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“Coaching for Performance raises the bar.”
 Jorge Paulo Lemann, Co-Founder, 3G Capital, and Director, The Kraft Heinz Company

“This remarkable new edition of Coaching for Performance will assure its gold standard status for another generation. It sets out how to measure the impact which, until now, has been the holy grail of coaching – demonstrating that the return on investment is phenomenal. Coaching for Performance is not only a must-read, it is also a book you need to keep by your side as a ‘must-reference’.”
 Karen Mathre, Coaching Center of Excellence Leader, Medtronic

“It’s people that make the difference. Coaching for Performance complements our culture and has considerably improved how we work together and the quality of our collaboration, leading to a measurable impact on our business.”
 Pat Roche, President, Industrial Group, Moog Inc.

“Transforming our capitalist system to embody the principles of sustainability is one of the grand challenges of our time. Sir John and Performance Consultants demonstrate clearly that this system-wide transformation depends on personal transformation too. Coaching is fundamental to enabling this. A vivid and fresh book that I highly recommend.”
 Colin le Duc, Co-Founder, Generation Investment Management

“As a repeat customer of Performance Consultants, I have seen their coaching work in action and how it transforms leaders and organizational culture. This book is a must-read.”
 Thorsten Klein, Director, Global Talent & Organization Development, eBay

“Leading is about risk-taking and showing the people in your organization that you will give them the trust, and the responsibility, to find their own way. How you do this can be discovered in this book.”
 Daniel Quirici, Group Managing Director, Echo Capital UK Ltd

“This edition of Coaching for Performance synthesizes Sir John’s vision and must be the one book that all business leaders have to hand as support for their daily management issues.”
 Michael Hacking, Founder and CEO, Mocoh SA

“This book is about more than coaching; it is undoubtedly a valuable twenty-first-century strategic organizational development resource. The insights, frameworks, and resources provided can help ensure organizations manifest the ROI that may be realized from coaching-informed interventions.”
 Vyla Rollins, Executive Director, London Business School Leadership Institute

“Transformational coaching enabled me to become a more effective leader, which resulted in the release of huge energy into the business from our people and tripled profitability.”
 John Duggan, former Chairman and Chief Executive, Gazeley

“The principles outlined in this book have provided an impetus for change in business that helps improve employee job satisfaction and delivers improved results.”
 Patrick Murphy, former Chairman, Ryanair

“Coaching is a proven way to achieve success and this book excels in laying out that path and, crucially, how to measure the impact along the way. This new edition is itself the highest-performing player in its field.”
 Juliet de Baubigny, Senior Partner, Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers

“My organization is passionate about harnessing the potential of the finest ingredients. The Coaching for Performance program enabled me to apply that passion to our greatest resource – our people.”
 Sandeep Verma, Managing Director, Liz Earle

“Organizations whose leaders adopt a coaching style get to market first and serve their customers, employees, and shareholders best. This book is essential reading for every leader – from the CEO to each digital transformation practitioner.”
 Martin Toth, Co-Founder, Danowsky Gruhn Toth & Partner

“For those implementing Lean, Coaching for Performance puts empathy, heart, and purpose right at the center of it, and gives practitioners a turbo boost to improve performance.”
 Caroline Healy, Senior HR Manager, Medtronic

“Performance Consultants are without doubt the market leaders in coaching globally. This new edition brilliantly shows how success comes from holistically maximizing the potential of people, and strong ethical principles, rather than a narrow focus on profit.”
 David Sanders, Founder, CleanTech Advisory, former Director, Carbon Trust

“Coaching for Performance has become a bible of the art, process and understanding of coaching.”
 David Hemery CBE DL, Olympic gold medalist, Founder of 21st Century Legacy

“This new work offers great wisdom and will help take coaching in organizations to a whole new standard and relevance. Not only a must-read but a must to act on.”
 Robert J. Kriegel Ph.D., author of international bestseller If It Ain’t Broke BREAK IT!

