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Executive Coaching is a term used broadly to cover work with executives from middle manage­
ment upwards or sometimes even to those in junior roles deemed to have high potential. It is 
used most effectively with those individuals who have significant responsibility for the current 
and future success of the organization and who have the potential to develop and change. While 
sometimes used for individuals who are performing poorly or having a negative effect on those 
they lead, remedial work is not its primary focus. 

The needs of such a diverse group vary considerably and thus so does the extent to which the 
coaching relationship needs to be one of teacher or trainer versus facilitator or consultant, 
or how much it should focus on management skills versus the leadership role. Too broad a 
definition renders the term Executive Coaching virtually meaningless since it can and some­
times is used to cover any form of training or development activity carried out on a one-to-one 
basis by a coach with an executive. Consequently we reserve the term for work with senior level 
executives that focuses on the executive becoming more self-aware in order to carry out their 
leadership role more effectively (Levinson, 1996; Peterson, 1996; Kilburg, 2000; Fitzgerald & 
Berger, 2002). 

Executive coaching could therefore be defined as a form of personal learning and develop­
ment consultation provided by someone external to the organization who focuses on improving 
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an individual's performance in the quintessentially executive role of balancing the forces of 
cooperation and competition in an organization (Barnard, 1938). It can be distinguished from 
mentoring, which is typically a more informal relationship with a more experienced colleague 
(Clutterbuck, & Megginson, 2005) and from coaching received from an individual within the 
same organization, typically the individual's manager (Landsberg, 1997). 

While a senior executive's role will include elements of both management and leadership, 
executive coaching focuses primarily on the latter. Management is essentially the skill of work­
ing with 'the known' within defined and existing parameters and constraints, and focuses on 
achieving controlled and quantifiable task objectives. Leadership focuses primarily on what is 
'not known', the future and on what changes may be required. It is often about emotions rather 
than facts; it is about people and relationships rather than tasks. Whereas management aspires 
to be a science, leadership will always remain an art. What is required of those in senior roles 
in organizations is usually far more about leadership than management. Indeed, making the shift 
from manager to leader, from relying on an operational perspective to employing a strategic 
one, from a mindset of controlling events to a mindset of enabling others, and achieving a better 
understanding of the organization as a whole, are just some of the reasons individuals seek 
executive coaching. 

In this chapter we recognize that leadership, as an activity rather than a role, is not something 
confined to the top of an organization. Leadership exists at all levels in an organization, and thus 
much of what we say will also have more general application. 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

Up until the mid-1980s, the coaching of executives (though that term was rarely used) was 
provided informally either by internal Human Resource professionals, usually with a remedial 
emphasis, or by an external professional whose primary role was that of trusted advisor from 
a legal, accounting or marketing background. It had no established theoretical framework 
and practitioners generally had little or no formal training. During the late 1970s and beyond, a 
combination of factors served to open up a demand for the specialist professional executive 
coach. 

Changing attitudes to authority and the desire for more diversity at the top of organizations 
posed a challenge to accustomed ways of leading and managing (Drucker, 1993; Handy, 
2002). This led to a demand for professionally trained coaches with expertise in human 
psychology and relationships in the workplace beyond simply being experienced HR profes­
sionals or trusted professional advisors (Kilburg, 2000). Four major factors drove these 
changes. 

Less stress on formal hierarchy and more emphasis on the right to express individual views 
meant that leaders needed to learn a broader repertoire of skills for influencing and motivating, 
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especially with groups within society that had not previously had a place at the top (Hirschhorn, 
1997). Although traditionally considered bastions of confidence and power, in which position 
in the hierarchy guaranteed a degree of respect and influence, the impact of social and economic 
changes made organizations increasingly unstable, fractured arrangements. Senior executives 
no longer felt they could trust the corporation to look after them and increasingly could not 
rely on alliances with their peers in a rapidly changing, highly competitive environment 
(Miller, 1993; Krantz, 1998). These demands combined to drive many senior executives to 
seek individual confidential relationships of counsel in which they could develop new skills and 
have the space and time to reflect on the increasing pressures of organizational leadership 
(Orenstein, 2007). 

