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Coaching Frameworks (e.g., GROW, SMART Goals, SWOT)

Every profession has its tools of the trade, and in coaching, frameworks are among the most powerful. These structured approaches help both coach and client navigate conversations with greater clarity, purpose, and direction. While coaching is inherently dynamic and responsive, frameworks provide a scaffolding that ensures progress, coherence, and strategic alignment. They offer repeatable processes without becoming rigid scripts. For new coaches, frameworks build confidence; for experienced ones, they provide depth and refinement. In this chapter, we’ll explore some of the most widely used frameworks in career and business coaching—GROW, SMART Goals, and SWOT—and examine how they can be used to facilitate insight, action, and transformation.

The GROW model is arguably one of the most popular coaching frameworks and for good reason. It offers a simple, logical structure for coaching conversations while still leaving room for exploration. GROW stands for Goal, Reality, Options, and Will (or Way Forward). The beauty of this model lies in its versatility. It can be used for a single session or a multi-session engagement. It applies equally well to career planning, business development, performance improvement, or leadership coaching. The coach begins by helping the client clarify the Goal: what they want to achieve. This step is not always as straightforward as it seems. Clients often arrive with vague or externally driven goals. The coach’s role is to help them refine this into something clear, meaningful, and personally relevant.

Once the goal is defined, the next step is to examine the current Reality. This is where the coach helps the client take stock of where they are now. What’s happening in their environment? What internal and external factors are influencing the situation? What resources do they have? What’s missing? This phase is about getting grounded in facts and perceptions without judgment. It helps the client see the gap between where they are and where they want to go. It also reveals limiting beliefs, unspoken assumptions, and areas of strength that may not have been fully recognized.

After Reality comes Options. This is the brainstorming phase, where creativity and curiosity are encouraged. Coaches ask open-ended questions like, ‘What could you try?’, ‘What else might work?’, ‘If there were no limits, what would you do?’ The goal here is not to find the perfect answer but to generate possibilities. Too often, clients think in binaries—either this or that. The Options phase helps them expand their thinking and consider new strategies or perspectives. This is also a good moment to explore potential risks and trade-offs, as well as alignment with values and long-term goals.

The final step is Will—or Way Forward. This is where commitment is made. The client chooses one or more options and develops a concrete action plan. The coach supports them in identifying what they will do, when, and how they will be accountable. This phase transforms insight into action. Without it, even the most profound revelations remain theoretical. The coach’s role is to ensure the plan is both ambitious and realistic. They may ask, ‘What’s your first step?’, ‘What support do you need?’, ‘How will you stay on track?’ GROW works best when each step is revisited with fluidity, allowing the client to adjust as needed.

Another widely used tool in coaching is the SMART Goals framework. SMART stands for Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound. This model is especially useful when clients are setting tangible goals that require tracking and accountability. While it may seem prescriptive, SMART goals are powerful because they force clarity. A client who says, ‘I want to grow my business,’ will be guided to refine that into something more actionable: ‘I want to increase my monthly revenue by 20% over the next six months by expanding my client base and introducing a new service.’ This shift in language changes the nature of the work. It allows for planning, measurement, and iteration.

Each component of SMART has its role. Specific ensures the goal is clearly defined. Measurable allows progress to be tracked. Achievable ensures the goal is realistic, not demoralizing. Relevant ensures alignment with broader values or objectives. Time-bound sets a clear deadline, adding urgency and focus. Coaches using SMART help clients set up milestones and reflect on progress in a structured way. It’s particularly helpful in business settings where metrics matter and results need to be communicated clearly. That said, SMART should not stifle intuition or creativity. Coaches often blend this model with more exploratory tools to keep the process holistic.

The SWOT analysis is another framework that brings strategic depth to coaching conversations. SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. Originally developed for business planning, it is equally useful for individual career development and leadership coaching. The SWOT framework helps clients take a 360-degree view of their situation, balancing internal and external factors. It can be used when making a big decision, entering a new market, or exploring a career pivot. It encourages clients to think beyond personal preferences and examine broader dynamics.

