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B Y K A R E N L . R A N C O U R T 

Y o u D O N ' T HAVE T O 

WALK MILES IN MANAGERS' 

SHOES TO HELP TIIEM 

IDENTIFY THEIR STRENGTHS 

AND SHORE UP THEIR 

WEAK S P O T S . J U S T STAY 

H O T ON THEIR HEELS. 

Real-time coaching offers a way 
to g i v e i m m e d i a t e , p rac t i ca l 
f eedback on a manager ' s per-

f o r m a n c e . H e r e ' s h o w r e a l - t i m e 
c o a c h i n g w o r k s : You " s h a d o w " a 
m a n a g e r o n t h e j ob for a full day . 
b r e a k i n g f r e q u e n t l y to d i s cus s t h e 
person 's managemen t style and sug-
gest new strategies. 

Real-t ime c o a c h i n g can p inpo in t 
and correct easily overlooked perlor-
m a n c e p r o b l e m s . Managers bene f i t 
from the close attention to detail and 
p e r s o n a l s u p p o r t that this s t r a t egy 
provides. 

Cons ide r the c i r cums tances care-
ful ly b e f o r e you s u g g e s t r e a l - t i m e 
c o a c h i n g . To w o r k wel l , this t ech -
nique requires 
» a willing manager 
» a h i g h l eve l of t rus t b e t w e e n 
coach and learner 
I a setting in which co-workers un-
derstand and suppor t the process. 

For e x a m p l e , rea l - t ime c o a c h i n g 

p roved a b o o n to Nick, a relatively 
i n e x p e r i e n c e d m a n a g e r w h o h a d 
risen quickly to general manager at a 
small manufacturing firm. 

Nick v o l u n t e e r e d f o r r e a l - t i m e 
coaching because he saw the activity 
as a short-cut to sharpening his basic 
m a n a g e m e n t skil ls . He t rus ted t h e 
c o n s u l t a n t t a p p e d t o s e r v e a s h is 
coach because he had worked close-
ly with her for more than a year on 
another project. The consultant, Lea, 
a lso w a s w e l l - k n o w n and a c c e p t e d 
by the firm's employees . 

Getting started 
Participants will reap the most bene -
fits f r o m rea l - t ime c o a c h i n g if you 
take the following steps. 

First, ask the manager to submit a 
s h o r t list of g o a l s f o r t h e s e s s i o n . 
Nick , f o r e x a m p l e , w a n t e d h e l p 
in t h r e e a r eas : m a n a g i n g i n t e r r u p -
tions, ac t ing on his priorit ies ra ther 
t h a n r e a c t i n g to o t h e r s ' c o n c e r n s , 
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and delegating more responsibility to 
his employees . 

Set the s t age by b r i e f ing all e m -
p loyees about h o w the p rocess will 
w o r k . N i c k ' s c o a c h c i r c u l a t e d a 
m e m o to all s taff m e m b e r s severa l 
days in advance explaining real-time 
coaching and what they could expect. 
Just before the coaching session start-
ed . Lea greeted all the employees in 
the firm and encouraged them to re-
lax and be themselves. 

Meet briefly with the manager be-
f o r e t h e start of t h e w o r k day . Re-
v i e w h i s o r h e r r e a s o n s f o r p a r -
t i c i p a t i n g a n d d i s c u s s a n y a p p r e -
hensions he or she might have. 

O n c e the s h a d o w i n g starts, try to 
k e e p t h e act of obse rv ing invisible. 
N e v e r m a k e e y e c o n t a c t w i t h t h e 
manager or wi th anyone the manag-
er talks to. 

Tape the feedback sessions so that 
the manager later can review and re-
inforce what he or she has learned. 

If the manager is willing, schedule 
a sess ion at which the m a n a g e r can 
share with others the insights that he 
or she gained from real-time coaching. 
Depending on the lessons learned and 
the manager ' s p re fe rence , the g r o u p 
could include only other managers or 
both managers and staff. 

