COACHING ON THE FLY
As everyone knows, coaching is not just for pre-booked one-to-one’s.  As a management intervention, a coaching style can serve very well in day-to-day conversations.  However managers often cave in when faced with the prospect coaching ‘on the fly’, according to feedback to a recent survey.  That is, if they look out for opportunities to coach in the first place.
Proactive Style spoke to more than 30 leading organisations who have well established coaching programmes, finding that an overwhelming majority felt that their managers were not routinely integrating a coaching style into their everyday skills repertoire.  Even where evidence of informal coaching existed, the survey feedback suggested that ad hoc coaching had usually gone little way beyond merely asking more questions.
Given the emphasis placed on coaching as a core management skill and the significant investment made in training, this finding is disappointing.  Many specialists questioned feel the problem lies in a lack of awareness amongst managers of when a coaching style might be appropriate and a lack of appropriate training to equip them to coach in what are often brief and unexpected circumstances.  
The core of most training focuses on the process, basic skills and techniques of coaching, as well as assuming that most coaching will occur in dedicated closed door meetings rather than in the corridor or at the coffee machine.  With this perspective and faced with an unexpected coaching opportunity, many newly trained coaches struggle to understand how and whether to step through their well practised GROW model or just try asking a choice question or two.  Left in a quandary, many just give up trying.
The issue is compounded by a lack of support following training and the low confidence many managers have in their coaching ability.  Many respondents to the survey had taken steps to address this, however most felt that it’s easy to forget that without regular practise, many managers wouldn’t instinctively adopt a coaching mentality as naturally as a learning specialist or well seasoned coach.  Indeed, usually only a minority would enthusiastically rush to put their new skills into action.  
The good news is that putting this right should be relatively straightforward.  Of course the starting point is relevant training.  Training needs to address the three conundrums that many managers find themselves wrestling with:
· Self awareness of situations where a coaching style is appropriate
· Guidance and practise for handling brief, ad hoc encounters, and
· Selling the benefits of helping staff.

Having guidance in when to coach will not only make managers more aware of opportunities to put their learning into practise, but also help them to make better judgements on when it may be more appropriate to use another management style.

Creating self awareness

The best known situational awareness model was developed by Paul Hersey and Ken Blanchard in the late 1960’s
.  Many managers may well be familiar with this, and it is easily taught and remembered.  The model presents a mix of possible management interventions which adopt, to a greater or lesser degree, supportive or directive styles.
It’s argued that the choice of style which is most appropriate to use in different circumstances should be driven by an individual’s ability and motivation.  Coaching is recommended where an individual has some ability but lacks commitment, though may also be relevant where their competency level is high.  Adapting the model gives the first guide for a manager in making choices about when to coach.
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The notion of ‘competency’ might most obviously relate to a person’s ability to conceptualise and to think through options which might help them move forward.  An individual’s motivation and commitment to take on board agreed action points should also be apparent from most conversations, hence it should usually be possible to ‘read’ a situation and so determine the preferred intervention.
However, motivation and ability are not the only concerns for coaching.  A coachee’s knowledge must also be taken into account.  There’s little use continuing to probe for answers when a coachee has genuinely exhausted the bounds of their knowledge – ‘knowing what they don’t know’ or ‘not knowing what they don’t know’, to borrow a line from another concept familiar in training circles, the Johari Window
.
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An initial consideration is that an individual may choose not to declare what they do not know to a coach, a boundary which of course any good coach worth their salt needs to be respect.  Furthermore, both coach and coachee may be in the dark about some topics, in which case coaching is a logical style for a manager to adopt.
But where a coach is knowledgeable, a further variation of the Johari window comes into play for selecting the appropriate management style (see diagram below).  Here, coaching or mentoring are the preferred choices.
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There’s yet another way for managers to know whether to coach when they are in doubt, and that is simply to ask the coachee whether they want to be coached.  
Guidance for handling brief coaching conversations
Having identified a suitable situation for ad hoc coaching, a manager then needs to know how to seize the opportunity.
A possible ‘one minute’ coaching dialogue might break down as simply as:

First encounter: establishing what’s on the individual’s mind and asking them to reflect on a particular aspect
Second encounter: picking up on the coachee’s thoughts and asking them to reflect on how they might apply their thinking
Third encounter: clarifying what they’ve concluded and obtaining their commitment to put their thinking into practise.

For example:

What is it you want to achieve?  

Why do you think this is?

Give this some thought, and we’ll catch up in the next day or two…

What did you conclude? 

Before we chat again, think about the possible ways can you benefit from this…
What ideas did you come up with?

So what are you going to do?

This approach allows both coach and coachee useful time for reflecting on the dialogue, whilst it has proved invaluable in environments such as call centres, where manager-to-staff ratios are typically high, and so dedicated coaching sessions an impractical dream.
The approach does however require another skill which some managers often fall down on: keeping track of what was discussed between coaching conversations.  Happily, this is another weak link which training and support can help to put right.
As with all training, relevant scenarios and giving trainees an opportunity to practise their learning are important.  

Selling the benefits of helping staff
For some managers, taking on a ‘helping skill’ with their staff conflicts with a long entrenched preference for directing and dominating.  Coaching, mentoring aren’t natural styles for many, and may seem to threaten the ‘safe’ distance with their staff which many managers believe is essential to show who’s boss.  Worse, humility is not a universal manager trait, and so striking an ‘adult-to-adult’ conversation is an alien prospect many.  
But even where willing attitudes and enlightened cultures are in place, managers may still need an extra push to start embracing coaching for real.  Here a sales approach is called for, and this again is an easy adjunct to basic training.  Good, solid selfish reasons which managers might be persuaded make coaching worthwhile include the following:
· Being able to delegate more to better skilled, more self aware and motivated people, who can then be better understood and trusted to complete tasks 

· Taking personal satisfaction from seeing individuals develop, and perhaps enjoying a few accolades from others for shaping a well motivated and effective team 

· Achieving better team and customer relationships, sales performance or other business critical function

· Reducing time spent correcting mistakes made by coachees, explaining late or poor delivery and the like.
Staying the course
The survey feedback suggests that there is a significant fall-off in managers attempting to coach some months after their training.  This may not just be because the training manual has long been stored away on a dusty bookshelf, but also because managers who don’t adopt a habit of coaching soon after their course will be increasingly less likely to try.
It’s not just unwilling managers who are at risk of losing interest.  Those with the will but poor confidence to coach are likely to resort to avoiding coaching conversations.  Of course their anxiety to coach informally will be all the more acute if ad hoc coaching hasn’t been addressed by their training.  Many questioned for the survey recognised that confidence is a real issue, however noted success stories where adequate support and encouragement was available to coaches after their training.

Support networks, supervision and continuing training are of course common for serious in-house coaches, but rarely available to most managers.  Yet encouraging mutual networking and opportunities for managers to reflect on their coaching is simple whilst the impacts can be truly dramatic.  
So whilst plugging any gaps in training, it may also be time to throw open the surgery doors for managers who coach in the front line.  Without on-going support and dialogue and left to their own devices, many managers will shy away from everyday coaching altogether.
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