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Model of Self – The Person I Bring to Coaching

Early Memories

Sense of Self

I spent my early childhood – to about 12 years of age – with a well-developed sense of inferiority.  I was a skinny kid, wearing glasses 50 years before glasses became a fashion accessory, always the last one picked to be a team member.  I was easy to beat up and just tried to keep a low profile.  My father supported a family of five children on the very small salary of a primary school teacher.  While we had food and clothes, we had no discretionary spending ability and I developed an acute awareness of the economic differences between my situation and that of others in my school.  The contrast was made greater by the fact that I was bussed to a school in a relatively affluent residential area. I spent lots of time doing chores to help out and delivering newspapers to earn spending money, and while this was important, it interfered with opportunities for after-school activities, creating a further sense of separation from the “in” crowd.

A parallel memory involves a series of entrepreneurial activities – in contrast to a general sense that I was a “lazy” child.  I certainly didn’t apply myself in school (see below), and I constantly had to be reminded to do my chores around the house.  Maybe the key is choice, because on my own initiative I regularly looked for ways to earn a bit of extra money, selling Christmas cards and other trinkets door to door.

A “Gift” that Lasted a Lifetime

An important shift in my sense of self began in the summer before I went to high school when I was invited to be part of an experimental class that would complete five years of high school classes in four years.  This came as a huge surprise to both my parents and me since my performance during primary school was mediocre at best.  I was an inattentive student whose homework was often incomplete.  “Can do better” became a permanent phrase on my school report cards.

It’s interesting to notice the “lucky” things that happen from time to time in life.  This invitation was part of a lucky moment.  Because of where I lived, I was directed to an out-of-district high school.  For some reason, the school board administered a series of scholastic aptitude tests to all grade eight students that year.  Finally, the out-of-district board did a one-time only experiment with accelerated schooling.  I was able to participate.  My results were consistently around the middle of the class through most of the four high school years in the special program despite a continued casual approach to school.  I guess the more challenging environment raised my performance in spite of my habits.  Then during final exams on graduation from high school, I finally took the challenge seriously (motivated by the chance for university scholarship funds) and my results improved dramatically. I finished near the top of the class.

This experience, though spread out over four years, had a fundamental impact on my self-image.  Over four years of high school, I developed growing confidence in my ability at school.  The chance to feel quietly proud of myself began to make a difference.  At university, I continued to do well academically and got involved in student leadership activities.  I worked with reasonable discipline at both studies and part-time jobs and I internalized the lesson that I was “smart” and with hard work I could succeed.  The combination of hard work and dependence on my cognitive ability became a lifetime pattern, with at least modest success.  Hence, a “gift”.

Living in my Head
I spend a lot of my time “in my head”.  I think a lot – processing information, changing perspectives.  While this has many advantages, there is a flip side.  Dependence – perhaps overdependence – on my thinking ability means that I am often less in tune with emotions and intuition than others are.  I certainly experience emotions, and I’m sure that I have intuition, but I don’t think I’ve learned to integrate this very well into my relationships and decision-making.  Actually, I’ve been told recently that others experience more emotional connection or at least more ”non-cognitive” connection with me than I describe.  Maybe this is as much a matter of limited awareness on my part than of reality.

Disassociation from Emotions

I’ve learned to easily dissociate from the emotions of a situation. I don’t have any idea what the sources of this learning are – I have never really wondered about it.  I have however thought about its impact on my life.  Sometimes it is an advantage.  I can avoid being disabled or overloaded by the emotions of others, and I remain free to consider the facts and make decisions that are informed by the facts.  Sometimes of course, it is a disadvantage.  Others may see me as uncaring or unsympathetic.

Purpose and Personal Values

Purpose

For most of my life, I have resisted the idea of a personal “purpose” because I thought of a purpose as something imposed on me rather than something chosen by me.  Recently I was presented with the idea (at a Robert Fritz seminar) that I can simply make up my own purpose.  If I chose to, of course, I could attribute my purpose to God or some other external being.  However, consistent with the importance of freedom to me, I was attracted by the idea that I can simply choose a personal purpose – so I did.  

It is “personal learning for me and support for the learning and accomplishment of others”.

Personal Values

Several years ago I completed a fairly extensive assessment of personal values.  The five values most important to me at that time are health, personal development, freedom, creativity and self-respect.  These values still feel right to me and it is likely that repeating the assessment would produce a similar result.  

Health for me represents not just a sense of well-being in the moment (for example I remember the fabulous sense of energy and well-being I felt at the age of 55 after completing a marathon in 3 hours and 42 minutes).  It also represents the ability to have a wide range of choices in my life. On top of that, it feels simply irresponsible to disregard my health.  I have only one life and I want to experience it fully and have access to as broad a range of choice as possible. 

