’s
loyalties lie. Some beginning coaches can feel more loyalty to
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their individual clients than to their organizational clients. This
imbalance may stem from the values instilled in training coun-
selors, the need for client-coach trust, and the amount of time
the client and coach spend together. The imbalance, however,
can lead to undercommunicating with the organizational client.

Undercommunicating with the organization can be risky,
first, because the organization is the clients’ environment, to
which they must adapt in order to succeed, and second, because
the clients’ managers may see behaviors and situations that
coaches and clients may not see. Third, as the sponsor and fun-
der of the coaching project, the organization has a valid interest
in knowing, within reason, what is going on.

One goal of the coach is to keep the organization informed
while protecting the interests and trust of the individual client.
One way to do this is for the coach to review with the client
what the coach will say to the manager or HR manager. This
accomplishes several goals. It preserves the trust and ensures
that the leader will not be surprised or harmed by anything the
coach says. It reinforces the connection between the coaching
pair and the rest of the organization. And it makes coaching and
personal development more acceptable by shedding some light
on the process.

The noted coach Marshall Goldsmith (personal communi-
cation) has developed an approach to communication and eval-
uation that both increases the probability of behavior change
and hastens the perception of this change by the stakeholders.
In this model, the client assumes two roles, that of the behavior
changer and that of a facilitator involving others in their behav-
ior change. Early in the process, the client shares their develop-
ment plan with selected stakeholders and contracts to talk
monthly about their progress toward their goal. Then, each
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month, they go back to each stakeholder, asking for feedback
on their behavior change and suggestions about the future. This
approach ensures that the client maintains an accurate reading
of how others see their actions. It also keeps the stakeholders
observant about the key behaviors. And it strengthens the rela-
tionship between the client and each stakeholder. Stakeholders,
leader, and coach become a team all working toward the leader’s
increased effectiveness.

Refocusing Using Stakeholder Feedback Case: Greg #6
Learning to Cut to the Chase

Greg’s primary development goal was to communicate
more succinctly with senior managers. His constituents
clearly and frequently expressed this need though the
360° interviews. In our coaching sessions, I too noted
the circuitousness of his explanations. We embarked on
a rigorous behavioral learning process to help Greg tell
a succinct, sequential story and get to the bottom line
quickly. Greg worked hard at this, practicing it both in
the coaching session and on the job.

As the coaching drew to a close, I called his man-
ager, Beverly—yes, he succeeded in becoming her
direct report—to ask for her impression of his progress.
Beverly surprised me by saying that although he had
been communicating more clearly on some topics,
there was one topic on which he was still imprecise and
circuitous. Whenever they talked about contracting
with offshore programmers, he seemed vague, closed-
minded, and eager to find reasons to avoid aggressively
pursuing this path. Greg and I had been working 
on one behavior, clarity, but missing a related one, read-
ing peoples’ unspoken agendas. Had I not spoken with
her, we would have concluded our coaching, declaring
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success prematurely. I wished I had spoken with her
months earlier so that we could have begun working on
this issue sooner.

The Client-Manager Relationship

Work relationships are central to getting things done. Each
relationship is a partnership in which the partners collaborate.
A client’s relationship with his or her manager is one of the
most important. Good boss relationships often accompany suc-
cess. And bad boss relationships often lead to failure.

As with marriages, all client-manager relationships are dif-
ferent, coming in all shapes and sizes. This means that there
is no simple formula for creating an excellent boss relation-
ship. Like any relationship, learning and adapting to the
other’s style is a good place to start. Skillful subordinates learn
about their manager’s style, values, priorities, preferences, and
blind spots. They then use that knowledge to guide the inter-
action. They find out how the boss likes to be communicated
with. They allow themselves to be influenced and learn how
the boss can be influenced. Sometimes a great boss relation-
ship is easy. Sometimes it is hard. That is when it becomes a
coaching theme.

Understanding and Adapting to the Manager Case:
Greg #7 Who Makes the First Move?

When Beverly told me about Greg’s lack of follow-
through on outsourcing, I wondered if Greg was expe-
riencing a values conflict between loyalty to his
employees and his role as an executive in his corpora-
tion. But as I listened to her, I wondered if Beverly
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wasn’t experiencing a similar conflict. I hypothesized
that some of their relationship difficulties were being
caused by something they had in common but neither
could admit.

