WHAT MAKES COACHING IMPORTANT: AN OVERVIEW 

Peering into the Void of Skill Deficit

The science of behavior change tells us two things about actually making a difference when helping people to make positive changes in their lives.  The first is that a person must be first become sufficiently motivated by a self-initiating source (Schein, 2011). The second is that real behavior change is something that is naturally uncomfortable and must be practiced until it becomes a familiar way of being (Stanier, 2016).  In an ideal coaching relationship, there comes the point when the coachee is committed and ready to practice; ready to step into the threshold of discomfort for the sake of a more substantial intrinsically motivating goal.  This willingness to embrace the void of skill deficit or distorted thinking is never a small feat and requires the presence of both resiliency and wiliness to be vulnerable (on the part of the coach and coachee).  This moment of readiness is where the potency of a safe helping relationship can facilitate breeding ground for behavior change (Kegan, 2009).  If a coach knows how to create a safe space for the coachee to practice (try and fail and try again), the coachee will begin to not only build self-efficacy around the new skill but also self-efficacy around change in general.  The power that lies in the hands of a coach is great, but there are many barriers to successfully creating such a useful skill-building experience.  Some of the obstacles are:

•    Lack of clarity on the growing edge 

•    Inadequate strategies for rehearsal 

•    Structuring the session to support greater honesty, flexibility, and skill rehearsal

The Growing Edge

There are many often many possibilities for possible targets for the coaching session, and they often revolve around measurable and desirable cognitive-behavioral shifts (Kegan, 2009).  So often, it seems coaches are focused on planning practical solutions within daily life to support the behavior change (i.e., the “righting reflex”), that they lose sight of two fundamental questions: 

1.    How does the coachee have to grow as a person to facilitate the behavior change?

2.    What part of the coachee wants to grow and why?

These questions represent the underlying threads a coach can follow which will lead them to an explicit “growing edge” that a coachee is motivated to experience.  Assuming a conversation begins with an open-ended discussion or a targeted focus, the coach can gently steer the conversation (using Motivational Interviewing) towards a discussion around the desired change.  

Once a “change target” has been surfaced, the coach can continue to deepen the understanding of the topic by helping the coachee uncover the true point of ambivalence for change.  Often the ambivalence is not as tied to the behavior itself, as much as it connected with what the person must let go of to change.  Letting go of any part of ourselves (that is no longer serving our highest good) requires a willingness to experience grief and openness to being, in some way, transformed as a person.  “Riding” the developmental side of a change target means helping your coachee realize what parts of themselves they need to let go of and in conjunction, visualize success.  Asking a coachee what they need to say “no” to, in order to achieve success, can help clarify the “growing edge” and catalyze an effective skill practice. 

Developing A Rehearsal Strategy

Translating a change target into an in-the-moment skill rehearsal take some finesse and requires clarity around what will be practiced.  Sometimes, skill rehearsals are done prematurely, and the change target (and growing edge) are not clear.  These skill rehearsals can be useful for uncovering skill deficits and a change target, but not for practicing the new behavior or building self-efficacy for change.  When there is sufficient clarity, both the coach and coachee are clear what transformation is needed and can co-create a skill rehearsal strategy.  A skill rehearsal strategy within a coaching session is often, merely a conversation.  A conversation with another being or with oneself offers an opportunity for a coachee to link behavior change (expressed through communication) with the agreed upon growing edge that supports the growth. 

    To elucidate this point further, an example may be useful. Imagine you are coaching a manager, who wants to become a stronger leader and a coach, but blames a perceived lack of time.  They claim to be a masterful “problem solver,” and staff often rely on the manager to tell them what to do.  The manager states that a lot more could get accomplished around the office if staff were able to think for themselves more and stop making the same mistakes over and over again.  Given that this manager wants to be a more effective leader and help enhance the performance of their staff, they are willing to talk with you and open up.  You learn that the manager wants to be able to provide feedback to their staff in an effective and timely way (target behavior) and can’t quite figure out when or how to do it.  As the conversation deepens, it becomes clear that the coachee’s ambivalence is around letting go of a need to be in control of their staff and turn, trusting staff more. The conversation rounds out as your coachee begins to connect trusting the staff with trusting more in general.  They seem almost relieved and embarrassed to realize that trust is the real issue.  At this point the question gets asked; “if you are saying yes to trusting your staff when giving them feedback, what are you saying no to?”  The manager clarifies that they need to say “no” to needing to control the outcome of the conversation and to telling staff what they need to do.  The manager asks you, “If I am not telling them what to do, what can I do?”  You collaboratively suggest that they try giving feedback using an “ask-tell-ask” method.  At this point, the internal transformation and the external behavior change is evident, and the skill can be modeled and practiced. 

In summary, the keys to an excellent skill-rehearsal strategy are:

1.    Clarify the behavior change and link it to a measurable behavior that can be acted out within the structure of a coaching session (the measurable)

2.    Invite the coachee to name for themselves what internal transformation needs to occur during the skill practice (the non-measurable)

3.    Co-create the strategy so that the coachee feels empowered 

Facilitative Session Structure

The final topic we will discuss brings us to a discussion about setting a foundation for a coaching session and a coaching relationship in general.  If a coach can provide a conceptual structure for the coachee of what they can expect from a coaching session, they are prepared for those things and will be more flexible when it comes time to shift around.  If a coachee is left wondering about the nature of the relationship or the structure of the session during coaching, this can impact psychological safety.  Generally, all people require a certain level of certainty in order to feel safe; this is an evolutionary need (Maslow, 1968).  Quality coaching happens when a coachee feels comfortable to “let their hair down” and honestly explore growth, therefore careful attention to creating a foundation of trust upfront is imperative.  A practice such as Role Clarification (Trotter, 1999) where the role of both the coach and coachee are transparently discussed can help build a solid foundation for every session.  Role Clarification, at best, can become a co-creative process in which both the coach and coachee can decide what is needed in order to have a productive session.  
Role Clarification also facilitates a “clearing” of elements or roles that might present obstacles to safety and the autonomy of the coachee.  A coach can be transparent about their agenda or other external factors that may or will impact the focus of the session.  A coach who is managing a dual role, such as a Probation Officer, might say; “Given that we have to come up with a plan for paying your restitution before you leave my office today, what kind of conversation would best support you in doing this?”  If the answer to this question had something to do with getting a job, the Probation Officer might say; “Great! So today I will put on my career coach hat and we can have a conversation about what kind of job you want or can get, and then if we have time, practice some skills that will help you in the interview process.  How does that sound?”  Another follow up question might be to ask the coachee about how they see their role in the conversation, to ensure that they understand their impact and responsibility in the process.
Filling the Void

Stepping deliberately into the role of coaching another person is exciting because it introduces greater possibilities for change – both for the coachee and the coach – during the ensuing session or meeting. Transformation is often uncomfortable, and coaching sessions can provide the “cushion” needed to take the first step.  Skill rehearsal helps plant seeds of self-efficacy for continued behavior modification in daily life. Developing and transitioning into skill practice can be challenging, but there are workarounds.  Leveraging psychological safety and role clarity upfront allows for the uncovering of the developmental side of a change target and creates a smoother transition into practice. 
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