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Developing Great Leaders through Coaching

Developing leadership talent must be a prime task for any
leader as it benefits both the leader and the organization.
Coaching is an important leadership tool and an ideal
approach for developing great leaders.

Introduction: Why
Leadership Matters
Think of all the people who have
been your leaders at some point. Try
to remember their leadership style
and the way they interacted with
people. Did you feel they were great,
average or downright lousy leaders?
I recently asked a number of
people to do this exercise because |
wanted to know whether my percep-
tion was unique or mainstream. Un-
fortunately, I found that my percep-
tion was shared by many. There are
only a few great leaders today; aver-
age and lousy leaders truly abound.
However, when asked about
great doctors, teachers or other pro-
fessionals, people can usually men-
tion many names. Why this discrep-
ancy?

Do only incompetent or average
people aim for leadership posi-
tions?

I don’t think so. My explanation is
simple. One can avail of formal edu-
cation for most professions, but there
is hardly any formal education for
leaders.

Think about it. For the most im-
portant job in a company, we engage
people with no formal education for
the position. We just believe, or at
least hope, that they will have a
natural flair for leadership. There
are very few companies that actually
prepare a person for leadership po-
sitions, and the programs these
companies have in place are often
too general and not focused enough
on the specific needs of their pos-
sible leaders.

If it is a known fact that the re-
quired number of leaders drastically
outweighs the number of “born lead-
ers”’, why can't the top managers of or-
ganizations do anything significant
about the situation? Here are three
possible reasons:

1) They think that things are OK the
way they are.

2) They believe that it is sufficient for
the CEO to be a great leader; the
rest should just follow. This way of
thinking excludes the managers
from being great leaders them-
selves.

3) They are aware of the problem but
don’t know how to fix it or they are
not able to measure the cost of
poor leadership, and thus are un-
able to calculate the Return On In-
vestment (ROI) for leadership de-
velopment.

Hewitt Associates, one of the lead-
ing global human resources manage-
ment consulting companies, found
that a clear indicator of good or poor
leadership in an organization is the
level of engagement of the employees.
Furthermore, they found clear correla-
tions between engagement and profit-
ability, and growth and shareholder
value.

The numbers in Exhibit I are
based on a series of studies by Mark
Huselid at Rutgers University com-
paring organizations with high levels
of engagement with S&P 500 compa-
nies.

This means, via employee engage-
ment, it is possible to measure the
leadership quality of an organization
and calculate an ROI for leadership
development initiatives.

Today, there is little doubt that in-
dividual executive coaching is one of
the most effective interventions for
leadership development. “The
Manchester survey of 140 companies
shows 9 in 10 executives believe coach-
ing to be worth their time and dollars.
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The average return was more than $5
for each $1 spent.”

Leadership quality may be the
most important success factor for any
organization. Embark on this journey
with me to discover some of the se-
crets of first-class leadership and how
it can be developed.

Career Development and

Top Talent Retention

What makes people want to leave their

company? Exit interviews conducted

by the Saratoga Institute in the USA,?

reveal that less than 20% of all em-

ployees leave their jobs for better pay,

benefits and perks. More important

reasons for employees voluntarily

leaving jobs are:

e Misalignment of mutual expecta-
tions

e Person-job mismatch

e Insufficient coaching and feed-
back

= Perception of poor career-advance-
ment prospects

= Work-life imbalance

e Distrust of senior leadership

= Low confidence in senior leader-
ship.

Based on my own worldwide cor-
porate experience and coaching work
with clients, it seems that these US
findings are very similar to the current
work situation in Europe and Asia.
Apparently, the basic needs of people
are the same worldwide, and these
are:

* The need to be respected and ac-
knowledged

e The need to belong to a worth-
while group

e The need to be recognized as a
worthy human being.

Obviously, the competence of
leadership in an organization can have
a huge effect on these needs and, con-
sequently, on the performance level
and retention rate within the organiza-
tion.

An employee’s perspective is
simple: to perform better when he can
see that his performance is valued and

! The Denver Post, September 2, 2001.

