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The Development of
a Coaching Manager and
the “Coaching Mind-Set”

5

In this chapter we’ll describe the following:

• How managers become coaching managers

• The attitudes and beliefs and behaviors that characterize the “coaching
mind-set”

• How you can assess your capabilities as a coaching manager

In Chapter 4, we talked about the challenges of creating a coaching-
friendly context and ended by commenting briefly on how the competen-

cies required of the coaching manager may need to evolve to meet future
demands. This can be a bit anxiety provoking, we realize. We share that anx-
iety to the extent that we steadfastly adhere to the notion that being a coach-
ing manager doesn’t require you to be superhuman. Some of you are
probably thinking that maybe you could handle coaching baby boomers, but
now the rules are going to change? Again, it’s not a matter of rules. It’s as
much a matter of attitude. Yes, you have to stay in touch with your people,
and the way you do that will have to change. Yes, you have to signal your
intent, and the way you do that may change. But you don’t have to be per-
fect at all this. You have to be good enough to make coaching possible. In
this chapter, we want to focus on the attitudes that make coaching behavior
possible and how those attitudes develop.



We discussed in some detail in Chapter 3 the fact that one attitude char-
acterizing most coaching managers is that coaching has a business, or orga-
nizational, value. They believe that it’s a rational thing to do, to help develop
talent. They believe that it has a business payoff. But we’ve also referred to
their attitude of helpfulness. We’d like to explore the development of that
attitude in greater detail. Some managers seem to be “natural” coaches, and
their struggle is one of finding a credible outlet for their talents. Others learn
to coach as they might pick up any other skill, though it appears that even
they need to have the proper foundation on which to build coaching skills.
Regardless of the pathway, however, managers who do become coaching
managers have much in common, particularly with regard to a set of atti-
tudes and beliefs that we describe as the coaching mind-set.

The Naturals

In Chapter 3, we referred to the story of Peter Drucker and his boss, Erich
Dombrowski. How Mr. Dombrowski actually learned to be such an effec-
tive coach is something of a mystery. We speculate that he might share cer-
tain characteristics with the kind of coaching managers we call “naturals.”
It is certainly doubtful that he received any formal training in coaching.
Drucker and all his colleagues at the paper were extremely fortunate that
Dombrowski was such a good coach. The coaching done at that time was
probably limited to that which was provided by the naturals. (The same is
probably true today for the most part, though the number of individuals
who have learned coaching as a skill is increasing.) Naturals are those peo-
ple who like to help others, are very good at doing it, and have been that
way most of their lives with little or no training.

Judy Giger, marketing manager at a technology company, remembers peo-
ple coming up to her throughout her life, wanting to talk. While working her
way up the ladder from small businesses through large ones, she found that
people routinely sought her out. For a long time, she didn’t know why. Those
around her report that she is a good listener. She doesn’t remember ever hav-
ing to learn to listen, however. She likes people. She conveys that outlook with
natural warmth and a routine expression of respect for others. She is also good
at keeping confidences. Interestingly, she has had more than a few people come
up to her over the years and say, “You were my mentor.” Much like Erich
Dombrowski’s reaction, this surprises her. She uses her natural coaching style
routinely yet does not necessarily think of herself as coaching.

Judy has been asked by her boss to provide support to people in their mar-
keting group who are in the early stages of their careers or are new to the
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group. It is her responsibility to “bring along the talent.” If someone is hav-
ing trouble with a presentation, dealing with organizational politics, or con-
sidering another career move, her role is to do what she has always done:
listen, try not to judge or criticize, ask useful questions, observe her “clients”
(really her colleagues) doing their work when she can, provide feedback, and
on occasion provide advice. The underlying concept that guides her work is
that of helping people figure out what they want to do and what they do
well. She then helps them leverage their personal motivation and skills to
achieve their personal goals, inside her group or out. If she ends up advising
someone in the wrong role to find another job, she considers that a win for
everyone. She does not believe in trying to change people.

Judy enjoys this aspect of her work a great deal. However, she has never
seriously considered going into human resources or other roles with which
one might intuitively associate a natural helper. She likes business, and she
likes marketing. She is an example of a natural coach.

Although Judy’s story as told so far sounds straightforward, she has had
her own struggles. Many naturals find barriers to the expression of their
given talents. They may work for managers who are suspicious of people
who seem to be confidants of others within the organization. They may be
stymied by managers who fear a loss of control. They may be discredited by
managers who think that coaching is not work at all, but rather a waste of
time. Judy’s current manager offers two important sources of support. First,
she validates the importance of Judy’s coaching activities. Judy doesn’t have
to worry that the time she spends coaching will appear to be time wasted
from a business perspective. Second, Judy’s manager has actually found a
semiformal outlet for the expression of Judy’s talents.