A day unfolds 
Here is h o w Nick's e x p e r i e n c e with 
r ea l - t ime c o a c h i n g u n f o l d e d . First, 
while Lea observed, he met briefly in 
his office with one of his supervisors. 
During this meeting, two other people 
p o p p e d in wi th quest-ions, he t ook 
two p h o n e calls from customers, and 
he did some paperwork, such as com-
pleting quotes on jobs and approving 
purchase orders for supplies. 

Next, Nick visited the s h o p f loor 
t o m o n i t o r p r o d u c t i o n . H e t a l k e d 
o n e - o n - o n e with th ree p e o p l e , a n d 
t h e n c o n v e r s e d w i t h t w o s m a l l 
g roups of employees . 

Dur ing the h o u r he spen t on the 
s h o p f loor , Nick a n s w e r e d s eve ra l 
pages alerting him to calls f rom cus-
tomers. Each time, he returned to his 
office to take the customer's call. Then, 
he headed back to the shop floor and 
tried to [Dick up where he had left off. 

After abou t an hour, Nick and his 
c o a c h took a b r e a k for a feedback-
s e s s i o n . First , Nick d e s c r i b e d his 
f e e l i n g s a b o u t h a v i n g t h e c o a c h 

N I C K O F T E N F E L T 

o V E R W H F, L M E D W H E N 

H E L E F T T H E 

S H O P F L O O R 

follow him a round the plant. 
"At first I thought I would be ner-

v o u s h a v i n g y o u o b s e r v e m e . bu t 
once w e got going, your being there 
didn't bother me at all," he said. Nick 
also said that his co-workers did not 
seem fazed by the consul tant ' s pres-
ence. "Everything seems pretty normal. 
They're used to having you around." 

Lea focused her f e e d b a c k on the 
p h o n e calls that Nick accepted from 
customers. Customer calls f requent ly 
i n t e r rup t ed Nick's w o r k , d i s t r ac ted 
him, and s o m e t i m e s c a u s e d him to 
fee l r e s e n t f u l . Bu t , Nick fel t c o m -
p e l l e d to r e s p o n d q u i c k l y to cus -
tomers' concerns . 

Nick and his coach d e c i d e d that 
Nick w o u l d d e s i g n a t e o n e h o u r a 
day w h e n he wou ld take and return 
c u s t o m e r calls. This s trategy shif ted 
Nick ' s f o c u s f r o m q u i c k se rv ice to 
high-quality service: By designating a 
t ime for c u s t o m e r calls. Nick could 
focus his attention completely on his 
customers. He could prepare for calls 
by reviewing customer files. Also, he 
could direct o n e of his supervisors to 
r e s p o n d t o a cal l if a p p r o p r i a t e . 
M e a n w h i l e . Nick 's da i ly t i m e wi th 
his staff would not be marred by in-
terruptions. 

After t h e f e e d b a c k s e s s i o n c o n -
c l u d e d , Nick r e t u r n e d to the s h o p 
floor for an hour and a half. He talked 
to p e o p l e , s o l v e d p r o b l e m s , m a d e 
suggestions, and asked questions. 

W h e n Nick a n d Lea d e b r i e f e d 
again, Nick said that he enjoyed talk-
ing wi th p e o p l e on t h e s h o p f loo r 
abou t both w o r k and their persona l 
lives, but that he o f t en left the floor 
fee l ing o v e r w h e l m e d and c o n f u s e d 
by all the tasks he had to do. 

The coach observed that Nick did 
not carry a n o t e b o o k . Nick sa id he 
had tried using small adhesive notes , 
but that he w o u n d up with a pile of 
useless scraps. He a lso though t that 
he appea red more organized and at-

t e n t i v e if h e f o c u s e d on p e o p l e 
rather than on writing things down. 

Lea s u g g e s t e d t h a t he c a r r y a 
n o t e b o o k and pen . As he m a d e his 
rounds and greeted everyone on the 
floor, h e w o u l d k e e p the n o t e b o o k 
u n d e r his arm. W h e n he w a s ready 
to work, he would shift the pad to a 
wri t ing pos i t ion a n d po ise his p e n . 
The coach advised Nick that his em-
p l o y e e s w o u l d s o o n a s s o c i a t e h is 
wri t ing s t ance with bus iness . W h e n 
Nick he ld h i s n o t e b o o k u n d e r h is 
arm. workers wou ld feel f ree to initi-
ate informal conversations. 

