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• The main barriers to optimal performance are fear, lack of self-confi dence, self-

doubt and low self-esteem.

• A coach’s job is to make the client believe that he or she can accomplish any goal.

• Coaches must create a supportive relationship with their coachees.

• Your goal is to help the coachee fi nd the right answers within himself.

• Encourage the coachee to develop a sense of awareness and responsibility.

• The only way to accept responsibility is to choose responsibility, so coaches must 

let their clients choose.

• Coaches must ask targeted questions to enable the coachee to recognize the 

correct path.

• Ask questions that begin with what, when, who, how much, and how many; avoid 

“why” questions.

• Follow the GROW formula: goal setting, reality checking, options and “W” questions.

• Conclude coaching sessions with “will” questions: What will the coachee do now?

    9       10       8   8
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn

In this Abstract you will learn: 1) The origins and history of performance coaching; 

2) The theoretical underpinnings of the coaching approach, and 3) Techniques and 

practices that you can adopt in your own coaching.

Recommendation

We immediately liked John Whitmore’s book on coaching for one simple reason: It 

admits right off that a coterie of charlatans have passed off their bogus “consulting” 

approaches as business coaching, thereby diminishing the credibility of the practice. But 

Whitmore does more than recognize the problem: He sets the record straight by providing 

a true defi nition, a working history and a psychological explanation of real coaching, 

which evolved out of sports performance enhancement. Capping off this overview is 

a comprehensive guide to practical coaching practices, complete with techniques that 

readers can adopt in their own careers. getAbstract.com highly recommends this book to 

all business managers, human resource professionals and, of course, coaches.

  Abstract

The Nature of Coaching

Since the idea of coaching was introduced two decades ago, the popularity of the 

term has led both well-meaning and unscrupulous people to apply the term to a 

variety of consulting methods. As a result, the coaching approach is in danger of 

being misrepresented, misperceived and dismissed as just another term for traditional 

consulting, and one that fails to live up to its promise of optimizing performance. 

You mustn’t think of coaching as a quick fi x, as suggested by popular books like The One 

Minute Manager. Rather, think of good coaching as a skill, even an art, that you must 

practice to master. Coaching is based on performance-related, psychological principles, 

and knowing the fundamentals is a requisite for being a good coach. 

A good coach can help a coachee achieve balance in life. Too many executives and 

managers have become overly driven and focused on their work to the exclusion of the 

rest of their personal lives, a situation that can result in high stress, broken marriages 

and poor health. A coach can help you become aware of any such imbalances in your 

own life, so you can better balance your work and leisure time. Coaching can help 

you recognize your true values and produce a necessary alignment that optimizes your 

business performance. While coaching is for both men and women, in general, women 

tend to show more natural ability to adopt a coaching style, and as women increasingly 

move into senior management roles, the coaching approach will become the norm 

throughout business.

Coaching Characteristics

Essentially, coaching involves creating a supportive relationship between coach and 

coachee, in which the coach helps the coachee acquire information from within himself 

that then can optimize performance. The origins of coaching derive from sports, and 

most notably from the work of Harvard educator and tennis expert Timothy Gallwey, 

who wrote The Inner Game of Tennis, and other books. Gallwey’s work emphasized 

“To get the best 

out of people, we 

have to believe the 

best is in there.” 

“Good coaching is 

a skill, an art per-

haps, that requires 

a depth of un-

derstanding and 

plenty of practice if 

it is to deliver its 

astonishing poten-

tial.”
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the need to develop an inner state conducive to performance, since any athlete’s most 

formidable opponent is in the head, not on the playing fi eld. According to Gallwey, if 

a coach can help the player reduce or remove these internal obstacles, then his or her 

natural ability will fl ow out, without much technical information from the coach. 

This approach to releasing another person’s inner power can be applied to business 

coaching. Your goal is to simply unlock a person’s potential to maximize her own 

performance. You help them learn, rather than teaching them — an approach to teaching 

that goes back in history to the teachings of Socrates in ancient Greece. Think of people 

as acorns, which have within them the potential to become a great oak tree. They just 

need the necessary nourishment, encouragement and light to reach the heights.