Both Greg and Beverly had become successful, in
part, by building loyal, talented staffs. They valued their
people and kept them appropriately challenged and
rewarded. Now the corporation was asking them to
determine the feasibility of eliminating some technol-
ogy jobs by moving them to other countries. Greg was
ready to do the analysis and make a recommendation,
but did not want to take the initiative to actually begin
the outsourcing process. He was waiting for Beverly to
make this commitment. I believed that Beverly shared
Greg’s disinclination to take the initiative on the out-
sourcing effort but was not fully aware of this. She was
waiting for Greg to make the commitment. So the proj-
ect floundered, Beverly grew impatient with Greg’s
beating around the bush, and Greg grew increasingly
confused by Beverly’s mixed messages.

In a coaching session, Greg and I examined the pos-
sible causes of this problem. Only then did he realize
that he and Beverly were both hesitant about the proj-
ect—and that he needed to provide the initiative to get
it going. Once he realized this, his job became clearer
and easier. Within a month, he completed his analysis,
presented his plan to Beverly, and took charge of mov-
ing some consulting positions to India. His relationship
with Beverly improved rapidly. She began valuing him
as a key member of her team—just because he was able
to understand a tricky part of their relationship and act
on it without even having to speak about it.

Because of the difference in their styles, Greg still
needed to adapt to Beverly’s pace and bluntness, but this
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was relatively easy compared to the challenge he had
just surmounted.

Misreading the Signals Case: Michael #2 
Just Report the Good Stuff—NOT!

After three months, Michael, the marketing director,
had begun working on managing his staff more actively
and being more organized in dealing with the consult-
ing staff. He was focusing on communicating with his
staff and empowering them to interact with certain cus-
tomers on their own. He also talked about his efforts at
giving consultants more lead time to prepare for client
presentations. Each time we met, he described his
progress in these areas. I believed that he was making
good progress until I received a phone call from his HR
manager.

She told me about a near revolt among the con-
sulting staff resulting from Michael having given them
last-minute assignments on two important projects and
from the disrespect with which he treated them. She
also said that Michael had neglected to manage a direct
report, resulting in her working for months on the
wrong aspects of a project. I was surprised because these
stories contradicted Michael’s descriptions of his
progress in working with the consultants and managing
his staff.

In my next meeting with Michael, I relayed the HR
manager’s account and asked him what was up. From
his perspective, these incidents were minor slip-ups in
a sea of real progress. I realized that he was a poster
child for learned optimism. He focused his attention on
his three successes and minimized his two failures. He
had selected the events that made him feel and look
good and had avoided or rationalized his setbacks. He
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avoided them so much that he neglected to mention
them to me, and, probably successfully, moved them to
the far corners of his memory.

Michael is a salesperson. In Learned Optimism, Martin
Seligman describes how optimists distort reality to maintain a
positive view of the world. They selectively filter out negative
experiences in order to maintain their belief in the goodness
of themselves and the world. In some jobs like sales, this opti-
mism is a critical success factor; that is, optimists perform sig-
nificantly better than pessimists. (In other fields, like law or
finance, the “what could go wrong here?” perspective of pes-
simists is valuable.)

The phenomenon of optimism poses a challenge for
coaches. We want to and need to believe in and trust our
clients. Yet many have positively skewed perspectives that cause
them to overlook their lapses. One way to correct for this is to
get regular, ongoing feedback from the clients’ constituents.
Either the coach or preferably the clients themselves can ask
the constituents to describe the clients’ progress on their devel-
opment plans. This practice has two benefits. It provides feed-
back on the clients’ progress, and it also reinforces the clients’
commitment to positive change and keeps the constituents as
allies.

Doing No Harm

There are some situations where sharing information could
harm a client—for example, when the client expresses an inten-
tion of leaving the organization. If the coach were to share this
information with the client’s higher-ups, they could remove
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responsibilities in anticipation of the client’s departure or worse,
could terminate the client so they can start recruiting a replace-
ment. In such cases, it is important for the coach to keep the
client’s secret, no matter how difficult.

Sexuality at Work

Now that the workforce has nearly equal numbers of men and
women, there is more than ever the possibility of attraction and
flirtation at work. Sometimes these attractions stay innocent; at
other times they escalate into affairs and even marriages. I once
knew a manager who boasted, “I like XYZ Corporation. I met
all three of my wives there.”

Flirtatious work relationships become troublesome when
the sexual attention is unwanted, in which case it becomes sex-
ual harassment. Trouble can also arise when there are differ-
ences in power and seniority between the two participants and
when one or both is married. Allison’s case plays this out.

