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Abstract

Alison Jane Carter

Commissioning Executive Coaching for Directors and Senior Managers

Executive coaches are a relatively new and high profile addition to the supplier

ranks offering development services for directors and senior managers in the UK.

There is a paucity of theory about executive coaching, despite its widespread

purchase and use in practice. The research and thesis examines current practice

from two different perspectives - suppliers and commissioners - in order to advance

understanding of the issues that affect the commissioning of executive coaching for

directors and senior managers. Being one of the first in an area has a number of

implications for the research design. The research environment is the real world of

commissioners from a number of orgánisations who are members of the IES

Research Club (and its successor body an IES Research Network) and the real

world of executive coaches themselves. The chosen iterative research approach of

action research and co-operative inquiry involved collaborating with three different

sets of practitioner co-researchers in shaping the nature of the research and

reflecting upon what was being learned. A particular contribution to the knowledge

about the subject is made in categorising, for the first time, what organisations

hope to gain by commissioning executive coaching on behalf of their most senior

employees. The thesis also explores the 'how' of the work of executive coaches

through situated research in one organisational context where 17 directors were

coached by three executive coaches, including the researcher. A model of the

executive coaching process, from the coach's perspective, has been developed and

is presented and described here. The model is a significant contribution to theory in

the field.
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CHAPTER ONE: WORKING WITH

COMMISSIONERS - AN INITIAL

EXPLORATION

(SEPT 1999 - SEPT 2000)



The Issue and the Research Club Context

My starting point was a concern about the practice in organisations of

commissioning suppliers of executive coaching. Executive coaching is becoming a

'hot topic' for meeting senior management development needs in many

organisations. As originally conceived, executive coaching was seen as being a

remedial process: a method of personalised, short-term, intensive training to

address and cure management performance deficiencies (Thach and Heinselman,

1999). However, a change in this perception has occurred and executive coaching

is now just as likely to be seen as a force for positive change and a method of

reinforcing and stimulating success in any organisation's high fliers (Hall et al.,

1999).

The organisation I work for is the Institute of Employment Studies, which

undertakes research and consultancy into a range of employment policy and human

resource management issues. IES has close relationships with some 65 large

employing organisations in the UK. These are corporate members of IES and

between them they employ some 2.6 million people. Twenty six of these employers

support the IES Research Club by financing, and often by participating in, applied

research on HR issues. In the autumn of 1999 it became clear that a number of

these IES Research Club members were becoming increasingly concerned about the

use, cost and impact of executive coaching. This concern came to light during a

series of visits to all the liaison contacts in Research Club members by IES 'account

holders' who were enquiring about members' research priorities for the following

year 2000/2001 as part of an annual consultation process. These account holders

are eight senior members of IES research staff who between them form the primary

mechanism by which IES strives to keep in touch with the business and HR issues

of the member organisations. I am one of these account holders and I also have a

secondary role in that I co-ordinate all the activities of the Research Club at IES on

behalf of the members.

I volunteered to work collaboratively with a group of Club members in an initial

exploration of the executive coaching topic on our collective behalf. The Club

allocated a small amount of funding to help me on my way. This initial exploration

proved to be the first cycle of my research.
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Given the constraints of time that inevitably fall on those who choose to study part-

time, it has always been important to me that my choice of research topic should

be aligned to my employer's needs. The resentful reactions of previous NHS

colleagues to any time I spent on my Master's research (even though that was all

unpaid leave) had perhaps also made me overly sensitive about seeking the

commitment of my employer to support the time I would need. Over the previous

two years I had identified two other potential projects but subsequently discounted

them because they did not fulfil this criteria. Embarking on a Research Club project

seemed perfect. The funding allowed me the equivalent of 12 paid days to devote

to the initial cycle of the research, plus Research Officer support and access to any

of the Club member organisations. This I felt would be a good way to legitimise the

research in the eyes of my new colleagues since it involved a well established

process. It would also result in certain publication and profile-raising opportunities

for the topic and my employer. There would also be no need to negotiate issues

around who owns the research outcomes, as the Club custom and practice would

come into play. Outcomes and publication of Club funded research always rests

with IES. The topic was also one for which I had tremendous enthusiasm.

The process of diagnosing member concerns involved a series of follow-up

telephone calls during the winter of 1999 with the member liaison contacts who had

originally voiced particular concern about the topic and expressed an interest in the

outcomes of any research the Club might undertake. The organisations these

contacts represented were British Telecommunications plc, Marks and Spencer plc,

the Scottish Executive and the Cabinet Office. These discussions resulted in an

initial agreement that the ultimate issue was to help them improve their practice in

the commissioning of executive coaching interventions in their organisations. In

order to help them better understand how to do that, the initial exploration (or first

cycle) of the research should start from the point of seeking answers to the

following four questions:

. What is executive coaching?

• Why do we, as organisations, commission it and what is it that we hope to

gain?

• What are the issues we as commissioners should be aware of?
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Where does it fit in terms of management learning theory?

Taking the Action Research Route

The need for research was that advice on commissioning and implementing

executive coaching was not readily available. There is however an ever growing

band of individual coaches or groups of coaches eager to offer their services for hire

to executives and organisations (Carter, 2000). Previous experience of consultants

and the 'nightmare' stories of some Research Club members that had made use of

such services induced a certain scepticism in the Club. Rather than looking to these

coaches to provide a solution for Club members, I was keen on developing an

organic approach.

Being one of the first in an area has implications for the research design. Executive

coaching involves three distinct groups - the organisational representatives who

commission executive coaches, the cQaches and those who are coached. From an

ontological point of view, the kind of knowledge I was particularly keen to create

was that which will actually enable effective action and secure changes in the

commissioning practices of Club members. I saw data collection as being about

linking knowledge, action and its practical consequences in a way that would also

allow generalisation beyond the immediate situation of the Club members to other

organisational commissioners of executive coaching. My need was for a research

methods design that would facilitate a valid collection and interpretation of the

relevant data, affect a change in commissioning practice and allow its release into

the public domain. I regarded an action research approach as the most suitable

vehicle, particularly for effecting the desired practice improvements. A process of

collaborative enquiry with commissioners inside Club member organisations as co-

researchers seemed the best epistemological position.

Action research, an approach first associated with the work of social psychologist

Kurt Lewin (Lewin, 1946), has been a valuable if somewhat neglected approach to

management research (Gill and Johnson, 1994). It starts with problems in concrete

settings and redefines them within a framework of concepts and operations that

presents the problem in a generalised form. The solution to the problem unites

thinking through theory and doing through practice (Jones, 1998). There are a

range of definitions for action research and its variants (Brooks and Watkins, 1994;

Eden and Huxham, 1995), but the approach adopted in this research is that offered
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by Eden and Huxham (1995), who explain action research as an approach that

contains three key features. Firstly: an intent to take action on an organisational

issue. Secondly: an explicit concern with theory formed through the

characterisation or conceptualisation of the particular experience. Thirdly: a process

of continual reflection should underpin the entire intervention.

Lewin's (1973) basic approach involved successive cycles of diagnosing, setting

objectives, gathering data, action and reflection, and was designed to tackle a real-

world issue as well as to generate new knowledge. This research strategy stressed

collaboration, involvement and participation, all of which seem well suited to a club

membership context.

Eden & Huxham (1995) highlighted the importance in action research of considering

the role that the client and other participants play in the generation of theory. The

roles the participants and the researcher play were also discussed by other writers

such as Rowan (1981) and Chisholm & Elden (1983). According to Chisholm &

Elden (1993) classical social science research views organisation members as

'subjects', a term that indicates clearly that the researcher is in charge and the

subject's task is merely to follow the researchers instructions. They argue that fuller

member roles result from assuming that both outside researchers and organisation

members have critical contributions to make. They described it thus:

The outside researcher brings general knowledge of systems, social
science, and the research process; internal members bring in-depth
understanding of their system, how individuals perceive phenomena,
and how to get things done. Highly participative AR attempts to
integrate these two strengths through the research process. It is also
willing to surrender control of the research to organisation/system
members (Chisholm & Elden, 1993).

There are variants on Lewin's basic approach, each emphasising particular

strategies and nuances. Ellis and Kiely (2000) provide a typology of action research

technologies based on the degree of risk. This framework recognises four basic

types of action research:

'Action research' (Chisholm and Eden 1993, Eden & Huxham 1995) which is

perceived as having a low level of risk and is concerned with individual and

organisational effectiveness
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• 'Participatory action research' (Whyte 1991, Reason 1994) where the focus

is on empowerment and emancipation through enhanced awareness of the

need for groups to transform their lives and social conditions through co-

inquiry. This category type includes co-operative inquiry and collaborative

inquiry approaches. Here there is usually considerable risk for individuals

their organisations, especially in a business context

• 'Action science' (Argyris eta!., 1985, Argyris 1999) which seeks to challenge

behaviours in organisations through surfacing the personal defence

mechanisms and revealing barriers to organisational learning and

transformation. Here there are significant risks to the individual and the

group unless the culture of the organ isation is mature

• 'Action learning' (Raelin, 1997) is identified as a separate genre that

emphasises peer learning in sets, with a relatively low risk to the individual

and the organisation.

There a number of weaknesses in adopting an action research approach. Firstly,

any consideration of action research is hindered by confusing and sometimes

contradictory accounts in the academic literature about what the action research

even is (Peters & Robinson, 1984) and methodological debates about how

'rigorous', 'scientific' and legitimate it is as a research approach. For instance,

writers such Susman & Evered (1978) propose that action research is legitimate

within a context I would identify as positivism. On the other hand, writers such as

Argyris and Schon (1991) seem to suggest that there is a choice between rigorous

scientific (presumably positivistic) research and action research that seems to

concede there is no rigour to the approach.

In addition to this confusion on rigour, Robinson (1993) cites a writer on action

research in education - Kemmis (1988) - as suggesting that by the mid-1980s the

label 'action research' was widely misapplied to field experiments and types of

process consultation that do not qualify as action research. This combination of

perceived misunderstanding about the approach, rigour and the inappropriate use

of the term, can lead to a lack of credibility among the academic and business

communities (Reason 1993, Eden & Huxham 1995). This in turn discourages

practitioners in 'real world' situations who wish to pursue legitimate management
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research from considering action research, as they fear the research community

may not take their findings seriously.

A second weakness in action research is external validity. If an intervention is

expected to result in organisational change (as in action science) or change in

practice and behaviour (as in participatory action research), this will challenge the

status quo. Some people will anticipate being disadvantaged by emerging or

proposed changes and, as Argyris & Schon (1991) point out, it is unlikely that the

interventionist or researcher will gain full trust from all the parties. Eden & Huxham

(1995) describe the implications as follows:

The politics of organisational change are thus a force acting against
getting fully reliable data from all concerned... (Eden & Huxham, 1995).

It is difficult to justify the use of action research when the same aims
can be satisfied using approaches (such as controlled experimentation or
surveys) that can demonstrate the link between data and outcomes
more transparently. (Eden & Huxham, 1995).

There are also internal validity weaknesses in action research. Included among its

limitations are that action research is generally not an appropriate research

strategy for theory testing because each organisational context will be slightly

different from other contexts. Eden & Huxham (1995) suggest that organisational

'intervention settings' are much more amenable to theory generation and

development than theory testing. Lack of repeatability is also a frequent criticism,

for the same reason that interventions of this kind each within a unique

organisational context means each can appear as a 'one-off' and, as outlined

earlier, therefore lacking in perceived academic rigour.

The need to share or hand over control of the research process with research

participants (Rowan 1981, Chisholm & Elden 1993, Reason & Bradbury 2001) also

makes action research potentially difficult to implement successfully. Action

researchers would need to be very confident and experienced in order to cope with

the lack of control and uncertainty this implies. In addition, action researchers

would also need to understand the nature of organisational power, politics and

change that implies experience of consultancy interventions (Eden & Huxham,

1995).
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There are however also strengths to action research. It has been argued that its

strengths include:

• Involvement with practitioners over matters of importance to them, matters

which otherwise may not have been identified (Reason & Bradbury, 2001)

• Providing a richness of insight which could not be gained through any other

method (Whyte 1991, Eden & Huxham 1985)

• Bridging the gap between the theory and practice (McNiff,1988) and in

developing and elaborating theory from practice i.e. theory generation

(Eden & Huxham, 1985)

• Seeking out multiple stakeholder views allows the method to go beyond

traditional attempts at triangulation by promoting cyclical data gathering

and reflection (Argyris eta!., 1985).

Reason and Bradbury (2001) suggest that trying to define the various subsets of

the action research genre can seem divisive rather than integrative. Certainly I do

not think one form of action research is better than another per Se. Rather I feel

that the business context and the research aims should be important elements in

any research strategy decision. This means preconceived ideas about the approach

to be taken are inappropriate. It also means that researchers need to consider that

the history and existing relationships within the organisation context may be

limiting factors in the degree of collaboration and access to member information

that is possible (Chisholm & Elden, 1993).

ADOPTING COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY

I would describe my basic epistemological position as strongly interpretative. I am

drawn to wanting to: interpret meanings; look for pattern relationships; explore

ideas, complexity and relationships; draw out theoretical significance. I am also a

believer in inviting dialogue and comment on findings from research participants.
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I am also in harmony with action research approaches in general to the extent that

it is about: understanding the importance of the perspective of others involved in

the research; enabling change; increasing my own self-awareness; and recognising

the impact of the veil of my own values through which I observe and experience

any interactions. It is also suited to the Research Club business context of multiple

stakeholders with different degrees of interest and involvement in the research.

Collaborative, or participatory, inquiry is the right approach for me for this research

because of the research aims as I believe it is more likely to meet the needs of all

the practitioners involved by encouraging others to change their practice and by

giving me an opportunity to reflect on and change my own practice. In addition the

research process will mirror the process of executive coaching in the sense that

both are collaborative processes. Executive coaching is one to one based and

collaborative inquiry in this context will be group based, but philosophically both

processes will be in harmony and this I feel will be appropriate.