2 Branham L. The 7 Hidden Reasons Employees

Leave. NY: American Management Association;
2005.

Exhibit |
The Power of Engaged Employees

Say
Consistently speak positively
about the organization to
Co-workers, potential
employees and customers

Stay

US$ 3,800
more profits
per
Employee

Have an intense desire to be
a member of the
organization

US$ 18,600
more market
value per
Employee

Strive

Exert extra effort and engage
in behaviors that contribute
to business success

US$ 27,000
more sales
per
Employee

Source: Leadership & Talent in Asia, Hewitt Associates

how his performance affects his career
in the long run.

If this is so clear, however, why do
many managers hesitate to nurture the
career advancement of their employ-
ees, especially their top talent?

Many leaders are afraid to lose
their best performers after a promo-
tion to another position in another de-
partment. After all, they would have to
look for a replacement, retrain the new
person and so on—which all lead to
additional work and cost, and perhaps
a drop in overall performance of the
leader’s team.

What is the effect of the lack of ca-
reer advancement on the company?
Employee performance is not as high
as it could be and the best performers
eventually leave the company because
they cannot see where their careers
are headed.

Let’s look at the other side of the
coin. What happens when a manager
actually nurtures the career develop-
ment of his staff? Yes, top talent might
leave the department a bit earlier than
in the other scenario but there are also
considerable benefits for the manager
who adopts this attitude:
= His team feels that it is worthwhile

to perform well, as there are real

chances to progress in one’s career,
leading to a positive effect on over-
all performance.

= His attitude fosters a performance
and progress culture among all

members of the team.

e With such a culture, employees
from other departments perceive
the manager’'s department as a
place of opportunity for their own
advancement. Hence, this man-
ager will attract the best talent to
work for him.

For a leader who recognizes the
benefits of supporting the career ad-
vancement of his team members, what
are the key competencies required to
do this successfully?

a) Feedback and Feed-Forward

One of the most basic and important
needs of any human being is the need
for recognition. Providing feedback,
whether positive or negative, tells an
employee that he is recognized as a
person. In fact, receiving no feedback
at all is worse than receiving negative
feedback. However, if a superior fo-
cuses only on the weaknesses of an
individual, morale will be adversely
affected somewhere down the line.

A first-class leader takes any op-
portunity to provide honest feedback,
good or critical. Ideally, he focuses
first on the strengths of an employee
and highlights them, thus providing a
positive atmosphere. Once the posi-
tive points have been raised and dis-
cussed, areas for improvement can be
addressed.

If an employee is not talented at all
for certain tasks, it is usually more
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productive to figure out how such
tasks could be delegated or how the
employee can work around them. It is
a better idea to build on the strengths
of the employee rather than to fix huge
weaknesses.

For instance, would you push a tal-
ented swimmer who is not a talented
runner to become a better runner?
With extensive training, there may be
some improvement, but that person is
unlikely to become a world-class run-
ner. However, if you put the same en-
ergy and effort into making him an
even better swimmer, the person
might have a chance to become a
world-class swimmer.

Feed-forward

I use the term “feed-forward” to draw
attention to the future rather than
dwell on the past. The feedback pro-
cess should lead to a feed-forward pro-
cess, in which both the leader and his
team members discuss how to learn
from the past and move forward to
achieve goals and prepare for the next
career step. This discussion should in-
clude agreements on how things will
be done differently, identification of
tools, learning and assistance needed
to achieve the goal, and last but not
least, clarification of the role of the
leader in this process.

b) Coaching and Supporting People

Coaching in this context means to dis-

play the following core coaching skills:
Establishing a deep level of trust

e Active listening

= Powerful questioning

= Agreeing on career steps to be
achieved

= Keeping the employee accountable.
Let’s not forget that we want to

support the employee in his career ad-

vancement. Empty promises will not

do the job and will have a strong ad-

verse impact on the trust level be-

tween a leader and his team members.
Also, to assure a high likelihood of

achieving the intended goals, a leader

should leave as much ownership as pos-

sible with his employee, i.e., the em-

3 Lang C. The Groupness Factor — How to Achieve a

Corporate Success Culture through First-Class
Leadership Hong Kong: Progress-U Ltd.; 2005.