The last point can’t be emphasized enough. Those who have a strong
interest in helping others and yet want to pursue a business career must look
for managers and roles that allow them to express that strength. Unfortunately,
unless naturals have done a bit of homework, they may not even know that
coaching is a valid business activity. They may be concerned about sharing
their interests with others for fear of appearing too, yes, “touchy-feely.”
Naturals, once they have identified their interest in coaching, need to inten-
tionally pursue opportunities for the expression of that interest as part of
their own career planning.

The Manager Who Learns to Coach

The low frequency with which we find naturals suggests that we are much
more likely to find managers who, if they are coaching, have intentionally
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learned the skills necessary to coach. We anticipate that their numbers will
swell with the growing awareness on the part of business leaders and human
resource professionals that the ability to coach represents an essential com-
petency for an effective manager. We emphasize here that these people are
probably not without some of the talents one finds in naturals. However,
these talents may be less fully refined, and their expression may have been
given a lower priority over the course of time.

Our work has shown that those who learn to coach go through a two-
step process. They first identify the need to learn about coaching, and then
they must internalize a model of coaching that helps guide their actions. The
coaching model they ultimately work with can be an academic one or one
they have learned “on the job.”

The first step is necessary to point out because the future coaching man-
ager may not even know that coaching is a legitimate business activity. The
personal identification of the value of coaching may take place in a number
of ways. Some managers may feel that they just don’t have any choice. Like
Erich Dombrowski, they may have to work with undeveloped talent. They
can’t do it all themselves, and they come to realize that becoming a teacher
is their only hope. Some may hear about coaching; intuitively think that it is
a good idea, perhaps because it fits with their values; and start the learning
process. Finally, some identify a need to learn more about coaching through
very personal and often difficult experiences.

Stan is an information technology director with a major U.S. consulting
firm. He is on the career track to becoming the chief technology officer of
the firm if he so chooses. His coaching efforts play a significant role in how
he runs his group. He takes the development of the members of his team seri-
ously. He was not always aware of coaching or the role that it could play in
his leadership style. He had no idea that there was a technique or a model
one could use to guide efforts to help others develop. His eyes were opened
to the importance of understanding how to help his employees in one very
traumatic experience.

Several jobs and companies ago, his manager suddenly and without warn-
ing confronted him on the perceived shortcomings of his leadership style.
Basing her criticisms on feedback from the management of another group in
her organization, she attacked his interpersonal effectiveness in particular
(though her attacks were very nonspecific). Stan was left in the dark as to the
specific sources of the feedback. She made it clear to him that she felt he had
no talent for leadership.

Without concrete details or clear knowledge of “who said what,” he was
left feeling devastated and helpless. His overriding sense was that his man-
ager, even if she had a point, had not been in the least helpful. He went back
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to his own group and sought out their feedback, which was largely positive.
He then took it on himself to go to a leadership training program that,
though he left with some good ideas, also validated the fact that he was actu-
ally doing pretty well for a young manager.

There was a problem, however, but it was a cross-functional one. Stan had
run into a serious political problem that had nothing to do with his top-down
leadership. His manager had been of no help in that regard, either. Her sur-
prising feedback merely generated mistrust in an already highly charged
atmosphere. Stan eventually moved on to greener pastures. His insight, how-
ever, stayed with him. He did have a problem, but his manager’s actions had
only exacerbated it. One should expect more from one’s manager.

Stan resolved to help his own people in a very different way. He began an
effort to create the kind of environment in which his employees could help
him (as they had done during his crisis) as well as each other. We’ll hear
more of his ideas later. Suffice it to say they include being open to giving
and receiving timely, useful, and specific feedback delivered with the dignity
of both parties in mind at all times. His motivation to learn was actually
quite simple: “I don’t ever want to do to anyone else what she [the former
manager] did to me.” When asked what he worries about, as a manager who
coaches, he says, “The thing that keeps me up at night when I’m trying to
coach somebody is whether or not I’m having a positive or a negative
impact. I still worry about that.”

