


The Coaching Shif t

The Coaching Shift: How A  Coaching Mindset and Skills Can Change You, Your 
Interactions, and the World Around You offers practical guidance on how to 
adopt a coaching mindset and how to build a coaching skill set to unlock better 
communication, stronger relationships, and high performance in others.

Accessible and practical, the book draws on research from coaching, neuroscience, 
cognitive psychology, social psychology, and industrial-organizational psychology 
to provide the best science-based practices that can be applied in work and life. 
It presents core coaching skills that anyone can develop and use to improve their 
own emotions, thoughts, behaviors, and interactions with others. It uses levels of 
analysis to help readers think about key concepts first in relation to themselves, 
then in 1:1 interactions, group and team dynamics, organizational-level impact, and 
beyond. The book offers specific and tangible advice for readers to develop their 
coaching and communication skills while also developing a deeper understanding 
of themselves.

The Coaching Shift, with its clear tone, anecdotal references, and practical application, 
will be essential reading for coaches in practice and in training, and for academics 
and students of coaching and coaching psychology. These concepts and practices are 
also relevant for anyone who wants to have more effective interactions with others.

Shonna D. Waters, PhD, is an organizational psychologist, technologist, leadership 
coach, and part-time professor at Georgetown University, USA. She spent her 
career conducting research and consulting on people and organizational systems. 
She is an executive at BetterUp, where she works to scale human transformation. 
Shonna also authored The Practical Guide to HR Analytics.

Brodie Gregory Riordan, PhD, is an industrial psychologist, executive coach, and 
part-time professor at Georgetown University, USA. Her career includes global 
leadership roles at Procter  & Gamble, CEB, and McKinsey  & Company. She 
manages Ocular, a coaching and consulting practice based in Washington, DC, 
and is an executive coach with The Boda Group. Brodie also authored Feedback 
Fundamentals and Evidence-Based Best Practices.



“Shonna D. Waters & Brodie Gregory Riordan have done an extraordinary 
job of capturing the tools, techniques, and fundamentals needed to 
successfully build out impactful coaching skills. Their content is deeply 
pragmatic; through stories, examples, and reflection exercises Coaching 
Skills empowers readers to unlock one’s potential to show up as more curious, 
present, engaged, and supportive with others. This is a must-read book for 
anyone who wants to up-level their ability to manage in an organization, 
lead a team, engage a business partner, or navigate a relationship.” 

Dr. Jacinta M. Jiménez, PsyD, BCC, Author of The Burnout Fix and  
Vice President, Coach Innovation, BetterUp. 

“The best leaders I have worked with, whether within the 75th Ranger 
Regiment, the world of entrepreneurship, or within McKinsey and Company, 
Waters and Riordan were the best coaches. These leaders have the self 
awareness to know that is it more fun and rewarding once we shift from 
needing to have all the answers, and instead focus on much more effective 
and scalable ways we can coach ourseves and others - this book gives you the 
tools you need to achieve this.” 

Neil Markey, Co-Founder and CEO of Beckley Retreats

“With the autonomy of hybrid work comes the opportunity and challenge 
to take greater command of our own paths to full potential and to process 
relationships differently. ‘Coaching Skills’ wisely pivots the focus from 
coaching up others to coaching up ourselves first. It provides a fresh approach 
to self-reflection and self-actualization that can unlock new levels of success 
and well being. And spoiler alert: By strengthening the skills to coach myself, 
I feel emboldened to facilitate a similar journey in others in a more authentic 
way. And hasn’t that always been the holy grail of coaching from the start? 
Brilliant move by authors, Waters and Riordan, to know better than to just 
teach us how to coach others.”

Joe Fernandez, SVP of Global Sales at OnFrontiers

“If you’re looking to understand the why and the how through real examples 
and coaching tools you can put in practice for you or your team this a must 
read. The Coaching Shift provides the unique combination of teaching 
the “what” of coaching through concepts and theories AND the “how” 
of coaching through relatable stories and tools that help you learn more 
about coaching yourself, team or others from the first chapter through the 
last chapter. This book lays the platform for continual growth in way that 
you not only learn how coaching leads to growth but in a way that you can 
start enacting changes as soon as you complete the first chapter. Waters and 



Riordan uniquely explains concepts, with stories, and templates for growth 
to help the reader learn, and support learning of others.”

Kimberly Corbitt, Senior VP, People & Culture at  
Phoenix Suns/Phoenix Mercury

“I thought I knew what it meant to be a great coach – then I read Coaching 
Skills and it changed everything. Dr. Waters and Dr. Riordan take you on an 
artful and science-based journey to explore your own life and relationships 
and share simple and easy ways to use Coaching Skills as a leader, teammate, 
partner and friend. I recommend this book to anyone looking to improve 
their life and those around them.”

Andrew Biga, Chief People Officer at GoHealth Urgent Care
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This book was inspired by our students at Georgetown University. Each year 
we have the privilege of witnessing their growth and self-discovery in our 
class: Coaching Skills for HR Professionals. Each year we are delighted when 
students share success stories in which they used their coaching skills not 
only at work, but in their personal lives, to shift mindsets, unlock possibili-
ties, expand understanding, strengthen relationships, and more. Many have 
continued to reach out – even years later – to tell us the impact the content 
made on them and ways they have shared it with others around them. Hear-
ing these stories has been incredibly meaningful for us and left us wanting 
for other vehicles to extend that impact even more broadly. We believe that 
adopting a coaching mindset and developing and using coaching skills can 
help every person better understand themselves and engage more effectively 
with other people in all domains of their life.

Writing this book was a rewarding partnership for the two of us and would not 
have been possible without the help of many other wonderful people. Thank 
you to Ali, Chad, Fred, Yolanda, Lisa, Helen, Ted, Lane, Anna, and Tim for 
reading early drafts and giving us valuable feedback. Thank you to Montana 
for being our formatting wizard. Thank you, Taylor for your beautiful and 
brilliant artistic contributions to the book. Thank you, Angela, James, Ali, 
and Rose for lending your wisdom and experience to our “spotlights.” Thank 
you to the Georgetown University School of Continuing Studies Coaching 
program faculty, staff, and fellow students who deepened each of our own 
coaching journeys and to our mentors who helped us to find our ways there 
to begin with. Thank you to BetterUp for your work to democratize access to 
coaching and research to increase and demonstrate its impact.

Thank you, Christina at Taylor & Francis for taking a chance on us with 
this book. Thank you to Danielle and Maddie for your patience, support, 
and expertise. Thank you to the entire editorial team at Taylor & Francis/
Routledge for making this a smooth and fun process. Thank you to the four 
anonymous reviewers who provided feedback on our proposal that helped us 
refine our ideas and, hopefully, write a stronger end product.

Finally, thank you to our families. We could not have done this without your 
constant patience, support, and encouragement.
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1
Your roadmap

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1. What is coaching?
2. Why does it matter?
3. Why should I read this book and what can I expect?

Imagine this: We zoom in on a modern, suburban office park, and see Marie. 
She’s 34, intelligent, competent, hard-working . . . and she’s very sure of it, 
too. It’s mid-afternoon, and Marie is having a somewhat tense conversation 
with her boss, who is providing feedback to Marie on a recent meeting they 
had with colleagues in another department. Marie’s boss was dreading this 
conversation, because – although Marie is a high-performer who does great 
work – she’s a nightmare to give feedback to. Marie doesn’t really listen; 
she practices what you might call “reloading.” When someone else is talk-
ing, Marie is largely focused on what she will say next, carefully crafting a 
response that shows that she knows more and is cleverer than the other 
person. During this conversation with her boss, Marie doesn’t seek to under-
stand the feedback; she focuses on arguing why it’s wrong and correcting her 
boss’s misinformed perceptions about the meeting. She leaves the conversa-
tion feeling like she won the debate. Her boss leaves feeling exhausted and 
exasperated.

Later that day, Marie meets up with some friends for drinks. One of Marie’s 
friends shares a story about a bad date she recently went on. While her other 
friends are laughing and empathizing with their friend, Marie focuses on 
providing advice. She can see SO CLEARLY what’s wrong with her friend’s 
approach to dating and why she has these horror stories. Her friend patiently 
listens and thanks Marie for the advice, but thinks to herself, “Yeah, that’s 
not at all what I  want. Thank goodness my dating life isn’t like Marie’s! 
I would hate the kind of relationships she’s been in.”

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003166917-1
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Marie has great intentions. She just wants to be a high performer, see her or-
ganization and her team succeed, help her friends find true love, and reassure 
her boss that everything is under control. But the way that Marie chooses 
to engage in these important situations, with people who play central roles 
in her work and life, leaves so much opportunity on the table. The con-
versations with her boss and her friends were opportunities to learn, grow, 
and deepen connections. But Marie missed out on all of this value because 
of her mindset and her behavior. Marie was more interested in being right 
than in seeking to understand the other person’s perspective. She was more 
interested in closing down the conversation and having the last word than 
in drawing out more information or being curious. Marie prioritized demon-
strating her competence and her expertise over connecting meaningfully 
with someone who was willing to be vulnerable.

By prioritizing being right over learning, growing, and connecting, Marie is 
missing out on valuable opportunities to connect and have more productive 
outcomes both for herself and with others. If we could rewind time and give 
Marie the opportunity to “do-over” both situations, she could have practiced 
some essential skills like really listening, seeking to understand, asking ques-
tions to get more information and draw the other person out, or noticing the 
tone, emotions, and body language of her boss as he shared feedback or her 
friend as she discussed her date. Bringing these skills to these conversations 
would have resulted in very different outcomes for Marie, her boss, and her 
friend. Marie would have learned and found opportunities to grow and be an 
even stronger performer. Her boss would have felt heard and confident that 
Marie would continue to grow. Marie could have learned more about her 
friend and strengthened their relationship through empathy and listening. 
Her friend would feel supported and affirmed.

In the chapters that follow we will explore a variety of mindsets, beliefs, 
emotions, behaviors, and skills. We approach these from the lens of coach-
ing, but at the core these are uniquely human capabilities that are helpful 
in any human interactions, not just coaching conversations. In Marie’s case, 
she could have used some key coaching skills, like really listening and asking 
questions, to have more effective conversations. Similarly, her boss could 
have used a coaching approach to raise Marie’s awareness to her mindset in 
their feedback conversation.

Our goal in this book is to synthesize some of the most important theories, 
concepts, and approaches we have learned in our training and experiences 
as coaches, and to present them in a way that is useful both within and 
outside of a coaching context. You might be surprised to see that we don’t 
really dig in on coaching skills until Chapter 4, but when we do, we try to 
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make it clear that the skills are portable and can be used in just about any 
conversation, not just a coaching conversation. Our goal is that you take 
from this book new ways of thinking about yourself and others, as well as 
some tangible skills that you can use in a coaching conversation and other 
conversations where you want to show up as more curious, present, engaged, 
and supportive. Adopting this coaching mindset and skill set will enable 
you to unlock new ways of thinking about and framing your world, a higher 
quality of conversation, your own and others’ potential, and new ways of 
connecting with others.

Unlock your potential for connection

Humans evolved to be social creatures because we can accomplish far more 
together than we can individually.1 Despite exponentially more technology 
and automation than we had 50 years ago, people are no less important in 
our ability to accomplish our goals today. In fact, according to the World 
Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report,2 it is the uniquely human skills, such 
as coordinating with others, emotional intelligence, and cognitive flexibil-
ity, that are most critical in the fourth industrial revolution.3 But working 
closely with others can also be complicated. Take Marie, for example. Ma-
rie missed out on essential opportunities to empathize with and understand 
important people in her life – including her boss and a good friend. Despite 
her best intentions of being a supportive friend and a high-performing team 
member, Marie was so focused on her own need to be right or validated, her 
own judgments and insecurities, that she completely missed emotional cues 
and openings to connect with others. Her behavior, in turn, elicited com-
mensurate emotions and assumptions in her boss and her friend. Emotions, 
assumptions, beliefs, fears, biases, and past experiences color every human 
interaction in the workplace and beyond. Failure to empathize, listen, and 
fully understand one another can get in the way of effective collaboration 
and impact both interpersonal and organizational dynamics.

Our world is increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. 
These conditions have forced a new structure of work and shift in the psy-
chological contract between employees and employers. At work, leaders and 
individual employees face feelings of instability or anxiety and adapt to shift-
ing priorities as markets and global conditions change rapidly. To keep up 
with the pace of change, organizational structures and decision making need 
to be more agile and distributed. During the 2020 global COVID-19 pan-
demic organizations had to rapidly adapt and innovate or suffer significant 
setbacks. Nearly overnight, organizations and the leaders and employees 
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within them faced the shift to remote working, dramatic changes in service 
industries, sudden demand for healthcare and personal protective equipment 
(PPE) solutions, among other things. Even the most resilient organizations, 
leaders, and individuals were put to the test as the situation unfolded rapidly, 
with far-reaching consequences few anticipated.

As an example, the pandemic had a massive impact on the global events 
industry, which thrives on conferences, conventions, weddings, and 
more. Prior to COVID-19, the business events sector was larger than 
consumer electronics and computers, and office equipment. When large 
gatherings and in-person meet-ups were canceled, postponed, or con-
verted to virtual formats in response to the pandemic, events companies 
had to quickly pivot in order to survive. For example, SnapBar, a photo 
booth rental company, had previously been named the fastest growing 
company of the year by Inc. Magazine. Leaders at SnapBar had to quickly 
come up with viable and creative solutions to keep their business afloat. 
Within four days they launched “Keep Your City Smiling,” which sells 
gift boxes with products from local small businesses and a healthcare 
giftbox for frontline workers.4

Technical skills serve us well in known situations. But in the face of uncer-
tainty, technical skills aren’t enough. Imagine what it took for organizations 
to shift so quickly. Company leaders had to scan the world around them and 
make quick decisions about whether to stay the course or whether to put 
the previously established strategic plan and company goals aside and start 
anew. Given that no one knew how long the pandemic would last or how 
extreme the consequences would be, those decisions could not have been 
easy. They had to first reconcile their own uncertainty, fears, emotions . . . 
and then they had to lead others. They had to align a workforce around a 
new mission, purpose, and set of protocols. Together, they had to build a new 
business – identify a new supply chain, train workers, and plan for an un-
known future. This was likely all while adapting to changes in their personal 
lives. Schools closed, travel stopped, loved ones may have needed care, and 
personal safety became top of mind during formerly mundane activities, like 
grocery shopping.

Dealing with our own responses to volatility and uncertainty is challenging 
enough and can feel even more complicated when we also have to interact 
with others who bring their own set of beliefs, emotions, fears, assumptions, 
and biases. Managing our thoughts and emotions as we navigate a rapidly 
evolving workplace and world is challenging and can feel downright over-
whelming when we layer on complex interpersonal dynamics. As trained 
coaches, psychologists, and professors of coaching, we have come to discover 
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over the years that coaching skills can make interacting with others easier, 
and are valuable no matter your role, tenure, or industry.

How this connects to coaching

Since you picked up this book you probably already have some sense of what 
coaching is. Perhaps you have worked with a coach at some point in your 
life – though it may have been to improve your performance on the field 
rather than in the office. In our work, we find that many people have a 
misconception that coaching requires expertise and advice-giving, when in 
fact, it’s very much the opposite. Professional coaches “partner with clients 
in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize 
their personal and professional potential.”5 One of our favorite metaphors 
for coaching is teaching someone to fish, which will feed them for a lifetime, 
rather than giving them a fish, which will feed them for only a day. If you, 
too, have the misconception that coaching is sharing advice and imparting 
your wisdom on the person you are coaching, each coaching conversation 
would be the equivalent of giving that person a single fish. They may leave 
with an answer (and a full belly) but have not learned or grown in the pro-
cess. When you shift your understanding of coaching to a belief in the value 
of that person solving their own problems, coming to their own solutions, 
and developing their skills along the way, you are helping them learn to fish 
and have food for a lifetime.

Coaches help others learn rather than telling them what to do. This is im-
portant, because just like your soccer coach won’t be able to talk you through 
every move during the championship game, your professional coach can’t 
run the plays in your big meeting. You must be able to solve problems on 
your own. If it’s advice and direction you are looking for, a mentor, man-
ager, or other trusted advisor will serve you better than a coach. Given the 
uncertainty, volatility, and change that we’re experiencing, you’re likely to 
encounter challenges that no one has encountered before. If you want to 
chart your own path, or a path through uncharted territory, you likely need 
to find the answers within. That is where coaching comes in.

Why coaching?

You might be asking yourself what makes coaching so special? Professional 
coaching emerged as a subdiscipline of consulting between the 1950s and 
1970s, in conjunction with the formalization of other leadership development 
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initiatives in organizations such as development programs and multi-rater 
feedback. By the 1980s, many consulting companies had developed coach-
ing services and research began. Today, evidence suggests that coaching is 
a highly effective intervention. One possible reason coaching is so effective 
is because it is inherently aligned with many of the most enduring findings 
in psychology and behavioral science more broadly.6 As an example, return 
to our metaphor of giving a man a fish versus teaching him to fish so that he 
can eat forever. If the man can show up every day and get his meal handed 
to him, does it matter that he doesn’t know how to fish for himself? Psycho-
logical research would say yes. People value agency – a feeling of control 
over actions and their consequences – and are more bought into things they 
choose for themselves.7 This means that although the man’s appetite might 
be satiated by being given a fish each day, he will be more satisfied with the 
meal if he caught it himself. The mindsets, behaviors, and practices that 
have come to be bundled under the label of coaching provide a potent and 
convenient bundle of tools that can be used together in formal coaching 
conversations or developed and applied across situations.

Coaching can take many forms. Professional coaches may work with or for 
organizations to coach leaders and individuals on their careers, in support of 
their development, or to help them navigate personal transitions. Coaching 
is often infused into development-oriented performance management pro-
cesses, talent initiatives such as learning and development, high-potential 
programs or succession management, and even to help employees who are 
exiting an organization figure out their next career horizon. Many organiza-
tions also invest in developing the coaching skills of leaders or HR managers 
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so they will bring a more coach-like approach to their day-to-day work. In 
this book we focus less on the professional practice of coaching or role of 
a coach, and more on the core coaching skill set that we believe anyone 
can develop and use to improve their own emotions, thoughts, behaviors, 
and interactions with others. In an article for The Institute of Coaching, 
researcher John Campbell notes that a coaching approach can “be used in 
any situation where someone wants something to be different” and help an-
other person figure out what they really want, learn from an experience, 
become more self-aware, get a level of support or healthy challenge that 
they may not get from other conversations, among many other things.8 In 
other words, adopting a coaching approach can help create a shift in yourself, 
others, or in situations.

As an industry, professional coaching has exploded over the last 40 years, 
largely because of the array of positive outcomes linked to working with a 
coach. The International Coaching Federation estimates that the number 
of leadership coach practitioners increased by 33% globally between 2015 
and 2019, and the number of leaders using coaches rose by 46%.9 Coaching 
enhances performance, well-being, the ability to cope with change, work 
attitudes such as job satisfaction and engagement,10 skill development,11 
clarity and goal attainment.12 It is among the most effective interventions 
to build resilience.13 Coaching has even been shown to boost both team 
performance14 and organizational performance.15

With results like those, it’s no wonder that organizations are training man-
agers to incorporate coaching skills into their leadership style. A study con-
ducted in 2018 by the Human Capital Institute and International Coaching 
Federation found that a third of companies are investing in such training 
for their managers.16 Employees whose managers are skilled at development 
have higher performance, are more committed to their organization, and are 
40% more likely to stay with the company.17 As Ibarra and Scoular18 note in 
their Harvard Business Review article “The Leader as Coach,” a leader who 
brings an effective coaching approach to their interactions with others “asks 
questions instead of providing answers, supports employees instead of judg-
ing them, and facilitates their development instead of dictating what has to 
be done” (p. 111).
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The evidence is compelling that coaching skills can be used to improve the 
performance and well-being of others. Using a more coach-like approach 
will help you build more meaningful relationships and have smoother, more 
effective, and higher impact interactions with others. And yes, it will likely 
improve your performance and the performance of those around you. In 
this book we argue that adopting the mindsets and behaviors necessary 
to coach others, coach yourself, and be open to coaching can unlock pos-
sibilities, opportunities, and connections you may otherwise miss out on. 
Effective coaching requires listening, humility, and curiosity. Being a better 
listener, living with humility, and opening up your curiosity will help you 
better manage day-to-day interactions with others and will also help you 
unlock new ways of thinking about, seeing, and being in the world. By em-
bodying a coaching mindset, you will be able to see the people you interact 
with every day more fully. They will walk away from your conversations 
feeling seen and heard.

And, yes, you read that second one correctly – coaching yourself. When we 
work 1:1 with executive coaching clients, we are not only helping them 
work through immediate challenges or goals, we are also helping them de-
velop a new inner monologue and way of thinking about and approaching 
problems, so that ultimately they can self-coach. We think of this as embod-
ying a coaching approach. We believe that the skills, mindsets, and concepts 
we discuss in this book will help you unlock new ways of thinking about and 
understanding yourself, new ways of thinking about and relating to others, 
and new ways of approaching people and situations.

The everyone coach

We did not write this book with professional coaches in mind. In fact, the 
greatest inspiration for this book is our students – past, present, and future –  
in the Coaching Skills course we teach in the Georgetown University HR 
master’s degree program. Our students, who cover a wide range of ages, back-
grounds, industries, occupations, and life experiences, come into class with 
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preconceived notions about what coaching is and is not. They start the se-
mester with beliefs about who they are, who others are, and how to get the 
best from others. They all come to class thinking they are good listeners . . .  
and quickly realize they are not. Few people are. We wrote this book for 
all the students, teachers, managers, leaders, parents, neighbors, health care 
professionals, service industry workers, and non-profit volunteers in our 
lives. If you are a person, and/or you interact with people – this book is for 
you (how’s that for specificity).

Back to Marie

Let’s get back to Marie. Imagine you could rewind the tape and see Marie 
approach the conversations with her boss and her friend with a more coach-
like attitude. In this version of the story, rather than focusing on being right 
and convincing her boss that the feedback on the meeting is wrong, Marie 
instead decides to listen. She doesn’t just listen to respond, but to really 
understand. Marie is curious about her boss’s perspective and wants to un-
derstand what went well and what could have been more effective in the 
meeting – and why it matters. She listens not only with her ears, but also 
with her eyes – noting her boss’s facial expressions and body language, in 
addition to words and tone. Marie asks open-ended questions to learn more, 
such as: “Thank you for sharing your observations with me. I want our next 
meeting with this team to be more effective. I know we have a meeting again 
in two weeks. What’s your vision for what “better” looks like in our interac-
tions with this team?” As a result, she leaves the conversation with increased 
self-awareness – including a clearer understanding of what she’s doing well 
in these meetings and what she can try differently next time to have a more 
productive outcome. She and her boss both feel comfortable and relieved 
coming out of the conversation – as if they are truly on the same side and 
working together toward the same goals. The conversation increased feel-
ings of trust between them.

Walking into happy hour with her friends, Marie feels both grounded and 
motivated. She feels like she is doing good work and has some new behaviors 
to “try on” in the weeks to come. She draws on the same deep listening skills 
as her friend recalls her recent bad date. Marie finds herself making an assump-
tion about her friend’s dating patterns, but stops herself and asks a curious 
question instead. As her friend wraps up her story with a laugh, Marie asks, 
“Candace, if you were aware you had so little in common with this person, why 
did you agree to go on a date with them?” Marie has an assumption that Can-
dace is just desperate and going on dates with anyone and everyone. Candace’s 
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answer is not at all what Marie expected: “Oh, it was for a charity auction! 
I donated a date to my favorite non-profit and it raised $1,500!” Marie laughed 
and realized how quick and wrong her initial judgment had been.

In this “do-over,” Marie reaches very different outcomes in both conver-
sations. She learns from both experiences and forges deeper connections 
with others. She practices deep listening and seeking to understand more 
from others. She learns that her assumptions may not be accurate! She lets 
go of the pressure to be right and is able to relax and let more in. In this 
second version of Marie’s day, she leverages key coaching skills to have more 
productive interactions. Coaching draws heavily from psychology, which in-
volves the scientific study of relationships between the brain, environment, 
and behavior.19 In this book, you’ll be introduced to some foundational prin-
ciples that will shift how you make sense of your experiences and those of 
the people around you. We have strong beliefs about the ripple effect that 
adopting a coaching mindset and applying coaching skills can have for you 
and those around you. We’ve structured the book in a way that we hope 
makes you believe this, too, by the end.

What you’ll find in the chapters ahead

In Part 1 (Chapters 2 and 3), we’ll focus on YOU. More specifically, we’ll fo-
cus on psychology as a tool to help you better understand your own thoughts, 
feelings, and behavior. In Chapter 2, you’ll learn more about the ways your 
mind shapes your experience. You’ll learn what a coaching mindset is and 
how to adopt one. In Chapter 3, we’ll do a deep dive on behavior. We’ll 
explore how thoughts, feelings, and behaviors connect and influence each 
other. We’ll look at the impact of goals and motivation on our behavior. Part 1  
is the foundation that will help you be a better coach to yourself and to 
others. In our experience, doing a little “self work” first is imperative for you 
to be present and effective when applying your coaching skills with others.
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In Part 2, we shift our focus to your coaching skills, or toolkit. We’ll 
show you how you can use your deepened awareness of yourself and your 
understanding of people in general to build stronger relationships and co-
ordinate with others more easily. This will require building coaching skills 
on top of the coaching mindset that we laid the foundation for in Part 1. 
In Chapter 4, you’ll finally learn about core coaching skills. And in Chap-
ter 5, we’ll explore how you can use those skills with groups and teams. As 
we noted earlier, people can accomplish more with others than they can 
on their own. Many of our goals don’t require the help of just one other 
person. We work in teams or groups to accomplish our most important and 
ambitious goals.

In Part 3, we shift to your coaching impact. Now that you have taken a 
closer look at yourself and learned some essential coaching skills, you’ll 
want to think about how you can put those skills to good use. In Chap-
ter 6 we focus on coaching in organizations. We will explore the ways 
a coaching mindset can help build a culture that fosters human poten-
tial and flourishing. In Chapter 7, you’ll learn about ways to take your 
new coaching skills out into the broader world for positive impact and 
change. A  coaching mindset can impact the way you show up in the 
world more broadly. It can reduce tension around political polarization 
at your next dinner with your extended family, enable you to make and 
communicate decisions at work that are met with less resistance, and 
help you negotiate with less conflict the next time your teenager is ask-
ing you for something. Through it all, we’ll share the evidence behind 
the principles but also provide practical tools to practice and reflect so 
that you can immediately apply the concepts to your life. We’ll share 
cases, stories, research, and examples to illustrate the application of key 
coaching principles in both work and life settings and relationships. We 
include reflection questions in each chapter to help you pause, think, and 
apply the concepts you’re reading about to your own experience. Reflec-
tion, too, is an essential part of coaching.20 Pausing to reflect gives you 
the time and space to really process what you are reading, to crystalize 
learning, and make sense of your experiences. New to reflection? Now 
is a great time to start. We encourage you to let go of any self-judgment 
around your responses to these reflection questions – write in sentences, 
bullets, stream of consciousness – whatever speaks to you. And if you 
don’t want to write directly in the book, grab a notebook or piece of scrap 
paper. This reflection is for you and you alone!
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 Experience if yourself

What inspired you to pick up this book? What are you hoping to get 
from reading it?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What is your definition of coaching coming into this book? How have 
you used coaching skills in the past?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How will you apply or experiment with concepts you learn in this 
book? Reading can be eye-opening and interesting, but to truly change 
our mindsets and behavior we have to try on some new things! What 
works best for you when you want to build new skills?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Think of a time when you felt like someone was really listening to 
you. Not going through the motions but listening with interest and 
their full attention. What was that experience like for you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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Recall a conversation that didn’t go as well as you hoped. How does 
that experience relate to Marie?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Chapter 1 Key idea

Coaching skills are human skills and can be used by anyone, in any role 
(including outside of work!). This book will help you develop your coaching 
mindset and skill set and apply these in your everyday life.
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Part 1

You

Ready to do a deep dive into yourself? In Part 1 we’ll explore your thoughts, 
feelings, and actions. In Chapter 2, we focus on your efficient brain – including  
the mental shortcuts that influence how you perceive the world around you 
and process information, as well as your emotions. We’ll explore the concept 
of mindset and some strategies that you can use to be more aware of what 
you are experiencing. In Chapter 3, we focus on behavior, including goals, 
motivation, and the relationship between thoughts, feelings, and behavior. 
Our intention in Part 1 is to help you better understand your own thoughts, 
feelings, and behavior so that you can help others do the same when you 
start practicing your coaching skills with them. After all, it’s hard to help 
others do something that we haven’t yet mastered ourselves! As we men-
tioned in Chapter 1, this “self work” lays an important foundation for you 
to be present, aware, and better able to choose how you want to show up in 
your interactions with others. Don’t worry – we’ll get to coaching mindset 
and skills soon.   
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2
Your efficient brain

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1.	 How do we process information and what impacts how we respond?
2.	 What can go wrong?
3.	 How does this relate to coaching?

Tanielle was a successful account manager. After college, she climbed the 
ranks in her organization quickly and was now leading a team. One day at 
work, her manager announced that one of her peers was being promoted and 
moving into another role. As she discussed it with her partner over dinner, 
she felt herself getting upset. Her partner, trying to show support, noted that 
Tanielle was far more qualified and a much harder worker. She clearly wasn’t 
appreciated, and it might be time to move on. Tanielle had been happy at 
work but found herself noticing things now. Her manager didn’t recognize her 
publicly when her team exceeded their goals last quarter. She started replay-
ing past conversations and situations back through her mind, interpreting 
them in a new way. She was feeling overlooked and like she wasn’t getting 
the recognition and opportunities for advancement she thought she de-
served. She started to feel undervalued, unappreciated, and a strong sense of 
resentment. Those feelings motivated her to behave differently. She started 
looking for other jobs.

Tanielle ultimately decided to submit her resignation. Her manager expressed 
genuine surprise. Tanielle shared that she was looking for more recognition 
and career growth. Her manager was apologetic, but also adamant that she 
didn’t realize that Tanielle was interested in a new challenge. She had always 
seen her as one of their rising stars. Her manager expressed regret that they 
missed the opportunity to help her find what she was looking for internally.

How did Tanielle go from happy to resentful? We are surrounded by data. At 
any given moment, your brain is trying to make sense of what you see, hear, 
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taste, and feel in the outside world and in your own inner world. And there 
are many ways to interpret those data . . .

 Experience it yourself

Call to mind a challenge or frustrating situation you are currently 
navigating. This could be personal or work-related. In this exercise 
you will reflect on your experience of the situation, and then adopt 
an alternative perspective to try and see the situation from another 
person’s viewpoint. Grab a pen or pencil and take 5–10 minutes to 
explore the situation.

Start with your own perspective.

Describe the situation at a high level.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What do you find frustrating, challenging, or unfair about the 
situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What do you know or believe to be true about the situation, your 
role, and other people involved in that situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What is your ideal outcome or resolution for the situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Now, adopt the perspective of another person who is involved in this 
situation.

How would that person describe the situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What might they find frustrating or challenging about the situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What might they know about the situation that you do not?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What do you know about the situation that THEY do not?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What do you think their ideal outcome or resolution is?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Now, compare the two perspectives

Where do you and the other person have similar perspectives, beliefs, 
or goals regarding the situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Where do your perspectives, beliefs, or goals differ?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How might you explain those differences?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Reflect on the exercise. If you were going to write a “bumper sticker” 
version of your takeaway, what would it say? For example: “We are 
both the narrator and the hero in our own story.”

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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Nosce te ipsum (know thyself)

All day, every day, we are inundated with stimuli and information. Some 
studies estimate that on any given day we are bombarded with as much as 34 
gigabytes worth of information.1 To put that in perspective, if your iPhone 
has 64 GB of storage, this is the equivalent to processing roughly 50% of 
everything on your iPhone – apps, music, photos, emails, texts – every single 
day, and often in new and novel situations. Studies have shown that our 
brains can process between two and sixty bits of information per second.2 
Most of this processing – including sensations and perception – occurs out-
side of our conscious awareness. Our brains are equipped with automatic 
processes and strategies for sorting and filtering through that information. In 
other words, our brains are outrageously efficient.

As a result, our brains can also be lazy and get us into trouble. Our brains rely 
on heuristics, shortcuts, and biases to help us operate in the world. The upside 
of this is that we can quickly make decisions and navigate the world around 
us. The downside is that we don’t always think deeply about everything we 
are doing. Understanding what is happening in your brain and what drives 
your own behavior and choices is imperative to being able to work more 
effectively with other people. Recognizing the biases and limitations of our 
own thought processes can help us to be more intentional about how we pro-
cess information in the situations we face day-to-day to be more open, fair, 
and balanced in how we interpret and perceive others’ behaviors.

You might be thinking, “Isn’t this supposed to be a book about coaching 
skills? Why are we talking about the brain?” Working and interacting more 
effectively with others (such as through the use of your coaching skills) re-
quires us to first understand ourselves and how we make sense of the world. 
Being aware of and recognizing the fast, automatic processes in our judg-
ment, perception, and decision making enables us to work with that wiring; 
to make deliberate choices about when and where we want to pause and 
engage in more effortful thinking.

In our class on coaching skills at Georgetown University, our students learn 
about their own biases and the way their brains work before diving into key 
coaching skills. In this chapter, we will cover some of our favorite research 
from psychology and neuroscience to help you, our reader, deepen your un-
derstanding of what is happening in your brain everyday as you judge, per-
ceive, and interpret the world around you (and, most complex of all, others’ 
behavior!). Your emotions and cognition drive how you see and experience 
the world, how you interpret and make sense of your experiences. Emotions 
are faster and stronger. Rational thought takes time to catch up – an impor-
tant distinction we’ll talk more about. Your emotions and cognitions jointly 
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inform your behavior – sometimes in ways that are automatic (stimulus-re-
sponse; reacting) and sometimes in slower and more deliberate ways (cog-
nition). You always have a choice in how you respond. The purpose of this 
chapter is to explore these two systems, how they impact your behavior, and 
tools and strategies that you can use to make more deliberate choices to 
change your behavior and break a stimulus-response cycle.

Cognition: Heuristics, shortcuts, and biases, oh my!

What is the probability that you will be involved in a commercial plane 
crash? In reality, the likelihood is somewhere between one in 5.4 million 
and one in 11 million.3 But if you make a habit of reading or watching the 
news, you may believe that likelihood to be much higher. If you ever took a 
social psychology class, you may have learned about the availability heuris-
tic.4 The availability heuristic is our tendency to overestimate how likely or 
common something is simply because we hear about it more often and are 
able to easily recall examples. Cable news shows get much better viewer-
ship by sharing the breaking news about a plane crash than they ever would 
by highlighting the thousands of successful commercial flights that take off 
and land at their destination every single day. The same can be said about 
the frequency of shark attacks, child abductions, and winning lottery ticket 
purchases. Other natural human biases, like negativity bias, which is our 
tendency to pay more attention to negative events and information than to 
positive or neutral events and information, also feed into what is showcased 
in the news cycle.
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The availability heuristic is one example of the shortcuts and biases our ef-
ficient brain relies on to quickly make judgments and decisions based on 
the information that is readily available to us.5 These shortcuts are adaptive 
and important. They enable us to quickly process information or make deci-
sions based on limited information. These shortcuts rely on past experiences 
and patterns – what we’ve seen previously or has worked for us in the past. 
Unfortunately, these quick judgements and reliance on patterns and past 
experiences result in cognitive biases. We may ignore information that is 
not consistent with our beliefs, or we may make poor choices as a result of 
jumping to conclusions or not considering the uniqueness or nuance of the 
present situation.

In his book, Thinking Fast and Slow, Nobel prize winning psychologist 
Daniel Kahneman6 describes two systems of thinking: System 1 and Sys-
tem 2. Biases, shortcuts, and heuristics are part of Kahneman’s System 
1: fast, automatic processing and intuition. On the other hand, when we 
pause to think deeply and deliberately about something we are engaging 
System 2. System 2 thinking requires mental energy and effort. Exam-
ples of System 1 thinking include brushing your teeth for the 10,000th 
time in your life or cooking a dinner recipe that you have made time 
and again, driving your car to work following the same route you have 
followed for the last 5 years. All of these are effortless and automatic. 
You reserve your cognitive resources for more complex, novel tasks that 
will require more deliberate thought. The downside is that you make as-
sumptions, you miss details and nuances, you may not be fully present in 
what you are doing. On the other hand, engaging in System 2 thinking 
requires your full presence of mind, your full attention, and significant 
effort and cognitive resources. Examples of System 2 thinking include 
test driving a new car on a new road you’ve never driven before, doing 
a complex math problem, looking carefully for your friend in a crowded 
concert.

Stereotypes are another example of cognitive biases and shortcuts. Stereo-
types arise from frequently associating one thing with another, then applying 
that association to future experiences. We often talk about stereotypes in the 
context of race, gender, or culture. We apply stereotypes to groups of people 
based on assumptions and associations we have about them. The problem is 
that all individuals are unique and different. When we apply a stereotype of 
a group to an individual, we fail to understand who that person is as a unique 
individual. Pause for a moment to think about some stereotypes you hold. 
We’ll help you.
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 Experience it yourself

What is one stereotype you hold about a group of people?  
Note – stereotypes can be positive too!

