
19

2
The Coaching Manager 

Model—An Overview

In Chapter 1, we gave you our definition of developmental coaching, but 
the textbook rarely does justice to a significant human interaction. Let’s 

start then with an actual story, a case study. The identity, industry, and com-
pany of the characters in the case have been disguised, but the situation is 
quite real. In addition to illustrating the coaching process, we’re going to use 
the case to illustrate some of the challenges coaching managers and those 
who work with them are likely to face in the organizational world today. 
Coaching has always been a highly desired and rarely practiced managerial 
competency. As stated in Chapter 1, the chief “excuse” we hear with regard 

In this chapter, we will

• Provide an overview of the Coaching Manager Model of developmen-
tal coaching in practice through an in-depth case example

• Introduce the key components of the model, which are the coaching 
culture, the coaching manager mindset, the “coachee,” the learning 
opportunity, reflection and dialogue, feedback, and finally, the 
action plan
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20—— The Coaching Manager

to why managers don’t coach has to do with time. We would propose how-
ever that while time is certainly a critical resource for most managers, it is 
likely not the culprit here. Why do we say this? As you look at the following 
case, consider the role that time plays. Why can’t these people find the time 
to “coach”?

Tonia and Ashok

Tonia is an engineer in the product development group of a mid-sized tech-
nology firm. She’s had a successful career to date, based largely on the 
strength of her ideas and ability to come up with solutions to the most dif-
ficult of problems. Only 8 years out of her undergraduate engineering 
degree, she’s also known for being very creative. Ashok, her new manager, 
took over leadership of the group several months ago, after a successful 
period managing the company’s research group. He has been encouraged to 
“help her move to the next level” by his own manager, the division vice 
president. The company has a fairly good track record of identifying  talented 
employees and fostering their development, though as with most such 
efforts, there is considerable variation from manager to manager. 

Ashok had been lucky. He came to the company 2 years ago after several 
very successful periods at other technology-oriented firms, working as an 
engineer. He wanted to be a manager though. When he joined the company, 
his manager was one of those who had been interested in the development 
of his direct reports. His help was critical to Ashok’s development as a 
leader. Ashok felt grateful for that help and worked to adopt aspects of his 
former boss’s style when he could. Ashok was fascinated by the idea of tal-
ent. He tried to always keep his eyes open for those who he felt were excep-
tional within the company and beyond. In the back of his mind, he was very 
aware that as a manager you are absolutely dependent on the talent of your 
people. You never know when you may need someone to help you out. 

When Ashok took over the group, he made a point of sitting down with 
each of the engineers on his team and get to know them. This was not an 
easy task to accomplish as the group was spread over three offices in three 
different parts of the country. He made sure those first sessions were in 
person, however. He was uncomfortable dealing with important relation-
ship building work solely over the telephone or even by videoconferencing.

He listened to their ideas, concerns, and aspirations for the group and 
was overall pleased with what he heard, though the group did face some 
serious challenges. The technology that was a center piece of the company’s 
strategy was rapidly becoming vulnerable to disruption. New technologies 
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 The Coaching Manager Model—An Overview 21

coming out of competitors were able to solve customer problems more 
quickly and as such, threatened the company’s long-term prospects. The 
product engineers in particular were going to have to engage in a radical 
overhaul of their proprietary technology if they were to remain competitive. 
They had a number of great ideas for doing so, too many in fact. The 10 
engineers in the group had 10 very different points of view regarding how 
to proceed. 

Tonia’s ideas had gotten some serious attention from senior manage-
ment, more so than her peers’. Ashok agreed that the direction she offered 
was worthy of immediate attention and resources. Within the group, some 
of the engineers were likely to feel quite disappointed at the prioritization 
that would have to take place. Ashok couldn’t lose them, they were all 
 valuable to the group and the company. Most could easily get jobs else-
where. Tonia, with his help, would have to win enough support from her 
colleagues to move ahead and keep the group intact. 

Ashok saw Tonia has someone with fairly good though not great inter-
personal and leadership skills. She was certainly pleasant, but she could also 
push others very hard. He wished that she had had a bit more previous 
experience as a leader before taking on a leadership role in this project, but 
felt she could grow into the job with some support, which was after all her 
idea. He sometimes wondered whether or not her being the only woman in 
the group was a challenge for her. He found a way to ask her about this in 
one of their initial meetings, but her response was somewhat vague. As she 
said, “the guys are fine, no problem.” After getting to know the group a bit, 
Ashok was reassured that everyone was behaving professionally, but he was 
also aware that social identity differences can influence comfort levels, the 
sharing of ideas, and sometimes even trust. Tonia’s interpersonal skills were 
likely to be challenged regardless.

Ashok let Tonia know that senior management felt that her vision 
offered important potential for the company and that resources should be 
devoted to creating a plan, prototyping, and testing. She was being asked 
to take on the project lead role. They could not at this point predict with 
certainty that the direction she was proposing was the right direction; they 
would simply have to test it and see. He also made it clear to her that he 
and the company needed her to help the rest of the product engineering 
team get on board with prioritizing this direction that was likely to be con-
troversial. She would have to rebuild the team around her vision, in spite of 
some likely bruised egos and disappointment.

The two began to work out a plan. Tonia was clearly aware that this was 
going to be a challenge on multiple levels and was open about her concerns. 
She found Ashok to be a good listener, and though they didn’t know each 
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22—— The Coaching Manager

other well yet, she had the sense that he was trustworthy. Perhaps it was the 
ability to directly give critical feedback when appropriate; perhaps it was 
the fact that he always seemed to follow through on his commitments; per-
haps it was the fact that he asked for feedback as he began to take on the 
leadership role and actually listened to that feedback. He didn’t retaliate or 
become defensive; he tried to address the issues. 