“Coaching for Performance should be required reading for anyone interested in power.”
 Jane Renton, author of The Economist: Coaching and Mentoring


“Coaching for Performance is a real eye-opener that will transform your vision of organizations and the power of coaching. An organization’s success depends on its human capital. Leaders who coach can unlock massive reserves of potential, build high-performance teams, and deliver extraordinary results.” 
Mark Hoijtink, President EMEA, Hasbro

“I recommend Coaching for Performance, both the book and the course, to all our leaders at Sellafield Ltd and I highly recommend it to all people leaders.” 
Mark Drummond, Talent and Leadership, Sellafield Ltd

“The Fifth Edition appropriately contains reference to coaching for safety performance. The partnership we formed with Performance Consultants has resulted in the large-scale roll-out of a successful safety leadership program, based on Coaching for Performance.” 
James Thieme, Global HSE Manager, Linde AG, Engineering Division

“Effective leadership requires a shift from ‘being the smartest in the room’ to ‘enabling the team to be smarter than us.’ Coaching for Performance opens the door to that paradigm shift.” 
Jeffrey Wu, General Manager, Internal Audit & Risk Management, Zhenro Group

“Coaching for Performance is a magisterial masterpiece of leadership coaching and a must-read for global business leaders in this complex age of new industrial revolution.” 
Şahin Yaman, leading World Trade Organization expert and strategist

“This skilfully updated edition of Sir John Whitmore’s seminal book is an essential part of coaching literature.” 
Liz Hall, Editor, Coaching at Work

“The Fifth Edition will inspire a whole new generation with its important messages about our values, behaviors, and responsibilities.” 
Graham Alexander, SuperCoach, GROW model originator, Chairman of The Alexander Partnership, author of Tales from the Top and SuperCoaching

“Coaching for Performance is a timeless gem that gave my career a whole new turn. It explains how coaching turns theoretical knowledge acquired in training into continuously improved performance in practice.” 
Irene Kinuthia, Regional Academic Director, Strathmore Business School

“This updated edition of the ‘coaching bible’ is more relevant now than ever. A flourishing coaching culture provides the opportunity to re-set the vital relationship between employer and employee, inspiring employees with the passion and loyalty to go further to achieve their potential and, alongside it, deliver significant advantage to the business.” 
Nicky Gaskell, Social Impact Communications Consultant, PRCA Awards 2016
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Foreword

It has been a privilege to participate in the development of a number of the world’s most important companies, firstly in the automotive sector, and ultimately leading three major financial institutions both as CEO and chairman. Few were steady state though, ranging from rapid growth situations to corporate recoveries requiring firm and urgent resolution.

This brings two memories. The first is success, not only in financial or market terms, but also in the creation of high-energy organizations with vibrant cultures, achieved through enlightened leadership and the release of the previously untapped energy of thousands of people across many countries. The second is sheer bewilderment as to why some companies faltered in the first place, and the realization that fixing them, while necessary, is not sufficient – we need to make sure it can’t happen again.

When we reflect on what a company is, we tend to focus on strategy, market leadership, financial performance, and shareholder value. Frankly, while realistic and essential, this is all a bit technical and sterile. When finally I became responsible for the company as a whole, and was faced with the enormous complexity and uncertainty of steering a path to long-term success, I discovered that a company is more than a business: it is an ecosystem with an enormous impact on individuals, businesses, government, and society as a whole.

Leadership within extraordinary companies is based on principles. There is a tangible difference between a system governed by principles and one controlled by rules. Principles define the center of gravity, or the ideal state, or what is truly desired. Rules define the boundary of what is acceptable and in many cases limit the growth of what is possible. Running an organization by rules generally leads to a company operating at the boundary of what is tolerable, rather than fulfilling its potential. In this book, Sir John Whitmore and Performance Consultants wisely reveal how to use coaching to close that gap between what is only tolerable and what is possible in both human and organizational performance.

Embracing principles requires a strong ethical and emotional foundation and a long-term focus on the heart of what a business is trying to achieve. It creates an environment where people are inspired to learn, to succeed, to grow, and to do the right thing. 

Outstanding companies focus on making a long-term and lasting contribution to all their stakeholders, as well as producing superior financial outcomes. Their leaders are very clear on why their people should devote their working lives to the adventure, why a customer should deal with them and not with another, why suppliers should give them priority, why the community should trust them, and why investors should choose them.

