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The latest 

in bringing 

leaders up 

to speed 

O ACHING 

TODAY'S 

EXECUTIVES 
M A R G A R E T O L E S E N 

AU. TOP MANAGEMENT. The cream of the crop. 
The top of the hill. The highest rung of the 

ladder. The peak of the pyramid. The gals and 
gents who can do no wrong, right? 

Wrong. If we've learned anything in the last two 
decades of business upheaval, it's that top manage-
ment is as vulnerable, fallible, and, yes, even as in-
secure as the rest of us. The problem, however, is 
that we still don't like to admit it. "People sur 
the leaders to protect them instead of helping 
grow," says Judith Katz, executive vice pre 
of The Kaleel Jamison Consulting Group in 
ington, D.C. "As 1 look at leaders today, m< 

torn about their jobs. They're not having fun." 
"It truly is lonely at the top." confirms Tom 

Kiefer, CEO of Connect, a Minneapolis, Minneso-
ta-based information technology consulting and 
services company that recently grew from entre-
preneurial status to a company with more than 
200 employees, throwing him into a leadership 
role he'd never prepared for. "Top management 
has to make tough decisions and we often don't 
have ill the expertise we need, yet people expect 
us to oe perfect." 

ce the day the first craftsman turned to a peer 
for advice, top management has found ways 
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around this dilemma. Call them men-
tors, peers, friends, or even family, but 
in the end their role is the same— 
they're the people who give top man-
agement advice, the people who coach 
the executive on anything from meet-
ing room manners to computer skills. 

"You receive coaching from every-
body," says Lynda Popwell, vice presi-
dent of health, safety, environment, 
and quality for Eastman, the Kingsport, 
Tennessee-based chemical and manu-
facturing company. "For example, my 
sister reminds me not to forget the 
feminine part of myself, a fellow exec-
utive tells me to talk louder in meet-
ings, and a coworker tells me when 
I'm losing my passion and need to re-
turn to the plant." 

Executive coaching today 
This type of informal coaching—com-
bined with the occasional "charm 
school" or intensive graduate degree 
program for truly tough problems— 
has served most executives well over 
the years. Yet many companies are 
finding that today's fast-paced, ever-
changing bus iness world calls for 
more. "We've added a whole new set 
of directions now because we're deal-
ing with a global world," says Katz. 
"Most people in leadership roles don't 
know how to lead in this environ-
ment . They can manage and they 
know how to use power, but they 
don't know how to create vision and a 
learning culture. The pressures have 
added arithmetically to the ways peo-
ple have to lead and manage change." 

"The skills required to manage in 
turbulence are very different f rom 
what is taught in business schools," 
adds Eric Dent, a consultant with the 
Washington. D.C.-based company Al-
ways Improvement. "You have to be 
flexible and adapt ive , and have a 
b roader perspec t ive abou t every-
thing. You have to value and use di-
versity effectively. We learn manage-
ment as though the manager is the 
only person to take action, but in tur-
bulent environments there's a lot of 
interdependency. This suggests that 
sen ior execu t ives are more o f t en 
learners than anything else." 

Yet, "If we're going to change the 
corporation, we have to educate the 
corporation, and we have to start at the 
top," says Larry Dille, vice president of 

education with UARCO, a Barrington, 
Illinois-based document management 
company with about 4,000 employees. 
"That's difficult because the people 
who got there arrived using different 
skills than the ones they need today." 

Indeed, if today's executives turn 
to their friends for advice, they'll like-
ly find peop le as confused by the 
new world as they are. 