[Interesting to note that when I try out the word “experience” in the previous sentence, as in “as broad a range of experience as possible” it doesn’t fit.  Choice is important, variety far less so.]

Personal development or the continual pursuit of learning is a source of real energy.  I have been insatiably curious throughout my life.  It is important for me to know about things, and understand them.  It’s interesting to speculate about the source of this need.  Is this simple curiosity, or do I have a need to understand so that I feel in control?

Freedom while important, does not have to be absolute.  In fact, a desire for freedom seems inconsistent with my history of working for a large corporation.  However, I worked hard to always have a choice about my role and responsibilities.  If there was one thing that appeared consistently in feedback from my managers over the years, it was that I didn’t let them know what I was doing.  The ability to make my own decisions is important and I tended to work quite independently.

[Grady, this may be related to the fact that despite your invitations, I didn’t take advantage of your offer to coach me in model-building.  When I write it out like that, it sounds irrational, but it may nevertheless but true.  Another observation that comes to mind is that I have not read your model of coaching after my initial scan of it nine months ago.  In this case, I made a deliberate decision – not wanting to be overly influenced by your work until I explored my own tacit and emergent ideas.]

Creativity – the experience of bringing different perspectives to a situation – is exciting and fulfilling.  I also love the idea of artistic creation, although I have invested time in it only sporadically through my life.  Recently I have found a great deal of enjoyment of hands-on interior design of our new residence.

Self-respect for me is anchored in a sense of competence and self-care.

Personality

[Myers-Briggs, Enneagram, EQI, etc]

Sources of Satisfaction Related to Coaching

I find satisfaction and fulfilment in coaching in a number of ways.  

I get great pleasure from watching others learn (with my support and involvement), try new things and become more able to do what they want to do.  A part of this comes from being a mirror for my clients, reminding them of reference points so that they realize how they are growing.  As they get satisfaction, so do I.  It strikes me that I am therefore significantly invested in the success of my clients, that my sense of value in coaching is strongly linked to their progress.  Is there a risk here?  I am reminded of Rick’s observation that it is important for him not to be tied to any of his client’s decisions.  Are these similar things?  [I am not surprised by this.  It is one of the reasons I decided to become a coach.]

I like the people that I work with.  I respect them for who they are, what they have accomplished, and for their commitment to learning and personal growth.  The relationships with my clients are fulfilling.  I am finding that I come to care a lot for my clients over time.  While I am an introvert, and enjoy time alone, I also find the coaching relationships very fulfilling.  Trust, open conversation, mutual respect and a shared interest in the outcome all contribute to the accelerated development of a kind of friendship over time.  [I am somewhat surprised by this.  While I have always had pleasant relationships with my work associates, I find that my coaching relationships move to a different, richer level.]

I get a lot of satisfaction from sharing my knowledge and experience.  By some models of coaching, I should not be doing this.  However, I think it is an important part of my personal approach – my “voice” as coach.  More discussion of this to come in the model of coaching I’m sure.  [This is not a surprise, but it is an area of potential concern.  Am I at risk of disempowering my clients by providing the answer?]

I am really energized by the chance to play with ways to illustrate ideas, concepts and relationships – to build modelling elements that help clients develop new ways of thinking about and understanding their experience.  I’ve been doing this for years, and I’m quite good at it.  It’s great to have this skill valued and to be paid for it as part of how I coach.  [This is not surprising – I’ve known for some time that I enjoy this.]

Consistent with the high value that I place on learning, I really enjoy getting to know my clients’ businesses.  I just love to know how things work, and this opportunity – which is actually ancillary to coaching – is a source of enjoyment and energy for me.  [No surprise here.]

Model of Coaching

My Description of Coaching

Coaching as a commercial activity has become popular enough, and the term has gained enough cachet, that a wide variety of practitioners are now calling themselves coaches.  We have sales coaches, communications coaches, strategic coaches, business coaches and executive coaches, to list just a few categories.  Some of these activities were previously called training, but some are a different kind of intervention that needs a different label.  So what actually is coaching?  I have come to think of it as an activity that sits between therapy and consulting in a spectrum of third-party activities, all of which share the common objective of supporting or enabling a “client” (whether individual or organization), as illustrated in the following figure.  Further, I loosely segment coaching into two broad categories – “pure” coaching and “applied” coaching.

Consulting                        Applied Coaching                     Pure Coaching                      Therapy


While I see this as a continuum in which the boundaries between activity types are not well defined, I find it useful to make the following distinctions.

Therapy

[Jeff, as I tried to write this paragraph I realized that I don’t know how psychotherapists define their practice and describe their approach.  I’d appreciate your help in correcting this.]