However, Tonia knew that she was a very prideful person. She had a dif-
ficult time admitting she needed help, even to herself. Her previous manager 
was a very nice person, easy to get along with most of the time. However, 
he was quite controlling and risk averse. She learned that she better not 
show up in his office with a problem. That was fine with her because she 
prided herself on figuring things out on her own. However, she had never 
had quite the level of responsibility she sought. She wanted to have a 
broader impact, and perhaps to become an engineering manager at some 
point. She was savvy enough to know that she was going to need his sup-
port regardless, so she was determined to make things work with Ashok.

Ashok was clear with her about the two outcomes he was hoping for: get 
the prototypes done on time and keep the group together. The deadline was 
not negotiable and “Lose no one.” Of course, you can’t force people to 
commit to a plan; you have to invite them. They asked themselves whether 
or not the work that would be needed would be of interest to other mem-
bers of the team, and they felt it likely would be. If they were successful, 
and got the project done on time, they all stood to gain, not just Tonia. 

Ashok was bringing in everyone on the team for a face-to-face set of 
meetings in the next week. He would announce the new direction and dis-
cuss it with the team. He wanted to be clear that he’s inviting everyone to 
participate and that their participation was critically important, but that 
Tonia will be the team project leader. Tonia would then meet with each 
individual on the team in person over the next several weeks to discuss the 
project in depth and discuss the kinds of contributions each could make and 
to seek out their ideas and recommendations. 

Tonia knew some of those meetings could be difficult. Ashok also 
thought she was going to be facing some tough meetings and suggested 
Tonia and he discuss the concerns they might have about each individual 
prior to those meetings. Ideally, this would help Tonia think through the 
best approach for each individual involved. This would take additional 
time, but Tonia was very likely to fail if she didn’t get some extra support. 
She had the potential to lead, but she wasn’t a veteran leader quite yet. If 
she got off to a bad start in managing these relationships, it could slow the 
project down considerably. Tonia was relieved at the offer though she was 
not aware of just how much she had to learn at this point. 
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 The Coaching Manager Model—An Overview 23

The initial team meeting went relatively well. There was some disap-
pointment expressed by some members of the team, but most took the 
position: “We need to know more and we would like to provide some input 
once we learn more.” They also naturally wondered what this would mean 
for each of them. Some were circumspect and didn’t reveal their reactions 
to Tonia’s project leadership role. The idea of the individual meetings 
appealed to most of them, particularly since Tonia offered to travel to each 
of their locations and meet with each of the engineers face to face.

The first individual meeting, with George, went very well, as she and 
Ashok had expected. She knew George to be open minded and they had 
worked well together previously. Tonia ended up feeling as though she got 
more than she gave in terms of learning as George had already done some 
homework and had a wealth of ideas. She began to really see how the con-
tributions of the others would be essential. She also began to feel a bit more 
humble about her capabilities. However, she had some dread about the next 
planned meeting, with Sam. She was relieved that she’d be talking this one 
over with Ashok via telephone tonight.

She and Sam had had something of a stormy relationship in the past. She 
admired his engineering skill and considered him to be extremely smart. 
However, he was also very opinionated and they had had a few clashes. 
Sam was very attached to an alternative plan, probably the only other one 
to get serious attention from top management. He also was someone who 
might have felt very competitive with whoever took charge of the project if 
it wasn’t himself. He was silent in the initial all team meeting. Ashok began 
their evening call as he usually does, with a question:

“So, your next one is with Sam, right? I’m not sure where he stands. We 
have to have him on board. What’s your plan?”

“I’m still thinking this through,” Tonia replied. I don’t know any other 
way to put it to him. This is the direction we’re going, and we hope he’ll 
get on board.”

“How do you think he’ll react? Any idea?” Ashok wondered.
“I don’t know. If I were him, I’d probably be pretty disappointed, even 

angry.”
Ashok queried, “Ever been in a similar situation, faced what he’s facing 

now?”
“Oh sure, this was before your time, but I lost a big debate over a major 

change in the software a few years back. I was sure I had the best possible 
approach. I was annoyed, and I still think the company made a bad 
decision.”

“So I heard,” replied Ashok. Did you eventually come around to the 
direction chosen?”
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24—— The Coaching Manager

“Yes, I did. I thought I’d learn a lot about the technology that was cho-
sen, and though I still think that was the wrong decision, I did find working 
on the program to be personally valuable,” remembered Tonia.

“Yeah, with engineers and scientists, the learning perspective is very 
important. Is there any way that just participating in this project could help 
Sam’s career?” Ashok wondered.

“That’s an interesting question,” thought Tonia. “Let me give that some 
thought,” Tonia continued, “I need to consider that more with everyone, 
not just Sam. I guess the vision behind this plan isn’t likely to generate a 
cheerleading squad by itself.” 

“Probably not,” Ashok said with a smile.
Tonia then began to formalize her plan for the meeting, such as it was. 

“I’m going to have to just ask them about that, find out what connections 
they see, for themselves personally. I can’t know that for sure unless I ask. 
It’s too important to guess.” 

Ashok agreed, “Yes, way too important.” Tonia then talked over a few 
ways to approach the meeting, but they both agreed that there was no one 
right way, she’ll just have to try and see what happens, listen and watch for 
cues. “Call me tomorrow, let me know how it went. I can call Sam if neces-
sary, but somehow I think that would not be all that useful. It means more 
if it is between the two of you.” Tonia agreed.