Role modeling is one of the major sources of learning in the career of a
leader (McCall, Lombardo, &Morrison, 1988). Managers can learn to coach
from managers who coach, such as Dombrowski. Many of our coaching
managers have told us that they learned a great deal from their first managers,
people gifted at helping them develop. The experience of receiving no coach-
ing or, worse yet, destructive coaching early in one’s career can also shape an
awareness of the importance of humanely helping others to develop.

Whether from the impact of a good or bad manager, the realization of the
value of helping has to occur for people to move to the second step: actually
internalizing some kind of coaching model. Our experience suggests that
many people would like to do more coaching at work but don’t because they
are anxious. The idea of intentionally trying to influence the path of another
human being scares them. “I’m not a therapist” is a common refrain. We
were quite surprised by this early in our work in this area. It’s very ironic,
after all, that managers would express the fear of “playing God” and at the
same be prepared to terminate someone’s employment. (Not that most man-
agers would do so happily; they wouldn’t. Our point here is that firing some-
one seems to be a more comprehensible part of some managers’ construction
of the management role than helping someone.) If they don’t believe it is

Chapter 5: The Development of a Coaching Manager——87



important, they won’t work to get beyond that anxiety. The comments of
one participant in a coach training program, an engineer, are illustrative in
that regard:

Coaching appears to be more difficult than it really is. First, I was nervous, but
as the session started, I realized I had to and I could do my best to advise [the
coachee], drawing from what I learned in the training, at work, and in life. The
coachees [learners] made this easy, as they were open to feedback and eager to
see how they did. My confidence has built up, and I am ready to go through
the coaching process more effectively next time, whenever I need to coach.

We have had new coaching managers tell us that they lost sleep the night
before their first coaching efforts. However, as this quote illustrates, the anx-
iety is largely anticipatory, probably based on the fear of doing the wrong
thing and hurting the coachee. As managers come to understand that effec-
tive coaching involves sharing responsibility for learning, this anxiety abates
considerably. The mental models that such individuals hold of coaching
begin to change, and to become much more realistic.

Another coach participant, a research and development manager, stated,

In the past, I have been afraid to do the wrong thing or give the wrong input,
so I kept quiet. I now feel that I know how to have a discussion on nontech-
nical topics that will be constructive and helpful, rather than upsetting and
inflammatory.

This individual has to build a team out of a group of scientists. He knows that
if he is going to be successful, he is going to have to help them. In his eyes, a
coaching model and a little experience completely reframe the problem. Being
well beyond the anxiety, he can anticipate coaching more in the future. Step 1
on the road to becoming a coaching manager intersects with Step 2.

Through feedback we have received from the coaches who have attended
our training programs over the years, we have found that a useful model of
coaching needs to be simple and realistic. The language of coaching needs to
be clear and businesslike. Perhaps most important, managers need to have a
realistic understanding of what coaching is supposed to accomplish, for
whom, and how. In our training programs and work in organizations, we
find that managers usually become noticeably less anxious about coaching
once they understand the following:

• The learner is responsible for much of what takes place in coaching. The coach
doesn’t have to take responsibility for all aspects of the process or the outcome.
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• Developmental coaching focuses largely on learning from the work at hand.
Yes, it can involve career discussions as well, but the coaching manager may
be much less able to help in that regard. The coaching manager helps con-
tribute to an individual’s career development by helping him or her take on
new challenges and build competence by learning from those challenges.

• Coaching does not mean changing someone’s personality. Learning takes place
incrementally. Small learning gains are usually enough to help people improve
their performance toward even stretch goals. Developmental coaching should
not be confused with remedial coaching, as we’ve discussed.

• Coaching doesn’t have to take a great deal of time once one has become com-
fortable with the process and has created a coaching-friendly context.

• A manager’s ability to coach will usually improve with practice, reflection, and
a bit of feedback. Coaching is learned the way one learns any other skill.

Most managers find that they are very effective at executing some aspects
of a simple coaching model, but not so effective at others. Stacy McMullen,
an information technology manager, ran the Help Desk function at a large
multinational retail company. Throughout her career, Stacy worked to
develop her leadership skills in a variety of ways. She decided to learn more
about coaching through a course-based training program and to apply what
she had learned in working with her employees.

In our coach training program, her coaching session was recorded as she
worked with a coachee (this was known to the coachee who understood that
Stacy was trying to improve her coaching skills). Listening to the tape, she
realized that she had not done a good job of using questions to help create
a coaching dialogue. Out of her own anxiety and lack of practice, she began
to “tell and sell” her point of view to the coachee, rather than asking ques-
tions to get the coachee’s point of view. She ended up talking far more than
the coachee and taking complete responsibility for the conclusions that
emerged from the coaching interview. The next day, Stacy was scheduled to
hold a meeting with one of her employees to discuss that employee’s devel-
opment goals for the year. She was determined that this meeting would not
go the same route.

