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“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” [1]
Introduction
When leaders coach, they create a culture that is empowering and energising. When
coached, people develop, their motivation elevates, and they engage more deeply.
Organisations with excellent cultural support for coaching, experience 13% better business
results and 39% stronger engagement. Organisations where senior leaders coach very
frequently, enjoy 21% higher business results [2].
Coaching cultures are more responsive and adaptive. Organisations need leaders who can
make change happen as quickly as possible, with maximum uptake and minimum fallout.
Coaching facilitates the change process [3]. When added to learning programs, coaching
increases focus and learning by up to six times [4]. It helps by guiding individual behaviour
change, supporting people during change, and making every conversation attuned to the
change.
Coaching shifts the power dynamic between leader and team. Through coaching, power is
granted, it is given generously, and it empowers. To create a coaching culture, leaders
willingly share their power. Leaders see power as more like a see-saw, balanced between
themselves and others, than a jungle-gym, where the aim is to hold the highest ground.
For a coaching culture to thrive, the typical competition between senior leaders must reduce.
By adopting a coaching style laterally as well as hierarchically, senior leaders reduce petty
silo behavior. They acknowledge the necessity for collaboration if they are to achieve their
remit. Senior leaders need to be less focused on the high ground, pursuing success through
individual effort, and aim for success through shared ground, the aligned efforts of all
members.
Generative leaders focus on collective benefit, and collaborate readily.

•

Rather than command, they coach. How can I help my direct report team to be its best?

•

Rather than compete, they coach. How do I help my peer team best meet our
challenges?

•

Rather than control, they develop. How do I balance an investment in future capability
with a focus on results right now?

Generative leaders cultivate trust by supporting and developing others. They do what they
can to equip others to do their best work. Not only does more and better quality work get
done, this has the enormous benefit of relieving the ‘power stress’ [4] they feel.

A culture characterised by coaching has within it the seeds to create a sustainable, selfgenerating leadership legacy. By being deliberately developmental [5], a coaching culture
grows future leaders as it empowers and develops current leaders.
Despite the clear benefit of coaching to the measures that matter, organisations continue to
reward practices that fracture collective will. They:
•

Reinforce power differentials by rewarding command and control styles, where only top
leaders make decisions;

•

Over-recognise individual and under-recognise collective effort;

•

Develop senior leaders while neglecting the development of those on the frontline.

This Whitepaper extends the principles outlined in Whitepaper #1 Generative Leadership:
How Coaching More and Controlling Less Doubles Productivity [6]. That Whitepaper

identified why coaching was so important to organisational outcomes. It highlighted
collaborative peer-based Coaching Circles as a way to fast-track leader-coach
development. This paper focuses on how to use coaching, and Coaching Circles, to support
the growth and sustainability of a coaching culture.

Why a coaching culture?
The simple reason for creating and sustaining a coaching culture is that:

Coaching elevates the performance of everyone.
The coaching process generates. It generates new ideas, new possibilities, and new energy.
When done well, it respects what exists, grows new opportunities, and becomes selfgenerating. It increases well-being at work – satisfaction, positivity about events and feeling
sufficiently resourced to meet challenges [7]. Coaching creates a well-being ripple effect,
with impact going beyond the individual who is coached.

Why culture?
If you want your organisation to achieve its goals, you need to pay attention to culture. If you
want your organisation to change, to grow, adapt and respond, culture is a powerful lever. If
you want to leave a positive legacy, you need to leave a positive culture behind.

Strategy isn’t enough. It is important and it’s more tangible. That makes it easier. Paying
attention to culture is harder. When the two are aligned, organisational performance is
higher.
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Many leaders don’t understand the power of culture, and/or don’t use it powerfully. To
change the culture of the organisation, leaders, in particular, need to act in concert.
Culture is the sum of collective interactions. “Culture expresses goals through values and
beliefs and guides activity through shared assumptions and group norms.” [8] Culture is
shared, pervasive, enduring and implicit.

Why coaching?
Coaching is an excellent way to change culture. And a coaching style reinforces a flexible
culture that is guided by purpose and learning. People welcome change rather than stability.
They care about the future, and are open and agile. Coaching embodies these features. This
creates an affinity between the means and the end, helping to speed the change process.

A coaching culture is a balance between investment and
expenditure.
One of the impediments to managers using coaching more frequently is that they ‘don’t
have the time’. This thinking needs to be challenged. It contains within it a fundamental
misconception of what it means to be a manager. What is the role of the manager? Is it to
do? Or is it to support others to do? In coaching, it’s the latter. A key value in a coaching
culture is that it clarifies how to balance between results now and investing in the future.

