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Introduction
Generative leaders double their engagement scores, and their 
teams willingly work harder and get twice as much done. Both 
leaders and team members are happier and more satisfied.

Leaders are under great pressure to produce results at a faster 
pace, with fewer resources, and less certainty. Unfortunately, 
most leaders react to this by adopting a command-and-
control style with their team. The pressure takes them over. 
They don’t delegate enough, they overwork, and end up feeling 
overburdened. Teams disengage from leaders who control. 
Rather than increasing their performance, their work output falls and they become 
discouraged. Leaders’ efforts to produce more become counterproductive. Instead 
they and their teams produce less, and increase the risk of burn-out.

Generative leaders approach their responsibilities very differently. They focus on 
the team and how the team can be supported to produce results. Rather than 
commanding-and-controlling, they coach their team. 

Generative leaders cultivate trust with their people by supporting and developing 
them. They readily delegate work and responsibility to their team. They do what they 
can to equip team members to do their best work. Not only does more and better quality 
work get done, this has the enormous benefit of relieving the pressure on leaders. 

Generative leaders enjoy better results by creating a virtuous cycle of team 
engagement. 

That generative leadership produces better results than command-and-control styles is clear. Yet 
the command-and-control style continues to be used. Why? Because coaching goes against the 
grain for many leaders. While 80% of organizations say they are keen to grow a coaching culture, a 
coaching style goes against the grain for many of them too [2]. They continue to reward command-
and-control styles. A core proposition of command-and-control is that the people at the top make 
the decisions and others aren’t to be trusted. This is just bad for business.

The key reasons that leaders don’t coach, and do not adopt a generative style, is they are:

1. captured by everyday pressures to produce results,

2. not confident in their coaching capability, and

3. unclear or unaware of the connection between coaching, team engagement and productivity.

How do you help leaders to coach more? By providing them with a practical, peer-based learning 
experience designed precisely for their needs. This is what small group Coaching Circles do. 
Collaborative peer-based Coaching Circles fast-track leader-coach development. This Whitepaper 
is an introduction to Coaching Circles. It explains why they are the intervention of choice if you want 
to achieve better organisational outcomes.

“What if... 
we doubled the 

number of engaged 
workers...? It begins 
by changing what 

leaders believe. And 
then changing how 

they lead. [1]
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What leaders should know is that leaders who coach double engagement scores and their teams 
get twice as much done. What HR should know is that there are better ways of helping leaders to 
coach more. What organisations should know is that when their leaders are good at coaching, 
engagement scores and productivity go up.

Engagement is a major contributor to productivity
The connection between high employee 
engagement and superior organisational 
performance is well known. Engaged teams 
show 24 to 59% less turnover, 70% fewer safety 
incidents and 41% less absenteeism than 
disengaged teams. They enjoy 10% higher 
customer ratings and 21% greater profitability 
[3]. A 5% increase in employee engagement 
equals a three point increase in revenue growth 
in the following year [4].

Gallup global engagement meta-analysis 
shows that top quartile business units double the 
productivity of bottom quartile units. Those at the 
99th percentile have four times the success of 
those at the bottom percentile [5].

Gallup’s analytics show 
that less than a third of 
the workforce is engaged 
[6]. About one quarter 
(24%), in their research, are 
actively disengaged [3]. 
Only 14% of Australian and 
New Zealand employees 
show up to work each day 
“with enthusiasm and the 
motivation to be highly 
productive” [7].

Most organisations could 
substantially improve performance by improving 
engagement.

Leaders are central to engagement
It’s leaders who can make the biggest difference 
to engagement. Leaders enrol the disengaged 
and the doubtful, and create positive and 
meaningful connections that engage and 
empower their teams.

Bad bosses are the biggest single reason people 
leave organisations. Leaders carry the biggest 
responsibility for workplace culture and productivity 
[9]. The biggest challenge to productivity is that the 
practice of management hasn’t changed in 30 
years [8]. Management practices need to change 
for productivity to change.

Gallup’s and other 
research also shows 
that great bosses are 
the biggest single 
reason people stay in 
organisations. According 
to them, the team 
leader is the silver bullet 
for engagement and 
productivity [9]. Top team 
leaders contribute about 
48% higher profitability 
to their companies than 
average managers [10]. 
They do that by creating a high development 
experience for their team.

If you do not already have good engagement, 
what do you need to do to get there?

Productivity
x 4

x 3

x 2

x 1.5

1

Engagement
Empowered

Engaged

Enrolled

Doubtful

Disengaged

“Leaders are the biggest part of the 
problem with engagement. They are 
responsible for 70% of the variance 

in workplace culture.” [8]
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Generative leaders increase engagement 
through trust
Engagement is highest when trust is high. To 
what extent do your leaders show they trust 
their people?