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Where did that stereotype originate for you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Now, think of an individual you know who is part of that group. Does 
the stereotype you hold apply to that person?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

You are likely building awareness for how wrong the stereotypes we 
form about others can be. Now reflect on how this applies to stereo-
types that others have of you, or that you might have of yourself. Fol-
low the format, “I AM . . . BUT I AM NOT . . .” (e.g., “I am a mother, 
but I am not the primary caretaker” “I am sensitive, but I am not weak”)

I AM  _________________  BUT I AM NOT _________________

I AM  _________________  BUT I AM NOT _________________

I AM  _________________  BUT I AM NOT _________________

I AM  _________________  BUT I AM NOT _________________

I AM  _________________  BUT I AM NOT _________________
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How does labeling something help us in our day-to-day lives? How 
might it hold us back?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

The stereotypes we hold can quickly become expectations we have for peo-
ple. These expectations, in turn, can influence how we behave and interact 
with them. For example, if you have a belief that people from New York 
are aggressive, you may act in a way that provokes aggressive behavior from 
them. This is known as a self-fulfilling prophecy or Pygmalion effect.7 You 
may also engage in another bias known as confirmation bias.8 If you be-
lieve people from New York are aggressive, you will be more attuned to the 
aggressive behaviors they exhibit and may unintentionally ignore or fail to 
notice friendly, calm, or passive behaviors. When we engage in confirmation 
bias, we are looking for information that reinforces our beliefs and expecta-
tions. We are often unaware that we are doing this. Our brains are working 
to protect our egos all on their own. If you’re looking for examples of con-
firmation bias, look no further than your social media feed. Most people 
surround themselves with people and information that confirm and support 
their beliefs. As much as we dread writing this, politics in the United States 
is a great example! You think COVID-19 is a hoax? You probably prefer 
news articles that support that belief. You think climate change is real? You 
will gravitate toward news articles that provide evidence of the reality and 
gravity of climate change.

Once more, you might be asking yourself: what does this have to do with 
coaching? Learning about how your brain works is like stretching before a 
big workout. We want you to be able to recognize how you think, make 
judgments, and make sense of situations. Noticing and self-awareness are 
essential behaviors in coaching. Using a coaching approach can help others 
become more self-aware and notice more about their experiences, reactions, 
thoughts, and patterns. To bring our best selves to coaching conversations, 
we must also deepen our self-awareness and practice noticing in ourselves 
and others. Becoming aware of your own biases and the lenses that color 
your perception will help you more effectively coach others, and generally 
have more effective interactions with them.
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You might be thinking, “Wow, I am just cruising through life on autopi-
lot. My brain is making these fast, automatic judgments and I’m asleep at 
the wheel most of the time.” Yes, there is some truth to that. AND you 
have more choice than you realize. Our brains are amazing, fine-tuned 
information-processing machines. If we paid deep, deliberate attention to 
every experience, decision, or input we encountered every day, we would 
break down in a state of complete overwhelm. Our brain’s automatic pro-
cessing frees up our cognitive space and enables us to choose the people, 
experiences, and decisions where we want to devote focused, deliberate 
attention. What we want you to take away here is: You can choose where 
and when you want to switch on that deliberate attention and spend your 
cognitive resources.

Coaching has two roles to play here. One is that noticing these patterns in 
ourselves and others and making more conscious choices (i.e., overriding 
system 1 thinking with system 2) can help us build a stronger muscle and 
get more comfortable making deliberate choices in the future. The other is 
that although we can effectively build our awareness and capacity to choose, 
we will be imperfect. Kahneman, for example, noted after a life of study and 
practice that we still need others to see ourselves. This is a role our family 
and group members help to play, but it can also be facilitated by a coach. You 
can even think of a coach as a personal trainer for your System 2! Coaching 
skills and tools are often intended to interrupt our fast processing, such as 
emotions (more on those later) and System 1 thinking, and shift us into 
System 2 so that we can slow down and make more intentional choices that 
align our actions to our goals.

 Experience it yourself

For the next week, try the practice of first noticing when you label some-
thing. It could be anything from recognizing the four-legged animal in 
front of you as a dog to wondering to yourself why your significant other 
is in such a bad mood. Each time you notice a label, shift to curiosity. 
How does leaving open the possibility that it’s not a dog (maybe you’re 
the first to discover a new species!) or that your partner isn’t in a mood 
but might have just experienced something terrible change what or 
how you pay attention?  Journal about what you notice.



Your  e f f i c ient  bra in 29

I get so emotional

“He makes me so mad!” Perhaps similar words have come out of your mouth. 
They have for most of us. But are they true? Can another person control 
your emotions or “make you” feel something? Emotions are a complex state 
of feeling that results in physical and psychological changes that influence 
our thoughts and behaviors.9 Scientists disagree about the nature and basis 
of emotions.10 Some believe they are evolutionary or biologically based.11 
Others argue that they are both socially constructed and culture specific.12 
Despite these areas of disagreement, there is general agreement that emo-
tions are associated with subjective feelings, physiological responses, and 
expressive behavior. Emotions influence our thoughts and behavior. They 
can be rich sources of data for us to better understand ourselves. They also 
have a huge influence on how we interact with others. They impact how our 
actions and intentions are perceived by others and how others respond to us.

There’s evidence that facial expressions corresponding to a set of basic  
emotions – anger, contempt, disgust, fear, joy, sadness, and surprise – are uni-
versal.13 This suggests that even when other barriers such as language and 
cultural norms obscure our ability to understand each other, basic emotions 
and how we display them help us communicate across cultural lines. While 
this is probably a good thing, our emotions can sometimes betray us. Because 
emotions are such powerful forces, we’ve evolved to be highly sensitive to 
them.14

Although people often develop an ability to control or manipulate our ver-
bal displays of emotion, our bodies or non-verbal behaviors often give them 
away – something referred to as emotional leakage. Emotions give us data 
about ourselves and about other people, which can serve to identify threats 
and help us navigate social dynamics (something that was critical to our 
survival). It may not surprise you that emotions are also contagious (emo-
tion contagion).15 In fact, it’s not just transient emotions but depression, 
anxiety, and stress spread through a process called social contagion16 and 
there’s evidence that people in managerial or leadership positions can have 
a disproportionate impact on those around them. For example, human trans-
formation company, BetterUp, found that leaders who are in the top quar-
tile on their emotional regulation have subordinates who report being 21% 
higher in emotional regulation themselves and have 14% higher emotional 
thriving overall.17

Emotions exert a powerful influence on our thoughts and behavior. The 
words “triggered,” “hooked,” or “hijacked” are often used to describe an 
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experience of powerful emotion clouding our ability to think reasonably and 
rationally, resulting in thoughts, words, or actions that we may not have in-
tended or later regret. Emotional reactions are fast and powerful. Our brains 
are hard-wired to react quickly to situations that feel threatening. Fast emo-
tional reactions are a survival mechanism. The problem is, your brain has 
not evolved to discern the difference between a grizzly bear staring you down 
and a terse and intimidating email from your boss. To our brains, a threat is 
a threat.

Your amygdala lights up with activity, and your brain is flooded with power-
ful emotions that prompt you to fight, flee, or freeze up. Here’s a mundane, 
but hopefully relatable example. You’re waiting in a long line to check out at 
the grocery store. Suddenly, another shopper with a full cart pulls up to the 
register and starts unloading their groceries to check out. Then you feel it . . . 
the rush of anger. This is a violation of the rules and your expectations, and 
a personal affront to you as you were patiently waiting your turn. Perhaps 
your immediate reaction is to fight: “Hey – what are you doing? There’s a 
line back here!” (said with a piercing glare and some hands of disbelief). Or 
maybe you get flustered and quickly move along to another checkout line to 
avoid confrontation. Or maybe you’re a “freezer” and just stand and stare at 
the other person, wondering what just happened. If you live in a place where 
you don’t have to wait in line at the grocery store, you can probably relate 
to another example: Waiting patiently for a parking space at the mall and 
someone else snatches it from you. Didn’t they see your turn signal? Who do 
they think they are?

Fortunately, science has also identified useful coping strategies for moving 
past these powerful emotional reactions. Pausing – the magical moment 
that helps you make better choices – is a great option. You’ve probably heard 
the advice to “count to 10” when you are angry. That’s a pause practice. 
Emotions are fast. Cognition is slower. A pause allows time for cool, rational 
thought to catch up to that hot emotion. In the example above, choosing 
to pause for a moment might help you avoid a reaction that escalates the 
situation. One common reaction when someone cuts in line or steals your 
parking space is to commit the Fundamental Attribution Error (FAE),18 
which is when we attribute people’s behavior to their personality, rather 
than the circumstances. The FAE is another one of those mental shortcuts 
and cognitive biases we fall prey to. The other person is what stands out most 
to us in a situation, not the surrounding circumstances – particularly those 
we cannot see. Therefore, we attribute the frustrating situation to something 
undesirable about the other person – they are a jerk, they are selfish, entitled, 
etc. FAE reactions occur lightning fast. Think about a time someone cut 
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you off in traffic. It probably didn’t take long for you to honk your horn and 
think or say, “What an asshole!” That was pure emotion, pure reaction – no 
deliberate thought needed!

Here’s where that pause practice becomes so powerful. If we can notice that 
we are experiencing a strong emotional reaction we can choose to pause 
and let cognition catch up, before simply falling prey to our typical stimulus- 
response reactions. In the instance of the grocery store line-cutter, tak-
ing 10 seconds to pause gives us the time and space to make a deliberate 
choice about how we want to react. Once you have noticed, you can use the 
Name and Reframe technique. Yes, you might have that immediate angry, 
affronted reaction, but by inserting a pause, you can name that emotion: 
“I am feeling angry and disrespected.” Psychiatrist and mindfulness expert 
Dan Siegel has found in his research that naming our emotions leaves us 
more equipped to manage them. As Siegel puts it, we can “name it to tame 
it.”19 When you pause to notice the emotion you are experiencing, then say 
out loud what you are experiencing, you create space and distance between 
yourself and that emotion. You empower yourself by moving from being the 
emotion, where it has you (e.g., “I am angry”), to having the emotion (e.g., 
“I feel angry”).

Recent research has also shown that stopping at naming our emotions has a 
risk of letting those feelings crystalize.20 Once we have recognized our emo-
tion, tools like reframing and cognitive reappraisal play an important role 
in what we do next. Cognitive reappraisal means pausing to recognize our 
negative thought patterns and choosing something else instead that serves 
us better. For instance, instead of rushing into the thoughts and actions that 
might follow from that anger, we can choose to say, “Do I really care? This 
will only be five minutes.” Or we can assume positive intent. We can think 
graceful and kind thoughts like “maybe they really need to use the bathroom” 
or “maybe they just got a call that they have to pick up their sick kid from 
school.” Come up with whatever explanation you want. In fact, have fun 
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with it. This act of reframing opens up additional possibilities regarding what 
did and can happen and creates the opportunity to choose how you want to 
respond (also note the similarities between this and stereotypes or labels).

Researchers at Harvard University recently demonstrated that using two 
specific forms of reappraisal, called reconstrual and repurposing, can lead to 
significant reductions in negative emotions and significant increases in pos-
itive emotions.21 Reconstrual is one form of reappraisal in which someone 
deliberately changes their mental construal of a situation to drive a more 
desirable emotional response, much like reframing. The slightly different re-
appraisal strategy of repurposing asks participants to focus on the potentially 
positive outcomes of the situation, thereby also resulting in a more positive 
emotional response. These researchers studied participants’ emotional re-
sponses to challenging situations related to COVID-19, which has increased 
negative emotions for people of all backgrounds around the globe. They 
found that participants who used either of these two reappraisal strategies 
experienced more positive emotions and decreased negative emotions in re-
sponse to their experiences with the pandemic, quarantine, and lockdowns. 
Both reappraisal strategies had equally positive impact for participants, who 
were able to think differently about challenging experiences they were fac-
ing. For example, let’s say you were feeling isolated, trapped, and sad about 
quarantining during the early days of the pandemic. One way to reconstrue 
this experience would be to say, “You know, I’ve always wanted to learn 
how to make sourdough bread and read the entire Harry Potter series. This 
is my opportunity!” If you were practicing repurposing, you would focus on 
the health and safety impacts of quarantine – such as, “By quarantining and 
staying home, I am doing what I can to keep my family safe and healthy.” 
The whole point of reframing and reappraisal is to break the stimulus-re-
sponse cycle that causes ourselves and others pain by getting all worked up 
about something that might not really matter that much. You may not be 
able to stop your brain from having that initial flood of emotion, but you can 
notice it, pause, and make a deliberate choice about how you want to respond. 
This ability to be aware of our emotions and to control them so that we can 
express them in healthy ways is referred to as emotional agility.22

In her book Taking the Leap, Buddhist monk Pema Chödrön asks, “Which 
wolf do we want to feed?” She notes that within each of us we have a wolf of 
patience and courage and a wolf of aggression and violence. We all possess 
this duality, and when we allow emotions, pride, fear, or the need to be right 
to guide our behavior, we are feeding the wrong wolf. The wolf of kindness, 
patience, and grace is starved when we choose not to feed them. By becom-
ing aware of our own reactions and tendencies and choosing to pause, we 
create space and opportunity to choose which wolf we feed.



Your  e f f i c ient  bra in 33

Emotions are data. How we feel about a situation, particularly when 
we’re having a negative reaction, can help illuminate what’s most 
important to us – our values. Your values are your guiding prin-
ciples. They are the things that are most important to you across 
situations.

1.	 What are your top 3–5 values? There are many lists of values to 
pull from and approaches to help you explore what matters most 
to you. We recommend starting by not overthinking it. Just review 
the list and notice what words resonate most with you. It can be 
helpful to start with making a list of 10 values and continuing to 
narrow in on those you just can’t bear to cross off the list.

Achievement Humility Independence
Power Caring Excitement
Safety Dependability Adventure
Tradition Nature Acceptance
Approval Tolerance Accountability
Recognition Advancement Agility
Authenticity Balance Beauty
Competition Bravery Candor
Challenge Collaboration Comfort
Commitment Community Confidence
Conformity Creativity Curiosity
Learning Discipline Status

2.	 Think of a situation that feels challenging or where you are experi-
encing negative emotions. What is the hardest part of the situation 
for you? What is the most upsetting? How does that connect with 
your values?

3.	 Reframe the situation from what you are against to what you are 
for. That is, how does the situation illustrate what you are commit-
ted to?

4.	 Create a plan for how you will address the situation in a way that 
reinforces your commitment to your values.

What this might look like for Tanielle:

Values: Achievement, Recognition, Candor
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Situation: The hardest part for Tanielle was that she felt broadsided by 
her peer’s promotion. She didn’t know where she stood in the organi-
zation, what her superiors were looking for, and how she measured up 
against those criteria. She lost trust with her boss and started to ques-
tion whether she would be able to advance.

Commitment: Tanielle is committed to working hard for the company 
and seeing the fruits of her labor. She wants a manager who will tell her 
where she stands and provide feedback and recognition so that she can 
improve and progress in her career.

Address the situation: Tanielle could have scheduled a one-on-one 
with her manager after the promotion to ask whether she had been 
considered for the promotion. She could have used that opportunity to 
express her interest in advancing in her career and describe what that 
looks like for her. She could request a commitment from her manager 
to provide ongoing feedback – positive and negative – on her contri-
butions to enable her growth.

The Matrix is real: How we construct reality

Let’s return to our grocery store example. It’s not necessarily the case that 
every person waiting in line would respond to someone cutting in front of 
them in the same way. There are several things under the surface that help 
shape our interpretation of events. Concepts like the ladder of inference23 
and constructed reality24 help to explain how the same event can be in-
terpreted differently across individuals, groups, or even countries. Like all 
species, humans have evolved for survival. This applies to our biology and 
to our psychology. Our brains take shortcuts, optimizing for survival, be-
cause we’d be overwhelmed by complexity otherwise. We develop emo-
tional and behavioral patterns that serve us during childhood that might 
get in our way as we have more choices available to us as adults. The 
conditions that we interact with – everything from the personalities and 
traditions in our homes to the environmental conditions in our country of 
origin – influence how we see and respond to ourselves and to the world 
around us. And, as the saying goes, “the fish can’t see the water.” It takes 
intention and/or contrast to step back enough to see how all these invisible 
forces color your perception.
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Source: Adaptation of the ladder of inference, developed by Chris Argyris

In 1970, management scholar Chris Argyris developed the ladder of inference 
to describe how we move from data to action. This simple tool helps to demon-
strate how our values, beliefs, culture, and thoughts form interconnected layers 
between what is happening around us and our experience of what is happening. 
An important takeaway is that data (or facts) make up a very small part of this 
process. The rest can be described as “the story” we tell about the data. When we 
tell stories, we are always the protagonist and the narrator. As we develop greater 
self-awareness, we become more aware of the story we’re telling, how well the 
story is working for us (or not working for us), and to whom we are assigning 
power. Coaching can help you edit the story to become more empowered.

The ladder of inference can also be used as a reflection aid to help you or 
others become more self-aware. For example, you can use it as a structure to 
stimulate questions up and down the ladder. In fact, let’s practice right now.
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 Experience it yourself

Think of a coworker (or friend, or someone you volunteer with, etc.) 
that you don’t particularly enjoy working with. What judgments or 
beliefs do you have about them?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Where does that belief come from? What example can you think of 
that contributed to you forming that belief?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What assumptions were you making about that situation? What else 
might have been happening?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How will you reframe some of your beliefs and assumptions about 
your coworker?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________



Your  e f f i c ient  bra in 37

Now, back to coaching

We can’t change what we can’t see. A big part of coaching is about helping 
us see more of what is happening and to shift perspective. In most situations 
where we feel stuck, we are seeing things in a particular way that leads us to a 
particular strategy. When that strategy doesn’t work, we must be able to step 
back and reassess so that we can find another path. By understanding how our 
cognitive biases, emotions, and personal stories can impact our sensemaking, 
we position ourselves better to employ tools to broaden our perspectives. In 
other words, a better understanding of how people work, paired with coaching 
skills, enables us to both see and change what’s not working for us.

To explore this further, let’s pick up where we left off with the coworker you 
thought of in the last exercise.

What does it mean to wear a mask?

The COVID-19 pandemic provided an unusual opportunity for a global, 
shared experience. The virus didn’t recognize geographic or political 
boundaries. It spread rapidly and indiscriminately across borders, killing 
millions of people. Although the virus behaved indiscriminately, people 
did not. Decisions about how to respond were laden with individual and 
cultural values, political views, and societal norms. The pandemic brought 
into focus an underlying tension: should I act in accordance with my own 
self-interest, favoring individual freedom, or should I act in accordance 
with the collective good for the most vulnerable among us? One tool to 
protect against the virus was a mask. While many people readily took to 
mask wearing, and individuals and companies quickly went into produc-
tion mode to make them more accessible, others saw masks as a threat 
to their individual freedoms. Cultural factors, like individualism versus 
collectivism and tightness versus looseness, influenced these responses. 
In fact, new research25 shows that people in more collectivistic areas are 
more likely to wear masks. The mask is the same anywhere in the world, 
but the story we tell about the mask and what it means is not.
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 Experience it yourself

Which of your values might be violated in this situation? What are 
you committed to that you feel is being violated?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How could you be wrong?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How have your feelings toward this person shifted? What are you 
now curious about?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

A coaching mindset

In this chapter, we’ve focused on better understanding ourselves and how 
our brains and emotions influence the stories we tell about ourselves, our 
experiences, and the world around us. Understanding that we do not move 
through the world objectively is important. None of us has privileged 
 access to the truth. Remembering that basic principle will make it much 
easier to practice coaching rather than giving advice or problem solving. It 
helps us to stay open to possibilities, curious about how others are making 
sense of the world and emboldened by the knowledge that we have more 
choices than we often realize. Three elements of your “self” are important 
for your coaching mindset: (1) self-awareness, (2) self-development, and 
(3) self-regulation.
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The International Coaching Federation (ICF)26 released an updated 
competency model in January  2021 to define professional coaching. 
The second competency – Embodies a Coaching Mindset – is defined 
as maintaining a mindset that is open, curious, flexible, and client- 
centered. It includes the following markers:

•	 Acknowledges that clients are responsible for their own choices
•	 Engages in ongoing learning and development as a coach
•	 Develops an ongoing reflective practice to enhance one’s coaching
•	 Remains aware of and open to the influence of context and culture 

on self and others
•	 Uses awareness of self and one’s intuition to benefit clients
•	 Develops and maintains the ability to regulate one’s emotions
•	 Mentally and emotionally prepares for sessions
•	 Seeks help from outside sources when necessary

This competency was developed to describe how mindset shows up 
in the role of a professional coach in the context of formal coaching 
sessions. Yet, any person in any role can adopt a coaching mindset in 
their day-to-day interactions.

Self-awareness allows you to see how your own background may have influ-
enced who you are as an individual and how it colors the way you view the 
world. You understand that what is true or right for you may not work for 
another person. You become aware of your intuition and the power it can 
provide to you or to the person you’re supporting, but you hold it lightly, 
knowing it could be wrong or that it might not serve them. Self-development  
builds on self-awareness. It requires having a reflective practice and the desire 
to engage in ongoing learning so that you are fit to coach. Self-regulation  
refers to being aware of your thoughts and emotions and being able to regu-
late them to stay calm and present. We’ll talk more about mindset in chap-
ters to come.

Conclusion

In Chapter 2 we have explored the role of our brains, emotions, and how we 
process information in the ways that we make sense of our experiences and 
the world around us. Strengthening your self-awareness and understanding 
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how your brain works are both essential for having more effective interac-
tions with others. We can easily cruise through life on autopilot, not paying 
much attention to what we are thinking or experiencing or why. Or, we can 
recognize what is happening with our thoughts and emotions and practice 
strategies to learn from and better manage those thoughts and emotions. 
We have a bias toward the latter because it shifts the power from the world 
outside of our control to the world inside our control.

In the next chapter we will move from thoughts and feelings to behav-
ior. Our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are inherently interconnected, 
so this isn’t the last you’ll read about emotions and cognition. Finally, 
if you find yourself asking, “what does all of this have to do with using 
a coaching approach?” remember that a foundation in “self work” is an 
important first step in using the specific skills and techniques that come 
later in this book.

Chapter 2 Key idea

Building awareness around your own limitations and realizing that we are all 
built this way can create the opportunity to be more intentional about the 
way you experience and show up in the world. This can help you get more of 
what you want and help others do the same. Beliefs, values, cognitions, and 
emotions (and ego) feed into how you interpret the world.

Want to learn more? Check out

The Invisibilia podcast is produced by National Public Radio (NPR) and in-
cludes rich storytelling about the invisible forces that influence our ideas and 
behavior. You can access the podcast through NPR One, Apple Podcasts, 
Google Podcasts, Pocket Casts, or Spotify.

Recommended reading

How emotions are made: The secret life of the brain by Lisa Feldman Barrett

Thinking fast and slow by Daniel Kahneman

The whole brain child by Dan Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson
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Your motivations and actions

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1. What is the relationship between thoughts, feelings, and behavior?
2. What role do goals play in our behavior?
3. How does this relate to coaching?

In Chapter 2 we described the power of our cognitions and emotions. When 
focused, our mindsets, thoughts, and emotions can propel us toward our 
goals. Without active attention and regulation, they can lead us to behave 
in ways that derail our work, our relationships, and more. Our behavior is 
tightly linked with our thoughts and emotions. Our thoughts and feelings 
influence our future behavior, and we also develop thoughts, feelings, and 
interpretations about our behaviors. In Chapter 2 we also introduced the 
power of a pause as a tool to create more space for choice. This pause is an 
essential break in the stimulus-response loop that often gets us into trouble 
when powerful emotions lead us to behave in ways we later regret. In this 
chapter, we’ll take a deeper look at the power of that pause for creating space 
to choose our behavior and responses in challenging situations. We’ll also 
explore the role of goals (whether explicitly or implicitly set) in driving our 
behavior.

The power of the pause, part 2

Meet Marcus. Marcus is quick and witty, and he cares deeply about his 
friends and family. He’s also competitive and thrives on being a top producer 
at work. Ask any one of his friends, family, or colleagues about Marcus and 
they’ll gush about him. With one exception: Marcus tends to react strongly. 
For decades in his work and life, Marcus has had a major blow-up at least 
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once per week. Something will trigger him, and he “loses it” or “flies off the 
handle,” according to those close to him. Recent triggers for Marcus have in-
cluded a colleague sending the wrong document to a client, his child spilling 
a glass of orange juice all over the breakfast table, and a conversation with 
an old friend about conflicting political views. It’s clear when he’s triggered: 
his face turns red, his eyes widen, his fists clench, and he verbally tears into 
whomever is on the other side of the trigger. Lucky for Marcus, he recovers 
quickly. Within moments of his outbursts, he’s back to normal. His parasym-
pathetic nervous system1 kicks in, and he’s back to his work, his breakfast, or 
his quality time with friends. Unfortunately, those who are on the receiving 
end of his reactions don’t always have the same experience. Friends, family, 
and colleagues often feel attacked or shell-shocked, particularly the first time 
they experience one of Marcus’s episodes. While those who have known him 
for a long time have grown to anticipate and deal with his reactions, others 
are less accepting.

Recently, Marcus started working with a new leader in his organization. This 
leader has zero tolerance for aggressive behavior, particularly from a seasoned 
professional like Marcus, who should be role-modeling and developing oth-
ers. Marcus receives some “change .  .  . or else” feedback from this leader. 
He starts working with a coach, who helps Marcus better understand his 
reaction patterns and supports him in deciding what he wants to do about 
them. Marcus begins with simple noticing. He considers this “data collec-
tion” to better understand when, where, and why he gets triggered and has 
these reactive outbursts. As he gains self-awareness around this behavior, he 
discovers that the trigger is usually a last straw or tipping point in a series of 
stressful events. For example, when he blew up at his son for spilling juice 
at the breakfast table, he was already primed. He had been ruminating on a 
frustrating work call the evening before, which led to poor sleep that night. 
In the morning he received an email rescheduling an important meeting 
he’d been preparing for extensively. The spilled juice pushed him over the 
edge, and all the angst and frustration that had been mounting since the 
night before came roaring out of his mouth, aimed at his son. When Marcus 
realized this, he felt a wave of shame and regret – two very powerful emo-
tions that can be hard to endure.

Marcus is motivated to break the pattern of reacting when he’s triggered. He 
experiments with a few techniques to insert a “pause” between the stimulus 
and response. Marcus first recalls the advice he learned as a kid: to count to 
10 when he’s angry. This works okay for him, but he finds that reminding 
himself to count to 10 sometimes annoys him even more. Next, he tries a 
tactic that he read about in an online article, to take three deep breaths 
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before reacting. While he enjoys the act of intentionally taking three deep 
breaths, he feels a little uncomfortable doing this in work situations. Taking 
three deep breaths in a meeting feels weird to him, and he thinks it takes 
too long. As a result, he feels self-conscious when he uses this tactic. Finally, 
Marcus takes a piece of advice from his tennis coach to try out a mantra. 
One day in a staff meeting – after another bad night of sleep and a frustrating 
commute – he feels his blood pressure rising and notices a reaction com-
ing on in response to a half-baked presentation from one of his team mem-
bers. Just before he blows up at the team member, he remembers the mantra 
he came up with: “Stop. Wait. Don’t react.” This one works for him. It’s a 
pithy and easy reminder that feels meaningful to him and helps him raise his 
awareness of what he’s feeling and the possible action that could follow. He’s 
surprised how well it works. The mantra was easy enough to remember in the 
heat of the moment and created just enough space for him to pause, notice, 
cool off, and choose a more constructive response.

In the example above, Marcus discovered how to use his powers of 
self-awareness and self-management to slow down, pause, notice his emo-
tions, and make a conscious choice about how to respond.

Many of us have deeply entrenched patterns of reactions and behaviors that 
may not be serving us. But the way you respond in a situation does not have 
to be deterministic. When you notice and become more aware of your own 
patterns, you create space and opportunity to choose a new way of respond-
ing. This ability to choose sits within the prefrontal cortex of your brain. 
As neuro-endocrinologist Robert Sapolsky explains in his book Behave,2 the 
prefrontal cortex (PFC) is responsible for decision making, working mem-
ory, emotion regulation, and impulse control, among other things. In other 
words, your PFC is the hub of your ability to choose your behaviors and 
self-manage. This contrasts with your “monkey brain” – a Buddhist concept 
that refers to a mind that is unsettled, restless, easily distracted, but can be 
quieted and controlled through self-regulation and, of course, meditation.

The development of your PFC is not complete until your mid-twenties, 
which means that there are times in your early life when you genuinely lack 
the capacity to make certain smart choices or think long term. Once you 
reach adulthood and the PFC is fully developed, you possess the ability to 
try on or test out new behaviors to see what will lead to your desired impact 
on others and the situation. To do that, you must first recognize that you can 
choose; you don’t have to simply act from your “monkey brain,” ruled by 
impulses and stimulus-response triggers.

Take a few minutes now to reflect on some of your own patterns.
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 Experience it yourself

Think of a situation where you felt “triggered” and reacted in a way 
you might have later regretted. (Reflect)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What was it about that situation that provoked you? (Notice)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How did you know you were triggered? (Self-awareness)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How would you rather show up in or handle situations like that one? 
(Choose your behavior)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What will you try next time to create a pause that gives you time and 
space to choose that more effective response? (Pause practice)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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This process of becoming aware of our reactions, noticing what triggers those 
reactions, inserting a pause practice, and choosing a different behavior or re-
sponse can be used in a wide variety of situations. How does your ability to 
keep your cool vary across situations? If you find yourself reacting to and mis-
treating people who work in service roles (restaurant servers, store clerks, call 
center operators, etc.), what’s prompting your response? Perhaps you are trig-
gered from a tough day at work or frustration with a family member, but you 
let some automatic reactions slip because you don’t think these exchanges are 
important enough to demand your full attention and self-control. Perhaps you 
have one coworker who just drives you crazy and provokes reactions that you 
later regret. In coaching conversations, professional coaches often walk their 
clients through a process of becoming more self-aware through reflection and 
feedback. As we discussed in Chapter 2, “noticing” is a simple yet powerful way 
to collect data on yourself, your tendencies and patterns, and your behavior; 
coaches often assign “noticing” as homework in between coaching sessions.

Deliberately choosing new behaviors to try out or experiment with is a common 
practice in coaching. The key is that a client must be committed and willing 
to test out those behaviors and notice the impact. This is akin to the process of 
experiential learning, where we try something out, get some feedback on the im-
pact (either direct feedback or by gauging others’ responses or behavior), and re-
flect on what just happened. It’s also common for someone working with a coach 
to explore pause practices that help them create space to practice self-awareness, 
noticing, reflection, and choosing their behavior or response.

This process of intentionally choosing our behavior is known as behavior regula-
tion. Behavior regulation, or self-regulation, is an ever-present process of mak-
ing choices that move us toward things that we want (or who we want to be) 
and away from outcomes that we do not want (or who we do not want to be).3  
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These choices can have both short-term and long-term implications. For ex-
ample, Marcus chooses to pause and respond in calmer and more constructive 
ways than he has in the past. The short-term impact of this behavior may be 
a more peaceful and effective conversation, but the long-term impact of his 
self-regulated behavior over time could be stronger relationships and increased 
trust with his family and colleagues. Another short-term impact that Mar-
cus experiences may be fatigue. Regulating our behavior and exercising self- 
control takes energy and effort. For Marcus, that effort is worthwhile because 
he has a deep desire to improve his relationships and his impact on others. 
Whether we realize it or not, goals play an essential part in our self-regulation.  
Those outcomes that we want to gain or avoid are goals that guide our choices 
and behavior. These goals may be explicitly stated (“I want to have better 
relationships with my colleagues and family”) or implicit (a desire to avoid 
discomfort in a conversation, even if we don’t explicitly set that goal).

Journaling as a Tool for Self-awareness

As we’ve described, there’s great power in noticing and observing 
patterns. One easy and inexpensive tool to facilitate that process is a 
journal. Whether it’s an old-fashioned bound journal or a notes appli-
cation on your smartphone, journaling is a great way to improve your 
self-awareness and well-being. It’s a tool we use in our own develop-
ment, with our students, and with our coaching clients. The practice 
can even be applied to work through learning memos and after-action 
reviews. Here are a few of the benefits of journaling:4,5

• Helps clarify thoughts and feelings
• Increases self-awareness
• Reduces stress by processing emotions and improves memory
• Leads to more effective problem solving by accessing analytical 

and creative parts of your brain
• Helps you track patterns, trends, improvements, and growth over 

time
• Facilitates learning by stimulating recall and reflection on experi-

ence through active retrieval and elaboration

There are many different types of journaling. You can try something 
structured that includes prompts or something unstructured like a 
blank page. You can write in bullets or paragraphs, and write for min-
utes or hours. You can even abandon writing altogether in favor of 
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drawing pictures that capture how you’re feeling or what is on your 
mind. The important thing is to approach the task with curiosity rather 
than judgment. Creating a practice of reflecting on prior journal en-
tries can help you notice patterns and develop deeper self-awareness.

The role of goals

We have an infinite number of possibilities for how we will behave in any 
given situation. Almost everything we do is governed not just by our con-
scious thoughts and processes but a litany of unconscious processing.6 All 
behavior is driven by goals, whether consciously stated or not. Let’s explore 
a few different scenarios to help illustrate this bold statement.

• You notice a grumbling in your stomach and make yourself a sandwich.
• You schedule a coffee chat with a colleague from another part of the 

company.
• You give your child a hug before bed.

Each of these examples reflects a mundane behavior. It might be something 
you’ve done a thousand times before, somewhat automatically. And yet, we 
would argue that each behavior was done in pursuit of one or more goals. 
The goal could be anything from biological (e.g., ingesting calories to stay 
alive) to aspirational (e.g., networking to facilitate achievement, recogni-
tion, or affiliation). Personal goals are thoughts about the future, and they 
tend to be emotionally charged. They are meaningful to us and are shaped 
by our culture, values, and past experiences.7 Becoming consciously aware 
of your goals makes it easier to align your behavior with those goals. It’s the 
emotional connection we have to our goals that makes them so powerful in 
directing our behavior. For instance, you feel excited and energized as you 
come closer to achieving an important personal growth goal. Or you feel a 
strong sense of frustration when something is getting in the way of achieving 
a goal. Our emotions are an excellent source of data. Noticing your frustra-
tion may help you identify the thing that is impeding your goal progress, 
which then helps you come up with creative workarounds to get past the 
impediment. Tuning into our emotions can help us to bring our subconscious 
goals into view.

Once more, you might be asking yourself what all of this has to do with 
coaching. At a foundational level, the purpose of coaching is to help 
close the gap between where you are and where you want to be. “Where 
you want to be” is another way of describing your goal. Much of coaching 
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then is about helping to clarify three things – what you want, where you 
are, and what steps you can take to move from the current to the desired 
reality.

To bring this into focus, let’s go back to Marcus. Marcus had an extreme 
reaction to what was a relatively minor event – his colleague sent the wrong 
document to a client. Marcus got very angry. His anger led him to snap at 
and belittle his colleague. In the moment, he felt justified. It was an im-
portant client, and that kind of mistake can degrade trust and confidence, 
ultimately risking revenue for the company.

What goals might have been motivating Marcus? Marcus values achieve-
ment and wants to be the best. It could be that Marcus fears that a mistake 
like this one reflects poorly on him and may threaten his superiority. Alter-
natively, it could be that Marcus values being the financial provider for his 
family and fears that loss of revenue could cost him his job or his income, 
threatening his security and ability to provide. This is where coaching skills 
and mindset can come in.

Identifying events that cause a strong emotional charge is the first step in 
digging deeper and uncovering what the REAL issue is, such as the goal that 
is driving your behavior. Gaining clarity on the real issue and the underlying 
goal enables us to identify other behaviors that might help you achieve that 
goal, and the connection to other goals that you hold. In Marcus’s case, if 
his underlying goal is to be seen as the top performer, belittling his colleague 
might make that colleague less likely to make another mistake, but it will 
likely also hurt Marcus’s reputation and reduce the likelihood that others 
will want to work with him, which could impact his progress on other goals. 
Realizing this, Marcus can choose another path, such as addressing the mis-
take directly with the client, providing corrective feedback to his colleague, 
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or using this experience to develop a new approach to checking each other’s 
work to minimize mistakes in the future.