Sexuality Case: Allison #1 Cooling Unfair Gossip

Allison has been a private coaching client for over a
year. Over that time, we had worked on her decision to
return to a career in politics, securing her position as
advance manager in the mayor’s office, and developing
a leadership style that was direct, diplomatic, and influ-
ential. She called me one day in a panic.

She was upset because the members of the mayor’s
inner circle believed that she had been flirting with the
mayor and were actively working to isolate her from
him. Although she did not talk with the mayor very
much, when they did talk, they had excellent rapport
and enjoyed each other. They were both good at repar-
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tee; the mayor would say something clever or humor-
ous, and she would respond by laughing and coming
back with a clever remark of her own. Whenever the
mayor’s handlers or his wife observed these interactions,
they became nervous and shooed Allison away. Even
though she was the most senior member of the advance
team, the inner circle had already barred her from out-
of-town trips with the mayor.

It is important to note that Allison is an attractive,
single woman with a warm and friendly style that can
seem flirtatious. She is the kind of woman many men
find attractive. The mayor, who had a reputation for
flirtatiousness, did not seem to be hiding his attraction.
Allison asked me what she should do. She felt that she
was being unfairly labeled and wanted to do something
to recoup her good reputation. As we explored her
options, it became clear that the responsibility for
repairing it lay completely with her. She was tempted
to talk with someone higher up to explain her side of
the story and rectify the situation. But as we considered
this, it seemed like it would only lead to more trouble,
because she would be spreading the word that she was
a temptress.

Even though her intentions were innocent and the
way she was being treated was unfair, no one other than
Allison could put an end to people’s speculation. We
decided that she should stop the interpersonal sparks
from flying by keeping her conversations with the
mayor strictly professional. This would include not
responding to his gestures, not laughing at his clever
remarks, and limiting smiles and eye contact.

Allison thought about how she could act more
coolly toward the mayor. She felt confident that she
could do it. She also recognized the wisdom of telling
no one about her concern, for fear of reinforcing her
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unwanted reputation. We estimated that it would take
at least six months, probably closer to a year, for the
inner circle to perceive her differently. But this was her
only option. As she contemplated her new persona, she
breathed a sigh of relief.
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Chapter  15

The Business of Coaching

Coaching has existed as long as there have been leaders.
Kings, tsars, and pharaohs had advisers to offer suggestions on
the best ways to rule. Moses had Aaron, and Nixon had
Kissinger. They gave both tactical counsel on economic and
military matters and behavioral advice on political and inter-
personal issues, instructing the ruler to communicate a message
in a particular way or improve a relationship with particular
person.

These advisers of yesteryear had a lot in common with
modern coaches. They met regularly with the rulers. They
addressed some of the stickiest aspects in the leaders’ domains.
They kept their conversations confidential. And they were paid
for their services.

In the last twenty years, the leadership coaching industry
has grown considerably. In its early days, coaching was provided
primarily to only the most senior executives, often in a very
secretive manner so that no one would know that their heroic
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leaders were getting help. As word spread about its effective-
ness, coaching began to be offered to mid-level managers, both
to those with increased responsibilities, as well as to those who
were struggling with challenging situations or who had difficult
management styles. In many organizations, coaching became
so open that having a coach became perceived as an executive
perk or even a status symbol, contributing to its rapid growth.
In the 1970s, I encountered two different types of coaching.
One took the form of a mentor or adviser providing interper-
sonal and political guidance to key executives. The coach was
often a psychologist or former executive giving a very personal
service to the client. The second type emerged from the world
of training and development, through a desire to help leaders
develop individualized approaches to the standardized content
of the leadership training program. Both types appeared to be
very effective at enabling behavioral change. And that made
them even more popular.

The mentor or adviser form of coaching has evolved into
the type of multimonth coaching engagement described
throughout much of this book. These engagements are usually
defined, contractually, as three-, six-, nine-, or twelve-month
programs. The coach and client meet regularly, often weekly
or biweekly, and progress through the behavior change process
as described in Chapter Eight. Early meetings focus on build-
ing rapport, gathering assessment information, and setting
goals. Midphase meetings usually deal with understanding the
dynamics of the specific behavioral change and learning and
practicing the new behaviors. Final stages usually address fine-
tuning and reinforcing the behavior change and adapting it to
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fit a variety of situations. The coach and client generally meet
more frequently in the beginning of the process and less often
toward the end. This is the structure of most classic executive
coaching.