I am also a pragmatist and a realist, in' that I assume that people will say what it is

that they see, think and feel. This means that I choose not to get into too much

depth. It also means that at the outset I am willing to re-shape the nuances of my

position based on what other people involved in the research and part of the

business context think is important.

I do not anticipate, however, that I will experience the high degree of risk that Ellis

and Kiely (2000) associate with participatory (including collaborative) action

research approaches. This is because I am not immersed in the business context to

the same extent as a full time employee of the organisation they are researching

within would be. Thus the construction of social reality and questioning

organisational values and norms, so essential to any action research approach, I

imagine will not be so difficult for me. For although I expect to be conducting

research with others I will not be a true insider-action-researcher. Having said

that, the Club members are perhaps used to seeing my colleague IES researchers

in a more 'professional expert' researcher mode of operating and therefore there is

a possibility they may reject an action research approach. It may be therefore that

I am underestimating the degree of personal risk.

The cyclical process of action research (Susman and Evered, 1978) is a model

which appears to show action research as a process largely the same as with other
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methods of enquiry. What makes action research different is the development of a

client system infrastructure that is intended to lead to some kind of improvement or

change. The IES Research Club provided the starting point for my client system

infrastructure. I anticipate that there will be intended and unintended

consequences. Further McNiff (1988) identifies that traditionally theory informs

practice. In action research, practice and theory inform each other.

My research, therefore, does not start with a precise theoretical statement of

general inference looking for particular instances. I feel such approaches would not

be appropriate because the research area has not been systematically investigated

before and the data previously gathered is very small. A pre-formutated hypothesis

to prove or disprove similarly seems inappropriate where there is little research and

no theory.

Reason (1993) outlines an epistemological framework for action research based on

personal and communal self-reflection. Reflective practice involves challenging the

subject matter and the way in which researchers conceptualise it. People and

organisations have different constructs of reality. These constructs may be at odds,

in which case researchers need to find a way of sharing their realities and try to

create a new one. My intention is not to build a theory for its own sake, but in doing

so I intend that it will be applied to practical problems faced by organisations in

commissioning executive coaching. Of course I am concerned with improving our

collective understanding of the world of executive coaching, as well as improving

commissioning practice within it. In terms of reflective practice, this means that I

need to give consideration to the practicalities of reflection, not just as a solitary

process of reviewing events and actions from my own perspective but also in

conjunction with my co-researcher commisioners so that we can together see how

improvements might be made from their perspective as well.

Since my starting point was 'how can the commissioning of executive coaches be

improved?' and 'how can I work with others to influence that change?' this implies

some distance is required. My model of action research started from an

interpretative model, rather than a critical theoretic or learning theory approach.

From a methodological point of view, I acknowledged that I was operating in a

context where very little is known about executive coaching so I anticipated

wanting to generate some formal and informal understandings about how it works.

Therefore my action research approach was informed by an interpretist rather than
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a positivist view in Cycle 1. My initial emphasis was on discovery, clarification and

explication rather than the testing and measurement of the positivist doctrine

(Jones, 1998). But I remained open to drawing on either tradition to collect data in

the future and I intended to be sensitive to the need to use the data I generated in

such a way as to secure commitment and facilitate change in commissioning

practice.

I remained conscious that key issues to consider from an academic standpoint

would include the different styles adopted by myself as the researcher to effect

change and also the way in which the executive coaching literature can inform

achievement of desired change.

I am a former training and development practitioner and general manager who has

previously worked in two large organisations. My prior development experiences

include the provision of one-to-one support to individuals in career management

and developmental contexts. It could be said in effect that I have operated in the

past as a coach to healthcare professionals and managers whilst working in the

National Health Service (NHS). This means I start from a position as a 'believer' in

one-to-one type development interventions. It also means that I have the

advantage of embarking upon this research with some understanding of the topic

(from a coach rather than a commissioner standpoint) but I have the potential

disadvantage of bringing with that understanding assumptions about the topic too.

In addition I am aware that I work using models and frameworks somewhat

intuitively. Models help me explain and make sense of what is happening in my

consultancy work, but I am aware of the potential danger is that this can lead to a

less-than-robust analysis of events as they unfold. I therefore need to remain

conscious that I must not rush into assigning explanations for situations, I must

ensure that explanation flows from the process of the research. In recognising this,

I intend to acknowledge this with my co-researchers and IES colleagues to enlist

their help in challenging my assumptions and data analysis at every stage.

I envisage that the IES Research Club will fulfil three distinct roles in this first cycle.

Firstly, the Club as a whole is the client infrastructure, determining and shaping the

agenda for the research at the outset and as it progresses. Secondly, some of the

Club member organisations would act as participant contributors by enabling me

access to interview appropriate personnel and provide access to documents and

other data to enable actual commissioning practice to be explored. Finally some
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Club members would be active participant co-researchers, attending a Forum to

explore emerging learning, engaging in on-going dialogue and critical debate with

me, challenging my analysis and reflecting on their own practice. This final role is

central to my research process. Of the 26 member organisations, some were likely

to be involved in all three ways, others in just one or two and some not at all.

According to Elden and Chisholm (1993), participation in the sense of co-researcher

status is one of the main characteristics of action research and one of the clearest

contrasts to the classical model of orthodox positivistic science. In recruiting co-

researchers from within the IES Research Club I am suspending the traditional idea

of a clear distinction between 'objectivity' and 'subjectivity' (Reason, 1993) and the

assumption that the roles of researcher and subject are mutually exclusive

(Reason, 1994). I intend to conduct my research as far as possible with these

traditionally mutually exclusive roles replaced by a relationship whereby Research

club members and I work together as co-researchers, contributing to the thinking

that goes into designing and managing the research project, and in controlling the

interpretation and presentation of findings from the research project. I am

conscious of being open to criticism for this position, but believe it important to

collaborate with people who have specific experiences and perspectives on the issue

so as to reach a position of understanding the nature of executive coaching and

exploring its consequences for commissioners.

RECRUITING CO-RESEARCHERS

My concern was with changing practice in organisations. I also had a commitment

to making the results of each stage of the action research visible in order to

facilitate and encourage improvements in practice. Through my actions

representatives from member organisations came forward to become participant

contributors and participant co-researchers. Amongst the actions I took in the first

cycle were:

• The provision of a series of one to one and small group briefings at the IES

Research Club conference on 14 March 1999.

• A written invitation in April 1999 to all 26 IES Research Club liaison contacts

for their organisations to participate in the first or any subsequent stage of

the research. This resulted in management development specialists from
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three member organisations, with considerable experience of commissioning

executive coaching, coming forward to offer to participate. These were the

NHS Executive, an international distribution company and a telecoms

company (although the telecom company later withdrew due to changes in

personnel). I also sought out the participation of a small Civil Service

Department, a client organisation of IES that I knew to be actively

commissioning executive coaches.

• Production of an initial 26-page literature review in the form of an IES

Employment Brief written by me, copies of which was circulated to all

member liaison contacts in July 2000. Shortly after it was reproduced on the

private members area of the IES website as an Adobe Acrobat (PDF)

download for free distribution to a wider audience of all staff employed by

member organisations. This was to extend access to the findings from the

first cycle beyond my initial co-researchers. This resulted in the Head of

Training and Development from 3 Sainsbury plc, who was just considering

introducing executive coaching, asking for that organisation to participate in

future research. In addition the Management Development Adviser for Legal

and General expressed an interest in keeping in touch with the research and

emerging outcomes.

• The organisation of a Forum entitled 'Executive Coaching' for IES member

companies with the sole purpose of facilitating a debate on the issues arising

from the first cycle of the research and decide the way forward in London on

14 September 2000. Although this event provided an opportunity for further

data collection, it also allowed new participants to engage with the issues

and reflect on their own practice to date. The extra member organisations to

join in the research at this stage were Anglian Water plc, The Home Office,

The Inland Revenue, and HM Customs and Excise. These organisations had a

variety of previous experiences of using executive coaching.

• Two interviews for practitioner journals during August 2000, in order to

reach a wider audience than those within IES Research Club member

organisations. As a result two articles focussing on relevant issues were later

published. The first article was published in Pay Magazine in December 2000

written by Larissa Tuohy and the second appeared in the Chartered Institute

of Personnel and Development (CIPD) Sussex Branch newsletter in January
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2001 with myself as the writer. As a result representatives of two other non-

IES member organisations contacted me to express an interest in

participating in future research. They were investment bank Schroeder

Salomon Smith Barney and the HSBC Group.

Method

I was conscious of the need for a high degree of method and orderliness in design

and execution of the research, together with authentic descriptions and

explanations of the data. Even though my starting point was practice, I was keen to

take on board lessons from the literature as a secondary source of data to stimulate

my theoretical sensitivity to the likely issues. Despite the limited literature in

existence about the subject, nevertheless I was able to use what I found from this

to produce a semi-structured interview guide, which I called a discussion guide. The

discussion guide included a number of clarifying and exploratory questions.

At the outset the likely issues I took from the literature related to the matching of

coaches to individual executives, the relationships between coaches and those

coached, the cost of executive coaching provision and the sourcing and selection

decisions regardless of whether coaches were internal or external. That this is a

significantly under-explored area in the literature became evident as the research

progressed. In addition I added two more issues to the discussion guide that had

arisen as specific practical concerns of IES member organisations during the early

discussions I undertook. These issues were the on-going quality assurance of the

coaches and the evaluation of the impact of executive coaching usage.

Silverman (1993) has argued that social researchers should choose from the full

range of research methods and not from either qualitative or quantitative

approaches. Gill and Johnson (1991) also set out their support for what they call

'methodological pluralism'. However I am conscious that in my first cycle I cannot

take the pluralistic approach as I believe that quantitative methods would be

inappropriate.

I did consider a postal and/or internet survey. Despite the sampling and

confidentiality issues such an approach would encounter, access to large numbers

of employing organisations through IES, Industrial Society and other general
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mailing lists and to coaches through the Internet was possible. However, I ruled

this out also because of the relatively low level of knowledge about the subject that

would make it difficult to generate relevant questions at this stage of the research.

Even if I included free comment boxes as well as tick boxes I might elicit something

about patterns of behaviour, but very little about motives. And since the second of

the initial research questions posed by my co-researchers was all about the

purpose, reasons and motive of commissioners, this reinforced the decision to rule

out quantitative methods for my first cycle. As previously stated however, I intend

to remain open to the idea of using such an approach at a later date. Following a

literature review, the research method I chose to generate data about the practice

of commissioning executive coaching in the first cycle was in-depth interviews,

supplemented by document analysis.

The in-depth interviews were with two of the three groups - four commissioners

within organisations and four executive coaches. I concluded that it might be

helpful to turn my attention to the third group - the coached - during a later cycle

once I had a clearer understanding of the likely issues. I ruled out the use of

entirely structured interviews for the reasons I rejected postal surveys - I did not

feel enough was known about the subject to enable me to capture data of a

codifiable nature in order to explain the topic within pre-established catagories. I

was drawn to the use of unstructured interviews with open-ended questions, as it is

considered (Silverman, 1993) an ideal method in attempting to understand complex

topics without imposing any predetermined catagorisation that may limit the field of

inquiry. However I determined that semi-structured interviews would be the ideal

method for my inquiries, given that my priority was understanding, but there were

some areas I particularly wanted to ask questions about.

I was keen to draw on a life history approach within the interviews in order to

understand the interviewees' experience of using executive coaching. This was

deliberately starting off in an inductive manner searching for 'emic' perspective in

seeking to find out and understand the meaning and perspective of insiders to the

process of commissioning and undertaking executive coaching. This is a research

strategy well within the interpretative research approach. It is also an approach

appropriate for the area I was to investigate as the concept of executive coaching is

not fully explored in the literature and there is no universal agreement on what is

meant by the term. This calls for an epistemological position that is interpretative

rather than normative, being concerned with elucidating meaning rather than with

determining causality (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). From this interpretative
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perspective, I am assuming that knowledge and understanding are context bound.

As Jones states in Morgan (1983):

The life history methodology offers an interpretative framework through
which the meaning of human experience is revealed in personal
accounts, in a way that gives priority to individual explanations of
actions rather than to methods that filter and sort responses into
predetermined conceptual categories.

As Mussell (1994) observed having collected the data using a life histories

approach, the researcher is left with two analytical problems. The first is what to do

with the mass of data and the second involves the problems of surfacing taken-for-

granted assumptions. Jones (1983) suggests that researchers can deal with these

problems through a process of developing concepts which best fit the data by

exposing themes, whilst preserving the internal logic of the material. Based on his

ideas I approached the process of data analysis in two ways. Firstly, I

acknowledged that there were some things I expected to find, since the

supplementary and/or probing questions I had asked through my discussion guide

were based on issues arising from the literature and issues identified by the initial

client infrastructure meeting. Therefore my first step was an initial identification of

all parts of the data following each interview that appeared to relate to any of these

anticipated issues. I also recognised that the data was an important source of new

information that I expected would emerge and that I would need to make sense of

it and look for any patterns. My second step therefore was a thematic approach

which involved categorising and analysing the data as I proceeded with further data

collection, in effect seeing data collection and analysis as part of the developmental

process. I developed a categorising framework after each interview that seemed to

best make sense of and fit with the internal logic of that particular dataset and

context. On completion of all the interviews I went back to the data and looked for

themes and patterns to which the categorising frameworks logically attached. I also

mapped out the apparent relationships between these themes.

Fontana and Frey (1998) identify two further concerns in the interpretation and

writing up processes that are relevant to unstructured interviewing, whether or not

they utilise a life history approach. Their first concern is the treatment of

contradictory data in reporting, particularly mentioning what data was excluded and

why. In writing up I have tried to present all contradictory data within the context

of each issue that emerged. However, I found it more difficult to identify what data

was excluded, other than to state in advance that in writing up this first cycle any
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data which did not surface in the analysis as relating to either an anticipated issue

or a subsequent theme or pattern was excluded by default. One of the potential

advantages of having tape recorded the interviews is that I can return to the data if

in subsequent cycles of my research I develop hypotheses and I remain open to

this possibility. The second concern is with "the tremendous, if unspoken, influence

of the researcher as an author" (Fontana and Frey, 1998). In interpreting and

writing up this first cycle of the research I have attempted to use 'experience-near'

concepts and meanings (Denzin, 1998) by which I mean the words and meanings

actually used within the real life worlds of executive coaches and commissioners of

executive coaching. According to Denzin (1998) this is a well used approach by

interpreters seeking 'emic', or contextual, situated understandings.

