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Coaching - the key to lasting  
performance improvement

Coaching offers the greatest potential to increase performance at a 
lower cost than almost any other initiative an organisation can take, yet 
it is a route too seldom travelled.

In the sales area, where it is relatively easy to measure 
performance change, we have found that a well-executed 
coaching programme can improve sales revenue by 25% or 
more, while at the same time increasing sales profitability 
significantly. There is enough evidence that while it may be 
more difficult to measure the results of coaching in other 
areas of business it can have a significant impact in a 
relatively short time frame. 

There is also enough evidence that many attempts at 
coaching end in disappointment and failure. This whitepaper 
sets out some ground rules that will help anyone to set up a 
coaching project with the best possible chance of producing 
real and lasting performance change.

Plan the coaching project with care

Most attempts at coaching fail because too little groundwork 
is put in before coaching begins. A few organisations have a 
well-established coaching culture, where coaching is seen as 
the norm and both managers and subordinates have an 
expectation that it will happen. In most organisations this is 
not the case and it’s quite likely that some managers and 
subordinates will be resistant to the initiative. Time spent 
analysing the situation to discover what skills need to be 
developed, and the potential obstacles to success, will greatly 
improve the chances of producing a positive result.

Having a clear plan for removing obstacles and tackling as 
many of these as possible before coaching begins should 
help to ensure the coaching effort gets off to a flying start, 
rather than becoming mired in a welter of opposition or 
unexpected difficulties. 

Enlist visible support from senior management

Having the full backing of senior managers can help to set 
expectations that coaching is a priority activity, which needs to 
become a normal part of performance development. The 
crucial issues here are that the support needs to be both 
visible and ongoing. All too often projects begin with a blaze 
of publicity and lots of support from the top, which proves to 
be short lived as management attention is diverted 
elsewhere.

Nothing will give greater impetus to coaching than senior 
managers following up the initiative to check both the 
frequency and impact of coaching. It’s important also to agree 
in advance what sanctions will be taken against managers 
who fail in their responsibility to carry out the agreed level of 
coaching. It’s all too easy for coaching to slip down the priority 
list when there are other pressing demands on time. Senior 
manager attention on a regular basis is one of the most 
effective ways of ensuring coaching is seen as a priority.

Ensure the coaches have the necessary skills

Not all managers have the skills needed to coach their people. 
While some may not admit it, the fear of being exposed is one 
of the factors that produce resistance to coaching. The lack of 
coaching skills can also be the cause of resistance from 
subordinates, if they find the coaching experience less than 
helpful. Ensuring the coaches receive training to develop their 
coaching skills can markedly improve success.

It’s equally important that the coaches have a good grasp of 
the skills they are trying to coach. Few subordinates will be 
receptive to coaching from someone they perceive to know 
less about the subject than they do themselves.

So as a seller, influencing a customer in your favour requires 
you to demonstrate that you are comfortable with this 
multi-directional complexity – changing markets.
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Start with the willing

Focus the initial effort on developing those people who are 
receptive to coaching. Leave the people likely to be most 
resistant to last, it’s possible they will become more receptive 
as they see the benefits the other people are gaining from the 
coaching initiative. Working with receptive people will not only 
help to ensure early results, but will allow the coaches to hone 
their skills and iron out some of the problems associated with 
coaching before they tackle the difficult cases.

Early results are very motivating for both the coach and the 
people being coached, since they reinforce, for both, the value 
of the initiative. Communicating early success will help to 
energise the project and give it momentum.

Focus on average performers first

The diagram below illustrates the typical bell curve of people 
performance in most organisations, with a small proportion 
being high performers, a small proportion being low 
performers and the vast majority being average.

A common mistake is to focus the coaching effort on the poor 
performers, since they are often the most visible. Working 
with this group is likely to be difficult and will require 
significant effort to make performance gains. Even where 
progress is made it is likely to be limited and at best to turn 
poor performers into average ones. 

The biggest improvement in results comes from moving the 
average performers towards the same levels as the best. This 
group of people are likely to show the fastest improvement 
for the coaching effort put in. As we have said earlier, this will 
help to create real momentum for the initiative as nothing 
helps to motivate all concerned more than some early 
success. The impact of moving the majority of the population 
in any organisation from average to good is likely to provide 
an excellent return on the effort invested.
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Adopt an appropriate coaching style
Coaches need to adapt to the needs of their people. A relatively new employee may need a very different style of coaching to 
someone who is experienced. The diagram below illustrates common groups of employees and their needs in terms of coaching. 

