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Conditions and Assumptions for a Good Manager-coach

Conditions and assumptions for being a good manager/coach include:

• Competent management of operations and staff

This does not mean that coach-managers must be the highest performers in the organisation. It does
mean that they are known to do their job well enough to be credible to the staff they manage and fair
enough to be trusted to have goodwill towards the staff member they are coaching.

• Making coaching a priority

Coaching should be both an intrinsic part of the manager’s day-to-day interactions with staff and a
more formal arrangement for specific purposes when necessary.

• Habitually giving all staff honest, specific, constructive feedback

The Career Progression Survey, the field research and the literature review all indicate the high value
staff put on receiving regular, timely feedback from their managers.

• Commitment to career progression of staff within and beyond the current work setting,
including being informed about career development resources 

This includes giving staff new and challenging opportunities as well as being a resource for career
planning. For the latter it is not necessary for every manager to be an expert, rather for them to be able
to direct people to experts, and other relevant resources.

Abilities and Skills of a Good Coach
Abilities in this context are values put into practice and skills are ways of doing things. The two are not
always easily separated. For example, creating a constructive feedback environment is an ability, giving
specific feedback in particular situations is a related skill. They are described separately here to assist
managers to self evaluate. 

The research evidence indicates that excellent training for being a coach is positive experience of being
coached.

• Abilities

- to understand and take into account another person’s point of view

- to balance the needs of the individual, the work team and the
organisation (as manifest in the job to be done)

- to appreciate the connection between good staff management and
achieving outputs

- to deal with work-place issues as they arise rather than wait for crises

- to take the authority appropriate to the particular management position and the circumstances of
specific events 

- to acknowledge limitations to personal knowledge and abilities and work constructively with
these

- to model the behaviours expected of other people.

• Skills

- giving and receiving feedback constructively

- giving the right information etc at the right time

- preparing for coaching sessions

- sharing ideas and experience without rushing to solutions
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The personal characteristics of the
manager seem critical to coaching
success, particularly being
interested in staff and knowing
them as people.  

Mäori Focus Group in Field Research.
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- giving clear guidelines and instructions

- delegating appropriately and clearly

- making expectations clear

- using a range of managing/coaching styles

- using a structured process which includes following up on agreements.

Some introductory “how tos”

• Feedback

Constructive feedback is the oil that keeps a workplace running smoothly. It is: 

- given as soon as appropriate after the event 

- expressed directly to the person/s concerned 

- specific and issues-based 

- accurate - neither fulsome nor ambiguous

- framed to get a response and move forward especially when there is criticism involved.

The following examples illustrates all of these factors. 

“I noticed you losing your temper with Brian in the meeting we’ve just come from. What was going
on with you? Do you think it helped you get your point across?”

“Thank you for backing me up with those figures this morning, I didn’t know they were ready.”

• Focus on issues

It is not helpful to say to someone, “Your work is not up to standard”, because that is a general
statement that does not give any information about what change is required. 

A more useful approach for a manager would be to make a list of the things the person is not doing
well enough and deal with each one. It is more useful, for example, to say, “For the last three months
you have not met this deadline”, (identifying an issue) and follow it up with, “why do you think that
is”, (getting a response). After the response is the time to talk about what actions are needed to
improve the situation (initiating a coaching plan, dealing with a technical problem, and so on.)

A technique for turning general impressions - “e.g. work not up to standard” - into behaviour is to ask
the question, “What does that person do (or not do) that leads me to think their work is not up to
standard (or whatever the general concern is).”

• Share ideas and experience without rushing to solutions

“What do you mean, it takes three hours? When I was in the job we did
it in one by amalgamating the results from the widgets and gadgets and
working with the average.” This may be helpful. It may also ignore the
need for separate results, or changes to the software, or different
reporting requirements. It also encourages staff to be dependent on others
to come up with solutions.

“We found that using an average was quicker, do you think that would
work here?” involves the staff member in finding a solution, gives the
benefit of past experience and acknowledges that the current situation
may have differences from the earlier one.

• Delegate

This is a management activity that is rich with coaching opportunities
and requires a balance between leaving a person to get on with it and
making sure they succeed.

Coaching tends to decline in
standard as people move up the

organisational hierarchy. … From
discussion it is clear that

everybody needs feedback on
performance and to feel that their
manager is interested, regardless

of where they sit in the
organisation. 

Respondent to the Field Research.
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Delegations to a new role are an excellent opportunity for coaching that is both adding to performance
and providing career growth. Careful planning of the delegation with the person concerned is
coaching-in-action, and preparing the staff member for greater independence in the future. 