What we often forget, to the detriment of high performance, is our people and how we work together to make a company great. It is our people who serve customers, who design, build, and deliver products, and who create new ideas. It is our people who innovate and produce results, who choose to contribute their energies to a vision or cause beyond themselves.

As a banker, I appreciate all too well that a company needs to make a return; but what is clear today is that an organization is not simply a financial construction. A vibrant company is more than the sum of its parts and has a higher purpose that governs all decisions within the firm. Those companies that find their unique place in the world win over others that are not unique. Those with a sustainable reason for existing systematically win over those who do not.

I believe, like Sir John Whitmore himself, that each of us is on this planet to make a contribution to the world in our lifetime. People are searching for meaning and how they can make their own unique contribution. This is an age where humanity and community matter as well as financial returns. Finding this foundation underpins a longer-term philosophy.

As leaders, therefore, we need to take the actions necessary to earn long-term trust and commitment as a foundation for long-term value creation. Our actions and decisions must thus be socially beneficial, culturally desirable, ethically justifiable, economically feasible, ecologically responsible, and, above all, convincing and transparent.

Our responsibility as leaders is to create an exciting but safe adventure for our people, worthy of them devoting their lives to it. How people feel about working in the organization and how passionate and engaged they are in its agenda are what make the difference between good, great, and outstanding companies. Ultimately, our inner mindset and our outer leadership style determine how alive, energetic, and purposeful our organization is. 

In this Fifth Edition of Coaching for Performance, Sir John Whitmore and Performance Consultants shine a light on what it takes to create high performance and unpick the myths around coaching. Leaders and employees the world over are truly fortunate to benefit from their enduring impact on our working lives.

John McFarlane

Chairman, Barclays plc

Chairman, TheCityUK


Preface

Our intention for this Fifth Edition is for it to be the must-have book for coaches, leaders, and entire organizations who want to create high-performance cultures. Four decades ago, Sir John Whitmore, the father of performance coaching, identified business as a potential force for good and driver of human evolution. He saw an opportunity to unite individual and organizational purpose to benefit people, profit, and planet – the hallowed “triple bottom line” – and this continues to be the driving force behind the work of Performance Consultants International which Sir John co-founded.

We partner with our clients to tap into the latent power of their people and create a culture that places awareness and responsibility at the heart of an organization. This updated edition reflects the progress of coaching in global business. Starting with the Chairman of Barclays, John McFarlane, in the Foreword, we share examples of such transformations and the resulting performance improvement, including benefits to the bottom line. By applying our philosophy, framework, and tools, Performance Consultants can demonstrate an average 800 percent return on investment through the impact of behavior change on the bottom line.

As McFarlane says, more and more people are looking for meaning and purpose at work that is “worthy of them devoting their lives to.” Three billion of the world’s 7.5 billion people are employed. In our global workshops, we ask people how much of their potential they bring to their workplace. The average answer, 40 percent, demonstrates a huge global productivity gap and an untapped reservoir of talent.

I myself left a successful career in banking: we were the top derivatives house globally, knocking the ball out of the park in terms of financial results. I was on the trading floor where the work was high energy, challenging, and fun. I took pride in hitting my target as part of a great team. Nonetheless, one day I woke up with a yearning for meaning and purpose in my life.

The transformation that John McFarlane led at ANZ bank is still the model for what is possible when you enable people to tap into the meaning and purpose of their work; it harnessed the potential of 35,000 employees and ANZ went from the bottom to the top of the league table of customer satisfaction. Companies can achieve so much more by investing in what they already have – their people. 

The coaching profession owes Sir John Whitmore an enormous debt of gratitude for his extraordinary work. This new edition was completed shortly before his death which has been felt by many. He lived a remarkable life and I thank him personally for lighting the torch and passing it on to us. His vision, philosophy, and methodology have inspired millions of leaders and coaches to bring the best out of themselves and others. This book is an important part of his legacy; it has sold over a million copies and been translated into more than 20 languages.