INTERVIEWS

As previously stated, interviews were the primary mode of data collection in the

fieldwork during the first cycle. They were face-to-face and of a semi-structured

nature. The arrangements for all interviews were confirmed by letter or email and

were supplemented by a copy of a short Research Club proposal. In effect this

proposal was a statement of the topic and initial research plans and also served as

an outline of the kinds of issues to be explored with the interviewees. A copy of this

proposal is attached as Appendix One. At the start of each interview the statement

was repeated to set the scene and I sought agreement from each interviewee that

this was an acceptable starting point. Following this agreement a general open-

ended question asked individuals to tell me about when and how their

understanding of executive coaching had developed and changed. The material

elicited provided me as the researcher with pointers to intervene, asking

progressively more focussed questions. In addition I used the discussion guide to

introduce potential issues when these did not emerge from the interviewee. I

continued to ask probing questions until I was satisfied that nothing new was being

obtained. Since the topic is so under-explored I took the view that no material

introduced by the interviewees during this first cycle was irrelevant.

It was my intention that all data would be attributed anonymously (unless agreed

otherwise) and I would use a tape recorder for all interviews. To this end

agreement was sought in all cases at the outset and was refused in only one case.

This was due to concerns by the interviewee (the Head of Organisation

Development at the telecoms company) as she was leaving and she was concerned

that ultimately her organisation might not wish its approach to be attributed. This
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interviewee was given a guarantee that the data from their interview would be used

non-attributably in any publications. She was happy for her name to be listed as an

interviewee but her views and organisation context would only be presented

anonymously. In writing up the findings in this first cycle I have codified and

assigned each interview a number (Coaches 1-4 and Commissioners 1-4) and will

refer to them by their number. For the full coding structure, please see Appendix 2.

All eight interviews were taped. However in the event only six were transcribed due

to the inability of the researcher to get a substitute tape recorder to work for two

interviews (both with executive coaches) that were conducted on the same day.

Each of the six interviews were fully transcribed by a secretary as a first draft

within two calendar days. I then checked these first drafts by listening to the tapes

and then checked the second transcripts against the amendments I had marked on

the first draft transcripts. In the other two interviews, I made notes at the time of

the interviews and supplemented these with notes made immediately after each

interview. I typed up these notes within eight hours of the interviews. The six

transcripts and two sets of interview notes were then forwarded to the

interviewees. This served as a record for them but also as a means for inviting

further comment. Only one interviewee - an executive coach - chose to comment.

I interviewed the commissioners from the three different IES Research Club

organisations who had volunteered to participate plus I approached and then

interviewed an IES client I knew to be actively commissioning executive coaches on

behalf of her organisation. I aimed to understand and be sensitive to their different

personal and organisational contexts. This was taking an ethnographic approach in

the sense of assuming organisational culture may play an important part in the

selection of executive coaching interventions over other possible managerial

learning interventions. In so doing I tried to recognise my own role as an outsider

to the process at that stage who was trying not to stereotype people and situations,

but trying to immerse herself in their settings in order to better understand their

perspective.

I approached and then interviewed four executive coaches. I obtained their names

from a list of coaches used by and compiled by Research Club member

organisations. My co-researchers were keen that I should approach coaches used

by Club members to ensure that they were working in large employing
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organisations. It was also felt necessary that the coaches approached were also not

being used by the organisations whose commissioners I was also interviewing.

DOCUMENTS

I also collected and studied documentary evidence. Generally this consisted of

business and management development strategies or contract specifications

referred to in the interviews by commissioners who then gave these documents to

me after their interviews. These documents gave validity to their responses on

'why' their organisations commissioned executive coaching. In addition two of the

coaches interviewed referred me to their marketing literature for more detailed

explanations of what executive coaching meant to them. An exploration of this

second source of data gave me an opportunity both for checking my interpretation

of some of the data I obtained from the interviews and greater insight into the

details of the executive coaching processes actually used.

Findings from the First Cycle

An initial review of literature seemed a good place to start, since it provided the

focus for initial discussions with my co-researchers, and helped to place this

research in a context. As the various research cycles progressed I read more in

parallel and so readers will find there are 'mini-reviews' of literature incorporated in

each of the three chapters. This is but the first.

My co-researchers were keen that the initial literature review should not start too

broadly by examining the vast literature of learning models. This was because their

initial focus was narrowly defined as to those bodies of literature with direct

relevance to the provision by employers of learning opportunities to senior

managers and directors. This did not preclude widening the scope of the literature

to be reviewed in later cycles. The literature and models that are referred to in this

section include those of:

Management development provision

Organisation development context

19



Changing nature of organisations

Changing nature of managerial work

. Executive coaching definitions

This section does not include literature on workplace counselling. This is because at

the outset counselling seemed to my co-researchers and myself a fundamentally

different activity to coaching. Counselling usually comes into play reactively,

whereas undertaking executive coaching is usually a pro-active choice by the

individual executive or the organisation.

There seems to have been a phenomenal increase in the use of executive coaches

in recent years, as outlined in this section. Judging from the literature that I will

present, the reasons for the increase in demand may well include changes to the

organisation context and changes to the nature of managerial work itself.

THE WIDER MANAGEMENT DEVELOPMENT LITERATURE

An IDS review of management development (1989) pointed to many of the trends

we still see today. There was a strong desire to tailor training and make it useful

and this led to arguments for and against on-the-job training as opposed to off-the-

job courses. Some companies felt they did this best through tailored in-house

provision and others joined consortia. MBAs were supported by some companies,

with others developing company or consortia MBAs. Secondment was on the

agenda in the late 1980s, but mentoring and coaching were not mentioned in this

review.

A study by Doyle (1995) of management development activity during change

showed that efforts to shift to a more entrepreneurial perspective through

formalised management training is often resisted due to the residual culture and

style of the managers. He argued that there is a need to focus on the 'wider

contextual influences' in designing programmes and that an understanding of the

organisational dynamics that surround development can assist in deciding how and

where to allocate resources, how to select and prioritise development activities and
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even how to defend development from forces and influences which might otherwise

undermine its effectiveness.

Thomson et a!. (1997) carried out a large-scale survey of management

development practice in the UK. Companies reported a move away from 'sheep-dip'

training and also spread their training input across all levels of management.

Although they wished to see management development as a longer-term activity, it

was still tactical and short-term in implementation, largely focussed on current job

requirements. However, over half the organisations supported managers taking

further qualifications.

Woodall & Winstanley (1998) point out that the term management development

covers a broad range of activities, but has traditionally emphasised off-the-job

learning experiences. Indeed the Anderson study of senior executives (Marx and

Demby, 1998) showed that standard development programmes still prevail in most

companies, with managers rewarded to a certain extent by attendance at

prestigious business schools. Kettley and Strebler (1997) in their study of the roles

of senior managers note that:

Formal business education and training for senior managers is
increasingly context specific, delivered in partnership with external
experts and focussed on new business concepts and strategic learning.
Many are experimenting with more individually focussed approaches to
learning including coaching, counselling and personal feedback. (Kettley
& Strebler, 1997)

There is much talk of tailoring management development by providing more

support for learning on or very near the job. Following Woodall and Welchman's

study (1998) on 'work-based' management development in 31 organisations,

coaching and project work figure highly in the way we now talk about such 'work-

based' development.

There has also been a rise in the interest in the use of 360-degree feedback, or

personal feedback, to support the development of managers (Kettley, 1997).

Tamkin and Barber (1998) explored the nature of managerial learning and found

that managers are not often conscious learners and so need modes of learning

which will cause them to become more aware of their learning. They conclude that

personal feedback in helpful in learning about oneself, whereas study (for example
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MBAs) deal more with thinking styles and business strategy. They argue that the

more internalised forms of learning, based on feedback and reflection, are

especially important to managers.

Margerison (1990) argues that one way to encourage managers to manage change

is through action learning. Action learning builds upon the experience and needs of

the managers by helping them to learn from their actions. Kettley and Hirsh (2000)

have explored the use of working in cross-functional teams as a developmental

experience. Their survey of managers and professionals working in such teams

found that they learned more about their own personal effectiveness and about

organisational interdependencies than about other specialisms.

In seeing management development as part of a culture change, Holbeche (1999)

discusses the problem of senior management training as appearing remedial. She

argues that feedback can help managers to see the need for change, but their

willingness may still be clacking. Linking training to a change initiative or to forums

for fresh ideas can help overcome this negative ethos.

Buley (1996) advocates early preparation for senior roles in an exploration of

management development specifically for top international jobs. Buley links the

need for more imaginative management development with the notion of 'double-

loop learning': a process in which the individual's learning challenges their

assumptions as well as increasing their skills or knowledge. Such 'double-loop

learning' is most likely to take place when individuals are put into new organisation

settings - especially appropriate for 'next generation' senior management

development.

Mentoring and coaching have received increased attention in the literature in recent

years especially for the most senior managers at one extreme and new graduate

joiners at the other. As far back as 1991, commentators such as Ford argued that

executive coaching can transform performance by allowing by allowing executives

to establish their own criteria for improvement. Clutterbuck and Megginson (1999)

point to the unlearning which needs to take place for some senior executives to

improve their interpersonal skills. Senior jobs are lonely and many concerns that

need to be discussed are blocked by the unrealistic expectations that others project

onto senior managers. They argue that mentors can help to expose some of these
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deep-seated concerns, although external mentors may be required when the

culture of the organisation needs to change.

Research into a range of management development programmes provided by

organisations (Tamkin and Barber, 1998) concludes that learning programmes with

an emphasis on feedback and learning support are best placed to create these

reflective, empathetic managers. They go on to suggest this kind of learning is

unlikely to take place outside a carefully and deliberately crafted learning event.

And yet the Anderson study of senior executives (Marx and Demby, 1998) showed

that standard development programmes still prevail in most companies, with

managers rewarded to a certain extent by attendance at prestigious business

schools. However, these authors also argue that more individually tailored

development such as executive coaching is likely to be more effective.

Many companies have defined generic and/or senior management competencies,

although they vary in the extent to which these really underpin management

development. Holbeche (1998) identifies many companies using competency

approaches, 360-degree feedback, personal development plans and assessment

centres to help link their succession planning processes with corporate and

management development strategies. Many companies have also determined a set

of generic leadership competencies (e.g. BP, Texaco and SmithKline Beecham), but

Holbeche warns against the limited shelf life of success profiles when business

requirements change.

Alimo-Metcalf et al (2000) point to some of the same trends in leadership

development: emphases on feedback (including 360-degree feedback), action

learning, cross-functional teamwork and the involvement of senior people in

delivering development themselves (e.g. as coaches or mentors). As she points out

there are still few major companies with a well embedded approach to delivering

leadership skills and many in-company programmes are short-lived.

Pemberton and Herriot (1995), in a study of the development of board members,

argue that neither role descriptions nor lists of competencies adequately define the

skill needs of board members. They found that boards did not adequately attend to

their own induction and development needs. Internal appointments were likely to

get less induction to their new role on the board than external appointments.
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In many organisations, there may be a degree of reluctance to accept that

managers at the top actually have developmental needs. Individuals who see

themselves, and are seen by others, as 'having arrived' occupy the top two or three

levels of management (Mumford, 1995). In addition, coaching peers and associates

isn T t usually on an executive's job description, despite the need for executives to

take on the role of coach to their own teams (McDermott, 1996; Waldroop and

Butler, 1996). There is an interesting paradox here in that senior managers may

not see themselves as targets for development or as developers.

One of the strongest strands in current management development and learning

literature is the emphasis on the individual as a self-managed, self-organised

learner. Executive coaching seems to sit comfortably within this approach. Modern

organisations are experiencing great change, there are rising demands for

increasing flexibility, of increasing autonomy and responsibility, as organisations

adopt the principles of total quality management, or deal with the aftermath of

downsizing or delayering (Tamkin et al., 1995). Because of the nature of the work

they do, managers in particular need to be able to self-develop (Burgoyne et al.,

1980).

Burgoyne, Boydell and Pedlar (1980) argue that learning theories divide into two

broad categories: those that view people as passive patients, i.e. what they do is

the result of the combination of innate factors and what subsequently happens to

them; and those that view people as self-actioning agents who originate action.

Self-directed learning as a technique sits much more easily with the latter. If

individual managers need to be more accomplished at self-directed learning, then

ways in which this can be enhanced, and how learning opportunities can be

maximised, is clearly of importance.

THE WIDER ORGANISATION DEVELOPMENT LITERATURE

The literature on management development may help to explain some aspects of

how individual managers learn and helped frame my research, but managers learn

in an organisational context, and for their learning and development to impact on

organisations their learning needs to be translated into an impact within this wider

context. Hence I will turn in this section to some of the wider literature on

organisational learning and organisational development.
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Easterby-Smith (1997) argues that the creation of a comprehensive theory of

organisational learning is an unrealistic aspiration because of the different

disciplines that have a perspective on the subject. In addition to organisation

development, these disciplines are psychology, management science, sociology and

organisational theory, business strategy and cultural anthropology. Organisation

learning has a vast literature, and each of the disciplines takes a slightly different

perspective. This section focuses on a small amount of that literature which seems

particularly relevant to understanding what is expected of senior executives.

In the 1980s much organisation development thinking was concerned with

improving organisational performance through an integration of both organisation

design and structure considerations, and also behavioural process issues and the

way an organisation's members interacted with each other (Sashkin & Burke,

1994).

In the 1980's there was also a focus on organisational culture and how values affect

critical organisational functions. Schein (1985) suggests that leaders can act to

create cultures that integrate the two value perspectives of organisational bottom-

line and quality of employees working life. This sort of executive leadership may be

seen as what top level management has always been about (Mintzberg, 1973), but

Schein (1985) puts the conscious navigation and attainment of planned changes in

organisational culture firmly at the doorstep of organisations' leaders.