The person being coached
Good coaching is one of the best supports a manager can offer staff. Whether it is about career or
performance development the coaching will be of most benefit when the person being coached is an
active partner. Being coached into a new area of work or a greater level of responsibility is a great
contributor to job satisfaction as well as career progression. 

Making the Most of Coaching Opportunities
• Receive feedback without defensiveness

Thoughtful feedback is valuable to any staff member. Accept positive feedback graciously. A simple
“thank you” is better than “I thought you’d never notice”, or “it’s my job, isn’t it?” The latter may be
true, and accepting recognition for a job well done reinforces that you know it’s your job and want to
do it well. Brushing off positive feedback discourages people from offering it.

When feedback is critical don’t respond like the person who said, “if someone criticises me they must
be right and if they compliment me they’re obviously a fool”. Think about the criticism and how valid
you think it is. The following four steps can be helpful:

- listen carefully to what is actually being said

- check that you have taken their meaning correctly, by saying something like, “So you are
concerned about the …….”

- evaluate the criticism and correct if necessary. An example: “I agree that there was a problem
with …, however, up to then all the deadlines were met.”

- seek a constructive outcome. “I have been prioritising the monthly report, if I put the …… ahead
of that, the report may be a day late” or, “There’s a difficulty with the software programme
affecting that, can we …?” 

• Be active in the process: 

Do this by asking questions, seeking out extra information, preparing for coaching sessions, making
suggestions, testing possible solutions with the coach and so on. 

Coaching is not an “empty vessel” situation where the person being coached is being “filled” by an
“expert”. Try questions and statements like these:

- what do you mean by …?

- I’d like to try … (an idea of your own) … and talk about how it went next time

- I read this article and wonder what you think about ….

- if I manage this project, how do I make sure that …?

- if I take that on, what do I drop off?

- I think it’s a hundred hour job, what did you have in mind?

Preparing for coaching sessions can include:

- having examples and results ready

- assembling ideas, models, etc that are relevant to the goals

- looking at notes from the previous session

- making notes - or just thinking - about what you want the session to cover
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- having suggestions ready

- having a proposal for adapting the goals, the next step/s and so on.

• Take responsibility for your own performance and career development

No amount of coaching can do a person’s job for them! The responsibility for getting the job done
rests with the staff member. Entitlements to support and training do not alter this. 

• Self-evaluate

Realistic self-evaluation is a valuable tool for anyone. This is the one where a reminder to be as
generous to oneself as to a respected colleague is in order. A useful sequence for keeping self-
evaluation in perspective is to use questions like those following, which can be adapted to most
situations:

- what did I do that I am pleased about?

- what did I do that I would rather have done differently?

- what have I learnt that could be useful in the future? 

Giving Feedback to the Coach
• Identify specific helpful and not-so-helpful behaviours

It is important to be specific rather than general and take a constructive rather than critical approach.
For example, “It would have been helpful if you had said more about the ways you handle stress,”
instead of, “I’d prefer a coach who gave more of herself.” And, “I would like you to have given me
more opportunity to talk things through and maybe work out for myself what to do next,” is better
than, “You jumped in with solutions too quickly”.

• Separate coach behaviours from personal outcomes

The person being coached is responsible for their own actions and progress. The coach may be helpful
or unhelpful in specific ways and this can be fed back. For example, saying to a coach, “I wish you
had/had not ….” may be appropriate, but holding a coach responsible for lack of career progress 
is not.

Case Study 5

I’ve been doing this job for twenty-seven years, there’s nothing more to learn in it.

Graham is a couple of years off retirement. He knows the job and the working environment thoroughly, has seen
it through several restructurings. His manager, Robin, is concerned that he’s coasting and thinks that’s at least
partly boredom. 

G: I’ve been doing this job for twenty-seven years and there’s nothing more to learn in it.

R: I guess not. And it’s not good for either you or the rest of the team that you’re, well, putting in minimum 
effort … and very obviously not interested in any of the training options…’

G: You certainly don’t pull any punches! I suppose this is the ‘early retirement’ speech.

R: Actually, I had a different idea. I’ve been wondering what you’d think about a reduced operations workload 
and spending time working with some of the newer staff … your long experience would be valuable …
and your organisational knowledge … you could be very valuable to new staff across the 
organisation …

G: I’d like that. But I’m not a teacher or a trainer …

R No, but you’re a natural, I’ve seen you being extremely patient … There’s a training for trainers package …
I would support and coach you at first …

G: (Lively for once) You mean, you would coach me to be a coach?