The meeting with Sam was indeed challenging. Sam was professional, 
but he made it clear that he was indeed very disappointed, if not angry. He 
talked about that disappointment at length. Tonia was surprised by his 
intensity, and taken aback. She wasn’t sure what to do so she just listened. 
They didn’t reach closure on a next step. That night, Tonia called Ashok.

“Well, it did not go all that well.” Tonia then explained what happened. 
She somewhat expected Ashok to criticize her for not making more prog-
ress. He did not.

“You sound disappointed,” Ashok replied. “What were you hoping for?”
Tonia explained that she hoped they could have talked more about how 

Sam could contribute to the new plan rather than just venting about what 
happened. She feared that she appeared weak. She was surprised at her own 
reaction. Unfortunately, she was scheduled to leave for home first thing in 
the morning. 

Ashok suggested that “perhaps listening is what you needed to do. What 
makes you think you appeared weak?” 

Tonia responded, “Because I didn’t get to make my case, he hasn’t 
really tried to understand what we’re proposing here and I just spent all 
my time listening. I wasn’t assertive. I guess I just wasn’t ready for how 
angry he was.”
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 The Coaching Manager Model—An Overview 25

“Perhaps not, but sometimes you get lucky. Maybe listening helped. 
You’re right though. Hopefully listening settled him down, but there is 
more work to do I suspect. Maybe you’re not finished just yet.” 

“No, not at all,” replied Tonia. “I’m going to have to change my plans 
and give it another try tomorrow. That will give us both a chance to sleep 
on it.” Ashok agreed. Tonia then sent an e-mail to Sam, appreciating his 
candor today and stating that she’d like to continue to the discussion 
tomorrow. She thought she could change her travel plans. Sam quickly 
replied that he could make time in his schedule. Tonia e-mailed her team’s 
administrator to ask for help in changing her flight.

Our Reactions to the Case

We’ve talked with many highly effective “coaching managers” such as 
Ashok. Our most basic reactions are usually similar. “Wouldn’t it be great 
to work for someone like her (or him).” Let’s try to break this down with a 
bit more specificity, however. 

It is quite likely that at least some of you reading that story will be able 
to identify with either or both of the parties. You may not see this as a 

Your Reactions to the Case

Before going any further, stop and consider your own response to this 
story. Does it strike you as an example of good management, perhaps the 
kind you have (hopefully) experienced from time to time? Does it strike 
you as perhaps “too good?” Perhaps it seems unrealistic. Can we really 
expect managers, ourselves in other words, to react this way? Are we ask-
ing too much of such an organization? Is this the kind of place you might 
dream of working? Is Ashok the kind of manager you would like to have, 
or to become? At the end of Chapter 1, we asked you to assess your mind-
set as you explore developmental coaching. What attitudes do you take to 
the challenge? 
As with all management, and perhaps with much of life, you may actually 
have two challenges before you. It is a given that most of us can get better 
at something, learning more about something, improve our skill set. We all 
have a lot to learn. What do we have to unlearn? What bad habits, norms, 
traditions and beliefs get in the way of our ability to improve? That’s 
another way of asking you to consider the question of your own reaction 
to the case.

Exercise 2.1Exercise 2.1
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26—— The Coaching Manager

coaching story. It reads more like a typical business or maybe a change 
management case. This is a classic coaching situation and set of coaching 
conversations in our view, however. But, it is indeed very much a business 
case as well. Why do we say that? We asked you earlier to consider the role 
that time plays in this case. Are you surprised under the circumstances that 
Ashok and Tonia are spending all this time (probably about ten minutes a 
night in reality) discussing how to make this new direction for the team 
work? You shouldn’t be. This team is very important to the survival of the 
company. Does that make it worth the time? We would answer that ques-
tion with a resounding, “YES!” Tonia’s not done this type of work before, 
and she could really fail to deliver on either or both of the company’s goals 
for the project. They’re spending time on it because they essentially have no 
choice, though there is another really good reason for taking this time. 
Note, however, that you may have known some managers (perhaps yourself 
included) who did not take the time, and just threw someone into a highly 
demanding role for which they were not fully prepared. This is known as 
the “sink-or-swim” theory of leadership development. Sometimes good 
people do swim, but sometimes they sink. When it’s important, we like to 
improve the odds of swimming, that is, success, if possible.

Here’s the other reason for taking the time. Is Tonia learning anything 
important, gaining knowledge that is likely to stick with her and help her 
become a better business leader as well as being a really good engineer? 
Again, we would respond with a resounding “YES!” This young engineer 
could well evolve into a very sophisticated engineering manager or general 
manager. Imagine the value that she would have for the company if that 
could happen over the long term. In addition, however, will this investment 
of time likely result in a greater sense of satisfaction with her job on her 
part? We would suggest yes, which would increase the likelihood that such 
valuable talent will stay with the company rather than move to another firm 
that might pay more attention to her development. Consider the alternative 
as well. What if, having earned this big break, she fails miserably because 
she gets into a situation with one or more team members that undermines 
the project time table and results in one or more of the engineers leaving. 
Where does that leave her, Ashok, and the company?

In our discussions with managers who coach, we have found that coach-
ing and talent development are intimately linked with day-to-day business 
challenges. The coaching in a sense blends into the overall workings of a 
team or unit. Frequently, though there are exceptions, coaching does not 
stand apart as an activity that takes place on special occasions or at a spe-
cific designated time. How does that work? We’ll try to answer that question 
by describing the Coaching Manager Model of developmental coaching.

