How's your coaching?

Coaching an employee can benefit the manager, the employee, and the organization as a whole. What are the skills and qualities necessary for effective coaching? Your coaching skills might need improvement. 

Evaluate your current effectiveness as a coach by answering Yes or No to the following questions. As you go along, manually keep track of how many correct answers you make.

Do you observe your direct reports' behavior? 
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Correct choice. You prepare to coach by observing, to identify whether and how the employee's behavior negatively affects others or interferes with the employee's ability to succeed. 
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Not the best choice. You prepare to coach by observing, to identify whether and how the employee's behavior negatively affects others or interferes with the employee's ability to succeed. 

Do you form and test hypotheses about your direct reports' behavior before acting on them?
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Correct choice. From your observations, form a hypothesis about the performance problem, such as skill gaps or lack of knowledge, and its effect. Then test your hypothesis, perhaps by confidentially asking another manager to observe a situation, or by asking open-ended questions. 
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Not the best choice. From your observations, form a hypothesis about the performance problem, such as skill gaps or lack of knowledge, and its effect. Then test your hypothesis, perhaps by confidentially asking another manager to observe a situation, or by asking open-ended questions. 

Do you use your own performance as a yardstick to measure others?
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Not the best choice. Your own performance is not an appropriate measure. Instead, evaluate the unique strengths that individuals bring to a job. 
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Correct choice. Your own performance is not an appropriate measure. Instead, evaluate the unique strengths that individuals bring to a job. 

Do you prepare employees for coaching sessions in advance?
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Correct choice. Coaching is a partnership, so it's important to invite an employee to participate in the coaching process and to help them understand how the process will unfold. 
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Not the best choice. Coaching is a partnership, so it's important to invite an employee to participate in the coaching process and to help them understand how the process will unfold. 

Do you use open-ended questions to promote sharing of ideas and information?
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Correct choice. Open-ended questions (those that don't require merely a "yes" or "no" answer) encourage participation and generate ideas for addressing a performance problem or skills gap. 
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Not the best choice. Open-ended questions (those that don't require merely a "yes" or "no" answer) encourage participation and generate ideas for addressing a performance problem or skills gap. 

Do you blend inquiry (asking questions) with advocacy (offering opinions and ideas) during discussions with individuals you're coaching?
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Correct choice. While coaching, you rely extensively on inquiry—asking questions. But an over-reliance on inquiry can make coachees feel like they're being interrogated. 
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Not the best choice. While coaching, you rely extensively on inquiry—asking questions. But an over-reliance on inquiry can make coachees feel like they're being interrogated. 

Do you decide what approach is needed to solve the employee's problem?
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Not the best choice. Rather than mandate the solution, it's best to determine collaboratively where help is needed and what type of help would best address the performance problems or skill gaps. 
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Correct choice. Rather than mandate the solution, it's best to determine collaboratively where help is needed and what type of help would best address the performance problems or skill gaps. 

Do you work with your direct reports to reach agreement on desired goals and outcomes?
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Correct choice. Successful coaching requires agreement on goals. 
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Not the best choice. Successful coaching requires agreement on goals. 
Do you give feedback that focuses on behavior and its consequences (rather than on vague judgments)?
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Correct choice. During the coaching process, provide feedback regularly. The best feedback is specific. For example, you might say, "I liked the way you used visuals to illustrate the problem, and then invited people to comment on the timetable," rather than, "Great presentation." 
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Not the best choice. During the coaching process, provide feedback regularly. The best feedback is specific. For example, you might say, "I liked the way you used visuals to illustrate the problem, and then invited people to comment on the timetable," rather than, "Great presentation." 

Do you follow up on coaching discussions to make sure progress is proceeding as planned?
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Correct choice. It's important to periodically check progress and understanding with your direct report as the coaching process unfolds. 
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Not the best choice. It's important to periodically check progress and understanding with your direct report as the coaching process unfolds. 