The term mentoring is often used interchangeably with coaching, but in truth, there are 

differences. Mentoring generally suggests an apprenticeship with a more experienced 

person and generally involves a longer-term acquisition of skills through advising and 

counseling. By contrast, coaching is more focused on immediately improving performance 

and developing skills. In any event, however you want to label it, think in terms of 

potential, rather than performance. To get people to perform at their best, you must believe 

they have the best within them. To be a coach, you need an optimistic view about people’s 

dormant ability to perform. Of course, the same can be said about managers, since the 

beliefs of managers will be refl ected in how well employees perform.

Coaching in Practice

Coaching has many practical applications. It can be proactively incorporated into 

employee performance reviews, it can be used to motivate a staff, it can be used to 

facilitate delegation and it can be a valuable tool in team building.

However you decide to apply coaching, you can choose a structured or an informal 

approach. The most common method is to make coaching part of your everyday 

interactions with your employees. Learn to express your support as a coach even in 

a single sentence or question, such as by asking an employee with a problem: “See if 

you can fi nd out exactly where and when the blockage occurs, and I’ll be back to help 

you fi nd a solution.”  This sentence incorporates the two key principles of coaching: 

awareness and responsibility — making the other person aware of a problem and taking 

the responsibility for dealing with it.

The underlying goal of coaching is to build the other person’s self-belief, whatever the 

situation. The biggest barrier to achievement is fear of failure due to self-doubt or a lack 

of confi dence. To build self-confi dence in your coachees, you must overcome your own 

desire to control them or to make them think that you have superior abilities. Instead, 

help them build their own track record of success derived from their own efforts, which 

they can look back upon and gain confi dence.

The Manager Coach

There doesn’t have to be a confl ict between being a manager and being a coach. The 

traditional management approach is based on a continuum that runs from dictating 

an employee’s every step to delegating complete autonomy and essentially abdicating 

the manager’s role. Coaching involves a different approach that is removed from this 

continuum entirely. Coaching gives you control, since you know what is going on, while 

the employee gains real responsibility by making the choice to take it. 

“An independent 

coach can refl ect 

ideas, evoke solu-

tions and support 

their implementa-

tion in a way that 

few insiders could 

ever do.”

“A skillful coach 

rarely provides or 

prescribes solu-

tions.”

“Coaching delivers 

results in a large 

measure because 

of the supportive 

relationship be-

tween the coach 

and the coachee, 

and the means 

and style of com-

munication used. 

The coachee does 

acquire the facts, 

not from the coach 

but from within 

himself, stimulated 

by the coach.”
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This combination of responsibility and choice is key, since deep down, people want both. 

This is the essence of empowerment. People need the freedom to choose responsibility. 

Free choice gives them a feeling of personal control, which builds the self-esteem that is 

the root of potential. Having the freedom to choose for yourself also relieves the stress of 

having to follow the dictates of others for long periods of time.

The First Steps to Successful Coaching

As mentioned earlier, the lynchpin of successful coaching is the encouragement of 

awareness and responsibility. Awareness is the combination of focused attention, 

concentration and clarity. In other words, your goal is to help the coachee gather and 

clearly perceive the relevant facts and information. To this end, the person should become 

aware of himself, including how and when his emotions or desires distort his own 

perceptions. Another way to think of awareness is as input, in that every human activity 

can be viewed as an input-process-output model, in which you receive information, 

mentally process this information and then act on it. As you become more aware, you 

improve both processing and output. In other words, awareness is high-quality relevant 

input, or feedback from different sources.

A person’s commitment to perform increases when she truly accepts responsibility for 

her own thoughts or actions. It is insuffi cient simply to tell a person what her duties are 

and instruct her to take responsibility for them, since, in this case, the true motivator is 

the veiled threat of what will happen if she doesn’t perform. People need to choose to 

take on responsibilities rather than having them imposed by higher levels of authority.

As a coach, you must develop certain qualities. Don’t think of yourself as a problem-

solver, teacher, advisor, instructor or expert. Rather, view yourself as a sounding board, 

facilitator, counselor and awareness raiser. To this end, an ideal coach is: patient, detached, 

supportive, interested, perceptive, aware, attentive, retentive and a good listener. You 

should be self-aware of yourself, too, as you encourage self-awareness in others.

