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DEVELOPING A COACHING CULTURE
ABSTRACT:
Purpose of this paper
Design/methodology/approach

Findings

Practical implications

How to create a coaching culture in organisations through
coach training and external coaches
The writer draws on her experience in corporations as a
board director and as a consultant to organisations in the
field of coaching.
Conclusions are drawn about the effectiveness of coach
training over external coaches and the best ways of
implementing a coaching culture.
Advice is given regarding:
• The principles of a coaching culture
• How to launch a coaching programme
• A ten point plan for implementing a coaching culture
• How to choose external coaches
• How to choose coaching skills training
• Challenges of coaching in the workplace
• Informal coaching in the workplace
• Uses for coaching skills in the workplace

Introduction
Most large organisations in the world today have coaching programmes in place. These may
take the form of external one to one coaches for middle and/or senior executives,
management training in coaching skills, or training internal coaches. A particularly innovative
approach has been taken by a number of public sector organisations including Kent County
Council, who have formed the Kent Coaching & Mentoring Network, recruiting approximately
fifteen organisations for which the Council provides coach training. Out of this, they have
created a pool of coaches from within the organisations who can provide coaching services
which are charged for, but all the funds move from one public purse to another without
involving external consultants.
There remains a lack of clarity about what the term ‘coaching’ really means. When running
training courses for managers, it is common nowadays to find that one or more of the
managers will already have received training in coaching skills while with a previous
organisation. Sometimes I have heard managers say that they did not see the value of
coaching after their last training, but now they understand it; one wonders what exactly they
were taught the last time.

The principles of a coaching culture
Drawing on my own experience as a corporate MD and Board Director, I believe that there
are three principles underlying a coaching culture:
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Self belief

The
principles of a
coaching culture
Responsibility

1.

Blame free

Responsibility

The more a manager takes responsibility in the workplace, the less that manager’s
reports will take upon themselves. People are naturally creative, enjoy contributing
and like to have a measure of control of their workload. These instincts will be curbed
by managers who bully, criticise, humiliate or micro-manage their staff. However,
being left alone without any positive feedback or suggestions for improvement does
not encourage people to take responsibility either; and this is where the other two
elements come in.
2.

Self belief

People’s self belief can be boosted by praise from their bosses and peers. Outside
recognition is not all that is needed, however. Think of a child learning to walk; it is
encouraged by praise from the parents, but the key aspect is that the child is allowed
to learn by falling down. Hence the third element in the trio:
3.

Blame free

Research shows that human beings learn through making mistakes, so people must
be allowed to make their own individual progress through trial and error, from the
CEO to the most junior new recruit. People need the space to experiment, plus a
measure of support, some suggestions, good role models, clear guidelines of what is
expected of them and appropriate training for the job.
A useful question to ask oneself when a report makes a mistake is ‘What response
from me will help this person develop and remain motivated?’ In many cases, the
answer to this is to remain silent. If someone knows he has made a mistake, and
how to correct it, input from his manager may just make him feel worse, lowering
energy and motivation. Given the chance to demonstrate his skill by showing that he

© 2017 Carol Wilson

www.coachingcultureatwork.com

3
knows how to correct the mistake will provide him with a feeling of satisfaction, pride
and raised motivation.
Of course there are times when people are not aware of their mistakes, or are
behaving unacceptably. The coaching approach here is to ask people to discuss their
performance before simply telling them what is wrong. The chances are that when
given the chance to talk, the person in question will describe the problems and come
up with the solutions which the manager was planning to talk about, relieving the
manager of the dilemma of how to address these issues at all.
If the person persists in a ‘blue sky’ approach without admitting that anything is
wrong, the manager might then be a little more direct, and say ‘And what challenges
are you facing?’ If this fails to elicit any self-searching, then simply offer the feedback,
preferably asking permission first, eg ‘Can I share with you some things I have
noticed about your performance?’ People are usually more open to listening when
they have had a chance to talk at length first, and when they are asked permission,
which gives them a feeling of control in the situation.
Managers struggle about how to give ‘learning’ or ‘developing’ or ‘negative’ feedback.
The soundest rule of thumb when faced with the question of whether to give
feedback, or what feedback to give, is to ask oneself ‘What would I like to hear in this
situation?’ And then act accordingly.
It is rare to find an organisation where all three of the above elements are present and, even
if they are, they may each fail from time to time. However, the more they are respected, the
higher the level of trust will be throughout the organisation. There is a certain ‘tipping point’
where occasional failures in leadership and team relationships can be absorbed and
forgiven, just as they are in a loving family.