The Fifth Edition will contribute to the continued professionalization of the coaching industry and clarify the huge benefits to leaders of adopting a coaching leadership style. At the same time, it will help to move investments in human capital from being perceived as a cost-center to a profit-center activity generating real value to business. For those who wish to go further with Coaching for Performance, e-learning, public, and in-house programmes are available at www.coachingperformance.com.

Finally, thank you to all members of our incredibly talented team who lead our work in over 40 countries around the world and have contributed their expertise and knowledge in bringing this edition up to date – fit for the future of coaching and business.

Tiffany Gaskell, MBA, CPCC, PCC

Global Director of Coaching & Leadership,

Performance Consultants 


Introduction

The demand for change in business practice has never been greater than it is today. That the traditional culture of businesses has to evolve is hardly questioned now – the dot.coms have shaken up the way things have been done and are helping to redefine the relationship between organizations and their employees. In doing so, they are reaching into reservoirs of previously untapped performance. Bright sparks graduating from university have typically fought for internships at blue-chip corporations like Goldman Sachs. Now many of them dream of an internship at Google (Alphabet), Facebook, or the like, organizations that are doing things differently and pledging to provide a meaningful and exciting journey for their employees. This represents the next evolution of business, the reconnecting of business to its purpose, to its reason for being – after all, don’t all businesses exist to serve a need? This Fifth Edition of Coaching for Performance will set out the reasons why all organizations need to embrace a new way of doing things, how coaching is central to that, and how it is a triple win for people, planet, and profit. 

When I wrote the first edition in 1992, it was one of the first books specifically on coaching and the first on coaching in the workplace, and it has served to define coaching globally. Much more than that, it has fueled the adoption of coaching by organizations globally, and it is for this audience, people who want to apply coaching in organizations, whether as leader or coach, that the book is written. Originally, its purpose was to define and establish the root principles of coaching before too many people jumped on the fledgling coaching bandwagon, some of whom might not have fully understood the psychological depth and potential breadth of coaching, and where it fits into the wider social context. Without that understanding, they could easily distort the fundamental methodology, application, purpose, and reputation of coaching.

Coaching for Performance became the definitive book on coaching methodology for leaders, human resource departments, and schools of coaching globally, and now, while many other fine coaching books have added to the field of knowledge, by and large we all subscribe to a common set of principles. The coaching profession has expanded and matured beyond all expectations, and managed its start-up and early teething troubles with dignity and little pain. When we started Performance Consultants in the early 1980s, we were one of the only purveyors of coaching in Europe; now there are upward of 1,000 coaching businesses and more than 10,000 coaches in Europe involved in business, education, healthcare, charities, government departments, and every other activity imaginable. And indeed, Performance Consultants has spread its activities to 40 countries around the globe. 

There is a growing number of professional associations of coaches and it is gratifying to see that, in the main, they are cooperating rather than competing. Robust accreditation, qualifications, standards, and ethics are being agreed and monitored in a very responsible way, thanks in large part to the International Coach Federation (ICF) and other coach accreditation bodies. Coaching has moved from a cottage industry to a well-respected profession and has several journals dedicated to it. It is our intention at Performance Consultants to continue to champion the professionalization of this industry. As I pass on the mantle of pioneering coaching in organizations to my younger colleagues, I acknowledge that there is a long way still to go, but I am delighted with the work we have already done and the difference we have made in organizations. Testimony to this is the fact that this book is now in over 20 languages, including Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Russian, and most European languages. 

A note of caution: Poor practice in coaching leads to the danger of its being misrepresented, misperceived, and dismissed as not so new and different, or as failing to live up to its promises. My intention for this book is to keep the record straight and eliminate the surrounding weeds by describing and illustrating what coaching really is, including the psychological roots it stands on, what it can be used for, and how it creates the ultimate leadership style for driving thoughtful, performance-enhancing measures. 

What is new in this edition?

This Fifth Edition is the product of more years of coaching experience, of course, and more importantly the exploration of evolutionary trends in human attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, and in consciousness itself. It reflects the advancement of this knowledge and the maturing of the coaching industry.