2 At the same time, and partly in response to the same factors, HR departments were enlarged 
and began placing a greater emphasis on development activities for staff. Development was not 
just for staff requiring remedial attention, but began to be seen as a right, as well as a way of 
retaining the best staff. It was also seen as a strategy for changing the culture of a whole firm 
via personal performance coaching across groups of leaders (Tichy, 2004). 

3 The breakdown of traditional, hierarchical institutions in the west meant that individuals 
seeking success needed to do so by better managing themselves personally and professionally, 
and by improving their own performance through their own efforts and will. Because of this, 
the self-help book and self-development programme industries burgeoned at an astonishing 
rate. The expansion of executive coaching could be seen in the context of a more general expan­
sion of a cultural norm of individualized personal development. This put the stress on personal 
effectiveness as the new, more meritocratic route to wealth, success and happiness (Wuthnow, 
1996; Frey & Stitzer, 2002). 

4 The rise of a more explicitly merit-based approach to the promotion of executives, rather 
than simply age or longevity in the organization, or whether they knew the right people, created 
new opportunities for achievement-oriented managers from different social and educational 
backgrounds. This also increased the pressures on individuals to perform. Such pressures have 
led to managers working increasingly long hours, thus changing the traditional culture where 
seniority meant fewer hours. Today, the more senior is an executive, the harder he or she has to 
work, and the more permeable the traditional work versus personal life boundaries have become 
(Reeves, 2001). Helping leaders to manage the continual challenges of finding some sort of 
balance between the various roles in their lives has become a recent additional important role 
for coaches. 

Among the main proponents of executive coaching have been Marshall Goldsmith, Warren 
Bennis, Jim Kouzes and Tim Gallwey (Goldsmith, Lyons & Freas, 2000). Gallwey (2000) in 
particular revolutionized the field by suggesting, based on his experience as a tennis coach, that 
expertise as a manager was often a handicap to being an effective coach, since it encouraged the 
coach to 'tell' the 'trainee' how to do it, as opposed to using a facilitative approach to provide 
the conditions that enable the coachee to learn from their experiences of success and failure and 
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to reach their own conclusions and devise their own responses. This is now the stated aim of 
most executive coaches. 

The evolution of executive coaching has led to the field rapidly becoming professionalized, 
with specialist organizations being formed to promote the interests of executive coaches, such 
as in the Association for Professional Executive Coaching and Supervision (APECS), in the 
United Kingdom (www.apecs.org) and the Worldwide Association of Business Coaches(WABC) 
in the United States (www.wabccoaches.com). 

WHY DO LEADERS SEEK EXECUTIVE COACHING? 

Executives typically seek coaching during times of transition, when they are taking up a new 
position or joining a new organization, or when they are facing new personal challenges either 
from colleagues or subordinates within the organization, or when addressing difficult issues in 
their private lives. 

Life at the top can be lonely and the higher the executive rises the less frequent and less reli­
able the feedback from colleagues becomes. Individual agendas multiply and conflict. Leaders 
need on occasion an independent sounding board; someone who can assist them in working 
through problems and potential solutions and to create a space for thinking in the executive's 
otherwise action-packed working life. A phrase sometimes used to describe this challenge is 
'when you are fighting off the alligators, it's hard to remember you were trying to drain the 
swamp'. Some leaders, given their achievement orientation, get so preoccupied with 'fighting 
alligators' that they can fail to focus on the actions critical to achieving their own and the 
organization's ambitions. Leaders need to take responsibility for draining the swamp, and this 
involves the ability to set and follow through on their key priorities. 