So, what's a company to do? 
Instead of relying on serendipitous 

coaching and the executive's drive to 
take it to heart, many are trying to in-
stitutionalize executive coaching. And 
they have a mult i tude of ideas for 
how to go about it: 

At Wes t inghouse ' s government 
and environmental services company 
in Monroeville, Pennsylvania, for ex-
ample, executives no longer attend 
training courses, says Ray Frankows-
ki. director of human resources. "In 
the past , we did success ion plan-
ning—we put names in blocks. If you 

• Many companies 

are trying to 

institutionalize 

coaching • 

were slated to be a vice president of 
f inance , you wou ld take cer tain 
courses. We were spending a lot of 
money and not meeting the needs of 
the executives." After bringing a team 
of top executives together to discuss 
the best way to meet their develop-
mental needs, the company created a 
new coaching tool. "We like to bring 
focus groups together to discuss a top-
ic and feed back solut ions ," says 
Frankowski. "This more directly meets 
their needs and also gives us the flexi-
bility to react quickly to a concern." 

Arthur Andersen, an audit , tax, 
business advisory, and speciality con-
sulting firm based in Chicago, Illinois, 
has initiated a similar program. Part-
ners tell what they want to hear about, 
then the company sets up elective 
courses taught by national experts, 
usually university professors who 
weave in case studies as well as classi-
cal theory and current events. "Our 
partners needed and wanted broader 
information to help them deal with 

CEOs and to become trusted business 
advisors," says Arthur Friedman, part-
ner, Arthur Andersen partner develop-
ment program. "This meets their needs 
far better than sending them to pro-
scribed training programs." 

At the same time, both of these 
companies take what has become a 
more standard approach to executive 
coaching. Executives periodically are 
assessed using a number of instru-
ments that include surveys of peers, 
co-workers, and of 10 customers. The 
results are cross-referenced against a 
list of skills and behaviors desirable 
for today's leaders, and executives are 
encouraged to fill the gaps. "Today, 
rather than focus on positions on a 
chart, we focus on individuals," says 
Frankowski. "It takes more time but 
the results are better." 

One federal organization specializ-
ing in systems research and develop-
ment has gone even a step further, by 
bringing in an outside consultant as a 
coach and confidant to the senior man-
agement. "He can provide a mirror for 
the executives to see the impact of 
their behavior, give on-the-spot train-
ing, and help resolve conflicts," says 
the division head of employee and or-
ganization development. "We used 
him to suppor t team building and 
strategic planning for several years be-
fore this coaching role evolved. The 
top guys tended to use him that way so 
we formalized the relationship. They 
like having a sounding board and a 
shadow consultant, someone they can 
call on the phone for feedback." 

For example , says this division 
head, when the organization recently 
was restructured and two people who 
had formerly been peers suddenly 
were on different levels in the report-
ing chain, this coach helped smooth 
the way: "These two guys couldn't 
agree on anything and weren't com-
municat ing well. The coach inter-
viewed other senior managers in the 
organization and used this feedback to 
help these two understand the effect 
of their conflict. He used the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator as a framework 
for exploring their differences, and 
was able to show them how they were 
simply looking at the world differently, 
that they weren't intentionally trying to 
antagonize each other. The resuli was 
amazing. They still see issues different-
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ly, but they have learned how to use 
this to their advantage." 

Still other organizations increasing-
ly turn to programs such as those of-
fered by the Center for Creative Lead-
ership in Greensboro, North Carolina. 
One program, with a $35,000 price 
tag, assesses leadership potential and 
development concerns for the most 
senior executives, offering one-on-
one coaching that can last up to 10 
years. "We're seeing a demand for 
this type of program for executives at 
other levels in organizations, as well," 
says Lily Kelly-Radsord, director of 
the organization's leadership devel-
opment program. "We're definitely 
seeing an industry spring up around 
the need to cope with the faster pace 
and constant change in business." 

How t o coach t o the top 
Executive coaching is a field in its in-
fancy, so it's no surprise that compa-
nies and consultants are looking in all 
directions to find effective programs. 
Says Dent, "It's hard to know what 
will be a good learning experience 
for a business executive; it's kind of 
hit or miss in most organizations to-
day." "Executive coaching is growing 
and changing as the needs of the ex-
ecut ive wing are changing ," adds 
UARCO's Dille. "This is like rewiring 
your house with the electricity on." 