CREATING HIGH PERFORMANCE

The fact that Coaching for Performance focuses on creating high performance might seem obvious to all. What I am keen to underline throughout this edition, though, is that the principles of coaching can be applied to any type of activity and will have the impact of raising performance. What I mean by performance is the result of reducing interference and increasing potential. I have illustrated this by including practical examples and also chapters on specific applications, such as Coaching for Lean Performance and Coaching for Safety Performance. 

Additionally, this Fifth Edition launches The Performance Curve, a model that maps the culture of an organization and relates this to the conditions for low, medium, or high performance. The Performance Curve enhances understanding of how coaching creates a high-performance culture and thereby revolutionizes the traditional approach to organizational culture. This is the new frontier for coaching and leadership development.

PRACTICAL ACTIVITIES, CASE STUDIES, AND EXAMPLE DIALOGUES

In this edition, I have sought to make The Practice of Coaching (Part III) even more practical. It includes the original chapters on questioning, listening, and the GROW model, revised and updated with activity boxes containing exercises from our gold standard Coaching for Performance programs that are run globally. These practice activities will help you develop the foundational skills of coaching through experience, which is the learning style that we advocate and which is proven to be most effective. After all, one can be completely versed in the theory of coaching, but not be able to coach in practice at all. Additionally, I share new example workplace dialogues and new case studies to demonstrate how coaching creates high performance and to show the practical application of a coaching style in day-to-day leadership. These sample coaching conversations draw on the extensive experience my colleagues at Performance Consultants and I have had in working with organizations globally and the many thousands of participants of our programs, in the years since the book was first published.

GROW FEEDBACK FRAMEWORK AND PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

I have completely overhauled the chapter on Will to include feedback, because it is crucial for high performance. So many of our clients are looking to focus on continuous improvement and learning and to move away from traditional approaches to performance management. They are thankful and relieved when we introduce their leaders to our GROW Feedback Framework, which applies a coaching approach to completely transform feedback and performance management. Whether you are already familiar with the GROW model or not, I am certain you will be delighted by the GROW Feedback Framework.

MEASURING THE BENEFITS AND ROI OF COACHING

Like education, motivation, and management, coaching needs to keep up with psychological development and understanding of how people bring the best out of themselves. For years I have been banging the drum about the astonishing effects of coaching in the workplace and how coaching leads to optimal performance. There is always a time lag between what is known in some circles and full adoption by the crowd. Performance Consultants is opening the doors to share its methodology and examples concerning the evaluation and measurement of coaching. I have completely updated the chapter on the benefits of coaching to share our way of measuring the benefits and return on investment (ROI), which we know is widely seen to be the holy grail of coaching in organizations. 

COACHING GLOSSARY

A Glossary of Coaching Terms has been included so that readers can explore and test the universe of coaching skills. The glossary is taken from the highly esteemed Coaching for Performance workshop, which is accredited by the ICF and considered the gold standard for those who wish to develop leadership ability.

QUESTION BAGS

Finally, there is a section of Question Bags at the back of the book. This is a useful resource for dipping into as you find your way with coaching. Having questions (rather than answers!) at the ready is the fastest way to learn the new skill and rewire your neural networks. After a while, your questions will trip off the tongue.

Go for it!

Contrary to the appealing claims of The One Minute Manager, there are no quick fixes in business. Good coaching is a skill, an art perhaps, that requires a depth of understanding and plenty of practice if it is to deliver its astonishing potential. In this book I will show you why coaching is key to creating a high-performance culture and how to do it. Reading the book will not turn you into an expert coach, but it will get you started and help you to recognize the enormous value and potential of coaching, and perhaps set you on a journey of self-discovery that will have a profound effect on you and your organization’s success, your sporting and other skills, and the quality of how you relate to others at work and at home.

As with any new skill, attitude, style, or belief, adopting a coaching ethos requires commitment, practice, and some time before it flows naturally and its effectiveness is optimized. Some people will find this easier than others. If coaching is already your style, I hope this book will help you take what you already do to greater heights, or provide you with a fuller rationale for what you do intuitively. If it has not been your style in the past, I hope that the book will help set you on some new ways of thinking about leadership, about performance, and about people, and provide you with some coaching guidelines within which to begin your practice. I am frequently asked what people can do to maintain and raise their skill in their coaching work. My answer is to practice, practice, and practice, but with greater awareness of yourself and other people, and with commitment to your own continuing personal development.