Trust comprises two things. The willingness to be 
open to someone else’s actions, and a positive 
expectation that the other person will not exploit 
the situation for him or herself [11].

Delegation is the proof of trust. By delegating, 
leaders show they are open and have positive 
expectations about work getting done. People 
assess how much they are trusted by how much 
and how readily work gets delegated to them. 
Team members experience delegation as a 
reward, which increases trust [12].

Leaders have three levers to work with to grow 
and maintain trust, and to repair breaches. These 
are competence, benevolence and integrity [13].

Leaders demonstrate competence by setting 
a compelling direction and creating enabling 
structures for work (such as work design, 
allocation of resources and team norms).

Expert coaching by the leader conveys 
benevolence. It signals genuine caring and 
support. The more people experience their 
leader as caring and supportive, the deeper the 
trust. Through coaching, team members provide 
input and suggestions, and this helps them to 
feel valued and appreciated. Only about one 
fifth of people feel that they get feedback from 
their boss that helps them to do better work. 
About the same feel they are managed in a way 
that motivates them to do outstanding work [14].

When people perceive their leaders to be 
authentically benevolent, they are more likely 
to reciprocate. They work harder, longer and 
are more likely to go above and beyond what’s 
required.

Integrity means being accountable by doing 
what you say you will do, treating people fairly, 
and having values in common.

“I have not been able to stop 
thinking about the feedback from 
my manager. That he doesn’t feel 

he can trust me with information has 
really rocked me.”

Trust

Competence
Compelling 

direction

Benevolence
Caring and  

support

Integrity
Accountability 

fairness, values-in-
common

“He pushed me to do the presentation to the Board. I said I wasn’t ready. 
He said he thought I was. He asked me, what can he do to support me?... 

After the presentation, his feedback blew me away. He trusts me, I’m 
getting so many opportunities, I feel like I’m in a really good space.”
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What you can do to immediately shift the trust 
dial [16]: 

1. Suspend ego. To build trust, move out of first 
position, ‘I’ and into second position ‘you’ or 
third position ‘we’. 

2. Be nonjudgmental. Seek the thoughts and 
opinions of others, listen and accept their 
points of view.

3. Be a resource for the prosperity of others. 
Know and keep a focus on the goals that 
others seek. Be an objective resource 
helping them decide what they need to do 
to achieve their goals. 

4. Validate others. Understand the other person, 
acknowledge and accept their choices as 
valid. 5. Be generous. Understand what your 
own resources are and be generous with 
them. Don’t expect reciprocity.

Perceptions of competence, benevolence and 
integrity have benefit beyond the direct line 
relationship. Trust between leader and team 
member trickles up to the top [12]. And employees 
make similar assessments about senior leaders. 
If senior leaders are seen as untrustworthy, 
engagement scores fall. When senior leaders are 
seen to care about the welfare of employees, 
engagement scores are high [15].

Why don’t leaders coach more?
These are compelling reasons to improve leaders’ coaching capabilities. Yet, unless they are very 
experienced at coaching, leaders rarely coach [2]. What stops them?

Leaders are captured by everyday pressures to produce results
Leaders cite everyday pressure for results as the 
key reason for continuing to control rather than 
coach [17]. The pace of work is often relentless, 
with multiple complex, seemingly endless 
demands to do... and then do more. Leaders feel 
burdened to produce results. When the pressure 
is on, relinquishing control and power seems a 
risk. This is a major obstacle to coaching [18]. 
Leaders replicate the controlling style of the 
organisation and are rewarded for it.

And with senior managers as drivers of the 
command-and-control style, efforts to coach 
may be undermined.

When leaders take a generative approach, they 
delegate responsibility for results. They turn their 
attention to supporting, guiding, and growing 
the team’s capability and efforts to achieve the 
results. Leaders can be assured that they get 
better results when they do so.

“I’m struggling to stay on top of 
things at the moment. The quarterly 
reporting is a nightmare and I have 
to keep driving everyone to make 

sure we get it done. Coaching seems 
like such a luxury...”

“After the training I told my boss 
that I wanted to try to do more 

coaching. Her response was to recount 
her experience with her own bosses 
over the years. In the absence of 
being told there was a problem, 

everything was fine. How dispiriting.”
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Leaders don’t have confidence in their coaching capability
Perceptions of having low expertise in coaching 
prevent leaders from coaching. Leaders aren’t 
confident to coach if a trusting relationship doesn’t 
exist. They judge it to be too risky and worry about 
possible adverse reactions. They miss simple, 
positive opportunities to coach [2], and to further 

develop their capability and confidence.

There’s an obvious paradox here: trust is 
developed through a coaching approach, but 
unless there’s trust, leaders won’t coach. Leaders 
must put their caution aside and offer trust to 
generate trust.