Those new to leadership roles, or who have recently moved into a new position, need to 
actively integrate themselves into the role and the organization. Senior leaders of the order of 
30-50% fail or have left within 18 months of a new appointment (Watkins, 2003). Similarly, 
those facing new challenges in their role, such as how to exert influence on a broader stage as 
a consequence of organizational expansion, will need new capabilities in motivating and per­
suading. What has led to their success so far is unlikely to be sufficient going forward. Managers 
are not promoted to leaders because they were good at their previous role, but rather because 
there is a hope that they will be able to develop, learn and adapt their behaviour to be successful 
in the new role. Many managers derail because of their inability to change their behaviours as 
they become more senior (Van Velsor & Leslie, 1995). Executive coaching can help them adapt 
to the new role demanded of them by their organization. 

Those who aspire to leadership generally have a strong drive towards power, achievement and 
success. Consequently, some common problems are: 

• a need to dominate and control 
• a focus on action, rather than thinking 
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• a need to be right 
• impatience 
• a need to be associated with success and to avoid failure 
• a high need for self-determination 
• a need to feel powerful 
• a need to know 
• overcommitment. 

Topics such as these will be among the key agenda items for any leadership coaching 
assignment. 

GOALS AND TASKS OF EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP COACHING 

Undoubtedly, executive coaching has at times been in danger of becoming an over-used man­
agement fad, particularly when it is being prescribed without a great deal of thought being given 
to its objectives (Berglas, 2002). 

As mentioned earlier, executive coaching has a broad remit and will vary at one extreme from 
relatively superficial external goals to perhaps more profound internal change. Building on 
Argyris and SchOn (1978) in relation to levels of learning, we identify three levels of activity. 

Level 1 Behaviour Change - normally achievable in the relatively short-term. It requires 
focused feedback, a commitment to change, the development of alternative behaviours and 
practice as well as reinforcement. 

Level2 Self-Image - the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves and how we view ourselves 
both consciously and unconsciously, impact our self-confidence and our sense of ourselves 
as either victim or agent in the world. For example if a client is not able to imagine him or 
herself as a partner in a professional practice firm then it is highly unlikely that he or she will 
be promoted to such a position. Such questions go beyond mere professional identity. They 
generally touch on deep-rooted conflicts that all human beings face. Issues of self-confidence 
and personal self-doubt may need to be tackled. 

Level 3 Purpose and Meaning - questions of personal purpose, as well as how to contribute 
to a greater organizational purpose, lie at the heart of a leader's motivations. The greatest 
leaders in history have acquired their commitment through the crucible of difficult experiences, 
turning these from potential trauma into sources of inspiration and courage. While executive 
and leadership coaching can benefit from studying such great leaders, it has been suggested that 
many leaders are in fact 'twice born' (Zaleznik, 1992), in the sense of having experienced events 
which have made them feel different from their peer group, leading them to step outside of 
focusing on their everyday living and to observe life audaciously, resulting in a new beginning 
in their attitude to life. 
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Four central dilemmas can be said to lie at the heart of effective leadership: 

• the strategic longer term perspective versus the operational day-to-day perspective 
• being directive versus enabling others 
• getting ahead versus getting along with others 
• being empathic versus being ruthless. 

Successful leaders are rare because balancing and optimizing these conflicting tendencies requires 
great skill; human beings generally have a preference towards one or the other polarity. The 
executive coach's task is to help the leader to hold and bear the tension between the forces pulling 
in one direction or another, to provide a sounding-board and a container (Stokes, 1994), as well 
as a space in which the leader can reflect on personal preferences and ethical dilemmas. Thus the 
executive coach's task should be to strive to add value in the job of balancing and optimizing these 
dilemmas more than any particular quantitative business or management outcome. 

Berglas (2002) suggests that the executive coach requires a degree of psychological training 
and sophistication and both Berglas (2002) and Peltier (2001) have identified areas where tech­
nical competence might reasonably be expected from an executive coach. These include: 

• an understanding of personal. organizational and group psychology and dynamics. and their impact on individuals 
and teams 

• appropriate business knowledge 
• methods of leadership. team and organizational development 
• leadership and team assessment methodologies 
• certification with a range of psychometric instruments 
• an understanding of how to promote the adult learning process. 