R: Something like that …
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Chapter 4 The Wider Human Resources Management Context

Outcomes of effective coaching
Watkins Emmerson2 put it like this:

“When coaching is done competently and thoroughly, its outcomes include:

1 Staff who:

- work to full capacity and personal authority

- are inner-directed and take more initiative in their roles and with their own work

- self-monitor their immediate work and longer-term plans

- find work and the workplace sufficiently challenging and satisfying

- experience the workplace as contributing directly to their personal and professional 
development aspirations

- give of their best and contribute happily to organisational outcomes.

2 Reduction in pressure on managers.

3 More of the organisation’s capacity and energy released for strategic directions to be realised.

4 Improved performance.”

Watkins Emmerson’s outcomes are supported in the literature. Another
relevant finding in the literature is that of higher retention rates when
employees are more satisfied by their work and better-managed. When
these outcomes are linked with the top three “highly important” workplace
factors identified in the CPS by public servants (a feeling of
accomplishment, quality of management, and challenging work) there is a
compelling argument for elements of coaching to be included in all staff
management practices. Some of the possibilities are spelt out under
“linkages”. 
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2 Watkins Emmerson, Coaching, Feedback and Problem Solving, 1998, B-4

35% of public servants felt their
organisations were "Good" at
providing on-the-job training, but
almost a quarter (23%) gave a
"Poor" rating in this domain. 

CPS page 48.
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Linkages with wider Human Resources Management practice

Long-term Planning for Staff Development
Plans that support a learning organisation/coaching environment will
include items specifically about the role/s of managers at all levels in
developing staff both on-the-job and in their career path. If planning
focuses only on gaining outside qualifications, or skills-based training, or
competitive rewards, it is not contributing to an environment where
coaching behaviour is modelled and promoted.

Induction
Good induction almost inevitably involves coaching activities, even if that
term is not used. “Showing someone the ropes,” provides many coaching
opportunities. These are enhanced when they are made explicit in
induction guidance for managers and materials for new appointees.

Workload
Responses to “I don’t have time,” and “I’m assessed on outputs”, can
include reference to the evidence that the best outputs are achieved with well-supported staff. At the
same time, a key organisational barrier to making coaching a priority is under-staffing.

Taking a bold step over the top of both these difficulties into developing a coaching environment - which
may include the manager seeking their own coaching - is usually the most effective use of a manager’s
time.

When (over)workload is a problem, cooperating strategically within a team drawing on coaching
abilities from all sides, can produce good results. These results may include either, or both: 

• ways to prioritise the work that better reduce stress; and/or 

• a strong case for more staffing.

Delegation
Delegation involves finding the right balance between trust - trusting the
other person to do a good job, and control - making sure the job is done.
Coaching is a wonderful tool for achieving this balance.

When a delegation is into a new role, with a person to whom the manager
has not previously delegated, setting it up with a coaching plan can remove
barriers to a successful outcome. The coaching plan could include the
following:

• the basics of good delegation;

• support and coaching for new roles;

• increasing knowledge and expertise; 

• reporting; and

• making good use of delegated authority.

If any of these areas prove troublesome, the person to whom the delegation
is made has an avenue for support and help. Once the delegation is
successfully concluded or under way that person is well placed to
undertake further delegations more independently.

Staff with disabilities gave similar
responses to other staff in rating

their work environments. They
were less satisfied than people

without disabilities on the extent to
which they felt staff worked

cooperatively — 18% gave a
"Poor" rating on this compared

with 12% of other staff. 

CPS page 126.

Mäori public servants appeared to
experience the way they were

managed similarly to other staff.…
largely positive picture of their

immediate managers …. Like other
staff, Mäori rated their managers

less well in relation to the aspects
of management associated with

staff career advancement,
especially in providing

performance feedback and actively
encouraging and supporting career

development. 

CPS page 111.
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Mentoring
While the purposes of mentoring and the nature of the mentoring relationship may be different from
those for coaching, many of the abilities, skills, activities and outcomes, are similar.

Performance Review
This is an obvious vehicle for taking a coaching approach. Questions that a manager-coach might use at
performance review time include:

• How is your work going?

• What are you pleased about?

• What would you like to be getting more support with?

• What ideas do you have about …?

• What are you not so pleased about? Do you have any ideas about
changing that? Had you thought of……?

• I’m concerned about ………. What do you think about that? Can you
see how you could ……. I’d like to see …….

• I think a coaching plan would give us a way to work with this …

Performance review should not, of course, be the only time these
conversations take place, but it is a good vehicle for summarising the past
year’s achievements and issues and talking about personal, performance
and career development.