Therapy – specifically psychotherapy –is the treatment of mental or emotional disorder by psychological means.  In most (virtually all?) models of psychotherapy, the therapist’s role is not to provide answers to the patient but rather to guide the patient to his or her own answers.  In general, psychotherapy explores root causes of disorder, often deep within the patient’s unconscious.

Pure Coaching

Pure coaching (my own label) shares with psychotherapy the principle that the client must find or create his or her own answers, with the coach in a purely facilitative role.  Some coaches assert that the client has all the resources necessary to be successful, and that the coach’s role is to support the client in accessing these resources.  However, pure coaching differs from therapy in at least two important ways.  First, coaching does not begin with a presumption of disorder.  Coaches are not treating disease.  Instead they are supporting learning.  Second, coaches work more at a surface or behavioural level that at a deep psychological root-cause level.

Applied Coaching

Applied coaching (again my own label) has its foundation in the principles of pure coaching – work on the client’s agenda, client owns responsibility, value of eliciting solutions from the client, etc.  However, applied coaching does not hold rigorously to the principle that the client must do all the generative work.  It acknowledges the value of the coach’s experience and considers the coach’s involvement in developing solutions to be a legitimate and valuable aspect of coaching.  We might think of it as a mixture of coaching and consulting, with a major in coaching.  In this role, the coach is a thought partner with the client, focused on two things – helping the client accomplish his or her objectives more effectively while at the same time working with the client to become increasingly self-sufficient.

Consulting

For purposes of this model, I use the term consulting in a very broad sense, to include all activities in which a third party is engaged to do part of the work of the organization.  The qualifications of a consultant are anchored in their domain expertise (and of course good consultants are also competent in a consulting methodology).  I stretch the consulting group to include not only strategy consultants, industry specific experts, communications consultants and the like, but also teachers and trainers – people who’s job is to deliver specific knowledge.

Flaherty’s Premise of Coaching

James Flaherty presents a basic premise of coaching that I find useful in its simplicity.
  In summary it is this.  The coach must account for behaviour since behaviour leads to outcomes and coaches are paid to affect outcomes.  






Behaviour – the actions chosen by each individual – is the result of how that individual interprets the events, communication or stimuli that they encounter.  This “structure of interpretation” determines how the world shows up for each of us, and our actions will be fully consistent with our unique interpretation of the circumstances in which we find ourselves.

Our job as coaches is to understand the client’s structure of interpretation, then in partnership alter this structure so that the actions that follow will bring about the intended outcome.  We do this by providing two things.  The first is language that allows the client to make new observations and choices.  The second is appropriate practices that allow the language introduced to become permanently part of the client’s structure of interpretation.  Language allows the client to be self-correcting and self-generating, and practice makes it possible for the client to sustain the new behaviour in the long term.

[In what ways can I introduce new language?  What is the relationship between language and practices in this model and my distinction between pure and applied coaching?  Do consultants give their clients new language and practices?  If so, what is the difference?  Etc.]

The “Life” of a Coaching Meeting – What Does the Interaction Look Like?  

Each coaching meeting follows a pattern, at least broadly, as outlined by the following sequence.  We may cycle thorough the “Focus to Resolution” steps more than once depending on the length of the meeting and the size / complexity and significance of the matters we are dealing with.

Pre-meeting Prep

· Review notes

· Reflect on context, possibilities

Meeting Phases

· Getting connected – finding their space and pace

· Establishing a focus for the conversation

· Checking for a pace appropriate to the area of focus and the circumstances

· Shifting gears – while maintaining rapport

· Exploring possibilities

· Getting to resolution

· Summarizing action – next steps

· Close

Post-Meeting Follow-up

· Follow-up notes – at least to my file and usually shared with client – to maintain the thread of continuity and give us place to connect at next meeting.  

· Notes also support client accountability to commitments

· Ensure I keep any commitments I have made – send information, make an introduction, etc.

The Pattern of a Coaching Engagement

There is no single “right” arrangement that suits everyone and all circumstances.  Typically I meet with clients for one-plus hours every two weeks.  I identify an initial focus for the work in the first one or two meetings – usually some aspect of their business that needs more attention than it’s now getting.  Through this dialogue, they develop more clarity.

· Objectives are better defined

· Current reality and the forces in play become clearer

· They begin to acquire new insights and new ways of thinking

· Next steps present themselves

Next comes commitment to specific actions and a clear timetable.  While these commitments are made by the client to him or herself, as coach, I also reinforce the commitment.  I’m the guy that keeps showing up, and we both know what the commitments were.

While the coaching engagement almost always begins with a focus on aspect of the business, it will invariably turn to the individual at some point, often sooner than later.  Consistent with the principle that personal transformation precedes corporate transformation, I may ask, “What should you be working on here?” or “How are you contributing to the current outcome, and what would be a useful change?”