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
 

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without 

express written permission of the publisher. 



 The Coaching Manager Model—An Overview 27

The Coaching Manager Model 

As we begin to more formally describe the Coaching Manager Model, we 
have found it useful to consider the distinction between the factors that 
enable a successful coaching experience for all parties, from the actual act of 
coaching itself. You might think of the enabling factors as the ship on which 
the journey takes place. A well-built ship can handle a lot of problems, a 
poorly built one maybe less so.

You’ll note that our description of the background of the case, the ship 
to continue the analogy, actually required far more “words” than the 
coaching conversations themselves. Coaching seems to flow naturally in 
this context, between these people even though in this case it was planned. 
That was no accident. That context was shaped by Ashok and perhaps even 
more by many implicit and explicit decisions made by senior managers and 
others that created a generally positive attitude toward talent development. 
Though we have known many managers who are highly effective coaches 
in highly dysfunctional contexts, the context can help a great deal, and we 
see it here. We’ll have much more to say about that later in this chapter, and 
in much greater detail in subsequent chapters.

You’ll also note that while the coaching activity seems quite natural, it 
does not necessarily take place under ideal conditions. The actual coaching 
conversations took place by phone for the most part because the parties are 
in different cities at this point in time. The manager and “coachee” (a term 
will use often in the book) aren’t particularly close; they are still building 
their relationship. However, they have a developing solid working relation-
ship and put at least some time into making that happen. Ashok in fact 
spends time building relationships with his direct reports, knowing that the 
relationship is of critical importance in dealing with the many day-to-day 
challenges that people face when trying to work collaboratively.

You’ll also notice that, in contrast to the impressions some people have 
of coaching in the work place, no psychoanalysis is taking place here. No 
one is even talking about learning and career development. What are they 
talking about? They are talking about very specific business challenges, and 
how to achieve some fairly clear goals. They are talking about problem 
solving, only in this case, the problems are both technological and human. 
We would submit that the process of problem solving, among other busi-
ness processes, can inherently be leveraged for learning purposes and that 
it is natural to do so, if done with learning in mind. It depends on how one 
goes about working on those problems.

Take another look at the short conversations presented here. The tone is 
actually fairly supportive though there is a sense of urgency. Ashok asks 
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28—— The Coaching Manager

questions, listens, and in doing so encourages Tonia to think through what 
she is up against and what options might be possible for dealing with those 
challenges. After all, Tonia’s the person who has to get the work done. Her 
perspective is actually the one that counts the most here. Her eyes and ears 
are “on the ground.” 

There is also a little bit of feedback and guidance thrown in, but not that 
much. Ashok is helping Tonia think and come up with some reasonable 
solutions on her own. Again, she’s the one who will have to put these solu-
tions into action. Ashok is quite aware than Tonia has never taken on a role 
like this before. He’s not expecting miracles, but in assessing her capabili-
ties, he did feel she could grow into the job. However, he is expecting that 
ultimately she’ll be successful in this effort and as such is making sure that 
their coaching conversations stay on track.

These are our reactions to stories that we have heard time and time 
again. As we stated earlier, the coaching model that we present here is not 
really our model. It is our effort to distill the “essence” if you will of the 
common themes that we have heard in the stories told by coaching manag-
ers and share them with you. Over the years, and editions of this book, we 
have continued to test and refine our understanding of those themes. In the 
remainder of this chapter, we’ll provide you with an overview of the factors 

Figure 2.1  The Coaching Manager Model

Source: (Author Created).

The Opportunity

Follow
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Reflection

A Coaching
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A Coaching Culture

The CoacheeThe Coach–Coachee
Relationship
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 The Coaching Manager Model—An Overview 29

that make developmental coaching a reality and hopefully offer a language 
or set of descriptions that will help you make your own observations, of 
others and perhaps most important, of yourself in action. The overriding 
themes, or components of the developmental coaching model, are presented 
in Figure 2.1. Note that while they are presented in an apparently ordered 
fashion, in reality, the order can be subject to change. What is important is 
that the learning cycle continues.

A Coaching Culture

We begin our discussion of the Coaching Manager Model by looking at the 
enabling factors, culture, the coaching manager mindset, the coachee and the 
coach–coachee relationship. We described this in previous editions as a 
“coaching-friendly context.” We could also have used a broader phrase such 
as a “development-oriented culture.” The later though is really too general. 
Some groups and entire companies think of themselves as developmentally 
oriented because they will in fact give talented people a chance to grow by 
offering them important and tough assignments that have learning potential. 
However, some of those same companies ultimately don’t help those who 
they ask to grow, to grow. Rather, they operate more on the lines of sink or 
swim, as previously discussed. Certainly it can be useful to put talented 
people into stretch assignments, but that does not ensure that they learn the 
most important lessons from those assignments. Development really involves 
looking at the future as well as the current situation.

Tonia and Ashok are the fortunate beneficiaries of an organizational 
culture that encourages coaching, not just giving people high risk/reward/
learning opportunities. We don’t know anything about the company’s his-
tory, but we do get a hint that the company values its talent. They gave 
Ashok a chance when he first arrived with the goal of moving from engineer 
to engineering manager. Ashok’s boss was indeed a coaching manager. It’s 
not completely consistent though, and it never is. Tonia’s manager though 
capable in many ways, had trouble letting go of control and as such, Tonia 
was held back a bit. Regardless, Tonia was recognized as someone who had 
greater potential than she was currently utilizing. Ashok was told to help 
Tonia “move to the next level.” We doubt he was told to “spend time 
coaching her” as we’ve rarely heard such an instruction set. Rather, Ashok 
borrowed from his own experience with his previous manager and began to 
do just that. He had received a signal that clearly stated “coaching is a good 
use of your time.” He had experienced just how helpful it could be. Note, 
however that the signal is often an implicit one, rather than being explicit. 
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30—— The Coaching Manager

Such is the nature of culture. Culture doesn’t mandate what will definitely 
take place in any particular situation. Culture represents a set of patterns 
that really do represent something important about an organization or 
society.