Goals play an important role in directing our energy and are therefore an 
important focus of coaching. Anytime you are working toward a goal, there 
is a gap between where you are and where you want to be. Everything in 
between – behavior, feedback, progress, interference – provokes emotions. 
Thoughts and emotions are supported by interdependent neural processes, 
meaning that emotions help us build memories, analyze complex ideas, and 
make meaningful decisions.8

Goals serve three core purposes in directing our behavior: evaluation, com-
mitment, and maintenance. First, we evaluate whether to act and pursue a 
goal largely based on feelings and emotions tied to that goal. This can hap-
pen consciously, particularly when dealing with complex or important goals, 
or so quickly that we don’t even realize it’s happening. We decide whether 
to pursue a goal based on factors such as its relevance to the context, our 
belief that we can be successful (referred to as efficacy or confidence), and 
the strength and direction of our emotions related to the goal. In the com-
mitment phase, when a goal has been positively evaluated, it becomes an 
intention and helps to direct our energy toward planning and problem solv-
ing. Finally, goals help to maintain our energy in the face of internal and 
external obstacles, distractions, and setbacks. That is, as we pursue a goal, 
we begin to get feedback in the form of the presence or absence of progress. 
While the initial decision to behave in alignment with our goal is based on 
our expectation of the result (i.e., we think it will get us somewhere we want 
to be or help us stay away from somewhere we don’t want to be), continuing 
to engage in that behavior shifts our internal calculus from expectations to 
experience.9 Our ability to stay committed to a goal in the face of obstacles 
is a function of how important it is to us to begin with, our belief that we 
can accomplish it despite setbacks, and the amount of energy and resources 
we have to apply to it. This explains why we are more vulnerable to old 
habits when we are not at our best – for example, when we are hungry, angry, 
lonely, tired (HALT) or otherwise depleted.

Our ability to self-regulate throughout this process is what helps us to stay 
motivated throughout the maintenance phase of goal pursuit. Self-regulation 
involves altering our inner states or responses – overriding one response in 
favor of a more desirable one.10 Self-regulation is aided by self-awareness (you 
can’t change what you can’t see) and goal clarity (you won’t change without a 
compelling reason). For example, say you have a goal of running a marathon 
for your fortieth birthday. This goal is multifaceted: on one level you have the 
goal of completing a marathon. On another level you have a goal of being in 



You52

excellent physical condition for a major milestone birthday. It’s not unusual 
for someone training for a marathon to do long runs very early in the morning. 
Let’s say one summer Saturday you set your alarm for 5:30 am to get up for a 
14-mile run. You’re motivated Friday night when you set that alarm, but Sat-
urday at 5:30 is a little different. The alarm goes off and you are very tempted 
to stay in bed. Here’s where the magic of self-regulation kicks in. You are aware 
of your desire to turn off the alarm and stay in bed, but that desire is overridden 
by your desire to achieve your goal of completing a marathon for your birthday. 
Self-regulation allows us to monitor our behavior and choose a behavior that 
is in service of our goals, both large and small.

Anti-goals

If you’re like us, you love a good to-do list. You get that hit of dopamine 
every time you cross something off. Those little victories feel so good.

Recently we came across a new kind of list: a “to don’t” list. Your to-
don’t list is exactly what it sounds like: you make a list of all of the 
things that you don’t want to do.

We’ve found this helpful during our mutual struggle to set boundaries, 
stop people pleasing, and learn to say “no” (and also remember that 
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“No.” is a complete sentence). For example, a few items on our indi-
vidual to-don’t lists include:

1.	 Don’t schedule back-to-back meetings
2.	 Don’t say “yes” to something until you have thought about it for 

24 hours
3.	 Don’t have your email open all day long
4.	 Don’t feel responsible for other people’s needs or requests

And so on.

In a way, our to-don’t list consists of our anti-goals. If we have a goal of 
being calm and present during the workday, we might support this with 
a micro-goal of having 15 minutes between Zoom calls to jot down 
notes, send a quick follow-up email, grab a snack, or – heaven forbid – 
use the restroom. Defining what we DON’T do can help us have more 
clarity and the ability to recognize when we are about to do something 
counter to our goals.

The tricky thing about to-don’t lists and anti-goals is that they can 
backfire. Research has shown that when we think about what we don’t 
want, we unintentionally activate in our minds the very thing we 
don’t want to think about. For example, if we say, “Don’t think about 
pink elephants,” what is the first thing you think about? Probably pink 
elephants.

When creating a to-don’t list or anti-goals, be sure you have commen-
surate positively framed to-dos and goals you want to achieve. We share 
an example of what this can look like (“This, not that”) in Chapter 7. 
Spend most of your time thinking about what you want to accomplish. 
Visualize success. Identify specific steps you need to take to make those 
goals a reality. And use your anti-goals to help you get clear about what 
you don’t want and identify potential challenges you might encounter 
in your goal pursuit.

Coaching for clarity and commitment

As we mentioned earlier, sometimes we set goals intentionally and explic-
itly, and we also have implicit goals that we might not pay much attention to 
or think of as goals. For instance, you might have an explicit goal of brush-
ing your teeth every night before you go to bed, but the underlying implicit  
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goal – which you may not think about every night when you go to brush – is 
to have good dental hygiene and to prevent future painful dental procedures. 
That is a goal you hold, that drives your behavior, but not one that you think 
about explicitly every night before bed. Goals become less straightforward 
when they are not clear and when we hold competing goals. Goal clarity is 
important for driving behaviors in support of the goal. When we have total 
clarity on what we want to achieve and why, we’re much more likely to be 
motivated to work toward that goal and identify specific steps to help us 
advance closer to our goals.

It’s not unusual for coaches to push their clients to get clear on their goals and 
why they matter. In fact, one of the International Coach Federation’s11 core 
competencies for coaches is to “acknowledge and support client autonomy 
in the design of goals, actions, and methods of accountability.” Coaches also 
work with their clients to identify specific next steps or actions to advance 
progress toward those goals. Big goals, even when they are crystal clear, can 
feel daunting, or we may not know where to start. Identifying specific first 
or next steps – such as establishing micro-goals along the way or making 
“implementation intentions,”12 which are micro-behaviors – can help move 
the needle on goal progress in a way that feels manageable and achievable.

Going back to our marathon training example, that 14-mile Saturday run 
is an example of a micro-goal. Simply saying “I’m going to run 26.2 miles” 
without a plan is unlikely to lead to successful completion of a marathon. 
Setting micro-goals along the way that break training down into manage-
able milestones is much more likely to result in the appropriate training, 
preparation, and completion of the marathon. When waking up at 5:30 am 
to run that 14-mile training run feels daunting, implementation intentions 
can help. Implementation intentions are very specific micro behaviors, of-
ten framed as “if, then” statements, or “when this, then that.” For example, 
implementation intentions for getting up at 5:30 am to run 14 miles might 
include:

•	 When my alarm goes off at 5:30am, I will get up without hitting snooze.
•	 When I get up, I will chug a bottle of water.
•	 After I chug a bottle of water, I will put on my running clothes.
•	 Once I put on my running clothes, I will do my stretches.
•	 After I do my stretches, I will eat a snack and grab my gear for the run.
•	 When the clock strikes 6 am, I will head out the door.

These specific, simple implementation intentions pave the way for start-
ing on some of our most daunting goals. Understanding yourself, including 
your needs, values, and preferences, can help you to design ways to further 
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motivate yourself along the way. For example, you might have realized that 
running with friends helps pass the time during a long run and that you look 
forward to the opportunity for social connection. Planning to meet friends 
for that long run can help you resist the urge to hit snooze by layering addi-
tional goals on top of your micro-goals to amplify your motivation.

Coaching for maintenance and accountability

Many coaches encourage their clients to create development plans that help 
the client get clear about the goals they want to achieve, as well as anticipate 
some of the challenges they might encounter and how they will start moving 
in the right direction. One of the most essential inputs for monitoring progress 
toward our goals is feedback. Though many people bristle at the mere mention 
of the word, feedback is essential for gauging progress between our current 
state and our desired state (goal). Without feedback – which can come from 
other people, ourselves, or the environment – we operate in a vacuum, without 
awareness or markers of how effectively we are closing the gap between where 
we are today and where we want to be.13 Feedback and coaching are inti-
mately intertwined. Coaches may share direct feedback and observations with 
the client. They can also be a thought partner to a client thinking through 
feedback they have received, all in the service of moving closer to their goals.

For example, meet Veronica, who had a goal of feeling more confident speak-
ing up in leadership team meetings. Her current state was that she waited too 
long and overthought what she wanted to say, to the extent that she missed 
her window to speak up. By the time she was ready to chime in, the group 
had already moved on to another topic. Veronica’s coach worked with her to 
gain deeper self-awareness around what was happening in those moments, 
and what she WANTED to happen in those moments. Veronica practiced 
noticing her own behavior during leadership team meetings to develop even 
more self-awareness and realized that her self-doubt and inner monologue 
were getting in her way of contributing. She set a micro-goal of speaking up 
when she had an idea before she had a chance to overthink it. She experi-
mented with this in a leadership team meeting, and then paid attention to 
what happened. She felt nervous and excited about her contribution, and 
got reinforcing feedback from her colleagues. They praised her idea in the 
moment and built on it further. Later, her manager made a point to acknowl-
edge the value of Veronica’s comment. In this example, Veronica has a clear 
goal, and she’s aware of where she stands and what’s in her way. She sets 
micro-goals, takes a step out of her comfort zone, and receives feedback that 
indicates she’s moving in the right direction.
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 Experience it yourself

Pause for a moment to think about some of the goals that you have right 
now. Some are probably explicit (“I want to finish reading this book,” 
“I have a goal of saving $100,000 for a down payment on a house”), and 
some are implicit (setting your alarm for 6 am and then actually getting 
up when the alarm goes off, not getting heart disease). Try to think of 10 
goals that you currently have, in any part of your work and life:

 1. _____________________________________________________

 2. _____________________________________________________

 3. _____________________________________________________

 4. _____________________________________________________

 5. _____________________________________________________

 6. _____________________________________________________

 7. _____________________________________________________

 8. _____________________________________________________

 9. _____________________________________________________

10. _____________________________________________________

What do you notice about your goals? Which have you set explicitly? 
Which are implicit or assumed?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What impact have these goals had on your behavior and your choices 
recently?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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Which goals are you most motivated to pursue? Why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Which goals are you least motivated to pursue? Why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What are your “anti-goals”?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Choose one goal from your list. Practice breaking it down into smaller 
micro-goals or implementation intentions.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Earlier we mentioned another common challenge: competing goals. Com-
peting goals can cause us a great sense of conflict, indecisiveness, and con-
fusion. The challenge with competing goals is that they pull our behavior in 
different directions. For example, say you have two goals: establishing better 
work/life balance and getting promoted. Your goal of better work/life balance 
might lead you to make choices like logging off at 6 pm, not working on the 
weekends, and taking a lunch break. But your goal of getting promoted de-
mands behaviors like taking on additional stretch work assignments, being 
highly responsive to your boss who works around the clock and over the 
weekends, and traveling 25% more. Holding these two goals simultaneously 
may lead to you feeling frustrated and conflicted because they are pulling 
your behavior in two different directions.
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Outside of work, you may hold competing goals of (1) spending time with 
friends and (2) saving money. To pursue your goal of spending more time 
with friends, you participate in happy hours, dinners out, and weekend get-
away trips. You enjoy seeing your friends, but also feel angst every time you 
spend money on these activities because you are working against your goal 
of saving. Next time you notice yourself feeling frustration or angst as you 
make choices or take actions in support of one goal, pause to ask yourself if 
you have another goal – explicit or implicit – that is at odds with the first 
goal and demands a different set of behaviors and choices.14 If you discover 
that you do hold competing goals, you have some choices to make, including 
integrating, revising, or even abandoning one or both of those goals.

Leaving space to change directions

It’s easy to get locked into goals that we set, continuing to push ourselves 
in pursuit of them even if we aren’t making the progress we’d like. When 
you set your own goals, you have discretion to revisit or revise those goals as 
conditions evolve. For example, in early 2020 you set a goal to visit a new 
country every year. And then, three months into the year, COVID-19 ren-
dered that goal unachievable for 2020. You could fiercely clutch on to that 
goal, despite the changing world conditions (which were completely out of 
your control), or you could choose to adapt that goal to match the changing 
circumstances. Instead of trying to visit a new country in 2020, you could 
have revised that goal to try food from five different countries that you’d 
never had before. And perhaps in revising that goal, you established a new 
one: supporting local restaurants in your community that were dealt a very 
difficult blow from the COVID lockdowns.

In addition to revising our goals, sometimes simply abandoning our goals can 
be adaptive. For many people this feels like heresy – once they commit to a 
goal, they pursue it relentlessly, no matter what. But the reality is, our con-
text is always changing: your work conditions, life, information available to 
you, your other goals and desires. Holding firm to a goal that no longer serves 
you will likely leave you feeling unmotivated and frustrated.

Let’s go back to our birthday marathon example. Say you set this goal but 
have never enjoyed running. You start with your marathon training pro-
gram, gradually building up to longer and longer training runs. And you 
hate it. You absolutely dread that 14-mile training run on Saturday morning. 
The night before, you are filled with dread. You are cranky and snap at your 
partner even though they have nothing to do with your goal. You turn down 
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invitations to fun parties and events because you must wake up early for your 
run. During your run you are miserable and ask yourself why the heck you 
decided to run a marathon. You have a choice: you can continue to pursue 
this goal and hate every moment of it until the marathon is complete, or you 
can say, “You know, I thought I would enjoy this. I’ve put a lot of effort into 
training, but I have no desire to continue. What I really wanted was to feel 
great in my body at this milestone. I think for my fortieth birthday I’d rather 
set a new goal of saving money for a spa weekend where I can get a massage 
and a facial, and just relax.” You can frame this example either as abandon-
ing your goal of running a marathon, because it no longer serves you, or as 
revising your goal to something that you care more about as a celebration of 
your birthday. There might be multiple paths to what you really want. You 
can choose a path that also feels good to you.

Research Spotlight:

James W. Beck, PhD, Associate Professor of Psychology at the  
University of Waterloo, on competing goals

Us: James, why are you interested in studying competing goals?

Dr. Beck: The idea that goals are in competition is important for 
understanding why people behave in the ways they do. For instance, 
I  study workplace safety. A  common question that arises regarding 
unsafe work behaviors is: If unsafe behaviors can result in accidents and 
injuries, then why do people behave unsafely in the first place? Often, the 
answer to this question is that working the “safe way” is less efficient 
than taking shortcuts, and safety equipment is uncomfortable.

Us: So, people have other goals, like getting work done quickly and 
being comfortable, that compete with their safety goals, like avoiding 
accidents.

Dr. Beck: Yes, and you have to weigh these competing goals to under-
stand the choices people make regarding how to allocate their time and 
effort at work.

Us: What’s another example?

Dr. Beck: I recently published a study with colleagues where we looked 
at managers’ competing goals of delivering feedback to a subordinate, 
plus creating a budget and a schedule by a certain deadline. Whether 
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or not the managers prioritized the feedback conversation depended 
on how much they thought the subordinate would care about and use 
the feedback.

Us: The managers went with the goal that they thought would have 
the most impact?

Dr. Beck: Correct. If the managers thought the feedback would pay off 
in terms of improved subordinate performance, they prioritized giving 
feedback. If that seemed like less of a sure bet, they focused their effort 
on other tasks like creating budgets and schedules. People tend to put 
their efforts into pursuing goals that most are “in need” or falling be-
hind, but we also weigh the probability of success. If accomplishing one 
goal is a sure thing, we might not attend to it right away, instead put-
ting our attention where it’s most needed. Likewise, we don’t put much 
effort into pursuing a goal with a low likelihood of success because it 
feels like a lost cause.

Us: James, what role do emotions play in choosing between goals?

Dr. Beck: Our rate of progress towards our goals has a large impact on 
our emotions. Fast progress feels good, and we feel optimistic that the 
goal will be achieved. But slow progress can bring on negative emo-
tions like frustration. I have found in my research that when people 
face slow-downs in their goal progress, they get frustrated and start 
looking for shortcuts to speed things up, which can create a very unsafe 
situation. When progress is suddenly slowed, it’s important to take a 
breath and readjust our expectations. Otherwise we risk making bad 
decisions, like taking shortcuts, in the name of faster progress.

Us: Final question. What can our readers do to better manage multiple 
goals or competing goals?

Dr. Beck: Become aware of the “planning fallacy,” which is when peo-
ple underestimate how long it takes to achieve a goal or complete a task. 
Common examples are things like getting your holiday shopping done 
and completing your taxes. These types of goals consist of several sub-
tasks that need to be accomplished, and there’s lots of space for inter-
ruptions. For instance, when trying to estimate how long it will take you 
to do your holiday shopping, do you account for time spent searching 
for a parking spot at the mall? Do you add a buffer in case your partner 
texts you asking you to pick up dinner? The point is, when we don’t take 
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things like sub-goals or interruptions into account, we tend to underes-
timate how long things will take. This can make us feel overwhelmed or 
frustrated, miss deadlines, or let stuff fall through the cracks. But when 
people are forced to stop and think through these tasks, taking into ac-
count all the little sub-tasks and hiccups along the way, they tend to be 
a lot more accurate in their timing estimates. Pausing to think through 
and plan for competing demands can help us be much more successful 
at managing those competing goals when they arise.

Checking in frequently with your goals to ensure they are still relevant and 
supported by the ever-changing conditions around your work and life will 
help you maintain clarity around and stay motivated to achieve your goals. 
Hanging onto a goal that is no longer relevant, realistic, or motivating can 
lead to negative emotions, like frustration, anger, lack of motivation, and 
even depression. In their research, Jones and colleagues15 found that failure 
to achieve goals led to depressive symptoms and anxiety, and that ruminat-
ing on those failures further contributed to the negative emotional experi-
ence. Making progress toward something meaningful, known as the progress 
principle, has a strong positive impact on people’s subjective experiences.16

Should you find yourself in a similar position – failing to meet a goal, experi-
encing negative emotions as a result, and ruminating on or judging yourself 
for that failure – you can use some of the techniques described earlier to help 
lift you out of that cycle of rumination. Start by noticing how you are feeling 
in response to your lack of goal attainment. Notice not only your emotions, 
but also any negative self-talk. Take this opportunity to pause and become 
more self-aware of your experience. What’s getting in the way of making 
progress on your goals? Are your goals still relevant, realistic, and important 
to you? Are your goals excessively challenging and therefore unattainable 
(such as Brodie’s childhood dream of playing in the NHL despite not being 
able to ice skate – and not being a man). Once you have more clarity on 
what’s going wrong with your goal pursuit, you can make a deliberate choice 
about what to do next, such as changing your behavior to help you make 
more progress on your goal, revising your goal to be more realistic, identify-
ing and addressing any competing goals, or choosing to abandon your goal 
if it’s no longer serving you. Your negative emotions act as a warning system 
that something is not working with your goals. And, when there is a gap 
between where we currently are and where we want to be, we can choose 
to ramp up efforts to change our current state, move our desired state (goal) 
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closer to our current state (revision), or eliminate that tension by letting go 
of the goal altogether. Try it for yourself now.

 Experience it yourself

List one goal that is causing you frustration, anxiety, or where you 
are experiencing lack of progress.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What emotions arise for you when you think about this goal?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

To what extent is this goal still relevant, realistic, and important to you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What changes do you need to make to this goal or a competing goal 
to help you make progress?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What will you do next? This could include changing your behavior, 
modifying the goal or competing goals, abandoning the goal, setting 
achievable milestones, etc.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What emotions do you WANT to feel as you work toward this goal?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Deep grooves

Coaching can be a powerful tool to support behavior change. A coaching 
client may want to leave behind old habits that are no longer working for 
them, develop new habits aligned with their goals, or fine-tune a behavior 
that’s important for their work or life. Also, behavior change is hard. Behav-
ior change is hard for the same reason that disrupting our stimulus-response 
cycle is hard. We get caught up in habits or patterns, and changing those 
requires BOTH letting go of the old behavior and adopting new behaviors. It 
takes effort, and one thing we know from Chapter 2 is that our brains prefer 
the easier route. Social support can facilitate our success.

The behaviors we want to change have typically been reinforced over the 
years. We sometimes refer to this as habits of patterns of thoughts and 
behaviors creating “deep grooves.” Imagine that you’re walking down the 
beach. Each time you walk down the path, the weight of your feet pushes 
a bit of the sand to either side, creating a footprint. Over time, if you con-
tinue to walk the same path, the groove will get deeper and more embed-
ded. And, the more you walk the same path, the more effortless if becomes. 
You don’t have to make conscious decisions about where to go. It becomes 
automatic. Taking a different path will require conscious attention and 
more effort as our body won’t be as familiar with all the little bumps along 
the way.
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Some of our gnarliest habits as humans are consistently reinforced, which 
is why they are hard to abandon. A smoking habit is reinforced not only 
chemically, through the neurological effect of nicotine, but also socially, 
by giving smokers a chance to step outside and take a break, to talk and 
connect with others who are also taking a smoke break. Excessive drinking 
is hard to curb because we lose our inhibitions in the moment, and because 
rewarding social activities (happy hours, dance parties, nice dinners) and 
cues that we are relaxing (a scotch or a beer at the end of a long day) 
make us feel good and mark important rituals in our lives. Workaholism 
wreaks havoc on our mental and physical health and relationships, but it is 
consistently reinforced through praise, rewards, promotions, and achieve-
ments at work. To change complex habits like these, we need clear and 
compelling reasons to choose something else. This change also often re-
quires unlearning. As we start to forge a new path, we must train ourselves 
that the old one isn’t taking us to where we want to go. We must believe 
that it is worth the extra effort and attentional resources to do something 
different.

Goals play an essential role in behavior change. Having a clear “what” and 
“why” provides direction and motivation for behavior change. Clearer, more 
specific goals are more likely to drive behavior, and when those goals are 
relevant and meaningful to us, we are more motivated to pursue them. Be-
havior change also requires feedback and time to pause and notice what just 
happened.
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Let’s consider workaholism. Meet Andres, who struggles with workaholism 
and really wants to make meaningful and lasting changes in his life, in sup-
port of his physical and mental health, his relationships with friends and 
family, and because he’s getting bored with his unidimensional focus. It’s 
not enough to just say “I don’t want to be a workaholic anymore.” Andres 
needs compelling goals to pull his behavior in a new, desired direction, such 
as a goal of having a more balanced lifestyle (and even better if he can get  
specific – such as not working before 8 am or after 8 pm; spending one 
evening per week with friends; getting to the gym four days per week). An-
dres’s current state is – in his words – “workaholism,” which includes looking 
at email the moment he wakes up at 5 am, working on average 14 hours per 
day and every weekend, and prioritizing work above all else. His desired state 
is one of greater balance.

To close that gap and start moving toward his desired state, Andres needs 
to experiment with new behaviors. He must pause to reflect and notice the 
impact of those new behaviors and get feedback on the effect of his new 
behaviors. Andres begins by stopping work every Wednesday at 6 pm. He’s 
incredibly anxious and uncomfortable logging off at that time, but he’s ex-
cited that he is taking a step in the right direction. On his first work-free 
Wednesday night, Andres deliberately pauses to notice how he feels. He 
relaxes with his partner by having take-out dinner at home and reading a 
magazine on the couch while listening to music. In the moment, he notices, 
“Wow, this feels awesome. Is this what other people’s lives are like?”

Andres gets a full eight hours of sleep, and when he wakes up, he notices 
how refreshed he feels. He’s in a good mood, has mental clarity, and is ex-
cited and ready to take on the workday. Noticing this feeling he wonders, 
“Do I feel this way because I didn’t work late last night?” Later that morning, 
his partner gives him feedback that it was really nice to just hang out and 
be together last night. Usually, after dinner, Andres goes right back into his 
home office and works as late as he can bear. Often, his partner is already 
sound asleep when he shuts down. He appreciates the unsolicited feedback 
and that his partner noticed he took the night off.

The next night – Thursday – Andres is back to his old routines. But some-
thing is different this time. He notices how grumpy he is to go back to work 
after dinner. He’s had a taste of what it was like to take the night off and relax. 
Even more noteworthy, the next morning – after working until 10:30 pm –  
he wakes up groggy and grumpy once again. He drags himself to the coffee 
machine and looks with dread at the full calendar on his phone. His partner 
makes a sarcastic comment later that day, asking if he even went to bed since 
he was still working at bedtime and was already back at work by the time his 
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partner awoke. Andres winces at the comment but perceives it as important 
feedback about the impact of his choices.

In this example, Andres experiments with his behavior, pays careful at-
tention to notice and reflect on what he experiences, and gets feedback 
from someone who also notices his behavior and whose opinion he cares 
about deeply. Andres has his work cut out for him. He has dipped a toe 
into advancing toward his goal of a more balanced lifestyle but will have 
to rely extensively on self-regulation and self-control to shift his long-held 
and often reinforced work habits. Having an added layer of support and 
accountability can help. Research has shown that when individuals work 
with a coach, they are significantly more likely to achieve their goals.17 
Coaching can provide the structure, time, and space to stop and reflect 
on goals and behavior, and to make intentional choices about behavior 
change. Additionally, many clients feel a sense of responsibility and ac-
countability to their coach to show that they are making an effort and 
doing the work to make meaningful progress. As we mentioned before, 
behavior change is hard, particularly when we go it alone. Having an ob-
jective partner, sounding board, or accountability buddy, such as a coach, 
friend, colleague, family member, or therapist, can set us up for a greater 
likelihood of success, particularly if they are willing to do the brave work 
of sharing candid feedback and observations.

Habits: the path of least resistance

As we mentioned in Chapter 2, our brains favor ease and efficiency. Making 
deliberate choices about our behaviors and thinking deeply about decisions 
is neither easy nor efficient! Think about a typical day in your life. Imagine 
how overwhelmed and exhausted you would feel if you had to make a de-
liberate choice about every single thing you did throughout the day – from 
the moment you wake up to the moment you go to bed. Research has shown 
that roughly 45% of our behaviors on any given day are made up entirely of 
habits,18 as opposed to deliberate choices. Relying on habits allows us to al-
locate our decision-making and cognitive energy to decisions and behaviors 
that warrant more attention. For example, if you have had the same morning 
routine for 12 years, it probably unfolds each day without you even noticing. 
But as soon as something unusual or demanding of your attention occurs, 
your awareness shifts. The electricity goes out, your partner cuts their hand 
while slicing a bagel, you have a 5 am conference call. Suddenly, with these 
novel situations, your habitual morning routine is disrupted, and you have 
to make more intentional choices about where you direct your energy and 
attention.
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Our habits form through a sequence of steps. First, we experience a cue or trig-
ger that motivates some kind of behavior. Then, the behavior is rewarded or 
reinforced. We learn that this behavior leads to a positive outcome, so we are 
likely to repeat it. With repetition, we associate the behavior with, first, the 
cue, and second, the reward. For example, the clock strikes 5 pm on Friday. You 
close your laptop, pack up your things, and – doesn’t an ice-cold beer sound 
great right now? You go to the fridge, crack open a cold one, and feel the work 
week melt away and the calm possibility of the weekend come into focus. Next 
thing you know, you’ve been cracking open that cold beer every Friday at 5 pm 
for years – it’s become habitual. You find yourself in that groove that we talked 
about earlier. In this example, the cue is the clock striking 5 pm and you packing 
up your things. The behavior is cracking open a beer, and the reward is that 
sense of calm completion you feel wash over you. Here’s another example. It’s 
10 pm, and you’re getting tired. You get ready for bed and hop under the covers. 
You grab your phone and start scrolling through social media, commenting on 
or liking your friends’ posts. Next thing you know, 45 minutes have flown by. 
What happened? In this example, the cue was getting in bed and reaching for 
your phone. The behavior is scrolling through social media, and the reward is 
the emotions you generate by commenting on and liking your friends’ posts (and 
perhaps seeing some likes and comments on your own).

Now you’re tired of mindlessly scrolling through social media and wasting time 
every night when you could be getting more sleep. How do you intercept the 
habit? In his book The Power of Habit,19 author and journalist Charles Duhigg 
explains that we must get under the surface of the real benefits we are getting 
from the habit and find ways to break the cue-behavior-reward pattern. In our 
social media example, you could change the cue-behavior cycle by leaving your 
phone on the kitchen counter at night and using an old-school alarm clock 
rather than your phone’s alarm. Or you could dig deep on what you’re REALLY 
getting out of the social media scrolling. Perhaps it’s a feeling of connection with 
people you care about, or a feeling of external validation when others like or 
comment on your posts. To change the habit, you’ll want to find connection or 
validation elsewhere, such as through a phone call with a close friend or writing 
a few thank-you notes to people you care about (real mail!). These alternative 
behaviors will give you the same benefit (reward) of connecting with others, 
while allowing you to let go of your social media scrolling habit.

Noticing, pausing, and making intentional choices are essential for adjusting 
habits. The key to creating new habits or abandoning or changing habits 
that no longer serve us starts with becoming aware of those habits. You can’t 
intentionally change behaviors that you don’t see or are not aware of. The 
skill of noticing is essential for becoming more consciously aware of habits 
that drive our behavior each day. Once we become aware of those habits, 
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we can pause to identify the three elements mentioned above: the cue, the 
actual behavior, and the reward that is reinforcing that behavior. Pausing 
also provides the time and space to stop and make a conscious choice about 
a different behavior we want to try instead.

 Experience it yourself

Take a moment to identify a few habits that drive your behavior on 
a regular basis:

1. ______________________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________________

Pick one of those habits and break it down into its components.

What is the cue or trigger?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What is the actual behavior?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What reward do you get from that behavior? Dig deep here – what is 
it really reinforcing for you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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How well is this habit working for you? What do you want to keep 
doing or change? Why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Conclusion

All day, every day you experience emotions and cognitions that drive and 
are impacted by your behavior and the choices you make. And you have 
more choice than you realize. Our goals can help keep us pointed in the right 
direction, and we all possess the capacity and discipline to pause, notice, and 
choose a different behavior in support of our goals. It’s simple and effective, 
even if it isn’t easy. Over time we create new habits and new typical ways of 
being for ourselves that are more aligned to who we want to be and the effect 
we want to have on others and the world around us.

In the next section we shift from focusing on you, to exploring you in re-
lation to other people. We don’t live in a vacuum, and much of life occurs 
alongside other people. Everything you have learned about yourself and how 
your brain works applies to others too. That can be easy to forget sometimes. 
We over-index on what we see people doing and make inferences about 
their motivations and intentions, even though we might be entirely off base. 
Come with us now as we zoom out to talk about you in relation to other 
people, and how you can leverage your knowledge of your own emotions, 
cognition, and behavior to have more effective interactions with others.

Chapter 3 Key idea

Our reactions are not fixed – we can learn techniques to help us perceive 
and respond to the world in ways that better serve us. Having greater clarity 
around your goals can help you set intentions, harness your motivation, and 
align your choices to better achieve them.

Want to learn more? Check out

One of our favorite tools to break goals down into manageable steps and 
become more aware of our daily habits is the Habit Tracker tool from 
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Appointed, maker of notebooks, productivity tools, and other great work 
supplies. Great for those of you who prefer good old-fashioned paper over 
apps and online tools. Check out appointed.co for more. There are also a 
variety of apps that you can use for tracking goals and habits.
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Part 2

Your coaching skills

Part 1 of this book introduced some concepts and frameworks, grounded in 
research, to help you think more deliberately about what’s happening under 
the surface that is influencing what is showing up above the waterline. As we 
introduced those concepts, we included some reflective exercises and tools 
that you can use to influence your own thoughts, feelings, and actions. In 
Part 2, we’ll introduce coaching skills that you can use to not only influence 
your internal world but also to influence your relationships and the world 
around you. We begin with 1:1 relationships in Chapter 4 and then progress 
to how coaching skills can be applied to 1:many relationships such as groups 
and teams in Chapter 5. In doing so, we explore both how the psychological 
principles described in Part 1 give rise to coaching skills and tools, and how 
those psychological principles shift as people interact with one another. Part 
2 will give you a better sense of how you can apply a coaching mindset and 
skills to more effectively influence the actions of others or assist others in 
doing so.   
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4
Using your coaching skills 1:1

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1. Are we finally going to talk about coaching skills?
2. How does what we learned about ourselves apply to our interactions 

with others?
3. What makes coaching distinct from other types of conversations?

I need you to reset table 46 NOW. Casey looked at the text on their phone 
and immediately felt both puzzled and hijacked. “What is the deal? And 
who do you think you are, talking to me like that?” Casey thought as they 
considered the message. Casey is the daytime manager of an established and 
beloved Michelin-starred restaurant. They love their job and care deeply 
about service and creating wonderful experiences for guests. Still feeling an-
noyed and confused, Casey hustles to the garden dining room and grabs a few 
staff members on the way to get table 46 cleared and reset. Twenty minutes 
later, Casey runs into Stella, the restaurant general manager and sender of 
the cryptic text. Stella appears tense and frazzled. Casey thinks, “Oh, geez, 
now what?” but feigns a smile to Stella. They have a full book of reservations 
on this Friday afternoon going into a long weekend, so there’s no time for 
squabbles. As the afternoon unfolds Casey ruminates on the text from Stella 
and starts to concoct stories about Stella’s intentions. By the time lunch 
service wraps up, Casey has decided it might be time to look around on the 
job market. “Why would I want to work somewhere where I feel disrespected 
and ordered around like this?” After a meeting with the evening leadership 
crew, Stella asks Casey for a word. “Oh, here it comes,” Casey mutters under 
their breath.

Stella pulls Casey to the side and says quietly, “I’m so sorry that I was tense 
and distracted earlier. Thank you for taking care of table 46 so quickly! We 
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found out with 15 minutes notice that a team from the LA Times food sec-
tion was coming in for lunch! Their last write-up about us was a little criti-
cal, and I wanted to make sure we were ready for them this time.” Instantly, 
Casey feels mortified after spending the entire afternoon in a downward 
spiral of emotions, judgments, and making plans to move on! All from one 
little text and making assumptions about Stella’s demeanor when they ran 
into each other before service began. Casey reassures Stella everything was 
okay and asks about the LA Times team’s experience. Casey half listens to 
Stella, but finds that they are distracted by an inner monologue of thoughts 
like “OMG, you are so emotional! You jumped to conclusions so fast! What 
is wrong with you?!” On their walk home from the restaurant, Casey plays 
back the day in their mind, wondering how they could have handled the 
situation differently. If we could see inside Casey’s head, we would see their 
thoughts unfold: “Instead of jumping to these conclusions and getting bent 
out of shape by Stella’s text, I  should have just written back and asked 
what was going on. I trust Stella, and we have a great working relationship. 
I should have known something was going on after that text and when I saw 
her looking tense. She’s usually so calm and kind. I can’t believe I took it 
personally and thought it was something about me. Next time, I’m going 
to ask. I’m going to take care of the work that needs to be addressed, but 
try to understand why, what’s going on. I also wish I had asked Stella if she 
was okay rather than giving her that fake smile when I ran into her. I can’t 
believe I did that!”

When was the last time you had an experience like Casey’s? You jumped to 
conclusions, making assumptions about someone’s words or behavior. You 
created a cascade of imagined thoughts, feelings, and actions without paus-
ing to understand what’s really going on. Sound familiar? If so, read on.

1 + 1 = 3

In Chapters 1–3, we offered a window into a few of the influences and drivers 
of our thoughts, feelings, and behavior. So much more is happening beneath 
the surface to shape our own and others’ observable behaviors. This is often 
depicted as an iceberg, with what we see above the surface (e.g., behaviors) 
being just a small fraction of the picture. At any given moment, we experi-
ence a multitude of thoughts, feelings, observations, and impulses, much of 
which we’re not consciously aware of. We could write an entire book (and 
many, many people have!) on just one layer of the iceberg to understand its 
complexity.
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The complexity doesn’t end there. We don’t live our lives in isolation. As 
other people enter the mix, complexity grows, and their icebergs collide with 
our own. Just as every person is unique, every relationship is unique. Rela-
tionships are not just my iceberg plus yours; there’s an interaction between 
two people that creates a fundamentally new phenomenon.1 With all that 
complexity, it’s amazing that we get along as well as we do! And yet, there 
are endless opportunities for misunderstandings, conflict, and discontent. 
Many of the most important relationships in our lives are 1:1 (dyadic). You 
and your partner, mother, father, manager, neighbor, best friend, teacher, 
child, and so on. In this chapter we’ll talk about how you can bring a coach-
ing mindset and skill set to those relationships and to each interaction to be 
more effective and bring out the best in others, first in 1:1 settings and then 
with groups and teams in Chapter 5.

Up until now, we’ve primarily discussed concepts through the lens of an in-
dividual. You perceive someone else’s behavior and go through a wide array 
of fast and slow processing to interpret that behavior and respond. The story 
doesn’t end there. Your behavior also impacts others. Behavior can create 
a chain reaction; one that might take us down a path we don’t want to be 
on. As we described in Chapter 3, pause practices can be a powerful way to 
break the chain – particularly because the only behavior you can control 
is your own (and you can’t necessarily count on the other person having a 
pause practice). Often, 1:1 interactions come to life through dialogue. This 
is where your coaching skill set can be your superpower. Now that you have 
the foundational concepts of the self, we’ll dive into core coaching skills that 
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you’ll then see how to apply in every aspect of life throughout the rest of this 
book. Yes, we are finally getting to coaching skills now.

In Chapter 1, we introduced professional coaching as “partnering with cli-
ents in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to max-
imize their personal and professional potential.”2 We also noted that this 
book was not written for professional coaches. Instead, we draw from the 
core coaching skill set professional coaches use and that anyone can develop 
and apply to improve their own emotional regulation, thought patterns, be-
haviors, and interactions with others. You can think of this as us drawing a 
distinction between “coach” as a noun (e.g., a professional coach or person 
who is playing the role of a coach) and “coach” as a verb – the core skills 
that coaches use in their practice, and that you can also use to have more 
effective interactions with others. In this book, we focus on coach as a verb.