In the 1990's the concepts of the 'learning organisation' and, later, 'knowledge

management' dominated much organisation development research. Fiol and Lyles

(1985) conducted an early review of the literature on organisational learning and

suggested some areas of consensus - the organisation must align to the

environment to remain competitive and innovative, and the presence of four key

contextual factors: culture; strategy; structure and environment. Many authors

stress the alignment of cognitive elements (Hedberg 1981, Kuhn 1961, Argyris and

Schon 1978).

According to Jones and Hendry (1994), the term 'learning organisation' was first

coined by Pedlar et a!. in 1988 in the UK, and by Hayes et a!. in 1998 in the US.

Pedlar's definition centred on organisational transformation through the learning of

an organisation's members, but there have been numerous and varied definitions.

For example, Senge (1990) defines a learning organisation as:
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Where people continually expand their capacity to create the results
they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are
nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are
continually learning how to learn together. (Senge, 1990).

Garvin (1993) offers a different definition:

A learning organisation is an organisation skilled at creating, acquiring,
and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behaviour to reflect
new knowledge and insights. (Garvin, 1993).

Garvin argues that this must lead to change in the way work is done. Learning

organisations bring about this change because they are skilled in five things:

problem solving; experimenting with new approaches; learning from their own

experience; learning from the experience of others; and transferring knowledge

through the organisation.

The organisation is continuously influenced by its environment and vice versa and

therefore its future is determined by how effectively it responds to change (Emery

1969, in West 1994). Learning organisations and organisational learning are not

just about learning then, central to them is also the concept of change. The

process consultation approach associated with Edgar Schein (1997) and the

intervention theory and method associated with Chris Argyris (1973) are still used

today by organisation development practitioners attempting to bring about change

in organisations.

Pearn et at. (1995) identifies the extent to which the environment supports and

sustains learning as a critical dimension of a learning organisation, as is the extent

to which the workforce is confident, motivated and competent to learn. One

necessary feature that needs to be in place to achieve this is 'inspired leaders'.

GROWING POPULARITY OF EXECUTIVE COACHING

The number of individual coaches currently active in the US varies according to

each author and the date of writing; the most recent estimates put the number in

the 1,500+ region. There are no numbers available for the UK. Nearly all sources

including from HRD practitioner associations such as IPD and AMED agree,

however, that the number is rising quickly. Cost estimates also vary between
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sources, but few authors expect coaching to be a cheap affair. Most in the US

expect the basic cost to be in excess of $400 per month per executive (or more,

depending upon the time spent with the coach). In the UK, interviews with the

small number of commissioners in IES Research Club member organisations

identified that figures up to 15 per cent of the executive's annual salary have been

quoted to organisations, although £2,000 per day (equivalent to four two-hour

sessions) is not uncommon. This can be compared to the average (mean) daily fee

rate of £975 per day among management consultants across the UK (MCIS, 1999).

Given that there are no widely recognised professional bodies or accreditation

standards for coaches in the UK, anyone can set up in business as an executive

coach. This is a matter of concern to almost everyone talking or writing about the

subject.

LITERATURE ON THE CHANGING NATURE OF ORGANISATIONS

One explanation for the rise of executive coaching is that lack of time and more

frequent job changes leave fewer senior executives able to fill the role of a mentor

figure in many organisations (Lutz, 1995). In addition since the widespread de-

layering of management hierarchies in the 1990s (Kettley, 1995), spans of

command are much wider. This leaves top managers managing more people than

they can realistically 'coach' themselves.

The growth of executive coaching is also attributed to a change to a more

entrepreneurial economy. There has been a dramatic increase in the number of

people working alone at home without an organisational support system (Caudron,

1996). In this situation coaches can provide the kind of feedback and motivation

once provided by bosses and co-workers. Caudron also points out that downsizing

has eliminated many of the executives who used to be available as mentor figures

in the past.

Other writers also pick up on the trend of 'flatter' organisations that provide fewer

opportunities for traditional mentoring relationships to develop and also result in

the existence of more isolated managers (McCafferty, 1996 and Herriot et al.,

1998). Flatter hierarchies also make the jump from one level of management to

another more difficult. In particular, the transition between general manager and

director, and between director and chief executive both involve radical changes in
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the way an individual makes judgements and manages his or her own team

(Clutterbuck and Megginson, 1999).

The shift towards a more explicit transactional relationship between employers and

their employees or mutual 'psychological contract' has been pursued by many

organisations as a replacement for job security since the recessionary early 1990s

(Herriot & Pemberton, 1995 and Watkins & Drury, 1994). Called 'new deals' by

Herriot and Pemberton (1995), this shift involves employees being offered

development opportunities to allow them to maximise their chances of getting

another job if their current job becomes redundant ie enhanced employability. In

exchange employers expect high levels of commitment and performance in the

short term.

The interest in employability from a public policy perspective has grown during the

late 1990's (Tamkin and Hillage, 1999) and with it has followed questions about

where the responsibility for development should lie. A recent definition from the

literature is 'Employability is the capacity of getting and keeping satisfactory work'

(Hillage and Pollard, 1998). This definition implies employability is about an

individual's self-sufficiency within the labour market.

A knock-on effect of these new deals and the emphasis on employees taking control

of employability may be that as a society we are starting to rely less on the 'work

organisation' to develop us and are starting to both take responsibility for our

personal development and also to see it more as an individual matter. Since

executive coaching is an individually centred approach to development, it may be

that its increased popularity among senior managers can also be explained in the

context of this wider growing emphasis on the individual rather than the

organisation.

LITERATURE ON THE CHANGING NATURE OF MANAGERIAL WORK

A review of the literature on senior management roles plus case studies in 17 major

UK employing organisations concluded that the nature of modern organisations

demand senior managers that are flexible, able to adapt to change, and who

possess certain soft skills (Kettley and Strebler, 1997). These new challenges place

heavy emphasis on some of the personal aspects of management as well as the

ability to work with high volumes of information. These key soft skills are identified
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as the skills of gaining trust, of developing people, of encouraging and empowering

others, of nurturing effective relationships, of communicating and influencing, of

working with new information, concepts and strategies, of managing themselves

effectively, of seeking and using feedback and of tenacity and integrity (Kettley and

Strebler, 1997).

Kets de Vries (1996) has a useful model of two rather different roles required of

leaders. The charismatic role is about envisioning, empowering and energising. The

architectural role is as a designer of appropriate structures and systems. In his view

creativity and innovation demand less command and control and more self-

managed teams. Organisations need more small autonomous units but linked by

information and common values. They also need a learning culture, to be adaptive

to change and one that values good corporate citizenship behaviour.

Perhaps the latest fashion is to see management as requiring 'emotional

intelligence' defined by Goleman (1996) as self-awareness, handling ones own

feelings, motivating oneself, recognising emotions in others and handling

relationships. In an unpublished extensive review of the leadership literature

commissioned by The Post Office, Hirsh (2000) argues that emotional intelligence

may be just a repackaging of messages which have been around for a long time

about managing yourself and your relationships with others. Nevertheless the

concept does seem to have captured a current concern with the more personal

aspects of managerial work.

Personal skills also emerged as crucial in a study of what makes for successful

leadership in business alliances (Garrow et al., 2000). An open style of leadership

and the capacity to build personal relationships form the critical basis for dealing

with the strategic partner when it comes to the more transactional aspects of

alliances: communication, negotiation and operational effectiveness.

How are managers to acquire these personal and soft skills that are demanded by

organisations of their senior managers these days?

Despite the evidence from the literature about what kind of development is most

appropriate to support senior managers in successfully fulfilling organisations'

changing expectations of what is required in these roles, it seems in practice that
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these opportunities may have been in short supply. Perhaps the past lack of the

most appropriate kinds of consciously constructed learning programmes which

Tamkin and Barber (1998) described, on behalf of groups of middle managers in

many organisations, can also in part explain the growth in the commissioning of

executive coaches for today's senior managers.

WHAT IS EXECUTIVE COACHING?

The first question posed by the Research Club members during the diagnostic

discussions during the winter of 1999 was 'what is executive coaching?' I looked

initially to the literature in order to come up with a definition and this section

outlines what I discovered.

Executive coaching, unlike mentoring, almost inevitably seems to include a financial

aspect: the coach is being paid specifically for his or her coaching services. One

source goes so far as to describe coaches as a 'hired friend' as well as a business

mentor and consultant (McCafferty, 1996).

Executive coaching is a practical exercise: a goal-oriented form of personally

tailored learning for a busy executive. To some, the purposes of coaching can be

many: to improve performance or executive behaviour, to enhance a career or

prevent derailment, or work through organisational issues or change issues (Hall, et

al., 1999).

Coaching is an interactive process that is designed to help individuals to develop

more rapidly and produce more satisfying results. Coaches work with clients in all

areas, including business, career, finances, health and relationships. As a result of

coaching, clients should be able to set better goals, take more action, make better

decisions, and more fully use their natural strengths.

Executive coaches are usually trained to listen and observe, to customise their

approach to individual client needs, and to elicit solutions and strategies from that

client. One underpinning philosophy described by a coach interviewed is that the

client is naturally creative and resourceful and that the coach's job is to provide

support to enhance the client's existing skills, resources and creativity. While the
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coach provides feedback and an objective perspective, the client is held responsible

for taking the steps to produce the results he or she desires.

A recent definition of executive coaching is:

Helping professional people to reflect upon their work in a frank and
rigorous way and to establish new patterns of behaviour as a
consequence. (Sanger, et al., 2000)

This is interesting because it implies that the role of the coach is to help raise the

consciousness of an individual in order for them to see and work effectively with the

culture, people and practices around them. Sanger's work is also novel in the

literature, in that he is reported as insisting analysis of changes required should be

based upon evidence collected by the coach, not relying on the knowledge and

feedback of others inside the organisation (Pawsey, 2000).

Executive coaching is usually a fairly short-term activity, intended to improve

managerial performance, but competencies or behaviours underlying that

performance can be identified through the coaching process and not necessarily in

advance. Ford (1991) argues that executive coaching can transform performance

by allowing executives to establish their own criteria for improvement. This is very

important, as it seems to be moving development away from a culture of

'passports' such as professional qualifications and specialist or generic

competencies towards a focus on individual aspects of development. Alternatively it

may be that individuals still need to acquire these 'passports' in order to reach

managerial positions but once there the process needs to change to one of

rectification of skills and knowledge (Kirwin-Taylor, 2000). Executive coaching's

goal-specific approach means that it is time limited, unlike mentoring which can be

an open-ended commitment by both mentor and protégé.

Coaching is a performance and action oriented process, while mentoring as

previously described is more of a role-model relationship. Coaching helps people

learn how to do things more effectively, while mentoring gets at the intangibles

(Hadden 1997). 'Intangibles' in this context refers to preparing for future changes

and promotion. These intangibles may lead on to the attainment of tangibles, such

as salary increases (Roche 1979).
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Coaching doesn't have to be limited to the just the target executive; some coaches

will work with everybody in the team (Masciarelli, 1999).

My interviews with commissioners and executive coaches elicited some similar

perceptions and definitions of executive coaching with those of the literature. A

personal development and learning theme was apparent throughout. The coaches

described it as follows:

it involves changing personal behaviour by involving managers in
owning their own issues and actions. The process used enables the
deepening of learning for individuals about their issues. (Coach 1)

it's a process.....external, committed, independent, objective, respectful,
nudging around the task, whatever the tasks. (Coach 3)

it is an action-orientated individual development intervention which
enables individuals to be pushed in forwarding issues of importance to
them. (Coach 2)	 -

The commissioners I interviewed described it as follows:

It is an opportunity for a chief executive or a senior manager to reflect
on their practice, to have a place where they can go to test out ideas, be
challenged and be supported (but not uncritically). (Commissioner 1)

It is a way for people to evaluate themselves and help them make
important decisions. This is in terms of their managerial life - how they
lead and how they manage- but also how they make best use of their
own abilities, so there's a personal element to it as well. (Commissioner
4)

It's a training and development intervention that can be targeted to
more senior individuals. (Commissioner 3)

One coach I interviewed however had a slightly different view and described it thus:

I think its called executive coaching because it's posher and you can get
more money for it. I ilso coach unemployed people. So an executive has
a wider remit, has to be more strategic, has to be clear about the effect
of their decision making and has responsibility for the people they are
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making decisions about, but it's still just coaching as far as I'm
concerned. (Coach 4)

This raises the question of whether this a supply-side issue: an industry created

and marketed extremely effectively by willing suppliers? Or is the growth in the

number of people offering executive coaching services rather a demand side issue,

with increased supply an attempt to fulfil the growing demand for them?

INITIAL THINKING ABOUT DEFINING EXECUTIVE COACHING

The main features that seem to define executive coaching are that it is a short

term, paid-for, goal-specific and action orientated process designed to support

senior managers in producing results more quickly and of a higher quality than they

may otherwise have been able to do.

Practitioners (commissioners) of executive coaching present at the IES Forum in

September 2000 valued most those definitions of executive coaching which

differentiated it from more long-term mentoring, role-modelling relationships. This

was because mentoring is a process with which they are already familiar. There was

no one definition which was considered simple and understandable enough for them

to adopt wholesale to use in their discussions with managers back in their own

organisations. Having considered all definitions presented, what they considered to

be useable and encapsulating the essence of executive coaching was the following:

It is a form of tailored work-related development that spans business,
functional and personal skills.

The literature review highlighted the growth in the popularity and use of executive

coaches and this was reflected in the perceptions of the project's practitioner co-

researchers. The review of the literature also offered practitioners some reasons

underlying this increase in popularity which they could relate to. These reasons

include the knock-on effects of the downsizing and de-layering of the 1990s and the

demand for senior managers with key 'soft skills'.