How to launch a coaching programme
The question of where to start with a coaching programme is possibly the most frequent one
I am asked, and it is usually more to do with budget and buy-in than choosing the
programme itself. The first dilemma is whether to invest in external coaches or training
managers internally, and within that whether to train in coaching skills for managers to use in
their day to day activities, or to aim for a team of accredited internal coaches.
I sometimes hear organisations planning to provide external coaches to one layer of
management, with the intention that they cascade the coaching down to all the levels below
them. However, having a coach, being a coach, and teaching coaching skills to others are
three very different areas. The first will not provide the skills required for the second and
third. A coachee may appreciate the benefit of a coaching approach but will have no idea of
the underlying structure and principles which make the coach so effective.
In my experience, if budgets are limited, training the managers in coaching skills will produce
a more profound effect on the organisation than giving them one to one coaches, reflected in
the Chinese proverb: Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and
you feed him for a lifetime. In addition, during and after the coach training course managers
will receive effective coaching from each other. Of course, if budgets stretch to both external
coaches and coach training, then that is the best of all options.
Next comes the question of to what extent the managers should be trained. An organisation,
and often its managers, may believe that the managers do not need or wish to become
internal coaches, so may provide perhaps a two day course in coaching skills which is
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supposed to turn them into coaching managers. However, in my experience what tends to
happen is that some of the managers will become so enthralled by coaching that they will act
as internal coaches anyway, but without having had the depth of training required for this. It
is not a disaster, because coaching is 100% coachee led, so provided the principles are
adhered to, the managers cannot do any great damage. However it is more desirable that
they should be trained in how to deliver a series of sessions, to understand the need for a
coach to have a supervisor, practise continuing professional development and regular
refreshment of skills and knowledge.

Ten Point Plan for creating a coaching culture
Below is a plan which might form a basis for any organisation to acquire a coaching culture:
1. Vision and purpose: identifying what it is that the organisation wants to change by
implementing the programme. Different organisations have different needs; some may
have problems with absenteeism or staff retention; others may be experiencing
expansion so fast that relationships are in danger of running out of control.
2. Organisational health check: what is already in place? What needs to be addressed?
Are focus groups/surveys/ meetings required? What budgets are available? What is
already looked after through existing programmes? Which programmes should be kept
and which could be replaced by a coaching programme? What type of interventions will
suit?

IMPORTANT

ESSENTIAL

3. Identifying the stakeholders: the stakeholders are the people who are affected by, or
have an interest in, the coaching programme.

Influencers

Approvers

Board members

CEOs

HR & OD

Finance heads

Dept heads

Dept heads

Users

Shapers

Managers

L&D Heads

Team leaders

HR

Account managers

Dept Heads

IMPORTANT

ESSENTIAL

All of the stakeholders are important; some are essential to whether the programme runs
at all:
•
•
•
•

The Influencers might be board members, HR & OD heads and department heads.
The Approvers might be CEOs, finance heads and department heads
The Users might be managers, team leaders and account managers
The Shapers might be L&D and HR heads, and department heads
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The categories will vary from organisation to organisation.
4. Getting buy in: It is crucial to get buy in not only from the obvious parties, such as
those who can provide approval and budgets, but from all of the stakeholders.
5. Where to start: Once steps 1-4 have been thoroughly investigated, we now have the
information required to start planning the programme.
6. What to measure: Once we have ascertained what the intentions for the programme
are, we can put in place yardsticks for measurement. It is crucial to differentiate the
benefits derived from the programme as opposed to other programmes or situations
which might be happening in the organisation at the same time, by including these
questions:
•

What benefits are solely due to the coaching programme, and to what extent (as an
estimated percentage)?

•

What tangible benefits have accrued to the organisation because of the coaching
programme? If qualitative or ‘soft’ benefits are offered, try to pin them down to
quantitive or ‘hard’ ones. Take this conversation for example:
ROI reviewer:
Participant:
ROI reviewer:
Participant:
ROI reviewer:
Participant:

How has the coaching programme benefitted the organisation?
‘Our customers are happier’
‘What difference does that make to the organisation?’
’We are selling more products’
‘By what percentage do you estimate that raises profits?’
‘10%’

By asking these questions across a number of stakeholders, a pattern will emerge.
7. Implement pilots: However confident one is about the programmes designed and
selected, it is wise to have a trial run to highlight any changes that need to be made.
8. Evaluation and forward planning: Allow time in the roadmap to discuss the results of
the pilots with all the stakeholders and to be creative about how to move forward.
9. Implement next phase: Finally, we are ready to roll out the whole programme.
10. Maintain the momentum: In my experience, the momentum maintains itself in an
effective coaching programme. It is helped by making it easy for potential trainees or
coachees in the organisation to know what is available and how to apply.
Once promoted to the position of leader, a manager’s prime focus is no longer to make the
products, but to make the people who make the products. Anyone can be a great leader,
provided they have a passion for developing others, and obtain satisfaction from treating
people with respect, giving them attention and building their confidence. Coaching is an
attitude and a behaviour, not just a set of skills.
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At Culture at Work we provide global coach training and leadership development
programmes at all levels, including C-Suite, for organisations in 33 countries and in all
main business languages. We can provide in-house courses by webinar, open coach
training courses in London, ILM Endorsed, Level 5, Level 7 and Diploma coach training
qualifications, manager-as-coach courses, plus general leadership development and team
building programmes.
If you are interested in bringing a coaching culture into your organisation, click here for
details of our in-house courses.
For details of our coaching workshops and presentations click here.
For details of coaching keynotes and conference speaking click here.
For open become-a-coach training click here.
Find out how to develop a Coaching Culture Strategy for your organisation here.
For Train the Coach Trainer click here.
We deliver in-house programmes worldwide and in all main business languages.
Download free coaching articles here.
Contact us through our contact form
Or on info@coachingcultureatwork.com
Or call +44 20 7022 4923
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