Mindset is everything

Think about the last time you were offended in an interaction. Was it the 
actual words? Was it the tone? Was it your memory of your previous inter-
action with that person? The mindset we bring to a conversation impacts 
not only the way we understand the world around us, but also the way we 
are understood. One example of mindset that you might have encountered 
is the idea of growth mindset.3 Growth mindset is the belief that you can 
develop your abilities through hard work, focus, and effort rather than the 
belief that your abilities are innate or “fixed” (fixed mindset). Research has 
consistently demonstrated that this difference in how people perceive ability 
has big implications for how they approach tasks, deal with setbacks, and as 
a result, the kind of outcomes they achieve.

Let’s look at an example of how this might show up in practice. Two of 
Shonna’s closest childhood friends were naturally gifted artists. They loved 
to draw and would spend hours practicing – tracing, practicing freehand, 
and developing new cartoon characters. Shonna, in contrast, gravitated 
toward reading and science. For years, whenever Shonna and her friends 
worked on group projects, she would rely on them for the artistic aspects 
of the project while she took on the things that required research, writing, 
or organization. As a result, while her friends dedicated hours, months, and 
eventually years to their craft, Shonna avoided anything artistic because, in 
her words, “I wasn’t good at it.” Whose artistic skills do you imagine improved 
over that time? Some activities certainly come more naturally to each of us, 
but the mindset you have about those differences influences the story you 
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tell yourself about your capabilities and ultimately what you do about it. As 
an adult, Shonna has intentionally shifted the stories she tells herself and as 
a result, now loves to draw, paint, and sculpt.

We often find that realizing you can choose your mindset is mind-blowing to 
some people. They haven’t considered the degree of choice that they have in 
how they decide to “show up,” or frame or interpret their experiences. In our 
class at Georgetown University, we start by encouraging our students to take 
a beginner’s mindset, where they approach their experiences with curiosity 
and wonder, rather than assuming they already know the answers.

The mindset that you choose to adopt in any given situation will influence 
how you experience that situation. For example, let’s say you hate net-
working events and typically enter them with a mindset of discomfort and 
feeling like networking is sleezy – like you are using people to get ahead. 
Instead, you could intentionally choose a mindset of curiosity, which will 
enable you to naturally be more interested in the people you are meeting 
and the experience that you are having. You can probably imagine that 
you’ll have a more enjoyable time at the event if you go in with openness 
and curiosity rather than feeling closed off and having labeled the event 
as sleezy.

 Experience it for yourself

You are going into a conversation where you will use your coaching 
skills. What mindset would you bring to a coaching conversation? 
Why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What mindset do you have right now as you read this book? How is 
it impacting your experience?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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Having a growth or fixed mindset impacts how you learn and deal with chal-
lenges. There are many other aspects of mindset that impact our interactions 
with others every day. The International Coaching Federation recently did 
an extensive study4 to update their list of competencies required to be an ef-
fective coach (for more on the competencies visit the International Coach-
ing Federation Website). One of the competencies identified was Embodies 
a Coaching Mindset, which entails “developing and maintaining a mindset 
that is open, curious, flexible and client-centered.” One of the most impor-
tant aspects of the coaching mindset is to be truly curious about the other 
person, what they are experiencing, and how they make sense of the world. 
That curiosity must be followed by openness and non-judgment. When you 
use your coaching skills, you want the person you are talking with to feel 
comfortable being open, honest, and authentic. You want them to feel as 
if they are being accepted, and not judged or evaluated, for sharing their 
honest thoughts and feelings. To create this environment, you must start 
with your mindset. The mindset that you bring to the conversation lays the 
foundation for everything that you do and say. These foundational ways of 
approaching a conversation are below the waterline in the iceberg model but 
have a massive impact on what shows up above. We like to think of these as 
being a new kind of CON artist (curious, open, non-judgmental).

As we’ve noted throughout the book, people are social creatures who evolved 
to depend on one another for survival in an environment filled with creatures 
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far larger, stronger, and faster than we were. This means that feelings of judg-
ment trigger primal insecurity and fear related to exclusion from the group. 
Being excluded or rejected from the group was a matter of survival. Even 
though everyday threats to our survival are less likely in the modern world, 
our brains still respond to imagined threats (judgment, rejection, exclusion) 
in the same way they would respond to those real threats (lions, tigers, and 
bears!). Coaching, particularly with the intention of development, requires 
that the other person feels safe so that they can be vulnerable, receptive to 
challenge, and confident in their ability to grow.

 Experience it yourself

Reflect on a time when you felt judged. What was the situation? 
What caused you to feel like you were being judged?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What was the impact? How did you respond?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Now, reflect on a time when you felt safe and accepted. What was 
the situation? What caused you to feel like you were accepted?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What was the impact? How did you respond?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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These concepts also highlight the intersection between coaching and diversity, 
inclusion, and belonging. Those ideas are fundamentally intertwined because 
much of coaching is built on the foundation that to be in service of and with 
others, you need to show up in a way that enables them to feel seen and heard. 
When we feel like we don’t belong, we are less likely to take risks, and we might 
deliberately try to stay off the radar, which means we are less likely to get no-
ticed or have opportunities shared with us that enable us to achieve our goals 
and have significant impact. We censor ourselves, which causes us to lose the 
potential for beneficial relationships and opportunities for growth and devel-
opment. In contrast, when people feel like they belong, they are more willing 
to offer diverse perspectives, take in the perspectives of others, and show up 
as their full, authentic selves. The Coaching Mindset competency highlights 
the importance of self-awareness, reflection, curiosity, emotional regulation, and  
humility – asking for help, continuously learning, and being open to and aware 
of the influence of context and culture on ourselves and others.

Those soft skills sure are hard

Although you don’t have to be a coach to use coaching skills, we still believe 
it can be helpful to understand the competencies that define professional 
coaching and consider how these behaviors can be applied in our day-to-
day lives. The International Coaching Federation (ICF)5 outlines eight 
core competencies (grouped into four domains) for coaches, each of which 
includes several specific behaviors to bring that competency to life. These 
competencies are based on rigorous research with more than 1300 coaches 
across the globe. The purpose is to provide consistency and clarity on the 
skills and behaviors that contribute to effective coaching. For our purposes, 
we focus on four of those eight competencies that we believe are most rele-
vant to the coaching skill set: Establishes and Maintains Agreements, Lis-
tens Actively, Evokes Awareness, and Facilitates Client Growth. If you are 
interested in learning more about the remaining four competencies (which 
we deem most appropriate for professional coaches), visit the International 
Coach Federation website.6 Let’s take a look at the first of our four focal 
competencies: Establishing and Maintaining Agreements.

Setting the destination in your conversational GPS

Coaching conversations are not just interesting conversations. They 
are purposeful. They have an intended outcome with some structure – a 
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beginning, middle, and end. The beginning of the conversation includes 
an agreement. The agreement establishes the focus of the conversation 
and what will be accomplished. Agreements provide an important founda-
tion for the conversation. They give us guideposts for the conversation and 
a way to evaluate success and ensure it’s not an aimless chit-chat. Knowing 
what the other person wants to achieve in the conversation ensures that 
the coach can offer observations and new ways of seeing that might help 
the other person achieve that outcome. Our day-to-day interactions often 
begin and end without clear agreement on the purpose of the conversa-
tion and what success looks like. We set recurring meetings, often without 
stopping to evaluate whether they are still a good use of time. We call a 
friend to chat about a problem without clarifying whether what we need is 
an ear or advice.

In a formal coaching relationship, the coach and client typically develop a 
formal agreement, often codified in a coaching contract, regarding the na-
ture of the relationship, the client’s goals, and how they will work together. 
This creates stronger alignment between the coach and client, which re-
duces the likelihood of unmet expectations and sets a strong foundation for 
direct feedback throughout the relationship. For most of us, we’ll find our-
selves incorporating coaching skills into our toolkit outside the confines of 
a professional coaching relationship. “Coach” might be one of many hats 
you find yourself wearing in any given relationship, perhaps in addition to 
manager, trusted advisor, mentor, or friend.
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Let’s take the role of a parent. We’ll use Shonna as our example because 
she has three daughters. Shonna has both intentionally and unintentionally 
incorporated coaching into the tools she uses in her relationships with her 
daughters since being trained as a coach. There are many other roles she 
plays and tools she uses, however. When one of her daughters comes to her 
feeling frustrated or upset, how does she know which tool to use? Shonna 
could give her daughter advice (her mentor hat), teach her (her teacher 
or trainer hat), tell her what to do (her parent or supervisor hat), or listen 
and ask her questions to help her further explore her thoughts and feelings 
(her coach hat). What’s the best way to respond? Arguably, the best way for 
Shonna to respond is the way that most closely aligns with what her daugh-
ter wants or believes she needs in that moment. The first step to forming 
an agreement on the conversation would be to ask her daughter. We often 
skip this step. We typically assume, even if unconsciously, what will be most 
helpful and dive right in. That might not align with what help looks like 
to Shonna’s daughter in that situation. She may be looking for someone 
to listen and validate, while Shonna is anxious to give advice and problem 
solve (how many times have you been here: you just want someone to listen, 
but they are trying to give advice and solve your problem!). Coming to an 
agreement can help identify and close that gap.

Agreements can be even more important in multifaceted work relationships. 
Take the role of a manager. Expectations of modern managers often include 
manager as coach, supervisor, and mentor. In addition, it is not uncommon 
for friendships to develop (we won’t even get into family businesses). En-
suring that both parties are aligned on the context of the discussion can 
increase trust and safety. Further, agreements can be valuable but often ab-
sent from many other aspects of corporate life. For example, take meetings. 
An agenda is an example of an agreement. In his great book, The Surprising 
Science of Meetings,7 industrial-organizational psychologist Steven Rogelberg 
notes that having a clear agenda that others in the meeting have had some 
say in can lead to a more effective meeting and time better spent. Simple 
questions can be some of the most powerful in framing the purpose of a 
meeting. What is it we’re here to discuss? What does success look like? Once 
we have an upfront agreement, we’ve created the necessary foundation for 
others to commit. We create a way to evaluate goal attainment and success 
of the engagement. Although being explicit about an agreement can feel 
constraining, it opens the potential to pursue alternative ways of achieving 
the desired outcome. In our work with our clients, we frequently find that 
disappointment is a result of unmet (and unstated) expectations rather than 
broken promises. Discipline around agreements can clarify expectations and 
reduce the likelihood of disappointment.
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 Experience it yourself

In your next meeting, notice the presence or absence of clear agree-
ments. Consider the following questions:

What is the agreement?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What are the measures of success?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Why is the agreement important/meaningful?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Is the agreement clear? What would make it clearer?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Two ears, one mouth

We asserted that the desires to feel seen and heard are deeply innate hu-
man needs that have roots in our basic survival as a species. In our experi-
ence, it’s relatively rare that people feel heard in their day-to-day lives. It’s a 
seemingly simple activity. Yet, when you start to pay attention to your own 
listening, and the listening of others, you might find that we engage in and 
are the recipients of far less real listening than you might imagine. Listening 
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requires focused attention. Focused attention is effortful. As we described 
in Chapter 2, a lot of data are coming at us at any given time and there are 
countless demands on our attention. Even now, things might be pulling you 
away from the words on this page. It might be sounds or goings-on in your 
environment. It could be your inner monologue, your to-do list, what you’re 
going to have for dinner, or that thing that happened last week that keeps 
creeping into your thoughts. The same thing happens when we’re engaging 
in conversation with others. When you listen to truly understand the other 
person, you are shifting into a depth of listening that requires practice. This 
idea is referred to as “levels of listening.”

Internal listening (level 1)

In our coach training we learned about three levels of listening,8 which we 
refer back to regularly in our own coaching work and in our class. In level 
1 listening, despite being in conversation with someone else, our attention 
is on ourselves. If you’ve ever found yourself interrupting another person or 
anxiously waiting for them to complete their sentence so that you don’t for-
get what you were going to say, you have practiced level 1 listening. When 
someone shares instructions with you and you listen closely with your own 
follow-up actions in mind, you’re listening at level 1. If a friend tells you about 
their vacation to Key West and you say, “I love Key West!” you are practicing 
level 1 listening. We all practice level 1 listening or internal listening every 
single day. In fact, we likely spend most of our time listening at this level. 
There is nothing inherently bad or wrong with level 1 listening. Despite the 
inferred hierarchy of levels 1, 2, and 3, no one level is superior to the other. 
Each level of listening serves its own purpose. Listening at level 1 is efficient 
and helps us identify information that is relevant to us. It can also help us 
find things we share with others (we both love Key West!). At other times 
we may benefit from stepping back to notice our own excitement about and 
preoccupation with our great response and the idea we want to communicate 
when given the chance; we are focused on ourselves, not the other person.

Focused listening (level 2)

When we shift our attention from ourselves to the other person, we move to 
level 2 listening (focused listening). When we listen at level 2, we give our un-
divided attention to the person we’re listening to. We listen closely to really 
understand what they are saying. We pay careful attention to their words, 
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and pick up on the tone of their voice, the pace of their speech, their facial 
expressions and body language. We are listening not only with our ears, but 
also with our eyes and our full attention. Listening at this level means that 
we are taking in and processing significantly more data, which requires more 
of our energy and cognitive resources. Really listening at level 2 requires us 
to quiet our inner monologue, eliminate distractions like phone or computer 
notifications, and be fully present with the other person.

Global listening (level 3)

When we tune in even more and listen at level 3 (global listening), we can 
pick up on what is said, how it is said (body language, tone), and what is 
not said. We are using all our resources – ears, eyes, attention, mind, and 
hearts – to listen to the whole person. Some coaches like to say that level 3 
listening also draws on their intuition; they pick up on nuances, feelings, and 
impressions from the other person that are very subtle. This level of listening 
also requires an awareness of the context – what is happening in the room 
or around this person you are listening to so deeply – which can provide 
additional useful data. When you have the experience of being listened to at 
level 3, you feel seen and heard in ways you may be unaccustomed to.

During the widespread shift to virtual work in 2020, we heard questions 
and comments from colleagues, clients, and students about the difficulty of 
connecting deeply with others when you cannot be together in person. Lis-
tening at level 3 is still possible in a virtual environment, but it requires 
truly focused attention, given the vast array of distractions coming from 
technology or being in different environments. It requires a certain level of 
adjustment and getting comfortable engaging virtually, since most of us have 
spent most of our lives being “in person” with others. It also requires delib-
erate communication to bridge any gaps through cyberspace. For example, 
we don’t always see exactly what is happening in our companion’s physical 
space when we are on video calls. Imagine you are having an in-depth and 
challenging feedback conversation using a video conferencing platform. You 
have done all that you can to control your environment – turning off email 
notifications on your computer, silencing your phone, clearing your desk. 
But suddenly construction noise outside your window pulls a fragment of 
your attention away. If the person you’re speaking to can’t hear that con-
struction noise, they may notice the blip in your attention and wonder if you 
are present and listening. However, if you were in the same physical room 
together, you would both hear the construction noise and there would be 
no mystery about what’s pulled away your attention. This is where your skill 
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of naming can be so powerful. Simply letting the other person know what 
you are experiencing minimizes any doubts they have about you being fully 
present. When they know they can attribute the pause in your attention 
to noise, and not to them being dull or droning on, you’ll both be able to 
return to presence and regain focus in the virtual environment. Research 
has shown that when we speak to undistracted, attentive listeners, we tend 
to feel less anxious, be more self-aware, and have greater clarity about our 
own attitudes.9 We are also motivated to share more with people who are 
attentive and undistracted!

Though this may seem counterintuitive, we find that you can get just as much, 
if not more data when having a deep and focused conversation on the phone, 
with no video. Although you may miss out on the opportunity to notice facial 
expressions and body language, being on the phone can move you to listen 
with a tremendous level of depth and intention, to the point that you pick 
up on subtle data and cues like the other person’s pauses, how deeply they 
breathe, where there’s a quiver in their voice or where their pace changes.

Let’s return to Casey’s story. They sensed that Stella was tense – even fraz-
zled. Casey didn’t respond to that data with focused attention. They didn’t 
get curious or ask questions. They didn’t ask about what wasn’t being said. 
Casey was focused on the conversation going on within themselves rather 
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than with Stella or within Stella. That doesn’t make Casey a selfish person. 
It’s natural to see things through your own lens. Learning to be more aware 
of how you’re listening and hone your skills at listening more deeply can cre-
ate more choices. Listening deeply to another person is a gift. If Casey had 
shifted into level 2 listening when they ran into Stella, rather than feigning 
a smile, Stella might have felt supported. She might have felt less stressed, 
knowing that she had someone in her corner. She could have remembered 
that she’s not alone – an entire team of people is invested in making the res-
taurant successful. Who knows? That might have even helped Stella deliver 
a five-star experience for the critic. Stella might have seen Casey in a new 
light – as a partner rather than a direct report. Listening is a seemingly basic 
skill with unlimited potential.

Although listening seems straightforward, there’s no shortage of things that can 
get in the way of doing it well. It helps to be intentional about setting the envi-
ronment up for attentive listening. You won’t be set up for success if you’re trying 
to listen at level 3 but your phone keeps buzzing with notifications. In Casey’s 
situation, multiple things might have gotten in the way of their listening more 
deeply. They might have had tables to greet or food to deliver. One of the biggest 
barriers was story – the story Casey told themself about a text message. We’re al-
ways telling stories. This is another place where awareness can open up choices. 
The only fact in Casey’s story was that Stella sent a text message telling them 
to set the table now. Everything else – the entire path that led Casey down the 
path to ultimately thinking about leaving their job – was a story. As you start to 
be able to distinguish fact from fiction, you give yourself more options regarding 
the story you choose to tell. In the context of 1:1 relationships, choosing a story 
that assumes positive intent is more likely to create the space for you to get cu-
rious, understand the other person’s perspective, clarify misunderstandings, and 
ultimately build a stronger foundation of trust.

 Experience it yourself

Notice when you are most likely to listen at level 1. What are 1–2 
situations where switching to level 2 listening could enhance your 
interactions with someone?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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It’s the questions that enlighten us

In Chapters  2 and 3 we talked about what’s going on beneath the sur-
face that can cause us to feel stuck. It might be that we’re hooked by our 
emotions or are only seeing one path forward. We suggested that pausing 
to create space, breathe, and ask a question of yourself (e.g., “how could 
I be wrong?”) can be a powerful tool in getting yourself “unstuck.” We’re 
often stuck in relation to others, or we’re witness to another person being 
stuck. Perhaps you have had this experience, where you can see another 
person struggling with a decision or “getting in their own way.” You can 
see that they are stuck, and perhaps even WHY they are stuck, but it’s not 
always easy to recognize it in ourselves or see clearly what we need to do to 
get unstuck. This is where another coaching competency comes into play: 
Evoking awareness.

Coaches evoke awareness in others by using a range of tools including si-
lence, metaphor, analogy, and so on. But the most well-known coaching 
tool is the question. Questions play multiple roles in coaching. First, ask-
ing questions is key to trust and relationship building, communication, and 
task performance. Research has shown that asking questions even increases 
how likable you are!10 Questions empower the other person and signal that 
you’re willing to listen. The relationship between two people, whether it be 
coach and client, manager and employee, or two team members, is one of 
the biggest predictors of important outcomes.11 The real power of questions 
is not the listener (aka question-asker) getting information, but in helping 
the other person think through their answer to the question, share their 
perspective, hear their words out loud (rather than just in their head), and 
feel heard.

Beyond setting the foundation for the relationship, questions change the tra-
jectory of a conversation in other ways. They surface underlying assumptions 
and stimulate creativity and fresh thinking. Questions are a foundational 
part of coaching because they help stimulate awareness and reflection. Ask-
ing a question causes the other person to think and engage more, which im-
proves learning.12 The right questions also help to build trust and strengthen 
relationships and bonds. A powerful question can open the door to change 
and lead us into the future.

The real value of asking questions lies in raising awareness for the other per-
son and ensuring that they own the solution to their challenge. A common 
Chinese proverb that we mentioned earlier illustrates this value: “You give 
a poor man a fish and you feed him for a day. You teach him to fish and you 
give him an occupation that will feed him for a lifetime.” For most people, 
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when we encounter another person with a problem, we often feel a strong 
desire to fix it. We want to help them. We want to feel useful. We’re more 
comfortable with actions than we are with feelings. Ultimately, this leads 
to giving advice. In his book, The Advice Trap,13 Michael Bungay-Stanier 
explores our impulse to chime in with ideas, suggestions, and advice under 
the guise of helping the other person. But the problem is, no matter how well 
we think we know them or the situation, or understand what they need or 
want, we can never really know. Our perspective on the situation is inher-
ently clouded by our own lens and interpretation. Not to mention, people 
generally don’t like to be told what to do. Instead of offering advice or telling 
people what they “should” do, we can be a much better friend, colleague, 
and steward of their success by asking a question that helps them arrive at 
the answer on their own. By coming to their own solution, not only will the 
solution be more relevant for them (because they know more than you!), but 
they will also feel more ownership and motivation to do something with it. 
This notion is the heart of coaching: A deep belief that people are creative, 
resourceful, and whole. They can solve their own problems and will be more 
committed to the solutions that they come up with than any we could ever 
provide. And the best part is, they learn by doing, developing their prob-
lem-solving muscles through the process.

Not all questions are equally likely to catalyze learning and lead us into 
the future. Sometimes our questions are just statements of advice with a 
question mark at the end. “Why” questions tend to engender defensiveness. 

 Experience it yourself

Think of a time when someone asked you a helpful or curious ques-
tion. What was the impact of that experience for you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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Rhetorical questions and closed or yes/no questions don’t leave much space 
for creativity, exploration, and reflection. You might have noticed that 
we’ve embedded questions in the exercises throughout this book that mimic 
a coaching dialogue. We did this intentionally to model what this might 
look like in practice and to further your learning. Questions facilitate reflec-
tion, which facilitates active processing of information, increasing long-term 
memory storage and mastery.14

We asked friends, colleagues, and students to share a few of their favorite 
questions. Here are some highlights from their contributions:

•	 What does success look like?
•	 What do you want to figure out?
•	 What’s really at the heart of this?
•	 What would you change if you had a magic wand?
•	 If everything fell perfectly into place, what would that look like?
•	 What else? (inspired by Michael Bungay-Stanier’s great AWE question –  

“And what else?”)
•	 I’m curious about . . .
•	 Tell me more about . . .
•	 If our roles were reversed, what would you tell me to do?
•	 What do you really want?
•	 What is the hardest part of this for you?

You can practice asking questions that have a greater likelihood of being 
“powerful.” This begins with your mindset – being curious and asking the 
questions you do not know the answer to. “What” and “how” questions tend 
to be the most powerful. When you first start to notice and to practice, you 
might find yourself asking long, complex, and even meandering questions. 
Practice asking simple questions. Let your curiosity guide you, but only ask 
one question at a time. If you ask a question and the other person is silent, 
don’t panic! Silence is often a sign that your question was powerful. It made 
the other person stop and think. Rather than rushing in to ask it another 
way or explain yourself, stay quiet. Learning to be comfortable with silence 
is an important skill to complement questions. If you’re uncomfortable with 
silence, reframe it as creating space for the other person. If you keep talking 
and talking, they never have an opening to respond. As the band Depeche 
Mode says, learn to Enjoy the Silence.15 See it as a way to step back and let 
the other person think about your question, formulate a response, and share. 
If the other person says they aren’t sure or didn’t understand the question, 
don’t take it personally. You’re learning, and you’ll improve with practice. If 
you get stuck, just ask an empowering question like “where do you want to 
go from here?”
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Some questions can unlock positive emotions and open us up to inspir-
ing possibilities. In their research around coaching for possibility, Richard 
Boyaztis, Ellen van Oosten, and Melvin Smith from Case Western Reserve 
University and Angela Passarelli from the College of Charleston and the 
Institute of Coaching have discovered that certain types of questions can ac-
tivate “positive emotional attractors” in our brains. That is, asking questions 
that prompt thinking about possibilities, values, strengths, and our vision for 
the future can stimulate positive emotions and open new neural pathways. 
This not only helps us engage in broad, unconstrained, creative thinking, it 
also facilitates learning and social development, and enables us to feel more 
open and relaxed.16

Research Spotlight: Coaching around possibility

Dr. Angela Passarelli, Associate Professor of Management at the 
College of Charleston and Director of Research at the Institute of 
Coaching, on asking big, visionary questions

Us: Angela, what happens when we ask someone a big, visionary, fu-
ture-focused question?

Dr. Passarelli: When you focus on possibility and not problems in 
your questions, you give the other person space to be creative, to really 
think about meaning and purpose, to imagine an ideal future. It also 
enables human connection.

Us: Amazing that the framing of a question can be so powerful. There 
is a biological basis for this, right?

Dr. Passarelli: We have done neuroimaging studies that show differ-
ences in the brain when you talk about (a) problems versus (b) possi-
bilities. Talking about possibility evokes the PEA (Positive Emotional 
Attractor) state, which is associated with distinct patterns of activation 
in the brain. We see activation in brain networks that are associated 
with big-picture thinking, empathy, openness, and human connection. 
When we talk about problems, the NEA (Negative Emotional Attrac-
tor) is evoked, which involves different networks in the brain – those 
more associated with narrow thinking (and even a narrower field of 
vision) and analytical reasoning.

Us: So if I  ask you a question about a problem, it literally puts you 
into this narrow, analytical, problem-solving mindset. But if I ask you 
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a question about what could be possible, it opens you up to creative, 
unconstrained thinking?

Dr. Passarelli: Correct, although asking about possibility can some-
times be uncomfortable for people at first. If they aren’t accustomed 
to thinking that way, it can trigger a stress response. Imagine being 
asked for the first time, “Who do you want to be?” or “What do you 
really want?” It’s overwhelming – particularly if what you want is in 
conflict with messages coming from your organization or society. It can 
be distressing to say you want something else. But once people break 
through and identify their true future aspirations, they feel liberated 
and empowered. It creates a sense of purpose for people that we often 
lose sight of when we are just going through the day-to-day.

Us: Lots of people focus on solving problems all day long at work. If 
that’s activating the NEA, what are the implications of that for their 
relationships?

Dr. Passarelli: If you have been working on spreadsheets for two hours 
and someone pops in to talk to you, you might appear less empathetic 
or possibly even dehumanize them. The PEA and NEA activate two 
different, antagonistic networks (the default mode network and test 
positive networks, respectively). It takes time to switch off analytic 
mode and switch on empathetic mode. When one network is activat-
ed, the other is deactivated. Keep that in mind when your job involves 
both people management or connecting with people and working in 
data or problem solving.

Us: How do you want coaches to ask questions differently based on 
your research?

Dr. Passarelli: I want coaches to stop beginning the coaching con-
versation with assessment feedback or data. I want them to start the 
conversation by helping someone explore the ideal future instead. If 
someone wants to solve an immediate problem, avoid starting with 
details of the problem and what they have already tried. Instead, start 
by asking them to articulate the ideal outcome and work backward 
from that.

If you decide to work on asking more questions, in the early days you might 
find that you experience pressure or anxiety to come up with just the right 
question. What’s ironic about this feeling is that it gets in the way of really 
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listening to what the other person is saying. You get distracted thinking 
about the next question you want to ask rather than truly listening. One way 
to relieve some of that pressure is to focus on being curious and noticing. 
These are two of our favorite skills. Curiosity has magical powers for lifting 
us out of defensiveness and judgment, and intentional noticing helps us be 
more mindful and present and focused on what’s happening in the moment.

 Experience it yourself

Next time you are having a conversation with someone and you want 
to practice asking questions, let go of the urge to come up with the 
perfect question. Instead, practice getting curious. It can be as sim-
ple as saying, “I wonder .  .  . ” or “I’m so curious about your trip 
to the salt cave – tell me more!” or “That experience sounds really 
unpleasant. I’m curious how you made it through.”

When it comes to getting curious and being totally open to how the con-
versation may unfold, we find that adopting that beginner’s mindset, as 
we mentioned earlier on, can be very helpful. The concept of a beginner’s 
mind comes from Buddhism and suggests that we let go of our preconceived 
notions and what we believe we already know, so that our minds can be 
open and free to ideas and possibilities that arise. Letting go of all that you 
think you already know about a topic, a person, or a situation can open your 
mind to endless possibilities for where to go with the conversation. Clinging 
to what you think you already know can introduce bias and narrow your 
thinking and what you hear in the conversation. For example, let’s say you 
are very experienced at baking bread. Your friend is telling you about their 
adventures learning how to make sourdough bread. If you do NOT bring 
a beginner’s mind you may find yourself asking narrow and perhaps even 
judgmental or problem-solving questions (“What temperature was the water 
when you added it to the yeast?” or “Why didn’t you let the oven pre-heat all 
the way?”). Adopting a beginner’s mind and letting go of your preconceived 
notions will help you be more present with the other person. You can get 
more curious about their experience, asking questions like “What inspired 
you to start baking sourdough?” or “How did it taste?” (rather than assuming 
you know what sourdough tastes like!). In the wise words of Zen Buddhist 
Shunryu Suzuki,17 “In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but 
in the expert’s mind there are few.”
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 Experience it yourself

Brodie and Shonna make a point of taking on new hobbies or practices 
on a regular basis to help strengthen their beginner’s mindset and 
encourage their students to do so, too. Choose two new practices – one 
physical, and one mindfulness practice. They can be anything and 
don’t have to take up much time. To give you some ideas, Shonna once 
decided to learn how to do the monkey bars. Her practice involved 
spending 5–10 minutes each day practicing. We’ve had students start 
a yoga class or commit to running 20 minutes 3 times each week or 
use a meditation app every night before bed. The point is to notice 
what it feels like to go from awkward and effortful to natural and ef-
fortless. Consider recording your observations in a journal.

Name it and claim it

Another tool to evoke awareness is what’s referred to as direct communica-
tion. As you may have noticed in earlier paragraphs, some of the example 
responses (e.g., “tell me more...”) aren’t even questions! They are statements 
that invite the other person to continue, which serves a similar function as 
asking a question. When you deliberately activate your noticing, curiosity nat-
urally follows, and questions naturally arise when we are curious. Noticing 
can leverage all our senses – what we see, hear, smell, sense about the other 
person or situation. The key to noticing is to be objective. If you find yourself 
judging, thinking “I should do XYZ,” jumping to conclusions about things you 
see or hear, you aren’t really noticing. In fact, in their coaching skills work-
shops for leaders, coaches and facilitators at The Boda Group,18 an executive 
coaching firm, encourage not only noticing, but also naming what you notice. 
Noticing and naming can help you stay objective and not move to judgment. 
For example, if you’re having an emotional conversation with your friend, you 
might notice a very subtle frown and glimmers of tears in the corners of their 
eyes. Noticing and naming here might open up feelings of care and support 
for them. To notice and name in this situation, you would simply say, “Friend, 
I notice that you seem sad” or “you look upset.” Keep it simple. You want to 
be careful to focus on what you are noticing, not labeling the person or jump-
ing to conclusions. For instance, you would say, “You seem sad,” not “You are 
sad.” That subtle nuance between “seem” (what I’m noticing) and “are” (my 
assumptions about what you’re experiencing) can keep the person from feeling 
judged or misunderstood. To truly notice and name, you don’t need to dig into 
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why they are feeling that way or try to make them feel better, you simply name 
what you are noticing about them. Let’s try it out.

 Experience it yourself

Pause for a moment and look around the space where you are sitting. 
Notice what you see, hear, or smell. Don’t judge or jump to conclu-
sions. You can name things as you notice if it helps (e.g., if you see a 
stack of papers on your desk, simply say “stack of papers,” not “look 
at that mess!” That’s judging!).

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

As you look around and notice, pick a few things to get curious about 
(e.g., I’m curious about those big grey clouds I see outside, I’m curi-
ous about the new leaves I see sprouting from this houseplant, etc.)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What questions arise for you as you practice your curiosity? (e.g., 
I wonder if it’s going to rain this afternoon? I wonder why that plant 
seems to grow better in this room than the other room, etc.)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Now, write down a few situations where you think practicing notic-
ing and/or curiosity and questions will help you (or someone else!)

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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Direct communication

There are many tools for evoking awareness in this category of direct com-
munication. Noticing and naming is one. Another simple but powerful tool 
is to reflect back a person’s own words to them. This is a strategy that is often 
considered part of active listening, where you play back to someone what you 
just heard. Research has shown that people feel more satisfied with a con-
versation when their partner or colleague used this active listening strategy 
of paraphrasing their words back to them. Particularly if someone’s thoughts 
seem a little random, or they are talking in a stream of consciousness, simply 
paraphrasing back what you heard in one sentence can help them gain clar-
ity and connect the dots between their thoughts. They may respond with, 
“Yes, that’s it!” or, “No, that’s not what I meant.” Or “Now that I hear you 
say it back, I  see a problem with my line of thinking.” An alternative to 
paraphrasing is using the other person’s words directly. This is sometimes 
referred to as “parroting,” but frankly we don’t love that term because for 
some people it has a negative connotation. Here’s how it works. Let’s say 
the two of us, Shonna and Brodie, are having a conversation. Brodie says 
to Shonna, “I am just feeling so overwhelmed. I have this and that and this 
and that going on.” Shonna responds using Brodie’s own words, “You feel 
overwhelmed.” Here, Brodie feels seen and heard. She says “YES! I am just 
so tired of having too much to do all the time,” then continues to unpack 
all the feelings and factors contributing to her sense of overwhelm. In this 
short example, Shonna is being a great friend and coach – and she hardly 
said anything at all. The power of playing someone’s words back to them is 
in giving them a chance to hear their own words. It’s a way to hold up the 
mirror for them.

Another way to evoke awareness in others is to offer feedback on what you’re 
hearing and seeing. This is another form of holding up the mirror. If we use 
the Brodie and Shonna example again, Shonna might say to Brodie, “Brodie 
this is the third conversation we have had in the last two weeks where you 
mentioned feeling overwhelmed.” In that example, Shonna provided fact-
based feedback that held up the mirror to Brodie without judgment or inter-
pretation. Coaching and feedback are natural complements to one another. 
Asking a coaching question after providing feedback supports the other 
person is reflecting on their experience. For instance, Shonna could say to 
Brodie, “This is the third conversation in the last two weeks where you men-
tioned feeling overwhelmed. What’s at the heart of it?” Or, “What would 
you like to feel instead of overwhelm?” Or, “If you could do anything you 
wanted, what would you do to get yourself out of this feeling of overwhelm?” 
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Feedback can be used not only to hold up the mirror, but also to celebrate 
and encourage progress or successes that you have noticed. Feedback is also 
powerful for highlighting gaps between what someone says they want and 
the thoughts and behaviors they’re engaging in that are likely to stand in 
the way of their achievement. Let’s go to our Brodie and Shonna example 
again. Shonna, being a great friend and accountability partner, might share 
the feedback: “Brodie, when we met last week, you committed to finishing 
Chapter 4 by Friday. Today is Monday and you are still working on it.” Once 
again, this feedback contains no judgment – it is completely fact-based and 
Shonna is simply pointing out a gap between what Brodie committed to and 
her actual behavior.

A key point we want to emphasize here is that your words are a very pow-
erful tool. When it comes to being intentional with language, one of our 
favorite concepts is speech acts, which comes from the book Language and the 
Pursuit of Happiness by Chalmers Brothers.19 The words that we use speak 
things into being. We can make declarations, requests, promises, and offers 
to others. Many of us engage in each of these acts daily without realizing it. 
When we make a declaration, we assert that we are going to do something, 
and intentionally or unintentionally we put wheels into motion. For exam-
ple, when Brodie said, “I will have Chapter 4 finished by Friday,” that was 
a declaration. She was committing to an important milestone that would 
subsequently drive her behavior. Shonna may have heard that declaration as 
a promise – a commitment to our timeline and our work together. So, when 
Monday came and Brodie still wasn’t finished with Chapter 4, she may have 
seen it as a missed deadline, but to Shonna it may have been a broken prom-
ise (“promise” here can also mean a commitment).

In a coaching conversation, we can be mindful of our own language and raise 
others’ awareness of their language. When we are using our coaching skills, 
we don’t want to give advice. However, we can make an offer. For example, if 
you are coaching a colleague, you could bring additional perspective into the 
conversation with “May I offer an observation based on something that I’ve 
experienced in the past?” or “May I offer a book recommendation?” It’s com-
pletely up to the other person whether they accept that offer. Contrast mak-
ing an offer with “shoulding,” such as “You should read this book” or “You 
should do what I did when I faced a similar situation.” Lastly, we can make 
requests of others based on our ideas, needs, or wants. In the Brodie/Shonna 
example this could look like Shonna saying, “Brodie I have a request. You 
can take as much time as you need on Chapter 4. Can you please choose a 
deadline that is realistic for you so I can anticipate your timing?” Alterna-
tively, Brodie may make a request of Shonna, such as: “Shonna, I have a 
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request. I have hit a wall on Chapter 4. Can I hand it off to you now, even 
though I didn’t finish my section?”

We consider powerful questions and deep listening to be the foundation of 
your coaching toolkit. These additional tools of naming and direct commu-
nication are also impactful ways to evoke awareness in others.