The connection between coaching and engagement is not 
clear enough
Why is it hard for leaders to pay attention to 
their team’s experience, and identify how to 
increase engagement? Mainly because leaders 
themselves are too focused on their own 
experience. This makes sense, because of the 
pressure they are under. Yet, the paradox here is 
that when leaders shift their focus to the needs 

of their team, the results that they are striving for 
become easier to achieve. Letting go control, and 
taking a more generous perspective, gets more 
done. And it relieves the pressure on the leader. If 
leaders were more aware of these connections, 
they’d likely use coaching more often.

How do generative leaders coach?
Generative leadership focuses on how to develop 
new capabilities, horizons and opportunities 
[19]. Outstanding leaders begin with the ideal of 
generativity, the attitude of creating, generating, 
producing. Their key question is How can I grow 
this person’s competence in a way that is 
respectful and effective?

When they coach, they focus on:

• Long term excellent performance, not just 
short term gains;

• Enabling self-correction, through insight into 
patterns and style, and the ability to see one’s 
actions objectively; and

• Self-generation, by developing their own 
capability to renew, ask questions and let go 
of unhelpful assumptions [19].

Autocratic and controlling mindsets shut people 
down. They are not generative, and become 
self-defeating rather than self-generating. A 
supportive mindset begins, and a benevolent 
mindset accelerates, the movement to 
generativity.

A coaching mindset looks for the angel in the 
marble, looks for the potential within, and helps 
its realisation.

“I saw the angel in the marble 
and I carved until I set him free.” 

Michelangelo
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How much do you enjoy your job on a typical day? 
High trust extends oxytocin release which increases 
happiness. In a recent study, a high trust workplace 
meant 74% less stress, 106% more energy at work, 
13% fewer sick days and 40% less burnout.

Generative leaders create high trust. In high 
trust organisations, people: 

 9 Enjoy their jobs 60% more, 

 9 Are 70% better aligned with their companies’ 
purpose, 

 9 Feel 66% closer to their colleagues, and 

 9 Feel a 41% greater sense of accomplishment [20].

Coaching Circles fast-track leader-coach development
‘Leader as coach’ as an approach to development 
has not delivered the outcomes expected of it. And 
that is partly because the approach attempts to 
create generativity without being generative. It has 
mostly failed to inspire leaders to coach more often 
or to have confidence in their coaching ability [21].

Coaching Circles embody generativity. They 
bring together small groups of 5 to 8 peers to 
develop coaching capability. Peers develop 
networks of collaboration, focus on real issues, 
practice together, and learn from each other.

With six members in a Circle, five 
members collaboratively 
coach the sixth member, 
on a real leadership 
challenge he or she 
faces. The coach-
facilitator coaches 
the circle members, 
providing guidance 
and support to them. 
The conversation 
structure promotes inquiry 
and exploration. Each Circle 
is debriefed to encourage deep 
learning. Skills input is provided responsively, as 
the need arises.

Coaching Circles:

1. Are responsive to existing coaching capability

Appreciating the existing coaching capability of 
participating leaders is an important first step. 
Where do leaders sit on the path from unskilled 
to exceptional? Development is then designed 
responsively.

2. Are grounded in practice and reflection

Circles embed coaching in an action learning 
frame [22]. Leaders work on the leadership 
challenges they currently face. This practical 
approach makes development more appealing. 
It helps leaders to create new perspectives and 
take action on their challenges. They do this at 
the same time as developing their coaching 
capability. Another benefit is that they increase 
their confidence to apply their new skills.

3. Provide new perspectives

In Coaching Circles, leaders must focus on the 
issue the coachee has offered, at the same time 
as listening to peers as they coach. Coaching as 
a team means listening attentively to each other, 
to follow through on each others’ fruitful lines of 
exploration. Coaching Circles develop cognitive 
flexibility. The ability to process information flexibly 
is one of the hallmarks, as well as the challenges, 
of good leadership.

Exceptional

Highly skilled
Proficient

Developing

Unskilled

“I was able to completely change 
my approach to the challenge of 

coaching a poorly performing 
team member. My colleagues’ 

perspectives were lightbulb 
moments for me. I used their 
insights to reflect on what I 

had been doing, and was able to 
shift my reactions and then try 
completely different actions.”
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4. Are conversation-based

The focus of the Coaching Circles is on the 
quality of the conversation. Leaders can then 
use these skills in many contexts, from highly 
formal, such as performance reviews, through 
to very informal, such as corridor conversations.

5. Emphasise collaboration

Leaders practice and extend their skills in a 
supportive environment. When peers listen to 
and care about each other, they strengthen 
collaboration [23]. Peers become invested in the 
lives and concerns of each other. Making specific 
commitments and holding each other to account 
improves performance and shares successes.

