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Coaching in the workplace – the power of process 

 
 
Coaching is unlocking a person’s potential to maximise their own performance.  It is 
helping them to learn rather than teaching them.        

Timothy Gallwey 
 
The coach is not a problem solver, an adviser, an instructor, or even an expert; he or 
she is a sounding board, a facilitator, counsellor, an awareness raiser.    
  

John Whitmore 
 
 
As you have explored during the first days of your Advanced Coaching Programme, 
effective coaching is one of the most powerful ways to lead and develop performance 
in today’s workplace.   
 

 
 
 
Many of us have experienced well meaning instruction on how to do something from 
our managers, but that is not coaching.  And some of you may have experienced a 
manager claiming a participative style is the way forward - and then neglects to ask 
for your input on how to improve performance.   
Unfortunately such embedded and old habits die hard.  The directional and pace 
setting style of leadership remains prevalent in many organisations and in truth it, 
seems to be even growing. However, given the vulnerability, uncertainty, complexity 
and change in the workplace today, coaching as a deployed leadership capability is 
needed even more than ever - and it gets measurable, significant results. 
 
The concept of coaching is not difficult but if the fundamental process of coaching is 
not understood, it risks becoming another misapplied tool in a kitbag of quick fixes.  
Furthermore, coaching is a compound capability which calls upon a high range of 
skills, behaviours, beliefs and values.   
 
At the heart of this capability is the belief that you as a coach own and control 
the process and that your coachee owns and controls the content. 
 
The well credited author of Coaching for Performance, John Whitmore, talks about 
two key elements of the effective coaching process: Awareness and Responsibility. 
 
Awareness:  This is the product of focused attention, concentration and clarity.  
Merely telling someone what to do or focus on does not raise their awareness.  You 
will need to raise awareness in those you coach, but this can only be done by asking 
questions that elicit deeper thinking or by providing feedback which you learn 
throughout the program. 
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Responsibility:  When we are told do something, we are not really being given 
responsibility.  Yet transferring responsibility is crucial for performance improvement.  
Responsibility in coaching means helping to facilitate choice and help your coachee 
feel responsible for it.   
During the programme, this is what you discovered as their ‘banana’! 
 

 
 
   
Introducing a model for effective Coaching 
 
There is no guarantee that all sessions follow in exact sequence, your own developing 
experience through the programme will show you that at times you may need to back 
track.  However a powerful process will help you manage the sequence with 
confidence and if you get lost, it will help you out of difficulty.   
Whilst many coaching models have been established, we have leant on perhaps the 
most widely shared model from John Whitmore, called GROW.  This has since been 
developed and built upon by Myles Downey who added the component of topic to 
allow a flow of questions to help facilitate an outcome.    
 
The ‘To GROW’ model has evolved into one of the most popular models used in 
coaching across organisations today.  The more you consciously practice it between 
now and the next programme, the more proficient you will become.  Having a core 
process at the heart of your communications will enable you to be an effective coach 
in both formal and informal situations 
Formally – in what we will call the Big C, and informally – in what we call small c’s, 
identifying situations where relevant coaching techniques can be applied. 
 
 

                

TOPIC:

Initial understanding

WILL:

Actions and will

GOAL:

Session and longer

term

REALTY:

Current situation

OPTIONS:

Possible solutions
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To-GROW Process - The sequence of questioning 
 
(Topic)   To establish the broad area of discussion  
 
(Goal)     Developing well-formed outcomes - both long term & for the session  
 
(Reality)  Understanding the current situation 
 
(Options) Exploring options to move towards the goal  
 
(Will)   What will be done, when and your coachee’s will to do it 
 
What follows is an example of how this might evolve.  In this conversation, the coach 
is consciously using the TGROW process and is based on examples found in  
Effective Coaching by Myles Downey , Thomson Texere, 2003. 
 
 
Topic - To establish the broad area of discussion  
 
This critical first step is about establishing the territory you are in, the scale of the 
topic, it’s importance and significance.  This is not a static point, but it is useful to 
establish rapport and what the coachee wants talk about in the conversation. In many 
cases the conversation at this stage could be jumbled but is important to allow the 
coachee to talk and explore the scale of the topic before trying to draw out the goal. 
 
COACH What would you like to talk about? 
 
COACHEE I have to make a presentation to the management team next week and 

I’m nervous about doing a good job. 
 
COACH Tell me some more about it? 
 
COACHEE The team have asked me to make a 10 minute presentation on the 

project and I am not sure how I should approach it. 
 