This phase of coaching involves more personal openness and vulnerability.  Clients may experience a sense of risk that must be matched by genuine caring on my part.  Overall, while the client manages the pace of the engagement, it is my responsibility to create the (appropriate) stretch that accelerates progress.  Through a combination of challenge and support, my goal is to help the client connect with new resources and achieve personal learning and resolution that is empowering and energizing.

Usually, we will cycle the focus back to the business – the team, the division or the whole company.  In this bigger picture the client finds ways to apply and practice new skills –new forms of leadership, or new directions.  From this bigger picture, we again identify one or more specific areas for attention and action.  Together we will set priorities regularly, ensuring that we’re working on the “right” things. And so the coaching rhythm develops.  While movement happens with each meeting, broadly speaking the work will cycle between a big-picture perspective and a very specific focus.  Each cycle builds on what went before.

As the focus of the coaching work varies, so also does the intensity.  Frequency of the meetings may increase or decrease with what’s on the client’s agenda.  During particularly intense periods, we may meet weekly and be in touch by phone even more frequently.  

The goal, of course, is the development of the client’s own “inner coach” – a combination of awareness, attitude, skills and actions that will let them move ahead on their own.  

[Note the possibility of a gap here between my espoused goals and my actual goals.  I really question whether I am focused on client self-sufficiency.  My rationalization of my current behaviour is that I’m continually moving up with the client to higher-order things.  They aren’t stuck.  Rather they are continually learning.  It’s like university.  First year, to second year … to a first degree, to a post-graduate degree, etc.  But maybe I’m just fooling myself with this.  Maybe I’m mainly driven by the revenue and the fact that I’ve grown to like them!]

Model of My Coaching Practice

How I Came to Be a Coach

Like many people, I have for years participated in workplace conversations that were helpful to others – that provided new understanding or insight and enabled different choices.  Some of the value of these conversations came from my knowledge, and I simply made suggestions or gave advice.  In other cases however, the discussions were more exploratory, consisting more of questions than answers.  At the time, I didn’t think of these conversations as anything more than “what happens at work”.

My formal education was focused on science and includes a Masters degree in Soil Physics (exciting stuff!!) – with nothing but an introductory psychology course as a nod to anything but the hard sciences (one of my “fun” electives was macroeconomics – and I do mean fun.  I took it for enjoyment and variety)  Then, after a three-year adventure teaching high school in Africa, I became a sales trainee at IBM.  I knew nothing about business and certainly nothing about computers, but it was early in the game and IBM was prepared to train me.  They did, and I had some success in sales and sales management, but there was nothing obvious in these early days that would predict where I am today.

About 15 years ago, perhaps because of my challenges in managing people, I became interested in how organizations work, and how people can be either effective or not effective in an organizational context.  I began to browse existing management literature.  Peter Drucker on management and Charles Handy on both management (his early writing) and on the future of organizations are two examples that come to mind.

Then I made an unusual shift from my sales manager role into a “Human Resources Advisor” role working for a senior sales executive and providing HR support and advice to her and her leadership team.  There is a more background to this story but I’m not sure it’s worth writing out in detail.  Let me simply add that I had had a project responsibility for six months that connected me with the corporate HR leaders and created some visibility for my interest in organizational stuff.  My new formal responsibility for HR and organizational effectiveness in a broad sense gave me a chance to experiment with my growing interest in how organizations work.  We went through a period of serious downsizing and restructuring.  I took a course in change management.  And so on. But my learning was all pretty unstructured and informal.  I was just following my curiosity and my nose.

Around this time, I heard about NLP and completed the certification course.  Spurred by this, I browsed some of the writing in the early 90’s about science’s growing understanding of the brain, and brain-body relationships.

My career, of course, depended on other things and these other things got my time and attention, with my interests in people and organizations lurking in the background.

Then in about 1998, my wife introduced me to someone who would trigger a series of decisions that led in the end to my choice of coaching.  Vicki is an entrepreneurial woman that at the time was doing interesting work with teens and she wanted to learn more about how to connect with big business.  I met with her several times over the course of a couple of years.  In hindsight, I now see these meetings as coaching sessions although I didn’t think of them that way at the time.  I was just spending time with an interesting person, trying to be helpful.  I spent a lot of time asking questions.