Stacy decided to literally bite her lip after asking a question, consciously
and quietly waiting to see what might happen. This is quite uncomfortable
for most people unless they have really worked on their ability to tolerate
silence. Nevertheless, it is a great way to keep from dominating a conver-
sation and encourage the other person to think. After a few awkward
silences, the employee began to open up with Stacy. In the space she had
created between her questions, the employee began to share his ideas about
the strengths and weaknesses of his performance and what he felt he needed
to work on. Stacy found herself learning things about her employee that she

Chapter 5: The Development of a Coaching Manager——89



hadn’t known and was quite pleasantly surprised in the process. The result
was a development plan that made sense to both of them.

Stacy is a bright, well-motivated manager with good interpersonal skills
and an openness to learning. By gaining a conceptual model of coaching, try-
ing out some new behaviors, getting some feedback, and practicing, she was
able to learn to coach in a rather short period of time. As with any skill,
she’ll need to continue practicing, however, for that learning to stick.

Can Anyone Learn to Coach?

So some managers—we believe many—can learn to coach. Can anyone?
Probably not. Several basic premises of adult learning are relevant to this
question. First, development often involves building on strengths. For Stacy,
the ability to coach builds on a set of previously existing strengths. She is a
good leader, an effective communicator, and usually patient and mature.
Not everyone has such a foundation. As the CEO of a firm that values
coaching told us, “I might hire an engineering manager because he is a great
engineer. That is his strength. That doesn’t mean he’ll be a great coach.”
Does this mean that if there isn’t clear evidence of a foundation of inter-
personal strengths, you shouldn’t give it a try? We think not. A second
premise of development is that the learner has to set the goal. If you think
it is important for you to learn to coach, there is a much greater likelihood
that your efforts will lead to success. Studying biographies tells us that
many gifted teachers, counselors, and business and political leaders came
from psychologically disadvantaged backgrounds. They made their way
through difficult circumstances and were able to have a very positive impact
on those around them.

Several of the coaching managers with whom we’ve worked have sug-
gested to us, though, that the distinction between the natural coach and the
coach who has to learn how to coach can represent a false dichotomy. In
reality, they have said, the two represent extremes along a continuum. Some
people are very gifted and need little additional help to become effective
coaching managers. For others, much practice is required.

We have had managers tell us that they really didn’t know how to hold a
conversation with their employees until they learned how to ask questions
and to coach. Not good at small talk, they avoided talking about almost any-
thing at all. They wanted to enhance their ability to just talk with their
employees, and coaching represented a vehicle for doing so.

To help you better assess whether or not you are working from a foun-
dation on which effective coaching skills can be built, we describe in some
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detail what the naturals and those who have learned to coach by more tra-
ditional means have in common. As is the case throughout this book, in
compiling this list, we draw on our experience in training managers to
coach, interviews with coaching managers, and the writings of those who
have coached or studied coaching.

The Coaching Mind-Set: An Attitude of Helpfulness

Managers who become coaching managers, by whatever route, appear to
show most if not all the attitudes or behaviors we will be describing (see
Box 5.1). Before listing them specifically, we will simply summarize them by
the word helpfulness. Managers who coach want to help, as opposed to fix-
ing or changing others. They like seeing others succeed. They seem to get a
kick out of having a chance to admire the good work of others. As one
coaching manager told us, “I keep track of them in their careers. I hear
about their accomplishments. I like to think that in a way, I have con-
tributed to their success.”

BOX 5.1 What Coaching Managers Have in Common

• They have an overriding attitude of helpfulness when trying to coach others.
• They don’t believe in the “sink or swim” theory of employee development.
• They believe that by helping their employees develop, everybody comes out

ahead.
• They show less need for control.
• They believe that most people really do want to learn.
• They show empathy in their dealings with others.
• They are open to personal learning, to receiving feedback, and to being

coached, even by their employees.
• They set high standards.
• They don’t try to “fix” people.
• They don’t believe that people are a means to an end.