COACH OK, pause 
 
COACHEE And if I am honest, I am nervous of standing up in front of a group who 

are known to be critical. 
 
COACH Is there anything else? 
 
COACHEE U’m, well yes, the last time I made a presentation it did not go well. 
 
COACH Let me check my understanding, is there a broader issue here 

about your presentation skills? 
 
COACHEE I guess so. 
 
COACH Specifically then what is the topic for this session? 
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COACHEE It’s about making a good presentation to the managers and also about 
improving my skills. 

 
Goal - Developing well-formed outcomes - both long term & for the session  
 
   
This stage has the potential of having the greatest impact on the success of the 
coaching conversation.  Here, you are trying to establish the desired outcome for the 
conversation, not the longer-term objective.   The key intention is to identify and agree 
a number of clear and achievable outcomes.   
 
 
COACH OK, I think I’ve got a fair understanding of the topic, tell me what 

you would like to get out of this session? 
 
COACHEE I am more concerned about the immediate problem of the management 

presentation, than I am about being able to present in front of more 
senior people. 

 
COACH OK so the immediate presentation is the priority, tell me what you 

want from this session. 
 
COACHEE Well, I would like to understand what went wrong with the last 

presentation and then to have an idea of the key things to do differently 
next week. 

 
COACH So there are two elements to that.  To understand what went 

wrong and to have ideas on key things to do differently.  Lets take 
the first element, what do you want to happen? 

 
COACHEE To have identified the key lessons. 
 
COACH What does key mean to you? 
 
COACHEE The two or three things that break a presentation. 
 
COACH And for the second element, in terms of the key things to do 

differently, what outcome do you want? 
 
COACHEE Well, the discussion on what went wrong will help but I suspect there 

are some things I need to know. 
 
COACH And the goal? 
 
COACHEE If I could find five or so key things to remember, that would be great. 
 
COACH OK, let me summarise what goals you’ve identified.  Firstly, to 

identify the two or three things that went wrong with the last 
management presentation. Secondly, to list five things to remember to 
do at next weeks presentation. 

. 
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Reality - Understanding the current situation 
 
This stage is about getting an accurate picture of the current topic, and help the 
coachee become more aware of all aspects of the goal.  It is important you do not try 
to solve, fix or assess the topic.  To do this demands a high degree of detachment by 
the coach and the ability to phrase questions in a way that demands factual answers 
of the coachee, for example ‘What were the factors that determined your decision? 
 
 
COACH Out of the two elements which do you want to tackle first? 
COACHEE I think the best place is to start with the messed up presentation. 
 
COACH OK tell me about that. 
COACHEE It was at an earlier stage of this project.  I thought it would be an easy 

update but it turned out all wrong. 
 
COACH Just how did it turn out wrong? 
COACHEE I did get the message across on what we had done but I really did not 

do myself or the team justice. 
 
COACH So what actually happened? 
COACHEE I was a bit flustered when I got here and I felt a little unprepared.  Due 

to working late the night before I had to get the slides in order before 
and had some challenges with saving the slides onto CD. 

 
COACH What else happened? 
COACHEE I was nervous and my words came out a bit scrambled.  I was even 

asked to repeat something, as they didn’t understand me. 
 
COACH Was there anything else in the presentation that did not work for 

you? 
COACHEE Yes, I was put out by the number of questions.  I am not sure they were 

trying to be difficult, but they were hard to answer and it interrupted any 
flow I had. 

 
COACH So far you have mentioned something about preparation, about 

feeling nervous, and the difficulty of handling questions.  Is there 
anything else? 

COACHEE Not really. 
 
COACH Which of these would you like to focus on first? 
COACHEE The bit about handling questions, that was the worst bit. 
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Options - Exploring options to move towards the goal  
 
This stage is about helping the coachee to consider possibilities to address the goal.  
The intention here is to draw out a list of possibilities without judgement or influence 
and ensure that you do not try and solve it straight away.  Your task is to get the 
coachee to think and not start on the action process too soon.   
 
COACH As I understood you, you felt the questions interrupted your flow. 
COACHEE Yes, and that was partly because I was thinking of my next slide. 
 
COACH So what could you differently? 
COACHEE I could make sure no questions were asked till the end. 
 
COACH What else?  
COACHEE I could stop myself from going to the next slide, perhaps look up and 

give some eye contact. 
 
COACH Anything else?  
COACHEE Not sure.  Well if I did not really hear or understand the question, I 

suppose I could check my understanding by repeating the questions. 
 