It became clear in the interviews with executive coaches that senior managers and

other individuals can and do find then privately finance executive coaches to help

them. However, the first cycle of the research project remains unconcerned with
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that model of commissioning. Rather, the focus is on those circumstances in which

organisations decide to find and finance one or more executive coaches to assist

their managers. The reason for this specific focus is that it reflects the interests and

needs of my co-researchers who are individuals within organisations who are

currently, or may shortly be, responsible for commissioning internal or external

providers of executive coaching to assist their managers.

WHY DO EMPLOYERS INTRODUCE EXECUTIVE COACHING?

The second pair of questions posed by the Research Club member discussions in

1999 was 'why do we, as organisations, commission executive coaching? And what

is that we hope to gain?' The following sections outline the answers I found to these

questions.

There is little research I could learn from in the literature evidence on what

motivates most employers to introduce executive coaching. However, I believe I

have identified five main reasons. I have arrived at these reasons through my

examination of the management development literature and also from current

practice as identified through my interviews with the small number of IES Research

club organisations. I am not suggesting that these five reasons constitute an

exhaustive list, rather I offer them as a starting position. In doing so I believe I am

establishing a baseline from which knowledge in this area can develop.

The main motives I have identified are:

Supporting the induction of a senior manager into a more senior or different

role. This model does not necessarily assume there are specific skills or

competencies required for these new roles. Rather the aim here is to ease

the transition period enabling the individual to be 'up and running' in their

new post as quickly as possible.

Acting as a mentor for a senior manager, in circumstances where it is not

practical or desirable to identify an internal or external mentor. Typically,

the aim is to assist individuals with often large, complex remits to focus on

getting the results they need. Large organisations have a tendency to be

rigidly hierarchical; although this doesn't stop mentoring relationships from
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forming, it can be a disincentive for them to do so. Formal mentoring

programmes, in which individuals unknown to each other are assigned to be

a mentor or a protégé, do not necessarily produce beneficial results (Schor,

1997). At the very highest levels of an organisation there may simply be no

one 'further up the tree' to act as the mentor figure.

• Supporting one or more individuals identified either as 'high potential' for

senior management positions on the organisation's succession plan or as

targets for extra support to increase the proportion of those from minority

groups likely to reach senior management positions as part of an affirmative

action plan.

Supporting the personal effectiveness of individuals as part of a wider

development programmes or processes, such as a 360-degree feedback

programmes or development centres. Typically, the aim here is to support

individuals in accepting the feedback, and challenge them in planning on-

going development and actioning other changes and improvements.

Supporting a number of individuals or teams through the introduction and/or

implementation phases of major structural or cultural change. The precise

aim here can vary, but typically will enable an acceleration of the time taken

to achieve 'buy-in' and effective implementation of the desired change.

Some people would consider this to be more properly termed organisational

development or process consultancy rather than executive coaching.

However, because these interventions are termed executive coaching by the

players concerned and in recent literature, they have been included here.

When I presented these various reasons for employing organisations introducing

executive coaching to the IES Forum of members in September 2000, the

participants (my co-researchers) expressed the clear view that their understanding

would be significantly enhanced by some specific examples of why other

organisations had selected the approach and what they had hoped to gain from

doing so. I then presented to them the concrete examples I had come across in the

form of the 'vignettes', three of which I had published in my IES Employment Brief

two months previously (Carter, 2000), and an animated discussion ensued. The

presentation of real-life practical examples of executive coaching, set within the

context of the purposes that I had previously extracted from those and other
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examples, seemed to heighten their understanding of their own context. The

different purposes I had listed and categorised proved inclusive and robust enough

to cope with their own purposes which they were then easily able to articulate using

my simple categories described above.

Four of these 'vignettes' are reproduced here, since they proved so helpful in aiding

the understanding of others at the Forum.

The first category I identified of reasons why employers introduce executive

coaching was to support the induction of senior managers into a more senior or

different role. An example would be the NHS Executive scheme, as outlined below.

I produced this example following the taped interview undertaken by me with the

Assistant Director of the NHS Leadership Programme in May 2000 with reference

also to the documentation supplied by her following the interview (Commissioner

1). With her consent it was not anonymised and was published in my Employment

Brief, distributed to all IES Research club members in June 2000.

The NHS Executive has been using external executive coaches for over eight years

for a variety of purposes. Since 1998 one use has been as an element of a

individualised leadership development programme offered to all newly appointed

Chief Executives of NHS organisations.

Called Personal Development Advisers, the purpose of commissioning these

external coaches is to help individuals manage the transition from a Director's post

into a Chief Executive's post in the same or a different organisation. The intention is

to offer support in a holistic way, covering relationship and personal matters as well

as operational issues. It is expected sessions will allow individuals the time and

space to plan how to: leave their previous post; build new teams; form a

productive relationship with one's new Chair; identify a personal development plan;

and do the new job well without getting burnt out. The individuals themselves

however determine what issues they choose to focus on. Eight hours of executive

coaching per Chief executive is funded. Some 26 new appointees accessed an

executive coach through the programme in 1999.

Other aspects of the overall programme which individuals can select from include

networking events so they can get to know their peers, a local mentor such as a
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more experienced Chief executive who already knows the ropes, and development

activities or courses specific to an individual's needs. The programme is

underpinned by an extensive induction pack. Participation in the programme is

voluntary. However the ability of individuals to select which approach best suits

their individual needs, circumstances and preferred learning style, is a key feature

in achieving high levels of participation.

Source: Extracted from interview transcript with Commissioner 1, 2000

As previously outlined, the second reason I identified for introducing an executive

coach into an organisation is to support the introduction of major structural or

cultural change. The interview I conducted in April 2000 with the Head of Training

and Development at an international distribution company (Commissioner 2)

indicated that their reasons for introducing an executive coaching approach fitted

into this category. This was also the reason indicated by the Head of Organisational

Development for the telecoms company (Commissioner 4) in her interview.

Coaches are seen as useful when someone is needed to challenge long established

modes of working and behaving by individuals as part of the preparation for

change; in effect, to 'speak the unspeakable' (Hall et al., 1999). They are also seen

as useful in accelerating the effective implementation of change by supporting the

leaders of the new teams and structures created by the change. An example of the

former would be the financial services company M&G, as outlined in the literature

by Pawsey, 2000.

Based in M&G's Headquarters in Chelmsford, the IT department has to cater for all

the company's new financial products. As e-commerce grows, the company will

have to replace its technology. Since the new systems will require less

maintenance, some people will have to transfer to different departments, while

others will stay on to be retrained. The organisation was concerned that the culture

in the department was too rigid to withstand such changes. In particular managers

needed to be able to encourage more teamwork and flexibility among their staff.

Executive coaching that focuses on individual performance is being integrated with

a traditional human resource development consultancy approach to deliver a

training programme for all members of the company's IT department. The idea was

to combine the understanding of the organisation's culture that can be achieved by

the objective research of an outside consultant whilst at the same time embracing a
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concern for individuality by using executive coaching techniques operating at the

interface between the personal and the professional.

The programme involves individuals carrying out self-assessments and being

observed as well as being asked awkward questions that forced them to address

problems they may have ignored. The coaching has been delivered first to senior

managers, team leaders and technical specialists. The idea is to extend it to all 200

staff in the department. It is hoped one knock on effect will be that it leaves people

better equipped to face the future, whether they stay or leave.

Source: Pawsey, 2000

A third motivation for deciding to introduce an executive coach may be as

alternative to identifying an internal or external mentor for an individual senior

manager. My interview with the Head of Training and Development of a small UK

Civil Service Department (Commissioner 3.) provided an example of an approach

which I would place in this category.

Employing some 500 people, this Civil Service department has a hierarchical

organisational structure. Back in 1998 it could have been described as 'old-

fashioned' in its management practices with expert professional knowledge prized

much more highly than management skills. It has used executive coaching in a

number of contexts since then. One use has been to introduce the concept of

management training and encourage the ongoing personal development of six

Senior Civil Servants at Director level. This was necessary because of the significant

management challenges arising from the 'Modernising Government' White Paper

agenda.

The culture within the organisation was one where once you become a senior civil

servant you had 'made it' and therefore did not require any more development.

Undergoing training was somehow admitting that you had a weakness. Rising

through the ranks within that culture meant it was threatening for Directors to

undertake development or training courses within the public gaze. The size of the

organisation and the seniority of the Directors meant there were not enough

internal mentors, plus the individuals had inhibitions about working with anyone

internal.
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Each of the Directors targeted were found a different external executive coach and

entirely confidential personalised objectives set between the coaches and coached.

Coaching sessions were fitted around other meetings and commitments. A very

careful matching process, the briefing of coaches and getting individuals to buy into

the concept have been critical to achieving full voluntary participation.

Source: Extracted from interview transcript with Commissioner 3, 2000

Another reason I identified for establishing a coaching resource I categorised as to

assist individuals to take action upon the self-insight they have gained upon receipt

of personal feedback as part of a development centre, 360-degree feedback or

other development programme. The idea of using coaches is both to support

participants in accepting the feedback and also to challenge them in planning and

actioning appropriate personal development plans or other changes. In this

circumstance coaching is seen as an alternative to the provision of a self-managed

workbook, encouraging participants to create informal networks or facilitated

learning sets (Kettley, 1997). Coaches in this situation may be external or an in-

house HR expert. There are numerous examples of this approach and indeed it is

this category of employer motivation for introducing executive coaching that was

most familiar to my co-researchers. One example I would place in this category was

British Telecommunications plc, as outlined in the literature about personal

feedback (Kettley, 1997).

In the mid 1990s BT used a 360-degree feedback instrument as an important input

into ongoing performance management and development. All managers in BT were

encouraged - and the top 150 required - to initiate the process and obtain up to

date personal feedback.

The feedback report was structured specifically to help familiarise managers with

the required competency profiles. The relevance of the competency framework for

senior managers, on which the feedback framework was based, was validated.

A prime concern throughout was ensuring individuals had sufficient support to

interpret the feedback they received. A network of coaches was developed to assist

individuals in the interpretation of feedback, the creation of development actions,
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etc. and a written guide to working with feedback was also produced for all

managers.

Source: Kettley, 1997

IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES

The third question posed by my co-researchers was 'what are the issues for

implementing executive coaching that we as commissioners need to be aware of?'

The data from my interviews proved critical to being able to begin answering this

question, although the literature also identified some of them. The following

sections present my findings.

Background of Coaches

Opinion is divided in terms of the literature over whether industry or field-specific

experience is a given for a good coach. Some sources argue that a 'post-heroic'

coach who has already proved himself and expert in the relevant field is the only

kind to have credibility in the eyes of the tutored executives. Others (Caudron 1996

etc.) argue that it is not as important for a coach to know the details of a particular

field as it is for the coach to understand how business (in the broadest sense)

works, and have the ability to sensitively coach the executive towards his or her

goals.

There is no uncertainty or divided opinion, however, on the need for trust between

the coach and the coached executive. The executive needs to be certain that his

weaknesses and concerns are not going to be broadcast to his peers or the

organisation in general. External coaches, with no 'axe to grind' in the internal

politics of an organisation are seen as particularly valuable for this very reason.

It's easy to use a coach as a safe place to discuss issues when there are
so few people one can trust at the executive level in the workplace. (Hall
et al., 1999)

An outsider, however, may not have an intimate knowledge of an organisation, its

culture, history, politics and current situation, and they can be perceived to be

expensive where the coaching of many managers is involved. Three of the four

executive coaches I interviewed first came to coaching through undertaking the role
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as internal coaches within major employing organisations. They all expressed the

view that coaching can be effectively carried out perfectly well by an insider,

especially within large organisations. One of the coaches outlined her view thus:

There is no reason why an internal training and development specialist
couldn't take on the role if they have the right skills. There are three
tests the company would need to be satisfied about: whether the
prospective coaches are perceived by the individual managers as having
the independence and respect for confidentiality about the issues
arising; whether from a resourcing point of view the skills to do it
already exist or the company can afford to develop, acquire or maintain
them; and whether the coaches might share the same assumptions and
'blind spots' about the organisation. (Coach 3)

According to the literature, coaches are occasionally perceived as having an agenda

that diminishes their effectiveness. A coach's desire to sell a particular conceptual

model or other products as a way of managing may not necessarily match the

organisation's or executive's goals (Hall et al., 1999). Understanding the conceptual

model or framework of coaching each executive coach uses is therefore a

consideration for organisations when commissioning coaches. There is no research

evidence I was able to identify on the professional backgrounds or affiliations of

executive coaches. The prior work experience and professional training of the

executive coaches I interviewed varied and I found this appeared significant in

terms of appreciating the underpinning coaching framework and philosophy within

which they operated and therfore the very different experience of coaching those

they coached were likely to encounter.

Coach 1 was from a trained counselling background and was a long serving

member of the British Association of Counselling (BAC). This necessitates operating

within the ethical code of that association, which includes an emphasis on

respecting the confidentiality of the client's (or coached individual's) issues and

progress. Membership also requires professional supervision arrangements to be in

place to support the coach.

Coaches 3 and 4 that I interviewed were former trainers or management

development or organisation development specialists within employing

organisations. These coaches belonged to the Chartered Institute of Personnel and

Development (CIPD) or the Association of Management Education and Development

(AMED) that require or encourage Continuing Professional Development, but do not

explicitly require ongoing supervision. The actual training of these former training

41



and development specialists varied from The Tavistock Institute's 'Role

Consultation' approach through to a Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) approach.

Neither of these approaches insist on formal supervision arrangements or

adherence to an ethical or professional code of practice relevant to inter-personal

development contexts.

Coach 2 was a former senior manager and management consultant. She was

operating as an executive coach employed by a company specialising in the

provision of executive coaching which used its own framework and approach to

coaching based on 'life balance' principles. She belonged to the British Institute of

Management and the International Coaching Federation (ICF), based in the US. ICF

members do have to adhere to a code of ethics in their business dealings and

coaching relationships. The ICF is interesting as it is attempting to develop an

accreditation scheme for its members. However this is extremely expensive for

coaches to participate in, due to administration and monitoring costs, and its reach

in the UK is at present very limited.