How coaching is different from commanding
These are the key differences between a commanding, directive culture, and an
empowering, coaching culture:

Commanding culture

Coaching culture

The past

The future

What went wrong?

What do we need/want?

Coercion

Attraction

I’ll tell you how

I’ll let you work out how

What’s the problem?

What’s working?

Negativity, deficit

Strengths, opportunities

What holds me back?

What propels me forward?

Will it work?

How can we make this work?

Manager as expert

Person as expert on themselves

Problems to fix

Goals to achieve
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What is your coaching culture?
Your culture should reflect your organisation’s uniqueness, as well as its aspiration. There are
many versions of coaching cultures being developed in organisations, and they reflect the
will and the individuality of their champions. Whatever good reasons there may be for
having a coaching culture, your’s should reflect how you want it to be and how you want it to
work.
To cultivate a coaching culture, senior leaders need to:
•

Believe in coaching, and to coach others;

•

Model their openness to being coached;

•

Look for opportunities to help others learn, including identifying challenging work
assignments;

•

Ask open questions rather than provide the solution;

•

Willingly give and receive feedback;

•

Have honest conversations.

Kets de Vries views coaching cultures as genuinely authentic, clear in purpose and meaning.
They create a sense of vitality for people, which leads to feeling invigorated and complete at
work [9].

Design your coaching culture
Designing your coaching culture means being clear about your purpose, understanding the
levers to work with, and having a clear plan of action.

Set the levers for your cultural change
Use four levers to evolve your culture [8]:
•

Articulate your aspiration, identifying the high level principles of why you need to change,
what you want to be, and how you will change;

•

Ensure your leaders are aligned;

•

Encourage conversation about the change, and use conversational tactics for mobilising
change; and

•

Ensure organisational structure and systems support your aspiration.

Focus on high value actions
Four high value actions will help you accelerate change.
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1. Revise your leadership storybook
Your ‘leadership storybook’ connects aspiration and action. Change is difficult if some senior
leaders don’t connect with and come to embody the cultural aspiration. Identify where
leaders sit on the support continuum and engage them accordingly.

Changing the organisation’s culture means changing its collective leadership identity. The
organisation’s leadership identity is strongly influenced by the CEO and his or her style of
engagement. Shifting to a coaching culture means revising and using stories about
leadership that are consistent with a coaching approach.
Generating a cohesive storybook will connect lofty aspirations with day-to-day experience.
The stories connect those at the top, with those at the coalface. This gives an accessible
meaning and life to the change for individuals. It makes it tangible, learnable.
What is in the storybook? What it means for leaders to coach, why they coach, what the
value of coaching is, translated into stories of how it was done.
How do the senior-most leaders talk about leadership? Both collective and their own? How
do they ‘show up’ as leaders? What do they actually do? Are their words and actions
consistent? Do they speak the same language, give a consistent message?
How do others describe what leadership is like here? Is there alignment between the leaders’
views and those of observers?
Shape the playbook. Share it in as many ways as possible. Make sure the themes are simple
and clear, then encourage improvisation.
2. Mind the gap
What stays, what goes, what’s new? It can be seductive to focus change efforts on what’s
bright, shiny and new. A change success factor is clarity about what doesn’t change. This
provides an anchor point and reduces the anxiety of change.
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When you speak about what’s changing in your culture, make sure you always speak about
what’s currently valuable and will endure. This reduces the threat of change [4].
3. Trigger experiences that increase change motivation

The single most motivating factor in engaging people most
deeply in their jobs and in change is the perception of progress.
Watch out for, and draw attention to, small wins, breakthroughs and forward movement, as
well as goal achievement. Do this regularly, daily, if you can. This will increase people’s
motivation. Step by step, day by day, people will notice the progress they are making and be
motivated to continue to make change. They will be more willing participants in the change.
They will see the value of change. They will see the value of their efforts.
People need nourishment, support and encouragement to change. Encourage effort towards
change and prevent change burnout by generously nourishing your team [10]. Nourishment
comes from:
•

Showing respect;

•

Giving encouragement;

•

Providing emotional support;

•

Growing affiliation.

Recognise and reward good work. Help your team to resolve conflict, and roadblocks. Create
a stronger social fabric with opportunities for people to know each other better and to
celebrate and have fun. They’ll be more likely to help each other out with the change.
4. Start out as you mean to continue
You can’t embed a coaching culture by control or coercion.