The Coaching Mindset

In addition to the generally positive attitude toward talent development 
Ashok experienced in his first years with the company, he also brought 
something else to the challenge. He is a student of talent. He appreciates 
people who can do great things, or learn to do great things. He can see 
the value of talent for a team or business. When he watched team sports 
on television, he noticed talent, listened to what the announcers and 
coaches said about developing talent over time, that it was a process. A 
player with potential might not be that good right now, but given a 
chance and given some coaching, she might turn into a super star. You 
can “coach people up” to do more than even they thought they could do, 
if conditions are right.

He felt good about helping to build the talent of others, he knew it was 
a real contribution and was confident of that fact. As such, he would often 
reflect on what others could do, not just what they are doing now. He 
enjoyed talking with his own managers and vice presidents when they 
reviewed the talent in the organization each year. He understood that part 
of his role is to keep thinking about how each individual could contribute, 
more and better to where the company was going. He was acutely aware 
that if you could help someone figure out what they wanted to do and could 
do, they were very likely to be quite motivated when given the opportunity. 
Such was the case with Tonia. 

But note that he did not approach this as a counselor might. He was not 
out to help an individual, Tonia in this case, because she needed that help, 
though she did. Indeed, it is not his job to help her in isolation from the rest 
of their work. It is his job to deliver a product and keep a team together. 
Talent makes that happen. It is true, Ashok likes to help as do most of the 
coaching managers we have interviewed over the years. However, that’s not 
their primary motivation. Most have told us that they help because it makes 
sense for the business and for the morale of the team. It is not a moral 
cause, though helping others succeed sets a positive moral standard. Not all 
come to a business or organizational career with an interest in developing 
people. Some learn along the way that it mattered, to them as people, but 
very importantly to their business. 
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There is one more very important aspect of the coaching mindset that we 
have to point to before moving on, however. Note that a coach does not do 
for others. The other party has to take charge and be given enough auton-
omy to try, and as often happens when people are stretching and learning 
new skills, fail. The coachee is simply not going to get it right every time, 
whatever “it” is. The coach is taking a risk, and in business, this risk is quite 
real. Hopefully, you’ll be lucky enough to work in a culture that supports 
some risk taking in this regard, as Ashok does. It doesn’t matter, however. 
If you’re coaching, you’re taking a risk. We’ll have much more to say about 
this in subsequent chapters.

It’s the Relationship That Makes It All Possible

We return to the notion that a relationship for example is a critical manage-
rial tool (we hate to put it like that, but there it is). Our research had indi-
cated all along that the relationship was probably of critical importance to 
coaching, but as we discussed in Chapter 1, there is substantial large scale 
research in support of that understanding (Gregory & Levy, 2011). If you 
want to help someone improve, you need to have a decent and trusting rela-
tionship with him or her. We just stated that there are clearly risks involved, 
for both parties, when an employee is given an important stretch assign-
ment. The two parties are really “in it together” as the saying goes. Let us 
emphasize that that does not mean that you have to have a close or 
 emotional relationship. In Chapter 1, we discussed the fact that coaching is 
not the same as mentoring. The mentoring relationship does involve an 
emotional attachment. There is likely to be some positive feeling between an 
employee and coaching manager, but our research has demonstrated clearly 
that useful coaching can take place between parties who are essentially 
strangers if, and only if, certain factors are present. 

What makes it possible to quickly establish the basis for a coaching rela-
tionship? We’ll have much more to say about this in subsequent chapters, 
but perhaps most importantly, the coach needs to be able to communicate 
to the coachee in a nonjudgmental fashion. A coaching manager has a bit 
of a challenge accomplishing this because they ultimately in most compa-
nies will be doing a performance appraisal. They will be judging the 
employee. Doesn’t that create an inherent conflict then? As we said earlier, 
every coaching manager we have interviewed has acknowledged that yes, 
you have to do both, but don’t see this as a significant problem. 

How can you do both? By being honest about the fact that you do both 
but also not using what you learn in coaching to undermine an employee’s 
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performance rating. If you ask someone to do something that he or she is 
not yet proficient in doing, and they make some mistakes in the early part 
of the learning process, and you use those mistakes to lower their perfor-
mance rating, then you are in essence playing “gotcha.” The coachee’s 
candor in directly talking about their mistakes and problem areas is used 
against them. Trust, and the relationship, are undermined. 

If on the other hand, you have honestly tried to help someone improve, 
and given them feedback during the learning process, then as nearly every 
coach has told us, “the performance appraisal is really just a restatement of 
where things stand. There are no surprises.” If you have given someone a 
chance to learn a job and made an effort to help them grow into the job, and 
they just can’t, perhaps it’s the wrong job. This is one of those risks. Candor 
along the way however, particularly if delivered in an honest attempt to be 
helpful, usually results in the building of a relationship that can withstand 
tough discussions about what to do next if a change if direction is warranted. 
Note though that this is a two-way process. We’ll say more about that shortly.