COACH Is there anything else can you think of?  
COACHHE Not sure there is. 
 
COACH You’ve mentioned stop going onto the next slide by looking up, is 

there anything else you could do regardless of consequences?   
COACHEE Well, I suppose rather than ask for questions at end I could ask at the 

end of a couple of key slides. 
 
COACH So you have came up with four options then, ask for questions at 

end, look up and give eye contact once a slide is presented, ask 
for questions to be repeated if you not hear or understand and 
potentially ask for questions at set points.   
Which of these is most important?  

COACHEE Well I think rather than asking question at the end for such a critical 
audience it will be better to give some time for questions during the 
presentation and at this point, switch off the projector and look up. 

 
COACH Great 
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Will - what will be done, when and your coachee’s will to do it 

 
The purpose of this stage is to convert discussion into decision.  The coachee must 
maintain choice and ownership, even if there decision is to take no action.  There are 
number of effective questions that can add value including: 

 When are you going to do it?  
o This is a tough question but it is important to leverage decision and 

commitment.   

 Will this action meet your goal? 
o Without checking back there may be a possibility that the coachee has 

wandered off track.  If this does happen you may need to change the 
goal in light of the coaching.   

 What obstacles might you face along the way? 
o It is important to pre-empt the reality of things that can block progress 

and here the effective coach can increase commitment. 

 What support do you need? 
o Support can come in many ways, such as outside people, colleagues 

or resources, or it could be as simple as letting someone know what 
you are doing or getting help to keep them on track. 

 How and when are you going to get support? 
o It is no good wanting some support but not taking steps to get it.  This 

is about the coach persisting until the actions are clear and certain. 

 What other considerations do you have? 
o This is a helpful and necessary type of check question so that the 

coach cannot be charged with forgetting something. 

 Rate 1 to 10 the degree of certainty you have that you will carry out the 
actions you agreed. 

o This is not scientific but will give a very good indication - If the coachee 
does rate less than 8, ask them how they could reduce the size of the 
task or increase the timescale.   

 
Continuing the example… 
 
COACH You have come up with three specific points, question points, 

looking up and projector off.  What actions do you think you will 
take? 

COACHEE That’s right, the one I feel most confident about is setting some clear 
question points. 

 
COACH What is it that makes you feel uncomfortable? 
COACHEE Despite not being great at handling questions, I do feel it is better to 

keep the presentation more interactive. 
 
COACH Just so we are both sure, tell me specifically what you are going 

to do? 
COACHEE I am going to identify two or three question points in my presentation. I 

will signpost these in the introduction so they know when they can ask 
questions.   
At each point I will turn off the screen and look at the managers. 
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To-Grow – Example Questions  
 
TOPIC – To establish the broad area of discussion  

 What would you like to talk about? 

 Tell me some more about it? 

 Is there anything else? 

 Specifically then what is the topic for this session/coaching? 
 

Goal - Developing well-formed outcomes - both long term & for the session  

 What form of outcome are you seeking by the end of this coaching session? 

 How far and how detailed do you expect to get in this session? 

 In the long term what is your goal related to this issue? 
o What is the time frame? 

 What short term goals can you identify, with their time frames? 
 

Reality - Understanding the current situation  

 What is the present situation in more detail? 

 What and how great is your concern about it? 

 Who is affected by this issue other than you? 

 Who knows about your desire to do something? 

 How much control do you personally have over the outcome? 

 What actions have you taken so far? 

 What were the outcomes of these actions? 

 What stopped you from doing more? 

 What is the key issue here or the bottom line? 
 
Options - Exploring options to move towards the goal  

 What are the different ways you could approach this goal? 

 What else could you do? 

 What could you do if …you had more time or no obstacles 

 Would you like any suggestions from me? 

 What are the advantages and disadvantages of each of these? 

 Which would give the best result? 

 Which of these appeals to you most or feels best for you? 

 Which would give you the most satisfaction? 
 

Will - what will be done, when and your coachee’s will to do it  

 What will you do? 

 When are you going to do it? 

 To what extent does this meet all your objectives? 

 What are your measurements for success? 

 When precisely are you going to start and finish? 

 What could arise to hinder you in taking these steps? 

 What will you do to eliminate these external and internal factors? 

 Who needs to know what your plans are? 

 What support do you need and from whom? 

 What will you do to get the support and when? 

 What is your level of commitment for taking these actions – out of 10 

 (What could you do or alter to raise your commitment?) 

 Is there anything else you want to talk about now or have we concluded?  