Still, these pioneering organizations 
have discovered a few things that can 
help others coach executives to better 
handle today's complex work envi-
ronments . Some of their ideas are 
adapted from training programs for 
top executives, some are common 
sense, and others were discovered 
through ha rd -won trial and error . 
Among the things consultants, execu-
tives, and corporate human resources 
personnel recommend include: 
G e t c o r p o r a t e buy- in f r o m t h e begin-

ning. Executives may sense that today 
is different from ever before, but that 
doesn't mean they'll readily see the 
need for a change in the way they're 
coached. "Mostly, it requires a head-
set change on the pan of executives," 
says Gerald Jones , execut ive vice 
president of The Forum Corporation, 
a Boston, Massachusetts-based con-
sulting firm. "Many executives have 
gotten their past development in ways 
that are different from what's required 

for the future so they may not see a 
need for formal coaching. Most got 
there with on-the-job training, self de-
velopment, and just being smart." 

Getting buy-in from the executives 
is as easy—or as difficult—as tying the 
need for it to bottom-line objectives. 
"If executive development isn't tied to 
corporate objectives, kiss it goodbye 
because that's how they're measured, 
how they live, and how they're paid," 
says Dille. "You won't get the execu-
tive wing ' s a t t en t ion if coach ing 
doesn't meet a business need." 

At Houston-based Tenneco Gas, a 
3,000-employee division of Green-
wich, Connecticut-based Tenneco, 
Janet Elliott, manager of training, says 
they keep the top executives' attention 
with a scorecard. Every month, they 
see the results of their efforts in such 
ca tegor ie s as f inanc ia l 
pe r fo rmance , cus tomer 
satisfaction, cost control, 
human resource manage-
ment, and employee safe- HIHiiWE,, •: 
ty. The results are com- ~ .^Ji 
pared with agreed-upon ^ 
objectives. Areas with sig- f 
nificant gaps guide action 
plans for coaching. "From 
the standpoint of coach-
ing, it s implif ies the 
process," she says. "If a 
target isn't being met, we " 
know what to work on. 
And we have more buy-in because the 
executives have committed to the tar-
gets at the beginning of the year." 

Dille prefers a more subt le ap-
proach, however. "Go to your cus-
tomers. the executives, and ask them 
what would make them outstanding 
professionals a year from now." It's 
the tactic both Wes t inghouse and 
Arthur Andersen use to develop their 
executive education programs. 

Another me thod Dille l ikes is 
telling "tribal" stories. "We got the of-
ficers together for a w o r k s h o p on 
shared values and had them write 
two s tor ies they tell thei r f r i ends 
about the company. When they told 
those stories, it identified the behav-
iors they support and illustrated the 
value system in the company. Then 
we could begin discussing which be-
haviors to keep, which to eliminate, 
and which are missing." 

Dille provides an example of how 

this exercise led the entire executive 
team to make a cultural change: "We 
had an executive dining room. That's 
elitist behavior and we hadn't even 
thought of that," says Dille. "It seemed 
so petty yet things like this make a fab-
ric, they're like the pieces of a quilt." 
R e m e m b e r t h a t t o p execut ives won ' t 

open up overnight. Even w h e n man-
agement is convinced coaching is a 
necessity, individuals invariably will 
be reluctant to bare their innennost in-
securities to a complete stranger, or, 
worse yet, someone who works just 
down the hall. Alter all, they didn't at-
tain this position by focusing on their 
weaknesses. 

"It's hard to get U.S. executives to 
say in public that they're winging it," 
says Dent. "We have no appreciation 
for that here. We find it a weakness." 

The di lemma becomes 
how to give executives ex-
posure to new information 
without exposing them, 
adds Katz. "They can't ask 
for help publicly, so how 
do you he lp them deal 
with the competenc ies 
needed for a changing 
business strategy?" 

In addition, remem-
ber that the execut ives 
may be under tremendous 
stress from these changes, 
notes Kelly-Radsord. 