Facilitating growth in others

The fourth coaching competency we mentioned that makes up the core of 
coaching skills is Facilitating Client Growth. The International Coaching 
Federation (ICF) defines this competency as “partnering with the client to 
transform learning and insight into action and promoting client autonomy 
in the coaching process.”20 This two-pronged definition reinforces some of 
the points we’ve tried to make through this book. The first is that coaching 
is a purposeful conversation. If the conversation ends without a plan for 
action, it might never lead to the desired change. To ensure the conversa-
tion leads to lasting change, coaches help their clients crystalize learnings 
(e.g., “What was your biggest take away from this conversation?”), incor-
porate learnings into their worldview (e.g., “How might that shift the way 
you approach similar situations in the future?”), and invite them to design 
next steps to further their development and goal pursuit (e.g., “What do 
you want to do from here? What will get in your way? How will you over-
come it?). The second point of “promoting client autonomy” means that 
the client (or person being coached) is still in the driver’s seat. The coach 
does not assign work or tell the client what to do. The coach asks ques-
tions, offers suggestions and encouragement, and partners in accountabil-
ity. But ultimately the client decides their path forward and what they are 
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willing to commit to. The goal is still to teach the client to fish, not to feed 
them a fish for a day.

Perhaps you have heard of the GROW coaching model.21 GROW stands for 
goals, reality, options, and way forward. This approach to coaching has been 
widely adopted in organizations as an effective and approachable framework 
for a coaching conversation. Using this approach, the coaching conversa-
tion follows an arc: We start by establishing your goals, both macro (what 
are you trying to achieve?) and micro (What do you want to get out of this 
conversation?). You’ll notice this is akin to establishing an agreement at 
the start of the conversation. Once goals have been articulated, the con-
versation moves on to discussing the current reality. The coach helps the 
client fully explore their current situation as it pertains to their goal. This 
segues to the “options” phase where the client gets to have fun coming up 
with as many potential solutions as possible. Ideally this includes some un-
constrained thinking and true exploration of possibility. In the final step, 
way forward, the coach and client pivot to turning insight into action by 
deciding what path to pursue coming out of the coaching conversation. The 
client decides which solution they are most excited about (or seems most 
appropriate) and maps out next steps and commitments. The actual growth 
occurs AFTER the coaching session, when the client follows through on 
their commitments then stops to reflect on what happened, what worked or 
did not work, and what they learned from the experience.

Bringing it all together

Let’s go back to Casey to consider what the situation might have looked like 
with a few coaching questions and some direct communication. When Casey 
got the text from Stella, their mind immediately went to the worst. This is 
a thought pattern referred to as “awfulizing” and is a very common even if 
not-so-helpful thing that we humans do. Imagine that you were standing 
next to Casey in that moment. You might have helped them to avoid the 
downward spiral by asking them “what else might be going on here?” Im-
agine you were in a conversation with Casey and they shared the frustration 
they had with themself about overreacting. You might help them to practice 
more self-compassion22 with some direct communication. “It sounds like 
you’re disappointed in yourself for overreacting. What would you say to a 
friend who had that experience?” You might also use this opportunity to help 
Casey move beyond the current situation to explore what matters to them. 
“It sounds like you were pretty triggered by the communication with Stella. 
What bothered you most about it?” You might have used Casey’s responses to 
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help them further explore their beliefs, needs, and values. These tools vary 
along the continuum we shared from explorative to directive and are all ways 
to effectively open up new awareness for Casey. Depending on where Casey 
wants to go with all of this, you could invite planning and offer resources. 
If Casey wants to focus on stopping the downward cycle of awfulizing, you 
might ask Casey how they want to respond the next time they feel triggered. 
You could work with Casey to design some exercises to practice in the next 
week. You might even offer that they can send you a text message when they 
feel triggered to help them name it and insert a pause before responding.

In the previous chapters, we reviewed the ways in which our identity, beliefs, 
values, and emotions impact the data we select and how we interpret them. 
These same psychological principles apply to everyone you interact with as well. 
You have a robust set of tools and approaches you have developed throughout 
your life to engage with others. Coaching skills are not the only answer and 
they’re not necessarily the right tool in every situation. You have been using 
listening, questions, and direct communication within the context of your rela-
tionships your entire life. Focusing on coaching skills and thinking about them 
as intentional areas of focus you want to further develop are just a way to sharpen 
them further. Doing so can deepen the level of trust in your relationships.

In Chapter 5, we expand our aperture beyond 1:1 interactions to consider 
the unique and complex dynamics of groups and teams, and how you can use 
your coaching mindset and skill set to be more effective in this situations.

Chapter 4 Key idea

Other people have the same challenges and abilities that you have when it 
comes to emotion, perception, behavior, and cognition. You can use your 
coaching skills to help draw them out, become aware of the other person’s 
biases and limiting beliefs to have more constructive interactions with them.

Want to learn more? Check out

Learn more about the International Coaching Federation (ICF) coaching 
competencies by visiting their website, coachingfederation.org, where you 
can also access videos about each competency.

To invest in developing your listening skills, check out “How to Become a 
Better Listener” by Robin Abrahams and Boris Groysberg, published in Har-
vard Business Review in December 2021.

http://coachingfederation.org
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5
Using a coaching approach  
in groups and teams

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1. How do the concepts we’ve discussed so far impact group dynamics?
2. How can a coaching mindset make you a more effective teammate?
3. How can coaching skills be used with groups and teams?

Jin was exhausted. He was recently promoted into a leadership role in the 
sales organization. Although he had a sales role early in his career, he had 
been working in Operations when the role became available. He had built 
strong relationships with his senior leaders and was thrilled when he was of-
fered the role. Taking on the team was another matter. After his promotion 
was announced, he had an all-hands meeting to set the tone. He carefully 
crafted a presentation where he shared his background and qualifications 
and his vision for the department, including where he saw opportunities for 
improvement. As he settled into his new role, he quickly noticed tension 
with the team. When issues arose, he often disagreed with how the team was 
responding. Feedback started pouring in about missteps the team had made 
or customers who were upset. Jin felt even more under pressure to get things 
back on track – quickly.

Mateo, one of the long-tenured leaders reporting to Jin, shared with Jin 
during a one-on-one that the team wasn’t feeling supported. They didn’t 
think that Jin was on their side. At first, Jin was angry. He didn’t feel like 
he could be on their side when they were making mistakes. His job was to 
improve the performance of the department, and they weren’t behind him. 
That certainly wasn’t helping him, and it wasn’t doing the team any favors 
either. Jin knew that he couldn’t be successful unless he could get things 
back on track with his team. He wasn’t sure how to fix it. He felt stuck. 
The team didn’t trust him and he didn’t trust the team. He considered just 
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replacing everyone, but if he did that, it basically guaranteed that they’d 
miss their revenue numbers for at least two quarters, and he’d be starting 
from scratch with a new team.

In Chapter 4, we described the ways in which a coaching mindset and skill 
set can be used to improve relationships between two people. We talked 
about these interactions as a collision between two icebergs. As our inter-
actions expand from one-on-one to groups of people, we find ourselves nav-
igating a sea of icebergs. Sailing might be faster and smoother without all 
those icebergs in the way, but most of us don’t live or work in a calm, quiet, 
pristine sea on our own. To accomplish big things, we need all those ice-
bergs (aka people) to come together. In his Harvard Business Review inter-
view with Diane Coutu, seasoned teams expert and professor of social and 
organizational psychology at Harvard University Richard Hackman notes 
that in team settings the benefits of collaboration and multiple perspectives 
are often overshadowed by the hassles of coordination and challenges to 
individual motivation.1

As we mentioned in Chapter 1, humans evolved as social creatures. In fact, 
our survival was dependent on being part of a group.2 We were no match 
physically for our environmental predators, so we learned to depend on oth-
ers. People developed cognitive skills to build tools to overcome our physical 
limitations and social skills to lean on each other for physical protection, so-
cial connection, and to solve complex problems. This dependence on social 
groups resulted in a primal need for inclusion. Exclusion or rejection from 
the group could result in death. This meant that the leader of the group bore 
a great deal of responsibility for the safety of the group members and there-
fore held a great deal of power.

We might not be working together to outsmart lions anymore, but these 
characteristics are still present in modern groups and teams. A group is two 
or more individuals who do not necessarily share common goals or have 
interdependent tasks. An example of a group might be high potentials in 
an organization, a running group, or a book club. Groups may share charac-
teristics and goals, but their success is not interdependent. Your growth and 
success as a high-potential leader in an organization may be unrelated to the 
growth and success of your peers. You can finish reading the book club book 
even if your book club friends don’t (although the discussion might not be 
as rich!). In contrast, a team is two or more individuals who share common 
goals and have interdependent tasks. If the group of high potentials is given 
a project to do together and each member’s part is dependent on the work of 
the others, they become a team. On a running team, every member’s score 
contributes to a team score. As the world of work evolves, it continues to get 
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more complex and interdependent. In fact, in contemporary organizations, 
learning and innovation primarily occur at the team level.3

The power and perils of teams

Group and team settings introduce a dynamic mix of beliefs, emotions, and 
behaviors that can create the need for and the opportunity to catalyze energy 
and behavior change. It could be that you want to influence what book the 
group reads next. Maybe you think your team at work needs to change course 
to achieve a goal or target. One way of influencing this direction is to assert 
yourself – even take a “my way or the highway” approach. That will probably 
work in the short-term for getting people to do what you want. But they would 
probably be more excited about the book and likely to get the reading done 
each month if they had a say or felt a personal attachment to the solution, too.

It’s one thing to identify and align your own thinking and actions to a goal, but 
getting others on board is a different challenge. This complexity also comes 
with advantages. People look for social connection, belonging, social learn-
ing or modeling, and shared accountability, which can all be facilitated in a 
group setting. In other words, shifting from individual or dyadic relationships 
to groups and teams creates the opportunity to solve bigger and more complex 
challenges – not just because you have more brains and brawn to apply to it, 
but because being affiliated with a group taps into another level of motivation.

Decades of psychological research have demonstrated the link between basic 
human needs and motivation:4

• Community (or relatedness) – the need for belonging and attachment to 
others

• Autonomy – the need to feel in control of our own destiny (i.e., our 
behaviors and goals)

• Mastery (or competence) – the need to master tasks and learn new skills; 
people want to be good at the work they do

• Purpose – the need to contribute something bigger than themselves

When needs are met in a work context, employees can think more crea-
tively. They are more open to diverse perspectives that fuel innovation; 
more open and empathetic to working with others and are more engaged and 
productive. Research shows that highly engaged employees innovate more 
and think more creatively than disengaged employees, persevere through 
challenges, create 10% better customer experiences, are 20% more produc-
tive, are 59% less likely to quit, and drive higher profits.
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When individuals feel psychologically safe and as though their core needs are 
being met, they are more likely to collaborate effectively with and be open to 
the perspectives of others. This is important, as most workplaces have been 
on an upward trajectory of greater and greater collaboration. For instance, 
research from Corporate Executive Board5 (CEB, now Gartner) found that 
there has been a 50% increase in the number of individuals involved in mak-
ing decisions, and 67% of respondents reported an increase in the amount of 
work that requires collaboration with others. These workplace changes can 
provide new opportunities for a sense of community, and they can also make 
work feel harder, more complex, slower, and less autonomous. Rob Cross, a 
professor at Babson University, noticed the stressful demands of more and 
more collaboration, particularly on high performers in organizations. His 
observations prompted him to identify the concept of collaborative overload, 
which occurs when individuals – typically high performers – are overwhelmed 
with collaborative demands (such as requests from colleagues, meetings, col-
laborative projects, etc.) to the extent that they struggle to have time for their 
own work. Like the research from CEB, Rob Cross and colleagues found that 
collaborative work for some has increased by 50% over the last two decades.6 
They discovered that, in many organizations, people spend up to 80% of their 
time in meetings, on calls, or responding to emails and requests. 80%!! As a 
result, their individual work tasks often get pushed to evenings and weekends, 
leading to fatigue, burnout, and increased feelings of stress.

Time demands aside, simply working with and navigating a wide variety of 
personalities and perspectives throughout the day is challenging and de-
manding. It requires listening, attention, adaptability, and self-regulation – 
all of which utilize our cognitive resources. We propose that your coaching 
skills and coaching mindset can help you more effectively navigate these 
complex interpersonal dynamics and increased demands for collaboration. 
Before we get into that, let’s pause to connect this to one of your experiences.

 Experience it yourself

Think about a time you had to collaborate with a group or team to 
accomplish a goal. This could be a work or non-work example. What 
was challenging about working with that team?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What worked well with the team?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

In what way was the team able to accomplish more than an individ-
ual working alone?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How did your own level of satisfaction and engagement influence 
your openness and collaboration with the team?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Looking back on that experience, what would YOU do the same or 
differently if you were to work with that team again?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Leader as coach

Coaching skills can be used to tap into the motivational potential of groups 
and teams. Using the core coaching skills of listening deeply (and listening to 
understand) and asking questions to draw out ideas and raise awareness can 
surface and begin to address common team dysfunctions. In Chapter 2 we 
explored the biases and assumptions that influence our thinking and behav-
ior every day. In group and team settings, those biases and assumptions influ-
ence the way we interpret others’ behaviors and how we choose to behave. 
In his book The Five Dysfunctions of a Team,7 Patrick Lencioni notes that a 
lack of trust among team members can adversely affect their performance. 
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Running up the ladder of inference in interpreting a team member’s words 
or actions will stifle not only our willingness to trust them, but also the like-
lihood that we will be vulnerable and gain their trust.

Let’s take Jin from our story at the start of the chapter. Jin doesn’t trust his 
team, and they don’t trust him. Jin is new to leading this team, and his im-
pressions have been influenced by chatter about the team’s ineffectiveness. 
From the very start, Jim assumes the team is low performing. His preference is 
to replace them all, if only that wouldn’t be disruptive in the short term. Im-
agine how Jin’s assumptions about the team influence the way he engages with 
them. If we could capture a day in the life of Jin and his team, we would see 
that he spends most of the day alone in his office with the door closed, trying 
to put out fires himself and figure out how to right the ship that he has inher-
ited. Jin’s team is composed of leaders of various tenures, who have worked to-
gether for several years and generally have good working dynamics. The team 
sees Jin’s isolated behavior and assumes he is uninterested in getting to know 
them and understanding the scope and challenges of their work. Members of 
the team roll their eyes to each other when Jin sends communications to the 
team and gossip over coffee about what they think will happen to his role.

In short, both Jin and the leaders on his team are failing to build trust or seek 
to understand. By making assumptions and avoiding direct communication, 
the disconnect between the team and their new leader grows wider each 
day. What would happen if – instead of holing up in his office most of the 
day – Jin set up coffee chats with each team member and sincerely sought to 
understand their role, their challenges, and get to know them as a person? 
By sharing his own doubts and challenges so far in the role, Jin would show 
vulnerability that would open the door for team members to understand and 
trust him more. Instead of gossiping over coffee and rolling their eyes at his 
emails, what if his team members led with curious questions? So often the 
challenges and disconnects within a team stem from these very behaviors: 
making assumptions, avoiding a conversation that feels scary (in fact, an-
other of Patrick Lencioni’s five dysfunctions of a team is avoiding conflict!), 
practicing judgment rather than curiosity, and not seeking to understand.

By practicing their coaching skills leaders can shape team culture and create 
psychological safety and an environment where people feel empowered and 
safe to innovate and take risks and work in agile ways. In a recent Harvard 
Business Review article, researchers explain that 70% of managers consider 
themselves “inspirational” figures who create purpose, passion, and intrin-
sic motivation for their teams. Yet, 82% of surveyed employees don’t see 
their managers this way.8 That’s a major disconnect! This gap indicates two 
things. First, managers often lack self-awareness about the degree to which 
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they are embodying the role of inspirational leader. Second, managers gener-
ally want to be inspirational and create the conditions that create high per-
formance teams. Learning and practicing inspirational leadership behaviors 
drives the performance outcomes organizations seek. The extent to which a 
leader practices inspirational behaviors predicts levels of trust among team 
members, team member commitment to the team, and, in turn, team perfor-
mance. This connection between inspirational leadership and outcomes is 
even higher when the team is dispersed geographically.

In Chapter 2, we discussed the role of emotions. We know that emotions can 
impact your own behavior and the behavior of others. There’s also scientific 
evidence that emotions can spread to others and influence the collective 
emotion of the group.9 This is known as emotional contagion.10 The col-
lective effect of contagion has an impact on outcomes such as collabora-
tion. Any group member can impact the broader group or team through 
these processes. Leaders, however, have an outsized impact. Research from 
BetterUp11 found that leaders low in resilience have 23% lower performing 
teams. When leaders have low mental agility, their teams are 29% less agile, 
and when they lack strategic thinking skills, team innovation drops by 23%. 
When leaders lack skills like emotional regulation, turnover intentions of 
their direct reports rise by 13%. Leaders who invest the time and effort to 
become self-aware, develop their emotion regulation skills, cultivate their 
own resilience, and learn key coaching tools and strategies (like noticing, 
naming, reframing) are the ones who bring out the best in their teams and 
create conditions for success.

Team member as coach

These mindsets and behaviors are not just relevant for leaders. Individual team 
members also influence the experience of their teammates and the efficacy of 
the team as a whole. Research has shown that teams with high self-awareness  
(that is, individual team members have high self-awareness and therefore 
the team has high collective self-awareness) are both higher functioning and 
higher performing.12 Emotional contagion within teams can create a shared 
sense of affect or emotion within a team. Research by Totterdell and col-
leagues showed that certain characteristics of individual team members deter-
mine how much their mood will be influenced by the collective team mood. 
In their study with teams of nurses, these researchers found that nurses who 
were older, seen as more committed to their team, and had more positive per-
ceptions of the team culture were more likely to “catch” the collective mood 
of the team. In another study, Totterdell found that cricket players perceived 
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their own level of performance as higher when they played on teams that had 
higher levels of shared happiness.13 And, teams that experience positive emo-
tional contagion – which can start with a single team member – have higher 
levels of cooperation and lower levels of group conflict.14

While group cohesion can be important for trust and performance, having 
the courage to speak up or share a dissenting view can also enhance the 
performance of the team. In his work, Harvard’s Richard Hackman found 
that high-performing teams must have at least one “deviant”15 who can raise 
tough questions and challenge norms and expectations. To demonstrate, 
let’s revisit Mateo, one of Jin’s direct reports. Mateo demonstrates caring and 
courage by sharing with Jin that the team feels unsupported. But Mateo’s real 
impact on the situation begins when he decides to engage differently with 
his teammates in their discussions about Jin. When one long-time team-
mate, Carol, opens a Zoom call with three other teammates by making a 
disparaging joke about Jin’s leadership, Mateo – rather than laughing awk-
wardly like the others – uses a speech act (remember those from Chapter 4?) 
of declaring and states, “I want to find a way to help Jin succeed in his role.” 
Silence follows, then another teammate chimes in, “Mateo, I agree. I don’t 
want to have a revolving door of leaders. I would like to see Jin succeed, 
too.” By making this one simple statement, Mateo has opened up a new path 
forward for the team’s relationship with Jin. Mateo took a big risk by speak-
ing up. Teams who have at least one outspoken member who is willing to dis-
sent tend to be significantly more innovative, and less prone to groupthink. 
However, the individual who speaks up often risks personal social capital;16 
team members who are put off by their questions or who favor consensus may 
retaliate or box out the dissenting team member. When team members adopt 
their CON (curious, open, non-judgmental) mindset, they will be more will-
ing to hear others’ perspectives, including those of dissent.

 Experience it yourself

Think about a time when you experienced emotional contagion on a 
team. That is, the shared emotions of your team impacted your own 
emotions. What was the situation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What impact did those emotions have on you? In other words, how 
did positive emotions enhance your experience? How did negative 
emotions adversely affect your experience?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Who was most influential in contributing to the shared emotions of 
the team? What was their impact?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How did you self-manage through that experience?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

 Experience it yourself

Intention challenge! Set an intention to have every person who you 
interact with tomorrow leave the interaction feeling more positive 
and optimistic than they were before you interacted with them. Jour-
nal about what you notice from this experiment.

Shifting roles

One person’s role on a team can morph and evolve with time and changing 
demands or goals. And one person may play many very different roles across 
different teams. Let’s take Brodie, for example. At one point in her career, 
Brodie was an individual contributor on a team at work. Within a few years, 
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she was co-leading that team with a peer and had several direct reports, some 
of whom had previously been peers. Her role on that team evolved over time, 
and therefore so did her relationships. At the same time, Brodie was on a 
cross-functional project team in the organization with an entirely different 
group of people. Within her local office, she was a member of a team that co-
ordinated community service projects. This team comprised people she never 
worked with in her role, from completely different parts of the business. She 
also led an affinity group focused on programming and events for women in 
the office – another role that was separate from her core work team. Outside of 
work, Brodie led a team of coaches doing pro-bono work for a non-profit. She 
was a member of a weekly running group and of a non-profit board, which she 
eventually went on to lead. From this example alone, Brodie was a member of 
six very distinct teams. The dynamics of each team were vastly different, and 
so was the role that Brodie filled on each team. On two of those teams her role 
shifted and evolved as membership changed and she became more tenured.

In addition to the fluid nature of one’s role on a team at any given time, the 
way they perceive their role on the team can be equally important. Think 
back to Chapter 1, where we met Marie. Marie’s lens on her role in a team 
is that she pulls more weight than all her teammates, that she works harder 
than they do, that she is smarter and more competent than they are. She sees 
her role on her core team as being the “informal leader.” Though her boss 
is actually the leader, Marie sees herself as the one who really knows what’s 
going on and who has the best ability to tell other teammates what to do. 
How do you think Marie’s teammates see her role? Quite possibly they see 
her as an equal who thinks she is superior. Her need to be “on” 24 hours a day 
often results in her acting like a martyr to the rest of the team, who prefer to 
be finished with work for the day when they log off. Marie’s low self-aware-
ness and inaccurate perceptions of her role on the team often create touchy 
dynamics with her teammates and unnecessary clarification conversations.

Remember that we create our reality through our own lens of perception. 
When teammates all perceive and experience the same situation a little 
differently, team cohesion and performance can suffer. It’s easy to attribute 
problems and team dysfunction to “them” – which often translates to a vague 
sense of everyone else. We are the hero in our own story and as a result often 
struggle to notice our own contributions to challenging dynamics or clunky 
collaboration. In her Harvard Business Review article, author Jennifer Porter 
notes that leaders and team members often lack both “internal” and “ex-
ternal” self-awareness, which clouds their ability to see the impact they are 
having in team dysfunction.17 She notes that internal self-awareness pertains 
to our ability to be in touch with and aware of our “inner narrative” – our  
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values, thoughts, and beliefs – whereas external self-awareness pertains to 
our ability to understand the impact of our words and actions on others. 
These blind spots can prevent us from seeing our own role and thus hold us 
back from changing our behavior.

In Chapter 2 we discussed the mental shortcuts (biases, heuristics, stereo-
types) that influence our thinking and the way that we perceive the world. 
These same shortcuts and ego-protection mechanisms often distort our per-
ceptions of ourselves and ability to be self-aware. Our tools of pausing, notic-
ing, and reflecting can help us create the mental space to notice how we are 
showing up and impacting the team. Intentional reflection has been shown 
to increase self-awareness in a wide array of contexts – from leadership de-
velopment programs18 to sports19 to recovery from trauma.20 The reflection/
self-awareness link also leads to more effective self-monitoring and self- 
regulation – that is, observing and monitoring our behavior and intentionally  
regulating or choosing our behavior. In team settings, pausing to notice  
and reflect on our behavior, therefore, can help us become more self-aware 
and intentionally choose behaviors that enable us to be better teammates and  
contributors to the team.

Let’s go back to our example of Jin and his team. A few pages ago you also 
met Carol, another of Jin’s direct reports. She was the one making dispar-
aging remarks about Jin’s leadership on the team Zoom call. Later that day 
Carol was out for a bike ride. She couldn’t stop ruminating on Mateo’s com-
ments about wanting Jin to succeed as their leader. When Mateo spoke up in 
the moment, Carol felt ashamed and uncomfortable. She felt her face turn 
pink and got very quiet. On her bike ride, Carol asks herself questions: “Why 
did I  make that comment about Jin?” “How did I  get so jaded about our 
team?” “Is this really how I want to show up at work?” Carol feels like she’s 
letting her mind wander, but really, she is engaging in self-reflection about 
her behavior that day. She has a sudden realization that she has turned into 
“that coworker” who is snarky and negative, and who relishes in the failure 
of others. As she crests a hill on her bike and stops to look at the sunset, she 
declares to herself that she is going to show up differently tomorrow. Mateo 
was right. She wants to give Jin the benefit of the doubt, too, and start doing 
things that help and support him, rather than criticize, doubt, and under-
mine him.

In the example above, Carol used self-reflection to become more self-aware. 
She didn’t like what she discovered, so she intentionally chose to behave 
differently at work the next day. How can you use this approach in your own 
team experiences?
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 Experience it yourself

Think of a team that you are a part of (work, personal, sports, vol-
unteering, etc.). It can be the same team you reflected on earlier or 
a different one. What role are you playing on that team (not just your 
formal role, but how do you “show up” or behave on the team)?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What impact does your behavior have on the team as a whole and 
individual team members?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What role would you like to be playing on that team? How do you 
want to “show up?”

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What behaviors do you need to start doing or stop doing in order to 
create that role for yourself?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Up, down, all around

Your coaching skills of listening, noticing, and asking great questions will 
support you in being a more productive and constructive team member in 
nearly any situation. We find that many people assume coaching skills are  
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only appropriate to use with direct reports or people who are junior to them. 
We believe that, regardless of your position or role, you can leverage your 
coaching skills in all directions to have more effective interactions and bring 
out the best in others. It might feel weird to try to initiate a coaching con-
versation with your boss or a senior leader, which is one reason why we 
emphasize coaching skills here, as opposed to an across-the-board coach-
ing approach. In other words, you can use your listening skills – a key part 
of coaching – in any kind of conversation. Asking curious, open-ended 
questions will also serve you well in any conversation, not just a coach-
ing conversation. Your coaching mindset of being curious, open, and non- 
judgmental (CON) will enable you to be open to possibility and seeking to 
understand in your conversations with teammates, peers, bosses, frenemies, 
and more. It will invite the people you interact with to engage in explora-
tion for themselves and with others and create more possibilities. By practic-
ing your curiosity, openness, and being non-judgmental, you can be a whole 
new kind of CON artist.

Recently, our friend, Myra, shared an observation with us about levels of 
listening on her team at work. She noticed that one member of her team, 
Trevor, only ever seemed to listen at level 1. No matter who was talking or 
what they were talking about, he always responded with something about 
himself. At first Myra found it fascinating and a little amusing – he was 
truly skilled at finding ways to relate anything and everything to himself! 
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But then she started to worry about the impact his behavior was having on 
feelings of inclusion within the team. She noticed that one team member, 
Chastity, seemed to shut down and stop sharing anytime Trevor responded 
about himself. Myra debated what to do – should I  give him feedback? 
Share what I’m noticing? Although she felt like that was the right thing to 
do, Myra simply didn’t have the emotional energy for that conversation. 
Instead, she decided to experiment with her own behavior in those team 
settings. Anytime Trevor would listen at level 1 and respond about him-
self, Myra immediately jumped back in and picked up the thread with the 
other colleague. Here’s a snippet from one team meeting about planning 
for an upcoming retreat:

Chastity:	 Okay team, now that we have a clear agenda for the retreat, let’s talk 
about the fun stuff. We have all of Tuesday afternoon and evening set 
aside for team building and team fun. Last week I asked everyone to 
submit ideas for what you would like to do, and it looks like the clear 
frontrunner is the “pints and paints” class that the local art studio 
hosts at the brewery downtown.

Trevor:	 Yeah, I am not into that. I suggested that we go to a baseball game. 
What could be more fun than that? It’s the perfect time of year to 
be outside, we can all talk and hang out, it can be dinner, happy 
hour, and an activity all in one. I  already reached out to group 
sales to get information on tickets for the team. I have lined up a 
pretty good deal for us, and it also includes a $40 food credit for 
each of us.

Myra:	 Chastity – thank you for polling the team ahead of time to come up 
with ideas. Tell us more about the “pints and paints” option.

In this simple example, Myra used her skills of listening and noticing 
to ensure Chastity didn’t feel shut down or dismissed by Trevor’s level 1 
listening. Myra brought the conversation back to the original focus and 
invited Chastity to share more information about the idea that the team 
had voted on. Now, context is important in this example. If Trevor was 
a team member who rarely spoke up or shared a perspective, the team 
might have been more interested in what he had to say. But his pattern 
of listening at level 1 and making everything about him has gotten very 
tiresome to the team. If either Myra or Chastity were feeling especially 
patient and generous, later they might ask Trevor to share more about his 
baseball idea to seek to understand his intentions. Would that really be 
an effective team outing, or is it simply something Trevor wants to do on 
the company’s dime?
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 Experience it yourself

What is one team or group setting where adopting a mindset of being 
curious, open, and non-judgmental (CON) will benefit you and the 
group or team? How so?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How will you leverage your coaching skills of noticing, listening, and 
asking questions to be a more effective teammate and bring out the 
best in your team/teammates?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Using your skill set with intention

Earlier we mentioned the many varied roles that Brodie plays on different 
teams. The ways that these roles shifted over time highlight the importance 
of flexibility in how we think about ourselves and our ability to use the 
various tools in our toolkit with agility and intention. In this book, we’ve 
focused on coaching as a powerful tool that you can add to your toolbox 
regardless of your role. And it’s not the only tool in the box. Within a given 
role, relationship, or even conversation, you might find that using a more di-
rective approach is more helpful than a non-directive approach like coach-
ing. Even within the coaching context, a coach may wear different “hats” as 
appropriate to meet the team member’s needs. To that end, we like to think 
of organizations as providing a developmental ecosystem. As we mentioned 
in Chapter 4, each role you play or tool you leverage can be the right one if 
it is in service to the needs of the situation or person. This means that it’s 
often unnecessary to think of which “hat” to wear, but rather when each hat 
is most useful.
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Source: BetterUp

Let’s return to Jin and Mateo’s situation and see how this range of approaches 
can be applied. Mateo doesn’t feel supported by his manager, Jin. Mateo de-
cides to talk to his previous boss, Sharmane, about it. Sharmane practices 
focused (level 2) listening as Mateo describes the situation and what he has 
been experiencing. As she pauses, she considers how to respond. She has been 
a manager for a long time and has a few decades of her own experiences she 
could draw from. She could be directive and give Mateo advice on how to 
have a conversation with Jin about it or how to navigate expressing his con-
cerns to HR. She might offer some evidence-based tools and suggestions on 
how he can engage with Jin to strengthen their relationship. She could put 
on her mentor hat and offer ways he can seek out the support he needs from 
other sources or share stories from similar experiences she had and how she 
navigated them. Sharmane could also choose to simply ask questions to help 
Mateo explore what the real issue is and what’s most difficult about the sit-
uation for him. Sharmane sees each of these paths as potentially helpful to 
Mateo and appropriate given the content and nature of their relationship. 
She decides to ask Mateo what would be most helpful to him in the moment. 
Mateo responds that what would be most helpful is to hear Sharmane’s ad-
vice. He always really valued her input when they worked together, and he’s 
feeling stuck, emotionally drained; he is just searching for ideas. Sharmane 
decides to honor his request and gives him some advice, including giving him 
options about how he could consider escalating his concerns to leadership. 
She acknowledges that she doesn’t have the full context and that Mateo is the 
expert on the situation. He thanks her for the advice but says he’s not ready 
to escalate. Sharmane sees this as an opening and shifts into her more explor-
ative tools. “Mateo, I noticed you winced a bit when I mentioned escalation. 
How do you want to approach this?” Mateo realizes that he wants to be part of 
the solution. He wants to give Jin a chance to change and wants to give it his 
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all to help shift the trajectory. “How will you feel if it doesn’t work out?” Shar-
mane asks. Mateo pauses. “I’ll feel at peace. I’ll know I did the best I could to 
support Jin and try to make it work. If it doesn’t, then I can make a conscious 
decision to make a change for myself or to share my perspective with someone 
outside of the team. But it’s only fair to Jin to give him a chance to respond 
to feedback first.” “I noticed your jaw relax and your shoulders drop when you 
said that,” Sharmane shared with a smile. “Yes,” Mateo said, “that feels good.”

Impact on diversity and inclusion

We’ve talked about basic human needs that evolved through an evolution-
ary bias for survival. Affiliation, acceptance, and belonging in a group are 
necessary preconditions to unlock potential, because they are core to our 
feelings of security. Only 31% of employees agree that their leaders promote 
an inclusive team environment21 and underrepresented group members are 
1.6 times more likely to have low feelings of belonging.22 We have seen 
the impact of a coaching mindset and coaching skills in positively impact-
ing this situation. Humility, curiosity, and empathy are required to fully see, 
hear, and honor diverse perspectives. These skills are required to explore 
our own individual relationships with diversity, equity, inclusion, and be-
longing and in our relationships with others. Coaching conversations can 
support inclusion and belonging by helping others explore the mindsets and 
beliefs underlying their experience. In her work on inclusion and belonging 
on coaching, Salma Shah notes that leaders, managers, and coaches can use 
their coaching skills to cultivate trust and help create a sense of psycholog-
ical safety for others.23 Using your coaching skills of really listening, being 
fully present for the other person, showing empathy, bringing your CON 
(curious, open, non-judgmental) mindset, and asking questions can create 
space for individuals of all backgrounds and identities to feel seen and heard. 
Take the scenario below, about Felicia’s experience.

Felicia: I had recently joined a new team at work. Three other female col-
leagues invited me to lunch with them, which was nice. I was excited to 
get to know them better. Once we were settled in the office cafeteria, 
the three of them just started complaining about their partners, all of 
whom were men. It definitely wasn’t what I was expecting to happen at 
lunch but figured maybe they just needed to talk about it. Then one of 
them turned to me abruptly and said, “Felicia, what about your hus-
band? What does he do for a living?” I paused for a moment and tried 
to figure out how to respond. I felt a little hijacked – I guess they had 
no way of knowing that I’m a lesbian and the sole income generator  
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for our family, since my partner takes care of our three kids and two 
dogs. I felt uncomfortable and didn’t want to share because I assumed 
they would judge me and my wife, based on their assumption that 
I was married to a man who works full time, and because of the way 
they were talking about their spouses. At that moment I  remember 
thinking “What am I doing here?”

In Felicia’s example, her colleagues’ behavior felt uncomfortable, but 
most of all their assumptions and leading questions about Felicia’s life 
felt not inclusive. As you know from earlier chapters of this book, we 
all see life through our own lens of perception, and our beliefs and as-
sumptions are colored by our own experiences, priorities, and values. In 
Felicia’s case, her colleagues assumed that her life was just like their own: 
That she was married to a man who also worked full time. Despite their 
behavior, Felicia’s colleagues may have had good intentions of getting to 
know her, but their approach came across as narrow and not inclusive. 
Instead, they could have asked a more open-ended and curious question, 
like “Felicia, tell us about your family” or “Felicia, what is life like for you 
outside of work?” or even “Felicia, how was your weekend?” In Chapter 4 
we discussed the value of having a “beginner’s mind” and starting from a 
place of not knowing and not making assumptions. Bringing a beginner’s 
mindset to our interactions with others can help us stay open to all the 
possibilities of their lives, personality, and experiences and create a more 
inclusive experience.

But that’s not Felicia’s only experience with colleague behavior that wasn’t 
inclusive.

Felicia:	 After lunch, I got back to my desk, sat down, and let out a big sigh. 
Another new teammate, who sits across from me, asked what was 
wrong. I know her intentions were good, but what she did next only 
made me feel even less like I belonged on this team. I  shared about 
the experience I had just had at lunch and said that I felt uncomfort-
able and like I didn’t fit in with them. She responded by saying that 
I “shouldn’t feel that way and shouldn’t let them get to me.” Again, 
I know she had good intentions, but it felt dismissive – like the way 
I  felt didn’t really matter. I  didn’t feel seen, I  didn’t feel heard. It 
doesn’t feel supportive or inclusive to be told that you shouldn’t feel 
something that you feel.

Felicia’s colleague (let’s call her Amber) was trying to show caring and con-
cern for her. But she favored her own discomfort with the topic over truly 
listening to and being present with Felicia.
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 Experience it yourself

If Felicia was new to your team and you went to lunch together, 
what would you have asked her instead?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

If you were Felicia’s colleague, Amber, what would you have done or 
said when she shared about her experience at lunch?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

If Felicia’s colleague, Amber, had a robust set of coaching skills, there are many 
ways she could have more constructively engaged in this moment. If she prac-
ticed really listening, she would have picked up on the emotion that Felicia 
was expressing. She then could have named what she picked up on, such as 
“Felicia you sound weary from that conversation” or simply affirmed: “That 
sounds like an uncomfortable conversation.” Noticing and affirming are such 
simple ways to help another person feel seen and heard, which is likely to 
make them feel a greater sense of inclusion and belonging. Amber also could 
have asked a question, such as, “How are you feeling now?” or “What can I do 
to support you?” or “Tell me more about your experience at lunch.” By adopt-
ing her CON (curious, open, non-judgmental) mindset, Amber could have 
created the space and safety for Felicia to open up about her experience and 
feel a greater sense of inclusion with at least one member of her new team. Al-
though feelings of inclusion and belonging often pertain to a group, team, or 
even culture fit, ultimately the everyday actions of individuals contribute to or 
erode those feelings. Bringing your coaching mindset and skills to each inter-
action can help you to create a more positive experience for those around you.