There is no one right way to coach. This book is no more than a companion to help you decide where you want to go and to introduce you to some routes toward your goal. You will have to explore the territory for yourself, since no one but you can begin to map the infinite variety in the landscape of human interplay in your life. The richness of that landscape can turn coaching and leadership into a personal and unique art form with which to decorate, appreciate, and enjoy your place of work. 

Individuals can evolve and transform their work and lives if they decide to embark on a personal developmental journey. Organizations can evolve and transform the work and lives of their people if they decide to embark on an organization-wide development journey. In practice the coaching process fosters evolution at every stage, for evolution emerges from within and can never be taught in prescriptive ways. Coaching is not teaching at all, it is about creating the conditions for learning and growing. Go for it!


A Note to the Reader

This book is intended for two audiences, leaders and coaches (and those aspiring to be either or both). Let me outline what I mean. 

By leaders, I mean people leaders and managers in organizations. For them, this is a handbook to develop their own style of high-performance leadership. Leaders do not generally want to become certified coaches, but knowing how to lead in a coaching style that unlocks potential and delivers the highest level of performance is a skill that is increasingly being taught the world over. Indeed, it is the pathway to a new breed of leaders and a type of leadership that befits the twenty-first century. My ambition is that these skills become the norm, that old habits that do not enable people to fulfill their potential are replaced. As more and more organizations embrace a coaching style of leadership, organizations will become the platform through which people achieve their potential, and the relationship between organizations and people will finally evolve to become symbiotic.

By coaches, I mean people who deliver formal coaching sessions to people in organizations, commonly called 1:1 coaching or executive coaching. In this group are both internal coaches (who are employed full time by the organization) and external coaches (who are independents contracted by the organization). I believe it is crucial that this group of people learn to coach in the context of an organization, as that is where they will be operating, and this is what Coaching for Performance is about. It is also about combining the magic of coaching with the nuts and bolts of business to create a wholly powerful experience – both for the organization and for the coachee.

Throughout this book I use the term “coach” to describe both leader and coach, because organizations and leaders we work with often develop the term “leader coach” to demonstrate that they are practicing a completely different type of leadership or management that takes their abilities to a whole new level. I have written Chapter 15 specifically for internal and external coaches, to explain how to bring all the skills together to conduct a formal coaching session. Otherwise, where there are specific skills that are solely applicable to leaders or coaches, I point these out in the text.

For simplicity, I have used the term “coachee” for the person who is being coached, be they a peer, team member, leader, or coachee in a formal coaching session. 

The quality of coaching taught throughout the book is high – standards and quality are key. The workplace dialogues are intended to reflect the coaching level required of an ICF Associate Certified Coach. For leaders used to a different style, questions such as “When do I tell?” often arise. I invite you to play with the tools described in the book, to build your competence with them. Once you have this, you will find your own authentic leadership approach. Leaders we work with find it is helpful to tell colleagues they are developing their leadership skills and trying new things so that there is an understanding and support around the change in behaviors that are experienced.

Whether you are a leader or a coach who wants to coach in organizations, this is the book for you!



PART I

Coaching Is Bigger Than Coaching


1  What Is Coaching?

Coaching focuses on future possibilities, not past mistakes

Despite the existence of the International Coach Federation (ICF) with members in 138 countries, if you look up “coach” or “coaching” on the Oxford Dictionaries website, you’ll be none the wiser as to what all these people are up to. It offers two definitions. The first mentions a bus used for longer journeys, a railway carriage, and traveling. The second includes sports instruction or training, private tuition, and extra teaching. It might surprise you to learn that the first is more relevant. Coaching is all about a journey and nothing about instruction or teaching. It is as much if not more about the way things are done as about what is done. Coaching delivers results in large measure because of the powerful working relationship created, and the means and style of communication used. The coachee does acquire facts and develops new skills and behaviors, not by being told or taught but by discovering from within, stimulated by coaching. Of course, the objective of improving performance is paramount, and how that is best achieved and sustained is what this book reveals.