You need to coach a coaching culture into reality.
The implementation of your coaching culture change process should be congruent with its
goal [3]. You’ll be both coaching on it, and coaching in it.
Once your aspiration is clear, and your senior leaders are aligned, assess how well equipped
all your leaders are for the change. Do they have the right mindset, and mix and level of
skills?
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Attune your process responsively to match where your leaders are at. Make sure you factor
in the time to work with mindsets and create awareness of the value of coaching. What do
your leaders believe about coaching? Do they have the appetite to coach? What is their
previous experience of coaching? What coaching microskills do they have? And which do
they lack? What’s the gap? For whom?
If leaders are to be set up to be great coaches, the content of your training will do more than
align with organisational factors. It will also support leaders to be great coaches in a way
that is congruent for them. It’s more likely they will translate coaching into their daily life. It
can’t just be a formula, it needs to be something simple and flexible that they can take on as
their own storybook. If they can describe what they’re doing in their own words, they prime
themselves for congruent action.
Value the learning process, and encourage learning and experimentation, to ensure
congruence. If the means match the end, you are more like to achieve your goal.
If coaching isn’t a priority for managers, then you know you don’t have a coaching culture. If
coaching doesn’t become a priority for managers, then you know your culture change
program needs a reset.
Aim to achieve congruence at two levels. Align the culture change process with its goal. And
help leaders to align themselves with what coaching means for them.

Leaders model coaching in an ‘everyone coaches’ culture
Coaching relationships do not have to be restricted to line manager - staff member.
Different organisations experiment with:
•

Peer to peer;

•

Senior person with junior person where there is no direct line relationship;

•

Coaching or HR specialist to employee;

•

Anyone, anytime.

Some organisations set up formal coaching relationships between leaders and others,

mirroring those with external coaches. These relationships are in addition to the hierarchical
relationship between the leader and his or her team members. ‘Contracts’ establish the time
frame, commitments and goals for coaching.
This approach is not sufficient to develop a coaching culture. As line managers are the
biggest part of the problem with engagement, they need to be the biggest part of the
solution.
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Managers who coach build trust, rapport, and express care and
concern for their employees.
They are also conﬁdent that they have skills and capabilities and experiences that can be
shared with their employees [11].
The best coaching cultures are those where leaders use a coaching style with their teams.
When leaders are coaching, and their teams are learning that this is how we do things here,
a coaching style becomes pervasive.
Team members can take the opportunity to have coaching conversations with their bosses,
peers can use the coaching style as they engage with each other, and so on. Coaching
behaviours in these contexts take a conversational form. The coach is responsible only for
maintaining and articulating his or her own developmental, action-oriented frame of
reference, not for what the coachee does in response to these coaching behaviours.
Coaching outside of the direct line relationship helps to embed the proposition that
coaching is not just performance management in another guise.

Nurture your coaching culture
Training is commonly a part of change implementation. In keeping with the means and ends
alignment promoted earlier, make sure you take a coaching approach to skills development.

Set leaders up for success
One of the smartest ways to shift to a coaching culture is by cascading its introduction.

Senior leaders who are champions and supporters are best
positioned to role model coaching behaviour and to be advocates
for change [12].
Cascades, done well, accelerate adoption and implementation.
Likewise, peer-based training has particular value. Peer-based coaching development
divorces coaching from performance management, and helps to make the mindset shifts
necessary for good coaching.
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Organisations with a strong coaching culture provide more training. In an ICF study, the top
20% of organisations with the strongest cultures provided between 30 and 60 hours to
leaders in a year [13].
To learn coaching, managers need:
•

Coaching mindset and skills development,

•

The experience of being coached, and

•

Development of personal insight – reflective, emotional, intuitive, inspirational – this is
what enables transformational change rather than a continuing focus on transactional
change [14].

Promote the coaching mindset
Coaching focuses on the employee; their needs, their interests, their suggestions and their
development. It comes from a place of humility and genuine inquiry. It helps the employee
to feel valued and appreciated for their performance and their potential.
This is more than a set of skills and a couple of models. It is a way of engaging. Coaching
takes a new mindset and new habits, as well as new tools.
Coaching is based on a generative mindset, as outlined in Whitepaper #1. The focus is on
the long term, enabling self-correction and self-generation [6].

Multiple cycles of practice and reflection over six months are
required for someone to develop a coaching mindset [15].
There need to be realistic expectations about the time it takes to attune to the mindset of
coaching, and the confidence to use it.

Grow the critical coaching micro-skills
Critical components of a development process are these coaching microskills:
•

Creating psychological safety in the line management relationship;

•

Deep listening to hear the message and constructs cleanly;

•

Asking open questions that explore assumptions and mindsets, and in doing so create a
rich picture of the coachee’s world;

•

Constructively questioning unhelpful behaviours and attitudes;

•

Affirming strengths; and
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•

Increasing cognitive flexibility, to be open to new perspectives and able to introduce
them in the coaching conversation.