Late in the year 2000, Vicki, with three other people, created an Internet start-up, got some funding and invited me to join – so I left Big Blue to make my fortune.  And we all know how that turned out, at least financially! However I did end up with something of enormous value.  During my time with the start-up company, I met an executive coach (who has become my mentor), learned through this that there is such a thing as coaching in business (I had not heard of this before – coaching in business in Canada has lagged the US market) and ended up with both a role model and a label for a role that I thought would be personally fulfilling.  I think of the label “coaching” as a bucket in which to carry around my experience and interest, and try to sell them to people.  Without the bucket, I would have had no way to talk about what I wanted to offer.  With language to think and talk about coaching, I was able to see the faint tracks of coaching in my background and when the Internet bubble burst I had a place to go – or at least a name for what I wanted to do.  So I made the leap.  In January 2001, I simply declared myself a coach and set out to figure out what that meant.  A little scary for my clients perhaps, but that’s how I got started.

My Choices as a Coach

I am becoming increasingly clear that not only is my early practice of coaching in the “applied coaching” category (see discussion in previous section), my preference is to continue there.  Early in my experience I was torn between two things.  On the one hand, I felt that I had to provide high quality advice to clients – giving them something “real” – in order to meet my own need to know that I was creating value.  On the other hand, I felt that simply providing smart advice isn’t really coaching.  I often felt like a bit of a fraud - a consultant trying to dress myself up as a coach.  

However, with more experience, more clarity about what I mean by coaching and more skill, my confidence in the power of “pure” coaching to create value for clients is growing and I have less of a need to have the “right” answer.  I am more able to show up as who I am, and to learn with my clients, to be curious with them and on their behalf, and use my curiosity to take us both to new insights.


At the same time, I am coming to believe that my greatest value is in the unique combination of coaching skill, understanding of people and organizations, business and life experience, and analytical and thinking ability that I bring to each client situation.  Every client situation is unique, and my intervention – the mixture of consulting and coaching – is different in each case.  

This does, of course, beg a number of questions:  What is the content of each of these circles?  

What are coaching skills, and which of them are strengths for me?  

What is the extent of my understanding of people and organizations?

What is my business and life experience and how do I bring it into the coaching dialogue?  

What are my analytical and thinking abilities and how do I apply them?  

Do I mix these in the best way?  

How do I decide in the moment?  

Am I missing a big piece of the picture?  

What else will be helpful to make explicit?  

And so on.  

[Where do I want to answer all these interesting questions?]

My clients are all executives and managers in business.  Increasingly, I am involved in coach discussions that acknowledge the value of what I have called applied coaching – a dynamic blend of coaching (based on coaching skill and life experience) and consulting (based on business experience).  In my experience, this is what many business clients want, and what they truly value.  Actually in my experience, most business leaders don’t make a distinction between coaching and consulting in this way.  They simply value the process when well done.

A question that occurs to me is whether there is a correlation between the client’s level in the organizational hierarchy and the extent to which I feel comfortable with coaching rather than consulting.  I suspect that this is true today. I undoubtedly feel I can advise an entrepreneur or a middle manager with more confidence than I can advise the CEO of a large company.  

[The next question is “Is this a useful response, or should I design my involvement for different reasons?”  Hmmm…]

Overall, as I gain more experience, I believe that I’m moving toward more and more coaching content in my interventions.  A colleague of mine who has been coaching business leaders for well over ten years observes that new coaches have a strong “need to know” – know the answer, know the right question, know the right technique, etc – while mature coaches know that they don’t know.  They simply let it unfold in a way that fits the specific circumstances.  By this measure I’m slowly getting beyond “new”.

Vision for My Practice

What Kind of Coach Do I Want to Be?

I want to work with business people in their business context.  I describe myself as a business and executive coach.  In very general terms, I think of business coaching for senior people in small and medium companies as well as managers in larger companies, and executive coaching for senior people in larger companies.

While there is clearly overlap in the content and focus of business and executive coaching, there are some differences as well.  The levels of organizational complexity, personal isolation and stress tend to be higher at the most senior levels of large companies.  Large companies often have more specialized executive roles, including people responsible for corporate strategy, operational planning and financial control.  (Whether these disciplines are carried out in the most effective way is, of course, another matter.)  In smaller companies, these functions tend to be less formalized, and in small entrepreneurial organizations the owner may be doing it all on the back of an envelope.  The focus of my coaching follows the needs of the client and tends to reflect these differences.  In my experience, business coaching includes a greater advising / consulting component than executive coaching.

In What Ways/Areas do I Aim to be Distinctive?

Being “Good Enough”

Hmmm.  For most of the past three years I have been preoccupied with being “good enough” as a coach.  I guess my initial aim was not to be distinctive so much as to be successful enough to survive in the coaching business.  I wanted to be good enough to get the next client.  Good enough to present an invoice.  Good enough to get the next meeting.  While this was a pretty low standard, it felt appropriate for the time.  I have described this to myself as a focus on creating value for the client and I think this is a useful focus.  After all the clients won’t remain clients if they don’t have an experience of value.