How many of the previous assessment questions did you answer correctly?
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Learning the fundamentals of coaching and practicing how to apply them will help you improve your performance as a manager. Review the suggestions for improvement beside each answer. 
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Your coaching skills can be improved by learning to follow a coaching process. Review the suggestions for improvement beside each answer. 
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You likely have most of the skills required to be an effective coach, and may just need to brush up on the coaching process. Review the suggestions for improvement beside each answer. 

Key Idea
The coaching process has four steps:

1. Preparation: You observe a potential coachee, test your hypotheses about his or her skills or performance, listen for signals that your help is needed, estimate the probability of improvement, and ask the employee to prepare for coaching.

2. Initial discussion of skills and performance: Share your observations with the potential coachee, ask questions and listen actively to his or her responses, and explore potential causes of the performance problem or the need for new skills. Next, agree on goals and create an action plan that will best address performance problems or close skill gaps.

3. Ongoing dialogue: Check your coachee's progress on the action plan, refine your approach, blend inquiry with advocacy, and give feedback.

4. Follow up: You regularly discuss what's working well and what isn't, and make any needed adjustments in the goals or the coaching process. [image: image24.wmf]
View as text 
Effective coaches recognize that coaching is a process that has four discrete phases.

Prepare the employee

To prepare your direct report for coaching, have the person appraise his or her work performance. Ask:

· "To what extent have you achieved your goals?"

· "Which goals, if any, have you exceeded?"

· "Are there particular goals that you're currently struggling to achieve?"

· "What is preventing you from reaching your goals? Is it lack of training, resources, or direction from me?"

Ask open-ended and closed questions

During the discussion, ask open-ended questions (those that don't require merely a "yes" or "no" answer) to encourage participation and generate ideas for addressing a performance problem or skills gap. Through this line of questioning you may be able to uncover the other person's views and deeper thoughts on the problem. This, in turn, will help you formulate better advice. Examples of open-ended questions include: 

· "What would happen if ...?"

· "How do you feel about your progress to date?"

· "What are the major challenges with your on-the-job training?"

· "If you could replay that last sales presentation, what would you do differently?"

· "What do you think causes you not to share your views at team meetings?"

Ask closed questions (those requiring a "yes" or "no" response) to achieve the following:

· Focus the employee's response: "Are you satisfied with your progress?"

· Confirm what the person has said: "So, your big problem is scheduling your time?"

· Come to agreement: "Then we agree that your current skills will not take you to your career goals?"

Tips for when to coach

· Coach employees who are aware of a performance problem or skill gap and who are motivated to address the situation.

· Don't expect to solve a problem in a single coaching session. Coaching is an ongoing process.

· Coach informally "on-the-spot" as you overhear a conversation or observe a specific behavior that indicates a potential performance problem or skill gap.

· Offer coaching if you see a need—but first explain what you've observed and why you think coaching would be valuable.

· Don't try to force coaching on someone who doesn't want to improve or who isn't aware that he or she has a performance problem.

· Avoid coaching if unproductive behavior is deeply rooted and occurs across a broad range of situations. Such problems usually don't clear up with coaching.

· Find opportunities to strengthen your coaching skills. Regular practice improves a coach's effectiveness.

Tips for effective coaching

· Create an atmosphere of trust. Trust makes coaching possible, and the act of coaching strengthens trust.

· Keep the coaching focused to one or two goals that will help the employee improve performance or close a skill gap.

· Cultivate a comfortable setting during coaching sessions. Make sure you will not be interrupted. Set a positive tone, and communicate genuine support for the person's development.

· Establish ground rules up front. For example, what is said during a coaching session will remain confidential, and each party will agree to fulfill his or her commitments to the coaching process.

· Establish preferred work styles and a method of feedback up front. For instance, some people like to receive feedback in written form so they can process it at their own pace and refer to it during the coaching process. Others prefer to receive feedback in spoken form.

· Set mini-milestones to help your coachee build confidence and stay motivated.

· Be clear about who has promised what during the coaching process. To maintain accountability, periodically assess whether both parties have fulfilled their agreements and commitments.