Selection of Coaches

There are two aspects to selecting executive coaches that seem to require

attention. The first is the practical aspects of identifying a coach or pool of coaches

suitable for the organisations' purposes. The second is the process of then

'matching' ie making sure that a specific executive and specific coach are paired

well in terms of needs and the ability of a particular coach to provide what the

executive needs. All writers on the subject of coaching agree that the 'fit' between

the personalities of a coached executive and the coach is a basic 'given' in any

coaching situation. The two of them need to at least get on most of the time.

In terms of identifying, recruiting and selecting coaches, I encountered one basic

approach in use by all the organisations I spoke to in my interviews with

commissioners. This was not very different from the approach widely used by

organisations in commissioning other kinds of consultants that I am aware of from

my own experience.

My interview with the Head of Management Development and Personnel Strategy at

the large distribution company (Commissioner 2) provides an example. The process

and emphasis on identifying potential coaches is particularly extensive in this

example as potential executive coaches were unfamiliar to the commissioner.
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In 1999 a large distribution company wished to identify and contract some

executive coaches to work with one or more of the 15 newly appointed Managing

Directors (MDs) of its business units. In particular coaches were needed to offer

support the MDs and their new teams to deliver some challenging performance

goals within a short timescale. These new performance goals were crucial to

ensuring the achievement of the organisations overall 'Business balanced

scorecard'.

First a detailed tender document or 'specification' was produced which outlined in

broad terms what the coaches would be required to deliver, the context within

which they would be expected to deliver and the success criteria against which the

results of their work would be evaluated. This was to form the basis of a formal

invitation to tender process.

Having no existing contacts it needed to identify potential providers of executive

coaching. An advertisement was placed in People Management magazine, a

literature search of companies/individuals mentioned in published articles was

undertaken and names were sought from a leading development consultant. After

initial basic enquiries for appropriateness, this initial 'long list' was reduced to 12

organisations that were then sent the specification and invited to submit proposals

or 'bids'.

The resulting proposals were very detailed. It was important that exactly which

coaches would be working on the contract was clearly identifed. A 'shortlist' of

companies was invited to present their proposals and clarify issues in the form of a

commissioning interview panel. Following references from previous commsioners

and executives coached, four organisations, representing ten coaches were

selected.

Source: Extracted from interview transcript with Commissioner 2, 2000

In terms of matching specific coaches to specific executives, the approach used in

practice varied. What determined the approach appeared to depend on the degree

to which either the executive coaches or the target executives were already known

to the commissioner or scheme organiser. Which of the parties was already known

provided the starting point for a matching process that primarily involved making
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judgements about the other party in a search for likely 'fit'. Where neither party

was known, a process of getting to know both potential parties was recommended.

Handling the issue of matching well was identified as important by all the

commissioners interviewed. Sometimes matching was the responsibility of the

commissioner, whereas other approaches gave the responsibility for final selection

to the executives themselves. Three of the commissioners interviewed described

the approaches they adopted thus:

A certain amount of the science of matching is pretty much like an
Indian matchmaker. I had to rely on my own intuition about who would
work well with whom. Knowing enough already about the person and
what I wanted the coaching to do enabled me to talk to a potential
coach and make an initial judgement about whether they might work
well with that person. Arranging an initial meeting with no obligation to
continue (by either party) is essential. (Commissioner 3)

We have a core group of 10 coaches that we work with. Some of these I
know quite well. I know what their style is, what techniques they are
likely to use and what level of challenge they will offer. When somebody
needs a coach, we would offer the names and profiles of say 3 or 4 of
these coaches, together with feedback on what previous people have
said about what working with that coach was like. Determining these is
basic. I ask about any gender preferences and how they want to work
and what they want tp achieve... I don't always get it right...if the
chemistry doesn't work the individual can pull out after the first session
and we find them someone else. (Commissioner 1)

Each [individual] was allocated a coach as soon as possible. On
reflection we probably should have spent more time making sure that
the match was appropriate and facilitating introductions. We left the
decision on how the coaches were used, and exactly for what, to them
[the individuals]. There was progressive take-up. Some have chosen not
to use it all and we have not put pressure on them. It was a facility
made available if they chose to use it. We did say to the [individuals]
and the coaches that if a problem emerged we would deal with it - such
as a personality problem - so everyone knew that they had the
flexibility to change if they needed to. (Commissioner 2)

Managing Demand

Once executive coaching has been introduced into an organisation for one person, it

can rapidly spread through the upper echelons of management (Dutton, 1997). In

the literature, coaching was generally seen as a very satisfactory experience for

those executives who participate. The coaching process was seen to add value to

the executive, as they acquired new skills, abilities and perspectives that allowed

them to accomplish things after coaching that they could not do before (Hall et al.,

1999). 'Coaching envy' is one term used for the process, where coaching is seen as
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such a positive activity that everyone wants to get involved with a programme (Hall

et al., 1999). A drawback for an organisation therefore is in creating and then

having to satisfy a demand for the 'special attention' that positive (as opposed to

remedial) executive coaching can create among staff.

Executives like the confidentiality and personal attention; they also like
what coaching does for their careers. (Hall et al., 1999)

My co-researcher participants at the Forum for IES Research Club members in

September 2000 had encountered the reality of this concept we called 'coaching

envy' and agreed it was becoming an increasing problem. None had yet attempted

to proactively manage it, beyond at an individual level persuading the individuals

that other methods of development might be more approapriate for their particular

needs. It could be however that organisations can establish clear guidelines for the

use of executive coaches so that access or approval becomes a more explicit part of

development process selection.

My co-researchers doubted the wisdom or practicality of extending a model,

particularly an externally provided model, of executive coaching. Their reasons are

two-fold. There is the issue of cost as provision is expensive. In addition the

success of executive coaching is critically dependent on the quality of the coach and

my co-researchers do not believe there is a large enough supply of really good

coaches to meet a major increase in demand.

The way in which executive coaching is introduced into the organisation can require

careful handling. Bringing in a coach may be perceived as a statement of

(in)competence by a manager who may wonder why an executive who is up to the

job need a coach in the first place (Masciarelli, 1999). In organisations where there

is a perception that executive coaching is for the incompetent, it may be that

managing demand will not be a problem.

If the demand in the wider business community continues to grow for having an

executive coach, 'personal trainer' coach or 'life coach' (Edmunds, 2000), managing

demand may become a more pressing issue. According to the business and trade

management press (Edmunds, 2000 and Lyons, 2000) many managers are

initiating their own ongoing and expensive relationships with external coaches to

help them re-evaluate their lives or a response to dealing with stress at work.
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Organisations may not even be aware where these relationships exist.

Organisational awareness may not matter if these arrangements are privately

funded or on a small scale.

There is a question organisations may wish to ask themselves: is coaching being

used by executives without reference to their organisations in order to remedy their

self-perceived weaknesses or as an investment to improve their personal value and

remuneration? If so, does this matter? The interest of central HR functions may be

raised if these coaching arrangements are found to be linked to issues such as

stress at work, unmet development needs common across the board and if they are

being funded on a widespread basis from local departmental or line managers'

discretionary budgets.

Determining How Much to Pay

Where executive coaching is widely used, the cost can become an issue. But how

much should an organisation expect to pay for an executive coach? In an earlier

section a figure of £2,000 per day (equivalent to four two-hour sessions for one

individual) was presented as a not uncommon fee to be quoted by a potential coach

to the commissioners we interviewed. Behind this figure lies an array of prices

quoted and numerous models or 'packages' of delivery.

Some of the experiences and perceptions about quoted and actual costs of the

commissioners interviewed are outlined below:

Some organisations we have used insist that you buy a years worth for
each individual, although if you push them they will agree to six months
initially. (Commissioner 1)

One package we bought includes telephone support, email support and
other kinds of support as well as face-to-face sessions. It cost us about
£1,800 a month for the most expensive one we used for one individual.
It lasted nine months in the end,, but I have to say that in the initial
stages I believe there were weekly meetings, pretty constant contact
and I know the outcomes were particularly successful. (Commissioner 3)

Some organisations asked for 10% or l5% of the (executives) salary.
(Commissioner 1)
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We have different arrangements for different coaches. We have some
good ones at a very reasonable price about £800 per day, and also
some good ones who charge us £2,500 a day. You have to be careful
though because you sometimes assume you are buying 2 hours of
coaching, but can be charged a full half day for that. (Commissioner 4)

Some coaches ask to have an initial meeting with the manager before
quoting. They then feel in a better position to identify with the individual
what needs to be done and how many sessions might be needed.
(Commissioner 4)

Very occasionally we organise a series of one-off sessions for a
particular purpose. These sessions can work out as little as £200 per
person for a few hours. What we would tend to do in these
circumstances is buy a day of the coach's time, bring them in here and
trundle the individuals through. (Commissioner 3)

We negotiate wherever possible. For example there are some coaches
we use who work for a company where their individual rate is expensive.
But because we use a number of their coaches they give us a special
rate. Although the coaching takes place over a period it could be viewed
as working out aound the £1,800 perday mark (if you assume eight
hours of coaching per day for the coach). (Commissioner 2)

The interviews with the executive coaches elicited an interesting approach to

pricing. The two who agreed to answer this enquiry are quoted below:

My fees vary from £0 for voluntary work I decide to do to £2,000 a day
for companies I believe can afford it. Typically I charge £400 per each
two hour session. (Coach 1)

I don't really have a set price. It varies depending on who approaches
me and what they need from between nothing for unemployed people to
£1,500 per month for a fixed period for an employed senior manager in
a finance or other successful private sector company. The regularity of
meetings and other support varies but it seems to average out at about
one session per person every three weeks. (Coach 4)

Clearly, extensive use of coaches could result in a considerable cost to the

organ isation. Consideration of measures to reduce these costs that IES has

encountered include the negotiation of special rates with one or more preferred

suppliers and substituting cheaper alternatives such as self-help workbooks for

some individuals.
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Trust and 'Control'

Two of the strongest themes to emerge from the interviews was that of trust and

control and these seemed to be strongly linked with each other.

There is more than one significant relationship to consider i.e. coach and executive,

coach and commissioner and commissioner and executive. Issues of control

emerged in seeking to understand the interplay between these various

relationships. This first cycle of the research did not include direct contact with

executives (the coached) themselves. However, the interviews and literature

enables some insight to be offered into these relationships.

Executive and Coach Relationships

The concept of trust between an individual and their executive coach was regarded

by all interviewees as being critical to the success of coaching as a personal

development intervention. The coaches I interviewed identified building trust as the

single most important consideration for a productive and successful coaching

relationship. They identified achieving rapport and respecting the confidentiality of

the individuals' issues and progress as central. In that sense, using executive

coaching can be viewed as no different to using action learning sets or mentoring.

Information derived from the process (by the coach in this context) is regarded as

confidential and will not be communicated to anyone else. Any sharing of

information gained, without the explicit agreement of the individual would be

considered a breach of that trust, which would undermine the value of embarking

on the process in the first place. The commissioners acknowledged the importance

of respecting the convention that the individuals should 'own' this data. Indeed they

recognised that trust for a coach partly comes from their role as an outsider to the

immediate work environment. These views are supported by advice in the

practitioner literature.

The individual must feel free to speak without fear of being judged or of
the conversation being repeated to others... Once that trust has been
lost or compromised... then the coaching relationship is doomed. (Bolt,
2000)

Given the private and confidential nature of coach-coached relationships and the

agreement that individuals need to 'own' their data, who then owns or 'controls' the

process? The coach or the executive? The coaches interviewed were all clear that

the executives should be in control of the whole process as they need to set the
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agenda both in terms of content (objectives and issues to work on) and also in

terms of process (nature, frequency and length of contact), although they as the

coach would expect to challenge and negotiate these with the individual executives.

Commissioner and Coach Relationships

But how does this all square with the expectations of organisations where they

have commissioned coaches for a specific purpose and within a particular

contractual framework that they will need to monitor and evaluate? This question

was central to the concerns of participants at the IES Forum.

The issue of control between commissioner and coach comes to the fore when the

relationship is put under pressure, for instance where the commissioner believes no

change in behaviour is occurring. One commissioner described her frustration thus:

My briefings are all verbal and extensive. You have to give the coach the
right set of tools to work with or the coach is going to take a heck of a
lot longer to get there themselves. It's a waste of money if they don't
listen and we've got an organisational issue. We are the client in the
sense of hiring the coach. So it isn't the person who's the client. At the
end of the day that's the thing that probably needs to be made clear to
the coach is that I amthe client. (Commissioner 3)

One of the coaches described here feelings about commissioners in a way that

seems to encapsulate what all the coaches reported:

It doesn't matter to me who is paying... It's very tempting to bring up
'isn't he doing well?' but I would not expect to go back to the senior
manager and do that. The work is completely our private business. But
I'll argue that with the person whose paying before I take the contract.
(Coach 4)

A commissioner's trust in the coach seems to be at the heart of a commissioners

degree of comfort in passing management of the process to the coach after the

coach has been selected and contracted, knowing that the coach in turn will pass

control of the process to the executive. One commissioner said:

I think if someone has got real difficulties in some way, a coach might
well be expected to erourage (the executive) to talk to us... they will
help them manage it and we might or might not be part of that picture.
But we are not trying to say that we want things shared. We don't
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expect to see the personal development plan, but we ask that it be
shared with us in part where that helps us identify anything we need to
be doing. (Commissioner 1)

The commissioners were clear that in most circumstances they would not be

directly involved in the arrangements or mechanics of making the coaching happen.

Meetings or other contact were the responsibility of the other two parties.

Sometimes this took the form of commissioners effectively delegating the money or

time already 'bought' to the executive and empowering them to draw upon these

entirely as and when they saw fit up to a maximum agreed budget. The essential

role of the commissioner in these circumstances can be said to be sourcing the

right coach and securing 'buy in' from the individual at the outset. Both need to be

undertaken effectively since the individual may otherwise choose to do nothing with

the opportunity.

On other occasions this took the form of relying on the coach to take the initiative,

on the commissioner's behalf, in making thing happen and re-contracting with the

commissioner after predetermined periods of time. In these circumstances securing

'buy-in' is a shared responsibility between coach and commissioner, although again

an individual has the right to choose not to respond to the opportunity.

