
 
Leadership 
Team 
Coaching

i



 
‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens could 

change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.’ 
(Attributed to Margaret Mead; source unknown.)

‘Not finance. Not Strategy. Not Technology. It is teamwork that remains the 
ultimate competitive advantage, both because it is so powerful and so rare.’ 

Patrick Lencioni (2002: vii)

‘Teams outperform individuals acting alone or in large organizational 
groupings, especially when performance requires multiple skills, judgements 

and experiences.’ 
Katzenbach and Smith (1993b: 9)
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To all those engaged in leading and coaching the teams who face  

the great challenges of our time.
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Preface

At  heart  o f  e f fect ive  team coaching i s  the 
generat ive  re lat ionship  between the  team and 
the i r  coach,  in  which  a l l  members  of  the 
re lat ionship  should  be  constant ly  learn ing .

T eam coaching, outside the world of sport, is a relatively new kid on the 
block. So recent, indeed, that a simple search through the websites of 

organizations offering team coaching services is bewildering in its lack of 
consensus. It seems that team coaching is being used to describe a wide 
variety of interventions that include facilitation, consultancy, team-building, 
and group counselling. Team coaching is presented in some cases as a 
process involving all the team at the same time; in others, as the sum of 
individual coaching of each of the members. The team leader is sometimes 
seen as an essential member of the team; sometimes as an external influencer. 
Of the various claims made for these interventions, perhaps the most signal 
common feature in the majority of cases is the lack of credible evidence.

Fortunately, we are now beginning to see the growth of two essential 
processes for bringing order to this chaos. One is the gradual emergence of 
empirical research – evidence-based studies that explore the practical 
dynamics of coaching interventions in a team setting. The second is the 
appearance of books, such as this, in which experienced team coaches 
define their role and present a theoretical underpinning for the team 
coaching process – which in turn can provide the fuel for future empirical 
research.

In Leadership Team Coaching, Peter Hawkins has distilled a great deal of 
practical wisdom. In particular, he has expanded the scope of team coaching 
to embrace a systemic perspective, which recognizes that the team’s ability 
to implement change and radically improve performance is influenced as 
much by external as internal factors. He presents a series of robust yet 
simple models that enable both practitioners and corporate purchasers to 
address more coherently the two critical questions of:

●● What should an effective team coach do?

●● How do you tell if they are right for the needs of this team?

The book also provides a valuable perspective on supervision. It is a sad 
state of affairs that the majority of coaches do not have supervision; and 
that those who do, gain less from supervision than they should, because 
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xii Preface

they lack insight into how to be supervised. The issue is even more serious, 
in the context of team coaching, because the potential to miss signs is so 
much greater, and the consequences of doing so are so much higher. The 
effective team coach is also ‘systemically aware’ – conscious that what 
happens in the room is only part of a much larger picture of interactions, 
allegiances, encouragements and discouragements, collaborations and 
conflicts between the team and other stakeholders.

In my observation, the role of the team coach varies greatly, according to 
the circumstances and needs of the individual team. Some of the most vital 
roles, however, include:

1	 Helping the team discover its identity. 

2	 Helping the team clarify what it wants to achieve and why. 

3	 Helping the team come to terms with what it can’t or shouldn’t do, as 
well as understand its ‘potential to achieve’.

4	 Helping the team understand its critical processes. I am often shocked 
by how little insight top teams have into how they make decisions; or 
how they communicate collectively with others. Team coaches 
challenge this complacency and amateurishness and help the team 
develop more functional processes that sustain collective 
performance.

5	 Helping the team access its suppressed creativity. 

6	 Helping the team develop collective resilience. Team coaches can help 
teams to improve how they manage their collective emotional well-
being and learn how to moderate their responses to success and 
set-backs.

7	 Helping the team monitor its own progress. Teams benefit from 
measuring not just task outputs, but learning and process quality – 
how the team works together – from the perspective of various 
stakeholders. Again, the team coach helps the team work out ‘how 
do we know how we are doing?’ Additionally, the team coach can 
help create processes that enable the team to be aware of and 
challenge its own myopia – the tendency to ignore or downgrade 
feedback that is too uncomfortable or which does not reinforce the 
team self-image.

Leadership Team Coaching addresses all these issues and will be an 
invaluable resource for both practitioners and users of this emergent 
discipline.

Professor David Clutterbuck
Joint Founder of the European Mentoring and Coaching Council (EMCC)

Visiting Professor in Coaching at the University of Sheffield Hallam and 
the University of Oxford Brookes
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Introduction

T his book is written for all those who are excited by the challenges of 
leading or coaching teams that can provide effective collective 

leadership. Never has this task been more urgent or more demanding. In 
Chapter 1 I will show how the world has moved beyond the time when the 
major challenges could be met by the great individual leader, or the 
complexities of transformation in companies could be solved by the heroic 
CEO. Human beings have created a world of such complexity, global 
interdependence, of continuous and fast moving change, that leadership is 
beyond the scope of the individual and requires more effective collective 
leadership and high performing teams.

Traditionally, leadership development has been about cognitively 
educating individuals through theories and case examples. Over the last 40 
years there has been a move to much more experiential, real-time action 
learning, on the job facing real challenges, which has focused on affect as 
well as cognition. But the emphasis has still been on leader development, 
not collective leadership. The field of individual coaching has expanded 
exponentially over the last 30 years, with hundreds of new books, courses, 
accreditations, etc; but the field of coaching leadership teams has been 
relatively neglected.

The team development that has been carried out has often been time-
limited pieces of facilitation, over-focused on the team members relating 
better to each other, or on team structure, selection and processes. There 
has been a lack of an integrated approach that brings together the best of 
coaching, consultancy and team development approaches, providing an 
extended relationship over time that helps the team work, relate and learn 
better together.

What limited research there has been on efforts to help teams (Clutterbuck, 
2007; Wageman et al, 2008), shows that team-bonding and team-building 
exercises do not deliver sustainable and lasting improvement to team 
performance, but that a sustained coaching approach, whether delivered 
from within the team by the team leader or by an external coach, can create 
sustained performance improvement.

1



 

2 Introduction

Teams need to know what high performance looks like in order to plan 
and commit to their own journey to raise their team performance. In 
Chapters 2 and 3 I outline the key elements of a high-performing team. In 
Chapter 3 I present the ‘Five disciplines of team performance’ which 
comprise:

1	 Commissioning – being clear about the commissioning of the team.

2	 Clarifying – the team clarifying and committing to their own mission, 
purpose, strategic aims, values, goals, roles and processes.

3	 Co-creating – the team being more effective in how they collectively 
work together to co-create generative thinking and action, which is 
greater than the sum of their individual efforts.

4	 Connecting – engaging with the staff the team leads, the customers 
and investors it serves, the suppliers, partners, regulators and local 
communities it relies upon to do its work. Leadership lies in the 
ability to transform relationships and inspire, motivate and align 
those wider parts of the system necessary to transform the 
contribution of the team.

5	 Core learning – unless the team is learning and unlearning at a rate 
equal to or greater than the rate at which the environment is 
changing around it, it cannot thrive, so the last and central discipline 
is the team’s commitment, not only to core learning but learning how 
to learn more effectively.

In Chapter 4 I outline and define the new craft of Team Coaching, which – 
although it has historical roots in the fields of organizational development, 
consulting, team facilitation, coaching and sports psychology – is distinct 
from all of these.

In Chapter 6 I illustrate ways of coaching each of these five disciplines 
and how they each require a different focus and skill set from the team 
coach or team leader. In Chapter 5 I show how the relationship between the 
coach and the team he or she is working with needs to develop through a 
number of key stages. I use the CID-CLEAR model to illustrate each of these 
stages.

In Chapters 7 and 8 the book broadens out from leadership teams to 
consider a variety of other sorts of teams:

●● management;

●● project – for which I supply a new stage model of development;

●● virtual;

●● international;

●● customer or client account teams;

●● the board.

The final section of the book begins in Chapter 9 with guidance for team 
leaders and those resourcing team coaching in their organizations, on 
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finding, selecting, assessing and working with team coaches. Then there is a 
series of chapters focused on the training, development and supervision of 
team coaches:

●● the key capabilities and capacities and how to develop them 
(Chapter 10);

●● supervision approaches for supervising team coaching (Chapter 11);

●● key additional models, tools and methods for team coaching 
(Chapter 12; others are scattered through the rest of the book and 
Table 12.2 on page 204 shows where they are located).

In the final chapter, I offer an agenda for the field of team coaching, and 
how it might develop to better meet the growing needs of teams and team 
leaders throughout the world.
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“

Why the world 
needs more  
high-performing 
leadership teams

Never  doubt  that  a  smal l  group of  thoughtfu l 
committed  c i t i zens  could  change the  wor ld . 
Indeed,  i t ’ s  the  only  th ing that  ever  has . 
(Attributed to Margaret Mead – source unknown)

W hen Katsuaki Watanabe was asked by Time Magazine, ‘Why is 
Toyota more profitable than America’s Big Three carmakers 

combined and why has it been so much more successful?’ he replied: ‘In 
Toyota everybody works as a team. We even call our suppliers our 
partners, and we make things that everybody thinks we should make.’ 
(http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1086192,00.)

I was working with the senior executive team of a leading financial 
company. After an exploratory round of individual meetings, I was 
struck by how much of the views of the team were focused on what was 
wrong with their chief executive. I was aware that they had a number of 
chairmen and chief executives who had quite short tenures and there had 
been competition before the latest (internal) appointment. After my first 
few months of working alongside them in their meetings and facilitating 
a team off-site, I was still being lobbied in the corridor about the CEO’s 
weaknesses. At the next meeting I said to the team: ‘I am fed up with you 
all telling me what is wrong with your chief executive.’ The chief executive 
who was sitting next to me, turned and looked at me with shock and 
anger, and the team members all looked down at their papers! I continued, 
somewhat in trepidation: ‘I think you are all delegating leadership 
upwards, and playing the game of “waiting for the perfect chief 
executive”. Well I have some bad news for you. In all my years working 
with a great variety of organizations, I have never met a perfect chief 
executive. So the question for you as senior team members is: “How are 

7



 

8 High-performing Teams

you as a team going to take responsibility for his weaknesses?”’ The team 
coaching had begun.

The myth of the perfect CEO or perfect leader is prevalent in many 
companies, organizations, sports teams and indeed even in the politics of 
nations. We expect more and more from our leaders and invest such hope in 
their miraculous powers to turn things round, and then are quick to criticize 
and blame them when they do not live up to our unrealistic expectations.
Warren Bennis, who has spent a lifetime studying leadership, writes:

Our mythology refuses to catch up with us. And so we cling to the myth 
of the Lone Ranger, the romantic idea that great things are usually 
accomplished by a larger-than-life individual working alone. Despite 
evidence to the contrary – including the fact that Michelangelo worked 
with a group of 16 to paint the Sistine Chapel – we still tend to think of 
achievement in terms of the Great Man or the Great Woman, instead of 
the great Group.

(Bennis, 1997)

Since Bennis wrote this, the challenges of the world have continued to grow 
exponentially in terms of complexity, interconnection, speed of change and 
the major threats now facing us as a species, and there is more to come. ‘The 
next 30 years will be the most exciting time to be alive, in the whole history 
of human beings on this planet.’ So said Tim Smit, the inspirational founder 
of the Lost Gardens of Heligan and the Eden Project, ‘for in that period we 
will discover whether Homo is really Sapiens or whether we are going to 
join the fossil records of extinct species’. The ecologist Paul Hawken echoed 
these statements when he addressed the Class of 2009 at the University of 
Portland:

Let’s begin with the starting point. Class of 2009: you are going to have 
to figure out what it means to be a human being on earth at a time when 
every living system is declining, and the rate of decline is accelerating … 
Basically, civilization needs a new operating system, you are the 
programmers, and we need it within a few decades.