The reader will recognize several of these values from our discussion of
the coaching-friendly context. This is appropriate. The context set by the
manager reflects his or her value system. We would like to look more
closely at several areas we have not discussed at length that have more to
do with the coach’s attitude and competence when working individually



with direct reports. These factors go into creating that overriding sense of
helpfulness we describe here. Indeed, as we will discuss further in other
chapters, one of the most important things that the coaching manager has
to consider before creating a coaching dialogue is this: “Do I feel I am ready
to be helpful?”

Coaching managers don’t believe in the “sink or swim” theory of employee
development. Morgan McCall (1998) has studied the leadership develop-
ment practices of a number of companies and has concluded that the “sink
or swim” approach to development is probably the most common, even in
some very progressive firms. In this approach to development, individuals
are given challenging assignments. If they are successful, their careers
advance. If not, their careers stall. The individual is given no coaching, men-
toring, or other learning supports.

The coaches we have worked with find this a wasteful and invalid prac-
tice. As McCall (1998) points out, who knows how many more would be
successful with a little help? Consider the political mistakes that would not
be made, the time that would not be lost as an individual makes the same
mistakes over and over, and the bad habits that even some of the successful
“sink or swim” candidates probably learn along the way, in the absence of
feedback.

Interestingly, many of our coaches, when asked why they think coaching
is a good idea, say, “Because no one ever coached me!” They struggled to
learn and advance in their careers, often without help. They are the victims
of a “sink or swim” mentality and see what has been lost in their own
careers. They do believe in giving people challenging assignments, but they
also believe in helping out with support, advice, and feedback—in other
words, coaching. The “big pit” theory, digging a hole and throwing people
in to see who crawls out, is a waste of resources and a poor way of demon-
strating that you care!

We would add that there is increasing research support for dismissing the
“big pit” theory of leadership development. It is becoming increasingly clear
that challenge, in the absence of support, offers diminishing returns from
a learning standpoint. Think about it realistically. Significant challenges
involve quite a battle. What if you were facing significant challenges, of any
sort, but didn’t feel like your performance was improving? Let us look at one
simple example that may be painfully close to home for some readers.

Golf, as an industry, has a problem. It seems that too many individuals
give up golf after around 3 years of participation in the sport. Some of you
can guess the reason (Hurst, 2002). After 3 years of steady improvement,
their game begins to level off. The process of golfing does not readily supply
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the kind of feedback that would lead to continued improvements beyond the
basics for those who are self-taught. That sand trap on the 17th fairway
turns out to be the “big pit” theory of golfer development. The answer to
this problem is, you can guess, to hire a coach. Closer to our concerns here,
researchers are now coming to understand that what one can learn by one-
self by facing continued leadership challenges begins to level off at some
point. We are no longer learning from experience and seeing improved per-
formance as a result. Again, the answers are feedback and coaching (DeRue
& Wellman, 2009).

Coaching managers believe that by helping their employees develop, every-
body comes out ahead. In our consulting practices, we have repeatedly run
across one of the most insidious barriers to coaching by managers. That bar-
rier is represented by the belief that managers shouldn’t try to help their
employees develop because in doing so, they will lose the best ones.
Employees naturally despise this assumption because it means that they are
ultimately just being used by the manager as tools for the manager’s self-
serving agenda. This assumption and the practices associated with it are par-
ticularly dangerous to a business in a tight labor market. Given that
employees have options, they will go elsewhere if an opportunity to develop
is closed to them.

The coaching managers we have worked with assume that by coaching
their employees and aiding their development, they will build the overall
capability of their businesses. They also are quite aware that, although they
will lose some good people along the way, in the end, they are likely to be
even more successful. By taking a developmental approach, their employees
are challenged and satisfied. Problems are dealt with more quickly. Morale
and commitment are high.

We’ve asked managers whether or not all this work on development isn’t
just a bit inconvenient at times. After all, you are always in the business of
bringing people along when you operate this way. One coaching manager
answered us in jest, “Only when they say they want my job!” For the most
part, coaching managers believe that they should be preparing people to take
their jobs and view it as an essential means of succession planning. They feel
it is their obligation to their people and to the business.

Coaching managers show less need for control. At the 1978 Gator Bowl,
storied Ohio State Coach Woody Hayes ran onto the football field and hit
an opposing player who had previously intercepted a pass. Hayes was sub-
sequently fired (Schwab, 1999). This now rather pathetic picture (with
apologies to Ohio State) speaks to just how difficult it is to be a coach
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rather than a player. The coaching manager sometimes has to subordinate
his or her own wish to be in control and to be on the field, taking care of
business, in order to let the team play the game and keep learning. This can
be gut-wrenching. Note that the characteristic in question here is called
“Show Less Need for Control.” It does not say “Have Less Need for
Control.” Self-control is the key.