· For large goals, such as acquiring a new skill, invite your coachee to create an action plan that lays out the coaching need, the goal, the steps the coachee will take to achieve the goal, ways of reviewing progress, and the role that the coach will play (for example, attending meetings to observe the coachee's behavior).

Tips for forming hypotheses

· Ask open-ended questions (those that require more than a "yes" or "no" response). They generate more valuable information than closed questions (which require a simple "yes" or "no") do.

· Spend more time listening and observing than you do talking and judging.

· Don't try to psychoanalyze your direct report based on your observations of his or her behavior. Doing so is inappropriate.

· Don't pry into an individual's personal life or make judgments about his or her character or motivations in order to interpret your observations.

· Don't use your own performance as a yardstick to measure others. Assuming that your direct reports have the same motivations or strengths as you do is unrealistic and unfair.

Tips for giving feedback

· Give feedback as soon as possible after observing performance. Wait only if doing so is necessary to gather necessary information. On the other hand, if the behavior you've observed was particularly upsetting, consider waiting until you've calmed down before providing feedback.

· Don't use feedback simply to underscore poor performance. Also provide feedback on work that is done well—you'll help your employee learn from what he or she did right.

· Focus feedback on behavior, not character or personality. Emphasizing behavior helps prevent the other person from feeling personally attacked.

· Avoid generalizations. Instead of saying, "You did a great job during the meeting," offer feedback that is more specific, such as "The graphics in your presentation really communicated the message."

· Describe the other person's behavior and its impact on projects and/or coworkers. You'll help the person see why it's important to address problem behavior.

· Focus feedback on factors that the other person can control. Feedback on factors that he or she cannot control is not constructive.

· Keep feedback focused on issues that your employee can rework or improve in the future.

· If a troubling behavior or action was a one-time event, consider letting it go.

· Be sincere. Give feedback with the clear intent of helping the person improve.

· Give feedback as often as necessary.

Tips for receiving feedback

· Ask your direct report for specific information about how the coaching process is going. "What did I say that made you think I wasn't interested in your proposal?" or "How were my suggestions helpful to you?"

· Ask for clarification in ways that don't make your coachee defensive. "Could you give me an example?"—not "What do you mean, I was unreceptive to your idea?"

· Help your coachee avoid emotion-laden terms. "You said that I'm often inflexible. Give me an example of things I do that give you this sense."

· Don't be defensive. Offer justification or commentary on your actions only if asked. Tell your coachee when you've gotten all the feedback you can process.

· Thank the person for his or her feedback, positive and negative. You'll build trust and model productive behavior.

Tips for cultivating a spirit of partnership

· During coaching conversations or sessions, set your direct report at ease. Don't let the person feel that he or she is being scrutinized.

· Ask the employee, "How do you think we are doing as a unit?" You'll convey the important message that everyone has a part to play in the coaching process.

· Review the purpose of the coaching process and its positive benefits for both parties. This will psychologically prepare you and the employee for the process. It will also act as a "warm-up" for useful dialogue.

· Do whatever you can to avoid interruptions by phone calls and other intrusions. Taking a phone call during a coaching discussion sends the employee a nonverbal signal that the call has a higher priority, which is exactly the wrong signal.

Tips for eliciting responses from uncommunicative coachees

· Rehearse how you will respond if your coachee doesn't provide thoughtful replies to your questions during coaching discussions or sessions.

· Practice speaking slowly and taking long pauses. You'll give the other person time to formulate responses to your questions and ideas.

· Make it clear that you expect a reply—and are willing to wait for one.

· Ask open-ended questions—those requiring more than a "yes" or "no" response. They encourage more thoughtful replies than closed questions (requiring "yes" or "no") do.

Steps for coaching

1. Prepare. Observe your potential coachee, test your hypotheses about his or her skills or performance, estimate the probability of improvement, and ask the employee to prepare for coaching.

2. Discuss skills and performance. Share your observations with the potential coachee, ask questions and listen actively to his or her responses, and explore potential causes of the performance problem or the need for new skills.