Coaching styles

Style Learner Coach

Directing “Tell me what to do. Tell me where I went wrong. 
Show me how to do it better.”

“I like to know that they’re going to get it right.”

Guilding “Point me in the right direction and give me a 
gentle nudge every now and again.”

“I like to keep an eye on them to make sure 
they’re OK.”

Enabling “Give me the right opportunities and I’ll get on 
with it. Just ask me how I’m doing every now 

and again.”

“I’m happy for them to take risks as long as they 
learn from the experience.”

As we can see, the different situations outlined call for very 
different styles of coaching and it is important to match the 
style to the person if optimum results are to be achieved with 
the minimum of effort. 

Coach the people selected regularly

To gain real performance improvement people need regular 
coaching, preferably on a weekly basis, but at no less than two 
weekly intervals. This level of effort needs to be sustained 
over a period of time to get lasting change. How long 
coaching needs to continue will depend on the individual 
needs of the person concerned, the number and complexity 
of the skills to be developed and the opportunities available 
for coaching. So be realistic about the number of people you 
can coach at any given time, it’s probably no more than three 
or four.

Don’t stop once you have started

All the evidence shows that failing to continue with the 
coaching once expectations have been raised is worse than 
not starting at all. It can have a negative impact on both the 
morale of the person being coached and their relationship 
with their manager. Worse, there is a risk that performance 
will actually fall as the person being coached strives to apply 
half learned skills.

Focus on a few areas at a time

Trying to change too many things at once rarely produces a 
good result, so focus on one thing at time and keep working 
on it until the change is established. Look for the areas of 
development that are likely to bring the biggest returns for the 
time needed to produce it, or focus on those areas of most 
importance to the business.

Take time to ensure the change is well embedded before 
moving on. It can take time for some changes to stick, 
especially if there are complex skills to be developed. 
Remember that even one area of improvement can make a 
real difference to performance, so be patient.
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Focus on the positives not just the negatives

People respond best to positive feedback, which they seldom 
receive, so start all coaching sessions by exploring the things 
that are going well. 

When you move to the negatives, ask them what they find 
difficult or what isn’t going so well. Then explore how they 
think they could do better in future. Ensuring that the main 
focus of the session is on the future in terms of what the 
person could do differently or better, when and where they 
will try the new approach, and the benefits they anticipate will 
flow from improvements in this specific area, will engender a 
positive atmosphere for the coaching sessions.

Good coaches ask questions and listen to the answers

Good coaches try to avoid telling people what they are doing 
wrong and how they could have done better. They know the 
best way to coach is to ask people what they think is good or 
bad about their performance and to listen to what they have 
to say. This allows the coach to work with them on these areas 
by asking questions to help them think through what they can 
do to be more effective. People who come up with their own 
solutions are more likely to implement them in future.

This doesn’t mean we should never give people the benefit of 
our experience and tell them what we think will produce a 
more effective result. As we have seen earlier, when we talked 
about style, there is a place for the more directive approach 
with certain people in the early stages of their development.

Utilise any point of contact as a coaching opportunity

Arranging formal coaching sessions is of course an excellent 
way to ensure coaching is given the priority it deserves and 
doesn’t get forgotten. But unplanned opportunities can arise 
during the working week that are ideal for coaching. These 
can often be highly profitable events since they may provide 
live opportunities to observe or work on skills that are 
otherwise difficult to observe or discuss.

Measure and track performance

Ensure records of the areas being worked on are kept for each 
person being coached, so it is easy to check what has been 
coached and when it happened. It is crucial that senior 
managers then check these records regularly so they know 
what is going on and send a clear signal to the coaches that 
coaching matters and the effort needs to be sustained.

Measure the change in performance wherever possible and 
feedback the data to the people involved. The knowledge that 
the coaching initiative is being measured and tracked keeps 
everyone focused and the visible change in performance is 
highly motivating.

Communicate success

Help to build momentum for the coaching initiative by 
communicating success to all involved. The people being 
coached are likely be motivated by news of their success 
being circulated to a wider audience. The people who are 
resistant to coaching may change their attitude when they 
realise it has the potential to bring real results. Finally, the 
coaches will be motivated by the degree of improvement their 
efforts are generating and the knowledge that senior 
management know of the improvements their coaching effort 
has produced.

Taken together, these steps should ensure that coaching will 
bring real and sustained results. What’s more it should bring 
a return far greater than the time and effort invested. 
Coaching really can bring levels of sustained change, few 
other approaches to people development can match.
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