There are other elements on the coach’s side we’ll be exploring, as well. 
The coaching manager has to be sufficiently available to actually coach. 
The coach must be a good listener. He or she must be good at helping the 
coachee reflect through the use of questions. The skill of asking good ques-
tions, in the right way, is actually a tough one to develop. At the same time, 
the coaching manager has to be effective at providing useful feedback and 
when warranted, helping the employee develop an action plan. This doesn’t 
mean that the coaching manager has to be an expert in everything the 
coachee is trying to accomplish, but when the coach does have expertise, its 
careful application can be warranted.

Like many others, we have noted over the years that good managers, 
whether coaching managers or not, know of the importance of building a 
good relationship with their employees but also with others in and outside 
of the organization. The relationship is the highway over which makes 
 business activity of any sort possible. It takes time and attention to make 
sure the highway is in good repair. We often despair of managers who 
 earlier in their career think that going to the cafeteria for lunch is a waste 
of valuable time, that they are better off eating at their desks. We strongly 
encourage anyone in a management role to consider that chatting with 
people is indeed a part of their job, a very important part.

In essence, the work of being a coaching manager implies that you also 
have to be a better leader. You may have to vary your leadership style, 
approach different people in different ways, to make the relationship work. 
You may have to hold your temper when things go wrong because if you 
don’t, you’ll undermine the relationship. All of this means that the coaching 
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manager is continually growing, just as the coachee. That’s one of the many 
reasons that coaching is good for a manager, it challenges them to keep 
learning as a leader, not just a doer.

The Coachee

That relationship, however, is co-created. You’ll note that Tonia had to size 
up whether or not she was going to be candid with Ashok and then she had 
to manage her own desire to appear be fully competent, to know as much 
about management as she knew about leadership. She had to admit to her-
self that she did not, and that that was OK. As we saw, that wasn’t easy for 
her. After all, she’s spent years as a highly effective engineer making valuable 
contributions to the company. 

Tonia was able to manage her own self-esteem in this situation. She 
could understand that to advance as she hoped, she had to accept that she 
was quite deficient in a number of important skill areas. That’s not easy for 
mature adults. In the brief coaching interchanges we see in the case, her 
pride has not perhaps really been tested, yet. She did run into a very real 
problem with Sam and felt quite overwhelmed. However, she dutifully 
reported the situation to Ashok, who didn’t focus on the fact that she didn’t 
say much to Sam in return, but rather encouraged her to consider alterna-
tives and next steps. Let’s say the next step was a bad one, and Sam threat-
ened to leave the company. Perhaps this occurred because Tonia got tired of 
Sam’s complaints and returned his anger with her own. Ashok might have 
found it necessary to jump into the situation or provide more critical feed-
back to Tonia. The learning process can be arduous and Tonia has to be 
willing to accept that. She is in fact coachable, a very important skill that is 
not universal. That being said, as a successful and prideful adult, she also 
has to struggle at times with the idea that she needs to figure everything out 
for herself. Learning is a humbling activity. You often find out just how 
incompetent you are when you’re in the learning process. A good coachee 
has to be able to put up with that tension.

More to the point, she has to want it, she has to want to learn and face 
those challenges. She’s willing to do so in this situation because the oppor-
tunity Ashok provided for her was aligned with her own aspirations. She 
was clear with Ashok about what she wanted. Perhaps even more founda-
tional than that, she knew what she wanted. Not every employee does. That 
does make it more difficult for the coaching manager. 

Developmental coaching then does not involve throwing individuals 
naively into difficult situations that may or may not be of interest to them, 

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute
 

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without 

express written permission of the publisher. 



34—— The Coaching Manager

or that may or may not be reasonable from a learning perspective. Ashok 
and Tonia spent time looking at this opportunity. Both thought through, 
together, questions of motivation and capability. Was this a logical next step 
in light of both of those factors? They decided that it was, even though it 
was going to stretch Tonia’s interpersonal and leadership skills.

Note that this kind of collaboration can serve to strengthen the relation-
ship and help both parties manage risk. Yes, there are some risks, but they 
are not overwhelming. Tonia does have a foundational skills set on which 
to build, she has support, she has resources and she has agreed to be open 
with Ashok about the problems she may face. This then helps Ashok sleep 
at night! He knows what is going on, and hopefully is better position to 
spot a major problem before it occurs or in close enough proximity to help 
put out a subsequent fire. Now let’s turn to the actual coaching  conversation 
itself.

The Opportunity

There is no coaching without an opportunity. It is the opportunity, more 
specifically the challenging assignment, that drives the learning. This is 
likely to be true regardless of discipline. As we discussed in Chapter 1, most 
adults, perhaps most children as well, learn best from experience. We also 
know nearly 80% of leaders, looking back on their most important learning 
experiences, point to stretch assignments as playing a critical role in their 
development (Lombardo & Eichinger, 2001). Both the coaching manager 
and, when appropriate, classroom training can help, but the opportunity is 
key. The experience of working on that opportunity drives the learning. 
Coaching itself, while often pleasurable, facilitates the learning. It doesn’t 
drive it.

When we’ve asked participants in our seminars about what their best 
coaching manager did to help, one of the most common answers is, “gave 
me a chance on a very important assignment for which I was only partially 
prepared.” They go on to talk about the importance of having someone 
believe in you enough to give you a chance, if even if you don’t quite believe 
in yourself. Perhaps the most important task of the coaching manager is to 
provide, when possible, such stretch assignments. 