However, I seem to be changing the way in which I think about value.  At first, I felt that I had to have the answers.

Case:  John C.  John was the first corporate president that I worked with.  I never did ask him how he wanted to be coached.  While I did ask him lots of questions, I also wanted to have answers, or at least frameworks for the answers.  At a minimum, I wanted to have suggestions for him in any area that we discussed.  Fairly quickly, John lost interest.  I suspect that he was looking for someone who would challenge him as an equal – and I did not show up as his equal. I probably showed up as someone who was trying too hard to be impressive.

Things I Do That Clients Value

So what do I do that clients value?

Ask questions that they haven’t asked and that shift their perspective.  I think my questions are most effective when I am simply being curious (within the zone of the client’s focus), seeking to understand the situation clearly and from different perspectives.

Case:  Steve M.  Steve is another corporate CEO, although he heads a smaller mid-sized company.  I met him in the context of a consulting engagement opportunity. He became a coaching client entirely because of the questions I asked him during our first meeting, and then during an interview.  In Steve’s case, I didn’t even have to propose coaching.  He told me during our third meeting that he wanted to work with me as a coach – in addition to having me continue the work with his team.

[I want to spend more time exploring the process of questioning.  It happens over time in different ways.  Lots more to learn here.]

Develop real / adequate clarity about desired outcomes.  While most businesses have a tradition of goal-setting, the quality of goal setting and goal expression varies widely.  Invariably it is useful to express the desired outcomes more clearly, specifically or completely.  I help clients do this through questioning and reflection / playback.

Case: Seth.  This is a simple but instructive example of moving from a general and unrealistic statement of objective to a statement that creates real focus, a sense of urgency and that demands action.  As the engineering manager for a logistics firm, Seth wants to improve his leadership ability and effectiveness.  The firm uses a 360 feedback instrument in which responses are open –  in which individual responses are reported.  His initial stated objective was “to get all 5’s in the next survey”.  Through about 10 minutes of discussion, he developed a specific objective of “achieving a minimum score of 4.0 on each of four selected high-leverage questions, with an over-all average of 4.5 for this question set.”  As a result of this focus, he was able to quickly identify specific items for attention and “obvious” action (which hadn’t been so obvious before).

Develop a sound understanding of current reality with respect to desired outcomes.  Even in those cases where clients have clearly identified the outcomes that they want, I find that they often move immediately to action without confirming clearly where they are today.  Thus executive teams engage in planning based on assumptions about current reality, and these assumptions often vary widely across the team.  Clarity about current reality reduces confusion and at the same time results in the creative tension between today and tomorrow that compels the right actions.

Case:  Pat – a client that I worked with over a period of five months beginning 18 months ago.  Pat is the VP Marketing for the Canadian arm of a US-based multi-national.  He had unfocused aspirations for more respect and opportunities for advancement and we worked with this to develop more clarity and specific action plans.  I had lunch with him recently and he recounted two things that stand out for him about the coaching I did with him.  The first was the question “Do you want to be president?”  This initiated a period of serious reflection in which he came to grips with what specifically he did want – and equally important, what he did not want – a combination of goal clarity and current reality assessment.  Having decided that he did want to become president, we then went through an in-depth review of current reality with respect to this goal – personal strengths and gaps, sponsorship within the company, etc – all leading to a personal and career development plan.  He’s now much closer to being a serious candidate for the president’s job (and is looking forward to working with me again starting this fall).

Give them frameworks and models that help them organize the way they think about what they have to do.  This is one of my strengths.  I just naturally create models and frameworks to organize my own thinking, and many of these are useful to other people as well.

When I combine questioning from curiosity – seeking to really understand – with my habit of organizing information in frameworks or models, I have the potential to help clients in a very powerful way.

Case:  Jo-Anne, Ravi – my two longest standing clients.  In each case, they are entrepreneurs that want to develop as business leaders.  I have used a combination of my 30 years of business experience and my modeling ability to create models that they find relevant and very helpful.  There is a key point here.  The models for Jo-Anne and Ravi have been informed by my business experience.  I wonder if that is always true, or do I also create models that are based on the experience of the client?
Provide suggestions and propose alternatives to the things they are thinking about or the habitual ways in which they think and act.

This is either a slippery slope or a source of unique value.  It becomes a slippery slope when I unconsciously move into the role of expert in my own mind and take on responsibility for proposing the “right” answer or the best solution; when I fall into the assumption that my value comes mainly from giving great advice.  It is a source of unique value when I simply blend my own experience and creativity with that of the client and combine ideas and suggestions with questions, models and simply being a sounding board.

Case:  John C.  In this case, I went down the slippery slope – and lost John as a client!