ployee should determine his own next
steps and actions. Of course, the man-
ager should facilitate this process and
encourage the best possible outcome.
An appropriate coaching mindset is
very helpful in achieving this.

c) Rewarding Performance

While monetary rewards are some-
times appropriate, it is often forgotten
that a manager has a variety of other
tools at his dis-
posal to reward
good perfor-
mance. One of
these tools is to ex-
tend the responsi-
bility of a talented
and high-perform-
ing employee.

For example,
an outstanding
employee might
not be immedi-
ately promoted to
aleadership position but could be pro-
moted to become the deputy of the de-
partment head, or a high-performing
salesperson could be entrusted with
some of the key accounts of the com-
pany. This approach can bridge the

Charlie Lang is a
leadership expert
who founded
Progress-U Limited E o
in 2002 in Hong

Kong. His mission is \
to develop his clients
to become First-
Class Leaders for the
benefit of all stakeholders. Lang’s clients include
multinational companies such as Allianz
Insurance, BAYER, LEGO and Logitech.

Lang Is a passionate and professional Executive
Coach and Trainer. Public Speaker and Author of
numerous articles related fo leadership, change
management and coaching. He is the author of the
book, The Groupness Factor — How to Achieve a
Corporate Success Gulture through First-Class
Leadership, which was published in August 2005.

Charlie Lang

Lang is of German origin and holds degrees in
Mechanical Engineering and International
Marketing from Germany and France.

He can be reached at
charlie.lang @ progressu.com.hk

To assure a high
likelihood of
achieving the
intended goals, a
leader should leave
as much ownership
as possible with his
employee

time gap between the present and
when a higher position is available. It
also keeps top talent loyal and per-
forming well.

What Great Leaders Do

What actually is great leadership?
How do we know that a leader is truly
effective? I particularly like the defini-
tion of leadership by Dwight
Eisenhower:

“Leadership is
the art of getting
someone else to do
something you
want done be-
cause he wants to
do it”

Obviously,
this is what get-
ting people en-
gaged is all about.
Of course, that’s
easier said than

I
done.

For my book The Groupness Factor’
I researched how great leaders in both
politics and business managed to get
their followers wanting to do what
they wanted them to do. I found that
all of them achieved a high level of
“groupness”, a term coined by psy-
chologists in the 1970s which could
be described as a “sense of belonging
to a group”.

Groupness is an age-old concept.
Since the beginning of human evolu-
tion it has determined the survival of
groups in so-called hunter-gatherer
societies. Throughout human history,
great leaders consciously or sub-con-
sciously were able to inspire strong
groupness among their followers and
thus achieved high engagement for
their causes.

Con-groupness and
Dis-groupness
However, groupness can work both
ways. It can support the cause of the
leader which I call “con-groupness”
(‘con’ stands for ‘constructive’) or it
can disrupt that cause, which I define
as “dis-groupness”.

Leaders who want to create and
enhance groupness in organizations
or companies have a good headstart,
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since the group members already
share common ground—they are all
part of the organization. However, the
formation of subgroups within an or-
ganization cannot possibly be
avoided. This, in turn, poses a huge
challenge to any leader because of the
unseen competition between an orga-
nizational group and its subgroups.
Ideally, the culture of any subgroup
should be aligned with the culture of
the organization, but this does not al-
ways happen.

Let me give you an example. One
of my clients is the Asian regional of-
fice of an American technology com-
pany. My client’'s company operates
relatively independently from its
mother company in the United States,
and has over 400 employees in Hong
Kong under a typical organizational
setup (R&D, purchasing, sales, ser-
vices, finance, etc.).