Group coaching

So far in this chapter we have focused on using a coaching skill set and mindset 
to be a more effective leader and teammate and have better communication 
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and interactions with the team. In addition to the practice of coaching skills 
with our colleagues, two formal coaching solutions are also relevant in the 
group and team context: Group coaching and team coaching.

Group coaching has roots in both organizational development (OD) and 
group therapy. The OD tradition incorporates process interventions that as-
sist the group in becoming aware of how they operate and how they work 
together, and how to use this knowledge to solve their own problems. Group 
coaching targets individual behavior change and focuses on individual chal-
lenges and opportunities but unfolds in a group setting. Participants in the 
group are not necessarily part of an intact team outside the context of the 
coaching session. Evidence of the effectiveness of group coaching is still 
building, but a meta-analysis of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) in 
group therapeutic context suggests that there is potential for positive out-
comes.24 Research has shown that individuals make greater progress on their 
goals in individual coaching than in group coaching,25 but group coaching 
has other advantages, including social support and lower cost. In fact, re-
search on group therapy has shown that social support is not just “nice to 
have,” it can lead to individuals reaching greater progress toward their goals 
and desired outcomes.26

Practice Spotlight

Dr. Alison O’Malley, Director of People Insights & Transformation, 
Mix Talent Consulting, on group coaching

Us: Ali, you offer group coaching in your work. What is group 
coaching?

Dr. O’Malley: In my approach to group coaching, small groups of 
roughly 5 to 8 employees come together on a regular cadence to ex-
plore a topic (e.g., feedback) or set of topics. Although there is a lightly 
held agenda for the arc of the experience and everyone comes in hav-
ing prepared or practiced with the same learning resources or exercises, 
the group members shape where each session goes based on what is 
most important to them.

Us: How did the need or idea for group coaching arise in your  
organization?

Dr. O’Malley: We wanted to experiment with a more scalable way to 
embed coaching in our rapidly growing organization. Adopting group 
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coaching allowed us to ensure all people leaders could receive coaching 
at once. A large number of employees joined during the pandemic – we 
had people who have been here a year and have never met a coworker 
in person – and the social bonds fostered through being in the same 
group are often very strong. Thus, group coaching is a way to connect 
employees, to signal to them that they are valued, and to support them 
through change and transitions.

Us: What is it like to participate in group coaching?

Dr O’Malley: One of my current clients often likens the experience to 
a “float spa.” It is a space to pause, breathe, heighten one’s awareness, 
and safely reflect on what is going on. So there’s that AND a powerful 
peer-learning component!

Us: How do you use your coaching skills of noticing, listening, and 
asking questions in group coaching?

Dr. O’Malley: It feels particularly important to distinguish coaching 
from training here. I don’t have specific learning objectives I seek to 
accomplish during each session, nor is it appropriate to seek to impart 
a “right” way of being. I savor silence and offer observations with per-
mission and without attachment. I often observe members of the group 
adopting coach-like behaviors with one another, as well.

Us: Ali, in your experience, how does participating in group coaching 
impact leaders’ well-being and experience at work?

Dr. O’Malley: Perceived organizational support and social support are 
huge here. Group coaching members realize that they are not alone 
and appreciate the space to slow down and reflect in the midst of in-
tense workdays. I also see ripple effects that go beyond the members 
themselves. It’s quite powerful to think of several dozen leaders simul-
taneously building self-awareness, setting and sharing specific inten-
tions to shift their behavior, enlisting support from their leaders, and 
offering more support to their teams.

Team coaching

Teams are distinct entities from the individuals that comprise them,27 and 
team performance is more than the sum of its parts. The interaction among 
team members and the context in which they operate (e.g., organizational 
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factors) also impact team outcomes. This is what gave rise to the sub-field of 
team coaching. The philosophy behind team coaching is that for the team 
to improve, the team must be coached in the context of operating as a team; 
optimal levels of team effectiveness cannot be achieved solely by coaching 
each team member separately. For example, in one study, individual coach-
ing for senior executives did nothing to improve the performance of the 
team as a whole. Only when the team was coached as a whole – with all its 
interpersonal dynamics, conflicts, and strong personalities – did performance 
of the team get stronger.28 Team coaching focuses on the team, assuming 
that the whole is different and more complex than each of the individual 
members on their own. Team coaching has roots in consulting, organiza-
tional development, and team facilitation and training. Many of its princi-
ples are grounded in team research rather than specific to coaching.

Although there are multiple models of team coaching, it generally involves 
real work, in real time, to drive toward real results. In team coaching, the 
coach acts as a guide by asking questions and sharing observations and data, 
and may also weave in elements of team facilitation, training, team building, 
consulting, and coaching in service of the team’s goals as appropriate. Team 
coaching entails intervening in the natural process of teams doing their work 
to prompt reflection, generate awareness, and encourage learning. These in-
terventions must address not only the team’s interpersonal relationships, but 
also the work they must accomplish together. Like individual coaching, team 
coaching leverages reflection and dialogue to raise awareness and surface ideas 
and concerns.29 Ideally, through the experience of team coaching, individual 
team members develop their own ability to self-coach and problem solve. This 
is one important distinction from team facilitation,30 where the facilitator 
leads the team in conversation toward a desired end. In team coaching, the 
coach draws out team members, supports them in problem solving and shift-
ing their mindsets, and is open to how the work and conversation may unfold 
and evolve. Team interventions that focus solely on improving interpersonal 
relationships have not been shown to increase overall team performance.31 
Team coaching can include a wide range of actions: clarifying team bound-
aries; creating or clarifying behavioral norms; capturing unique and shared 
knowledge; calling out team members who violate norms; complementing 
the team when it is working well; teaching team members how to listen; and 
having the team take a break to reflect on how the team is doing. The key is 
that whether it’s a sports team preparing for a big game or a high-performance 
team with responsibility for an important project, the coaching occurs within 
the context of the team and the work it is trying to accomplish.
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Professional coaches participate in rigorous training and certification. The 
foundation of their training is in the skills you learned in Chapter 4: deep 
listening, asking questions, adopting a coaching mindset, and other capabil-
ities highlighted in the International Coaching Federation (ICF) compe-
tencies and similar models.32 Coaches who practice team coaching typically 
invest in further capability building. Team coaching is not for the faint of 
heart: really noticing and working with all the individual personalities and 
group dynamics in a team coaching setting is challenging. Additional ed-
ucation on team dynamics and effective strategies for engaging with team 
members can help a professional coach build their skill set and be ready for 
team coaching opportunities.

Throughout this chapter we highlighted ways in which coaching can be used 
to increase the functioning of groups and teams. They can be applied in any 
level of formality to impact yourself in relation to others, how you experi-
ence interpersonal dynamics and how to shift them. In Chapter 6 we look 
beyond groups and teams, to further levels of aggregation, to examine how 
coaching mindsets and skills can influence organizations. Coaching tends to 
show up in predictable ways in organizations and can influence the culture, 
climate, and even policies therein. Approaching organizational system de-
sign with a coaching mindset can create more empowered and purposeful 
organizations.

Chapter 5 Key idea

Powerful interpersonal dynamics are at play in group and team settings, and 
leader and team member use of coaching skills can unlock high performance 
and create a psychologically safe, healthy culture

Want to learn more? Check out

The Team Coaching Podcast: https://teamcoachingzone.com/team-coach 
ing-podcast produced by the Team Coaching Zone and is available on Apple 
Podcasts, YouTube, Spotify, Stitcher, and Google Podcasts. Dr. Krister Lowe 
and Carissa Bub explore the art and science of team coaching.

This Harvard Business Review article on collaborative overload: https://hbr.
org/2016/01/collaborative-overload

https://teamcoachingzone.com
https://teamcoachingzone.com
https://hbr.org
https://hbr.org
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Recommended reading

Coaching the team at work by David Clutterbuck

The culture code by Daniel Coyle

Diversity, inclusion, and belonging in coaching: a practical guide by Salma 
Shah

Humble inquiry by Edgar Schein
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Part 3

Your coaching impact

In Part 2, we introduced coaching skills and discussed how they can be used 
to improve your interactions with other people – whether it be in 1:1 rela-
tionships (Chapter 4) or within groups and teams (Chapter 5). In Part 3, we 
apply coaching skills and mindsets to more complex interpersonal interac-
tions. We believe that having a coaching mindset and practicing coaching 
skills can also shift the way organizations (Chapter 6) and even societies 
(Chapter 7) function. We’ll talk about the traditional ways coaching tends 
to show up in organizations, but we’ll also talk about the less obvious ways 
it can be used to impact organizational systems. We’ll then turn to a bigger 
stage yet – society and the world more broadly. We’ll tackle how a coaching 
mindset and skill set can not only help with some of your most meaningful 
roles outside of work (e.g., as a parent/caretaker) but also address some of the 
world’s most pervasive challenges – racism, sexism, political polarization, 
climate change, and beyond.   

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003166917-8


http://taylorandfrancis.com


DOI: 10.4324/9781003166917-9

6
Applying your coaching approach 
in organizations

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1.	 How do organizations use coaching?
2.	 What impact can coaching have at the organizational level?
3.	 How can coaching enhance organizational practices?

In the last company-wide meeting, the CEO of a large, national food pro-
duction company announced they’d be making some changes to maintain a 
competitive edge. These included changes to organizational structure, a new 
performance management process, a new set of company values, and expec-
tations for specific behaviors to support the changes. One of the new values 
being adopted was innovation, which the CEO emphasized is critical for the 
company to continue to grow and keep up with competitors.

After the meeting, the “water cooler talk” struck a cynical tone. “Every idea 
I’ve raised has been shot down. They don’t want to do anything that isn’t 
the way we’ve always done it,” Priyanka said. “I know what you mean,” Rob 
replied. “Last year I was responsible for a pilot that was intended to break 
new ground. When we didn’t hit the targets, my performance rating reflected 
it – and my bonus. That’s the last time I raise my hand to venture into the 
unknown.”

Priyanka wanted to try new things but felt like she was running into insti-
tutional resistance. Meanwhile, Rob was in a position to try new things, 
but at what felt like personal cost. They both understood why innovation 
was being added to the company values. They even shared that value on an 
individual level. Yet, they hadn’t seen that value reinforced behaviorally by 
leadership or encouraged by systems and processes within the organization. 
They felt like the organization lacked a genuine desire to innovate. Priyanka 
and Rob felt like the new value was going to be something on the website 
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but little more. As time went on, there were two types of conversations 
going on in the company: (1) the conversations that were happening during 
the meeting (encouraging innovation) and (2) the conversations that were 
happening after the meeting (cynicism and skepticism).

Elody was a vice president in the company’s operations group. She was get-
ting pressure from her leadership that they weren’t being bold enough or 
moving fast enough. In every team meeting, she was dutifully hitting home 
the innovation message – why it is critical for the business and how every 
member of the organization has a responsibility to contribute. She fully un-
derstood why they needed to modernize. She didn’t disagree with the direc-
tion at all and was even excited for the opportunity to replace things that 
they’d long known were sub-optimized. That said, she knew the realities of 
the business. At the end of the day, switching from something that might be 
less than optimal to something new (i.e., something that might not work) 
meant risk. She worried about the implications of that risk on her team, the 
business, and, if she was honest with herself, the implications for her own 
career. As a result, she stayed closely and personally involved in any new 
initiatives and had no tolerance for mistakes. She pushed the team to think 
more creatively and offered clear and direct solutions when she saw them 
getting stuck.

When Elody received the results from her function’s most recent culture 
survey, she was surprised and disappointed. The survey indicated that people 
in her function felt micromanaged and afraid to speak up. Their innovation 
scores were lower than ever, and burnout was higher than ever. She didn’t 
understand what she was doing wrong. She felt like she was working hard 
to do what the company needed, but it only seemed to make things worse.

People, culture, and behavior change

Organizations maintain competitive advantage by building capabilities to 
meet customer needs. All organizational capabilities are either composed 
of, or implemented through, people. Even highly automated industries and 
businesses still have people behind each of those robots. Whether it’s exe-
cuting on an existing strategy and goals or changing to meet new demands, 
people working in organizations need to understand and embrace the vision 
and direction, and they need to have the capacity and resources to deliver, 
in order for those aspirations to be realized. The most effective organizations 
connect business strategy to organizational culture, all the way down to in-
dividual behavior. This kind of alignment sounds straightforward – a clear 
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strategy, communicated and modeled by leadership, and reinforced by organ-
izational systems and processes (who and how they hire, promote, develop, 
and reward). However, what appears simple and straightforward on paper 
can be messy in practice.

In previous chapters, we’ve built the mental image of each of us as an iceberg 
and described the complexity that arises as more people (and icebergs) get 
introduced. Edgar Schein,1 one of the foremost experts on organizational 
culture, adopted a metaphor of a lily pond to describe culture as an eco-
system that includes what we see at the surface, as well as what runs deep 
beneath the surface. He defines culture as the sum total of everything an or-
ganization has learned in its history in dealing with the external problems – 
which would be goals, strategy, how we do things – and how it organizes itself 
internally. Not unlike the iceberg model, Schein’s concept of organizational 
culture as a lily pond suggests that there are outward, visible elements that 
we see (e.g., symbols, norms) – like the lily pads and blossoms that we see at 
the surface of a pond. Below the surface are the stems of each of those lilies, 
which represent less visible elements, such as mindsets, power dynamics, and 
relationships. Further beneath the surface, in the bed of the lily pond, are 
the roots of the plants, which symbolize emotions and motivations of people 
within the organization. If the roots are not healthy and strong, the stems, 
leaves, buds, and blossoms of the lily will suffer; the health of the entire eco-
system depends on what is happening deep beneath the surface – not only in 
the water, but deep in the soil.
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Other researchers describe organizational culture and climate as being “ab-
sorbed by people through their everyday experiences and daily interactions 
with others; they serve as implicit roadmaps for daily life.”2 These roadmaps 
serve a very practical function for employees in that they help people focus 
and provide guidelines on how to behave. Individual-level change is always 
hard to sustain, but without structural change to reinforce it, it can be nearly 
impossible. This means that an organization’s culture can either support and 
reinforce or work against its explicit change goals. When there’s a gap be-
tween the culture and the goals, the organization needs to adjust the goal 
or adjust the culture. Organizations can make changes to strategy, structure, 
and systems to drive and sustain impact. Those things are the more tangible 
manifestations of culture and can be more satisfying to take on as part of a 
transformation initiative. They’re easier to define, change, and mark pro-
gress around. In contrast, as we learned from Schein, culture is always some-
thing that has been learned, with deep and complex roots, making it difficult 
to change. Changing strategy, structure, and systems without addressing the 
cultural roots that gave rise to and sustained them in the first place is like 
cutting the top of the bamboo stalk rather than pulling it out by its root – it 
will just continue to grow back.

Enter coaching

Two of the biggest barriers to successfully transforming culture and strat-
egy in organizations are engendering commitment and maintaining mo-
mentum among the people within the organization. These barriers might 
sound familiar, as they show up at the individual level too. Change re-
quires a holistic suite of well-choreographed approaches. If it’s hard to 
change one person’s behavior, changing the behavior of a whole organiza-
tion is exponentially harder. Take our example at the start of the chapter. 
During the company-wide meeting, everyone seemed to embrace the new 
company value of innovation. And in private settings, members of that  
organization – like Priyanka and Rob – felt cynical and unsupportive of the 
proposed changes. Elody embraced the change but failed to adopt the right 
set of behaviors to enable increased innovation in her team. Leaders often 
need coaching or other forms of support to lead through change. Lead-
ing change requires a huge infusion of time and resources, and the ability 
to overcome fear, fatigue, and resistance amidst a sea of constant change 
(their own and that of those around them), day after day. It requires the 
ability to identify gaps and obstructions between “as is” (current state) 
and “to be” (the desired state or goal) – a process that’s often guided by a  
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consultant, coach, or facilitator.3 The final mile – shifting the behaviors, 
values, assumptions, and mindsets of the entire employee population – is 
often neglected and is a place where coaching can help. In previous chap-
ters, we described how and why coaching can help you and those around 
you be more effective in accomplishing your goals and working together 
more effectively. In this chapter, we extend those concepts to the organ-
izational level. We break the mechanisms down into leadership, culture, 
and policies and practices.

Leadership

Leaders have a disproportionate role in creating and shaping culture. During 
times of intentional change, leaders’ support, actions, and sense of account-
ability can make or break the success of that change. Leaders must paint a 
vision for the future and articulate why the current state would no longer 
allow them to achieve that future. But just as Priyanka and Rob’s comments 
reflected, messaging is not transformation – or even change. Leaders must 
also model changes through behavior: what they do; who they hire, fire, 
and promote; what they spend their time on; and how they talk about and 
measure success. However, the average employee has little day-to-day con-
tact with senior leaders. So, while transformation starts at the top, it only 
happens when the frontline and their managers make behavioral shifts. This 
means that leaders at every level need to be brought along to ensure that 
the day-to-day interactions an employee has are consistent with the culture 
required to enable the organization’s strategy.

Coaching can help leaders navigate and lead through change by helping 
them develop their cognitive agility, stress management, problem solving, 
communication skills, and ability to build trust and psychological safety. In 
addition, a growing number of studies indicate that executive coaching has 
positive effects on the resilience of managers during organizational trans-
formation efforts.4 Further, as leaders throughout the organization receive 
coaching, there is a positive ripple effect on their teams5 due to their own 
growth but also because they can improve their own coaching skills and pay 
it forward. In other words, to successfully lead change, leaders usually need 
to change some of their own mindsets, beliefs, and behaviors. As you know 
from earlier chapters in this book, coaching can help with all of those! And, 
particularly in the case of Elody, developing and using their coaching skills 
can help leaders lead that change more effectively and successfully bring 
others along with them. Let’s have some empathy for Elody; her intentions 
are in the right place. She sees the importance in the change. She is trying 
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so hard to support that change and drive innovation in her team. And . . . 
she is doing a lot of things wrong.

Let’s imagine a positive twist in this example.

Elody sits down to talk with her HR business partner, Corey: “I feel like I’m 
running on a hamster wheel. Or maybe banging my head against a wall. 
I don’t know what the right metaphor is, but I am trying hard to push my 
team to be innovative, but they aren’t changing, and now I get these terrible 
survey results. I’m at a loss for what to do next.”

Lucky for Elody, Corey has a fine set of coaching skills. They listen intently 
to Elody, noticing her tone, emotions, and how worn out and defeated she 
appears.

Corey affirms Elody: “Elody, I can see that you are working hard on this. And 
I can also see where you feel defeated and don’t know what to do next.”

Simply from feeling seen and heard, Elody relaxes and lets out a deep exhale.

Corey smiles and sees an opening: “Elody, tell me more about what you’ve 
been trying that doesn’t seem to be working.”

“I’m beating this drum of innovation over and over. I can’t possibly say it 
more than I already am. I am telling my team to be more innovative and 
think more creatively. They aren’t, so I’m giving them clear direction on 
what they need to be doing to solve some of these operations challenges. It’s 
gotten to the point where I’ve had to ask them to CC me on every email on 
certain projects, and I join every project call. I am investing so much time 
and energy in this and it’s going nowhere,” Elody exclaims.

Corey paraphrases back to Elody what they heard, and checks with Elody for 
accuracy. Corey follows with a question: “Elody, I remember that you were 
involved in developing and launching that zero-waste compost project sev-
eral years ago. What an amazing success that project has been. That seems to 
me like a great example of innovation in our company. What was different 
about that project?”

Elody nods enthusiastically and pauses to reflect. “Corey – great point. That 
project was out of character for us in terms of innovation and has had a great 
impact. Kareem was my leader on that initiative. I sure do miss him.”

“What was it like working with Kareen on that initiative?” Corey asks.

Elody smiles and laughs. “I see where you are going with this Corey. Kareem 
basically did the OPPOSITE of everything I’m doing. We made a TON of 
mistakes in the early stages of that project. He had this great balance of 
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creating a vision and making us feel safe and supported but let us sort of run 
with it.”

Corey smiles and listens intently to Elody.

Elody continues, “I feel like I have a vice grip on this project. I feel so much 
tension and I know my team must feel it, too. I know I need to change the 
way I’m approaching this with my team. It’s funny – I feel so tired just think-
ing about it, and I also know it’s the right thing to do.”

Over the next 20 minutes, Corey continues to listen deeply to Elody and 
raise simple, helpful questions to support her in thinking through what she 
wants to try differently with her team. Elody leaves the conversation with 
a plan to directly address her new approach with leaders on her team. She 
commits to noticing when she’s about to tell people what to do and instead 
ask them a question to support them in coming up with the solution. She 
thinks through ways that she can shield and support her team so that they 
feel safe taking risks and making mistakes.

 Experience it yourself

Practice your coaching skills! If you were in Corey’s shoes, what 
questions would you have asked Elody?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What else would you have noticed or tried in this conversation? What 
Corey did was effective, and there is not only one right approach!

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

In this example, Elody benefited from Corey’s coaching skills of deep lis-
tening, noticing, and asking helpful questions. Corey provided no advice 
or direction to Elody, but instead used their coaching skills to raise Elody’s 
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awareness and identify new behaviors she wants to try out with her team, in-
cluding using some coaching skills herself (asking her team questions rather 
than giving them a solution). This conversation is reminiscent of what you 
read about using coaching skills in 1:1 interactions in Chapter 4. And yet, 
the context of this conversation is relevant here in Chapter 6: supporting a 
leader in navigating change effectively with her team. Elody was fortunate 
to have an HR business partner with such strong coaching skills. But that’s 
not always the case. If Elody had not been able to count on Corey, she could 
have found coaching support in a few other ways, such as her manager (as-
suming they have a robust coaching skill set), an internal professional coach, 
or even an external professional coach. Though the focus of this book is on a 
coaching mindset and skill set that anyone can develop and use, in this next 
section we will dip a toe into the world of professional coaching.

Formal coaching practices in organizations

Organizations use coaching in myriad ways, ranging from totally ad hoc and/
or informal to formal, structured programs (and we should acknowledge that 
for some organizations their use of coaching is “not at all” – something we 
hope they will remedy!). And, as we noted above, coaching can take many 
forms in an organization. HR practitioners and managers can develop and use 
their coaching skill set with direct reports or internal clients. Employees of all 
tenures and roles can develop their coaching skills to have better interactions 
with peers and cross-functional team members. Increasingly, organizations are 
developing internal coaching practices where professional coaches are either 
hired or trained to work with leaders throughout the organization. And or-
ganizations’ use of external professional coaches continues to increase year 
over year, with the industry seeing between roughly 7% growth annually.6

In this next section, we explore at what coaching practices in organizations 
can look like, starting with a maturity model of coaching in organizations. 
In this model we draw on the work of coaches and coaching researchers/
thought leaders, David Peterson7 and Jeremy Stover,8 with a few adaptations 
based on our own work. The idea behind this maturity model of coaching 
is that organizations progress through a series of stages as they become more 
intentional in their use of coaching/coaches and more focused on delivering 
return-on-investment (ROI). As such strategic focus tends to increase, so 
does the focus on measuring results.

The first stage is Ad hoc. In this stage coaching is applied reactively in response 
to requests or situations. There may be no central point of management, 
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contact, or oversight in an organization that takes an ad hoc approach. In 
other words, if a leader decides they want a coach, they try to find some sup-
port and budget for it and might even find their own coach. Leaders may get 
little or no guidance on when or why they may want to work with a coach. 
Coaching is seen as a high-touch solution for needs like supporting a new 
executive in their onboarding or retaining a high-potential employee who 
feels stagnant in her role. Organizations that are providing coaching in this 
way are signaling a belief that coaching is effective – at least under certain 
circumstances.

The second stage of maturity is Managed coaching. In this stage, coaching 
is “champion-driven”: an individual within the organization has been ap-
pointed to oversee or consolidate coaching. Organizations at this level of 
maturity are generally beginning to establish coach selection criteria, screen 
and keep track of coaches and coaching engagements, define the coaching 
process, and measure participant reactions to coaching. By starting to cen-
tralize coaching investments, the organization can also better identify pat-
terns of need, identify what’s working and what’s not, and use those learnings 
to make further investment decisions.

We refer to the third stage as Proactive. In organizations at the Proactive 
stage of maturity, coaching investments are made in targeted groups to ad-
dress a specific organizational need. Organizations in this stage are likely to 
focus on developing talent pools to generate organizational and individual 
value. For example, an intake process may be used to ensure that coaching 
is truly the appropriate solution for the individual seeking coaching. In our 
(Brodie & Shonna’s) experience with people and talent processes, people 
often start with a solution, rather than getting clear on the problem or the 
need. Someone comes to their HR business partner or talent partner and 
says, “I need coaching,” rather than starting with what challenge they are 
facing and what they are looking to achieve. Training, therapy, mentoring, 
feedback, a better manager, or a vacation might actually be the solution, de-
pending on what problem they are looking to solve. Proactive management 
of coaching activity tends to result in an increased strategic focus on who 
provides and who receives coaching. A proactive approach may also include 
a focus on creating a coaching culture and an increased focus on ROI.

The fourth and among the most mature stages is Strategic. Coaching invest-
ments in this stage are driven by organizational talent strategy. Companies 
identify pivotal talent pools and provide optimal development to those pools 
to build individual and organizational capability. Targeting specific groups 
is often associated with having specific outcomes in mind for the coaching, 
such as investing in diverse leaders to increase diversity in the talent pipeline 
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or using coaching as a complement to a high-potential leader development 
program. The organization may work with several coaching providers who 
can meet specific needs – such as firms that specialize in communication 
or executive presence or firms that have a global footprint and can bring a 
consistent approach to coaching leaders around the globe. This typically in-
volves more systematic tracking of relationship between talent development 
and business key performance indicators (KPIs).

BetterUp added one more stage to the maturity model that we refer to as 
Adaptive. There are several similarities between strategic and adaptive in the 
sense that the focus is on optimizing development, which may or may not be 
coaching at a particular time and includes systematic tracking of outcomes. 
A key difference, however, is that optimization shifts from group attributes 
(e.g., a particular role) to the individual level (e.g., coaching readiness, mo-
tivation, transitions). This sounds far-fetched, particularly at scale for a large 
organization, but new models for coaching (e.g., virtual coaching through a 
technology platform) combined with advances in technology (e.g., machine 
learning) have created a pathway to achieve precision-development.9 This 
means that in the future, it is likely feasible that organizations will rely on 
technology that can not only help them to align coaching to specific popu-
lations in service of organizational goals, but also to match the right inter-
vention for each person and their goals at a given point of time and adapt 
over time.

Who provides coaching?

Just as there are a variety of approaches and philosophies that organizations 
employ in deciding who gets coaching, there are a number of models to 



Apply ing  your  coaching  approach in  organizat ions 143

choose from regarding who provides coaching. We’ve continually argued 
that anyone, in any role, can use coaching skills and see a positive impact. 
That said, there are pros and cons inherent in any role if the goal is to be of 
service to the other person. In Table 6.1, we outline the pros and cons of five 
different roles for providing coaching: direct managers, HR colleagues (such 
as an HR or talent business partner), peers, internal professional coaches, and 
external professional coaches. One key distinction between the manager, 
HR colleague, and peer versus the internal and external professional coach 
is that the former three bring their coaching skill set to the conversation –  
they are likely not professionally trained and certified coaches. On the other 
hand, the internal and external professional coaches have presumably gone 
through rigorous training and certification, and coaching is a focal part of 
their “day job.” As you’ll see, there are advantages and disadvantages to 
each, and the right solution depends on the situation.

Let’s go back to our story with Priyanka and Rob. “Every idea I’ve raised has 
been shot down. They don’t want to do anything that isn’t the way we’ve 
always done it,” Priyanka said. This time, instead of commiserating, Rob 
puts on his peer coach hat. “What do you make of that?” Rob asks curiously.

Priyanka replies, “I’m not sure. I just don’t think they’re serious about want-
ing to innovate.”

Rob pauses for a moment, then asks, “Priyanka, when you say ‘they,’ who do 
you have in mind?”

Priyanka gets an inquisitive look on her face, thinks for a moment, then says, 
“Well I guess the person I really have in mind is my manager. I sometimes see 
him as the face of ‘the company.’ And now that I think of it, I haven’t really 
talked to him directly about it.”

Rob draws out more: “What do you mean?”

“The situations that I have in mind were in team meetings – I try to throw 
out ideas and get the creative juices flowing and have often felt like my ideas 
are discounted or shot down in those meetings,” Priyanka shares. “But I can 
see now that my manager might think I’m just throwing things at the wall; 
these meetings probably aren’t the best forum to have a real conversation 
about my ideas.”

Rob asks, “What would be a better forum?”

Priyanka has on her best thinking face and nods, “Yeah . . . I need to bring 
these to my manager directly in our 1:1s. And let him know these are real 
ideas, not half-baked suggestions I’m just throwing out at team meetings.”
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Table 6.1 Pros and cons of five different roles for providing coaching

Who provides Pros Cons
coaching?

Manager • Direct visibility into the • What’s best for the individual 
individual’s performance and what’s best for the 
and direct access to input company (or manager) may 
from others be in conflict

• In an ideal position to • Co-ownership of outcomes 
provide performance can impact actual or 
coaching perceived conflicts of interest, 

• Knows the business, reducing trust
culture, and context • Variability in skill sets (how 

• Has formal authority and effective are their coaching 
control over resources, skills?)
decisions, etc. • Time constraints depending 

• Can occur organically on scope of the manager’s 
and not require a formal role and responsibilities
program • Performance vs. development 

• Low to no cost (e.g., part environment (see appendix)
of manager’s role) • Nature of the relationship – 

team members are rarely able 
to choose their manager

HR colleague • May already have • What’s best for the individual 
visibility into the and what’s best for the 
individual’s work, company may be in conflict
challenges, and • May be having similar 
relationships conversations with the 

• May be skilled in the individual’s manager or peers 
development of others and therefore lack objectivity

• Aware of other people, • May be required to act on 
talent tools, and resources certain pieces of information 
available that are shared, even if 

• Knows the business, confidentiality is assumed
culture, and context • Variability in depth and 

• Can occur organically quality of coaching skills
and not require a formal • Variability in levels of trust 
program between employees and HR

• Low to no cost • May devolve into venting or 
complaining
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Who provides Pros Cons
coaching?

Peer • Provides an opportunity • Training and ongoing 
for mutual learning coaching skill development 

• Can provide other must be provided
benefits, such as • Maintaining consistency
networking, practicing • Typically not trained to 
coaching skills, and specialize in the development 
providing social support of others

• Generally know the • More challenging to stay 
business, culture, and objective due to familiarity 
context and internal pressures

• Can occur organically or • Availability can be limited 
be part of a peer-coaching due to other responsibilities 
program or priorities

• Low to no cost • Administrative overhead 
required for formal peer-
coaching programs

• Potential for devolving 
into mentoring, venting, or 
complaining

Internal • Depending on who they • More challenging to  
professional are and how they are stay objective due to 
coach sourced, they generally familiarity and internal 

know the business, pressures
culture, and context • Typically have multiple 

• They can be less relationships either 
expensive than external professionally or through 
coaches, depending on multiple coaching 
the staffing model engagements that can  

• Are professionally trained create actual or perceived 
and bring a high-caliber conflicts of interest, 
coaching approach impacting trust

• More objective than a • Availability can be limited, 
manager or peer depending on scope of 

internal coaching practice
• May require significant 

administrative overhead

(Continued)
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Table 6.1 (Continued)

Who provides Pros Cons
coaching?

External • More impartial and • Need to be onboarded to 
professional less affected by internal business, culture, and context
coach politics, creating greater • Can be costly, depending on 

trust model and scope of service
• Often more extensive or • May provide the organization 

specialist skill sets with less control over the 
• Outside perspectives from content of the coaching and 

working with a range of associated data
clients • May require dedicated 

• Dedicated and tailored contact person in the 
support depending on the organization to procure 
individual’s needs and manage coaching 

• Objective and engagements
unencumbered by pre-
existing knowledge or 
agendas

From here, Rob could continue to support Priyanka in thinking through when 
she will bring it up with her manager and even offer to help her role play 
the conversation. Often a peer might respond to another peer’s frustration 
by commiserating or going straight to problem solving. By seeing an opening 
(more to come on this in Chapter 7!) to engage in a peer-coaching conver-
sation, Rob can help Priyanka shift out of her feelings of frustration and even 
help the management understand where things might be breaking down be-
tween the company’s messaging and what employees are experiencing.

Context is an important consideration in deciding who the best person is to 
provide coaching. In a performance context, an individual must apply their 
learning and experience in practice to achieve valued outcomes.10 The con-
sequences of error or failure can be costly for their organization or for them 
personally. In contrast, a developmental context is one that supports growth 
of an individual in ways and to an extent they themselves determine. Safe to 
fail. It generally requires that the developmental relationship is completely 
optional, that the coach has no personal stake in coaching outcomes or for-
mal authority over the client, that the client drives the coaching agenda 
and leads the exploration and development of goals, desired outcomes, 
and measures of success. Coaching can still be effective in a performance 
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environment; however, it’s important to remember that there might be hes-
itance to be fully vulnerable or to take the kind of risks that might feel safer 
in a development context. This is one of the reasons that organizations bring 
in external mentors and coaches or send employees to vendor trainings. Or-
ganizations that want to be deliberately developmental have to be very in-
tentional about ensuring the culture and climate reward risk taking.

 Experience it yourself

If you have had exposure to coaching, who was in the coach role? 
What was effective – or ineffective – about that approach to coaching?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

In what roles can you apply your coaching skills?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Applications of coaching in organizations

Culture

We’ve described what culture is in organizations and how important it is that 
culture supports the business strategy, but we haven’t said what makes a good 
organizational culture. Benjamin Schneider, an organizational psychologist, 
summarized what he learned about studying leadership and culture during 
his 50-year research career.11 Not to overly simplify his learnings, but he 
found that a good culture is one that is people-oriented. The organization 
demonstrates that they care about and for their people and there is trust at all 
levels of the organization. When stated that way, many of the foundational 
principles of coaching – incorporating and caring for the whole person, lis-
tening, curiosity, and supporting the person’s potential (without judgment) –  
are strongly aligned to a positive organizational culture. Further, creating 
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and sustaining a more people-centered, inclusive corporate culture requires 
openness, trust, and adaptability on the part of all the people in an organiza-
tion. Leadership coaching can be a catalyst for the creation of a new cultural 
environment.12

Coaching, and developmental concepts more broadly, have been seeping 
into organizational design (e.g., Reinventing Organizations,13 An Everyone 
Culture)14 in recent years. This is often framed through two lenses. First, fos-
tering the development of potential and career growth is critical to building 
the kind of positive culture that Schneider describes. People are naturally 
oriented toward achievement, mastery, and meaning.15 Organizations that 
help employees learn and grow will develop competitive advantage through 
their ability to hire, retain, and engage talent. Second, organizations need em-
ployees to develop, particularly given the constantly changing context and 
nature of business. The connections between people and business outcomes 
have been demonstrated through decades of research and meta-analyses.16 
It is thus in an organization’s best interest to ensure that it can metabolize 
the lessons of experience at every level. Developmental psychologists Robert 
Kegan and Lisa Lahey suggested that learning and striving for one’s potential 
should be ingrained in the day-to-day work practices of every single person. 
They referred to this concept as a Deliberately Developmental Organization 
(DDO).17 In this model, the organization itself is the primary instrument for 
learning and development, with more formal interventions such as work-
shops, courses, mentoring, and so on being additive and not the primary 
vehicle for learning and development.

Coaching can be used to help shift both organizational culture and individ-
ual behaviors by prompting reflection, injecting new information into the 
system, and providing accountability. Coaches who support leaders through 
culture change often begin by conducting a cultural audit to identify the “as 
is” state. The coach then works with the leader(s) to articulate the desired 
state and why it matters (often seen through the lens of a business prob-
lem).18 The coach provides support to the leader as they identify a plan to 
close the gap that spans across individuals, dyads, and teams, ultimately to a 
systemic, organizational approach.

Organizations that have come to see the value in coaching may strive to 
deliberately cultivate a coaching culture. A coaching culture is one in which 
individuals throughout the organization embrace and model a coaching 
mindset and behaviors, which creates the conditions for continuous learn-
ing. A coaching culture is developed not just through the presence of for-
mal coaching (although organizations that have a coaching culture may be 
more likely to also invest in formal coaching), but where most people use 
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coaching as a tool to manage, influence, and communicate with each other. 
This style is embodied not only by managers but also by employees at every 
level. Coaching cultures are also characterized by a high degree of psycho-
logical safety and organizational practices that reinforce coaching behaviors. 
As a result, this kind of culture encourages informal open exchanges of in-
formation and knowledge, and individuals are willing to discuss challenges 
and concerns and evaluate appropriate actions. Organizations with strong 
coaching cultures are also more likely to have higher levels of employee 
engagement, as well as desirable outcomes like higher productivity and per-
formance, higher customer satisfaction, and accelerated growth and market 
share.