The challenge is greater now than it has ever been, for when we wake up in 
the morning and look in the mirror we see staring back at us one of the 
many endangered species on this planet.

The challenge would be great if we were just facing global warming or 
population explosion or technological interconnectedness or the exhaustion 
of accessible oil supplies or the extinction of species at a rate 1,000 times 
greater than ever before; but we are not. We are facing a world where all of 
these challenges and many more are happening in a systemically complex 
web of interconnecting forces, at an exponentially accelerating rate so that 
no expert can possibly understand the whole pattern, let alone know how to 
address it.
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The challenge, so positively drawn by Tim Smit and Paul Hawken, 
cannot be addressed satisfactorily by individual expert scientists, or by 
teams of scientists drawn from the same discipline, not even by 
multidisciplinary teams of scientists drawn from the finest institutions in the 
world. It certainly cannot be solved by politicians, even with a greater level 
of cross border cooperation than has ever existed, nor by pressure groups 
focusing on one aspect of the complex pattern. The current world challenges 
task us as a species to find a way of working together, across disciplines and 
borders, beyond local and self interest in a way that has never been attained 
before. In working together we need to generate new ways of thinking, for 
as Einstein so memorably pointed out, you cannot solve a problem with the 
same thinking that created it.

While writing this book I became fascinated with listening to the UK Iraq 
Inquiry, which is setting out to discover what contributed to the UK’s 
political decision to engage with the United States and other allies in a very 
costly war in terms of human lives, economic cost and creation of further 
conflict with many Islamic cultures. The testimony of cabinet ministers 
starts to give pointers to how, at a time when quality, critical, challenging 
dialogue was most needed, the pressures both within the cabinet and 
without were driving a dangerous ‘groupthink’. Tony Blair had tried to 
avoid the failing of the later cabinets of Margaret Thatcher, one of his 
predecessors as British prime minister, by having different perspectives in 
his cabinet, which at the time of the Iraq war decisions included Robin 
Cook and Claire Short. However, when their challenging voice was most 
needed, they became isolated, and their contributions were marginalized 
and disparaged as a dangerous collective mindset developed. This episode 
contrasts with what we read of the cabinet of Abraham Lincoln at the time 
of the American Civil War. Historian Doris Kearns Goodwin (2005) refers 
to his ‘political genius’ in including in his cabinet his chief political rivals, 
people who would passionately and vocally disagree with his own arguments 
and beliefs, and encourage depth of critical debate. This is an approach that 
the current US President Obama is trying to emulate.

The changing challenge for teams

So how do these global challenges manifest in the world of leadership 
teams? Here are some of the key themes that are experienced by nearly all 
the leadership teams we have worked with or seen reported in the major 
research studies. These challenges are requiring all the members of leadership 
teams and those who coach and support them to raise their game.
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1. � Managing expectations of all the different 
stakeholders

A CEO of a successful financial company told me how everyone saw him as 
having enormous freedom, power and choice as CEO, but his experience 
was that he had less freedom, power and choice now than when he was a 
front-line team leader. He explained how his diary was fixed for him and 
driven by the corporate calendar; how he was constantly at the beck and call 
of regulators, board members, shareholders, key customers and partner 
organizations; and every division and function expected a personal visit at 
least once a year. There were more meetings he was expected to attend than 
hours in the day and at every meeting he was being lobbied from different 
perspectives and interest groups. He told me how he felt like the intersection 
of all the conflicting demands within and around the company.

I have spoken to permanent secretaries of government departments and 
CEOs of local government and health bodies who tell similar stories. It is no 
surprise that the average time most CEOs stay in post is becoming shorter 
and shorter.

Our expectations and demands on leaders are greater than ever before. In 
2000 Hooper and Potter wrote:

The key issue facing future leaders is unlocking the enormous human 
potential by winning people’s emotional support … our leaders of the 
future will have to be more competent, more articulate, more creative, 
more inspirational and more credible if they are going to win the hearts 
and minds of their followers.

Since then all the research on generation Y suggests that future generations 
will have even greater expectations and less automatic respect for titles and 
roles and will demand that leaders earn their respect.

2. � Leadership teams have to run and transform the 
business in parallel

Team coaching can also focus on the senior team or board running their 
business, and not recognize fully enough that most senior teams, in parallel 
to running the business have to focus on transforming the business and its 
wider system. These two activities require different approaches from the 
team and hence different forms of team coaching. Philip Sadler (2002) in 
Building Tomorrow’s Company, defined ‘transformational leadership’ as: 
‘The process of engaging the commitment of employees to radical change in 
the context of shared values and a shared vision.’

This, I would argue, is too narrow as it focuses on only one of the major 
stakeholder groups, namely the employees. I would suggest that 
‘transformational leadership’ is the process of collectively engaging the 
commitment and participation of all major stakeholder groups to radical 
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change in the context of shared endeavour, values and vision. The 
stakeholder groups at a minimum include employees, customers or service 
users, suppliers or partners, investors or voters, regulators, the communities 
in which the enterprise takes place and the natural environment.

This is not an activity that can be done by an individual or by a group of 
individuals acting in parallel. Often senior teams that are under pressure and 
being overloaded will allocate responsibility for each stakeholder group to an 
individual director or senior executive. The financial director or corporate 
affairs director will look after the investors; the HR director the employees; 
the sales director the customers; the compliance director the regulators, etc. 
This can lead to systemic and stakeholder conflict in the leadership team, 
between these various leaders, with a need to create integration through 
effective collective transformational leadership.

3. � Teams need to increase their capacity for working 
through systemic conflict

This process of teams re-enacting stakeholder conflict is also prevalent in 
boards. One of the most important and difficult relationships in many 
organizations is the one between the chairman and the chief executive. 
Often this can become personalized or be seen as a power battle, when a 
stakeholder conflict that has not been articulated or worked through is 
played out with the chairman carrying the needs of the investors or 
regulators and the CEO carrying the needs of the employees or customers.

A senior team can have too much conflict to be effective, but it can also 
have too little. My proposition is that the level of conflict in a team should 
be no greater or no less than the conflict in the system they are leading and 
operating within. This being so, there is a need to help teams (and boards) 
expand their collective capacity to manage systemic conflict.

4. � Human beings learning to live with multiple 
memberships and belonging

Another increasing challenge for team members is that the world is 
becoming more interconnected and organizations are becoming more 
matrixed. Rarely do senior leaders or managers now belong to just one 
team. A chief executive may be a member of the board, lead the senior 
executive team, and chair some of the subsidiary business boards, as well 
as sit on industry committees, joint ventures and working groups. This can 
be replicated throughout the senior levels of an organization. Yet 
psychologically most leaders and managers struggle with multiple 
membership and belonging. Sociologists and anthropologists tell us that 
as a species we have learnt how to create loyalty to our family group or 
tribe, which leads to wanting to protect it from other groupings that can 
easily be seen as a threat.
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I remember as a very young manager being the leader of a key division of 
the organization I worked for, which meant I was automatically a member 
of the national management team. As soon as I was appointed, my team 
members in the division would ask, ‘Whose side are you on? Are you part of 
our team or part of the central management?’ I very quickly had to learn to 
say I am 100 per cent a committed member of both teams. However, saying 
it was one thing, being able to practise it was another, particularly when I 
would experience each team telling me, sometimes quite vehemently, what 
was wrong with the other team. Under this pressure it is very easy to fall 
into a representational delegate role, where rather than act as a full team 
member you are only there to represent the views of the other team you 
come from and only speak when their interests are threatened or need 
promoting. Then one returns to the other team to represent the views of the 
senior management. One becomes what Barry Oshry (1995) so neatly 
describes as a ‘torn middle’ – a postman, envoy or arbitrator between one 
team and another and belonging nowhere.

5. � The world is becoming more complex and 
interconnected

A coaching colleague of mine recounted to me the story of a senior executive 
who spoke of how the only place he felt free was on long-haul flights, where 
he found he could think more widely about the bigger challenges facing his 
business and reflect in a less cluttered way on the dynamics of the system in 
which he was required to give leadership. The long-haul flight provided the 
sealed container in which he could acquire a helicopter view of what he was 
normally immersed within.

He returned several years later, in a state of being overwhelmed by all the 
issues that were constantly flooding his desk, his laptop and his consciousness. 
My colleague asked him how the long-haul flights were helping him get 
some perspective. He looked surprised: ‘I have forgotten all about that 
blissful state,’ he began, ‘for now I carry the organizational entanglement 
with me. I continue to have the demands and dynamics of my business flow 
into my phone and e-mail, wherever I am travelling in the world, and the 
plane is the only time I catch up on the backlog of unread e-mails!’

We live in a world where it is harder and harder to escape or get the 
distance necessary to stand back, reflect and see the bigger picture, which is 
probably one of the major factors why more and more senior leaders turn to 
coaches who can provide some of that protected space and outsider 
perspective.

6. � The growth of virtual working
Jessica Lipnack, who has spent many years studying virtual teams, reports 
that in the United States in 2006, 68 per cent of the workforce worked 
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virtually and this would rise to 73 per cent by 2011. In Asia in 2006, 480 
million people worked virtually and this would grow to 671 million by 
2011. Human beings are having to rapidly develop to ways of working for 
which there is no blueprint. The working day is now 24/7 as the enterprise 
follows the sun, its activity moving to different parts of the globe as the day 
progresses. Team work is often electronic, rather than face-to-face – e-mail, 
telephone, video conferencing – all of which require not just new 
communication skills but also new ways of developing and sustaining trust. 
Throughout human history teams have relied on informal socializing, often 
involving colleagues, families and sharing of interests from beyond work, to 
both build and sustain trust between colleagues. How to replace this vital 
ingredient in the virtual team is still an open question.

7. � The major leadership challenges lie not in the parts 
but in the interconnections

As we explored above, the challenges in the world are becoming more 
complex and involve greater interconnection. No longer do the main 
challenges in organizations lie in the people or in the parts but in the 
interfaces and relationships between people, teams, functions and different 
stakeholder needs. Yet we know far more about how to address issues in 
people, in teams, in functions and in stakeholder groups than between them. 
One coach said to me: ‘I was trained as a coach to believe that my job was 
to help change what lay between the ears of my coaching client. Now I 
realize that I need to change what lies between the noses!’

Yet we know more about how to enable personal change than we do 
about how to enable change in relationships. What we do know about 
coaching relationships also tends to be in the domain of enabling dialogue 
or resolving conflict between individuals, or helping the team to relate 
better interpersonally. For effective team coaching there are at least four 
levels of relationships that have to be attended to, often simultaneously:

1	 The relationship between the coach and the client team including 
how they relate to all the different individuals within the team and 
the team as an entity.

2	 How the team members relate to each other.

3	 How the team as a whole relates to and engages all its critical 
stakeholders that include the employees, the customers, the suppliers 
and partners, the investors and regulators and the communities in 
which it operates.

4	 How the leadership team enables all these stakeholders to engage 
differently with their stakeholders. No longer is it sufficient for a 
company to be customer-focused; to make a valuable contribution 
they need to focus on their customer’s customer – enabling their 
customers in turn to make a difference for their customers. The same 
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is paralleled in the focus on the staff’s staff, the investor’s investors, 
the supplier’s suppliers and the regulator’s constituency.

I remember being called in as a team coach by a sales team in an electronics 
company. They told me that their biggest problem was that they had been 
highly successful at reaching their sales targets, but were being let down by 
the production department, which was not keeping up with delivering the 
right products at the right quality and the right time. How frustrating, I felt, 
as I listened to them, and we worked on how they might be clearer in 
communicating their demands to the production people.

