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Mentoring others a key component of any leader’s job
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In business leadership circles, coaching is hot. Getting a coach is an expected perk, and having one is a mark of success. But coaches are proliferating so rapidly that some experts worry whether a powerful developmental technique is becoming a fad.

I share the experts’ concern. Yet I know that coaching can be a powerful developmental experience. Most coaching today is done by external coaches, people who may or may not be good at coaching and who are likely to have at best a cursory understanding of your organization.

I believe the best coaches are often an organization’s leaders.

Myron Beard, vice president of merger integration at First Data Corporation – formerly with RHR Associates, a highly regarded firm that was in the coaching business long before it was cool – framed the issue. “Leaders should assume the responsibility for coaching other leaders as part of their corporate citizenship. It should be formal, not just happenstance.”

Coaching guru Beverly Kaye, founder and CEO of Career Systems International, agrees. She describes her business as teaching leaders how to be effective coaches, “partly because there will never be enough personal coaches to go around but mostly because I don’t think the leader should step out of the coaching role and let someone else do it when it comes to their own team.”

If you’re a leader, you need to be a coach. But what makes a leader a good coach? Kaye says great coaches start by being great listeners. They also provide lots of open and honest feedback. They help people look ahead to identify development needs and identify career opportunities. And by sharing feedback, advice and their own experiences, they help people link development plans to career aspirations, getting them moving in the right direction.

Whom should you coach? Beard believes coaching can be particularly effective in times of transitions.

During such periods, executives can offer early-career leaders invaluable advice on how to successfully navigate corporate life by virtue of their own experience. But there must be open and frank communication between the two groups.

Marshall Goldsmith, highly regarded coach to numerous CEOs, echoes the need for openness and candor. But he also calls for senior leaders to model the coaching mind-set by demonstrating their own efforts to get feedback, learn and improve.

Goldsmith believes leaders who model a development mind-set create openness to coaching and personal growth. “You can’t change the behavior of a successful adult who has no interest in changing. Coaching only works when those being coached are willing to make a sincere effort to change and who believe that change will make them better leaders.”

Where can coaching really make a difference? According to Beard, “Soft skills like interpersonal influence and behavior as well as approaches to problem-solving and negotiating all can be coached, as can the ability to understand and adapt to a company’s culture. However, some things are not teachable, like energy level and cognitive skills.” And Goldsmith noted, “I would never work with someone who has an integrity problem. Those people should be fired, not coached.”

Coaching is not a fad, but an effective way to retain, energize and motivate talented employees. That’s why it’s a key responsibility of senior leaders.
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