Spotlighting strengths 
Nick's coach also spent t ime analyz-
ing several t e l e p h o n e conversa t ions 
Nick had wi th u n h a p p y c u s t o m e r s 
and staff. 

O n e call was from Mark, the firm's 
sa les m a n a g e r . Mark told Nick that 
Don, a disgruntled customer, wanted 
to deal on ly wi th Mark o r Nick; he 
d id no t w a n t to d i s c u s s his o r d e r s 
wi th a n y of t h e s u p e r v i s o r s . Mark 
w a s a n n o y e d by Don ' s d e m a n d fo r 
special treatment. 

Nick empathized with Mark. "Yes. I 
can see that having to deal with Don 
must be trying for you. His demands 
must seem petty and tiresome, espe-
cially w h e n y o u ' v e tried so hard to 
give him good service," he said. 

"Let m e m a k e a suggestion. ' ' Nick 
cont inued, "one that might be asking 
a lot of you, Mark. There is some rea-
son Don feels he has to have direct 
contact with you or me. 1 don't think 
w e know what that reason is. If you're 
ag reeab le , call Don and assure him 
that, of course, he can contact us if he 
wants. Then make an appointment to 
mee t with him in person , and see if 
you can find out what 's really bother-
ing him. What d o you think? Great! 
T h a n k s , Mark. Let m e k n o w if you 
need any help from me." 

Lea p o i n t e d o u t t ha t Nick h a d 
used a variety of l istening, negot ia-
t ion. and m a n a g e m e n t skills dur ing 
this s h o r t c o n v e r s a t i o n wi th Mark . 
Nick listened calmly and did not in-
t e r rup t ; he e m p a t h i z e d wi th Mark, 
bu t k e p t the focus of the conversa-
t i o n o n t h e c u s t o m e r ' s n e e d s ; he 
gave suggestions for handling the sit-
uation gracefully, but h e kept the re-
spons ib i l i t y fo r r e s o l v i n g t h e i s sue 
v e s t e d w i t h M a r k ; a n d h e p e r -
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suaded Mark to fol low through. 
In another conversation, Nick had 

to tell a customer. Nadine, that work-
ers had d i s c o v e r e d a scra tch on an 
e x p e n s i v e m o l d that t h e c u s t o m e r 
had sent in for some work. Nick was 
not relishing the conversation, but he 
remained calm and reassuring. 

"Nadine . I 've just b e e n i n fo rmed 
tha t t h e r e ' s a d e e p s c r a t c h on t h e 
m o l d y o u s en t us . W e ' r e no t s u r e 
how ii happened—it could have hap-
p e n e d w h e n it w a s b e i n g p a c k e d , 
d u r i n g s h i p p i n g , o r a f t e r it a r r ived 
here. There 's no way of knowing for 
s u r e . I p r o p o s e tha t w e c o m p l e t e 
your job and send the mold back to 
y o u . You d e c i d e if you c a n u s e it 
wi th t h e s c r a t c h . If no t . we ' l l talk-
again and see what the op t ions are. 
Thanks . Nadine, w e apprec ia te your 
working with us on this." 

T h e coach he lped Nick art iculate 
his guidel ines for dea l ing with diffi-
cult i n t e r p e r s o n a l re la t ions . Accor-
d i n g to Nick. "I a l w a y s try to f l ip 
th ings a r o u n d . I say to myself . 'If I 
w e r e Don or Nad ine ta lking to me, 
Nick, what would 1 want to hear that 
wou ld k e e p m e want ing to d o busi-
ness with this company?"' 

N i c k ' s c o a c h a s s u r e d h i m tha t , 
rather than highlighting his naivete, 
he w a s u s i n g s o u n d m a n a g e m e n t 
s t r a t e g i e s . His n a t u r a l e m p a t h y 
s e r v e d as t h e c o r n e r s t o n e of h is 
management style. 