Only later did I talk to the colleague who was working with the 
production department, who told me that its biggest problem was the sales 
department. ‘How come?’ I asked, noticing I was already tightening up 
ready to defend my team! ‘Because they are motivated by quarterly sales 
targets and bonuses and at the end of every quarter, work hard at selling to 
customers what they know my team cannot deliver. This means we get more 
disgruntled customers who are harder to sell too, which mean the sales 
department make even more unachievable promises!’ The only way such 
cyclical patterns can be resolved is if those leading the departments act as a 
joined-up leadership team that thinks systemically and do not just represent 
the interests of their function.

In the public sector the challenges can be even greater, with many issues 
lying not in the jurisdiction of one organization, but having to be addressed 
across many participating organizational bodies. When working with a 
major government department I interviewed the relevant Secretary of State. 
He ended by saying that he thought that the inability to make enough 
progress in joined-up government had been the biggest failure of the UK 
Labour government through its three terms of office.

Are leadership teams ready to respond?

No single leader can any longer meet the demands placed on them and there 
is a growing recognition of the need for highly effective leadership teams.

Teams have so much more potential than individuals to rise to the 
growing, current and future challenges that face all organizations, countries 
and our species, and this is being increasingly recognized in many areas. 
Here are just a few instances that I quoted in an earlier book (Hawkins and 
Smith, 2006):

‘We know that about a third of local government performance is 
attributable to the collective leadership capability of the local authority, 
both members and chief officers, but we have no way of assessing that 
capability’ and ‘We know how to assess individual leaders, but not 
collective leadership groups.’

(Member of the Audit commission)
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‘In the three companies where I have been a senior executive the biggest 
development challenge has been how to develop the top team, when 
people are constantly leaving and joining.’

(FTSE 100 chief executive)

‘We have done a lot to develop individual leaders, but in many 
departments the top team functions at less than the sum of its parts.’

(Senior member of the civil service, Cabinet Office)

‘The quality of the executive team is one of the three most important 
factors in a growing business being successful.’

(Venture capitalist)

But are leadership teams ready to respond? Peter Senge said: ‘It is amazing 
how often you come across teams with an average intelligence of over 120, 
but the team functions at a collective intelligence of about 60’ (personal 
communication).

James Surowiecki in his fascinating book The Wisdom of Crowds (2005) 
gives some examples of how individual experts are less accurate than the 
averaged scores of a diverse group. From numerous studies he concludes:

Ask a hundred people to answer a question or solve a problem, and the 
average answer will often be at least as good as the answer of the smartest 
member … With most things the average is mediocrity. With decision-
making, it’s often excellence. You could say it’s as if we’ve been 
programmed to be collectively smart. (p 11)

If you can assemble a diverse group of people who possess varying 
degrees of knowledge and insight, you are better off trusting it with 
major decisions rather than leaving them in the hands of one or two 
people, no matter how smart the people are. (p 31)

However, he also explores at length studies of ‘groupthink’ and social 
conformity and how teams can become foolish through consensus 
thinking. He wants to discover the conditions necessary for a team or 
crowd to be wise rather than foolish, and arrives at four basic conditions. 
There need to be:

1	 diversity of opinion (each person should have some private 
information, even if it is an eccentric interpretation of the known 
facts);

2	 independence (people’s opinions are not determined by the opinions 
of those around them);

3	 decentralization (people are able to specialize and draw upon local 
knowledge);

4	 aggregation (some mechanism for turning private judgements into a 
collective decision).
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We will explore how you can build processes that support these enabling 
conditions later in the book.

In Hawkins and Smith (2006) I looked at some of the prevailing 
conditions in leadership teams that drive the team to greater ‘groupthink’. 
These included:

●● Organizations and teams tend to recruit and promote people who are 
most like existing members, which increasingly diminishes diversity.

●● Organizational culture, which we sometimes define as ‘what you stop 
noticing when you have worked somewhere for three months’, has as 
one of its functions to ‘create social cohesion’, but in so doing further 
lessens the amount of independence and diversity. Collective 
assumptions and beliefs develop and create limiting mindsets that 
constrain the thinking and creativity of the team.

●● Teams are keen to bond and many team-building events are geared to 
increase the ‘togetherness of the team’. Norms and unwritten rules 
develop about how to behave and what can be said and not said.

●● Other teams have members who are very anxious to please the top 
leader since he or she is the person who will influence their bonus and 
future promotion. Fear of being judged, criticized, isolated or indeed 
removed from the team can make many team members hold back.

●● Teams often arrive at decisions by collective discussion that – while 
building consensus – also develops ‘groupthink’, with no mechanism 
for aggregating independent and decentralized thinking. We have 
discovered in recruitment that if the panel initially discusses the 
candidate together, the group will quickly cohere around a dominant 
reaction. If, on the other hand, they score the candidate against set 
criteria in private and then tabulate the results, a much richer picture 
of the candidate emerges.

In this book I will explore how high-performing teams rise to the challenge 
of performing at more, rather than less, than the sum of their parts but will 
argue that they need the right sort of development, learning and support to 
do so and generally this has been missing.

The challenge to the leadership 
development and coaching industry

So if the world needs more highly effective leadership teams, and the 
challenges and hurdles they have to overcome are getting even greater, we 
need to explore what can be done to support the development of such 
teams, as well as their leaders and their team members.

Yet even here, I would contend, the tide has been flowing against the 
direction that is needed because so much of the literature and leadership 
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training is based on seeing and developing leadership within individuals. 
The industry of leadership development, including coaching, which is a 
worldwide multi-billion dollar business, has failed to move fast enough to 
address the changing challenges and needs. For example, more money than 
ever before was spent in the UK by the Labour government of 1997–2010 
and yet every capability review of government departments has highlighted 
the need for better collective leadership from the senior team.

Many people use the term ‘leadership development’ when what they are 
actually talking about is ‘leader development’. Leadership does not reside in 
individuals, for leadership is always a relational phenomenon which at a 
minimum requires a leader, followers and a shared endeavour. Many leaders 
have IQs (intelligence quotients) many times greater than their EQs 
(emotional quotients) and are, by nature, overly individualistic and less 
skilled at collaboration. Many leadership development programmes take 
these leaders away from their current context and challenges and provide 
them with individual and cognitive based learning.

In a series of research projects into best practice in leadership development 
we found it was best when it was:

●● Real time – based on the real challenges that were current for the 
leaders and which they had a hunger to resolve.

●● Behaviourally transformative – not just leading to new insights and 
good intentions, but new actions and relating, live in the workshop, 
coaching session, etc.

●● Relational – leaders learning together with colleagues, where 
attention is given not only to the individuals changing but also 
changing the relationships between them.

●● Involving real stakeholder perspectives – including the challenges 
from employees, customers, partners, commissioners and regulators 
in live interaction.

●● Including unlearning – addressing limiting assumptions, mindsets, 
habitual patterns that have been successful in the past and previous 
roles but need to be unlearnt for leadership to progress.

Coaching has been the fastest growing component of leadership development 
in the last 10 years. However, if we judge it against the aspects of the most 
effective leadership development quoted above, we find a lot of leadership 
coaching does not match up. Nearly all coaching is of individuals, focusing 
on the personal development of the leader.

In the wide experience we have had in training and supervising coaches 
and consulting to organizations on their coaching strategy (Hawkins, 2011), 
we have found that many individual coaches over-focus on the individual 
client and under-serve the organizational client.

The small percentage of coaching that has been focused on teams has also 
been constrained by its name, approach, methodology and assumptions. 
Literature and practice have often referred to team building, team 
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facilitation, team away-days or process consulting. Team building implies a 
focus only on the beginning life of a team, whereas most senior teams are in 
constant change of both membership and focus. Team facilitation and 
process consulting imply a focus on process divorced from the task and 
performance of the team and how that is changing. Team away-days are 
only one of the ways of working alongside and with a team, and by 
themselves can generate a lot more insight and good intention than is 
sustained back in the midst of every-day demands. We will explore these 
various teamwork definitions in Chapter 4.

Even the team coaching that does focus not just on the process of the 
team but also its task and performance, tends to centre on the team relating 
to itself, with an implicit belief that a good team is one that has efficient 
meetings and where everyone gets on well together.

Many team coaches have focused on such activities as:

●● the team understanding each other’s Myers-Briggs personality types,

●● exploring the Belbin team role preferences, and

●● exercises for team bonding.

While these can all be useful activities, they keep the focus on the personal 
and interpersonal layers of the team, which is often where issues appear 
and are addressed, but not where the issues are rooted or can best be 
attended to.

As Barry Oshry (1995) so simply but powerfully puts it: ‘the first law of 
Organizations is that Stuff Happens’. The second law is 95 per cent of what 
we experience as personal is not personal. Team coaching can further 
accentuate the tendency to over-focus on the personal and interpersonal and 
under-focus on the team raising its collective performance, both internally 
and externally. How to do this will be a major focus of this book.

Conclusion

A senior official from the United Nations quoted by Peter Senge and 
colleagues (Senge et al, 2005) said:

I have dealt with many different problems around the world, and I have 
concluded that there is only one real problem: over the past hundred 
years, the power that technology has given us has grown beyond anyone’s 
wildest imagination, but our wisdom has not. If the gap between our 
power and our wisdom is not redressed soon, I do not have much hope 
for our prospects.

For the human species to survive, and for Homo to become truly Sapiens, 
we are going to need to adapt and evolve our ways of being in the world and 
with each other, more dramatically than ever before. Our technical ingenuity 
has allowed us to:
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●● expand the human population from 1 billion in 1830 to well over 6 
billion today and is predicted to reach 9 billion by 2050;

●● devise modes of communication that connect us instantaneously with 
all parts of the globe;

●● make more knowledge available at a click on our personal computers 
than was ever held in the largest libraries in the world;

●● massively raise expectations of health, longevity, affluence, travel, 
lifestyle choices and diet; and

●● create levels of complexity in the management, financing, ownership 
and regulation of organizations.

But as the quote above suggests, our wisdom has not kept pace and we look 
to leaders to show us how to manage the complexity we have collectively 
created. The challenges are beyond the individual leaders we continue to 
invest so much hope in and then blame for our disappointment.

Global companies have been major players in developing and spreading 
the benefits of the technological revolution and they need to be part of 
addressing the enormous challenges those benefits have brought in their 
wake and the growing ‘technological ingenuity versus wisdom gap’. Indra 
Nooyi, President of PepsiCo, said at the Davos World Economic Forum in 
2008: ‘It is critically important that we use corporations as a productive 
player in addressing some of the big issues facing the world.’

But if corporations and organizations of all shapes and sizes, local and 
global, commercial and not-for-profit, are going to rise to the challenge of 
making a contribution, they will need to become the laboratories in which 
we discover new forms of collective leadership. The Chinese symbol for 
crisis combines danger and opportunity, and in my doctoral thesis on 
organizational learning I wrote: ‘Crisis creates the heat in which new 
learning is forged’ (Hawkins, 1986).

In the next two chapters I will show what has so far been discovered 
about collective leadership teams in the highly pressurized laboratories of 
top teams, before showing, in the following section, how team coaches can 
make a significant difference through their support and development of 
such teams. The final section will look at the skills and capacities that such 
team coaches need to develop, and what sort of development, supervision 
and coaching resources can support their efforts.



 

20

THIS PAGE IS INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK



 

02

“

The high-
performing  
team and the 
transformational 
leadership team

Not  f inance .  Not  St rategy .  Not  Technology .  I t  i s 
teamwork  that  remains  the  u l t imate  compet i t ive 
advantage,  both  because  i t  i s  so  powerfu l  and  
so  rare .  (Patrick Lencioni, 2002: vii)

Teams outper form indiv iduals  act ing  a lone  or  in 
large  organizat ional  groupings ,  espec ia l ly  when 
per formance  requi res  mult ip le  sk i l l s ,  judgements 
and exper iences .  (Katzenbach and Smith, 1993b: 9)

Introduction

I n the previous chapter I showed how the world needs more high-
performing teams and in this chapter we will explore what a high-

performing team is. First we will look at the research on what makes for an 
effective team, then explore the common patterns that can hinder a team in 
being effective. After this we will look at the nature of collective 
transformational leadership and what a high-performing transformational 
leadership team is.