In the training-based model, popularized by the Center for
Creative Leadership, learners participate in an experience that
blends training with coaching. This short-term model com-
prises a group workshop usually led by a trainer and individual
work with a coach. Beforehand the company distributes 360°
assessment instruments to a number of each participant’s col-
leagues. In the workshop, participants learn and practice lead-
ership skills. They also receive their individual feedback reports
and work with a coach for one to two hours to interpret the
feedback. With their coach they then select one or two skills
that they feel are most crucial to their future success and work
with the coach to develop these skills. Participants model or
even practice these behaviors. The coach may ask the client to
commit to the plan and may ask the client to write it down to
share with the client’s manager and possibly others. At the close
the participant should feel ready to implement the new behav-
iors back at work. The coach may also follow up with a phone
call or an e-mail to help the client stay focused on the plan.
This type of short-term coaching combined with training can
be very powerful, especially for clients who are in the contem-
plation phase, ready for change, and seeking help in under-
standing which behaviors to change and how to actually change
them. A colleague, Judy Rosemarin, refers to this as “laser
coaching” because of the speed and precision required to com-
press into one session what usually takes ten to twenty sessions.
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“Laser Coaching” Case: Diane #2 
A Fast-Track Success

Diane is the location manager at a regional airport for
a rapidly growing airline. She manages ticketing, bag-
gage handling, and ground operations in an eighteen-
hour-a-day operation at this airport. She manages four
supervisors with a total staff of more than thirty people.
Her feedback showed very high scores from her man-
ager and peers and very low scores, across the board,
from her direct reports. As usual, I began by exploring
her strengths and then sought to understand her devel-
opment needs in relation to these strengths. Her
strengths are her strong customer orientation; her
upbeat, people-pleasing personality; and her optimistic
management style in which she always looks for possi-
bilities. She believes in and lives the company culture,
which prides itself on its flexibility and the ability to
think creatively to make the right things happen. The
downside of her style is that she tends to avoid difficult
conversations when she can’t make the right things hap-
pen or might have to disappoint someone.

Our initial challenge was to identify a single area
for development. This was not obvious; because the
survey data from the direct reports provided little in
specifics other than overall dissatisfaction, I knew I
needed to read between the lines. I used two sources of
information to form an initial hypothesis. The first was
her own description of her very positive, optimistic style
and her question about how she could use this style to
deal with a negative situation. The second source was
the unanimously low ratings from her direct reports.
Remember, my intuition told me that these undiffer-
entiated low ratings were expressions of anger and frus-
tration. I voiced my hunch that she might have lost the
trust of her people because of her avoidance of negative
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messages. She agreed strongly and became even more
engaged in our process.

In talking about her need to deal with the negative
aspects of work, she understood it immediately but rec-
ognized that it would be a considerable change in the
way she looked at life. Addressing it would mean a shift
from cheerleader to realist. Because of the size of this
shift—and her body language, which signaled approach
avoidance—I wondered whether she had the motivation
to earnestly pursue this change on her own. When I
asked whether she felt she had the motivation to sustain
this change, she wavered. So we explored some possible
motivators and found two, one internal and one exter-
nal. If she learned to confront limitations by having the
difficult conversations, she would feel better about her-
self. The gnawing feeling that people didn’t fully trust
her would go away and be replaced by everyone’s know-
ing that she was doing the right thing. For employees to
feel better over the long term, she would need to make
some of them feel worse in the short term. The second
motivator was external. The annual employee satisfac-
tion survey was coming up, and she expected that the
scores would be low, similar to her 360° feedback scores.
She indicated that this would hurt her reputation as a
manager and possibly even her job security. Because this
was a one-session coaching relationship, I felt Diane
would need strong reasons to progress on her own from
contemplation to planning to action. She now had two
real reasons to change.

The combination of training and coaching works because
training and coaching address different needs. Through train-
ing, people gain the rationale, knowledge, and a summary of
the key steps in the new skill. Through coaching, they integrate
the skills into their personality, select the settings in which they
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will use the skill, practice it, and address their resistance to the
change. Together, they cover most of the bases in the game of
change. A study conducted by Xerox Corporation showed that
training followed by coaching resulted in more than 85 percent
greater behavior change than training alone.

The training-coaching model does not work so well with
certain clients. Because it is a onetime meeting, it is less help-
ful for clients who are resistant to change and do not have
enough time to fully explore and overcome their resistance.
Laser coaching also comes up short when the new skill is so dif-
ficult that the client will need more than an hour or two to
learn and integrate it.