After initial analysis done with se-
nior management and interviews with
some staff members, we discovered
that the sales department developed a
unique culture not exactly aligned
with the corporate culture. The sales
people felt they didn't get the respect
they deserved from other depart-
ments. They said that the others were
envious because they, the sales
people, made more money and trav-
eled frequently.

The sales people often heard com-
ments like, “These sales guys take va-
cations sponsored by the company,
stay in expensive hotels and get paid
more than us, who do all the work.”
This situation created an unhealthy
dynamic. Communication between
sales and the other departments dete-
riorated, and groupness among the
sales team increased—but not for the
organization’s good. In fact, the con-
flict became increasingly unbearable
because the sales people sold prod-
ucts that were difficult, if not impos-
sible, to deliver. The organization had
to deal with many dissatisfied custom-
ers and much finger-pointing.

Leaders must realize that the stron-
ger the groupness of an organizational

4 Al Background. Al Resource eCentre. Available

group, the lesser the power and influ-

ence of its subgroups. It is futile for a

leader to attempt to destroy counter-

productive subgroups within an orga-

nization; it simply won't work. A

leader has only two choices, which

can be pursued simultaneously:

» Influence the culture of divergent
subgroups and take steps to align
and integrate them better with the
bigger organizational group; and

» Increase groupness in the organi-
zational group.

To influence

the group, an attractive mission
statement, and eff ective strategies
and goals to turn the vision into a
reality
» Differentiation, which means mak-
ing an unambiguous distinction
between who are us and who are
them (for example, the competi-
tors) and how we are different
» Creating a compelling picture of
what the group stands for, i.e., the
culture of the group, including its
values and be-
liefs.

the dis-groupness
of a subgroup, the
leader must first
identify the coun-
terproductive
group then gain
access to the key
players, particu-
larly the informal
leaders of the
group. It is not
necessary to influ-

The concept of providing
ownership to the coachees
enables them to take on
more and more responsi-
bility. This allows them to
develop leadership compe-
tencies under the guidance
of an external coach and/or
their managers who may
act as coaches

Great leaders
not only develop
these factors with
their team mem-
bers but are excel-
lent role models
and communica-
tors who relent-
lessly walk their
talk and effec-
tively keep com-
municating these

ence every mem-
ber of the group;
the key players determine what the
group stands for. I also call them
opinion leaders.

The key to success was for me to
gain the trust of the key opinion lead-
ers in that Asian regional office of an
American technology company. My
own strong background in sales
helped in building good rapport dur-
ing the first session. Also, the trust of
the leader was gained using the prin-
ciples of Appreciative Inquiry (Al)*
rather than outright criticism. We
achieved our target within six months
by working directly with the opinion
leaders and teaching the sales man-
ager how to coach them effectively. As
a positive side effect, the sales man-
ager gained more respect from his
team members and had better access
to his team.

How Great Leaders
Enhance Groupness

From my research I found that
groupness can be enhanced by three
ways:

» Giving a clear group direction

aspects.

Coaching as a Leadership
Development Tool

I mentioned earlier that coaching is an
effective tool for career development.
This is particularly true for the devel-
opment of leaders. The basic purpose
of coaching is to help the coaches in
their development in order to further
improve their performance and make
better decisions to maximize their suc-
cess and, subsequently, the success of
the organization.

The concept of providing owner-
ship to the coachees enables them to
take on more and more responsibility.
This allows them to develop leader-
ship competencies under the guid-
ance of an external coach and/or their
managers who may act as coaches.

Consider this example. Karen is
the managing director of the regional
headquarters of a multinational com-
pany. She was pirated from a competi-
tor where she was a successful sales
director responsible for both the mar-
keting and the sales departments.

Less than half a year into her new
job, she felt extremely stressed and

at: www.aradford.co.uk/Pagefiles/
background.htm which includes a clear vision for  drained of energy. She had never ex-
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perienced this before—in fact, she was
known for being a power woman, al-
ways positive and energetic. She
couldn’'t quite understand what was
going on. As in her previous jobs, she
worked long hours and was fully com-
mitted to achieve excellent results.
Unfortunately, the results didn’t
develop as expected and the workload
seemed to increase by the day. What
happened?
When Karen
finally contacted
me to figure out
what was going
on and how I

Professional executive
coaching is not the only

» A mission statement (Why do we
want to go there? What is the pur-
pose?)