3. Coach. Obtain agreement on goals, conduct coaching sessions, customize your approach, blend inquiry and advocacy, give feedback, and create action plans.

4. Follow up. In this final step of coaching, you regularly discuss what's working well and what isn't, and make any needed adjustments in the goals or the coaching process.

Steps for reaching agreement

1. Inquire into and advocate different perspectives.

Throughout the coaching process, you and your coachee need to agree on goals, create plans for achieving them, and make any changes necessary to improve the coaching process. A blend of inquiry and advocacy can help. 

For example, "Julie, I'd really like to see you build the skills you need to take leadership of the product development team. Based on what I've observed, and what you've told me, learning to delegate would be a major challenge for you as a new manager. What do you see as the most important focus for our coaching sessions?"

2. Present proposals.

Offer your ideas for conducting the coaching process or helping your employee achieve his or her goals.

For instance, "Julie, I think that talking with several experienced managers about delegating could be very helpful."

3. Check for understanding.

Ask questions to assess your employee's understanding of what you're proposing.

"Julie, what is your understanding of the delegating process? In your view, how will we measure your progress with this skill?"

4. Check for agreement.

Ask questions to check whether you and your coachee are in agreement.

"Julie, do we agree, then, that our coaching should focus on delegating skills rather than another aspect of management?"

5. Revisit step 1 when agreement is in question and begin the process again.

If you check for agreement and the employee's response indicates lack of agreement, begin blending inquiry with advocacy again. The following dialogue provides an example:

Coach: "Julie, do we agree that we'll review your progress on delegating in two months, and that we'll measure your progress according to whether you've met your goal of delegating four projects to team members?" 

Julie: "I'm a little nervous about having just two months. I've got another big deadline that will hit midway through that timeframe, and I'm not sure I can handle the coaching assignment at the same time." 

Coach: "I think it's important to review your progress on the delegating assignment promptly, and I'm worried that waiting longer than two months may make it harder for you to learn this skill. Do you share my concern? If so, let's explore ideas for sticking with that timetable." 

Julie: "If the two-month review is crucial, maybe I could reduce the number of delegated projects to three instead of four. That might be more manageable." 

Coach: "That sounds like a good idea. So, we'll agree to review your progress two months from today to see whether you've been able to delegate three tasks to your team?" 

Julie: "Yes, let's move ahead with that understanding."

Steps for balancing inquiry and advocacy

1. Describe the individual's situation in a neutral way based on your observations. 

To balance inquiry (asking questions) with advocacy (presenting your ideas or opinions) during the coaching session, start by referring to the observations you gathered during the preparation stage of coaching. 

For example, "Martin, thank you for generating so many reports for the executive committee over these last few months. You really accomplished a lot under extreme time pressure. I think your reports could be much more useful to the committee, though, if you learn how to format them in a more effective way. I've noticed that the five reports you created lack an executive summary, as well as headings to indicate the flow of information." 

2. State your opinion—your interpretation of what you have observed. 

After presenting your observations, offer your views of what you've observed. 

For instance, "Martin, when reports lack certain features, such as a summary and headings, executives find it harder to read and absorb the information." 

3. Make the thoughts behind your opinion explicit. 

Explain what assumptions or line of reasoning led to your opinion: 

"Martin, most of the executives on the committee are eager to get through the material as quickly and efficiently as possible. That's why I'm thinking it would be good for you to learn how to format your reports in ways that make the reading easier for your audience." 

4. Share your own experiences if they might help. 

Sometimes describing your own experiences can help explain the reasoning behind your opinion or idea. 

For example, "Martin, I've discovered that when technical reports begin with a summary and contain headings throughout, it takes me about half the time to read them as it does to get through unformatted reports." 

5. Encourage the other person to provide his or her perspective. 

To balance advocacy with inquiry, ask questions that invite your coachee to provide his or her perspective: 

"Martin, do you agree that it's important for you to learn how to write more effective reports? If so, what steps do you think we need to take to help you achieve this goal? How would you like to measure your progress?" 
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