Working with Diversity and Individual Differences
One of the areas for attention the Career Progression Survey identified as:

“...Integrating equal employment opportunities principles into strategic
human resources policies and planning. There is a particular challenge to
sustain the ambitions of women, and the particularly high aspirations of
Mäori and Pacific peoples. This will be essential for the future capability of
the Public Service.… employers can … provide opportunities for
individuals to work into new work areas, and to gain the formal
qualifications to ‘step up’ into new occupations. (CPS Page 148-9.)

Alongside this, one of the key themes that emerged in the fieldwork in
relation to good coaching was that public servants expect managers to be
able to handle individual differences.

Working with individuals where they are, both in terms of their work
position and their aspirations and needs, is inherent in coaching. 
Some coaching-style questions and strategies that incorporate attention to
differences are:

• What combination of walking you through it, telling you the rationale and giving you the manual
pages would you prefer?

• How did that session work for you? Was there too much …? Would you like more …?

• Do you prefer several shorter sessions or one longer one?

• Would you prefer to be somewhere where you can take notes?

• Is that enough new material for now?

The key is being alert to what energises the person and doing more of that, and what lowers their energy
level, so doing less of that.
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.… some Mäori staff clearly felt
that having to "educate" their
colleagues and managers was an
additional burden on them, and
was undertaken over and above
their own substantive work. In
some cases there appeared to be
a feeling that this extra "input" was
not recognised or rewarded as an
additional skill Mäori staff brought
to the organisation. 

CPS, page 112.

Pacific staff (13%) were more
likely than non-Pacific staff to
indicate they thought … less
favourable treatment was due to
their ethnicity, although less than
half of the Pacific staff reporting
less favourable treatment said
ethnicity was the cause. 

CPS page 121.
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Coaching From a Distance
About 20% of the people who took part in the field research commented
on this, as receivers of off-site management. In all but one instance being
geographically isolated from their manager worked well enough. Most
were themselves managers and several pointed out that an off-site manager
might not be appropriate for more junior or less competent staff.

A positive aspect was the opportunity to develop management skills and
independence to a degree that may not happen if their manager was on-site.
Off-site staff, with scheduled visits and protected time may get more
time/coaching from managers than those on-site. Some strategies used by
off-site managers included:

• Phone calls, ranging from a daily basis to “as required”;

• Visits, with frequencies varying from fortnightly to “as required”;

• Peer support through regular meetings;

• Management meetings using teleconferencing, varying from weekly to
monthly; and

• Regular travel to a central point.

Dealing with Poor Performance
It is a legal requirement of an employer that if an employee is not doing
their job to a required standard they must be given opportunities to improve
and meet the standard. 

A coaching plan is one tool for this. A manager can set up a coaching plan and delegate aspects of the
coaching to others.

Peer Coaching
In many places this will be going on without anyone remarking on it. For example, Chan shows Josh a
better way to …. Jane offers Graeme the check list she has made for …. Chris demonstrates the new
plant grafting technique from a recent training course at a staff meeting. Rona tells Shirley how she deals
with clients who are getting agitated at delays. Jim shows Coral his outline for writing a report and offers
to look at her first draft. And so on, on a daily, even hourly, basis.

Managers who are committed to coaching will encourage and reinforce peer coaching and, from time to
time, may initiate it for a specific purpose.

Advancing a Career Without Becoming a Manager of Staff
Traditionally career progression involves moving up into management, which includes becoming
responsible for staff. This responsibility does not suit everyone; people don’t always know this until they
are in a management position.

When staff are encouraged, with coaching, to experience new roles and take on delegations, they get
clear hands-on knowledge of what they prefer to do. If a staff member is ambitious and clear that their
ambition is in their field of expertise, not management, a manager-coach will assist them in finding
information and guidance to help them meet their goals. This may mean looking outside the immediate
work setting.

The survey results show that
women and men tend to value the
same development opportunities,

both agreeing that informal, on-
the-job development opportunities

are more important for career
advancement than formal training.

Their top four priorities were
identical: being able to

demonstrate skills and abilities; on-
the-job training; gaining experience

in a range of tasks; and training
courses and seminars. 

CPS page 95
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Please note that this is not a recommended or comprehensive list. It is intended to give some starting places to people who want to explore
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Training providers
Up-to-date lists of providers in particular areas are available from organisations such as the New Zealand
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of Training and Development and any of the professional training brokers in New Zealand. 
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Phone 64 4 495 6600
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