The Inner Game

Let us take a look at the birth of modern-day coaching. Timothy Gallwey was perhaps the first to demonstrate a simple but comprehensive method of coaching over four decades ago. A Harvard educationalist and tennis expert, he threw down the gauntlet in 1974 with a book entitled The Inner Game of Tennis, which was quickly followed by Inner Skiing and The Inner Game of Golf. 

The word “inner” was used to indicate the player’s internal state or, to use Gallwey’s words, that “the opponent within one’s own head is more formidable than the one the other side of the net.” Anyone who has had one of those days on the court when you can’t do anything right will recognize what he is referring to. Gallwey went on to claim that if a coach can help a player to remove or reduce the internal obstacles to performance, an unexpected natural ability to learn and to perform will occur without the need for much technical input from the coach.

The Inner Game Equation

To illustrate this, Gallwey created a simple Inner Game Equation which, with the benefit of hindsight, we can see very effectively summarizes the objective of modern coaching:

Performance = potential – interference
 P = p – i

Both the Inner Game and coaching focus on improving performance (P) by growing potential (p) and by decreasing interference (i).

Internal obstacles are often more daunting than external ones.

At the time Gallwey’s books first appeared, few coaches, instructors, or professional sportspeople could believe his ideas, let alone embrace them, although players devoured them eagerly in bestseller-list quantities. The professionals’ ground of being was under threat. They thought that Gallwey was trying to turn the teaching of sport on its head and that he was undermining their egos, their authority, and the principles in which they had invested so much. In a way he was, but their fear exaggerated their fantasies about his intentions. He was not threatening them with redundancy, merely proposing that they would be more effective if they changed their approach.

The essence of coaching

We can see from all this that Gallwey had put his finger on the essence of coaching. Indeed, my definition of coaching describes the link to the Inner Game and all it stands for: Coaching is unlocking people’s potential to maximize their own performance. It is helping them to learn rather than teaching them. After all, how did you learn to walk? Did your mother or father instruct you? We all have a built-in, natural learning capability that is actually disrupted by instruction.

This idea was not new: Socrates had voiced the same concept some 2,000 years earlier, but somehow his philosophy got lost in the rush to materialistic reductionism of the last two centuries. The pendulum has swung back and coaching, if not Socrates, is here to stay for a century or three yet! Gallwey’s books coincided with the emergence of a more optimistic psychological model of humankind than the old behaviorist view that we are little more than empty vessels into which everything has to be poured. The new model suggested we are more like acorns, each of which contains within it all the potential to be a magnificent oak tree. We need nourishment, encouragement, and the light to reach toward, but the oaktreeness is already within us.

If we accept this model – and few people now contest it – the way we learn, and more importantly the way we teach and instruct, must be called into question. Unfortunately, habits die hard and old methods persist, even though most of us know their limitations. It may be harder to give up instructing than it is to learn to coach. 

Let me extend the acorn analogy a step further. Oak saplings, growing from acorns in the wild, quickly develop a single, hair-thin tap root to seek out water. This may extend downward as far as a meter while the sapling is still only 30cm tall. When grown commercially in a nursery, the tap root tends to coil in the bottom of the pot and is broken off when the sapling is transplanted, setting back its development severely while a replacement grows. Insufficient time is taken to preserve the tap root and most growers do not even know of its existence or purpose.

When transplanting a sapling, the wise gardener will uncoil the tender tap root, weight its tip, and carefully thread it down a long, vertical hole driven deep into the earth with a metal bar. The small amount of time invested in this process so early in the tree’s life ensures its survival, and allows it to develop faster and become stronger than its commercially grown siblings. Wise business leaders use coaching to emulate the good gardener.

In the past, the universal proof of the success of new coaching methods was hard to demonstrate because few people had understood and used them fully. This is now changing and I hope that the additional models I have included in this book will support this further. However, many coaches have been unwilling to set aside old, proven ways for long enough to reap the rewards of new ones. Recently, as much through necessity as progress, employee engagement has been proven to be linked to performance, and so all the behaviors that underpin engagement – which are all coaching behaviors, such as collaborating, meaningful goal setting, delegating, and accountability – have found their way into business language and, more importantly, into behavior too.