With these dilemmas and competencies in mind, we have identified how coaching senior 
executives to lead effectively benefits from a sequence of four essential steps. 

1. Know yourself self-awareness is the first step. Typically, the coaching will ask: What 
motivates you? How do others perceive you? Why would anyone want to follow you? 

2. Own yourself being prepared to be accountable for the effect we have on others comes next. 
Coaching questions might include: What is the impact you have on others, both positive and 
negative? Who might find your style, attitudes or values motivating or difficult? 

3. Be yourself a lack of authenticity is often one of the first criticisms that will be made of 
a new leader. If there is a gap between 'talking the talk' and 'walking the walk' there is little 
chance of sustained support. Executives need to be clear about their own values and sticking to 
them also requires courage. 

4. Help others to do the same a key aspect of good leadership is bringing on and supporting other 
voices of leadership. The coach will ask such questions as: Does your leadership style enable 
others to take up leadership roles? Effective leaders empower others, not simply themselves. 
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These are matters and questions to which responses and decisions are not easy, or even possible 
to find without support. They require sustained effort, credible feedback and, on occasion a 
willingness to face painful emotional truths. Having the benefit of a period of reflection, with 
an executive coach who is independent of the organization and who has no personal or political 
agenda of his or her own, can enable a more balanced, objective and effective approach to these 
questions. 

SPECIFIC FEATURES OF EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP COACHING 

Briefly summarized, executive coaching is a professional and confidential partnership relation­
ship between a senior executive and coach involving: 

- ongoing confidential meetings (lasting between one hour and a full day) organized on a regular basis for a period 
of six months or longer 

- the primary goal of improving the executive's leadership skills 
- some assessment of the individual's current effectiveness in the leadership role 
- very often the use of data from psychometric and other assessment and feedback tools 
- a relationship of challenge and support 
- building on strengths as well as how to manage or change weaknesses 
- an objective of both behavioural change and increased personal maturity and wisdom. 

Opinions vary as to the extent to which the coach should be held responsible for ensuring that 
organizational goals are achieved. Arguably, the tension between personal self-interests and 
organizational group interests lies at the very heart of what a senior leader in a firm has to 
manage. Having the coach take sides on these questions could defeat the executive's challenge 
of taking up their authority effectively, and runs the risk of becoming a sophisticated form of 
staff supervision. 

Certainly, clarity about accountability for how the coaching will contribute to organizational 
effectiveness must form a central part of the setting up of any executive coaching assignment. 
But it must remain the executive's task to interpret how best to achieve organizational goals as 
opposed to someone external to the organization. Having a coach who simply directs the 
coachee about the right and wrong course of action, though often a relief to both parties, may 
discourage executives from exploring the issues for themselves and from fully taking up their 
authority and accountability. 

A coaching assignment should ideally be a partnership between the executive, the coach and 
the organization working together. However, in the real world of organizations, and especially 
large bureaucratic organizations in difficulty, such ideal goals are not always easily achieved. 
The executive may have multiple lines of accountability to persons with conflicting views and 
interests. The aims and strategies of an organization rarely remain uncontested for long among 
its senior executives. Nevertheless, the aim must be that the executive, the coach and other key 
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stakeholders work to create a partnership that ensures that the executive's development advances 
the organization's overall business objectives. 

EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP COACHING AND OTHER COACHING GENRES 

Several factors distinguish executive coaching from other forms of coaching. 

• The primary client is the organization and its various stakeholders rather than simply the individual, who is seen 
as located and therefore to be understood within a wider system of roles and accountabilities. 

• Executive Coaching always involves an intent to align the capabilities of the individual with the ambitions of the 
organization, and to work to support and achieve the organization's overall purpose and objectives. 

• The aim of coaching will usually be informed by, and often agreed with, the individual's line manager, to 
whom some form of feedback before, sometimes during and generally at the end of a period of coaching is 
appropriate. 