21
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Do you need to be a team?

Although the world needs many more high-performing teams, they are not 
the panacea for all the problems of the world and they do need time and 
emotional investment, so it is important to begin by being clear whether you 
want and need such a team and are prepared to commit the investment it 
will require.

It is important to distinguish a real team from other sorts of working 
groups, to know when each is needed and for all members to have a shared 
clarity about the nature of the group one is in. I believe it is useful to 
distinguish teams from:

●● Consultative advisory groups – where a leader has created a group 
drawn from either inside the organization or an external advisory 
board that he or she uses to inform and check out their decisions.

●● A reporting and information sharing group – where divisional and 
functional heads report on what is happening in their part of the 
organization and share useful information with colleagues.

●● A decision-making body where the work is carried out by others – 
this would include some boards and committees, but not all.

●● A task-focused work group – where a group is brought together to 
deliver a specific task that requires separate activity and low degrees 
of interdependency.

In my early days as a team development consultant I would find myself with 
so-called teams who wanted to spend much of our time together debating 
whether they were a team or not. I rarely found that this led to any progress 
in their collective clarity or performance, so I explored with colleagues how 
I could better facilitate such situations, and I developed some useful inquiry 
questions:

A	 What can we do together that we cannot do apart?

B	 What do we need or want to achieve that requires us to be more than 
the sum of our parts?

C	 What is the nature of our interdependency?

If the answer to A was predominately, ‘We are only there to advise the boss,’ 
then they were clearly a consultative group. If the answer was to share 
information or make decisions, then I would help them look at how to be an 
effective information-sharing or decision-making group. Only if the group 
could identify real tasks that the team had to collectively achieve did I move 
on to helping them decide where they needed to be on the continuum 
between being a task-focused group and a high-performing team. At the 
task-focused end of the continuum is a group that needs to coordinate its 
varied activities for collective success, but most of the work is done 
independently. At the other end of the continuum is a team that, to be 
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successful, needs high levels of interdependency and mutual accountability, 
where the team members are committed to and can represent the collective 
enterprise, not just their part of it. 

Building on the work of other researchers in the field of teams (Katzenbach 
and Smith, 1993a; Wageman et al, 2008), we distinguish this continuum in 
Table 2.1, which represents the two ends of the spectrum. Team members 
can place their view of where their own team needs to be in order to be 
effective on a 1–5 scale between each of the items. Only if there is a collective 
average score of more than 4 would we believe that it is worth investing in 
becoming a high-performing team.

Table 2.1

Working Group Score 1,2,3,4,5 Team

Strong clearly focused 
leadership

Shared leadership roles

Individual accountability Individual and mutual 
accountability

The group’s purpose is the 
same as the broader 
organizational mission

Team purposes are different 
from both the organizational 
mission and the sum of 
individual team member’s 
objectives

Individual work products Collective work products

Runs efficient agenda-based 
meetings

Creates generative dialogue, 
with open discussion and 
active problem solving

Measures its effectiveness 
indirectly by its influence on 
others (eg financial 
performance of the 
business)

Measures performance 
directly by assessing 
collective work products

Discusses, decides and 
delegates

Discusses, decides and 
does real work together

Members are only part of 
the group when they are 
together

Members are still part of the 
team when they are not 
together

The group is task focused The team is task, process 
and learning focused
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Effective teams

There has been much more research on effective teams in the last 50 years 
than there has on either leading teams or coaching them. Some of the early 
research was done in the field of organizational development by writers like 
Douglas McGregor (1960), Rensis Likert (1967) and Bill Dyer (1977) in the 
USA, and John Adair (1986) and Meredith Belbin (2004) in the UK. Some 
of the most influential research on effective teams was carried out by 
Katzenbach and Smith (1993b). They define a team as:

a small number of people with complementary skills who are committed 
to a common purpose, set of performance goals, and shared approach for 
which they hold themselves mutually accountable.

At Bath Consultancy Group we built on this work with our own research 
into effective teams and our work in developing systemic team coaching. 
Our research suggested that there were four major dimensions that needed 
to be added to the Katzenbach and Smith definition for a group to not only 
be a team but an effective team. These were:

1	 The team’s ability to have effective meetings and internal 
communication.

2	 The team’s ability to work individually and collectively in 
representing the team to all the team’s major stakeholders in a way 
that successfully engages the stakeholders and has impact.

3	 The team as a ‘learning system’ that can serve to increase the capacity 
and capability of each of its team members, as well as continually 
develop its own performance and collective capacity and capability.

4	 The emotional work of the team. An effective team also acts as an 
emotional container that addresses and resolves conflict; aligns the 
work of all members; provides emotional support across the team; 
and increases morale and commitment.

So we have enlarged Katzenbach and Smith’s definition to read:

a small number of people with complementary skills who are committed 
to a common purpose, set of performance goals and shared approach for 
which they hold themselves mutually accountable. The common 
approach needs to include ways of effectively meeting and communicating 
that raise morale and alignment, effectively engaging with all the team’s 
key stakeholder groups and ways that individuals and the team can 
continually learn and develop.

Within this short definition are ten aspects of an effective team:

1	 a small number – keep the team to a manageable size. There is not a 
definitive upper number, but there is a point when team members can 
no longer relate to every other member as an individual and start to 
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sub-group them, and where some team members become bystanders. 
This can start to happen once you get more than 10 members; some 
teams can function very effectively with up to 20 members, but this 
needs working at.

2	 with complementary skills – recruit for difference. There is a human 
tendency to recruit people who are like oneself and for teams to 
become less diverse as they recruit more people with the same 
background, personality type or bias. Teams have to work 
consciously to recruit difference and they often need to be helped to 
make good use of the complementary skills. Complementary skills 
come in many forms and include: different technical and functional 
expertise, different team skills including problem solving and 
decision-making capabilities; and different interpersonal styles. (See 
also the section in Belbin, 2004, ch. 12, on team roles.)

3	 who are committed – do not confuse commitment with ‘agreement’ 
or ‘willing to go along with’. Commitment is active embodied 
engagement that cares about the collective endeavour.

4	 to a common purpose – a team can only exist if it has a collective 
endeavour that cannot be achieved by the group of individuals acting 
separately. Yet very few teams can articulate their common purpose 
and joint endeavour in a clear and motivating way.

5	 set of performance goals – regularly translate the common purpose 
into outcome performance goals that are specific, measurable and 
actionable. Without such outcome goals by which the team can 
measure itself the purpose can remain as a lofty aspiration supported 
only by good intent. These goals need to be more than the sum of the 
individual performance goals of the individual team members: they 
need to be goals that can only be achieved by the team working 
together.

6	 shared approach – agree how you are going to best work together to 
fulfil the common purpose and achieve the performance goals. These 
need to include the principles, processes and protocols the team will 
adopt for its joint working and how they will monitor and review 
them.

7	 for which they hold themselves mutually accountable – ensure that 
the responsibility for the team is not left just with the nominal team 
leader, but is collectively held and all team members are actively held 
accountable by all their colleagues.

8	 ways of effectively meeting and communicating that raise morale and 
alignment – the team meetings not only align team activities through 
information sharing, discussion and making effective decisions, but 
the team acts as an emotional container and energy source, raising 
the morale and energy of the team members.
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9	 effectively engaging with all the team’s key stakeholder groups – all 
members can represent the team in ways that engage the team’s 
varied stakeholders and in a manner that transforms performance 
through others.

10	 continually learn and develop – one of the key outputs from high-
performing teams is that they provide individual learning and 
development to all team members as well as attending to increasing 
their own collective capacity.

High-performing teams

Katzenbach and Smith (1993b) developed their original work to look at 
how effective teams can develop into high-performing teams. Their model, 
in Figure 2.1, shows how for a work group to decide to become a team, they 
have to invest time and energy in making it happen and also be willing to see 
performance potentially dip as the group makes the transition into being a 
team.

They describe the journey from being a potential team, to a real team, to 
a high-performing team. A real team fulfils all the criteria outlined in their 
earlier definition quoted above. They defined a high-performing team as: ‘a 
group that meets all the conditions of real teams and are also deeply 
committed to one another’s personal growth and success’ (1993b: 92). 
Their research went on to indicate that in addition to this commitment to 
each other’s growth and success, high-performing teams had a number of 
distinguishing characteristics:

●● Exceptional performance – ‘outperform all reasonable expectations of 
the group, including those of the team members themselves’ (p 107).

●● High levels of enthusiasm and energy.

●● Personal commitment that is willing to go the extra mile.

●● Great stories of ‘galvanizing events’ – turning points in their history 
where they overcame the odds.

●● More fun and humour than ordinary teams.

Finally, in their epilogue they simply define a high-performing team as: ‘A 
small group of people so committed to something larger than themselves 
that they will not be denied’ (p 259). This simple but powerful statement 
provides a provocative challenge to all those who want to lead or coach 
high-performing teams: how to help the team discover its compelling 
purpose which will engender the passion and commitment to fulfil it?
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Figure 2.1   The team performance curve
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High-performing transformational 
leadership teams

There has been a great deal written about transformational leaders, but 
much less about transformational leadership. Tichy and Devanna (1986) 
give seven characteristics of the transformational leader:

1	 They clearly see themselves as change agents.

2	 They are courageous.

3	 They believe in people.

4	 They are driven by a strong set of values.

5	 They are lifelong learners.

6	 They can cope with complexity, uncertainty and ambiguity.

7	 They are visionaries.

I would contend that the transformational leadership team needs all of these 
in both its members and in its collective ways of engaging, both internally 
and externally.

In 1993 Senge and Kofman wrote: ‘Leadership is both deeply personal 
and inherently collective. At its essence it concerns the capacity of a human 
community to shape its destiny and in particular to bring forth new realities 
in line with peoples’ deepest aspirations.’ Thus the transformational 
leadership team needs to have effective meetings but does its most important 
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work when it is out transforming its wider community of stakeholders and 
being transformed by that community.

Here I will explore the characteristics of a high-performing 
transformational leadership team by first looking at the extensive research 
carried out on such teams. In the next chapter I will present my own model 
of the five disciplines that such leadership teams need to constantly attend 
to, which later in this book will provide the foundation for looking at how 
team coaches can coach each of the five disciplines and the connections 
between them.

Some of the most useful research on highly effective leadership teams is 
that of Wageman et al (2008). Since 1998 they have studied 120 senior 
leadership teams from around the world, ranging from small businesses to 
large conglomerates, including high-profile companies such as IBM, Shell, 
Philips Electronics and Unilever. In reviewing this large sample they worked 
with 12 experienced top team consultants and coaches to rate the teams 
against three key criteria:

1	 Whether the performance of the team met or exceeded the standards 
of the people both inside and outside the organization who were 
most affected by the team’s work.

2	 How well members worked together to enhance – rather than 
undermine – their capability to work together in the future. Did they 
build shared commitment collective skills and smart work strategies, 
become adept at detecting and correcting errors early and noticing 
and exploiting emerging opportunities?

3	 Whether the group experience contributed positively to the learning 
and personal development of individual team members.

They found that ‘teams that excel on all three of these dimensions are rare – 
but they exist. More common are leadership teams that fall short on at least 
one of these three criteria. Sadly some fail them all. Most common are teams 
that are modestly successful’ (Wageman et al: 11).