In this case, the opportunity is fairly clear. This is an important project 
for all parties involved. The team has to take a significantly different 
approach to their product development activities for competitive reasons. 
Tonia’s plan seems likely to be an important part of their response. She has 
a reasonable though undeveloped skill set for leading the effort. This is an 
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opportunity for her to help the company adapt to changing circumstances. 
It is also an opportunity for her to learn to lead. After some planning, she 
jumps in and begins to take action. The action allows for facilitation of 
learning through the coaching conversation.

Reflection

As we discussed in Chapter 1, entrepreneurial ventures are rarely launched 
after years of careful planning and research, though on occasion, that can 
happen (Sarasvathy, 2008). Most ventures, those that will ultimately suc-
ceed, begin with an idea that rather quickly leads to some sort of action. 
These can be thought of as experiments. Hopefully, risk is effectively man-
aged during this experimental phase, that the potential loss if failure is expe-
rienced is “affordable” (Brown, Keifer, & Schlesinger, 2014). Once the 
action is taken, and the outcome of that action is experienced, then one can 
learn from the experience, if one takes the time to reflect on what happened. 
This is the idea behind the After Action Reviews conducted in various armed 
forces in the United States and other countries, consulting firms and other 
businesses that find they are frequently called upon to deal with the unex-
pected under conditions of some risk (Garvin, 2000). It is essential that they 
can learn valuable lessons from such experiences because the unexpected 
may well recur, or may offer lessons applicable in other situations. The out-
come of this process of reflection may well be a minor, or major modifica-
tion of one’s plan for the next iteration of activity. 

Tonia’s immediate task is to build support among the team members for 
her plan. Ashok has carefully established the goal for this activity. But each 
team member represents a distinct challenge, some more challenging than 
others in fact. Each has a different set of interests. Tonia will need to try to 
influence each team member. If things go well in a particular encounter, she 
may draw from lessons from it other than, “that’s what worked with him.” 
If the situation is more challenging, she may need to approach the indi-
vidual several times, listening at one point, but not spending all her time 
listening, trying to ultimately make her own case, learning where the bal-
ance point is with each individual, learning how hard to push. She will 
need to take an action, reflect on what happened, and consider her alterna-
tives. Over time, she’ll develop a catalogue of alternatives that she can use 
in this project, and beyond. She develops this catalogue by reflecting on 
what she did, with another person. It doesn’t seem to work quite so well if 
you reflect on your own, though certainly journaling has been known to be 
helpful to some people. In our experience though, when the action is 
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36—— The Coaching Manager

intense, most people are not likely to write down their thoughts. Another 
person, someone who is trusted, helps deepen the process of reflection by 
asking useful questions.

Feedback

Most of you who have been traditionally trained in performance-oriented 
coaching may at this point be wondering what happened to feedback. Sur-
prisingly, we haven’t even gotten there yet. In fact, we may not get there at 
all in some cases. Why? The process of reflection may obviate the need for 
feedback. The activity of reflecting has been massively underrated over the 
years, particularly in business. Most people, however, when faced with a real 
challenge, greatly value the opportunity to stop and reflect. In some respects 
then, we’re trying to redress the imbalance between reflection and feedback, 
and draw your attention to consideration of how you can become better at 
facilitating reflection. 

However, feedback still has its place. We don’t see much of what we 
might classically think of as feedback in these conversations. Let’s say 
though that Tonia, who is capable of pushing others as we noted, wasn’t 
self-aware of this tendency. Think of feedback as data that fill in the gaps 
left by the process of personal reflection. Perhaps she had a “blind spot” as 
it has often been called. As such, she might need to better understand the 
impact of her behavior. The only way to address a blind spot is to become 
more aware of it, from the perspective of the other. 

Feedback should then be used to support an individual’s learning. Too 
often, though, feedback is in fact used as a punishment. If you have to 
punish someone, so be it. You may find it useful or necessary to explain 
to the individual being punished the nature of his or her transgressions. 
 Rationales for punishment should not be confused with feedback, how-
ever. Typically though, when working with a good performer, punishment 
is really not on the agenda, even though good performers can make frus-
trating mistakes.

We should also stress here one often overlooked aspect of providing 
effective feedback. The coaching manager ideally needs to be able to spot, 
to observe, examples of good and poor performance so that she’ll be in a 
position to provide feedback when appropriate, or at least be able to utilize 
such data as reported by others. This requires that the coaching manager be 
somewhat close to the action and keep her eyes open for potential oppor-
tunities to observe the coachee’s actions and debrief with the coachee soon 
after the action takes place. It also requires that the coaching manager try 
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to maintain a position of objectivity. In a sensitive situation such as Tonia’s, 
Ashok is probably right to speak with her frequently, even if briefly.

Of course the virtual world we inhabit now doesn’t make this any 
easier. As would be the case in many companies, Tonia and Ashok are in 
different parts of their country. They could be on different sides of the 
world. They might see each other once or twice each year, if that. How can 
Ashok  be effective at helping Tonia if he doesn’t see her in action? This is 
a challenge that does not succumb to easy remedies, we must admit. We’ll 
talk more about this thorny issue later in the book. Needless to say, we do 
believe that it’s not an all-or-none situation for the coaching manager, 
though it may require some clever thought. Over the past few years in 
particular, we have heard from coaching managers who are successful at 
helping their coachees by telephone in particular. Ashok did insist on 
meeting everyone face to face and does bring the team together on a regu-
lar basis. Not all managers have the budget for such an effort, though it 
does help.