• Matters of purely private concern and interest, with no implications for the sponsoring organization, are not the 
primary focus of executive coaching, although they will often be a necessary component to address in order to 
help the executive improve his or her performance. 

• The coach's fees are therefore generally paid by the organization and not personally by the executive. 

These rules are not hard and fast, however, and require a degree of flexible interpretation. 
People are generally motivated at work by personal needs, not all of which are the concern of 
the organization. For example in the real world even the most committed and hard-working 
executive will go through periods of doubt and frustration with his organization and will inevi­
tably at times consider a career elsewhere. Indeed, such reactions may be a normal response. It 
would be naIve to prohibit such conversations, as they are part of the process of helping execu­
tives develop greater self-awareness. 

RELATIONSHIP TO THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

Executive Coaching may draw on any of the theoretical approaches outlined in Section One of 
this Handbook, all of which may provide complementary insight into three of the essential func­
tions of leadership. 

• Personal leadership - what do I as a leader stand for in terms of my purpose and values in this organization? 
• Team leadership - how do I influence and persuade others to follow me and to work together collabora­

tively? 
• Organizational leadership - how are the external and internal structural and systemic factors best managed in 

a strategy that will achieve the organization's objectives? 

The theoretical approaches outlined in Section One that executive coaches most commonly 
draw on include the following. 
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The psychodynamic approach 

Those working within this tradition combine insights from psychoanalysis about the nature of 
emotional conflict and psychological defences in individuals and groups with the 'systems' 
perspective on organizations. An early example of applying systems thinking to coaching is the 
Organizational Role Consultancy methodology (Krantz & Maltz, 1997; Newton, Long, & 
Sievers, 2006) developed at the Tavistock Institute from the 1960s onwards. This is a relatively 
formal methodology and a precursor of executive coaching that emphasizes that executives are 
part of a system, rather than simply being individuals with specific personalities. The system 
needs to be taken into consideration during coaching if that individual is to take up his or 
her role effectively in the organization. To what extent the executive's personality influences 
the behaviour of the organization or alternatively how much the dynamics of the organization 
are determining the executive's feelings and behaviour are two questions central to this 
approach. Nowadays, most executive coaches would recognize that attention to the dynamics 
of the organizational system is as much part of executive coaching as is a focus on personal 
psychology. 

The cognitive-behavioural approach 

This approach focuses almost entirely on the individual rather than the group or the system and 
on the way in which certain cognitive assumptions are interfering with the executive's capacity 
to take a leadership role. It is particularly relevant where an individual leader is emotionally 
inhibited or overwhelmed by anxieties, for instance in situations of conflict, in large meetings 
or in informal social settings. Helping the executive replace dysfunctional thought patterns with 
more adaptive versions is vital to this approach. 

The transactional analysis approach 

The Parent-Adult-Child perspective of transactional analysis sheds light on the way in which 
scripts and games are played out in organizations between managers and staff; how a leader 
may be experienced as 'parental' and thereby provoke manipulative 'child' behavioural response 
in the behaviour of followers. The concept of 'life script' or repetitive patterns in relationships 
of dependency is key. 

The existential approach 

This approach stresses how each individual is the ultimate source of accountability and how 
members of organizations can easily lose sight of their capacity to make choices and become 
trapped in a victim mentality where they come to believe they are unable to change themselves 



254 THE COMPLETE HANDBOOK OF COACHING 

or their circumstances. It focuses on the value of authenticity and the significance of trust and 
truth telling in organizational leadership. 