The tasks of the manager have traditionally been described as those of
planning, organizing, directing, and controlling. Managers are held account-
able for results. They are rewarded for success and punished for failure. The
rewards and punishments with which they must contend are powerful. This
emphasis on “results no matter what” can make it hard for managers to
coach rather than do.

Given that development requires, among other things, a challenging
assignment (Van Velsor, McCauly, & Moxley, 1998), those who are
offered such assignments might just fail. Although failure should proba-
bly have some consequences, if the consequences are too dire, develop-
ment will stop, as discussed in the previous chapter. The coaches that we
have witnessed doing the best jobs are those who are able to tolerate the
potential for at least some failure. They can delegate, turn over a task to
another individual, and then stay in the coaching role even when the
situation becomes difficult and failure is a very real possibility. That
doesn’t mean that coaching managers set their employees up for failure or
don’t step in to help when needed. Rather, they don’t rush in at the first
sign of trouble.

Perhaps most important, an effective coaching manager has to be able to
ask questions rather than provide answers, enough to make it possible for
the coachee to struggle with the challenge. Mr. Hayes evidently was not con-
vinced that his players could take back the game. He crossed the white line
that distinguished coaches from players. In organizational life, we have no
such white line. Sometimes we have to cross the line, and sometimes we
don’t. How good are you at holding back and not offering advice? This is a
key aspect of the coaching dialogue, but if you’re honest with yourself, you
know that it isn’t easy. After all, you may have the right answer. Why not
just give it up and get this over with? When you wait and see what your
coachee has to say, you are giving up a bit of that sense of control that you
fought to grasp.

Coaching managers believe that most people really do want to learn. The
effective coaches we’ve known have tended to be very good “systems”
thinkers. By that we mean that they understand that many people don’t
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appear to want to learn because they have been trained not to. They don’t
believe, however, that most people really don’t want to learn. (We’ll talk
more about this topic in the next chapter, from the coachee’s point of view.)
They believe that it is their obligation to create a context in which learning
is possible. More than one coaching manager has told us about a “salvage
job” he or she was working on. This kind of salvage job refers not to the
employee who has a severe performance problem, but rather to the employee
who is afraid to learn. Some managers are so hostile toward employee devel-
opment that they can literally leave a talented employee demoralized, cyni-
cal, and greatly inhibited when it comes to learning. A coaching manager
involved in a salvage operation might speak of an employee as one might
describe a child who was raised in an abusive home: talking about the need
to take a lot of time, build some trust, and convince the employee that it is
OK to talk about work, his or her career goals, or what he or she is having
trouble with.

Coaching managers are really much like gardeners. They plant the flow-
ers (hire the right employees), create a context, provide some support, and
are there to help out. However, having done that, they don’t always expect
every effort to bear fruit. Most coaches report that, as they mature, they
come to accept that some people don’t want to be coached and that they may
not be able to make a difference in their development.

Coaching managers show empathy in their dealings with others. As the pre-
vious example indicates, effective coaches tend to be able to put themselves
in another person’s shoes, rather than judging an individual solely on the
basis of surface behaviors. They are interested in what makes people work
and in the role that work plays in people’s lives. One coaching manager, in
describing his work, was adamant about the importance of understanding
the family or personal lives of his employees. “How can you expect them
to take on a tough assignment, one that might really be stressful, when
somebody is sick at home or when they are going through a divorce?”

Effective coaches use empathy to help them understand the coachee in
his or her totality. This stands in sharp distinction to managers who are so
focused on results that they delegate tasks to an already overburdened indi-
vidual, creating the conditions for failure as well as a lack of learning in the
process. Interestingly, however, most of the coaches we’ve talked with insist
that they maintain very high standards with regard to performance. In fact,
they use high standards as a tool to keep themselves and their people moti-
vated and focused. They also use the high standards they have set as a
framework within which to coach.
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Coaching managers are open to personal learning, to receiving feedback,
and to being coached, even by their employees. Effective coaches like to
learn about themselves, about others, and about their work. They often
enjoy being surprised by what they don’t know. Coaching is, for them, a tool
that helps them foster their own learning. It also helps them know what is
going on in their business units, always a desirable outcome.