Regardless of role, every member in an organization can contribute to fos-
tering a coaching culture by embodying a coaching mindset and skills. 
A  coaching culture can develop both top-down, with policies, expec-
tations and tone set from leadership, and bottom-up, based on the day-
to-day behaviors of every individual in the organization. In their book 
chapter on developing a coaching culture, Arias and colleagues19 outline 
a five-step process for organizations to intentionally invest in cultivating 
a coaching culture: assess, develop, implement, evaluate, and connect. 
In the Assess step (step 1), organizations (likely someone in the people 
function) undertake a gap analysis to understand the current state of their 
coaching culture, the goal state, and the distance between the two. This 
step is helpful not only for understanding the current situation, but also 
for articulating a vision for the future of the culture. In step 2, Develop, 
the organization outlines a strategy for coaching that cuts across the or-
ganization and includes coaching practices ranging from use of external 
coaches, to upskilling leaders, employees, and HR colleagues on coaching 
skills, to peer-coaching programs and even mentoring. Step 3 (Implement) 
is the most time and labor intensive, as it entails bringing that strategy 
to life by hiring internal and external coaches, bringing in or developing 
coaching skill learning programs, equipping individuals across the organ-
ization to coach, setting expectations for using those coaching skills, and 
ensuring that other people, processes, and systems support – rather than 
undermine – a coaching culture, among other things! This step is likely in-
tertwined with step 4, Evaluate, as the organization gauges progress along 
the way according to pre-established metrics, which may include number 
of leaders trained on coaching skills, annual spend on external coaches, 
number of coaching engagements, impact of coaching engagements, key 
indicators on the annual employee engagement survey, and so on. Finally, 
step 5 (Connect) takes that measurement to the next level, with a focus 
on linking coaching strategy and practices to critical outcomes, such as 
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retention, individual and organizational performance, and more. Deter-
mining causation in people practices is challenging. In other words, if an 
organization spent the last three years cultivating a coaching culture and 
then experienced record levels of retention, higher levels of engagement, 
and 25% growth, how much of that can be attributed to the coaching cul-
ture, versus other internal and external factors? HR and talent practition-
ers have become increasingly sophisticated in their use of analytics and in 
their ability to make causal links between people practices and critical out-
comes, making this fifth step in cultivating a coaching culture challenging, 
but not unreachable.

In their discussion of cultivating a coaching culture, Arias and colleagues also 
note the risk of having conflicting processes and practices. For example, they 
cite performance management processes. If an organization’s performance 
management process rewards and drives competition over collaboration, this 
could drive behavior that is at odds with a coaching culture. Cultures that do 
not tolerate mistakes and risk taking may stifle the openness, vulnerability, 
and curiosity needed to develop a coaching culture: if employees are afraid 
to ask questions or admit that they don’t know the answer, they may fear 
repercussions rather than being open to exploration. In the section below 
we take a closer look at organizational processes that touch, complement, or 
undermine coaching behaviors.

Coaching within organizational practices

The organization’s culture provides the foundation for its climate – the tac-
tics, strategy implementation, policies, practices, and processes that point 
employees to the more immediate company goals and what they should fo-
cus on.20 These tools serve as controls that help direct behavior toward the 
company’s strategic objectives. They include things like onboarding, perfor-
mance management, leadership development, career development, learn-
ing and training, outplacement, and diversity, equity, and inclusion policies 
and practices. Controls can be described as coercive or enabling.21 Coercive 
control is the typical foundation for organizational processes and includes 
hierarchy, chain of command, written policies and procedures, manage-
ment directives, centralized decision making, and formalization. Motivating 
employees is generally accomplished through external means (rewards and 
punishments to reinforce behavior aligned with company goals). Enabling 
approaches are less common, more informal, and instead rely on social, psy-
chological, and cultural/organizational mechanisms to motivate employee 
behavior.
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Performance management

As an example, industrial psychologists Colquitt and Goldberg22 apply this lens 
to performance management systems. Traditional approaches to performance 
management are quite bureaucratic. They occur on a prescribed schedule (of-
ten annually), a manager has sole input and discretion over a performance 
evaluation, and rewards are distributed to individuals. Colquitt and Goldberg 
describe this as a coercive control system and recommend redesigning these 
systems through the lens of enablement. While coercive control systems rely 
on hierarchy, chain of command, written policies and procedures, and cen-
tralized decision making, enabling controls rely on social, psychological, and 
cultural tools to influence behavior.23 Redesigning performance management 
systems through the lens of enablement might result in a greater emphasis on 
direction, alignment, and encouragement. It would shift from evaluating the 
past to helping employees understand the context for their work and under-
stand how to progress and develop in service of organizational performance.

Research Spotlight

Dr. Rose Mueller-Hanson, Author of Transforming Performance 
Management to Drive Performance: An Evidence-based Roadmap, 
on the role of coaching in performance management

Us: Rose, you have deep expertise on the topic of performance man-
agement, and you’re also a coach. How can coaching play a role in 
performance management?

Dr Mueller-Hanson: You are spot on that coaching and performance 
management are intertwined. Performance management is not just 
about doing an annual review anymore – it’s about encouraging ongoing 
conversations between employees and managers. Most organizations are 
looking to increase the amount of feedback and coaching throughout 
the year. Coaching is so valuable to these conversations because it facil-
itates getting the work done, empowers the employee, and strengthens 
the relationship between employees and managers. Coaching helps get 
the work done by changing the dynamic of the conversation from mere 
feedback (in which the manager is passing judgment on the employee’s 
performance) to a problem-solving partnership in which the manager 
helps the employee uncover and resolve roadblocks to success. This 
empowers the employee by supporting them to identify root causes of 
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issues and figure out how to remove them. The collaborative nature of 
coaching can lead to a better relationship as well where employees and 
managers are working together to get to a successful outcome. Coaching 
is fundamentally about building trust and showing genuine interest in 
the other person, which is the foundation for any successful relationship.

Us: In what ways is that a shift from traditional approaches to perfor-
mance management?

Dr. Mueller-Hanson: In traditional performance management, there is 
a heavy emphasis on evaluation and feedback. In the typical annual re-
view, the manager discusses the ratings the employee has received, pro-
vides feedback, and ideally there is a conversation about development. 
However, the power dynamic is one-way. The manager is supposed to be 
the final arbiter of the employee’s performance. There may be a discus-
sion, but the purpose is to determine if the employee is meeting expec-
tations and perhaps dole out rewards. Most organizations are recognizing 
that the traditional process does little to actually improve performance 
and that ongoing coaching is essential to truly driving change.

Us: How can individual leaders apply their coaching skills in per-
formance management settings? What skills are most valuable and  
relevant here?

Dr. Mueller-Hanson: The specific skills that are most useful are culti-
vating curiosity and asking powerful questions. By approaching conver-
sations with a mindset of being curious, it leaves both parties more open 
to understand a situation more fully before drawing conclusions. This is 
so critical in performance management because traditional PM is about 
evaluating the performance of individuals. The truth is that performance 
is the result of many complex factors, some of which are outside the in-
dividual’s control. By staying curious, managers and employees can dig 
deeper into situations and better understand what might be getting in 
the way of success and how to overcome it. Powerful questions are a 
specific way of expressing curiosity and so much more. A really powerful 
question can help people think about issues in new ways and develop 
new insights. By using questions and not statements, people learn and 
develop new skills, which I think is the ultimate purpose of performance 
management – to facilitate success through growth.

Us: Rose, what is one thing you wish people knew or would do differ-
ently when it comes to performance management?
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Dr. Mueller-Hanson: Many organizations are hyper-focused on im-
proving the feedback skills of their managers. While feedback is impor-
tant, I’d argue that coaching skills are even more valuable. Feedback, 
by definition, is one-way. It automatically highlights the power dynam-
ic between two people. The feedback provider is judging the perfor-
mance/effectiveness/behavior of the feedback recipient. Many people 
fear giving and receiving feedback because they are uncomfortable with 
this dynamic. Training and practice can help make it easier, but for 
many feedback will still be difficult and awkward. There is of course 
a time and place for this type of feedback. However, there are many 
situations in which coaching may be the place to start. When things 
don’t go as planned, starting with a coaching mindset shifts the pow-
er dynamic from boss-subordinate to partnership. If organizations are 
struggling to help their managers learn to provide feedback, I’d suggest 
focusing more heavily on coaching. It will take the pressure off manag-
ers to be performance judges and instead empower them to be perfor-
mance coaches, which is a much more appealing role for most people.

Like the distinction between coercive and enabling controls, organizational 
policies and practices take a different shape when seen through a coaching 
mindset. Coaches accept others unconditionally, trust that they have the re-
sources needed to solve their own challenges (or that others have the capacity 
to seek out these resources as needed), have others’ long-term best interests 
at heart, challenge us when necessary and cheer us on, and they motivate us 
to get out of our own way. It recognizes no one has privileged access to the 
truth and that we are always co-creating our reality. Take a minute to reflect 
on your own experience with performance management. We’ll help . . .

 Experience it yourself

Think about the last performance review you participated in.

What aspects fit the definition of “coercive”?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What aspects fit the definition of “enabling”?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Reflect on your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors before and after the 
review. What impact did it have on you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Put yourself into a coaching mindset. What aspect of the process 
would you change? Why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

In a shift from “standalone” annual performance reviews to an ongoing ap-
proach to performance management, many organizations have integrated 
coaching or a coaching approach into their process. An ongoing perfor-
mance management approach focuses on frequent, informal feedback all 
throughout the year, with a regular cadence of check-ins between manager 
and employee. This is where a manager’s coaching skills play a critical role. 
In shifting from a focus on evaluation, compensation, and legal protection to 
an emphasis on employee growth and development, modern approaches to 
performance management require managers to expand their approach from 
directive to more coach-like. The manager’s role shifts from monitoring em-
ployees’ work to supporting them and empowering them to learn and grow 
while delivering on the expectations of their role. To do this effectively man-
agers must have a solid foundation in best practices for providing feedback, 
and this is complemented by their use of key coaching skills, like empow-
ering their employee to problem solve and own the solution, listening, and 
asking generative questions. In fact, in delivering feedback to a direct report, 
a manager may follow with a coaching question to support the employee in 
making sense of the feedback and thinking about what they will do with it.
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For example, in a quarterly check-in conversation, Abel’s manager shares 
feedback with him about his leadership of a project team: “Abel, in your 
leadership of Project X, I noticed that your stakeholder communications did 
not come at a predictable cadence. At the start of the project, you were send-
ing them weekly, on Friday afternoons. Over the last few months, there have 
been several instances where you did not send out stakeholder updates. As a 
result, I have gotten questions from several key stakeholders about where the 
project stands. You’re still leading this project for the next six months. How 
do you want to communicate with stakeholders?” In this example, Abel’s 
manager shares clear and direct feedback with him about his performance on 
Project X. He then shares an open-ended, judgment-free, curious question at 
the end to support Abel in thinking about how he wants to act on this feed-
back. Ultimately, the purpose of giving others feedback is to influence their 
future behavior. Asking a curious question can help the feedback recipient 
pause to digest the feedback and think about what they want to do with it, 
and why. In Abel’s case, his manager may ask what he wants his relationships 
with stakeholders to be like, or what impression he wants to make with them.

Learning and development

Research has consistently shown that coaching boosts the impact of several 
learning and development activities. One tool that is frequently used for 
leader development is 360 feedback, where leaders receive feedback on their 
performance, strengths, development opportunities, specific competencies, 
and more as a way of holding up the mirror and enhancing their self-aware-
ness. Working through 360 feedback with a coach leads to a variety of im-
portant outcomes. One study found that leaders who worked with a coach 
after receiving their 360 feedback set more specific goals, were more likely 
to have follow-up conversations based on the feedback, and showed greater 
improvements in performance, as compared to colleagues who did not work 
with a coach.24 Another study found that leaders who received 360 feedback 
and worked with a coach to interpret the feedback and decide where to focus 
had higher levels of satisfaction, more commitment to their organization, 
reduced intention to leave the organization, and ultimately higher business 
performance.25
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Working with a coach to make sense of 360 feedback is important because 
the quantity of feedback can feel overwhelming. When leaders are simply 
handed a 360 report and left to make sense of it on their own, a pattern 
typically emerges: They read it once, probably feel overwhelmed, maybe a 
little defensive. They may come back and read it again. They over-index 
on the negative feedback and gloss over the strengths and positive feed-
back. They set some vague aspirations for what they will do, then stick the 
report on a shelf or in a folder and soon forget about it. Certainly, there 
are exceptions to this pattern, but in our combined 30+ year experience as  
industrial-organizational psychologists and coaches, this is what we see most 
often. Alternatively, when leaders have the opportunity to work with a 
coach on their 360 feedback, the pattern unfolds very differently. The coach 
will support the leader in soaking up the positive feedback and reflecting on 
their strengths, rather than simply glossing over them to get to the negative 
feedback. The coach will also support the leader in identifying follow-up 
conversations they may want to have. Often leaders expect a 360 to be full of 
answers and are surprised when the feedback raises more questions. A coach 
can help the leader think through those questions and what they want to do 
with them. A coach can also support the leader in deciding what feedback 
to focus on for their development. Trying to work on too many development 
areas will set the leader up for failure; the coach will support the leader in 
prioritizing the top one or two opportunities to focus on first. The coach will 
also support the leader in setting specific goals to drive their development, 
and with ongoing coaching, be their accountability partner as the leader ex-
periments with new behaviors and reflects on the impact of those behaviors. 
In short, the 360 feedback experience is far more effective and more likely to 
lead to behavior change when the leader has coaching support, either from 
a professional coach, a peer coach, or an HR business partner with strong 
coaching skills.

Coaching is also a valuable complement to formal learning experiences. 
One of the biggest challenges with formal learning or training (e.g., a work-
shop, training program, class) is transfer of learning outside the classroom. 
In other words, learners may show knowledge acquisition and high levels of 
engagement in the program, but when they go back to their day-to-day lives 
or work, keep doing the same things they were doing before.

Imagine this scenario: Rosa attends a training program at work about how 
to delegate to her employees more effectively. In the four-hour training she 
is highly interested and engaged with the content. She practices in pair 
exercises, takes detailed notes, and sets intentions for what she wants to try 
with her team. Without a coach, Rosa will go back to her regular workday 
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following the training, where she is immediately met with 125 new emails, 
urgent requests from her manager, 6–7 hours a day of meetings and calls, 
and a team of 13 direct reports. Not surprisingly, Rosa’s intentions for del-
egating to her team quickly get moved to the back burner, despite her 
enthusiasm.

In a different version of this story, Rosa is assigned to a peer-coaching group 
with three other participants from her training program. Before the program 
ends, they schedule weekly one-hour peer-coaching meetings for the next 
six weeks. Rosa is adamant about protecting the time on her calendar so she 
can join each peer-coaching meeting. During the six weekly meetings, she 
and her teammates practice coaching each other around their intentions for 
delegating, what they have tried and noticed, what is working and what isn’t 
working. Rosa feels a sense of accountability to act on the intentions she 
sets, because she wants to have something to share back to the group in their 
next weekly meeting. The addition of coaching in the weeks following the 
learning program supports Rosa in achieving her goals of delegating to her 
team more. The peer-coaching meetings create a sense of accountability and 
ensure that she has time each week to pause and reflect on what she’s trying, 
what’s working, and what she wants to try next. Research has consistently 
shown that working with a coach after a formal learning program enhances 
transfer of learning and the likelihood that what was learned in the training 
will turn into new behaviors outside of the classroom.26 And, what’s most 
interesting about this finding, is that manager coaching,27 peer coaching,28 
and working with a professional coach all have a positive impact on transfer 
of training!

Coaching on its own is also a high-impact tool for leader development. 
Leaders determine what they want to work on – they set their own goals 
and identify opportunities to learn by doing – while getting thought part-
nership, support, structure, and a sense of accountability from working 
with a coach. Coaching for leader development is high impact because 
of the tailored, personalized, 1:1 nature. Working with a coach has been 
linked to myriad important outcomes in leaders’ growth, such as increased 
emotional and social competence,29 better people management skills, im-
proved communication skills, higher levels of engagement and productiv-
ity,30 greater self-awareness,31 improved relationships32 in all directions 
(up, down, sideways), improved ability to manage and navigate change, 
higher self-efficacy, greater resilience,33 and even positive spillover outside 
of work to family life. This list is far from exhaustive but gives a sense of 
the many aspects of leader beliefs, behaviors, and capabilities that coach-
ing can target.
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Career development

Similar to leader development, coaching can be a powerful tool to support 
individual career development. Career development is the process of truly 
owning one’s career by investing in new skills, exploring opportunities for 
growth and/or advancement along a career path, and making deliberate 
choices about how that career path unfolds. Coaching for career develop-
ment can take a few different forms. For an individual looking for opportuni-
ties to grow and advance within their current role or organization, coaching 
from a manager, peer, or HR colleague can help them not only pause to re-
flect on their aspirations, but also support them in acquiring and sharpening 
new skills and capabilities that are aligned with their aspirations. Organi-
zations that espouse a “grow from within” approach to talent (e.g., hiring 
people early in their careers and growing them to advance to higher levels of 
leadership) benefit from having a strong coaching culture where individuals 
receive the support and thought partnership they need to grow on the job 
and explore opportunities to advance within that organization. More and 
more, organizations are looking for ways to deliberately support employees in 
exploring options for their career path within the organization, and coach-
ing plays an important role in that process.34 Some organizations even offer 
career coaching internally; the assumption here is that employees want to 
grow their career and develop as people and professionals. If organizations 
want to retain good talent, they must provide opportunities for them to do 
so. Other organizations have developed programs to support employee career 
growth and transitions during key moments, such as returning from parental 
leave. One study found that offering “maternity coaching” to female attor-
neys returning from parental leave supported them emotionally, practically 
(navigating the return to work and balancing with parental demands), and 
in thinking about their longer-term career aspirations.35

And of course, there are times when people want to make more pronounced 
shifts in their careers – such as changing organizations, functions, industries 
or even exploring a new career entirely. For these bigger shifts, professional 
career coaches can offer a level of support, partnership, and objectivity that 
enable career-explorers to figure out what they want in the next step of their 
careers, what options exist for them, and how to realistically pursue a tran-
sition. Career coaches may at times divert from the “purist” coaching ap-
proach of being non-directive, to share advice or ideas.36 But ultimately, 
it’s up to the client what they choose to do with that guidance and advice. 
In their work on coaching and career development, authors Polly Parker 
and Michael Arthur37 note that coaches can help individuals navigate the 
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“three ways of knowing” in intelligent career design: WHY we work (values, 
motivations, needs), HOW we work (our skills, expertise, what we have to 
offer), and with WHOM we work (relationships inside and outside of the 
job). A coach can use their skills of asking helpful questions and listening 
deeply to support their client in uncovering the answers to these three ques-
tions as they explore the next horizon of their career.

Outplacement

Sometimes that next career horizon comes unexpectedly. Coaching can be 
an invaluable resource during another pivotal moment in one’s career: When 
they are unexpectedly downsized or let go from their organization. Outplace-
ment coaching is a specific form of career coaching that supports individuals 
in coping with and managing through the change of being let go from their 
organization, while also thinking through what they want to do next. This 
type of coaching balances emotional support (helping the client process 
their experience, creating trust and psychological safety, creating space for 
reflection and sensemaking) with support on exploring options and aspira-
tions, setting goals, and pursuing a path forward to their next opportunity.

Research has shown that outplacement coaching is particularly productive 
for a certain profile of individuals. Researchers Harry Martin and Dennis Le-
kan38 found that individuals who are higher on three “Big Five” personality 
trains – openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness – are more likely to 
embrace the benefits of outplacement coaching. For instance, they found 
that individuals high in the trait of openness are more likely to advance in 
their new roles, and those who are high in agreeableness and conscientious-
ness are more likely to feel satisfied and perform at a high level in their new 
roles, post outplacement. They also found that highly agreeable individuals 
show more resilience and coping in response to the outplacement experi-
ence. These results don’t suggest that individuals low on these traits will not 
benefit from outplacement coaching, but they do reinforce the power of the 
personalized nature of coaching. An outplacement coach who understands 
where a client stands on these dimensions can tailor their approach accord-
ingly to best support the client – meeting them where they are.

Offering outplacement coaching is also beneficial to the organization. Mak-
ing downsizing decisions and letting employees go is stressful and filled with 
uncertainty. Being able to offer a service that truly supports those individuals 
in navigating the next phase of their career can make these changes feel 
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more caring and people-centric, and increase the likelihood that individuals 
leave with a positive attitude toward the organization.

In this chapter we have explored a variety of ways that coaching can be applied 
within organizations. Coaching can be provided by managers, peers, or HR 
professionals who have a robust coaching skill set. Professional coaches can 
provide more high-touch and structured support when objectivity, capacity, 
accountability, and a more advanced skill set are needed. A coaching approach 
can be used to modernize performance management processes and support 
development and growth, not just evaluation. And coaching can take other 
people practices (learning, leader development, career development, outplace-
ment) to a higher level of impact. We explored the impact of coaching on 
organizational culture, and what it takes to intentionally develop a culture 
for coaching within an organization. We focused on the benefits of coaching 
for individuals within those organizations and for the organization as a whole. 
Whether it’s through formal mechanisms like hiring professional coaches to 
serve in internal or external coaching roles, or informally through peer coach-
ing, building a coaching culture, or building systems to be enabling rather than 
coercive, coaching can have a positive impact on organizations. Organizations 
are fundamentally powered by people, and people have an innate desire to be 
seen, be heard, and feel that their opinions and perspectives matter.

In the next and final chapter, we examine the impact coaching can have 
outside of our professional lives. A coaching mindset can shift your under-
standing of and ability to navigate the world around you. We will weave 
together concepts from these first six chapters and share ideas for how you 
can bring your coaching mindset and skill set to relationships and situations 
in all parts of your life.

Chapter 6 Key idea

Coaching can be incorporated in organizations in formal and informal ways 
to impact individuals, groups, teams, and culture. Viewing organizational 
practices and processes can impact how they are designed and implemented.

Want to learn more? Check out

The Institute of Coaching (IOC) offers an introduction to organizational 
coaching. Check out their website: https://instituteofcoaching.org/resources/
introduction-organizational-coaching

https://instituteofcoaching.org
https://instituteofcoaching.org
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Curious about coach training programs? Check out the full list of programs 
on the International Coaching Federation’s Website:

https://coachingfederation.org/coaching-education
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7
Taking your coaching approach 
out into the world

Questions we’ll answer in this chapter:

1.	 How can coaching skills be applied outside of work?
2.	 How can a coaching mindset be applied to societal challenges?
3.	 What should I be aware of as I start to incorporate coaching in my day-

to-day life?

Eva is at her wit’s end. Her son, A.J., is three years old and in the stage 
that his family lovingly refers to as a “three-nager.” He wants what he 
wants, when he wants it, and when he doesn’t get it, he screams, cries, 
and lashes out; he can even get violent. During these episodes, Eva tries 
her best to stay calm, but she has a lot going on. She has a never-ending  
to-do list running through her mind that spans her roles at work, at 
home, and in her community. Her own needs often don’t even make the 
list. In fact, some days she forgets to eat, and it has gotten to the point 
where a shower feels like a luxury. She’s trying to respond to emails and 
get her work done when A.J. walks in to ask her to open a snack for 
him. She stops mid-sentence in the email she’s writing and sees that he’s 
holding candy. When she tells him he can’t have it, he begins to scream 
and throw himself on the ground. He starts kicking his arms and legs. Eva 
immediately feels her heart rate go up and her cheeks get flushed. She 
begins by trying to shush him so she can talk to him about her reasoning 
and find something else for him. None of that works, and she notices that 
she now has just two minutes before her next meeting. She loses her pa-
tience and snaps at him: “A.J., I don’t have time for this! You can’t have 
candy before dinner! Can’t you see that Mommy is busy? Now go sit in 
time out until you calm down!”

It felt effective at the time. Eva moved A.J. to his room, which helped with 
the noise. She knew that he was safe and that allowing him to eat sugar was 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003166917-10


Your  coaching  impact166

not going to do either of them any favors. Yet, the interaction nagged at 
her for the rest of the day. She worried that her reaction made it seem like 
he wasn’t as important as the meeting. She kept picturing him alone in his 
room, still hungry. She started to wonder whether the tantrum was about 
not getting the candy when he wanted it or about not getting her attention 
when he wanted it. She went into a bit of a spiral, feeling guilty about not 
being more patient with him and comparing herself to the other moms she 
knew. Part of her knew it was silly, but it gnawed at her because it was nei-
ther how she wanted to show up nor congruent with her vision of herself as 
a parent.

In this book, we’ve introduced you to coaching mindsets and skills and to 
how adopting them can powerfully impact you and your interactions with 
others. We’ve covered how this shows up in interactions with individuals 
(1:1), in groups or teams, and in organizations. We spend a lot of our time 
in those contexts, but we play many roles outside of “employee.” There’s a 
world outside of organizations that we exist in and that in turn impacts our 
world at work. In this chapter we turn our focus outside of organizations. We 
start with ways in which coaching can impact the most meaningful roles you 
play outside of work – parent, child, spouse, neighbor, and so on. We tackle 
how your coaching skills can be used to shift how you show up in those roles 
to better navigate conflict and build connection. Looking even more expan-
sively, we examine how a coaching mindset can shift the way you look at the 
world and how it might be relevant to pervasive global challenges such as 
racism, sexism, political polarization, climate change, and beyond. We end 
by reiterating how the things within your control – your ability to be present, 
curious, open, and non-judgmental – can be used to create a better world.

The many hats we wear

Most people will spend about a third of their lives at work. Work plays an 
important role in providing financial security, social interaction, and can 
be a source of meaning and purpose. This often leads us to think first about 
how we might apply coaching skills to the roles we play at work – employee, 
colleague, leader, mentor, and so on. And yet, how we show up in one place 
tends to be how we show up everywhere. Our ability to become more curi-
ous, open, and non-judgmental (CON) is likely to spill over into the many 
roles you play outside of work as well. As with any change, it’s even more 
likely if you set an intention around it.
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When Shonna went through coach training, she did so with two primary 
goals: (1) to expand her organizational effectiveness toolkit by better equip-
ping herself to help leaders grow and develop and (2) to use the tools on 
herself to set better boundaries at work and tackle her chronic workaholism. 
What she started noticing, however, was that she couldn’t turn it off. She 
started seeing opportunities in her marriage to communicate more clearly 
and listen more deeply. She had two young children at the time and started 
seeing her role as a parent not as shaping them, but instead to help them 
discover their own shape. She noticed she was asking her friends different 
kinds of questions and was better able to see alternative perspectives – even 
if she felt a lot of conviction about a topic. The impact on each of those 
roles was unexpected and positive. What was it that led to such a broad and 
diverse impact?

In this book we have taken a close look at what it means to adopt a coach-
ing mindset and develop your coaching skill set. We explored processes in 
your brain that influence how you perceive your experiences and the world 
around you, which ultimately impacts your behavior. We’ve emphasized 
the value of being a new kind of “CON artist” (practicing curiosity, open-
ness and non-judgment). We’ve seen how key coaching skills of listening, 
asking questions, and noticing can benefit you and others in both 1:1 and 
group settings. The foundational belief underlying coaching is that people 
are creative, resourceful, and whole. Because they are creative, resourceful, 
and whole, we don’t have to fix them. We don’t need to solve their prob-
lems because they can solve them on their own. We don’t have the answers 
for them because they are the experts in their own lives. This fuels our 
curiosity because this means that their choices and beliefs are the natural 
outcomes of who they are and their lived experiences. To be in service 
to them, we have the opportunity to help them gain greater clarity into 
what they want, challenge them to see things in multiple ways, and enable 
them to tap into their own wisdom. Doing so requires that we develop our 
curiosity and openness, practice non-judgment, and develop our skills in 
listening.

Michael Bungay Stanier, author of some of our favorite coaching books, like 
The Coaching Habit1 and The Advice Trap,2 has a practice of making himself 
a list of how he wants to show up on a card that he keeps in his pocket. He 
refers to it as “This, Not That.” We love this as a simple way to remind your-
self of what it looks like when you are at your best (in this case showing up a 
little more coach-like) or not.



Your  coaching  impact168

 Experience it yourself

What roles do you play? Use this reflection exercise to explore.

Take 2 minutes to quickly list every role you play in your life as they 
come to mind.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Go back through the list. Did you write them in order of importance? 
Reflect on what roles feel most central to your identity. Reorder them 
if you need to.

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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In what role would you like to shift how you show up? How might 
adopting a coaching mindset or skill set help?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What’s one small experiment you want to commit to trying?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Looking for an opening

In his book Coaching: Evoking Excellence in Others,3 professional coach 
and author James Flaherty notes that all coaching begins with an open-
ing. We’ve alluded to openings a few times in earlier chapters. An open-
ing may look like a need or request for support, a change from routine, 
a moment of crisis or struggle, an opportunity to notice or share an ob-
servation. According to Flaherty, all coaching begins with an opening. 
An opening could look like a friend saying, “I’m really torn about what 
to do in this situation,” your teenage child saying, “Ugh! No one under-
stands!” or sharing implications of an upcoming organizational change 
with a member of your team. Whatever the topic or situation, the door 
cracks open for you to practice your skills of noticing, really listening, or 
asking a question in service to that person. In Eva’s case, A.J.’s tantrum 
presented an opening, if she was willing to see it and take it. In that mo-
ment, Eva could have paused for just a moment to notice what was hap-
pening, to think about how she wanted to respond, rather than react, and 
make a conscious choice about how to engage with A.J. to understand 
what he really wanted and how she could balance that with her work. 
The ability to notice an opening, however, depends on the focus of your 
attention. Eva’s attention was divided in the moment; she was mostly fo-
cused on the work she was trying to complete and only partially on what 
was going on with A.J. Let’s take a look at the importance of mindfulness 
and being fully present in order to notice openings and choose to use our 
coaching capabilities.
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Mindfulness and presence

In our class on coaching skills at Georgetown University, our students be-
gin the semester by committing to a mindfulness practice. Each week, we 
expose them to a new tool for practicing mindfulness. In those early weeks, 
we suspect that some of the students wonder what we are doing and why. 
Why are mindful eating, a mindful walk, mindfully listening to music, and 
paying attention to our breathing relevant to coaching? Once we get to the 
midpoint of the semester, we always seem to get a few unsolicited comments 
from students about how practicing mindfulness has helped them be more 
present and focused in their conversations with others, and also feel calmer 
and less overwhelmed in their work and personal lives. They begin to look 
forward to it and some even start to bring the practice into their personal 
and work lives.

Practicing mindfulness enables us to be fully present in the current moment, 
which means giving whatever is in front of us our full attention and aware-
ness. This may sound reminiscent of our take on really listening, and that’s 
because to really listen we must be fully present in that moment, with that 
person. Distractions from our environment, cell phones, and inner mono-
logue all pull us away from being fully present and in the moment. Practic-
ing mindfulness is like strengthening the muscle that allows us to be fully 
present. It means focusing completely on what we are experiencing in the 
moment, without judgment or interpretation.

Professor, coach, and author Jonathan Passmore has done extensive work on 
the role of mindfulness in coaching. He articulates four ways that mindful-
ness enhances coaching: preparing for coaching, maintaining focus on the 
session, remaining emotionally detached, and teaching mindfulness to the 
person we are coaching.4 Pausing for a mindful moment before entering a 
coaching conversation allows us to leave behind whatever we were doing 
before the conversation and be fully present and focused. This could in-
clude sitting with our feet flat on the floor and taking four deep breaths to 
get centered and present in the moment. Practicing mindfulness throughout 
the conversation ensures that our attention stays with the other person and 
doesn’t wander off to places that are NOT here – such as what to have for 
dinner, what you need to do to prepare for your meeting this afternoon or 
wondering why it’s so cold in this room.

Now, on that last point: distractions can arise despite your very best efforts. 
Remember back in Chapter 4 where we mentioned the possibility of con-
struction noise negatively impacting your ability to listen? Once, Brodie was 
on a Zoom call with a coaching client when the building across the street 
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from her home literally caught on fire. Brodie did her best to ignore the black 
smoke and flames shooting out the windows (this is not an exaggeration). 
She said nothing about it to her client and did her best to stay focused on the 
conversation. But there is no doubt that a substantial portion of Brodie’s at-
tention was pulled away – because of curiosity, fear, or concern for the people 
inside the building. It’s likely that her client picked up on a shift in Brodie’s 
attention. As we mentioned in Chapter 4, in a situation like this, you may 
be best served to use your skill of naming to acknowledge the distraction and 
figure out the best way to manage it. In Brodie’s case, she could have said, 
“I’m so sorry to do this, but can we take a five-minute break? The building 
across the street from me is on fire, and I just need to make sure everything 
is okay over here.” Surely Brodie’s client would have completely understood. 
By naming what is going on and taking a deliberate pause, Brodie would 
have ensured that her client didn’t attribute Brodie’s wandering attention 
to her or the conversation – she would have known that the distraction was 
external and unrelated to the conversation.

Once that (literal) fire has been put out and we can refocus on the conver-
sation, Passmore notes that practicing mindfulness can also help us remain 
emotionally detached during a conversation. In Chapter 2, we mentioned 
that we are all living our own “story” in which we are both the hero and 
the narrator. When using your coaching skills, remaining emotionally de-
tached ensures that you don’t also get sucked into the other person’s story. 
Remaining objective is paramount to being in support of the person that 
you are coaching. There is nothing wrong with experiencing empathy and 
understanding toward what the other person is experiencing, but once you 
are pulled into the emotional experience with that person, you are no longer 
able to stand side-by-side with them and help them work through their own 
challenges. In coaching, we often refer to this as “holding space” for the 
other person. If we get sucked into the story, we can’t hold the space – we’re 
in it. Mindfulness plays an important role in noticing our emotions without 
immediately reacting to them. When we are fully present and practicing 
mindfulness in a coaching conversation, we can empathize and notice the 
other person’s emotions, notice the impact on our own emotions, and choose 
to remain objective to best serve and support the other person.

Staying present in a world designed to distract you

Our ability to manage distractions and avoid the temptation to multitask 
is so important for being fully present. Practicing mindfulness can help us 
strengthen our attention muscles and stay focused on what is happening 
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in front of us, but for many this requires substantial self-control. We live 
in a world littered with distractions, and many of us operate in environ-
ments where the ability to multitask is highly valued or even expected. For 
example, Nora works in an organization that relies heavily on an instant 
messaging app. This app has many wonderful benefits for boosting collab-
oration and communication, cutting down on email traffic, and sending 
colleagues funny memes and GIFs. It also allows a flood of notifications 
and instant messages from colleagues looking for a quick response. Nora’s 
organization has an unspoken norm of keeping this instant messaging app 
on all the time – on employees’ laptops, phones, while they are work-
ing on other things, and while they are on conference calls. Fast response 
time is highly valued in this culture. Every day at work, Nora finds herself 
spending five to six hours on conference calls or video conferences. Of 
course, the rest of her work doesn’t slow down in the meantime, which 
means during those hours she finds herself trying to pay attention to the 
call while also fielding instant messages and requests from colleagues all 
over the organization (and all over the world). At the end of the day, Nora 
feels frazzled, overwhelmed, and fatigued. She finds that she often makes 
small mistakes in her instant messaging responses and can only tell you 
about 60% of what was discussed on the calls. Nora really dislikes this ex-
pectation for constant multitasking. One day at work, the messaging app 
was down, and she was able to be fully present and focused on her calls. 
She took so much more away from the conversations, felt like she made 
meaningful contributions to the discussion, and felt calmer and clearer at 
the end of the day.
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Nora is experiencing the strain of rapidly switching between tasks because, 
despite what her colleagues believe, humans struggle to do two things at the 
same time, particularly if the tasks require the same part of your brain to be 
in charge.5 In other words, anytime you believe that you are multitasking –  
say, writing an email and listening to a podcast – your attention is simply 
moving back and forth from one activity to the other (exception: if one of 
those behaviors is automatic, like walking). This usually translates to doing 
both things with mediocrity and compromised attention. Now, why is this 
relevant to a book about coaching skills? If you intend to be fully present and 
give a conversation your complete attention, you simply cannot try to do 
something else at the same time. You certainly cannot practice mindfulness 
when splitting your attention between two (or more!) things. You cannot 
really listen to someone and sneak a glimpse at that text message that just 
came in on your phone.

As we mentioned in Chapter 4, it’s easy to be a lazy listener – to go through 
the motions of hearing without really giving the other person your full at-
tention. And it’s easy to mistakenly assume that the other person doesn’t 
notice. We asked our students: How can you tell when someone isn’t really 
listening? Here’s what they shared:

•	 “Their eyes are somewhere else – looking down, looking behind you. 
Even sort of looking ‘through’ you.”

•	 “They say things like ‘yeah, uh-huh, oh, yeah, wow’ in a way that sounds 
bored and disconnected from what you are sharing.”

•	 “They ask a question about something you already addressed.”
•	 “They give you advice or make a comment about something you already 

covered.”
•	 “They actually say, ‘I’m sorry I missed that – can you please say it again.’ 

But at least in that case they admit it!”
•	 “They have an emotional reaction that is totally out of sync with what 

you’re talking about. Once I was talking about complications with my 
pregnancy, and the other person laughed and made some generic com-
ment. It was really weird.”