Coaching has been successful because it does two things
very well. It identifies the one or two specific areas for growth
that are most critical to the client. And it provides practice and
support over a long enough time frame so that lasting behavior
change can take place. Because of this repeated effectiveness at
producing visible results, coaching is used more and more as
the methodology of choice to facilitate specific behavioral learn-
ing by leaders. However, coaching is not and should not replace
leadership training or executive education in building the fun-
damental skills and knowledge of leaders. These are important
and addressed well by those modalities. Coaching has, in a
sense, created a new market for itself: behavior change in spe-
cific, usually interpersonal, arenas.

Current Trends

As coaching has become more widespread, it has also been
maturing and changing. As organizations used coaching more,
they saw their expenditures on coaching grow considerably.
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Let’s do the math. A large organization that invests in one hun-
dred coaching engagements at $10,000 to $15,000 each spends
over $1 million a year on coaching. Organizations recognized
that they were spending large sums of money on dozens of
coaches without properly evaluating the results. Although there
was a lot of positive, word-of-mouth press for coaching, there
was no actual measure of behavior change or impact on the
business. The organizations wanted a better understanding of
the return they were getting on their coaching investment.
They also wanted more openness about what their leaders were
doing in the coaching process. They wanted to ensure that
coaching assignments ended and didn’t continue indefinitely.

Recently, organizations and coaches have initiated several
new practices that bring greater accountability and cost effec-
tiveness to the business of coaching. One change seeks to meas-
ure the behavior change with follow-up surveys or evaluations.
Some coaching firms use minisurveys at the beginning and end
of the coaching process to measure the degree of behavior
change perceived by the clients’ constituents.

Another innovation has been to offer flexible, shorter
coaching services to fit different developmental needs and to
provide coaching to more of the organization’s leaders. With
this flexible service, a leader might be offered six to ten hours
of coaching to address a specific skill need.

Organizations that use many coaches have begun seeking some
degree of consistency among coaching assignments. They have
also begun looking for ways to retain the benefits of coaching while
paying less or at least a better understanding of the return on their
investment. Some organizations are bringing some of their coach-
ing in-house by training internal human resource and management
professionals to provide coaching to their leaders.
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As the demand for coaching has grown, so has the supply
of coaches. This increase in the number of coaches has resulted
in an increased competitiveness in the coaching industry. It is
now the norm for client organizations to interview several
coaches and receive proposals from each before selecting one
for a particular assignment. Some organizations have contracted
with coaching firms that can provide them with certified
coaches in several locations.

The increased competitiveness is causing coaches to
become better marketers of their services. As with other pro-
fessional services, organizations expect coaches to differentiate
themselves by describing their strongest skills, their coaching
style, and the types of people with whom they work best. Some
coaches have begun to carve out specialty niches in particular
market segments; for example, some coaches claim specialties
in working with CEOs, technology executives, financial peo-
ple, or creatives. As coaching grows, we should continue to see
even more sophisticated marketing by coaches.

Like other industries, coaching has spawned a number of
satellite industries that are growing along with it. One is the
leadership assessment industry. There are now dozens, if not
hundreds, of 360° assessment instruments on the market. Some
are research-based, and some are not. Some can be customized
to the culture and key success factors of a particular organiza-
tion. Most produce attractive graphs that display the clients’
results. Most are available with online administration. The vari-
ety of available instruments gives both coaches and organiza-
tions greater choice in selecting one that fits their needs and
culture.

The coach training industry is another satellite industry that
is growing like Topsy. In 2003, there were more than sixty pri-
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vate organizations offering training and certification for
coaches. Many universities also offer courses and certification
programs for coaches. Shortly there will be master’s degree pro-
grams as well.

Research on coaching is another new and growing field. At
this time, little research has been conducted on such topics as
coaching outcomes, coaching approaches, or critical success fac-
tors. As coaching grows, more institutions will conduct research
that generates more objective knowledge about the profession
and its practice. This knowledge should enable coaches to
become more effective.

The Future

Coaching is continuing to grow both in use and in sophistica-
tion. More articles and books will be written to spread knowl-
edge of the field. More training programs will refine their
curricula and train more and better coaches. More talented
people will join the profession and add to it. Some coaches will
invent new techniques and spread them to others. More lead-
ers will become comfortable with the coaching process and ask
for it at appropriate points in their careers. All in all, the field
should continue to grow, both in quantity and quality.

Coaching will continue to contribute to the quality of lead-
ers. These leaders will build organizations that are successful.
They will also create work environments that are good places
to work. They will develop employees who are competent and
confident. All in all, coaches and their clients will create better
workplaces and a better world.
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