Resolving conflicts 
Nick was less successful when he was 
called on to resolve others ' conflicts. 
For example, his coach observed that 
w h e n s o m e o n e a p p r o a c h e d Nick to 
c o m p l a i n a b o u t s o m e o n e else 's be-
havior. Nick immediately talked to all 
the parties involved and tried to me-
diate a solution. 

T h e c o a c h s u g g e s t e d t h a t Nick 
w o r k on his c o n f l i c t - m a n a g e m e n t 
t echn iques . For ins tance, w h e n e v e r 
s o m e o n e c o m p l a i n e d to Nick , h e 
c o u l d r e s p o n d w i t h a q u e s t i o n : 
" W h a t a r e y o u h o p i n g I wi l l d o 
about your problem?" 

Nick had a c h a n c e to try out the 
t e c h n i q u e t h e s a m e day . Whi l e on 
the s h o p floor. Hank, o n e of the su-
p e r v i s o r s , t o o k Nick a s i d e t o d e -
scribe an unpleasant exchange Hank 
had had with a new employee. 

W h e n Hank f inished, Nick asked 

• June 1-3 - SPIRAL D Y N A M I C S I An ex tens ive th ree -day intro-
duc t ion by Don Beck and Chr i s C o w a n to Professor Clare W. Graves ' 
p o w e r f u l v a l u e sys t ems technology and the concept of ' 'Memes. Ex-
plore the deepes t forces at the core of decis ions , mas te r new tools 
for connec t ing eve ry th ing to eve ry th ing else, and get a m i n d f u l of 
c o m m o n sense abou t the pa t t e rns u n d e r l y i n g t ra in ing and organi -
zat ion e n r i c h m e n t s as you learn how to bui ld sys tems that will work. 
SD I will be in the l a n d m a r k A d o l p h u s Hotel (214-742-8200), only a 

shor t wa lk f rom the Dal las C o n v e n t i o n Center . 

• June 4-8 — A S T D Conference With Spiral D y n a m i c s in h a n d , you 
will be far bet ter e q u i p p e d to in terpre t t rends , sift the w h e a t f rom 
the chaff wi th new ears , and s h o p wisely in the exhib i t ion marke t -
place wi th new eyes. But there are t w o m o r e d a y s a h e a d . Move 
w i t h us f rom "Big D " out wes t to " C o w t o w n " and the classic Stock-
ya rds Hotel in historic nor th Ft. Worth (817-625-6427). Lean back, 
kick off your boots , sort t h rough the pape r s and brochures , and br ing 
it all together w i th . . . 

• June 9 & 10 — SPIRAL D Y N A M I C S II N o w you will have an 
o rgan iz ing pr inc ip le for a l igning and in tegra t ing e v e r y t h i n g you 
learn at ASTD wi th w h a t you d o back h o m e . Syn thes ize the confer-

ence wi th o ther Spiral Wizards f rom a r o u n d the w o r l d at th is first 
"ga the r ing of the Graves ians . " The last of the TEN DAYS in TEXAS 
will h o n e in on Diversity II (Beyond Race & Gender), The Spiral and 
Self-Managed Teams, and the Advanced Graves Theory so m a n y peop le 
have r eques t ed . Par t i c ipan ts in S D II shou ld have p rev ious train-
ing or a t t end SD I. 

Fees: Spiral Dynamics I - $750, v * ' 
Spiral Dynamics II - $500, 
Spiral Dynamics I & II - $1000 

THE NATIONAL VALUES CENTER 
P. O. Box 797 
D e n t o n , TX 76202-0797 USA 
Phone: (817) 383-1209 382-6103 
FAX (817) 382-4597 

(Look f o r o u r n e w b o o k , Spiral Dynamics: 
Mastering Leadership, Values and Change, 
f r o m Blackwcl l Bus iness la te s u m m e r of 1995.) 

CLARE W. GRAVES 
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Poor H u m p t y D u m p t y . 