» A value statement (Which prin-
ciples should guide us on our way?)
Based on the vision, Karen and her

directors decided on a strategy that

would most likely make the vision a

reality.

While completing the direction,
we worked on her communication
skills, especially
when talking in
front of larger in-
ternal or external
groups. Karen

could help her, | way to devclalop also noticed that
asked her to de- leadership even though one
scribe her typical competencies, but it is of her strengths
working day in as perhaps the fastest and was her ability to

much detail as
possible. I also in-
quired about the
way she commu-
nicated and interacted with the other
senior managers. Finally, I asked her
what components of her job are most
important for her to be a successful
managing director.

Based on her answers and the pre-
viously mentioned definitions of man-
agement and leadership, Karen ap-
peared to function as a manager, not as
a leader, in her new company.

We also talked about how things
worked out so well in her previous po-
sition. It turned out that her boss was a
strong leader who took over the lead-
ership aspect of her role as a sales di-
rector so she could focus on managing
the daily work and supporting the key
account managers in winning impor-
tant orders. Together, they produced a
winning combination of leadership
and management.

She suddenly realized that this im-
portant function of her previous boss—
which she took for granted at that
time—was missing, and that it was her
responsibility to take over this task.

Within the first three months, we
focused on creating a clear direction
for the regional headquarters, which
we developed together with the senior
management team:

» A vision statement (Where do we
want to go?)

most effective way

create good rap-
port almost in-
stantly, she some-
times had prob-
lems sustaining relationships. She re-
alized that she rarely coached her re-
ports, which caused frustration and
decreased engagement.

As a consequence, we practiced
coaching skills, feedback and feed-for-
ward, as well as how to make employee
participation more effective. We also
worked on her awareness of the impor-
tance of developing her people, espe-
cially potential future leaders.

Furthermore, it was important for
Karen to learn that she had to let go of
being the “super manager”, as a former
colleague described her. This was not
her main job anymore. As she already
had a good knowledge of the capabili-
ties of each of her reports, she was able
to delegate more management tasks to
others. Also, she followed my advice
to employ a capable personal assistant
to free her from everyday tasks.

As a result, after nine months of
coaching, Karen's and her company’s
situation changed dramatically.

For Karen:

» She still worked long hours, but
found it much more enjoyable.

» She became as energized as she
used to be.

» She made the shift from being a

“super manager” to being a “super

leader.”

For her company:

» Engagement greatly improved (we
made an employee satisfaction in-
quiry at the beginning and after
nine months).

» Retention, especially of the high
performers, improved consider-
ably.

» The financial results showed a
new positive trend after approxi-
mately six months.

Karen decided to continue having
coaching sessions to further
strengthen her leadership competen-
cies. Also, she noticed that coaching
helped her when making important
decisions because she had an unbi-
ased yet understanding sparring part-
ner who challenged her thoughts and
expanded her awareness.

Of course, professional executive
coaching is not the only way to de-
velop leadership competencies, but
it is perhaps the fastest and most ef-
fective way. Cases like Karen's clearly
prove the potential value of coach-
ing.

Conclusion

Developing leadership talent must be
a prime task for any leader as it ben-
efits both the leader and the organiza-
tion. Corporate success is highly de-
pendent on the leadership quality of a
company's leaders.

Coaching is an important leader-
ship tool and an ideal approach for
developing great leaders. I have
found it to be most effective when
executives learn at least the basic
coaching competencies to coach
their staff. This can be achieved
through dedicated coach-training
programs. At the same time it is rec-
ommended that leaders be coached
by professional corporate coaches.
This way, they can become better
leaders and be supported in develop-
ing leadership talent.

Developing your future leaders
cannot be completely delegated to HR.
It's the job of every manager in your
organization. s
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