Evaluation

Despite the lack of evidence to date, the overwhelming feeling that comes over

from the literature is that executive coaching is a worthwhile investment of time

and money for those organisations that have used it. Their executives benefit and,

since the performance of executives is critical to the success of the business, the

organisation in turn benefits too. There is an assumed, if untested, link to impact

on the bottom line or service development. There is no evidence base for this

feeling, other than some published anecdotal accounts of benefits to individual

executives (Brotherton 1998, Chambliss 1999 and Masciarelli 1999).

All the commissioners I interviewed confirmed that they were similarly positive in

their belief of organisational benefit having been achieved. But to date all were

lacking in data or evidence to support their feelings and would welcome assistance

in this area. The first cycle findings showed that evaluation was the single most

widespread source of concern to commissioners of executive coaching. All four had

struggled with setting formal evaluation criteria for their coaching interventions,

although they all had written objectives of a broader nature.
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Although this cycle did not attempt to investigate the perspective of those coached,

all of the organisations we interviewed had sought and monitored feedback from

the individuals concerned, either through written questions or formal discussions.

Some of this feedback included the identification of actions taken as a consequence

of the coaching they had received. One commissioner said:

It's easy to evaluate from the individual's perspective and easy from the
coaches' point of view, but the corporate perspective is really difficult.
(Commissioner 4)

The issues which arose from the steps they had taken to date included the sources

of information they approached and the methods they employed to elict relevant

information from those sources.

Data Sources for Evaluation - Who to Ask?

There was disagreement amongst those interviewed about the best source of

information about progress and outcomes.

One of the coaches interviewed suggested that progress should be monitored by

the commissioner with reference to the executive and others within the

organisation, and not the coach. For instance, if the main purpose of the coaching

was a matter of public knowledge and involved issues such as working on

presentation skills, image management, confidence or interventions in meetings,

then these are visible benchmarks. The executive will have a perspective in terms

of how they feel about progress, but colleagues or others they work with will have a

legitimate perspective on any change they have observed as well. The advice from

this source was clear - for evaluation at the level of individual executives, ask

those in a position to observe.

Commissioners 2 and 3 suggested that asking the individual to assess or measure

the success of their coaching was not always the best approach. One commissioner

said:

Some of the best interventions just aren't measurable by the person
themselves, and that's why they need the coaching in the first place.
(Commissioner 3)
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Methods Used In Practice For Evaluation Purposes

Reference Forms

Commissioner 1 described how in her organisation all individuals who have received

executive coaching are asked to complete a reference from. The form includes

seeking a description of the way the coach worked with them as well as enquiring

into the degree of success of the process from the individuals point of view. This

form effectively doubles as a general satisfaction form to support evaluation of

what has gone before and an internal reference to support future 'matching'

decisions. The HR function refers to it in determining whether to hire that particular

coach again. In theory coaches could be crossed off the organisation's books if the

reference was bad, although in practice this had not actually happened. The

organisation had found its second use much more helpful, whereby prospective

individuals needing coaching can refer to part of it to determine whether that

particular coach might have an approach they feel would also suit them.

Development Interviews With Those Coached

The two organisations represented by commissioners 2 and 3 regularly held

interview discussions with those who had completed their executive coaching

sessions. These discussions covered a range of issues including eliciting feedback

on their coach, as well as identifying what they had achieved and what else they

might still need in terms of support for their personal development

Bringing Together the Pool of Coaches Used

Commissioners 1 and 2 had adopted the practice of occasional meetings, whereby

all the coaches used were required (as part of their original contract terms) to meet

and share in general terms what had been working, not working well and what the

organisational issues might be. No personal information on the executives is

shared. Rather the focus is on what the key themes have been coming up with the

people they have been working with and whether there are any corporate lessons

than can be learned.

This approach was thought by these commissioning organisations to be appropriate

where you have centrally initiated coaching activity and where you have small

cohort or pool of coaches working with more than about six people each or where

they have all been hired to support a particular organisational change or wider

development programme. The advantages claimed for this approach was that it

enabled the organisation to monitor progress in terms of the change or programme,
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as well as identify barriers or blockages outside the control of the executives which

the organisation needed to ensure was addressed through other interventions. In

addition it gave the organisation the opportunity to identify where coaches were not

taking 'a corporate line' on issues and suggest that they gave a bit more emphasis

to that. The disadvantage cited was the cost; external coaches have to be paid for

attendance.

Linking Into Existing Individual Performance Measures

Commissioner 2's organisation had clear criteria for the personal behaviours,

business competences and capabilities it believed would lead to improving business

performance and these applied to all its senior managers. Incoming executive

coaches are all briefed on their role in supporting these. The senior managers are

all regularly assessed by the organisation against these criteria in addition to a self-

assessment by the individuals as part of the regular performance management

process. Since the executive coaching, in part, was introduced to assist individuals

in meeting these criteria, it was considered crucial that any differences in the level

of achievement be monitored to feed in to an overall evaluation exercise.

Monitoring Existing Organisation Performance Measures

Rather than attempt to evaluate the success of executive coaching only at the

individual executive level or at the executive coaching investment level,

commissioners 2, 3 and 4 reported concentrating on indicators of the quality of

management in general. These included monitoring staff perceptions about the

approach and behaviour of managers through the indicators embedded in annual

Staff Attitude Surveys. Certainly this is an approach that has also been used to

judge the success of some 360-degree programmes. According to Kettley (1997)

year-on-year improvements have been used as part of evaluating effective

leadership in the Post Office for some years.

INTEGRATION WITH EXISTING DEVELOPMENT PROCESSES

The fourth and final question to be answered posed by my co-researchers back in

the winter of 1999 was 'where does executive coaching fit in terms of the

management learning theory?' The following sections outline my attempt to answer

this important question. I started with reference to the literature review.
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I found that the relationship between, and integration of, executive coaching and

other development processes (such as personal development plans, career

counselling and appraisal) has received very little attention in the literature. It may

be that senior executives don't participate in all these activities and that coaching

acts as an alternative elite process in some cases. More likely perhaps is that

organisations may be unsure how to tie everything up into a coherent whole. The

next two sections explore where executive coaching might sit within the plethora of

other development processes. In doing this I believe I am building on and

extending the theory.

A Management Development Intervention?

In the initial literature review undertaken I previously identified self-managed

learning as a strong theme. As self-managed learning places the responsibility for

learning on the individual, it appears to offer an attractive approach to HR

departments in organisations to delivering personal and career development needs

in leaner times and in devolved structures (Tamkin et al., 1995). It is possible then

that executive coaching can be seen as a process that enhances senior managers in

self-directed learning.

Tamkin and Barber (1998) have represented the complex phenomenon of

management learning as a process model (see Figure 1 below) whereby entry into

learning and the progression throughout are dependent on certain factors.

In order to make sense of executive coaching, it is useful to speculate about where

executive coaching might sit within such a model. At first glance, the answer seems

simple - surely as a process of learning with others, in this context the 'other' being

a coach. This is true at the level of knowledge and skill acquisition. However, the

executive coaching context of work based development means it is a process ideally

suited to initiating and maximising learning from the job. In the previous section, I

identified one of the most common uses by organisations of executive coaching as

that of underpinning wider personal effectiveness programmes, which utilise

feedback to increase the self-knowledge of individuals.

It may be argued that the benefit of an executive coaching approach is that it can

be expected to be used as a 'meta-process' underpinning all other processes. Hence

any, or all of the other processes of 'learning with others', 'from the job', through

'formal' and 'self-managed' learning are all sub-processes from which executive
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coaching extracts and maximises the achievement of both first and second order

learning. A big claim indeed, but nonetheless one that may possibly make sense of

the very wide and variable motives and approaches of organisations commissioning

executive coaching.

Figure 1: The Learning Process
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A Career Management Intervention?

The small number of executive coaches interviewed in early 2000 were all clear that

executive coaching is an individual intervention which enables individuals to be

pushed in forwarding issues of importance to those individuals. They described an

action-orientated individual, not an organisation development intervention, the

content of which is likely to include work-life balance and career issues. All of them

also used a range of personality type indicators or self-assessment tools, such as

MBTI and FIRO-B to help individuals understand themselves better. Because
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executive coaching helps people to develop quite particular skills and strategies for

coping and performing better in their existing environments, coaches point out that

it can be good for retention. Nevertheless, one coach clarified in my interview with

her:

Whatever the organisation's purpose in hiring an executive coach, they
have to accept that people who are being coached can move on from
the organisation and often do. (Coach 2)

Hirsh and Jackson (1996) developed a now well-known model of a minimum set of

functions designed to assist organisations in developing a coherent set of career

development processes. The model is reproduced here as Figure 2.

As the Hirsh and Jackson model below shows, there are many processes that can

be used (shown around the outside of the diagram), but they may all be performing

relatively few central functions in terms of enabling both organisationally managed

and employee managed career development (in the inside of the diagram). As Hirsh

and Jackson explain, the functions in the upper part of the diagram (assessment of

skill, knowledge, attitudes etc., supply of information on job options; and career

and development action plans) can been seen as being concerned with thinking

about career development. Those functions around the lower half (access to skill

development and jobs) are concerned with action. If an individual needs the

support of others in achieving action, then some kind of negotiation process is

required which mediates between the 'thinking processes' and the 'action

processes'. The model also makes clear the need to have both 'thinking' and

'action' processes, as well as mechanisms for linking these different types of

process together.

In order to make sense of executive coaching, it is useful to speculate once again

about where it would sit within such a model. On one level, it is possible to position

it around the outside of the diagram alongside career counselling or mentoring, i.e.

as just one of many development processes than can be used. However, because of

its focus on harnessing feedback and its goal-orientation, it is also entirely

reasonable to position executive coaching right in the middle, i.e. as a negotiator

and mediator between 'thinking' and 'action' processes.
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Initial thinking about where executive coaching sits within managerial

learning

This write up of the first cycle has begun to explore and conceptualise a number of

ways of thinking about where executive coaching might seem to best sit within the

whole portfolio of management development and has focussed this thinking to the

specific contexts of self-directed learning and career development approaches.

Practitioners (commissioners) of executive coaching present at the Forum in

September 2000 found this focus a helpful frame around which to think about why

they commission it and what they hope to gain. The group reflected that one of the

reasons it is philosophically so attractive to commissioners may be because it is so

in tune with the self-managed learning ethos that many of their HR functions are

now advocating. This includes a continued emphasis on 'learning to learn', active

self-managed learning and the desire to use forms of management development

which are tailored to individual needs and are close to the job in hand.
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It could be argued that the specific context and culture of the organisation may be

a key determining factor in whether or not executive coaching is used in addition

to, or instead of, other processes to support the development and learning of senior

managers.

One obvious conclusion that can be drawn from the first cycle of the research is

that executive coaching is a very under-explored area, especially in terms of

research evidence about what works and why it does so. Practice is having to go on

without people fully understanding that practice and what it could realistically be

expected to achieve. A lot of money is being spent on the basis of faith in a positive

outcome, not measurable results. More research would be needed into executive

coaching models and evidence from case studies in order for commissioners to be

offered greater insight into best practice for organisations implementing such an

approach.

Reflections On The First Cycle

I built two types of reflection into the first cycle. The first is a deliberate and

personal planned reflection time continuously throughout the cycle, during which I

have stepped back from the research project and been thinking about what I have

been doing and the competing views of executive coaching definitions and practice

in different context. I have incorporated many of these reflections into what I have

already written in this chapter.

The second type of reflection has involved reflection as a reconstructing experience

mediated through colleagues on an opportunistic basis for the purpose of trying to

transform this heightened self- awareness and seeking to develop a new definition

of executive coaching. There are three different groups of people with whom I have

undertaken this type of reflection. Typically I have used my interim writings as a

trigger for these discussions. I have approached three of my colleagues at IES

during key stages of the cycle. I have also had detailed discussions with my DBA

supervisors. All of these discussions have been written up in note format

immediately following each discussion. In addition I have reflected with

representatives of IES Research Club members by post, email and through

meetings and the one day IES forum event. These have been recorded by a mixture

of written correspondence, flipcharts written during meetings and notes recorded

by myself immediately following each meeting.
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These reflections have enabled me to develop my thinking and consider what I

need to adapt in terms of the direction of the research and the acquisition of new

knowledge and building on! changing my approach to method for further cycles.

Particularly significant reflections are reported below:

ABOUT THE COACHES

To my surprise all those I approached were pleased to participate as interviewees in

the research. It is always interesting to see how much people like to be asked

about what they do! In addition, I came to realise just how much of a vested

interest executive coaches have in 'enlightening' or 'educating' commissioners (or

potential commissioners) to just what it is that they do and how organisations can

make better use of the skills they offer.

However, whilst I feel I now have a good appreciation of executive coaching issues

from a commissioners perspective, I do not yet feel I have fully understood the

issues from a coaches perspective or that of the coached.

ABOUT A CONTINUED GROWTH IN POPULARITY

Executive coaching is clearly a hot topic. But I find myself wondering whether it can

or should ever be used to address the needs of the whole management population

in organisations. Executive coaching and other forms of individualised management

development provision seem to have been used mainly on senior populations or

other selected small groups such as graduate trainees, high potential personnel or

for affirmative action. I know from the literature that some of these other

approaches, such as 360-degree feedback have been extended to much larger

groups, although often with reduced attention to feedback. I also know that

mentoring or coaching schemes and action learning sets require considerable

support from HR specialists unless individuals can be helped to establish such

supportive approaches for themselves. So is there a natural limit to the capacity of

organisations to use executive coaching beyond a subset of senior management

populations experiencing context or role changes?

My co-researcher participants doubt the wisdom or practicality of extending an

external model of executive coaching to the wider management population. Their

reasons are two-fold. There is the issue of cost as external provision is expensive.
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In addition the success of executive coaching is critically dependent on the quality

of the coach and my co-researchers do not believe there is a large enough supply

of really good coaches to meet a major increase in demand. It seems their belief is

that externally provided executive coaching will remain of great interest for a while

longer and will then find its place as meeting the specific needs of fairly small

populations within senior management ranks. If this proves to be the case, for the

bulk of managers an internal model of providing executive coaching seems a more

realistic prospect.