. . .he 's spen t m e g a b u c k s on TQM. . . 

. . .he 's d o w n - s i z e d and r eeng inee red . . . 

. . .he 's done Covey and Senge and the g u r u s . . . 

. . .but he still doesn ' t know h o w to bounce back. 

Like m a n y of u s , h e ' s a v ic t im of h is n a m e s a k e , the Humpty 
Dumpty Effect. Those are the t imes w h e n do ing our bes t i sn ' t good 
e n o u g h , w h e n w o r k i n g h a r d e r and s m a r t e r only m a k e s th ings worse . 
H e n e e d s TEN POWERFUL DAYS in TEXAS to l i terally c h a n g e his 

w o r l d , and your s , too. 

Training & Development. April 1995 55 



him, "What are you hoping T will d o 
about this situation?" 

Hank said, "Well, actually, I don ' t 
want you to d o anything about it. At 
this po in t I just want you to k n o w 
about it." 

H a n k ' s r e s p o n s e c a u s e d Nick to 
w o n d e r h o w many times he had in-
v o l v e d h imsel f in o t h e r s ' c o n f l i c t s 
w h e n h e w a s n e i t h e r w a n t e d o r 
needed. 

In t h e f ina l f e e d b a c k se s s ion of 
the day. Lea pointed out that Stanley, 
w h o m a i n t a i n e d the p l an t ' s e q u i p -
m e n t , h a d b r o u g h t Nick a w r i t t e n 
and n u m b e r e d list of items he want-
ed to discuss. But. n o other employ-
ees used a similar list. Why? 

Nick said that he had asked Stan-
ley to wr i t e d o w n his c o n c e r n s be-
cause Stanley loved to talk and had 
trouble staying focused during a con-
versation. Stanley opted to set priori-
ties by n u m b e r i n g i tems. Nick said 
that s ince he had sugges ted the list, 
he and Stanley resolved issues quick-
ly and that Stanley w a s m u c h m o r e 
productive. 

N ick ' s c o a c h s u g g e s t e d tha t h e 
a sk his o t h e r e m p l o y e e s to use the 
same technique. Nick had focused on 
the list as a way of resolving a specific 
problem with a specific employee, but 
when his coach pointed it out, he rec-
ognized that asking his employees to 
make lists and set priorities was a sen-
sible management practice with wide-
spread applicatic >ns. 

Building competence, fostering 
confidence 
W h e n Nick and his coach w r a p p e d 
up. Nick described the exper ience as 
time well-spent. 

"I learned how to organize myself 
and set priorities. I realized that the 
effort I put into building interperson-
al relationships is not misplaced." he 
sa id . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , "I 'm less 
likely t " jump into the middle of oth-
er people ' s conflicts. I feel less reac-
tive and resen t fu l and m o r e wil l ing 
to delegate." 

Overall. Nick conc luded , "I bet ter 
u n d e r s t a n d my s t r e n g t h s a n d how-
to u s e t h e m . I 'm m o r e f o c u s e d in 

m y da i ly w o r k , a n d I f e e l m o r e 
competen t about how to accomplish 
my goals." 

As Nick d i s c o v e r e d , r e a l - t i m e 
coaching can boost a manager's confi-
dence by spotlighting highly effective 
skills that he or she takes for granted. 
Real-time coaches can open managers' 
e y e s to s i m p l e c h a n g e s that m a k e 
their personal interactions more satis-
fying and their days more productive. 
One-on-one analysis also can pinpoint 
t h e a r e a s and skil ls tha t m a n a g e r s 
need to work on over the long haul. • 

Karen L. Rancourt is founder and 
president of the Em powered Pro-
fessional, Orchard Hill. Box 358, 
Harvard, MA 01451: 508/456-8642. 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
please send your order to ASTD Cus-
tomer Service, 1640 King Street, Box 
1443. Alexandria, VA 22313-2043-
Use priority code FFM. Single photo-
copies. at $6 each, must he prepaid. 
Bulk orders (50 or more) of custom 
reprints may he hilled. Phone 
703 68.1-8100for price information. 
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