They also seem to enjoy learning about themselves from others. Frequently,
managers who create what we call “coaching-friendly contexts” are very
likely to encourage employees to coach them. This is a way of modeling
the giving and receiving of feedback. However, it is done for more than just
the purpose of modeling desired behavior. They genuinely want the feed-
back. They have come to believe that they really don’t know it all and that
the perceptions of others, even critical perceptions, are essential to hear
and understand.

In this sense, they are comfortable admitting what they don’t know and
how they might be wrong. This is particularly noticeable when they are gath-
ering performance information about coachees, positive or negative. Rather
than taking the attitude, while gathering information, that they have to
prove their own positions correct, they’re more likely to seek information
that will add to or change their perceptions, in an effort to find out what is
really going on.

Coaching managers set high standards. We mentioned above that the coach-
ing managers we have interviewed are very rigorous businesspeople. Their
rigor is seen in the high standards they set. They expect their employees to
be able to meet those standards. The difference is they are willing to help.
They offer help through coaching as well as through other interventions.
One of our coaching managers told us, “People are surprised at the fact that
I can be tough. The toughness comes out when I make it clear to everyone
that I expect this group to be successful, to be the best group in our division.
They think that because I’m interested in people, I am inevitably going to be
soft. Not true. I set high standards, though I do think they are achievable. I
stick to them; I don’t back off.”

This particular characteristic is extremely important. In the absence of
this, coaching might in fact be too “soft.” Workshop participants have told
us repeatedly that their best managers expected something from them that
they didn’t feel they could deliver. “She saw something in me that I didn’t
see in myself.” “He expected me to perform even when I didn’t think I
could.” We have said that challenge by itself may not foster continued
development, but it is a very necessary condition for development. People
have to stretch themselves to grow. High standards for a team promote
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stretch opportunities for everyone. The manager who has high standards
serves as a personal role model for performance. This is where the power
of the developmental coaching model can become apparent. High standards
are coupled with support for reaching those standards.

Coaching managers don’t try to “fix” people. We have repeatedly noticed
that managers who seem to take coaching most to heart also seem to be most
accepting of others’ strengths and weaknesses. They pay attention to
strengths and weaknesses in the hiring process (see Chapter 3) and work
hard to create opportunities for people to use their strengths and, where
appropriate, work on weaknesses. On the other hand, they can also accept
that an employee may not have the right talent for his or her role or the right
fit for the business unit. They are able to accept that someone may need to
move along to another role or business unit or company and are quite will-
ing to make that happen, even though they may feel bad about the need to
do so. To put it simply, they aren’t afraid to fire someone if that person is in
the wrong job. Most coaching managers, then, don’t assume that coaching
can fix everything. They are willing to give coaching a try when serious per-
formance problems arise, but such remedial coaching isn’t the primary focus
of their developmental efforts.

We have seen this problem from very close range in our coach training
programs. Some managers, including some who are clearly well-meaning
and interested in other people, show tremendous frustration when their
coachees seem unmotivated or abrasive. Despite our best efforts, such
coaches will confront coachees on admittedly unappealing behavior with-
out first building relationships with them. You can envision this as the psy-
chological equivalent of “giving them a swift kick for their own good.” The
“fix ’em” obsessed managers don’t stop to understand people, their con-
texts, and, most important, their goals. The results usually range from
unproductive to disastrous. The coachee feels abused and highly defensive.
Sadly, we suspect (though we can’t prove) that coachees who have been the
object of a coach’s efforts to fix rather than coach are less likely to seek
coaching in the future.

The frustration of the coaches does not abate as they realize that they
cannot simply change people. This isn’t coaching! The true coach, as stated
above, has to be able to tolerate giving over control of the process to learn-
ers and be accepting of the fact that things may not always work out for
him or her.

Coaching managers don’t believe that people are a means to an end. We
can summarize our description of coaching managers by describing their
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approach to the age-old business paradox: Is the business run for the sake
of shareholders, and perhaps customers, or for the employees? Coaching
managers dismiss the view of wealth creation or need fulfillment as being
dichotomous in relation to the needs of the employees. Their assumption
is that the business should meet the needs of both groups: Employees do
the work of the organization, but one does not build organizational capa-
bility (or “human capital,” as it might now be called) simply for the sake
of putting out a better product, though that is important. In this view, the
development of employees is an inherent part of what makes a business
unit worthwhile. Espousing this ideology can create some tension, how-
ever (see the earlier comments about human resources).

The Coaching Manager

Would you like to work for the kind of coaching manager we’ve just
described? Unless you are a very exceptional person, the answer is probably
an unqualified yes. Why wouldn’t you? These attitudes combine an interest
in success with an interest in helping others be successful. Is this just too
good to be true? Think about it.