Case:  Alan S.  With Alan, I think I have a good balance of questions, suggestions and frameworks.  As he has said, when he works with me, real stuff happens.  After five months, Alan is a very satisfied client.

Case:  Kim D.  Kim is an interesting case and is probably one I can learn a great deal from.  At first I played the expert, and I felt in a position to pull this off.  Then I evolved to a greater dependence on questions and exploration when he was going through the cash crunch and I didn’t feel I was the expert.  Coming into this year, I used a planning framework and some focused questions as well as my ability to organize and summarize information to help Kim become clearer and more confident in the new role he had chosen.

Use the coaching conversation model to support movement on a specific question or issue (see PowerPoint chart of coaching conversation model).

Case:  ??

The fact that a case doesn’t immediately come to mind suggests that I have an opportunity here to use the coaching conversation model as a “coaching productivity tool” more often.  Once a specific issue of importance to the client emerges from the rest of the conversation, I can use this structure to create focus and movement very quickly.  At this point, I use the structure of the coaching conversation to guide the overall dialogue and to some extent to structure and focus parts of the conversation.  While this use is valuable, I believe this is an underutilized tool.

Value-creating Interventions and Flaherty Premise

Reflecting on to James Flaherty’s premise about how coaches change the client’s structure of interpretation, I notice the following co-relations. 

Language 

The following activities introduce new language to the client – even if it’s using the same vocabulary.

· effective use of questions

· clarifying desired outcomes

· clarifying current reality

· exploring possibilities

· frameworks and models

· recommended reading

Practices

The following activities introduce practices that embed the learning.

· suggestions and recommendations

· stretch requests

In addition, practices are reinforced and supported by the accountability the client has to him/herself and to the coach.

Model of People and How They Create What They Want

I chose to title this section “people and how they create what they want” rather than “how they change” or “how they grow” because this language seems to fit with coaching in that it implies the existence of desired outcomes, and intentional learning.  Clearly, to move from not creating to creating requires change.  My coaching is intended to create a range of outcomes such as greater clarity, shifting perspectives, and new insights and approaches that enable the client to make different and more effective moves and to sustain more consistent movement in the direction he or she desires.

Some Beliefs and Assumptions About People 

This is a partial list of beliefs and assumptions about people that I bring to coaching.

We each create our own reality.

We are continuously surrounded by an enormous amount of sensory input and have access to it through our five basic senses – sight, hearing, feel, smell and taste.  These five senses alone offer enough to completely overwhelm our conscious awareness.  In addition, I believe that we have access to other levels of awareness that simply add to the overwhelming richness of information available to us.  To avoid overload, of course, we choose what we will pay attention to, using filters that are largely habitual and therefore unconsciously automatic.  For practical purposes, once we have chosen the subset of information that we will receive, the remainder does not exist (for us).  Through this process, we create a completely unique reality, different from that of any other person.

We behave – make choices – based on the assumption that the reality we have chosen for ourselves is, for the most part, an absolute reality shared by others.
While we do acknowledge that “people are different”, we believe that these “different” people are living in a world that is the same for everyone.

When we change our filters, we change the reality we create.
With changed filters, we will work with changed information and will create a different reality.

Some filters are more accessible than others.
While we have many different types of filters, and I don’t pretend to know much about them and how they really operate, I believe that many of our filters are buried deep within our unconscious and change at this level is probably the domain of therapy.  Examples include deeply held values and beliefs that were acquired while young.  However, other kinds of filters are more accessible.  For example:

· Language serves as a powerful filter since we encode much of our conscious experience in words.  Given new language, we have the possibility to perceive differently.

· Our conscious beliefs are a filter.  As we challenge our conscious beliefs, we create opportunities to change our reality.

· Metaphors are a powerful filter, and as our metaphors evolve, so does our reality.

People do the very best they can with the resources that they have available at the time.

Few people go to work with the intent to do a bad job – and few people live their lives with the intent to “fail”.  Generally we make rational decisions given the information and perspectives that we have in the moment.

One of the assertions that I have frequently heard in coaching circles is that our clients have all the resources they need to create what they want – to be successful.  I do not accept this as valid, at least the way I interpret the statement.  In fact, I see one of my main roles as a coach being to put people in touch with additional resources that they don’t currently have access to.

[This is the barest beginning of what will be a fundamental part of my model.  Lets and lots more to come here – and lots to notice and learn before I can fill this in.]

The Coaching Relationship

The coaching relationship is a critical part of this picture.  It may be useful to think of the relationship as the dimension of my model that integrates the other parts – or it may be useful to think of the relationship as a separate part of my model and a separate entity in the coaching situation, with a role of it’s own.  Considering each of these in turn:

Relationship as an Integrating Entity

It is in the relationship that my client and I meet.  We are sometimes physically face to face, but the relationship does not depend of physical proximity.  It exists between us and surrounds us whether we are together or not.  The relationship brings together and holds all the parts.  It holds the client and the client’s aspirations.  It holds the client’s potential for change and growth.  It holds me in my persona as coach.

