EXECUTI VE COACHI NG | N 2002:
SOVE HI GHLY PERSONAL OBSERVATI ONS
by Kathleen G Strickl and

The “state of the art” for executive coaching has, over the
years, both evolved and remained the same. But in going
over ny witings recently, | came across the follow ng
paragraph that I had witten in the econom c “boont year of

1998, whi ch now seens so | ong ago.

“Regardless of the direction of the economy, the future of executive coaching as
a fact in American business is assured. If our current level of growth continues
unchecked, coaching will be in great demand. But even if the economy takes a
downturn, coaching will likely be used as a coping tool. Whatever the business
climate in the years to come, we cannot ‘unlearn’ what we've discovered about
the importance of empowering people to change and grow. That’s what

executive coaching is all about.”

| share that passage with you not to brag about ny powers as
a prognosticator, but sinply as a way of pointing out that,
as expected, executive coaching is adapting in these
challenging times -- and that it is as urgently needed a

discipline as it ever was, if not nore so.



Recogni zing this fact provides the opportunity to offer a
current “snapshot” of the field, and to nmake the foll ow ng

bri ef observations.

bservation #1: Executi ve coaches nust be better prepared,

and nore highly gifted, than ever.

The best executive coaches conbi ne know edge, experience,
and expertise in the business world with sone

psychot her apeuti ¢ know edge and background.

Many good executive coaches are nmen and wonen who have
t hensel ves cone out of very senior executive positions in

cor por ati ons.

| deal |y, a good executive coach has much in comon with the
superb corporate executive -- he or she harbors a natural
"mentoring” ability, thinks strategically, and conmuni cates
effectively. He or she also has an intense passion for
probl em sol ving, an innate curiosity about people, and a

genui ne belief that individuals can change their behaviors.

Wth the increasing conplexity of global business and our
personal |ives, nore than ever, the truly great executive
coach — the "super-coach,” — possesses nmultiple

di stingui shing characteristics. He or she ideally offers

the wi sdom of a sage, the insight of a m nd-reader, the



focus of a nmountain-clinber, the business understandi ng and
experience of a Fortune-100 CEOQ and, for good neasure, the

hunor of a Janes Thur ber

Needl ess to say, such coaches aren’t found on every street-
corner. It is up to the buyer of coaching services to be
conpletely famliar with the qualifications and track record
of the executive coach that he or she is thinking of

engagi ng.

bservation #2: The business culture has changed i n ways

that are increasing the need for coaching.

Today’ s increased need for coaching is a direct result of
current business pressures. Today’'s corporate executives
are increasingly “having to do nore with less” . . . wth
fewer resources, |owered head counts, demands for increased
productivity and ever higher |evels of profit, growh,

i nnovation, and expansion. The resulting pressures can be

over whel m ng.

In many corporations, entire |evels of m ddl e nmanagenent
executives are gone, spreading the sphere of influenece,
hei ghtening the responsibilities and pressures of everyone
remai ning. Increased globalization, is offering whole new

areas of challenge, as executives and their famlies find



t henselves in unfam|liar areas of the world, coping with
foreign cultures, business m sunderstandi ngs, and feelings
of isolation and alienation. The frequency and duration of
busi ness travel alone has al so had a profound effect on
executives and their famlies. The “safe haven” of
executive coaching can be a godsend to executives and their

famlies in these situations.

bservati on #3: Executi ve coaching has cone to nean

different things at different |evels.

There are tinmes when the term “executive coaching” is a
m snoner, since the “executive” level is nmerely one tier at
whi ch coaching can be useful. A nore accurate term would

probably be, sinply “coaching.”

At the |lower rungs of managenent, coaching is becom ng
increasingly relevant. 1In sone ways, this |level of coaching
is nore properly ternmed “executive training,” and/or
“Executive Developnment.” |In today’'s business world, young
men and wormen nove quickly up the career |adder. Success
and noney can cone at such an early stage and at such a
young age. Coaching is often used to train these high
potentials on very basic |levels. For exanple, how to be

“citizens” of a corporation, and function within a conpany.



At the next level, mddle and upper-m ddl e managenent, the
coach becones a confidant and a “choi ce provider.” Coaches
of fer advice and counsel in ternms of business |eadership and
managenent issues, personal chall enges, and bal anci ng

personal |ife and career.

On the very highest |evel of managenent, the coach becones a
“sage,” offering wi sdom insight, and experience. The coach
brings an invaluable outsider’s perspective on |life at the
top, on | eadership in general, and, nore often than you

m ght think, on “existential” or “philosophical” questions.

hservation #4: The “deci si on-naker” about executive

coaching is crucial.

There is an all-too-comon belief that coaching is a kind of
panacea, an easy solution to any problemthat m ght cone

along. It sinply is not.

The buyer of executive coaching services nust have a respect
for the coaching field, and demand professionalismin
coaching. Equally inmportant, the decision-maker in a

corporation nust function at the | evel of coaching required

— otherwi se his or her judgenent on the selection of coach

may well be ill-informed, and conprom sed. .



bservation # 5: There is a famliar “cycle” that

corporations go through when it comes to coaching.

There is a conmon pattern that organi zations foll ow when

approachi ng the subject of coaching for the first tine.

Initially, corporations will enbrace coaching

whol eheartedly, once they' re seeing substantial results for
a few key executives. They will then want to spread
coaching s benefits throughout the corporation, and they
begin to over-use it, creating an unnecessary dependence.
Following this will be a swing the other way, where they

wi |l cut back and actually under-use coaching, failing to
enploy it in instances where it actually could provide
solutions. After this seesawing, a conplete re-eval uation
of the concept of coaching, which will al nost always result

in areformed coaching initiative with rigorous guidelines.

Oten, the changes that cone out of such a cycle include the
decision to bring in selected coaches to be educated about a
corporation’s specific business and culture. Here, the
coaches are provided with a high | evel of specific business
know edge; the inposition of standardi zed fees; and the
establishment of specific criteria. Custom zation and

flexibility are essential for coaching success.



bservation #6: Coachi ng doesn’t exi st independently of

“the world at large.”

Anong many | essons we have learned in the |ast year is that
our world is an interconnected one, both for good and bad,
and that the effects of crises can be conplex and far-flung.
Usi ng executive coaching in tinmes of disaster or trauma is a
positive step, without question. At no |evel of business
can managers be expected to | eave their personal feelings
and anxieties at home. Executives’ reactions to
catastrophic events are part and parcel of their psyches, at
home and in the executive suite. Wen such challenges are
conpounded by a worseni ng business clinmate, executive

coaching can cone to the rescue in a significant way.

It’s been particularly rewarding to nme, this last year, to

| earn that hel ping executives cope with trauma, sadness, and
anxi ety can be added to the long list of functions perforned
by a great coach. That list includes enhancing |eadership
skills, defining goals, understanding personal and strategic
di fferences, and “hel pi ng peopl e get out of their own way,”
so that they can, “relax into their conpetence and

performlive well beyond their previous expectations.”

Kat hl een G Stri ckl and
i s Founder and Chi ef Executive O ficer of
The Strickland G oup, based in New York City.

Z:\Articl es\KGS\ Qbservati ons-2003 OP Directory-KGS. doc