"We're talking about executives 40 to 
50 years old. They grew up in a busi-
ness world that was relatively steady, 
but now it's a faster-paced world with 
more change. That can be a veiy fear-
ful transition for anyone, and especial-
ly for the leaders of an organization." 

For these reasons, many organiza-
tions bring in outsiders to serve as 
coaches . "Top execu t ives usually 
aren't receptive to doing something 
inside the organization because they 
set themselves apart," says Geoff Bell-
man, a management consultant with 
GMB Associa ted , Ltd., in Seattle, 
Washington. "As an internal trainer or 
human resources specialist, don't be 
offended when the executives don't 
want to work with you. It's not insult-
ing, it's just a reality." 

In fact, the external coach often 
can make quicker headway with a 
problem just because he or she has 
no allegiance to the company or the 
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ADVICE TO EXECUTIVES 

Executive coaching just may be the 
best answer to many of the needs of 
today ' s execu t ives . "The biggest 
benefits are speed and reliability," 
says Gerald Jones , executive vice 
president of The Forum Corpora-
tion. "You can get help immediately 
and you can get it in a way that 
works for you." Still, it takes some 
work on the executive's pari. Here 
is wha t top execu t ives and their 
coaches advise o thers to k e e p in 
mind: 
Don't be afraid to ask. " S o m e t i m e s 
execut ives are reluctant to admit 
they don ' t k n o w someth ing , but 
you wouldn' t be in the position if 
you weren't good, so don't be afraid 
to ask for help," says Tom Kiefer, 
CEO of Connect. "Some people will 
even be relieved to know you ' r e 
not perfect." 
Be o p e n t o t h e pain you m i g h t feel . 

Assessment instruments and candid 
interviews can be quite uncomfort-
able, especially for executives used 
to succeeding. "If you ' re going to 
grow as a person, you have to be 
open to coaching," says Lynda Pop-
well, vice president of health, safe-
ty, env i ronmen t , and quali ty for 
Eastman. "You can' t grow unless 
you rea l ize that you are l imited 

individual executive. "If you're inter-
nal. how do you help a leader and 
not succumb to his or her leadership 
role?" Katz asks. "As an external con-
sultant. I have more leeway. I'm not 
bound by the organizational structure 
and my future in the organization." 

Still, Katz says , even ex te rna l 
coaches won' t develop instant rap-
pori with executives. "You have to 
work to develop the trust and safety 
to be honest and clear. That doesn't 
happen right off the bat. I never say 
I'm their coach . I make it na tura l . 
They're my client and I see my role as 
h e l p i n g them th rough the c h a n g e 
process. At some point, they start call-
ing me on their own." 

This doesn't leave insiders out of the 
loop, however. These consultants sug-
gest that the internal training and devel-
opment staff become a resource for the 

by your own paradigms." 
S t a r t by k n o w i n g w h o y o u a r e . 

"Those execut ives w h o are clear 
abou t t hemse lves and what they 
represent are more successful on a 
daily basis," says Geoff Bellman of 
GMB Associated, Ltd. "This is more 
i m p o r t a n t t han w h e r e they are 
on the cont inuum of autocratic or 
participative. I see some highly au-
tocratic execut ives w h o are qui te 
successful." 
Learn by doing. "I h a v e learned a lot 
about myself by mentoring others," 
says Kiefer. "As I help someone else 
develop a management style, I find 
myself assessing my own style more 
closely." 
Look everywhere for coaches. "A l o t 

of meetings are serendipitous. They 
can create a bet ter bond because 
they're more personal," says Kiefer. 
"There's always a good network of 
people to talk to about issues. I've 
joined a coup le of g r o u p s w h e r e 
executives come together to share 
problems and concerns. I meet peo-
ple at seminars and my kids' school 
activities. There ' s no shor tage of 
places to turn to for advice." 