Relationship as a Separate Entity

Whitworth et al describe the coaching relationship as a designed alliance.
 It is designed because it is customized to meet the exclusive needs of the client.  It is an alliance because both players are intimately involved in making it work.  These authors represent the structure of coaching as having three parts or elements, in a triangular relationship with each other - coach, client and the coaching relationship.  The coaching relationship serves as a container that holds the client and the client’s agenda.  In this model, both client and coach grant power to the relationship and the power in the relationship all goes to serve the client.

At this point, the idea of the coaching relationship as an integrative field is more appealing to me.  I prefer the idea of making a direct connection with my client while we are both surrounded and supported by the relationship to the idea of feeding a relationship that then supports the client.

Qualities of a Sound Coaching Relationship

For coaching to be truly effective, the relationship must be one of trust and mutual respect.  It must provide a safe place – a place where the truth can be voiced by both parties and in which the client can take risks.

For me as coach, the relationship must include a component of care for the client.  At the beginning of the working relationship, during what many people have described as the contracting phase, true caring may not yet be possible, except in the most general sense. However, even at this stage, the potential for real caring must be there. The relationship must be one of peers.  

[What about the idea of unconditional care?  Is this important?  Is it realistic?  Do I offer it?]

If I as coach have a “parental” posture, however well intentioned, I won’t do my best work for the client. A couple of things can happen.  I risk getting stuck in a teaching mode and don’t truly go exploring with them to understand what they want, what is really important to them.  Or, alternatively, I start to take responsibility for their work outcomes.  I volunteer to do some of their “homework” so that they will succeed.  I can become focused on the appearance of success rather than on real learning and personal development.  As I write this, I’m realizing that, at least in part, I slide over into my own agenda – wanting to feel that the client is successful – rather than staying on his or her agenda.

Case:  Most of my clients until recently.  I provided fairly expensive notes from our meetings.  While some / most of them appreciated this, I took them off the hook to some extent for being responsible for their own decisions and outcomes.  Now, my notes are much briefer, and with some clients I don’t send notes.

Case:  Alan S. with whom I mix a fair amount of “consulting” work with the coaching, without making the distinction clear.  Work is getting done, and Alan has a sense of progress, but I believe that he isn’t learning the things he needs to achieve his outcomes as fast as he could be learning them.

Similarly, if I find myself intimidated by my client, I become preoccupied with “my stuff” and lose sight of the client’s agenda.

Case:  John C. was my first “corporate” CEO as client and I entered the relationship wondering if I could add value as coach – if I was “up to the challenge”.  John was referred by his VP Marketing, a previous client of mine, and expressed an interest in coaching.  We met and agreed to begin and see what happened.  In retrospect, I see that I assumed responsibility for creating value through expertise, for being “smart” enough to figure out what would be useful for John.  I did ask questions, of course, but I then felt I had to provide answers or solutions.  I fell back into my corporate hierarchical mindset, in which it was my job to solve problems and propose solutions.  I didn’t ever really learn why John was interested in coaching.  I suspect that we just scratched the surface.  Then a business crisis came up and John deferred a couple of meetings (How telling is that?! What more important time to work with a coach?).  We never did reconnect.  Throughout this short relationship, I did not feel a peer to John.  I was never a true partner in my own mind.  I was a subordinate trying to impress.  In this case, the relationship was starved by my lack of confidence, and I was disempowered by the same thing.
A “Special” Relationship

· shaped by the understanding and agreement

· develops faster than most friendships – open, trusting, genuine, candid, “real”

· yet not a friendship in a social sense

[Lots more to explore in the coaching relationship]

Where to From Here?

One of the things that has become clear to me is that I face an overwhelming range of possibilities for continued study and that I must choose an area of focus to avoid simply muddling around for the next few years.  Because of my wide-ranging interest, I find this kind of choice difficult.

Possibilities include:

· Continued attention to the basics of coaching – actually, this isn’t a choice, it is mandatory.

· Continued reflective learning about myself and how I relate to my work.

· A more organized study of people and how they change.  This is a vast field of study and will require choice within the domain.

· A more organized study of organizations and how people work together.

· An organized study of leadership.

Likely direction for the next couple of years

As I have lived with this list of possibilities for the last few days, I am gravitating towards a focus on the study of people and how they change.

Jeff and Susanne, I’m sure you can help me refine this focus for learning so that I have a useful way to think about and plan it.  That will be very helpful.
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