Tips for working with a sponsor

Once upon a time, executive coaching was viewed as a remedial intervention for executives
and managers who needed to be “fixed” in some way. Managers were not expected to be
particularly involved in the coachee’ s exploration or journey. Coaching was even sometimes
viewed as “outsourcing” the management of a difficult employee. But today, executive
coaching is often viewed as a valuable intervention in developing sustainable leadership —
and their sponsoring managers have realized that they need to participate in the process. If
you are a manager with a direct report who is working with an external coach, there are
several things you can do at the beginning of a coaching engagement to help make it a
successful three-way contract:

Set broad objectives and frame them positively. At the outset, ask the sponsor to be more
specific about how they define success for the coachee, the better. But when you do so, be
sure to emphasize professional development goals. There is debate in the executive coaching
community to do this directly with the sponsor without the coachee. My preference and
experience suggest doing this as part of first coaching session in three-way conversation once
you have an intake with the client and drafted a coaching agreement. This provides you, as a
coach with so much data about your client’s relationship with their boss and sense of
opportunity to ask the sponsor to support opportunities for the coachee to try things out, get
feedback and grow in their day-to-day workplace. So, for example, the sponsor might think
the coachee should “navigate organizational politics and priorities more effectively” or
“operate more strategically”. But paradoxically the sponsor is often part of the shift and will
need to give safe opportunity for the coachee to experiment, gain clear feedback, modify and
embed change. Here, first ask the coach to share with their sponsor what they have identified
as the coaching goals and measures. Then ask the sponsor to add or comment on any these
goals and share their own aspirations of the return expected from the coaching investment.
Your role here, is to be ready to verify these aspirations in terms of what behaviours they
would see the coachee demonstrating if being successful. Make sure these are positive. Ask
them to name what would have been the development or difference form now. Ask them to
share what would be the impact and benefits for such change. Confirm and contract with
your coachee to include in the coaching contract.

Provide data. Coaching is most effective when the participant and the coach have multiple
sources of information, which might include past reviews with their sponsor, insights
assessments or 360-degree feedback. While the employee may already have this information,
it’s often helpful for you to check with both the coachee and sponsor as to what other data
might be worthwhile share. This could include building in a 360-degree activity into the
programme or conducting a feedforward activity with other stakeholders. Invite the sponsor
to be involved with reviewing in three-way conversation mid-way through the coaching
programme and at the end.

Above all, be specific about concrete behaviours and actions . A good coaching
engagement can go to waste if the sponsor, the coach, and the coach haven’t clearly
articulated specific things the employee can do differently or better.

Define clear parameters on confidentiality. As a coach you are not acting as a
psychologist, and different confidentiality rules apply. On the one hand, there should be
confidential aspects of the process, such as the sessions themselves. Explain and reiterate to
both the sponsor and coachee that sessions will be confidential, but you all agree to share
themes and reactions at the mid-way point and the close.

Author: Andy Maggs MSc Executive Coach



Tips for working with a sponsor

Be aware such relationships can create challenges. Be mindful of the potential impact
operating away from your coachee without their permission. For example, opening up
channels of communications in between session with the sponsor or other stakeholders unless
overtly agreed with your coachee. As coach, you should not become a messenger between
people within your clients’ relationships. There is opportunity in the context of executive
coaching for you to provide more specific and candid feedback to the coachee should you
contract to collect data from others. Here you can often be blunter than your coachee might
be when getting feedback from their colleagues. Again, this is best to form part of your overt
contracted relationship. It can and might well change as you proceed.

It is worthy to note that sponsors own role with your coachee is a key factor. Whist you’re
not coaching the sponsor here, you are helping to reinforce a dynamic of supporting their
relationship in terms of performance and development. Your clients are likely to progress
further and better on their coaching path if you the sponsor provides day to day help, show
them where it is and where it leads, and then provide feedback and support along the way.
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