Sometimes coaching comes from 
the most unexpected circumstances. 
"I l ea rned a great deal about my 

executive by connecting with the peo-
ple outside the company that the exec-
utive is working with. It helps them 
stay in touch with the execu t ive ' s 
needs. At the same time, internal train-
ers often are the best to set up seminars 
and discussion groups that meet the 
needs of several executives at once. 
You'l l have to convince t h e m there's a 

problem. All of this is great if the ex-
ecu t ive is r eady for the coaching . 
However, in many cases, executives 
simply can't see their own problems, 
especially when they're being asked 
to change behaviors that worked well 
in the past. "If there's no sense of ur-
gency on the part of the executive to 
get this type of coaching, it simply 
won't happen," says Jones from The 
Forum Corporation. Adds Kelly-Rads-
ford: "You can't let the person in need 
define the need because they may be 

w o r k i n g style f rom t ak ing golf 
lessons," says Popwell. "And one of 
my mos t m e m o r a b l e c o a c h i n g 
episodes was taking beginning ski-
ing lessons with a gentleman in his 
eighties who showed me the joy of 
continuing to try new things." 

Popwell remembers an incident 
earlier in her career that showed the 
value of accepting coaching from 
anyone: "At Carolina Eastman, I was 
division super intendent and there 
was a spending cap. A team I was 
on m a d e the dec i s ion to pave a 
parking area but a plant operator 
said we could have spent the mon-
ey better by putting in new control 
valves, and he was right. I learned a 
lot from that coaching." 
O f f e r s o m e t h i n g in t r a d e . W h e n 

you're turning to an informal coach, 
Kiefer says it's crucial to reciprocate 
or at least to be wil l ing to o f fe r 
something in return. "It has to be a 
two-way dia logue," he says. "I'm 
happy to share ground I've already 
plowed. In my case, many execu-
tives need coaching on computer 
systems, and they're reluctant to ask 
for it internally so they turn to me. 
In exchange, I can ask them how 
they 've solved fas t -growth prob-
lems in their companies. 

seeing through a flawed lens." 
As a result, perhaps the most im-

portant role of a coach, whether inter-
nal or external, is to convince the ex-
ecu t ive t he r e ' s a p r o b l e m . J o h n 
Zondlo calls this pre-coaching. He is 
senior human resources development 
consultant with Presbyterian Health-
care Services in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico. "We had one executive who 
wasn't empowering people, and we 
discovered it in the exit interviews 
when people quit working for him. 
That was a sign to sit down and deter-
mine if the executive sees the need." 

If the executive still doesn't see the 
problem, it's time to turn to assess-
ment instruments. Most organizations 
that are looking at executive coaching 
use instruments that evaluate an indi-
vidual's skills from the perspective of 
peers, subordinates, and customers. 
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Before conducting the assessment, 
Zondlo asks the executives to write a 
few sentences describing their leader-
ship style. After the results are in. he 
asks them to write another self-evalu-
ation from the others ' perspect ives 
and then to compare the two to iden-
tify the gaps. That 's where you get 
fertile ground to work on; the priority 
is the largest gap. 

Some employee development ex-
pens also use a leadership '"quiz/' es-
pecially for technical people who sud-
denly are thrust into m a n a g e m e n t 
positions. "It can help them become 
aware of what they don't know about 
being a good leader, such as how im-
portant communica t ion skills are," 
says Zondlo. "You can fill that learning 
gap with workshops, and so forth." 

While these two instruments are fa-
vorites of many consultants, the key is 
to provide information, says Bellman. 
"You have to make sure they're ripe 
for change, and you can help ripen 
them by giving them data they didn't 
have. In most cases you ' re deal ing 
with people who are relatively suc-
cessful. Help them understand what 
works and what gets in the way." 
Coach ing usually deals w i t h subtle is-

sues. To make mat te rs even more 
complicated, executive coaches say 
they rarely work with executives to 
change behaviors or increase their 
unders tanding of areas that are cut 
and dried. After all, if the executives 
need more computer skills, they can 
probably call one of their informal 
coaches and find out how to fill that 
need. Likewise, if they're extremely 
dictatorial in a corporate culture that 
values teamwork and empowerment, 
chances are it won' t be long before 
they shave off the roughest edges of 
their management style. 