After identifying the outstanding, mediocre and poor teams, they then 
explored what had led to these differences in outcomes. This was done 
through a mixture of in-depth interviews with CEOs and those they 
identified as being in their leadership team with the same people completing 
a written assessment of various aspects of the team’s purpose, structure, 
composition, resources and coaching support. From this extensive work 
they developed a model of three essential and three enabling conditions that 
seem to foster leadership team effectiveness; see Figure 2.2.

From the research they concluded that, ‘if it is not possible to establish 
the essential conditions for a senior leadership team it is better not to form 
one at all’ (Wageman et al: 15) but if you want to have a high-performing 
leadership team you need to invest in the three enabling conditions. Now we 
look at each of their six conditions:
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Figure 2.2   Six conditions for senior leadership team 
effectiveness
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1. A real team
Their starting place is similar to Katzenbach and Smith’s distinction between 
a team and a working group. For Wageman et al, a real leadership team 
requires:

●● interdependency – this means it has collective work to do that 
requires members of the team to work together. They also stress: 
‘that sense of interdependence does not fade when the meeting ends. 
The leader and the members continue working together, seeking one 
another’s advice and support and holding one another accountable’ 
(p 51).

●● boundedness – it needs to be clear who is in the team and who is 
not. Surprisingly Wageman and her fellow researchers found that 
only 7 per cent of their teams agreed when asked who was on their 
team (p 47).

●● a degree of stability – ‘Groups of people cannot become teams 
without stable membership for a reasonable period’ (p 49). However, 
they also recognize that in today’s world leadership teams and indeed 
their CEOs are constantly changing, so ways of managing the 
leadership team’s inherent instability are critical.
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2. A compelling direction
‘The team’s purpose is not merely the sum of the individual member’s 
contributions, nor is it the purpose of the organization’ (p 17) and they 
suggest that every leadership team should ask itself the question: ‘What is 
the team for that no other entity in the organization could accomplish?’

3. The right people
In highly effective leadership teams the CEO does not just include all his or 
her direct reports, but selects team members who are committed to the 
compelling direction and contributing to a collective leadership team that 
takes enterprise-wide responsibility. They also need to have the right 
capabilities and capacities such as:

●● the necessary skills and experience;

●● an executive leader self-image;

●● conceptual thinking;

●● empathy and integrity;

●● team players.

Selecting such people is only the first step: being clear with them about what 
is expected in terms of contribution and behaviour, and how their particular 
characteristics can best be used to take the team forward is essential, and 
then following through with regular feedback to all team members including 
the CEO.

4. A solid team structure
This includes being the right size (they recommend not more than eight or 
nine members); having a few clear team tasks that are strategic, mission 
critical and which cannot be delegated; clear norms and protocols about 
how the team should behave both in meetings and beyond; and a sense of 
collective responsibility.

5. A supportive organizational context
To be highly effective the team needs to have the information, education 
and material resources necessary to do its job, and a performance 
management and reward structure that recognizes joint accountability and 
team contribution above and beyond individual and divisional performance.

6. Competent team coaching
‘The best teams are continually being coached’ (p 20). Their research 
showed that all the CEOs of the companies studied had a strong external 
focus, but that the CEOs of the highest performing teams had an equally 
strong internal focus on the development of their team both collectively and 
individually. In the best teams coaching was not only done by the CEO but 
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increasingly by peer members, and external coaches would be used to help 
take the team to the next level. Such teams have developed a coaching 
culture (see Hawkins, 2011).

Conclusion

The journey from being an effective team to being a high-performing 
transformational leadership team is challenging and demanding. A carefully 
selected and well supported team have far more chance of being successful 
in leading today’s complex organizations than a heroic leader. We must 
beware of replacing the myth of the super-hero leader with the myth of the 
super-team that will do it all themselves and try and shoulder all our 
expectations and projections. A successful team needs to attend to practising 
the five key disciplines of transformational leadership, which we will explore 
in the next chapter. They also need constant learning and development and 
quality team coaching. We will explore quality team coaching in the next 
section of the book.
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“

The five 
disciplines of 
successful team 
practice

I f  you could  get  a l l  the  people  in  an 
organizat ion rowing in  the  same d i rect ion,  you 
could  dominate  any  indust ry ,  in  any  market , 
against  any  compet i t ion  at  any  t ime.  
(A successful business founder quoted in Lencioni, 2002: vii)

Introduction

I n Chapter 2 we explored what constitutes a team as opposed to various 
types of work groups, the key ingredients of an effective team, and the 

additional elements needed to be a high-performing leadership team.
You may be a team leader or a team member who is asking, ‘How do I set 

about helping my team become high performing?’ In this chapter I will 
present my own model of the five major disciplines that I have found are 
essential for a high-performing team. This model has been developed over 
the last 30 years of working with and in a wide variety of teams, but 
particularly leadership teams.

I began my life in teams, believing that if one recruited the right people, 
did some team building to ensure the team members understood each other, 
related well together and were motivated about the task, the team would 
perform well. As I became a team coach I found that this was a common 
assumption. I was brought in to facilitate team activities and team 
away-days, enable better feedback and understanding of each other’s 
personality types and team role preferences, resolve team conflict, provide 
process consultancy and a great number of other team facilitation processes. 
But too often the focus was on the team dynamic, when the fundamentals of 
what the team had been set up to achieve, its purpose, goals and roles, were 
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far from clear, so no end of team process facilitation would remove team 
conflict that originated from task confusion.

I also gradually came to realize that the performance of a team is not 
transformed just by the team relating well internally, for the team 
performance is fundamentally dependent on how the team collectively 
engages with all its stakeholders. Internal functioning is necessary but not 
sufficient for high performance and most teams were far too internally 
focused. This led me to experiment with helping teams to shift their focus 
from ‘inside-out’, starting with themselves and only then looking at their 
stakeholders; to focusing ‘outside-in’, starting with who the team is there to 
serve and what those people need and want from the team. Only then could 
we explore how the team needed to function differently to meet those ends.

In the 1990s my colleagues and I had the privilege of working with every 
team in a major international financial company as part of a significant 
culture change programme for the whole organization. Each team was 
target-driven and often saw their goal as out-performing the ‘internal 
competition’. The organizational transformation had to shift the focus to 
outperforming the external competition by being the best in their sector, 
through every team being clear and focused on their key internal and 
external customers, investors, sponsors, senior leaders, and partners/
suppliers/support functions.

Every team started their journey by being asked to map their critical 
stakeholders. Then the team collectively prioritized them and arranged for 
team members, either individually or in pairs, to interview representatives 
of those with the highest priority. The team members brought their findings 
to an off-site team workshop ready to make a presentation. We explained 
that we wanted them to role-play the stakeholders they interviewed, while 
the rest of the team role-played themselves, inviting the stakeholder into a 
team meeting to give feedback. This role-played feedback provided much 
richer data than they had prepared in the notes they thought they were 
going to present.

At the end of the feedback session the team were expecting to thank the 
role-played stakeholder for their feedback before they left the room. But at 
this point we moved towards the surprise second part of the process. We 
asked the stakeholders while still in role to say what they would be saying in 
the corridor, supposedly out of earshot, about the meeting they had just 
taken part in. Then we asked the team playing themselves to do the same. 
This enactment provided second-order feedback on the dynamic relationship 
between the two parties. Those role-playing the stakeholders made 
comments such as:

●● They were being polite but they are not really going to do anything 
about what we said.

●● Did you notice how defensive they were?

●● I felt they were coming from different places.

●● That was a waste of time; they were not really listening.
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The team role-playing themselves would catch some of what Argyris and 
Schön (1978) call ‘defensive routines’ with comments like:

●● Well, they would say things like that.

●● They clearly talked to a disgruntled client; I am sure that the others 
are not like that.

●● We should note the name of that staff member. They are clearly a 
trouble maker.

Through this process the team would be able to collect the key messages 
from the feedback and the key dynamics they noticed in the interaction. 
Doing this for all the different stakeholders provides the team with a rich 
field of data to explore as well as a better understanding of what they need 
to do differently.

The five disciplines

To hold the dynamic interrelationships of a) internal and external focus, 
and b) the focus on task and on process, I first developed a four-box model 
that connected these two dimensions, which was used to help teams explore 
each of the four domains: external task, internal task, internal process and 
external process. Gradually I realized that high-performing teams also 
focused on the dynamic interconnections between the domains, and 
developed a collective capacity to ‘helicopter up’ and see the wider systemic 
picture that connected all four domains. This capacity was critical to their 
ability to constantly learn and develop to ever increasing levels of both 
functioning and performance, so at the heart of the model I added a fifth 
core domain; that of core learning (see Figure 3.1). As I used this model with 
a wide variety of leadership teams, I realized that each domain required a 
distinctive team discipline and I found teams that were strong in one or even 
two of the disciplines, but were unaware of, or were undeveloped in, the 
other disciplines.

1. Commissioning
For a team to be successful it needs a clear commission from those who 
bring it into being. This includes a clear purpose and defined success criteria 
by which the performance of the team will be assessed. Once there is a clear 
commission, the role of the board (in the case of a leadership team, or more 
senior management in the case of other teams) is to appoint the right team 
leader that they believe can deliver this mission. The team leader then has to 
select the right team members, who will have the right chemistry and 
diversity to work well together so the team will perform at more than the 
sum of their parts. Jim Collins (2001) describes this process as ‘getting the 
right people on the bus’.
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Figure 3.1   The five disciplines of high-performing teams
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2. Clarifying
Having ascertained its commission from outside itself and assembled the 
team, one of the first tasks is for the new team to internally clarify and 
develop its own mission. As we will see below the process of creating this 
mission together leads to higher levels of ownership and clarity for the 
whole team. This mission includes the team’s:

●● purpose;

●● strategic goals and objectives;

●● core values;

●● protocols and ways of working;

●● roles and expectations;

●● compelling vision for success.

3. Co-creating
Having a clear purpose, strategy, process and vision that everyone has 
signed up to is one thing; living it is a completely different challenge. If the 
mission is not going to just stay as a well-constructed group of words, but 
have a beneficial influence on performance, the team needs to constantly 
attend to how they creatively and generatively work together. This involves 
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the team appreciatively noticing when they are functioning well at more 
than the sum of their parts and to also notice and interrupt their own 
negative patterns, self-limiting beliefs and assumptions.

4. Connecting
Being well commissioned, clear about what you are doing and co-creative in 
how you work together is necessary but not sufficient. The team only makes 
a difference through how they collectively and individually connect and 
engage with all their critical stakeholders. It is through how the team engage 
in new ways, to transform the stakeholder relationships that they drive 
improvement in their own and the organization’s performance.

5. Core learning
This fifth discipline sits in the middle and above the other four, and is the 
place where the team stand back, reflect on their own performance and 
multiple processes and consolidate their learning ready for the next cycles of 
engagement. This discipline is also concerned with supporting and 
developing the performance and learning of every team member. Collective 
team learning and all the individual team member’s learning go hand in 
hand and all high-performing teams have a high commitment to both 
processes.

The high-performing leadership team needs to be effective in all five of 
these disciplines. Although there is clearly an implied progression for 
moving through these disciplines, they are a continuous cycle. As the context 
in which the team work changes, the team and particularly its leader have to 
engage in re-commissioning with those that provide their legitimacy to 
operate. Politicians have to seek a new mandate from their electorate; 
leadership teams have to achieve backing from their board and shareholders 
for their next transformational change, etc. This then requires re-clarifying 
their internal mission as a team and co-creating new ways of working 
effectively together to deliver the new agenda, while re-connecting with 
their stakeholders who need to be aligned and brought into the change.

The model is cyclical rather than linear and requires internal flows that 
move it beyond the sequential. To illustrate this we can look at the four 
double-loop flows that make the connections between the domains 
dialogical and interactive (for more explanation of double-loop flow 
processes see Argyris and Schön (1974, 1978), Garratt (1987, 1995, 2003), 
and Hawkins (1991, 2004)).
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Connecting the disciplines

Connecting disciplines 1 and 2: the commission – 
mission dialogue
Rarely does a leadership team receive a clear charter from their board or 
investors, or a government or local government organization receive a clear 
commission from the elected politicians from which they can clarify their 
own mission.