•	 “You can hear them doing something else. Once I was on a call with my 
boss talking about a serious challenge I was facing and I could hear him 
typing in the background.”

You may recognize some of these tells. You might even recognize some of 
them in yourself. In other words, despite our best efforts at faking real listen-
ing, other people easily pick up on verbal and physical cues that we aren’t 
really listening. Think about your own experience for a moment.
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 Experience it yourself

Recall a time when you were speaking to someone and you could tell 
they weren’t really listening. What did you notice about their behavior?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What did it feel like when you realized that person wasn’t really 
listening to you?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

When others go through the motions of listening, this can have a strong 
negative impact on the person who is speaking. Their emotional reactions 
could range from disappointment, to anger, to feeling small or unimportant. 
Depending on the relationship, not really listening can erode trust and the 
strength of the relationship. It sends a message to the speaker that what they 
have to say isn’t important or interesting. They may even internalize this 
and come to believe that THEY are not important, interesting, or deserving 
of your attention. Really listening and giving others our full attention is im-
portant in any interaction if we care about that person and our relationship 
with them. It’s also critically important in a coaching conversation, where 
we aspire to create space for the other person to be open and vulnerable.

Using curiosity to reel in your wandering mind

Like the band the Human League said in their 1986 classic song, we’re all 
“only human,”6 which means that sometimes we struggle to bring our best 
listening skills or our full attention to a conversation. Sometimes the con-
versation is simply boring. Sometimes we have other pressing matters on our 
minds that creep in despite our best efforts to be mindful and present. Some-
times we are sleep deprived and paying attention is physically challenging! 
In these moments, our curiosity can once again be a powerful tool. Turning 
on your curiosity can help you stay present, interested, and engaged in the 
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 Experience it yourself

What are the greatest threats to your ability to be fully present (e.g., 
your phone, your work environment, your proclivity for shiny objects)?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What will you try to better manage that threat next time you want to 
be fully present in a conversation?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

How do you like to practice mindfulness? Or, what do you want to try?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

conversation. Research has shown that getting curious about others increases 
the quality of our listening and helps us to put ourselves in their shoes,7 which 
is an essential part of practicing empathy. Curiosity also boosts engagement 
and interest in what we are paying attention to. Research has shown that 
humans can have both a “trait” and “state” level of curiosity,8 meaning that 
some people are more naturally curious than others (trait), and that we can 
all make choices to intentionally “turn on” and practice our curiosity (state).

In addition to helping us be more present and engaged with others, curiosity 
also unlocks myriad other positive behaviors that contribute to individual 
and organizational performance. Zander Lurie, CEO of SurveyMonkey, found 
that curiosity was the most prevalent attribute among their highest perform-
ing employees AND their best customers.9 Research has also shown that 
curiosity leads to more creativity and innovation in solving problems, more 
adaptive responses to stress (less defensiveness, reactivity, and aggression), 
more information sharing, and higher job performance.10 In May 2021, a 



Your  coaching  impact176

school bus in South Carolina was the target of an armed hijack. In addition 
to the bus driver, 18 kindergartners were on the bus during the hijacking. 
What happened next demonstrates the power of genuine curiosity, which 
comes naturally to six-year-olds. The kindergartners started peppering the 
hijacker with curious questions:11

“Why are you doing this?”
“Are you a soldier?”
“Are you going to hurt us?”
“Are you going to hurt our bus driver?”

After enough kindergarten interrogation, the hijacker asked the driver to 
stop the bus, and he ran off. The bus driver attributes the safe outcome of 
the situation to the kids’ natural curiosity. In this case, the curious questions 
must have been too much for the hijacker to handle. Let this also be a re-
minder to self-manage as you express your curiosity – remember to ask one 
question at a time so you don’t overwhelm your companion.

Another way to boost curiosity and engagement in a conversation is to choose 
what we are listening for. For example, you can choose to listen for emotion 
and pay very close attention to the feelings and emotions that the other person 
is conveying. You might set an intention to learn what really matters to that 
person – when do they “light up,” lean in, and start speaking at a quicker pace? 
You could get even more specific and choose to listen intently for positive 
emotions. You could make a point of really watching for and noticing facial 
expressions. You could listen with the intent of noticing their biases, assump-
tions, their “story,” and lens of perception. Choosing to listen for something 
specific can boost engagement and presence by further directing our attention.

Taking your coaching skills out into the world

Let’s turn back to Eva. There wasn’t anything egregious about how she re-
sponded to A.J. in her story. It’s a scene most parents (or aunts, uncles, cous-
ins, teachers) can relate to. But we can start to imagine that Eva doesn’t 
like the feeling she has when she loses her patience with A.J. She might 
accept that she won’t achieve perfection, but she wants to practice respond-
ing differently in those inevitable moments of frustration. Imagine that, like 
Shonna, Eva learned more about coaching. She started a mindfulness prac-
tice. This gave her the tools she needed to notice when she was feeling 
stressed or irritated and pause before responding. She had experienced what 
it felt like to be truly seen and heard and wanted to recreate that feeling for 
A.J. as often as she could. She recognized his outburst as being “hijacked.” 
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She got down to his eye level and spoke calmly and gave A.J. choices about 
what he could have instead. She was also able to name when she got hijacked 
and take a few deep breaths. She tested her hypothesis that he might just 
want her attention and sent a note to her colleagues that she’d be a few min-
utes late to her meeting. This gave her the time she needed to connect with 
A.J. and explain when she’d be finished and what they would do together. 
These small changes might add up to something meaningful over time. They 
might help her support A.J. in feeling secure, developing better emotional 
regulation skills, and equip him to navigate his needs and choices.

You can use your coaching mindset and skills to positively impact situations 
across the many roles you play in your work and life. Imagine this: You are 
attending Thanksgiving dinner with your family, who are visiting from all 
over the United States. Somehow, inevitably, the conversation turns to the 
Presidential election. Your uncle, whom you see once or twice per year, has 
very strong political views that seem to be the opposite of your own. Your 
uncle talks about everything that is wrong in America, making sweeping 
statements about various populations of people, industries, political parties 
and more. Perhaps you feel tempted to jump in and counter all his com-
plaints and point out his flawed thinking, not to mention everything that’s 
wrong about his preferred party. Where do you think that will take the con-
versation? Probably into an unpleasant spiral of disagreement, broad gener-
alizations, listening to respond, and angst and discomfort for everyone else 
at the table. It may devolve into a verbal ping-pong match where neither 
you nor your uncle are listening – you’re too busy coming up with the smart 
thing you will say next to “be right” in this debate. Your inner monologue 
might include thoughts like, “What an idiot,” “I can’t believe I’m related to 
this man,” or “He is everything that is wrong with America.”

What if, instead, you brought your coaching skills to the conversation? You 
approach your uncle and his statements with a mindset of curiosity, open-
ness, and non-judgment. You allow yourself to get curious about what in his 
lived experience enables him to see something you don’t see. Rather than 
listening to respond and poke holes in his statements, you listen to under-
stand where he is coming from. You become aware of his ladder of inference. 
You become aware of your own ladder of inference. You ask questions to 
draw him out, rather than responding with strong statements and disagree-
ment. Perhaps you will discover that what your uncle is really struggling 
with is feeling left behind or irrelevant as the world around him changes 
rapidly, at a pace he can’t keep up with. You may get to the heart of what he 
really cares about and what’s important to him and discover that you have 
shared values of hard work, recognition, and caring for your family. Though 
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you may not end the conversation agreeing on anything related to politics, 
you will end the conversation knowing more about him and strengthening, 
rather than eroding, your relationship. You might leave seeing more of his 
humanity, rather than confirming a caricature you had in your mind of peo-
ple who share his perspective.

Your coaching skills can also be a powerful tool for influence or negotiation. 
Our attempts at both tactics are easily derailed by assumptions we make 
about other people or situations. Using your coaching skills of asking ques-
tions and really listening can help you surface what others really care about –  
which may be wildly different from what you assumed. Take Harold, for  
example. Harold is planning a vacation for himself and his partner, Cheryl. 
Harold wants a beach vacation and is really excited about an all-inclusive re-
sort he found. His typical approach has been “selling” the idea to Cheryl. He 
considers himself to be pretty convincing but is disappointed when Cheryl 
shares that she’s just not excited about it.

Now let’s pretend that Harold takes a class or reads a book about coach-
ing skills. He decides to experiment with using those skills to navigate the 
negotiation on where to vacation with Cheryl. Rather than holding onto 
resentment or trying to convince Cheryl to go with his idea, he approaches 
the next conversation from a place of curiosity and openness, not trying to 
“sell her” on his idea. He asks open-ended questions and listens closely to 
what’s important to her about the vacation and what she wants to get out 
of it rather than focusing on what he will say next to convince her that this 
option is the best one. He discovers that Cheryl has been feeling restless and 
is looking for inspiration and adventure rather than relaxation. He remem-
bers seeing another resort that offered both – a nice beach setting but with a 
wide range of excursions in a country and culture that neither of them had 
prior exposure to. Had he not asked questions and gotten curious about her 
interests, he would have focused on selling her the initial vacation idea and 
missed the opportunity to meet both of their needs. By weaving his coaching 
skills into his approach to their decision, Harold gets to know more about 
Cheryl, strengthen their relationship, and make connections between their 
respective needs and the choices available to them.

Understanding what other people care about is paramount to influencing their 
decision making or coming to an agreement in negotiation. Former hostage 
negotiator Chris Voss,12 describes negotiation tips that seem eerily familiar to 
coaching skills – asking questions to build empathy, labeling, mirroring, asking 
“what” and “how” questions, and using silence. Getting curious, asking ques-
tions, and really listening can lead to recommendations and solutions that align 
with that person’s interests, goals, and preferences. For example, understanding 
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that a benefit of eldercare is more important to a new hire than more vacation 
time will lead to a more productive and satisfying compensation negotiation. 
A sommelier who asks a restaurant patron about their wine preferences and de-
sired price point will make a better recommendation than a sommelier who is 
focused on selling a particular bottle of wine that night. A car dealer who asks 
questions to learn that a car-buyer cares about gas mileage and safety will have 
greater luck closing the deal than the salesperson who tries to push his favorite 
model (or the model that they need to move off the lot). Once more, these are 
not pure coaching conversations – they are an application of your coaching 
skills to situations that come up in work and life every day.

Boundaries and ethics in your practice

While we believe that your coaching skills can serve you every day in a 
variety of settings and interactions, one important caveat that we want to 
offer is respecting others’ boundaries when practicing your coaching skills. 
Your ability to be curious, open, and non-judgmental will benefit you and 
whomever you are interacting with. Truly listening with your ears and full 
attention will help you better understand a person or situation and ensure 
that others feel heard and understood. Asking open-ended questions is such 
an important way to overcome your own assumptions and biases, to practice 
your curiosity out loud, to support others in thinking through problems and 
potential solutions, and for you to learn more about others and the world 
around you. We also believe that these skills work beautifully in conjunction 
with your other wide array of communication skills, like sharing feedback, 
declaring, making requests, or asserting.

Our hope is that you take from this book all the ways that you can flexibly 
use these skills. Using your coaching skills does not mean you have to go 
around having in-depth coaching conversations with everyone, all the time. 
In fact, we believe that going into full-fledged coaching mode without oth-
ers’ permission can feel intrusive, something we refer to as “guerilla coach-
ing.” Is that really what they want and need at that moment? As professional 
coaches, we can recognize when our other coach friends and colleagues slip 
into coaching mode with us, and it can feel uncomfortable and at times 
even unhelpful. Instead, start by thinking about what the agreement is or 
explicitly ask what the person needs or expects from you in each interaction. 
In fact, early in our relationship Shonna noticed that Brodie was consist-
ently showing up in a “coach-like” posture. Although Shonna enjoyed and 
benefited a lot from their interactions, she didn’t want Brodie to feel like 
she was “on.” She wanted Brodie to have equal space to have an opinion, 
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a perspective, or to assert something. By initiating a coaching conversation 
without an agreement with the other person you may be crossing a boundary 
that you don’t yet have permission to cross or shifting the nature of the rela-
tionship in a way the other person isn’t excited about.

There is a fine line here between exercising your coaching skills (noticing, 
listening, asking a curious question) and jumping into a full-blown coaching 
conversation. There are a few ways that you can manage a situation where 
you think coaching might be of service to the other person. First, you can try 
what we like to call, “dipping a toe”: you practice your listening and then try 
noticing or asking a curious question. See how it lands with the other person. 
Where does the conversation go next? Do they seem interested and engaged 
in having a coaching conversation? Second, you can try making an offer (re-
member offers from speech acts in Chapter 4?). This might sound like, “Ali, 
would it be helpful to have a coaching conversation about this?” Third, and 
our favorite, is asking the other person what they need right now. This might 
sound like, “Ali, you sound frustrated. How can I best support you?” You can 
also offer a few forms of support, such as, “What would be most helpful right 
now? You could vent, I can just listen, or I can be a thought partner.” This is 
our preferred approach to talking with friends and family members. We offer 
several ways that we can be present for them and allow them to choose and 
indicate what they are looking for in this moment.
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In addition to respecting others’ boundaries, a few other ethical consider-
ations can arise in your coaching conversations. Research has shown that 
trust is one of the most important predictors of a successful, effective coach-
ing relationship.13 When trust is present in the conversation, the person 
being coached feels more comfortable being open, honest, and vulnerable. 
This level of candor can lead to an unfiltered, unconstrained conversation 
that allows the client to fully explore the situation, their experience, their 
feelings, motivations, and what they really want. As a result, confidential-
ity is of the utmost importance. Perhaps you’ve heard that slogan, “What 
happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” Well, what happens in a coaching conver-
sation stays in a coaching conversation. One of the fastest ways for a coach 
to erode trust and damage a relationship is to share pieces of the coaching 
conversation outside of the conversation – either with others, or in contexts 
that feel like a boundary violation. For example, pretend like you are the 
president of the parent/teacher organization (PTO) at your child’s school. 
You use your coaching skills to help the PTO treasurer think through a chal-
lenging situation. The conversation goes great, and the treasurer walks away 
with new insights and a solution. Later that week, you and the PTO treas-
urer are at a neighborhood block party. Beers in hand, you casually mention 
some specifics from the coaching conversation. You notice that the treasurer 
stiffens and shuts down. Although you thought nothing of it, the treasurer 
feels like you violated a boundary and the “Vegas” rule for what was dis-
cussed during the coaching conversation. Another rule of thumb that you 
can practice is to remember that when the conversation is over, it’s over. 
The person you coached owns whatever they discussed and came up with, 
and it is theirs only to share.

One important exception to respecting confidentiality arises if sensitive or 
risky information is shared with you. In that conversation with the PTO 
treasurer, if the treasurer indicated that they planned to hurt themselves or 
someone else, you have a moral obligation to do something with that infor-
mation. In organizations, HR professionals often refer to this as being “on 
notice.” If an HR business partner is coaching a leader who has been having 
a tough time personally and that leader shares they have been thinking sui-
cidal thoughts or considering taking extreme actions to harm others, the HR 
business partner must notify the appropriate authorities or designated indi-
viduals within the organization. Information that could spare others from 
harm does not fall within the bounds of respecting confidentiality. In less 
extreme situations, you may also discover that the person you are coaching 
needs support that you are not equipped to provide – such as working with 
a therapist or social worker, a professional coach, or an employee relations 
colleague. If a situation like this arises, your responsibility is not to tell that 
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person what they should do, but to help them become aware of and navigate 
their options. Ultimately, they own what they choose to do, and you can be 
of service to them and help them figure out what additional support they 
need.

Approaching social systems with a coaching mindset

In Chapter 6, we discussed ways a coaching mindset can influence how we 
think about and design organizations, including culture, climate, and people 
practices. The same could be said for our societal systems and structures. For 
example, we made the distinction between coercive and enabling systems. 
These are not restricted to companies. Instead, they reflect systems of con-
trol of any kind. Coercive control systems use formal policies, procedures, 
rules, and extrinsic punishments and rewards to motivate behavior. Enabling 
control systems instead rely more on social, psychological, and cultural in-
fluences and intrinsic motivation, giving the individual more autonomy.14 
A  coaching mindset would favor an enabling approach. It would assume 
that people universally want to learn, grow, achieve mastery, be connected 
to others, and serve a higher purpose. It assumes that each person is in the 
best position to make decisions for themselves that align with those needs. 
Finally, it assumes that growth and change are most likely to occur when 
they align with the individual’s goals and interests. Let’s take a few examples 
of how this might apply to how we design a few of our core social systems.

It’s easy to assume we all know the purpose of an educational system and how 
it should be designed, but approaches to education vary across countries, 
states, and institutions, and they can shift over time. As an example, in 
2015, Governor Scott Walker attempted to change the University of Wis-
consin’s mission from searching for truth and improving the human condi-
tion to meeting the state’s workforce needs. Many have called for radical 
education reform.15 These calls are in response to increased understanding 
of how people learn and the reality that there’s a need to equip students to 
move beyond mastering what is already known to acquiring the skills that 
help them discover new knowledge and tackle new problems. This reflects 
a significant shift in the role of educators and students and new approaches 
for learning. Drawing on our earlier metaphor, it suggests that teachers aren’t 
just responsible for feeding the students a fish for a day, they must teach them 
how to fish. The American Psychological Association (APA)16 has pub-
lished the research base for learner-centered psychological principles that 
they argue should be considered in educational reform. This includes, among 
other things, creating more opportunity for choice; connecting learning to 
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what is motivating for the learner; and embedding practice and reflection. 
Thus, there are strong parallels to the types of practices that make for effec-
tive coaching.

Marva Collins was an educator known for her open and loving approach to 
education.17 She worked with students who were considered “unteachable” 
because of behavior challenges or presumed learning disabilities. Most of 
these students were low-income and overlooked by the public school system. 
Marva Collins’s approach to educating was not unlike a coaching approach: 
she saw the students as capable and resourceful. She left behind assumptions 
and beliefs that had previously pigeonholed the students as troublesome. 
She brought an attitude of love and care to the students and leveraged tools 
like the Socratic method of asking questions to fully engage all students in 
classroom discussions. She challenged students to read complex literature 
and to think deeply about the stories and meaning through thought-provok-
ing questions. She supported students in developing constructive mindsets 
and beliefs about themselves – that they were capable and attending school 
for their own learning, not simply because their parents or society said they 
had to. Her approach to education resulted in “problem students” turning 
into passionate readers and learners. Students who were thought to be illit-
erate learned to read and participate actively in class discussions. Students 
who may have otherwise been written off went on to pursue careers in law, 
medicine, business, and education.18

Taking inspiration from Marva Collins, we can approach education from 
the belief that students are creative, resourceful, and whole. We can bring 
curiosity, openness, and non-judgment to understand their challenges, inter-
ests, and what motivates and inspires them. In addition to students, coach-
ing has been shown to be a powerful tool for teacher development. Peer 
coaching has been shown to boost teachers’ performance – such as learning 
and successfully applying new teaching techniques or content – and also to 
reduce their feelings of isolation.19 In one study, a formal coaching program 
supported teachers in learning and using a new intervention with students 
who had specific behavioral needs.20 Peer-coaching programs for teachers 
can draw on the traditional coaching skill set of asking questions, listen-
ing, and noticing, and may also include direct forms of communication, like 
sharing feedback. In a coaching context, sharing feedback can also resem-
ble noticing or “holding up the mirror.” For instance, if Sando, a middle 
school teacher, is observing her peer Byron at the front of the classroom, 
their subsequent coaching conversation may include statements from Sando 
like, “Byron, I noticed that you called each student by name when you ad-
dressed them and the students perked up when they heard their names” or 
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“Byron, I noticed that when a student interrupted you to ask a question you 
reacted in a way that seemed irritated or annoyed.” In both examples, Sando 
is “holding up the mirror” to Byron with her noticing and naming of his 
behavior. She can also follow these observations with a question, such as, 
“What bothered you about the student’s question?”

Justice reform, too, may include moving from traditionally coercive ap-
proaches to more enabling. Take prison systems, for example. Rather than 
focusing on punishing and containing prisoners, Norway’s prison system has 
adopted a “restorative justice” approach that focuses on rehabilitating pris-
oners and supporting whole-person growth.21 Prisoners have opportunities 
to learn new skills and develop themselves through classes and programs 
that target both the mind and the body. As a result of this reform, Nor-
way’s recidivism rate has dropped from 60–70% to only 20%.22 Prisoners are 
more likely to be employed once they are released, and Norway has even 
experienced economic benefits like reduced unemployment and a growing 
workforce. Contrast this with the United States, where research has shown 
that incarceration leads to higher rates of unemployment, recidivism, and 
reliance on public assistance.23 Prison programs that focus on social and be-
havioral growth and skill building have been linked to lower rates of recidi-
vism, including in the United States.24 So how does this relate to coaching 
mindset and skills? This is an example of systemic change that requires a sig-
nificant shift in attitudes and beliefs about criminals. It requires a belief that 
even criminals are whole people with potential to grow and change, who 
can complete their sentence and re-enter society with useful and productive 
skills and capabilities. Of course, there are extenuating circumstances that 
involve mental illness, substance abuse, and other challenges. Our intent 
here is not to oversimplify criminal justice, but to highlight shifts that can 
benefit not only prisoners, but economies and societies where they live and 
work.

Research has also shown that policing can be improved through more ena-
bling communication approaches. A University of San Diego class on polic-
ing suggests that the most effective policing occurs when officers listen 80% 
of the time and talk 20% of the time25 (by the way, that’s a rough metric 
we share with our students about how coaches engage with clients, too). 
The course on effective police communication focuses on noticing and be-
ing mindful of their own body language, asking simple open-ended questions 
one at a time (not unlike coaching, some of the best questions are five to six 
words and never “stacked” – one question at a time!), and understanding 
how emotional contagion works and could affect the officer or people they 
are communicating with. More enabling communication (listening, asking 
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questions, being curious) has been shown to lead to de-escalation in police 
situations.26 Letting go of assumptions and practicing active listening equips 
officers to better understand a situation and exercise clear judgment, rather 
than reacting from a place of fear or bias. Randomized control studies have 
also demonstrated positive impacts of mindfulness practices on police of-
ficers stress and quality of life27 and de-escalation, positively impacting the 
communities they serve.28

Coaching as a tool for transformational change

Read any newspaper and you will see that the world is facing an array of 
daunting and pervasive challenges including racism, sexism, political po-
larization, climate change, and threats to democracy, to name a few. Signif-
icant and transformational change will be required to resolve big, complex 
challenges like these. Transformational change cannot happen without 
fundamental shifts in mindsets, behaviors, and culture. This is one of the 
reasons that these challenges are so pervasive. Change is stressful because 
it creates fear and uncertainty. When people go through change, their op-
timism drops by 6% and they show a 19% drop in stress management skills 
compared to those not experiencing change.29 Change can threaten our 
sense of security, who we are, and what we value. We may fear personal loss 
as a part of that change. To change, people need to feel safe and to be given 
opportunities to learn, practice, and ultimately enact changes in everyday 
actions. Inertia is strong because it requires less effort than change and is far 
less threatening.

Shifting mindsets and behaviors is often much harder than we expect be-
cause it requires ongoing attention, self-control, and motivation. One reason 
the challenges above are so pervasive is because they are complex problems 
that will take years or decades to resolve, inevitably facing setbacks. Resil-
ience is critical in helping people navigate the often-jagged path to a new 
behavioral norm. Furthermore, resistance to change, us-versus-them think-
ing, or righteous feelings about the old way or the “good old days” leave 
people stuck in what was versus being open to what could be. People need 
to develop awareness, align to purpose, and build their cognitive agility to 
be able to consider multiple perspectives and ways forward. For people to 
change, they need to be comfortable identifying when negative emotions 
around the change are surfacing and learn the skills to manage these fears 
appropriately. Successful regulation of emotions also involves learning to 
shift one’s lens to elicit more positive feelings. Also, think back to our  
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“research spotlight” in Chapter 4, where Dr. Angela Passarelli shared the 
power of coaching around possibility. When we ask big, bold questions about 
what is possible in the future, we not only dream up new possibilities, we also 
activate positive emotional centers of our brain.

A growing body of research30 indicates that coaching has positive effects 
on the resilience of managers during transformation efforts. As an exam-
ple, Anthony Grant and colleagues conducted a randomized controlled 
study in which nursing sector senior managers and executives attended 
a half-day leadership training and either received coaching or were in-
cluded in a waitlist control group (where they received coaching at a later 
time). The researchers administered a set of assessments, including goal 
attainment, resilience, well-being, and others. The results showed that 
coaching was associated with a significant improvement in goal attain-
ment, resilience, and well-being over the control group. This is impor-
tant because transformations take years to plan, implement, and sustain, 
requiring continued energy from managers even in the face of resistance 
and setbacks. As an example, combating systemic racism through diver-
sity, inclusion, and belonging initiatives can unfortunately trigger a sense 
of identity threat and stress. Becoming more inclusive starts with identify-
ing and understanding where you are in your own journey, clarifying why 
it’s important, and understanding your role in a complex social system 
and the strategies and behaviors you can employ to foster inclusion. This 
journey can be very uncomfortable, meaning that building resilience in 
the face of deep-rooted identity threats for majority group members can 
help remove barriers to exploring biases. BetterUp research31 found that 
when leader resilience is improved through coaching, the rate of inclusive 
leadership behaviors also increases. Resilient leaders are more likely to 
engage in inclusive leadership behaviors, such as creating environments 
of psychological safety and equally inviting participation, encouraging all 
team members to meaningfully contribute and participate. Teams with 
highly resilient leaders have higher resilience, and also report a higher 
sense of belonging.

The challenges our society is wrestling with are complex and will require col-
lective commitment and individual shifts in mindsets and behaviors. Coach-
ing can help each of us to make that journey and to help others along the 
way. The good news is that there is likely to be a tipping point. Researchers 
at the University of Pennsylvania32 designed a series of experiments within 
online social communities, manipulating the population size of the commu-
nities and the size of the minority groups working to change an established 
belief. What they observed was remarkably consistent across experimental 
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conditions – widespread change could be achieved rapidly once 25% of 
the population advocated for the change. Getting to 25% feels much more 
achievable than 100% and if we each show up a little more coach-like, we 
might be able to get there even sooner. Research has also shown that mind-
fulness is a powerful tool for changing attitudes and behaviors related to 
climate change.33 Two separate studies found that mindfulness was key to 
helping people become more aware of climate risks and also adopting new 
personal behaviors that have a positive impact on the environment.34 In-
dividuals who participated in a mindfulness program related to climate and 
environment changed behaviors in areas of their life that included trans-
portation habits, diet, household energy use, and more. Bottom-up change 
starts with the behavior of individuals. When growing numbers of individ-
uals change their behavior in support of a big goal, meaningful shifts begin 
to occur. Transformational change engages both the minds and hearts of 
individuals,35 requiring shifts in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors in support 
of a bigger goal.

Parting thoughts

In this book we have explored the mindsets and skills that coaches leverage 
to support others’ growth and self-discovery. Along the way, we shared how 
adopting a coaching mindset and applying coaching skills in an array of sit-
uations can open up relationships, communication, others’ potential, and 
what we believe to be possible. We fervently believe that leveraging a coach-
ing mindset and skill set can shift the way you understand yourself, others, 
and the world, and how you show up and impact those situations. Perhaps 
we sound overly optimistic in our beliefs about what is possible. Imagine for 
a moment what could be possible if everyone let go of judgment, the need 
to be right, relying on assumptions and jumping to conclusions. Think of a 
few people in your life. What would change if each of them picked up these 
practices, even if only 50% of the time?

From here, we hope that you will go out into the world and experiment with 
what you have learned in this book. You may not figure it out or nail your 
coaching questions right away – that’s all part of the learning process. Use 
the cycle of behavior change that you learned in Chapter 3 to create a pro-
cess for trying something new (asking questions, turning on your curiosity, 
listening at level 2 or 3), get feedback on how that behavior landed, reflect 
on how you did and what you noticed, and decide what you’ll try again or 
instead next time.
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Of course, we can’t close the book without one final reflection. Take a mo-
ment to pause and think about what you learned in this book. Use the ques-
tions below to support your reflection.

 Experience it yourself

Final Reflection

Reflecting on what you have learned in this book, what sticks with 
you the most?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

What are 2–3 specific concepts that you will apply from this book in 
your work or life? How, specifically, will you apply those concepts?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________
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What questions still remain for you after reading this book?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Who else would benefit from reading this book, and why?

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________

Chapter 7 Key idea

Applying a coaching mindset and coaching skills in your day-to-day can 
make you more effective in a range of situations – even in navigating those 
conversations about politics with relatives at the holiday dinner table. At 
scale, a coaching mindset can create a better world.

Want to learn more? Check out

Smiling Mind provides a library of guided meditations and mindfulness  
exercises. Visit https://www.smilingmind.com.au/ to learn more
Get daily inspiration, ideas, and resources from www.mindful.org/

Recommended reading

50 ways coaches can change the world by C.J. Hayden

A curious mind: the secret to a bigger life by Brian Grazer and Charles 
Fishman

Marva Collins’ way by Marva Collins and Civia Tamarkin
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Appendix
Tools and activities to  
further your learning

As we described in Chapter 3, learning and change are facilitated through 
active processing, practice, and reflection. Coaches use a wide range of tools 
to support that process – many of which we’ve embedded throughout the 
book. In case you’re interested in furthering your own learning or expanding 
your repertoire of tools you can share with others, we’ve included a few more 
of our favorites for you to use.

Self-observation exercises

Observe yourself in the act of asking questions in the various areas of your life, 
such as professional situations, family relationships, social interactions, etc.

•	 Notice, without judging. Be curious about what you notice.
•	 Keep a log (in your journal) of what you observe in at least 3–5 conver-

sations each day.
•	 Do this self-observation for one week.
•	 At the end of the week, review the log of your observations – without 

judging.

Without judgment, notice how your emotional states impact others and how others’ 
emotional states impact you.

You might discover yourself thinking something like, “Oh, that’s interesting! 
I never noticed that. Wow, look at what happens to X when I am feeling 
______.” For example, you might notice that you always greet one of your 
students with big smiles and warm welcomes, and that you feel really happy 
when you see him. You might then notice, “Wow, after I greet him that way, 
I see his face relax, his smile widens, and he calmly sits at his desk.” Or you 
might notice that when you were feeling tired and anxious and you curtly 
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asked the school secretary for a form, that her shoulders hunched up and 
she was snappy in return. As you do this noticing, try again to refrain from 
self-criticism. Just notice. Name. Observe. Journal.

Call a friend to catch up as you normally would. Listen for and notice assess-
ments that you make – about yourself, others, your job, whatever else

• What’s at the core of these assessments?
• What assertions (facts) underlie them?

Use your journal to capture your reflections

Journal prompts

What is your story, up until now? How does that story align with the story of 
you as your best self?

In a public place, sit and observe, working on level 3 listening (Chapter 4).

• What do you notice about how people are feeling?
• The energy in the room?
• What can you notice with your eyes closed?

Record your reflections in your journal. What data do you have access to 
when you listen in this way? How might you incorporate this into your life 
and relationships?

A few questions for the road as you finish this book . . .

• How will you be different?
• What will you now notice?
• How will you share what you now know?
• How do you want to show up – at work, at home, at large?
• What’s next? What support will you need?
• What will you take from this book? Was it what you expected?
• What will you remember?

Behavioral practices

Focus on seeing your own life and experience through fresh eyes

• Assume the identity of someone else you admire and experience your 
day-to-day life through their eyes. This could be someone you know 
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or another figure, like Yoda, Jesus, a political figure, a celebrity, a role 
model, etc.

• Notice when you are making an assessment or telling a story that doesn’t 
serve you. See if you can write a new one that leaves you feeling better 
or more empowered.

Use your journal to capture your observations

Try a visioning exercise to envision achievement of your goals or changes 
you want to bring to your life.

• Pick a challenge or goal that is top of mind for you now.
• Imagine it’s six months from now (or three months, a year – you can 

choose the appropriate time frame).
• Imagine that you have achieved that goal or overcome that challenge.
• Paint a very specific picture in your mind. What does it look like, feel 

like? What are you doing, where are you? Who are you with? What hap-
pened when you achieved the goal or completed the challenge?

• If helpful, you can give yourself permission to think unconstrained. 
Don’t worry about the “what ifs” or obstacles that might have arisen on 
your way to achieving this goal. Assume everything worked out wonder-
fully as you create your vision.

• Revisit your vision often. Use this to pull your behavior toward the out-
come that you want.

• If helpful, you can also work backward from that vision – what happened 
in the months leading up to your success that made it a reality? This can 
help you identify specific steps or milestones along the way. Celebrate 
those little victories and milestones as you go!

Topic specific exercises

Listening

• Pick five people from different parts of your life (family, friends, col-
leagues, etc.).

• In a normal conversation with them, listen for the assessments (stories) 
and assertions (facts) they share.

• If you could give them totally candid feedback, what would you say 
about their stories and assessments? What patterns or connections do 
you see? Where are their stories coming from?

• Note your observations in your journal.
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Perspective

(1)	 Read the book Zoom by Istvan Banyai and/or watch the animated video 
on YouTube (www.youtube.com/watch?v=JMhUujrN4iU).

(2)	 Reflect. Respond to the following prompts in your journal:
(a)	 What stood out to you?
(b)	 What are the benefits of “Zooming in”?
(c)	 What do you gain by “Zooming out”? What do you lose?
(d)	 How have you seen this play out in organizations? What are the 

positive and negative consequences of close-in or far-out thinking 
and management?

(e)	 How does this apply to coaching?

Mindfulness exercises

There are many ways to practice mindfulness. In our class, we encourage our 
students to experiment with a variety of exercises to learn what works best 
for them.

•	 Centering exercises
Often centering exercises use breathing to help you regain or maintain 
your composure and remind yourself that you are safe and in balance. 
One type of breathing exercise we introduce in class is called box breath-
ing. This is a simple technique used by the Navy SEALs and involves the 
following steps:
1.	 Inhale for 4 seconds
2.	 Hold the air in your lungs for 4 seconds
3.	 Exhale for 4 seconds
4.	 Hold your lungs empty for 4 seconds

•	 Meditations
Meditation is a practice of clearing your mind and focusing your atten-
tion. There are many forms of meditation including walking, breathing, 
sitting, eating, resting, and so on. Two meditations we introduce in the 
class are a body scan and mindful eating.
To do a body scan, sit in a chair or lie on the floor.

•	 Start from your head or your toes, giving this starting point your full 
attention. If you start with your toes, notice your toes – become aware 
of them, how do they feel? You can even wiggle them a little, or feel the 
ground under them if you are sitting.

http://www.youtube.com
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•	 Work your way up or down your body, depending on where you began, 
giving each part of your body your full attention. If you started with the 
top of your head, focus next on your forehead, then your eyebrows, then 
your eyes, and so on.

•	 At each part of your body, what do you notice? Give each stop along 
your body the same amount of deliberate attention.

•	 If you want to weave in gratitude, you can feel gratitude for your health 
or for certain parts of your body as you go (e.g., thank you, heart for your 
steady beat; thank you, legs for getting me around each day)

•	 Once you reach the other end of your body, notice how you feel.

To try a mindful eating exercise yourself, follow these steps:

1.	 Select a snack or piece of food (e.g., an orange slice).
2.	 Approach the food with a beginner’s mindset, as if you’ve never seen it 

before. First, look at it from all angles. Notice the color, shape, texture. 
Feel it – notice its temperature, texture, and consistency.

3.	 Imagine the path that the food took to arrive in your hand. Who had to 
touch it, how it was transported, the many lives involved in enabling it 
to nourish you.

4.	 Smell the food.
5.	 Begin to taste it, but do so very slowly. Feel the weight on your tongue, 

the textures in your mouth, the flavor and how your body responds. Hold 
it in your mouth for a minute before you begin to chew.

6.	 As you chew, do so slowly. See if you can chew each bite 30 times while 
staying very present to the experience of eating this way.

•	 Poetry
Reading poetry with full attention and without judgment is another 
way to practice mindfulness. Again, we encourage you to try different 
styles and authors to find something that speaks to you. One author 
whom we enjoy and introduce in class is the Irish poet and philosopher 
John O’Donohue. We begin our class with his poem titled “A  New 
Beginning.”

•	 Music
Listening to music can be a powerful way to help you shift your mind 
from worrying to a more focused and relaxed state. You can do this with 
any type of music, and you can also find specific meditation music if you 
want to try that. The goal of the practice is to “be.” Follow these steps:

1.	 Choose a song that you enjoy listening to.
2.	 Get into a comfortable position.
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3. Focus on the music. If you find yourself thinking about other things, 
redirect your attention to the present moment (without judgment), the 
sound of the music, and the feelings in your body that the music evokes. 
Try to really feel the music.

Still looking for more resources? Check out what the 
organizations below have to offer!

The Mayo Clinic mindfulness site (mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/
consumer-health/in-depth/mindfulness-exercises)
Mindful (mindful.org/)
Meditation Oasis (meditationoasis.com/)
Plum Village (plumvillage.org)
Positive Psychology (positivepsychology.com/)

http://www.mayoclinic.org
http://www.mayoclinic.org
http://www.mindful.org
http://www.meditationoasis.com
http://www.plumvillage.org
http://www.positivepsychology.com
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