Effective Questions

A good way to get a person to become more aware and to take responsibility is to 

ask effective questions. Don’t ask questions that might make a person defensive, such 

as: “Are you watching the ball?” or “Why aren’t you watching the ball?” Instead, ask 

questions to compel the person to pay attention, such as: “Which way is the ball spinning 

when it comes to you?” Ask the person to regard an issue even more closely: “How high 

is it this time as it crosses the net” or “How far away is your opponent when you fi rst see 

it spinning?”

You do not want to provide answers. Rather, get the coachee to realize that he already has 

the necessary information. It is best to use questions that begin with what, when, who, 

how much and how many. Avoid “why” questions, since these often imply criticism and 

make the other person defensive. Start by asking broad questions and then focus on more 

detail. Use questions that follow the interest and train of thought of the person you are 

coaching. Avoid leading questions, since they are manipulative and undermine trust. If 

you have a suggestion, just state it openly. Avoid questions that show you are criticizing 

the person, such as: “Why on earth did you do that?”

After you ask your question, pay complete attention to the coachee’s answers, to show 

that you are truly interested and to fi gure out what question to ask next. Refl ect back to 

the coachee what you have heard and summarize the main points. Use your own self-

“Coaching is 

unlocking a per-

son’s potential to 

maximize their 

own performance. 

It is helping them 

to learn rather than 

teaching them.”

“Since self-belief is 

key to the mani-

festation of poten-

tial and perfor- 

mance, it is imper-

ative to build a 

track record of suc-

cesses.”

“Responsibility 

demands choice. 

Choice implies 

freedom.”
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awareness to monitor your own reactions or expressions of emotion or judgment, since 

your goal is to maintain objectivity and detachment.

A good sequence of questions follows four stages that can be remembered by using the 

mnemonic GROW:

1.   Goal setting for the session and for the coachee’s long-term choices.

2.   Reality checking to explore the coachee’s current situation.

3. Options to help the coachee recognize choices for action and alternative strategies.

4. What, when, and who questions to determine what is to be done, when, and by 

whom. Ultimately, these questions translate into a fi nal “will” question:  What will 

you do now?

Applying the GROW Formula

To apply the GROW process, start by determining the goals for a particular session by 

asking the coachee a question like: “What would you like to get out of this session?” 

Next, relate this goal to any issues that you would like to incorporate and use questions to 

help the coachee identify end goals, and a performance goal that will allow the coachee 

to realize them. For instance, an end goal might be becoming the market leader; a 

performance goal might be selling a certain number of items by next month.

Having defi ned goals, clarify the current situation to provide a foundation of reality 

from which to proceed. A coach plays a critical role here by remaining objective and 

perceiving things as they really are. Next, invite the coachee to look at options by listing 

as many alternative courses of action as possible. Finally, convert the discussion into 

a decision. Ask a series of will questions to get the coachee to determine how he will 

proceed: “What are you going to do and when will you do it?”

Ultimately, the coachee should be encouraged to engage in real performance: setting 

one’s own standards that go beyond what is usually expected. The goal will guide the 

coachee through these stages, but it is the coachee that must ultimately decide to reach 

for real performance.

  About The Author

Sir John Whitmore consults and lectures widely on coaching and teamwork. After 

running businesses in the UK, Switzerland and the United States, Whitmore, along with 

Timothy Gallwey, founded the Inner Game Ltd., a company that has been infl uential in 

introducing new approaches to sports and business training. He began his career as a 

professional racing driver, driving for the highly successful Ford team at Le Mans, and 

winning both the British and European Saloon Car championships in the 1960s.
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“Offering someone 

choice and control 

wherever possible 

in the workplace 

acknowledges and 

validates their 

capability and their 

self-esteem. 

Stress is thereby 

eliminated.”

“The best way to 

develop and main-

tain the ideal state 

of mind for perfor-

mance is to build 

awareness and 

responsibility con-

tinuously through-

out the daily 

practice and the 

skill acquisition pro-

cess.”


