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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 realised that they need to participate in the process.  Further research by Eric de 

Haan (2021) has shown that changes in behaviour of coaching clients is not only more likely to be 

seen by others, but it also increases impact of coaching to have their involvement.  

If you are working with an executive who has line manager or someone with a direct and invested 

interest in the client,  there are several things you can do at the beginning of a coaching engagement 

to help make it a successful three-way contract. 

At outset and at during an intake or chemistry session with your prospective client, explore the 

involvement of a sponsor and explain how they would be involved in three points: 

At the beginning of the coaching and confirming the coaching a three-way contract.  This would 

include joining a three-way conversation (20-30 minutes) to set the context for coaching, input on 

broad objectives and consider how they define success from an organisational perspective.  As a 

senior coach you will be explicitly encouraging the sponsor give your client opportunities to 

experiment and gain developmental feedback associated with the coaching goals.  Beware that 

sometimes, at senior level coaching, something paradoxical injunctions can take place with line 

manger sponsors.  For example, a sponsor asking for your client to be more strategic or proactive 

while at the same time they are giving them enough opportunity or psychological safety to do this 

without obeying them.  So, our role her is to be aware and contract the opportunity for our clients 

and the sponsor to take learnings from the coaching conversations into experiment in their 

workplace. My tip here is to make this explicit and not assume.   There is debate in the executive 

coaching community to do this directly with the sponsor without the coachee.  My tip is while you 

are developing your senior coaching capabilities, is to stick with three-way conversations.  These 

conversations provide 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.  But 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.   

Tips at this stage:  

• 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 the sponsor to name what they observe as a development or difference from now.  
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• Ask if there would any other ways of measuring and validating any changes as a result of the 

coaching. 

• Ask the sponsor to share what would be the impact and benefits for such change.  

• Ask both the coach and sponsor what do we all three need to contract and agree how we 

will work together within the confidentiality of sessions themselves. 

• Ask for permission to be directive and suggest meet at mid-point and end and that any 

discussion happen in a three-way context and not in individual conversation with the 

sponsor.  Secondly to contract opportunities for safe practice. 

• Ask the sponsor and coachee what opportunities are what are already available or need to 

put in place to help the coach develop their goals. 

• Ask the sponsor and coachee the degree which there is safety to experience, modify, gain 

feedback, and adapt. 

• Define clear parameters on confidentiality. As a coach you are not acting as a psychologist, 

and different confidentiality rules apply. 

• Finally ask if there is anything else we should add to the contract 

Build agreements into the contracting contract. You write up, send to both client and sponsor to 

modify, and sign.  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.  

 

In the middle when you review the coaching relationship and invite the sponsor into to another 

three-way conversation (20-30 minutes) to first review observed changes and impacts.  Secondly to 

consider any amendments to context, coaching goals and success measure going forward for the 

second half of the coaching programme.  Thirdly, you should look for the opportunity to explicitly 

confirm or adjust how the tree of you will work going forward.  This might include reinforcing 

opportunities for your client to have opportunities to apply and modify changes.  By cautious of 

being requested for private meetings with the sponsor.  This changes the psychosocial construct of 

trust, and my tip would be to avoid.   

 

At the end of the coaching and meet up to exit and evaluate the coaching investment (20-30 

minutes).  This about hearing from all of you about the impact of the coaching, what you have all 

learnt from the coaching, what development goes forward (things that may not have been closed or 

achieved) and acknowledging success. 

 