6. Are supported by a 
facilitator who models 
coaching

Coaching Circles are 
initially facilitator-led. 
The role of the facilitator 
is to provide skills input 
and model coaching. Demonstrating good 
coaching skills helps participants to improve 
their own coaching skills. Importantly, it helps 
them to avoid jumping into solution-mode, an 
ingrained practice for many.

7. Are iterative

The learning process of Coaching Circles is 
open-ended. Rather than being confined to 
a discrete learning event, Coaching Circles 
transition to being self-generating.

The figure below provides a snapshot of the 
sequence of a Coaching Circle development 
program.

Following an initial understanding of existing 
coaching skills, frameworks and tools are provided 
in online chunks to prepare for face to face skills 
development workshop/s, tailored to need.

Facilitator-led workshop/s provide skills input, 
practice opportunities, role-modelling and 
discussion.

Participants are introduced to the Coaching Circle 
process, and then an iterative cycle of Practice 
and review and Coaching Circles begins. The 
cycle continues until Circle participants are ready 
to self-generate. Six to 10 monthly sessions are 
usually sufficient. 

“It was really difficult for John 
just listening. He seemed to like 
to be in focus himself, and didn’t 
listen very well to others. This was 
a new experience for him, and I 

could see that he appreciated the 
acknowledgement from colleagues, but 
also reflected about the challenges 

they saw for him. He expressed that 
coaching had changed his thoughts 

about leadership.” [23]
“I was actually 
surprised about  
what a powerful 

conversation [was] 
created.” [23]

Preparation
Coaching 

Frameworks and 
Adaptive Leadership 

Model (online)

Practice & Review
Work-based 

practice and online 
collaborative  

reflector

Independent Practice
Circle members 

continue their own 
practice of Coaching 

Circles

Diagnosis
Assess participant 

readiness for 
coaching and 

confirm program 
timing and content

Skills Workshop
Collaborative 

content review and 
skills practice

Coaching Circle
Coaching circles 

are conducted with 
each participant 

coaching and being 
coached

Practice & review and Coaching Circles are conducted iteratively to prepare for Independent Practice

ÀÇ Á
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Conclusion
Peer-based leadership Coaching Circles help 
leaders to incorporate coaching as an important 
part of how they lead. Coaching Circles magnify 
the value of leadership development by 
operating at five levels. Leaders:

• Learn coaching, while

• Being coached, while

• Coaching others, while

• Building a coaching culture.

And by taking a generative approach with their 
team, leaders grow future leaders.

Coaching, not controlling, is a compelling way 
for leaders to improve the team’s performance. 
Generative leaders create and grow trust. When 
trust is high, people are engaged and energised. 
They work harder, longer, and produce more.

Coaching Engagement Productivity
Exceptional Empowered x 4

Highly skilled Engaged x 3

Proficient Enrolled x 2

Developing Doubtful x 1.5

Unskilled Disengaged 1
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Dr Karen Morley helps leaders to realise their full potential. She helps leaders to 
meet the challenges of growing engaged, motivated, productive people who love 
their work, respect their bosses and are proud of their organisations.
Karen appreciates that the work of leadership is challenging. Her career has been devoted to working 
with leaders to influence their development. She continues to admire those exceptional leaders 
whom everyone loves to work with and who get great results. And her goal is to help spread a bit of 
this magic to all leaders. We need to lighten the weight of leadership, and make it more enjoyable 
and fulfilling. 

Karen is an experienced Executive Coach, and greatly enjoys coaching individual leaders. Yet, her 
professional experience has shown her that shifting to a model that grows collaborative coaching 
can achieve so much more. 

Leaders who learn to coach collaboratively with other leaders magnify the impact of development. Karen 
has seen the impact of this firsthand, and is inspired to help more organisations gain the same value. 

Karen brings to her leadership development work broad experiences, top professional credentials, 
and a variety of perspectives. She’s a registered Psychologist with a desire to align what leaders 
do with the available evidence for what works. Besides being an Executive Coach and leadership 
developer, she’s held executive roles in government and higher education, and her approach is 
informed by her experience in these roles. Along the way, she completed a doctorate in leadership, 
published Gender Balanced Leadership: An Executive Guide, and has written numerous other working 
and white papers. She is an Honorary Fellow of the University of Melbourne. 

Right now Karen is working with executives and human resource leaders from a range of different 
organisations to help their leaders fulfil their potential, to make leadership more inclusive, and to 
help grow the coaching capability of their leaders. 

Karen lives in Melbourne. She Chairs the board of Emerge Women and Children’s Support Network 
which assists women and children affected by domestic violence. 

For more about Coaching Circles and your coaching needs contact Karen on +61 438 215 391 or 
kmorley@karenmorley.com.au.
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