I remember the first time I was appointed a leader of a therapeutic 
community, which was the model training house for a large international 
mental health charity. I quickly learnt that the charismatic head of the 
organization was unable to answer my repeated questions about what she 
wanted from me, my team and the enterprise. She, like many entrepreneurially 
instinctive leaders, was very good at pointing out when things did not match 
her sense of what should be happening, but poor at being able to describe 
what good looked like in advance. I then discovered the process of what I 
later termed ‘managing upwards by inviting red ink’. I would send the chief 
executive my draft of what I believed the commission to be and how I 
planned to carry it out, and ask her to correct what I had failed to understand 
or got wrong. Having received the red ink corrections, I would redraft and 
await the next wave of red ink. After the third cycle not only did we have a 
document that we could both sign up to, but a growing sense of two-way 
trust and clarity. In the 35 years since then I have watched numerous senior 
leadership teams in the public and private sectors go round in frustrated 
circles waiting for clarity from their board. ‘Why don’t they tell us or let us 
decide?’ is often the anguished plea!

What is needed is a healthy iterative and dialogical process that involves 
the board or other commissioners in senior management doing their best to 
provide clarity on what success would look like across a variety of 
dimensions, including at least:

●● financial performance – capital, revenue, cost and profit;

●● output – in terms of products, services, etc;

●● reputation – customer satisfaction, brand reputation, etc;

●● innovation – new products and services and thought leadership;

●● people – attraction, retention, development, morale and productivity;

●● transforming the business and its place in the sector.

This should provide enough clarity for the chief executive to select the team 
that he or she is confident can lead the organization and engage with all the 
critical stakeholders on this journey.

The leadership team then needs to work back from this draft commission 
and create their own mission (purpose, strategy, core values, vision), that 
they all feel confident and committed to achieving. Katzenbach and Smith 
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(1993b: 52) stress how the process of working together to create the team 
mission is essential:

a team’s purpose is a joint creation that exists only because of the team’s 
collaborative effort. As such, it inspires both pride and responsibility. 
The better teams often treat their purpose like an offspring in need of 
constant nurturing and care. Naturally they spend relatively more time in 
the beginning shaping their purpose; but even after the team is operative, 
the members periodically revisit the purpose to clarify its implications for 
action. They continue such ‘purposing’ activity indefinitely.

The leadership team then need to engage the board, by showing how their 
mission is responding to the board’s commission, in a way that puts flesh on 
the given bones and takes it from aspiration to a road map for the journey.

At this point they may also have to work hard with the board to close the 
aspiration-realism gap, realizing not everything can be achieved and 
agreeing priorities within the objectives and what are necessary resources to 
be successful; jointly handling strategic tensions and the potential risks and 
opportunities along the way. Often this dialogue can be helped by asking 
questions such as: ‘What are the top five ways our plans could be derailed or 
fail?’ or, ‘What might we discover in a year’s time that we already know?’

Then comes the action cycle of trying to put the jointly agreed mission 
into practice and quickly learning what works, what doesn’t work and what 
you had not anticipated in the initial strategic thinking. This takes us into 
the double-loop between domains 2 and 3, but also necessitates a next-stage 
dialogue back with the commissioning group, where there is joint review, 
reflection and upgrading of the commission and mission.

Connecting disciplines 2 and 3: the policy into  
practice dialogue
While aligning the commission and mission, the leadership team needs to 
align their aspirations and daily practice, what they have planned to do and 
how they are doing it, constantly closing the rift between rhetoric and 
reality. I once coached a leadership team to help them develop their mission, 
including their core values. They ended the workshop with a debate on 
whether they should have the core values framed on office walls, on people’s 
laptops or printed on coffee mats. I interrupted this premature discussion, 
by saying, ‘Wait: these are not the organization’s core values, these are your 
draft aspirational values. You don’t yet know if you can live them.’ After 
further discussion they decided to have them stay in draft on the CEO’s 
office wall and that at the end of each team meeting I would help them 
review the meeting to discover how far the decisions they made reflected 
these core values, and how they had lived them or not and how they had 
co-created together. A month later the core values were redrafted, having 
been informed by experience.
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The double-loop between policy and action is also at the heart of the 
continuous strategizing process that is central to the work of the leadership 
team.

Connecting disciplines 3 and 4: co-creating with  
the stakeholders

A university executive leadership team had done excellent work, 
developing their commission jointly with their council and senate, 
clarifying their mission together and turning it into new ways the twelve 
team members were co-creating leadership both in team meetings and 
outside. They were shocked and disappointed when their staff survey 
showed that many senior academics and executives right across the 
university spectrum had neither understood the strategy or bought into 
it, let alone being aligned to it and implementing it. They busily set about 
exploring how they could communicate and sell the strategy more. ‘Right 
now, more communication will just make matters worse,’ I challenged. 
‘If the staff do not own the problem or challenge, they are not going to 
own the solution. How can you communicate less and engage them 
more?’

The need for teams to be increasingly operating in dynamic dialogue within 
their social environmental context, rather than acting in isolation, was 
stressed in Chapter 1. It was also emphasized that this relationship must not 
be just one of responding to changes in their stakeholder community, but of 
partnering their stakeholders to change their social environmental context.

A high-performing leadership team can only go so far in co-creating 
together as a team before they need to co-create across their boundary with 
their stakeholders. As shown in the story above, many under-performing 
leadership teams fall into the trap of doing great creative work together: 
investigating the issues, exploring options and deciding ways forward; and 
then the team members are sent out individually to sell the solution to their 
respective stakeholder communities. Resistance inevitably arises. High-
performing teams create multiple double-loops of engagement across these 
domains:

1	 In the first cycle they listen to the needs and aspirations of their 
stakeholders, and inquire into the needs and aspirations of their 
stakeholder’s stakeholders (their staff’s staff; their customer’s 
customers; their investor’s investors, etc).

2	 These are shared back with the team and how to align the needs of 
these various groups with the needs and aspirations of the team is 
explored. For the team to be successful, their stakeholders need to be 
successful.
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3	 The team members then engage the stakeholders with a joint 
exploration of how a win-win-win relationship can be created 
that will benefit the team, the stakeholder and the 
stakeholder’s stakeholder, as well as the joint endeavour in 
which they all operate.

4	 This is then brought back to the team, who connect the various 
emerging stakeholder engagements to further inform their next stage 
of co-creating the way forward and how they need to operate as a 
team.

It is important that in operating this double-loop there is careful attention 
paid to the dynamics that operate at the boundary or interface between the 
team and each of its stakeholders. In Chapter 5 I show ways that team 
coaches can attend to these dynamics.

Connecting disciplines 4 and 1: the stakeholder –
commissioner’s dialogue
A leadership team in the strategic health sector faced an interesting dilemma. 
They annually reviewed the performance of each of the provider 
organizations they had contracted to deliver services to the people living in 
their geographic area. Some contractors they praised and renewed, some 
they made demands on improvement and some contracts they put out to 
new tenders. They now realized that each year they needed to upgrade the 
criteria against which they were judging the providers as patient needs, 
demographics, health innovations and good professional practices were all 
constantly changing. The challenge was that the people who were regularly 
close to these environmental changes were the suppliers who would have to 
be judged by the improved criteria. With their providers they co-developed 
an annual cycle of regular ‘green meetings’ when they were working together 
to inform and upgrade the strategic framework, and ‘purple meetings’ when 
the purchasers had to be firmly in their governance role applying the criteria 
to examine the providers who had helped create the criteria.

The domains do not operate as a cascade change process, which stops with 
the stakeholder’s stakeholders, but the connections need to be made between 
the wide environmental context and those responsible for the commissioning. 
Good boards have their non-executives meet directly with customers, 
investors and partners, to inquire and learn what needs to change or be 
improved. Other leadership teams create large system events where 
representatives of all parts of the system can come together to learn from 
each other and see the bigger systemic picture and co-strategize together. 
This form of activity includes the links between disciplines 4–1, but moves 
beyond them to discipline 5 to which we now turn.
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The discipline of core learning connecting to all the 
other disciplines
This discipline is a higher level function to reflect on the other four 
disciplines. The high-performing leadership team take time out from 
operating in any of the other four domains, to take stock, reflect on the 
patterns within and between disciplines and learn more about both their 
own team functioning within and across the boundaries of their own team 
and their social environmental context. This process is most often done at 
an ‘away-day’ off site to provide the clear space in which the team can stand 
back, helicopter up, and look anew.

At such an event the team can focus on deeper questions about the 
culture of the team and the wider system. Questions such as: ‘What patterns 
of behaviour, emotional engagements, assumptions, beliefs and mindsets 
are helpful and which are getting in the way of us, as a team, to more 
successfully serve our stakeholders and thus achieve success?’ Core learning 
events, like the ones in the financial company mentioned earlier in the 
chapter, need to avoid being submerged in internal debate and be infused 
with the voices from the other domains, focusing outside-in, hearing how 
the team are being experienced by their stakeholders, what is happening in 
the operational life outside of meetings, how they are being viewed by their 
commissioners, etc.

Core learning disciplines are not just for special occasions and away-days, 
but need to be an essential aspect of all team meetings. Here are a number of 
creative ways we have discovered teams use to build core learning into their 
work:

●● One leadership team always had three spare seats at the team table: 
one for the customer voice, one for the staff and one for the investor. 
At any time any team member could vacate their own position and go 
and speak as one of the critical stakeholders. At other times the CEO 
would invite team members to occupy one of the chairs.

●● Another leadership team would start their meeting by the CEO 
asking to hear from the other domains:

–– Let us hear what our customers, suppliers and staff have been 
saying this month (4)

–– Let us hear the reports on what each of us has achieved since we 
last met (3)

–– Let us hear what the board is both delighted and concerned about 
(1)

–– Let us reconnect with our mission and the targets we set ourselves: 
how are we doing against our own expectations? (2)

●● A large global account team in a professional services company 
would end its meeting by the client service partner, who led the team, 
asking: ‘What new organizational insight and learning have we 
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generated about this client that could be of value to them? And what 
new business foresight have we discovered that could be useful for 
other clients in this sector?’ This had to be learning that was freshly 
created and not known to any individual before the team had come 
together (4).

●● In a number of leadership teams we have introduced the ‘Half-time 
team talk’ – when the team stop half-way through their meeting and 
each share: ‘one thing I have found helpful in the first half of this 
meeting is … One thing I would like different in the second half is 
…’. There is no discussion as this can easily become like a post-
mortem debate, but the team listening to how their co-creative 
dynamic is happening live in the meeting shifts both awareness and 
behaviour in the second half of the meeting (3).

Conclusion

Many of us spend a high proportion of our business life working in teams 
and much of that time in team meetings. I look back on:

●● The hours spent in one team bemoaning the fact that we were too 
internally focused and having internal debates about why this was 
and what we should do about it!

●● The team where everything became personalized and important 
discussions about the purpose and objectives of the team became ego 
battles.

●● The team that spent all their energy trying to outwit their board and 
prove that the board’s commission was misguided and their own 
mission was far more relevant.

●● The team that constantly blamed their customers, partners and staff.

●● The team that had very efficient meetings with high levels of 
agreement, but there was no commitment or follow-through once 
people had left the room.

I can see how each of these teams were submerged in one domain of the five 
disciplines map, or had slipped down the crack between the domains; how 
we could have done with the five disciplines map as a lifeline to help us 
emerge from being drowned in the dynamic and see the bigger picture.

I have also had the joy of spending time in and with teams where:

●● We knew exactly what was required from us.

