CPD Project: Coaching an Overview

I have been intrigued for some time by the plethora of advertisements for ‘Life Coaching’ and indeed by the title itself. A cursory look at some material didn’t really clarify matters for me. The subject somehow seemed familiar yet still eluded me. How different was it from my work as and trainer, practice teacher and practice assessor? How different were the skills of coaching to some roles undertaken by a social worker, e.g., case worker (Scot. Execut. ‘Changing Lives’, p28)? Furthermore, given Bill Jordan’s observation that, “significant aspects of the former field of social work practice have quietly migrated out of statutory authorities, towards counselling, the voluntary and commercial sectors or private practice.” And “Social work is identified with provision for those outside the workforce;” (‘Social Work Models, Methods and Theories’ Ed. P Stepney & Deirdre Ford, 2000, p141) then it begs the question is coaching and life coaching a prime example of this development? And has coaching and life coaching a place in social work practice?
Not knowing where to start I just picked up what reading material was to hand;

‘Exercises for Developing Coaching Capability’, I Cunningham & G Dawes.

Instit..Personnel & Devel, 1998

‘Coaching for Results’, BBC Training Pack

‘Steering Your Way to Success in Coaching’

Woodward Consulting Ltd. PH4 1QF

Greater Glasgow Primary Care Trust
‘The Life Coaching Handbook’

Curly Martin, Crown House Pub., 2005

‘Techniques for Coaching and Mentoring’
David Megginson & David Clutterbuck, 2005

‘Manager: Mentor and Coach’

Executive Business Channel Ltd 1999

‘Concepts of Coaching: a guide for Managers’
Peter Hill, Chandos pub. 2004

‘Co-Active Coaching’

Laura Whitworth, et al, Davies-Black Pub. 1998

‘Coaching in Depth: the organizational role analysis approach’
Ed. John Newton, Susan Long, Burkard Sievers

As I stated above, initially when reading some of the material I would frequently feel frustrated awaiting something new, something different. On reflection this was feeling created by much of the hype from life coaching and I hadn’t yet differentiated the varied approaches to coaching. All the material emphasised the importance of creating rapport, effective communication, clarifying goals, active listening (although this term was not used) and questioning (looked at in a depth seen in more therapeutic approached to counselling), giving feedback, etc. So what is new? These are skills I have used in the interface with clients, colleagues, students. Again Bill Jordan makes a useful observation when he remarks on British Social Work practice being determined by public sector practice and “.., public sector practice has come under the increasing prescriptive regulation of central government,” and “.., have transformed practitioners into managers of scarce resources and assessors of serious risks.” So that public sector social workers retreat into office bound, arm’s length, formal methods.

For the first three writers on my list coaching is a means of developing people within organisations, it is about increasing performance, it’s about helping another with their own learning. Now while I could argue that social workers do all this with clients and communities it is easier to see these objectives when we facilitate learning within services. I am familiar with how people learn, the learning process, learning styles and the need to be aware where the learner is developmentally, emotionally, level of knowledge and skills. Interestingly, only Meggison & clutterback (referred to by Peter Hill and EBC Ltd) refer to different styles of coaching in response to where the learner is. That is, tell, demonstrate, tutor and stimulate. Which of course are the same tenets of situational leadership (http://www.chimaeraconsulting.com/sitleader.htm ) and relevant to group or team settings (http://www.businessballs.com/tuckmanformingstormingnormingperforming.htm ).

Part of my difficulty initially was not having differentiated the varied approaches to coaching. To be fair, at this juncture none of these writers had indicated that there might be other approaches. Curly Martin, The Life Coaching Handbook, does acknowledge the conflicting opinions among coaches. Although here I think she is referring specifically to ‘life coaches’ rather than to traditional coaches like my first three writers. Martin also acknowledges that it is ‘something old dressed up as new and exciting’. For Martin life coaching is about helping individuals to become aware of their current situation, abilities and possibilities and encouraging them to take responsibility for achieving what they want. Martin, characteristic of most life coaches,  is very self assured and bombastic in her assertions of the benefits of life coaching’; ‘I hold the key to success’, ‘I’m the deliverer of dreams’ The job of the coach is to get results’, ‘Life coaches are there to push you to change your life for the better’. Another life coach (www.completeperson.com ) talks about being perfection-directed and problem elimination rather than problem solving. It is this lack of doubt, or as Socrates put it, ‘I know that I know except that I don’t know’ that makes me uncomfortable. However, having said that Martin does elaborate on useful strategies such as deconstructing belief systems and establishing more successful self talk. Of course this is a tool developed in CBT and NLP. Then there is the usual discourse on communication skills and emphasising questioning. The most useful chapter (7) is that looking at models of coaching which I do think would be of value in certain aspects of social work practice, e.g., with children and young people, criminal justice and mental health aftercare.
Peter Hill’s ‘Concepts of Coaching’ I did find helpful to manage my confusion; “Coaching is the art of facilitating the development, learning and enhanced performance of another”. This definition and the skills elaborated upon I found easier to link to my experience as a practice teacher, trainer and manager, albeit a traditional model. Hill makes a useful observation when he says that coaching completes the training cycle, i.e., having completed training an individual needs follow-up and briefing on how they go on. Thus establishing coaching’s role in supporting ongoing staff development. His description of 3 areas of coaching I found very helpful in making sense of the conflicting opinions of the previous writers:

The Traditional Approach which looks like training. The coach is an expert helping executives to learn to define tasks and processes. Also used to teach skills such as presentation skills, assertiveness, etc., and using methods such as, demonstration, practise and feedback.