Is there a manager in your organization whom everyone seems to talk
about? If it takes place among other managers, is such discussion occasion-
ally tinged with more than a hint of jealousy or envy? Do you ever fear los-
ing some of your good employees to that person? Chances are, he or she is
a manager who runs a successful group and is also interested in helping peo-
ple develop through coaching.

Great organizations tend to be well-known both for being successful
and for being interested in their employees. As a result, they don’t suffer
any shortage of talent. Southwest Airlines, for instance, in one recent year,
had over 100,000 job applications for fewer than 5,000 openings. The
recruiters and hiring managers got to choose the best individuals from a
very large pool.

Managers who coach will likely experience something very similar, on a
smaller scale, of course. People want to work for them because those man-
agers help them succeed in both the short term and the long term. The work
is challenging and interesting. Growth and career movement are likely out-
comes. Coaching managers are able to think about moving people up or
across the organization because they know that someone else is waiting in
the wings to join their group. They can choose from among the best. In the
eyes of potential employees and other company managers, the coaching
manager has a sustainable competitive advantage.
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SELF-ASSESSMENT 5.1:SELF-ASSESSMENT 5.1: Your Foundation for Learning to Coach

We’ve spent considerable time in this chapter and previous chapters discussing how
the coaching manager provides a personal and organizational context for coaching,
using her own behavior and attitudes as primary tools. Setting the context and
reinforcing that context with your own personal actions of helpfulness make
coaching possible, make it possible for you to help others without being perfect at
doing so, make responsibility for learning shared, and just might make your work life
a bit more fun.

In the next chapter, we will take a closer look at the other partner in the learning
process, the coachee. Before leaving our exploration of the coaching manager’s
perspective, we want to provide you with a more concise and systematic opportunity
to assess your own strengths and needs. This “Coaching Manager Self-Assessment”
was originally developed by our colleague Suzanne Levin Glazier (Hunt & Weintraub,
2007). These competencies represent an effort to capture the wisdom of the coaches
with whom we’ve had a chance to work, in response to our question to them: “What
does it take to be an effective coaching manager?”

We encourage you to look carefully at each of the competencies described below
and the questions related to each competency. How would you assess your
performance? Ideally, you should also ask members of your team for their feedback.
It may be easier in that regard to use a rating system. Rate yourself as a “5” if you
see your performance as very strong and, using a graduated scale, as a “1” if you see
yourself as needing significant developmental work in this area.

1. Demonstrates Self-Awareness

• I encourage others to give me honest feedback.
• I take time to reflect upon the best course of action rather than jumping to

conclusions.
• I encourage others I work with to reflect on their work.
• I handle myself in a calm manner when things become hectic.

2. Promotes Learning Among His or Her Team Members

• I encourage the ongoing learning and development of others.
• I take time to develop my own skills and abilities through continuous

learning.
• I give timely feedback that helps others understand their own work

performance.
• I view mistakes as learning opportunities when appropriate.
• I use questions to help others think through an issue or a problem rather

than immediately telling others what I think is the right solution.
• I encourage others to share new ideas regarding work, even if they are

contrary to my own.
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3. Is an Effective Communicator

• I share information with others in a timely fashion.
• I communicate my management philosophy and expectations with those

around me.
• I impart a clear vision of what successful work performance should look

like.
• I communicate clearly to others regarding their roles and responsibilities.

4. Is Accessible

• I have an open-door policy—when others need assistance they know I will
set aside time to address their concerns.

• I respect the confidential nature of my discussions with others when
appropriate.

• I schedule a future time to meet with others when I am not immediately
available to meet their needs.

5. Demonstrates Effective Listening

• I do not interrupt others when they are speaking.
• I pay attention to the manner in which others are speaking as well as their

words (using cues such as body language, tone of voice, etc.).
• I stop what I am doing and pay attention when someone is speaking.
• I restate others’ words to ensure that I have a proper understanding of what

they are trying to say.

6. Creates a Trusting Environment

• I help people feel comfortable discussing issues with me by acting in a non-
judgmental manner.

• I recognize the people I interact with as unique individuals who have dif-
ferent needs and goals.

• I create an environment in which people want to make decisions related to
their own development.

• I support people when they have dealings with others outside our team,
when needed.

• I look for competent, self-motivated candidates for open positions, particu-
larly those who have a desire to grow with the organization.

• I follow through on my commitments.