●● We had a passion about our collective purpose, which we knew we 
could only achieve if we were all working at our best individually and 
together.
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●● We looked forward to meeting and there was a keen interest in each 
other’s successes, setbacks and learning.

●● There was a real sense of partnership, not just between the team 
members but with the board and stakeholders.

●● Work was an adventure and a classroom, every setback an 
opportunity for new learning and every challenge a spur to creativity.

These experiences did not just occur by happenstance, or because we had 
colleagues we liked, but because the five disciplines were in place and also, 
importantly, they were in balance.



 

Part Two
Team Coaching

45



 

46

THIS PAGE IS INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK



 

04

“
What is team 
coaching?

A surpr i s ing  f inding f rom our  research  i s  that 
teams do not  improve  markedly  even i f  a l l  the i r 
members  rece ive  indiv idual  coaching to  deve lop 
the i r  personal  capabi l i t ies .  Ind iv idual  coaching 
can indeed he lp  execut ives  become better 
leaders  in  the i r  own r ight ,  but  the  team does  not 
necessar i ly  improve .  Team deve lopment  i s  not  an 
addi t ive  funct ion of  ind iv iduals  becoming more 
e f fect ive  team players ,  but  rather  an ent i re ly 
d i f fe rent  capabi l i ty .  (Wageman et al, 2008: 161)

Introduction

W e have seen an exponential growth in the last 20 years of individual 
coaching, in the percentage of organizations using coaching, the 

number of practising coaches, the growth in training, accreditation, 
professional bodies, research and publications. Team coaching is currently 
about 20 years behind, with many of the same difficulties that existed in the 
early days of individual coaching still being prevalent. These include:

●● confusion for clients over what people are offering when they provide 
team coaching;

●● a plethora of terms and no standard definitions;

●● little in the way of research, literature, models or approaches;

●● a lack of established training programmes or accreditation.

In the same way that individual coaching developed from a number of 
different fields and professions, the same is true for team coaching. The 
difference is that in the world of team coaching much of what has been done 
to date has been called ‘team development’ and done within the field of 
organizational development. Only recently has team coaching emerged 
from a new synthesis of three key strands:
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1	 traditional consultancy approaches to team development;

2	 the newer world of coaching; and

3	 the learning from the fields of working with high-performing sports 
and professional teams.

In this chapter I will explore these three antecedent streams and then look at 
the various current definitions and forms of practice, and how the early 
pioneers have started to define team coaching. I will then propose that the 
field needs to build on these foundations, while expanding the scope and 
focus of team coaching to focus on the collective team in their systemic 
context.

History of team coaching

Organizational development had its early sources in the work of Lewin and 
the National Training Laboratories in the United States, and the work of the 
Tavistock in the UK. Much of the early work was carried out by sending 
senior executives on programmes where they would be in ‘T’ or training 
groups (NTL), Bion Study groups (Tavistock), or syndicate groups (Henley 
Management College), where they would learn experientially about the 
nature of group functioning and dynamics. This work was then developed 
by such writers and practitioners as Schein (1969, 2003), Burke (2002), 
Beckhard and Harris (1977) and Argyris and Schön (1978). As part of the 
growth of organizational development much work was done on looking at 
ways of developing teams within organizations. This led to approaches and 
methods for team building, team away-days and other team development 
activities: Douglas McGregor (1960), Rensis Likert (1967) and Bill Dyer 
(1977) in the United States, and John Adair (1986) and Meredith Belbin 
(2004) in the United Kingdom.

Bill Dyer (1977: 23) wrote about this move from ‘T’ groups to team 
development:

As practitioners developed more experience in applying T-group methods 
to work units, the T-group mode shifted to take into account the 
differences of the new setting. It became clear that the need was not just 
to let people get feedback, but to help the work unit develop into a more 
effective, collaborative, problem-solving unit with work to get out and 
goals to achieve. Slowly the methodology shifted from the unstructured 
T-group to a more focused, defined process of training a group of 
interdependent people in collaborative and problem-solving procedures.

I believe we are now in the midst of a similar transition from team 
development that traditionally focused mainly on the internal performance 
and process of the team (Disciplines 2 and 3), to systemic team coaching 
that focuses on all five disciplines, throughout all the life stages of the team.
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In the interim period between when team development was being 
developed and now, there have been a number of significant developments 
in the wider field of organizational development that have also fed into the 
development of team coaching. One of the most important is organizational 
learning (Senge, 1990, Hawkins, 1986, 1991, 1994, Pedler, Boydell and 
Burgoyne, 1991). We have seen a revolutionary change in ways organizations 
think about and practise management and leadership development. Fifty 
years ago the majority of leadership and management training were:

●● classroom-based, away from work;

●● attended by individuals;

●● taught by experts;

●● based on theories and case studies of past successes and failures;

●● cognitively oriented.

Now it is recognized that leaders and managers learn their most important 
lessons on the job, facing real challenges, working with others both in teams 
and across boundaries, through trial and error; that effective leadership and 
management development needs to be:

●● about cognition and affect;

●● experiential and embodied;

●● addressing real challenges that matter;

●● collectively learning with colleagues, so the relationship develops as 
well as the individuals;

●● through cycles of action learning (action, reflection, new thinking, 
planning and rehearsing and new action).

However, experience does not always provide effective learning. Most of us 
can go on repeating the same ineffective behaviours and somehow hope we 
will get a different result! To turn experience into learning requires skills in 
being a reflective practitioner and ways of harvesting learning, and it is rare 
for people to be able to do this by themselves.

One major professional services firm has a global policy that development 
should comprise:

●● 70 per cent learning on the job;

●● 10 per cent learning from workshops, conferences and courses;

●● 20 per cent coaching that provides the essential glue that joins the 
theoretical learning and the practical learning together.

Coaching is a more recent phenomenon than team development, with its 
early developments in the 1970s emerging from the fields of management 
learning, psychology and sports coaching, but growing rapidly in the last 
years of the 20th century and early years of the 21st. Coaching has, to date, 
mainly focused on individual development in one-to-one relationships, and 
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only recently has there been a growing interest in how to coach whole 
teams. However, many of the coaches of senior leaders have found that a 
good deal of the coaching agenda is focused on how to lead, develop and 
coach their team, and many individual coaches have been invited by such 
leaders to come and facilitate team coaching sessions.

Sports team coaching has brought about a focus on how a team can play 
at more than the sum of its parts, building on each person playing at their 
best but in a way that enhances the whole, and how a team can constantly 
maintain and at times restore its morale and continually raise its collective 
performance. It has provided approaches that visualize success, build on 
positives, use ‘inner-game’ approaches to liberate innate ability, how to 
rehearse collective moves, and reflect and give feedback on performances. 
One of the big influences on individual coaching were Timothy Gallwey’s 
‘inner game’ books (Gallwey, 1974, 1976, 1981, 1985; Gallwey and Kriegel, 
1977) and they were major influences on exponents of executive coaching 
such as John Whitmore (2002) and Myles Downey (2003). My colleague 
Jonathan Zneimer, who is a Partner at Lane4, an organization that coaches 
both business and sports teams, writes:

the last 30 years has seen the development of niche consultancies of sport 
psychologists and elite athletes who have transitioned into business 
consultancy. The Sporting Bodymind, set up by two psychosynthesis 
trained psychologists John Syer and Chris Connolly, in 1979 were 
perhaps the first in Europe to be employed by professional sports teams 
such as Tottenham Hotspur whilst consulting to blue chip organizations 
such as Ford Motor cars. More recently there are examples of world class 
athlete-led organizations such as Lane4 founded in 1995, whose MD 
Adrian Moorhouse, himself an Olympic gold medallist, in partnership 
with sport psychologist Graham Jones set about creating ‘learning and 
lessons from high-performing environments’. Familiar names such as 
Coca-Cola, Nestlé and Orange have benefited from these lessons and the 
inspirational/aspirational model of individual and collective performance 
presented through the sport performance metaphor.

Weinberg and McDermott (2002) set about investigating what key 
aspects linked high performance in organizational and in sports teams. 
Interviewing ten sportspeople and ten business leaders on leadership, 
group cohesion and communication they discovered a level of alignment. 
The leaders from both organizational and sports settings agreed that an 
interactional style of leadership is best, but they leaned toward a more 
democratic style if possible. Team cohesion was commonly achieved by 
creating a shared vision according to both sets of leaders. Managers can 
learn from these aspects by revisiting the organization’s vision in a 
democratic way – let the team refine the vision.

There is evidence that sports people, especially in team sports, are 
empowered to make decisions in an instant – who to pass to, what move 
to make. Managers can foster creativity by pushing decisions as ‘far 



 

51What is Team Coaching?

down the line’ as possible, so front line people can respond quickly 
within the game plan. The classic example of this might be cited as ‘total 
football’ – associated with the brilliance of the Dutch national team of 
the 1970s and more particularly Ajax football club – invented by Rinus 
Michels, who managed both teams, it may well be the most appropriate 
aspirational team metaphor for the complete organization. Here the 
team players’ roles are interchangeable and fluid. The creator of the goal 
is as valued as the goal scorer and for that matter the expectation set by 
the ‘total’ concept is that each and every player should be able to perform 
each role to more or less the same quality and effect. The idea of ‘total 
business’ is intriguing!

The dynamics of organizational and business teams parallel those of 
the sports team by demonstrating that the right people need to be in the 
right jobs at the right time. Imagine the unreasonable proposition of a 
goalkeeper attempting to play centre forward let alone be expected to 
become an out and out scorer of goals or a prop forward in rugby to 
convert to being a speeding winger. Similarly, one wouldn’t expect a 
CFO to be able to fully ‘play’ the role of the marketing director. Indeed, 
the parallel might be enhanced further when considering interacting 
sports teams versus co-acting ones. A rugby, football or basketball 
team is considered interactive as the players’ roles are diverse but 
require a high level of interdependence to optimize their collective 
performance. Equally, the nature of a cricket, baseball or indeed a golf 
team requires the team members to be co-active. Here the individuals 
often perform the same or mostly the same set of skills and it is the sum 
of the individual member’s performance that determines the team’s 
success. It beggars the questions to teams at work and leaders of those 
teams, ‘what sort of team are you?’, ‘what sort of team do you want to 
become?’ and ‘what sort of team will best serve ourselves, our 
stakeholders and our customers?’

(Zneimer, 2010, personal communication)

Much of the growing interest in team coaching has come from a realization 
of the limits of what can be achieved through individual coaching and 
leadership development, which can help create strong individual leaders but 
unaligned, poorly functioning leadership teams. In our work across many 
different sectors (Hawkins and Smith, 2006), we discovered a frustration 
with the lack of collective leadership emerging from top teams and a growing 
desire for effective development of the leadership team.

These trends have led to a marked increase in the number of organizations 
arranging for team coaching for their senior leadership teams. These have 
taken a number of very diverse forms:

●● a mixture of individual coaching of each team member with some 
sessions for the collective team;

●● a series of away-day events for the leadership team;
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●● the team coach acting as a process consultant for some or all of the 
team’s regular meetings;

●● a mixture of the above.

Limiting assumptions concerning team 
coaching

The confusion has also been rooted in a number of ingrained limiting 
assumptions about teams and team coaching. In Hawkins and Smith (2006) 
we argued that one of the reasons we felt that team coaching had not 
received its due attention or really developed as strongly as individual 
coaching, up to the present, was that there are unhelpful assumptions held 
about the way to work with teams. Table 4.1 represents a provocation to 
colleagues as to the limiting mindsets we had encountered, both in team 
members and in many team coaches, which we considered needed an 
effective response for the field to develop and mature.