EVALUATION OF EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP COACHING 

Measuring success as a leader is complex. Are external effectiveness criteria, such as the profit­
ability or longevity of the business, most telling? Or is the judgment of followers, as measured by 
the responses of those who choose to follow - their 'approval rating' - most important? Studies of 
leadership often confuse these two very different questions. In fact, as a broad generalization, no 
substantial, generally accepted objective evidence has yet been put forward demonstrating that 
better leadership in and of itself yields better results, higher profits, or indeed any other objec­
tively measurable organizational outcome. Indeed, it is highly unlikely that this could ever be 
demonstrated convincingly, since the number of variables determining profitability that would 
need to be controlled for any degree of scientific precision is effectively infinite. Such things as 
chance events, the history of the firm before the leader took office, the efforts of others, the failure 
of significant competitors, the recruitment of new personnel, and the ownership of previously 
undervalued technologies to name just a few, mean that leadership can only really be quantita­
tively measured by just one criterion - how many others wish to follow? 

The nature of what constitutes 'good leadership', like beauty, can more be said to lie as much 
in the eye of the beholder as in any objective criterion. If this is accepted, then qualitative rather 
than quantitative analysis and evaluation will be more fruitful and revealing. Two fundamental 
reasons for this are: 

Leadership is at root a relationship between followers and the leader; the power of a leader comes 
from the followers. This is a fact that both leaders and followers often forget. The leader is 
dependent entirely on his or her followers who decide whether or not to follow. The leader is 
thus also a product of the group - it is the group that gives sanction and power to the leader. 
When, as is often the case with leaders who have been in power too long, these facts are 
forgotten the leader quickly loses power and often becomes accusatory towards his followers. 

Leadership is about values Qualities of courage, self-sacrifice, judgment and character are 
significant. These are not qualities which can be measured objectively or learned in management 
training. Whilst an element of these qualities may be genetically determined, generally they 
arise out of tough personal experiences turned to personal benefit, often through the mentorship 
of others more experienced than the novice leader. An entirely normal and untroubled life to 
date is generally a poor preparation for a leadership role. Such individuals are less likely to have 
the strong inner drive to change things, or to have developed a robust personal conviction that 
they are right when the going gets tough. As a consequence the executive coach will at times 
need to work with some powerful psychological dynamics in the coaching relationship. 
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Research on the outcome evaluation and efficacy of executive coaching is in its infancy 
(Kilburg, 2000; Orenstein, 2006). This is in part due to the limited quality of the studies 
(Kampa-Kokesch & Anderson, 2001) and partly the difficulty of measuring efficacy in an 
evolving field (Lowman, 2001). To ask 'does executive coaching work?' is too broad a question, 
better to ask 'what works, with whom, to achieve what aim, by what criterion?' Certainly many 
studies show that executives receiving coaching value it highly and do change (e.g. Jones, 
Rafferty, & Griffin, 2006) and this evidence is building (Passmore, 2006). Effective research in 
the future will need to focus on the more specific variables of aim, method, client and coach 
variables, amongst others. 

The executive coach's primary purpose then, is to enable the senior executive to take up 
his or her leadership role more effectively, to manage the conflicting force of cooperation 
and competition within the organization, and to balance the competing interests of the long list 
of stakeholders who must be satisfied if the organization is to prosper. The executive coach's 
client relationship is inevitably twofold, comprising both the individual in the coaching session 
and the organization that provides that individual with their executive authority. Methods 
and theories of executive coaching may vary but all share a common aim of enabling the 
executive to grow, learn and develop. Few organizations that have the ability to sustain success 
are simple systems that can achieve complete alignment amongst all of their stakeholders. 
Rather, they are complex political, social and emotional systems that need to mirror the 
complexity of their environment (Ashby, 1956). Whilst this remains the case the purposes, 
methods and measures of Executive Coaching will remain equally and entirely properly debated 
and contested. 

FURTHER READING 

Goldsmith, M., Lyons, L., & Freas, A. (2000). Coaching for leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. (A broad-brush 
introduction with contributions for many of the foremost figures in the field, though with a strong US bias.) 

Heifetz, R.A. (1994). Leadership without easy answers. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. (An original and 
penetrating analysis of leadership from the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University that is relevant to 
anyone coaching someone in a leadership role.) 

Kilburg, R.R. (2000). Executive coaching. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. (An excellent and compre­
hensive review of the psychodynamics of individuals and organizations as applied to coaching.) 
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