ABOUT THE INTERVIEWEES

All the commissioners I spoke to and quite a few of the executive coaches had

definite but very different ideas and definitions of what executive coaching is.

Through my discussions, particularly with my supervisors in June 2000, I came to

wonder if this was because their ideas were all rooted in their own practical

experience. 'Executive coaching' was whatever their experience of it had been and

these experiences were markedly different either because of content, context or

individual style. Some made reference to other 'models' of usage or delivery but

had other 'label's for those - organisation development, process consultancy,

counselling or mentoring - and had clear boundaries for defining the difference

which were unique from the other interviewees. I came to wonder if this was

unsurprising given the lack of a widely known or understood definition in

practitioner circles. A simple table which compares and contrasts the key features

of these various 'models' or 'labels' may be helpful to practitioners in deciding

which type of intervention might best be commissioned to achieve what aims and in

what circumstances.

ABOUT MY OWN POSITION

The IES Research Club organisations involved are a mixture of public and private

sector ones, although all are large employers. I am dealing with organisations that

have many different systems and multiple values sets that are different from my

own, and indeed probably from the executives who work for them. Dealing with a

variety of 'stakeholders' is proving quite a challenge.

Any researcher being paid to undertake their research may be under pressure to

deliver particular conclusions. I have not found any such pressure to date from

members. Perhaps this is because the funding is collective and funnelled through a
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third party (the Club). It seems that this is helping to create a distance since the

members' representatives I am dealing are typically Training and Development

specialists, rather than their IES HR liaison contact colleagues who collectively

agreed the funding. In fact my sources of pressure come from within IES. They are

not manifested in the form of particular conclusions expected, but rather focus on

the timing of production of findings or initial conclusions. My original proposal to the

Club stated I would publish an initial literature review in May 2000 and the

performance management system, operated by my boss, expected that to happen.

So did the publications schedule, operated by the Marketing manager. Not enough

of my co-researchers were available to meet in early summer, so our forum had to

be re-arranged for September, and my commitment to an publish the literature

review in the form of an IES Employment Brief would be delayed. This forum was

not just a dissemination activity it was critical to my research design, both for

further data collection but also raising my confidence that the results of my studkes

to date had some external validation. I therefore had to handle the perception of

'failure to deliver on time'.

I have a dual role in the Club, both as a researcher for this one project, but also as

the co-ordinator of all research activities. If other researchers experience delays

that I consider legitimate for quality assurance reasons, I would normally negotiate

extensions with the various parties on the researchers behalf. I do not have the

same help for myself and I am conscious that I do not want to be thought to be

setting others a bad example in terms of delivery to time. The external Club context

within which I am undertaking the research therefore has its internal difficulties for

me back in my own work setting. In the event I suggested a compromise by

publishing an initial Literature Review in July 2000 called an Employment brief and

committed to publishing a much fuller research report than had ever been promised

sometime later in 2001. This allowed IES to be seen to fulfil its obligations to the

Club founders within the organisations, whilst also allowing me to continue working

with my co-researchers within those same organisations until September 2000. It

also provides me with a substantial dissemination route utilising the full support of

the JES publications machinery.

CARRYING OUT COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY AND ACTION RESEARCH

When embarking on my research I was keen to work with Research Club members

(commissioners) as co-researchers influencing the development of the project and

contributing insights rather than seeing them just as a passive client infrastructure.
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I feel that the reality of actually doing this has worked very well up to a point.

Certainly we worked together to design the research, in determining who should be

interviewed and, through the September 2000 Forum, to make sense of the

findings. Although we did not have frequent meetings as is common with many

such collaborate research projects (Reason, 1994) I found that by virtue of already

being members of the same Club, there was a high degree of mutual interest and

respect between the co-researchers which made telephone and email contact

satisfactory. Some of the commissioners were also interviewed.

I realise that I had a very different relationship with the executive coaches

interviewed. Although I tried to approach and interview them in a way which

respected them as individuals and their experience, essentially they were treated in

the same way as orthodox research treats its informants or research subjects. I

gathered data from them and, although I checked with them the accuracy of the

transcipt of their interview, the sense-making process was undertaken elsewhere,

intially by myself and then with the commissioners. I do not feel that this

invalidates my first attempt at a collaborative form of inquiry, but it has made me

reflect that there was an inequality in these particular relationships.

In terms of rigour in method, it is my feeling that this has worked well during the

first cycle. It was helpful to have undertaken interviews with more than one

stakeholder group, which did uncover more differences in perception than if I had

considered the transcripts of just coaches or just commissioners. It was also helpful

to have used the forum of commissioners to review my initial thinking, since this

allowed the findings to be viewed clearly through the lens of the commissioners. In

practice I believe this resulted not just in greater reliability of interpretation and

sense making, but it also ensured any interpretations were closely linked to what

they meant for commissioners' practices. My only concern was that I could imagine

that, in other contexts with other co-researchers less open to gaining new insight,

findings that challenged the norms or beliefs of one stakeholder group could easily

be rejected without determination on my part.

There is however one problem with what I have written to date. This emerged when

I presented my thinking to colleagues at IES. Because so far I have focussed on

improving the practice of commissioners of executive coaching in organisations, I

have assumed some distance from myself was necessary. Hence my model of

action research started from an interpretist model rather than a critical theoretic or
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learning theory approach. I myself am not a commissioner, so am I limiting my own

opportunities to improve my own practice by the approach I have taken?

As a researcher/consultant at IES I am a provider of services not a commissioner.

As well as operating as a problem analyser through research assignments at IES, I

also take on consultancy assignments with elements of problem solving and

development provision. Sometimes this role involves what I can now define as

executive coaching - I used to describe it as a 'critical friend' mode of consultancy.

A question in my mind, as yet unresolved, therefore is whether by focussing on the

commissioners rather than the coaches am I deliberately distancing myself too far

from the research? Am I actually playing the external observer role rather than the

insider investigating and exploring issues of my own practice? By responding to the

research in a more personal way, and being prepared to learn from it more directly,

would I have been living the research rather than simply writing about it? Should I

consider using a different model of action research for future cycles?

ABOUT WHO IS COMMISSIONING EXECUTIVE COACHING AND WHY

Throughout the first cycle I have been gradually forming the view that there may

be a sixth reason why those in employing organisations facilitate the commissioning

of executive coaching - that of seeking to reward and retain senior managers.

Although I did not encounter it in the literature in relation to executive coaching

specifically I am aware from a review of the employability literature of a counter-

intuitive strategy termed 'keeping with kindness' by Tamkin and Hillage (1999).

This is when employers seek to maximise in the short or medium term employee

retention among notably already employable work groups by providing excellent

development opportunities that further enhance the employability of those

individuals. The idea underpinning this approach to achieving competitive strategy

is to give employees what they value so that they do not seek it elsewhere.

I have not encountered this idea of reward and retention through my contact with

executive coaching commissioning practice either. However I am aware from

personal contact with those evaluating in the late 1990s the NHS Management

Education Bursary Scheme and the British Airways in-house MBA programme that

those two employers 'pulled the plug' on the widespread provision of support for

professional and senior staff to study for MBA5. I remembered that both evaluation

studies found, among many other things, that there were high levels of turnover

among those completing these MBAs and that line managers were nominating for
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central financial sponsorship and/or funding attendance from within their own

departmental budgets individuals regarded as totally inappropriate. One

explanation proposed to me at the time by the evaluators was that line managers

were desperate to keep hold of their high performers for as long as possible. The

implicit deal could be described as 'We can't offer you a promotion but stay here

and work for us for another x years and you will leave with an MBA'.

Given that having an executive coach is proving so popular with senior managers I

have been wondering if their provision might sometimes be a reward or retention

strategy by line managers too? I put this question to my co-researchers at the IES

Forum for commissioners in September 2000. None could confirm this to be the

case and most were sceptical about the likelihood. Neither could any confirm

whether line managers were supporting the private commissioning of coaches. But

would they necessarily know what line managers were doing?

All I do know, from my interview with one of the executive coaches, is that the bill

can be paid by the individual themselves or local departmental budgets as well as

by central HR or corporate functions. How could I discover if paying for an

executive coach was a retention strategy? I also know from my interview with

another executive coach that she beUeves executive coaching is good for the

retention of managers. Talking to line managers might be difficult for access

reasons. Or would those coached be able to shed light on this if I ever got to

enquire of them how they came to have a coach? The idea intrigues me. I recognise

I am not a detached analyst in this research, I have an interest in this question and

have acknowledged this to my co-researchers.

What Next?

During the course of this first cycle, more IES Research Club members have

expressed interest in the project and have taken up the offer of participating in

forum meetings and the pool of interest in emerging findings is also growing. The

written briefings produced during the first cycle seem to have allowed members to

better articulate their needs about what will help them all improve their practice

and they became increasingly keen to see the research extended in particular

directions. I am greatly encouraged by this.
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The part of my research officially supported by the IES Research Club finished in

September 2000 and its member organisations expect that the research work has

finished, although not the dissemination. Beyond a presentation of my findings at

the annual Research Club conference in March 2001 and a full Research Report to

be published in the summer of 2001, Club members have no further expectations of

me, beyond the offering of advice to any members on the subject in the future as

and when I may be approached. This client infrastructure has therefore come to an

end. Some of my participant co-researchers have offered to be involved informally

during future research and others have expressed interest in being informed of the

outcomes of any future research, but none expect more meetings or dedicated

forum activity. This continuing interest is also encouraging to me in that it suggests

they have found participation useful and worthwhile. Although their exact areas of

interest vary, two common interests stand out:

• To identify what executive coaches actually do. What are the processes they

go through?

• To develop further the understanding of commissioners so that they can use

their judgement about how good executive coaching is in fact and in what

circumstances they might best use it.

I have immersed myself in meeting the needs of a client infrastructure that has

now gone. For the first time I have experienced working within an action research

paradigm that involves using co-researchers as collaborators in the research

process and these collaborators have now also effectively gone. Whilst I am excited

at the progress we have made, I also experience a tinge of regret at the end of this

cycle of the research. I believe there is still much to be understood about executive

coaching and am committed to using a collaborative approach to inquiry to pursue

this knowledge.
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CHAPTER TWO: EVOLVING MY

UNDERSTANDING THROUGH MY

PRACTICE AS AN EXECUTIVE COACH

(OCT 2000 - APR 2001)
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The Aim of the Research and the

Organisation Context

My original starting point for this DBA thesis was a concern about the practice in

organisations of commissioning suppliers of executive coaching. At the beginning of

my DBA I was aware of the need for research because information and advice on

commissioning and implementing executive coaching was not readily available, nor

was the subject at all well understood by potential commissioners in organisations.

During the first cycle I worked collaboratively with a group of organisations in

undertaking an initial exploration of the topic. The first cycle made progress in

identifying what executive coaching is about. By publicising the outcomes of this

initial research cycle through events and publications (Carter 2000 and Carter

2001a). I believe I have contributed something to enabling commissioners to

identify what outcomes it is expected organisations may gain by using executive

coaching. I also believe I have enabled reflections on existing practice in my co-

researcher's organisations and other IES Research Club member organisations. I

expect that I will continue to learn more about what executive coaching is about

during the remainder of my research for the DBA thesis and readers will find this

the major recurring theme. However, at the beginning of the second cycle I shifted

my enquiries towards researching how the executive coaching process is conducted.

My specific starting point for the second cycle was a desire to explore the executive

coaching process itself. This was based on the premise that in order for potential

commissioners to know what they may be getting, they need to know what it is

that executive coaches will actually be doing for them and how they do it. It was

my belief that researching what the executive coaching process actually looks like

when viewed by executive coaches was likely to yield additional insights from the

initial exploration of the first cycle. In addition if it was possible to make these

insights widely available to all actual or potential commissioners, I believed this

might encourage further improvements in practice, in particular by enabling

organisations to better understand the perspective of the coaches they will be (or

are) dealing with.

The civil service organisation which will form the organisational context for the

second cycle of my research is a non-ministerial government department headed by

a Director-General (CEO equivalent). For reasons which I will explain later in this

chapter the identity of the organisation has been anonymised. Since the aim of the
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organisation is unique, this means I am unable to provide some contextual details

including its purpose and mission. There are approximately 500 staff in total, many

of them with specialist professional qualifications. Like many other Civil Service

Departments the office is hierarchical. At the time of the research, there were three

Directors who report to the Director-General and 14 Directors at the next level

down. These 17 individuals formed the Senior Civil Service (SCS) staff within this

organisation. Throughout the write-up of this second cycle I will refer to them by

assigned numerical code, i.e. Directors 1 - 17. Similarly I will refer to my two co-

researcher executive coaches as Coaches B and C. The full coding structure is

explained in Appendix 2.

Early in 2000 the civil service organisation developed a Training and Development

Strategy for its SCS staff which included plans to conduct 360-degree appraisal with

follow up using executive coaches. The organisation for which I work, the Institute

for Employment Studies (IES) submitted a bid, through a competitive tendering

process, to conduct this 360-degree and executive coaching exercise. I led the IES

bid. In October 2000 IES was awarded this consultancy contract with myself named

as both the overall project manager and one of the three executive coaches.

This consultancy assignment provided me with an excellent opportunity to research

issues relating to implementing an executive coaching approach and also in being

an executive coach. The period of the assignment proved to be the second cycle of

my research.

In my role at IES I generate and deliver a range of research and consultancy

assignments. Since the publication of my initial literature review on executive

coaching to IES Club members in summer 2000, I have sought out and have been

approached by a number of clients wanting assistance with a variety of aspects of

development for their most senior managers. By October 2000 four of my

commissioned assignments included some aspect of executive coaching. This

created potential research opportunities for accessing executive coaching in real

time.

Having sought the advice of my supervisors I selected this assignment as providing

by far the best 'fit' in terms of progressing the research. It is important for readers

to note that that this assignment was broader than just executive coaching. Two

factors, essential criteria from my perspective, were also present, making this
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