When using SWOT in coaching, the Strengths and Weaknesses sections focus on internal attributes. These may include skills, experiences, personality traits, or resources. Coaches ask questions like, ‘What do you bring to the table?’, ‘Where do you consistently struggle?’, ‘What feedback have you received?’ This self-assessment encourages honest reflection and helps clients identify patterns. The Opportunities and Threats sections turn attention outward. Opportunities may be market trends, emerging industries, or network connections. Threats might include economic conditions, organizational shifts, or competitive pressures. Discussing these areas helps clients prepare for risk and leverage potential advantages.

The true power of SWOT lies in its integrative potential. Once the analysis is complete, the coach helps the client draw connections. How can your strengths help you seize opportunities? How might your weaknesses make you vulnerable to threats? What can you do to mitigate these risks? What combinations offer the greatest leverage? This synthesis turns a static exercise into a dynamic strategy. It’s especially effective for clients at a crossroads, helping them assess their options in a holistic, thoughtful way.
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Career Mapping and Business Visioning

When people seek coaching, they are often standing at a crossroads. They may be asking, ‘What’s next?’, ‘How do I get there?’ or ‘Is this really what I want?’ These are not questions that can be answered with a to-do list or a simple assessment. They require reflection, exploration, and structured visioning. Career mapping and business visioning are two powerful approaches that help clients gain clarity about their direction, create alignment with their deeper goals, and establish a coherent plan for action. These tools don’t predict the future—they illuminate the path forward, helping clients make decisions rooted in both reality and aspiration.

Career mapping is the process of articulating where a client is, where they’ve been, and where they’d like to go. It is especially helpful for clients navigating transitions, considering new roles, or feeling stuck in their current path. Rather than focusing solely on job titles, career mapping looks at skills, values, experiences, and desired impact. The coach works with the client to explore how these elements have evolved over time and what future possibilities they suggest. This is not just a resume review—it’s a narrative-building exercise. The goal is to help clients see their careers as stories they are actively authoring, not passive journeys they’re enduring.

A typical career mapping process might begin with a timeline. The client outlines key roles, transitions, achievements, and turning points. They identify what was energizing, what was draining, and what lessons emerged. The coach facilitates reflection through questions such as, ‘What was meaningful about that role?’, ‘What patterns do you see?’, ‘Where were you most engaged?’ This retrospective view helps the client connect dots they may not have noticed before. It also reveals underutilized strengths and potential new directions. For clients who feel scattered or unsure, career mapping brings coherence. It helps them integrate their past into a future with purpose.

As the client begins to define where they want to go next, the coach supports them in envisioning multiple scenarios. Career paths are no longer linear, and clients may be considering full-time roles, freelance work, leadership tracks, or entrepreneurial ventures. Career mapping invites creativity and exploration. A coach might guide the client in articulating a ‘dream scenario,’ a ‘safe scenario,’ and a ‘stretch scenario.’ This process expands the client’s sense of possibility and helps them evaluate trade-offs. It also uncovers the values and priorities driving their decisions—flexibility, impact, income, growth, or stability.

Business visioning is a parallel process for clients who are starting, growing, or pivoting a business. While business planning is focused on execution, visioning is about direction and identity. It answers the question, ‘What are we building and why?’ Business visioning involves imagining the desired future state of the business, defining its purpose, and articulating the difference it aims to make in the world. For new entrepreneurs, this is a vital first step. It ensures that the business is not just viable, but meaningful. For established business owners, visioning provides a way to realign with their mission and re-energize their leadership.

The coach guides business clients through exercises that uncover the ‘why’ behind their venture. What problem are you solving? Who do you want to serve? What values do you want your business to embody? These questions anchor the client in purpose. The coach might then prompt the client to describe their ideal future business: What does it look like? Who are your customers? What are you known for? What does a day in your business feel like? This narrative approach helps clients connect emotionally to their vision. It turns abstract ideas into vivid goals, which in turn inform strategic decisions.

For both career and business clients, visioning also involves identifying the gap between current state and desired future. This is where strategy begins to take shape. The coach helps the client articulate what needs to change, what resources are required, and what first steps are most critical. The gap is not a source of shame—it’s a space of opportunity. Coaching helps clients approach it with curiosity and resolve. Rather than feeling overwhelmed by how far they have to go, clients begin to feel empowered by how much is within their control.
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