Today's issues are more interperson-
al and fuzzy. "Part of the leadership 
role is to help people be comfortable 
with the level of change so they can 
lead," says Kelly-Radsord. "They can't 
close down and become scared them-
selves. Consequently, you're usually 
working with them to change behav-
iors, not their personal i ty . You ' re 
adding to their repertoire." 

"This is an especially important time 
for executives to have a lot of clarity 
about who they are. what they repre-
sent. and h o w they are seen by the 

GOING RIGHT TO 
THE SOURCE 

Arthur Andersen surveyed the 
firm's partners , ask ing them to 
identify the topics on which they 
wanted training. The partners pri-
marily wan t ed in fo rmat ion on 
CEO/CFO relationships and their 
roles as business advisors. 

This survey led to four training 
themes: 
i business perspective 
I business development 
I leadership and values 
• interpersonal values. 
The specific courses for 1996 are: 
I F o u n d a t i o n s for Enhanc ing 
Client Relationships 
> Strategic Management 
I Dynamics of Market Leader-
ship: From the CEO's Perspective 
> Managing Innovat ion: From 
the CEO's Perspective 
• Global Financial Management 
I Leadership and High-Perfor-
mance Teams: A Fo l low-up to 
Foundations 
I Advanced Negotiation: Manag-
ing Client Relationships. 

people they're working with." adds 
Bellman. "Executives need clarity about 
themselves. They must understand the 
effect they're having on others before 
they can do something with that infor-
mation. Usually they just need fine tun-
ing. Help them see areas in which to 
grow that would be useful to them." 

Bellman gives the example of a fi-
nancial executive who was a perfec-
tionist. He'd put together extremely 
detailed reports. When management 
invariably changed the recommenda-
tions. he'd punish himself and his em-
ployees. "I helped him move his em-
phas i s f rom inpu t to o u t p u t of 
management information. He needed 
to see what his true role was in this 
setting. Ii was a simple and profound 
shift of perspectives for him." 
Steer clear of f o r m a l t ra ining. " T r a i n -

ing is the course of last resort." says 
Bellman. "This is the second half of 
their life. They've already had a lot of 
training." 

Instead, the best method for coach-
ing executives is to let them help de-

cide how they like to get the informa-
tion or experience. Consider volun-
teer work, job or ass ignment rota-
tions. books, and seminars. Have the 
executives identify friends in compa-
nies dealing with change, interview 
them, then come back and have a di-
alogue. Have them present a seminar 
on the exact area they ' re trying to 
change. Have them mentor another 
employee. 
They' l l need prodding. I t ' s h u m a n n a -

t u r e to resis t c h a n g e . Even w h e n 
you've convinced s o m e o n e it's im-
portant, work pressures and heavy 
schedules can put any development 
plan on the back burner. "The indi-
vidual may be motivated but the de-
sire will fade if someone isn't held ac-
countable. preferably the executive's 
direct supervisor, even if that means 
turning to the chairman of the board," 
says Zondlo. "Establish target dates 
and deadl ines or they will muddle 
th rough wi th b e h a v i o r s that have 
worked in the past because they need 
to gel their day-to-day job done." 
Be ready for anything. If your role is to 
coach an executive, or even if you're 
an internal trainer who's supporting an 
external coach, the experience likely 
will take you to arenas you've never 
before entered. "When you counsel 
someone, you open yourself to a work 
and life arena far beyond a training 
program." says Bellman. "This is a life 
encounter with a work overlay." 

Adds Katz: "It surpasses a profes-
sional relationship. You get to know 
this person on a level that goes be-
yond work, and sometimes even be-
yond what his or her family knows. 
You find out innermost concerns. Ii 
often ends up being a growing expe-
rience for everyone involved." • 
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ness Speak (Warner Books. New 
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(Lakewood Books. Minneapolis). You 
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