Transitional Approach applied where there has been large-scale change so that team/department has to find successful new ways of working. The coach’s role is to pose questions rather than provide answers and therefore find solutions (see later my comments on the psychodynamic approach to coaching).
Transformational Coaching is aimed at very senior levels to enable individuals and/or organisations to envisage completely new ways of working. That is, an individual (leader) has a clear vision of the future and wants to build a bridge from that vision to where they currently are.
Hill’s ‘Coaching Spectrum’ (p98) describes a range of approaches to engaging the client from directive (push) to non-directive (pull), albeit reflecting where the client is in terms of knowledge and skills (what some might describe under learning styles or the phases described by situational leadership). Hill describes the varying aptitudes of the client via a ‘Skills/will matrix’ (107). And what Hill calls ‘Stop Tool’ (p112) social workers will know as reflective practice. The section on feedback (p121) is helpful but again common to social workers via communication theory (Joyce Lishman). The use of metaphor is now popular in coaching via NLP and will be familiar to social workers who have used a psychodynamic approach or family therapy interventions. 
‘Techniques for Coaching and Mentoring’ by D Megginson & D Clutterback, I found extremely clear and practical. The book is easily accessible and laid out as one would approach the coaching process with clear and detailed activities and illustrative case scenarios. Also I agreed with their hesitancy about the use of NLP techniques. Theirs is a very comprehensive account that embraces traditional and life coaching approaches (and of course mentoring). They also, unlike many life coaches, give a definition of life coaching’s favourite word, ‘success’; ‘achieving what you value’; I came to the conclusion that this book alone, along with the EBC material, would have been a sufficient overview. However, I would have missed the hyperbole that has come to characterise so much life coaching. 
And just when I thought I was getting a handle on life coaching along comes ‘Co-Active Coaching’ or life coaching as presented by L Whitworth, H Kinsey-House & P Sandahl. The introduction reminds me of my confusion and why. Because here we are lead to believe that this is all totally new and unique until we come to the practicalities and we see that the king has no new clothes. In fact the knowledge and skills outlined are again familiar to basic communication skills and counselling techniques. Having said all that, Parts 2 & 3 I found useful and practical (the jury is out on ‘intuition’) especially the illustrative extracts. The section on ‘balance’ again was helpful as an illustration of the coaching process.
While reading Whitworth,et al (and equally relevant to Curly Martin) I was reminded of the practice of Motivational Interviewing, http://www.rsmpress.co.uk/s44-43.pdf . M.I. is primarily concerned with patient/client change (and here ‘change’ also implies ‘learning’) but recognising a natural ambivalence to change. How different is M.I.’s ethos to that put forward by life coaching:

1. 
Motivation to change is elicited form the client
2. 
M.I. relies on identifying and mobilising the client’s intrinsic values and goals to stimulate behaviour change

3. 
M.I. facilitates expression of conflict of courses of actions from which the client should choose to act.
4.
M.I. requires a quiet and eliciting counselling style.

5.
Lack of resolve is the principle obstacle to overcoming and triggering change.

6.
Readiness to change is fluctuating and relies on therapist attentiveness to client motivational signs.

7.
The relationship is one of partnership or companionship.

Again how different is this approach to that advocated by life coaches.

And finally, from the home of British Psychoanalysis, in depth coaching. Here the emphasis is clearly on clarification of role within a system. Hence the title, The Organizational Role Analysis Approach. Role is a pivotal factor in managing change. Role is the link between the individual and the organisation. The key issue in system change is to change the role and not the person or the organization. I suppose this approach encompasses what Peter Hill describes as Transitional and Transformational approaches to coaching. The management of change involves 3 major factors; the individual, the role, and the system. Chapter one goes on to describe 3 major interventions – one intervention to deal with the individual (mapping exercise), one intervention to deal with the role (the O.R.A.), and the third to deal with the system (the systems analysis). The objective of ORA is not to solve the problem but to understand how we take up our roles in the system. ORA allows the individual to examine the behaviour as it relates to the role and not to their person. ORA requires one to ask questions and to provide a hypothesis for each question. All discussion is around hypothesis; and all answers are conjecture or hypotheses.

In conclusion one has to acknowledge the value of a coaching/life coaching approach in a number of areas of social work practice; Young people, people with a range of disabilities, carers, offenders, etc. requiring support and encouragement to achieve change, mature decision making and independence. It is in the area of personal development that a coaching approach seems to have most to offer. However, its non-intrusive and supportive orientation may be anathema to social work practice increasingly characterised by authoritive statutory requirements for control and protection. It may be a matter of formally putting on a coaching ‘hat’ and explicit negotiation with the client.  Concomitant with this is the need for the worker to establish for themselves (and the client) a clear view of their coaching style along a continuum from  directive to non-directive whilst also being sensitive to ‘situational’ needs (Peter Hill, p98). The key areas for development (i.e. additions to established social work knowledge and skills such as, listening, establishing rapport, active empathy, giving feedback, etc.) will be around establishing a coaching relationship, questioning, clarifying and setting goals, building a repertoire of strategies for action.  
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