The advantages of Coaching Circles
Leader as coach programs are relatively ineffective, despite creating initial enthusiasm and
intent to coach [15]. They rarely translate into coaching behaviours. And they are seen as
inadequate for promoting a coaching culture [3, 15].
Group coaching helps to scale coaching, involving more people. It also builds relationships
across silos and this is a major way to support culture change.
Bringing together small groups (five to eight individuals) creates deep dialogue, sharing and
discovery. A major benefit identified by many group coaching clients is the peer
accountability formed. Coaching is not just any conversation, rather it is a “conversation with
intent” geared to support new awareness, and movement into action towards the goals they
have set for themselves [16].
Whitepaper #1 describes the Coaching Circle process more fully. In Coaching Circles,
participants practice and develop their coaching skills while being coached and coaching
their peers. The facilitator coaches individuals and the Circle.
Coaching Circles can be the mechanism by which a coaching culture is cascaded from the
top down through an organisation. Or they may commence, as Clutterbuck suggests, with
teams that already have a positive climate for teamwork. As these teams develop their own
coaching culture, they then cross-fertilise other teams and become champions of coaching.
This is a slower approach, but Clutterbuck argues it may be more sustainable [15].

To coach: have conversations
Coaching is most potent, yet easiest to do, in day-to-day conversations. A coaching style
changes the nature of conversations. By focusing at the level of conversation, culture
change in an organisation can be accelerated.
In conversations we take back control of time, and events and decisions can be sped up or
slowed.
Rather than view coaching as something to do from time to time, it can be seen less
prescriptively. Except in moments of true crisis, coaching is always an option. Leaders should
ask themselves in every moment, not whether or not to coach, but what to coach for.
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How developmental can I make this moment?
In The African Queen Katharine Hepburn plays the prim and proper missionary to Humphrey
Bogart's hard-drinking river trader. There's a delightful coaching conversation in the 'twisted
like a corkscrew' scene. In the scene, the African Queen survives rapids and a waterfall. But
the boat is damaged. Hauled up on the shore, Bogart surveys the damage. A blade has
broken off the propeller and the shaft is twisted - like a corkscrew.
For Bogart, that’s it. Hepburn asks him what needs to be done. Bogart explains how, with the
right kit, in the right port, it could all be fixed. Out here in the jungle, he sees that there's no
hope.
Hepburn listens and watches. And then she gives a masterclass in coaching-throughconversation. She focuses Bogart's mind away from what's not possible, towards what is
possible. A solution is discovered, the boat is repaired and they continue their journey.
On the first level, this demonstrates the power of coaching to deal with the problems we
face right now. On a deeper level, it shows how to deal with problems in general. There will
always be rapids and waterfalls that we can’t adequately prepare for, or don’t pay attention
to.
Hepburn shows that it is possible to confront challenges if we keep exploring options, stay
positive, and believe that there is a solution to every problem.
It’s asking questions, and the questions we ask, that make the difference [17].

Enjoy your coaching culture!
Many of the benefits of coaching have been explored above. Both those doing the coaching,
and those being coached, experience the benefits.

How leaders benefit from coaching
The action of coaching itself becomes rewarding. One of the reasons that coaching is
powerful for improving performance is that to coach others rather than tell them what to do
requires more focused attention. By developing others, leaders are also developing
themselves.
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It is also powerful, and potentially energising, for leaders to coach. The coaching mindset
reduces the ‘power stress’ that many leaders report [4]. And it contributes to well-being.

It is powerful and energising for leaders to coach.
How teams and individuals benefit from being coached
When coached well, the quality of relationship between the individual and their line manager
improves. As noted earlier, well-being also improves.

When leaders have the right coaching skills, and coach frequently, they generate engaged
and empowered work teams.

Sustain your coaching culture
Any time someone is coached well, they become more coach-like themselves.

Coaching is contagious [14].
This is part of the ripple effect of coaching.
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When people in organisations start coaching, they start to find their own answers and
become more resourceful. People work more effectively together because they engage in
dialogue, they listen and ask questions rather than tell, and they see resistance as an
opportunity rather than a threat. The nature of conversations between people changes.
Interactions become more positive. The coaching style ripples out as more people enjoy its
experience.
If you’ve got a coaching culture, you’ve got a sustainable legacy. A culture characterised by
coaching has within it the seeds to create a sustainable, self-generating leadership legacy.
By being deliberately developmental [5], a coaching culture grows future leaders as it
empowers and develops current leaders.
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