In addition to the virtual world, however, the psychological processes of 
perception and cognition tend to degrade the data we do obtain even if we 
are right next door. We can see a single behavioral act, for instance, and 
easily misjudge its meaning. We live harried lives. It saves time to (often 
unconsciously) draw an inference or, as we more commonly state it, jump 
to conclusions. Ashok could have easily misjudged what happened in 
Tonia’s second meeting. He was sure it didn’t go well, and was concerned 
that Tonia may not have handled the situation as he would have, but in this 
case, he could only support her conclusion that she needed to try again. He 
did so without sounding an alarm, even if he felt one inside.

Coaching managers can be a bit like scientists. They observe and then 
form tentative conclusions about the object of their observations. But they 
are tentative. What those observations actually mean can usually be deter-
mined only through the coaching dialogue. Ashok was confident that he 
and Tonia would keep talking and that he would learn more after her meet-
ing the next day. 

To preview one of our basic tools, we’ve found it useful to think about 
observing for and providing feedback that is directed at one or more of the 
following three aspects of action:

Intent: What the coachee was trying to do. Tonia was trying to build a 
relationship with Sam.

Action: Tonia was surprised by the depth of Sam’s anger and didn’t 
respond well, at least in her view. More specifically, she just listened.
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Impact: Tonia had a bit of a blind spot here. In fact, her reaction, to just 
listen, may well have been the right action to take, though she did so more 
because she was caught off guard. She needs to understand that rather 
than appear week, she in fact may have been doing the right thing. 
However, listening by itself was not going to be enough. 

Of course, when coaching managers personally deliver feedback, a 
respectful, if not caring attitude is essential. If coachees define learning goals, 
they are allowing themselves to be vulnerable to the process of receiving 
feedback. They have let their defenses down, at least with regard to particular 
learning needs. It is the coach’s job to help maintain individuals’ sense of 
comfort, to the highest degree possible, so their collaborative efforts can 
continue.

However, this does not mean that such feedback can’t be critical. Indeed, 
it often has to be critical. According to our interviews, coaching managers 
find that to withhold critical feedback as a means of supporting an 
employee is often seen as gratuitous. In a coaching culture environment, 
critical feedback is taken less personally, particularly if it is directed at the 
learner’s actual goals and behaviors. Balanced feedback helps the employee 
see himself or herself as clearly as possible, even if that’s sometimes 
painful.

Though there wasn’t a great deal of obvious feedback in these conver-
sations, we would add that in actuality, Ashok was providing some very 
important feedback to Tonia. His lack of a sense of alarm told Tonia 
some important information. He trusts her and thinks she can handle it, 
even if she’s a bit confused at this point. He tells her, implicitly, that the 
situation isn’t that bad and that she may be on the right track, though 
she needs to take more time with Sam. It is important to remember that 
we are always providing feedback to one another even if we’re not 
explicitly doing so.

Follow Through and the Action Planing

We’ve all seen development plans. Typically, they take place along with our 
performance reviews and often involve targeted learning activities such as 
courses that we hope will help us build a particular skill set here. Too often 
though, such plans are not terribly useful. The reason is that they do not take 
into account how adults learn, as we discussed in Chapter 1. Again, adults 
learn by taking action in relation to some type of goal, reflection, feedback, 
and revising their action plans accordingly. As such, a good development 
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plan should be outcome oriented. There should be something that the indi-
vidual is going to accomplish related to challenge he or she is facing. Learn-
ing activities then aide in that process. An action plan is far more specific, 
but that allows one to narrow down on the issues at hand.

Let’s say you work in purchasing, a function in which you’re probably 
engaging in a variety of negotiations with many different stakeholders. 
You want to improve your negotiating skills. You suggest taking a course 
in negotiations. That certainly seems reasonable, but if I were your coach-
ing manager, I’d want to know who you were going to negotiate with, 
what kind of trouble you were running into, and how you were learning 
from those experiences. Yes, the course would help, but it is the applica-
tion of such knowledge, in real time, that will really facilitate your 
learning. 

In this case, Tonia has a plan. She is going to get every member of her 
team engaged with the new plan. As we can see, this is going to be a chal-
lenge. The plan for her learning is, among other things, a regular call with 
Ashok to review what happened. This will result in a business achievement. 
Along the way, she’ll learn many useful lessons about how to influence oth-
ers. She could, in addition, take a course in influencing others. There are 
many outstanding such courses available. That would mean that she’ll be 
able to apply the lessons from the course to her work though, and after all, 
isn’t that the real payoff for everyone. If she can get some help in applying 
her influence skills, it could be a very important step for her. 

The action plan, perhaps more so than the other factors in the model 
except for the opportunity can also be a driver of learning. Learning in most 
cases requires iteration, multiple attempts at dealing with a particular chal-
lenge. The action plan says to the coachee, “try it again.” The follow up, 
the next conversation, communicates to the coachee that taking action is 
indeed necessary. This helps to make sure that the approach to learning 
does not become too academic. Coaching has a destination.

As You Experiment With Coaching

If you’re reading this book, we assume that you are in fact engaged in a 
learning-oriented activity. You want to learn how to become a better coach-
ing manager. That is terrific. The challenge before you though is to apply 
those skills. That means you’re going to have to experiment. Where could 
you try some of the ideas that are discussed here? With whom can you reflect 
on what happens when you try those experiments? How can you get some 
feedback to help you better understand your intent, your actions, and the 
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impact of your actions? How can you keep the learning cycle moving for-
ward? As we said earlier, you learn to coach by coaching. If you keep these 
questions in mind though, you’ll be in a better position to harvest the gains 
of your efforts. We’ll now move to explore the components of the develop-
mental coaching model in much greater depth.
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