Mentoring 

Since I am defining coaching, I should perhaps mention mentoring, another word that is now common in business parlance. The word originates from Greek mythology, in which it is reported that Odysseus, when setting out for Troy, entrusted his house and the education of his son Telemachus to his friend, Mentor. “Tell him all you know,” Odysseus said, and thus unwittingly set some limits to mentoring.

Some people use the term mentoring interchangeably with coaching. However, mentoring is very different to coaching, because coaching is not dependent on a more experienced person passing down their knowledge – in fact, this undermines the building of self-belief which creates sustained performance, as we shall discover. Instead, coaching requires expertise in coaching, not in the subject at hand. That is one of its great strengths. And something that coaching leaders grapple with most – but is key – is to learn when to share their knowledge and experience and when not to.

Mike Sprecklen was the coach and mentor to the famous all-conquering British rowing pair Andy Holmes and Steve Redgrave. “I was stuck, I had taught them all I knew technically,” Sprecklen said on completion of a Coaching for Performance workshop many years ago, “but this opens up the possibility of going further, for they can feel things that I can’t even see.” He had discovered a new way forward with them, working from their experience and perceptions rather than from his own. Good coaching and leading, and good mentoring for that matter, can and should take a coachee beyond the limitations of the coach, leader, or mentor’s own knowledge.

Inner Business

Many years ago I sought out Tim Gallwey, was trained by him, and founded the Inner Game in Britain. We soon formed a small team of Inner Game coaches. At first all were trained by Gallwey, but later we trained our own. We ran Inner Tennis courses and Inner Skiing holidays, and many golfers freed up their swings with Inner Golf. It was not long before our sporting clients began to ask us if we could apply the same methods to prevailing issues in their companies; IBM was the first. On the ski slopes of the Alps, leaders discovered a revolutionary way of learning to ski using the Inner Game and wanted us to help them bring this approach to their work. What is of note here is that the simple methods could be readily applied to almost any situation. Of course, the rest is history – we pioneered this new approach in business, which we called “performance coaching.” All the leading exponents of business coaching today graduated from this and have been profoundly influenced by the Gallwey school of coaching.

Since 1982, Performance Consultants has built and elaborated on those first methods and adapted them to the practical issues and conditions of today’s business environment. Indeed, our team has partnered with clients to apply coaching to such diverse topics as employee engagement, Lean methodology, and safety. We have specialized in teaching leaders to coach and transform organizations and also in providing expert coaching for executives and for business teams. Although coaches have to compete with one another in the market, they tend to be friends and not infrequently work together. This in itself speaks highly of the method, for it was Gallwey who suggested that your opponent in tennis is really your friend if they make you stretch and run. Opponents are not friends if they just pat the ball back to you, as that will not help you to improve your game, and isn’t that what we are all trying to do in our different fields?

Although Gallwey, my more senior colleagues in Performance Consultants, and many others who now practice coaching in the business arena cut our teeth in sport, coaching in sport itself has changed little overall. It remains significantly behind the methodology of coaching that is virtually universal in business today. That is because when we introduced coaching into business four decades ago, the word was new in that context and did not bring with it the baggage of a long history of past practice. We were able to introduce new concepts without having to fight old prejudices and practitioners of old coaching.

That is not to say that we met no resistance to coaching in business; we still do at times from people who have remained strangely insulated from or blind to change. Coaching as a practice in business is here to stay, although the word itself might disappear as its associated values, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors become the norm for everyone, as I explore in this book. My hope is that this Fifth Edition will lay the foundation for this to occur.

Mindset and Maslow

Gallwey was building on the work of others. In the 1940s, American psychologist Abraham Maslow broke away from the tradition of delving into pathology to try to understand human nature. He studied mature, complete, successful, and fulfilled people, and concluded that we could all be that way. In fact, he asserted that this was the natural human state. All we had to do, in his opinion, was to overcome our inner blocks to development and maturity. Maslow, along with Carl Rogers and others, was the father of the more optimistic wave of psychological thinking that is still in the process of displacing carrot-and-stick behaviorism as the best way of leading and motivating people. Psychological optimism is essential if we are to fully embrace coaching as
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