These limiting assumptions have flourished in the relative vacuum caused 
by the lack of good theoretical development of executive team coaching 
and, prior to 2010, no recognized training distinct from that for individual 
coaches, OD practitioners or sports coaches. To date those practising as 
team coaches have tended to be people who have had training in one or 
more fields and have found their own way to combine the approaches. This 
has led to confusion in what both buyers and suppliers mean by team 
coaching and a wide disparity in what is practised.

Defining team coaching

It is essential that as team coaching grows we clarify the terminology being 
used and assist buyers in being clear what they need and what is available. 
In Chapter 9 I will address the buyers and users of team coaches and discuss 
when to use an external coach and when to do the coaching from within the 
team, as well as how to find, select and work with team coaches. In this 
section I will clarify the differences between a number of different offerings, 
all of which can be seen as having their role to play as part of team coaching. 
These are:

1	 group coaching of team members;

2	 team development;

3	 team building;

4	 team facilitation;

5	 process consultancy;
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Table 4.1

Limiting Mindsets Response

Team coaching only needs to 
happen when the team first forms

The best teams engage in lifelong 
learning and development

Team coaching only needs to 
happen when things are getting 
difficult

If the first time you address relationship 
issues is in the divorce court you have 
left it too late!

The performance of the team is 
the sum total of the team 
members’ performance

A team can perform at more than the 
sum of its parts or less than the sum of 
its parts. It is important to focus on the 
team added-value

Team coaching is about helping 
the team members relate better 
to each other

Team coaching is also about how the 
team relates to all its stakeholders and is 
aligned to the wider organization’s mission

Team coaching is about the team 
having better meetings

Team performance happens when the 
team, or sub-parts of it, engage with 
their collective task and the team’s 
stakeholders. The team meeting by itself 
is the training ground, not the match

Team coaching only happens 
off-site in away-days

Team coaching can be assisted by 
off-site away-days but the core 
development happens in the heat of 
working together and with their 
stakeholders

Team coaching is about helping 
the team members trust each 
other

Absolute trust between human beings is 
an unrealizable goal, particularly in work 
teams. A more useful goal is the team 
members trusting each other enough to 
disclose their mistrust

Team coaching is successful if it 
helps create a team with no 
conflict

Too much or too little conflict is 
unhelpful in a team. Great teams can 
creatively work through the conflicting 
needs in their wider system

One can only coach teams who 
work together at the same tasks

A team is defined by having a shared 
enterprise that cannot be done by the 
members working out of connection 
with each other

Team coaching is an end in itself Team coaching is only valuable when it 
is linked to improving the team’s 
business performance and their 
contribution to the performance of the 
wider organization or system they serve
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6	 team coaching;

7	 leadership team coaching;

8	 transformational leadership team coaching;

9	 systemic team coaching.

1. Group coaching of team members and action 
learning sets
There has been a great deal of confusion, both in the literature and in 
practice between team coaching and group coaching. Group coaching is the 
coaching of individuals within a group context, where the group members 
take turns to be the focal client, while the other group members become part 
of the coaching resource to that individual. Action learning sets are similar 
to group coaching with members of a set, often between four and seven in 
number, taking it in turn to bring current challenges they are facing, to be 
coached on by the other members of the set and, where present, the set 
facilitator. In group coaching often there is more of an emphasis on the 
individual; and in action learning sets, more of a focus on the challenge 
being presented, but this is not always the case and in both instances the 
focus is on supporting individuals in being the best they can be in meeting 
their work challenges.

Group coaching can also be carried out in the context of a team, where 
the individuals being coached are all members of the same team. Kets de 
Vries (2006, ch. 11) provides an excellent case example of using group 
coaching with an intact leadership team. This is further discussed in Chapter 
12 of this book. Although group coaching in a team context can be a useful 
prelude or component of team coaching, it is fundamentally different from 
team coaching, for in team coaching the primary client is the whole team, 
rather than the individual team members.

2. Team development
Team development is any process carried out by a team, with or without 
assistance from outside, to develop its capability and capacity to work 
well together on its joint task. There have been many studies and models 
on how teams can mature over their time of working together. Most of the 
theories and our own experience would suggest that teams most often 
progress through a number of discernable phases. These should not be 
seen as predetermined or inevitable. Most often groups start by dealing 
with their own boundaries, membership and the group rules and 
expectations. Schutz (1973) calls this ‘inclusion’; Tuckman (1965) ‘the 
stages of forming and norming’. This is often addressed in the contracting 
stage in team development, where issues of confidentiality, commitment 
to the team development process, how the process will be undertaken and 
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what will be focused on and what will be excluded need to be decided and 
clarified.

Soon after this period of clarifying the basic structure of formal processes 
of the team, the team will go through a stage of adjusting to each other and 
the new collective way of working, forming implicit norms and unwritten 
rules. This is the ‘norming’ stage and can often be followed by a period of 
testing out power and authority within the team. This can take the form of 
rivalry: ‘Who does the best work?’, ‘Who most cares about the outcomes?’, 
‘Who has the most challenges?’, ‘Who makes the most penetrating insightful 
comments?’ It may also take the form of testing out the authority of the 
leader by challenging their approach. This is called the stage of ‘fight/flight’ 
by Bion (1961), ‘authority’ by Schutz and ‘storming’ by Tuckman.

It is only when these stages have been successfully handled that the team 
can settle to its most productive work, with a climate of respect for each 
individual and without either dependency or rivalry in its relationship to the 
team leader. However, the earlier phases of forming, norming and storming 
will reappear as new people join or new phases in the life of the team 
inevitably come along.

Team development can take many forms, from outward bound exercises, 
fun activity together to promote bonding, team analysis of its own behaviour, 
reviews of working processes or away-days. However, research has shown 
little evidence of team bonding and team activity events having an impact on 
team performance (Katzenbach and Smith, 1993b; Wageman et al, 2008).

3. Team building
Team building, which is any process used to help a team in the early stages 
of team development, can thus be seen as a sub-category of team 
development, focusing on what Tuckman would term the ‘forming’ and 
‘norming’ stages. Most activities that go under this label focus on team 
bonding and the team understanding and relating better to each other. Some 
team-building sessions may use outdoor team challenges, social activities or 
other experiential engagement exercises. In Chapter 6, I will argue, 
supported by the research of Wageman et al (2008), Hackman and Wageman 
(2005) and Gersick (1988) that this stage of early team engagement is best 
achieved by focusing on the mission, goals and expectation of the 
performance of the team.

4. Team facilitation
Team facilitation is when a specific person (or persons) is asked to facilitate 
the team by managing the process for them so they are freed up to focus on 
the task. There is a wide range of areas that a facilitator may be asked to 
come and facilitate for a team. These include:



 

56 Team Coaching

●● to resolve a particular conflict or difficulty;

●● to carry out a team review of its ways of operating and relating;

●● to enable a strategy or planning process;

●● to run an off-site away-day.

Clearly there are many other possible requests for team facilitation, but they 
all usually are inviting the team facilitator to focus on enabling the specific 
process and not to get involved with content or team performance.

5. Team process
Team process consultancy is a form of team facilitation where the team 
consultant sits alongside the team carrying out its meetings or planning 
sessions and provides reflection and review on ‘how’ the team is going 
about its task.

This way of providing team coaching was developed first by Ed Schein in 
his classic book on process consultancy (1969, 1988) and further developed 
by Peter Block (1981, 2000) in his equally excellent book on ‘flawless 
consulting’. Both books should be essential reading for all team coaches, 
and both emphasize how to help teams reflect on how they are functioning 
and relating, while the teams are often caught up with the ‘what’ of the task 
and the current agenda. Schein (1988: 34) defines process consultation as: ‘a 
set of activities on the part of the consultant that help the client to perceive, 
understand, and act upon the process events that occur in the client’s 
environment’.

He distinguishes process consultation from other forms of consultancy 
and helping relationships, such as ‘the purchase of information or expertise 
model’ or the ‘doctor–patient relationship’ in very similar ways to later 
writers. The process consultant walks alongside the client, in a spirit of 
partnership, facilitation and co-inquiry. Schein (1987: 32–3) argues that 
process consultation is most effective when:

1	 The client is hurting somehow but does not know the source of the 
pain or what to do about it.

2	 The client does not know what kind of help may be available and 
which consultant can provide the kind of help that might be needed.

3	 The nature of the problem is such that the client not only needs help 
in figuring out what is wrong but would benefit from participation in 
the process of making the diagnosis.

4	 The client has ‘constructive intent’, is motivated by goals and values 
that the consultant can accept and has some capacity to enter into a 
helping relationship.

5	 The client is ultimately the only one who knows what form of 
intervention will work in the situation.
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6	 The client is capable of learning how to diagnose and solve his own 
organizational problems.

Today in team coaching we would use less problem, diagnosis, solution 
language and balance a problem focus with an appreciative focus of building 
on what already is working well. However, many of the approaches that 
help the process consultant work alongside the client and gradually help the 
client grow their own capacity to coach themselves are still very apposite.

This process consulting may well involve a variety of feedback and 
inquiry processes before, during and at the end of meetings, as well as some 
interventions to enable the team to reflect on its processes as it proceeds.

6. Team coaching
This term has been used increasingly by coaches, moving into the area of 
teamwork and consultants wanting to link to the growth of the coaching 
industry. It has also been used very loosely to indicate anything from 
coaching the team leader on leading their team; coaching a number of 
individuals from within the same team; team building; team facilitation; 
team process consultancy; or one-off events or workshops.

In recent years some key writers have tried to bring clarity to the field and 
a number of definitions of team coaching have been put forward. In 2005 
Hackman and Wageman proposed that team coaching was: ‘direct 
interaction with a team intended to help members make coordinated and 
task appropriate use of their collective resources in accomplishing the team’s 
work’ (p 269). This clearly indicated that it involved work with the whole 
team, not just team members and emphasized the focus on task and best use 
of resources.

Hackman and Wageman (2005) also defined the functions of team 
coaching in a way that combined the performance and the process. They 
wrote that team coaching involved: ‘Interventions that inhibit process losses 
and foster process gains in each of three performance processes: the effort 
people put in (motivation), the performance strategies (consultation) and 
the level of knowledge and skill (education)’. This is similar to the functions 
of supervision as described by Hawkins and Smith (2006), where we talk of 
supervision having qualitative (performance improving), developmental 
(educational), and resourcing (motivation and self-sustaining) functions.

David Clutterbuck (2007: 77) defined team coaching as: ‘Helping the 
team improve performance, and the processes by which performance is 
achieved, through reflection and dialogue.’ He very helpfully shows how 
team coaching needs to combine a performance and process focus, and 
elsewhere in his book Clutterbuck usefully elaborates on the continual 
learning aspects of the team (2007: 123–98). I would contend that it does 
not go far enough in two respects: first, it emphasizes the reflection stage of 
the learning cycle, whereas I would argue that team coaching needs to help 
a team move round the whole learning cycle of reflection, new thinking, 
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planning and action and back to reflection. The team coach not only needs 
to be able to help the team reflect on its recent past, but enable the team to 
create new ways of thinking including shifting the frames of reference they 
are using to make sense of their collective experience. The team coach then 
needs to help the team strategize and plan new ways of engaging with their 
collective challenges and rehearsing new ways of being, so they can return 
to the task with new individual and collective embodied commitments.

Secondly, Clutterbuck’s definition does not include the team engaging 
with their wider systemic context and how they relate with their multiple 
stakeholders. Like many approaches to team coaching it tends to focus from 
the inside-out, the team relating well together so they can perform their 
tasks better, whereas I would argue the team coach also needs to help the 
team focus from outside-in, and this will be a theme I will return to 
throughout this book.

In our book Coaching, Mentoring and Organizational Consultancy: 
Supervision and development (Hawkins and Smith, 2006), we defined team 
coaching as: ‘enabling a team to function at more than the sum of its parts, 
by clarifying its mission and improving its external and internal relationships. 
It is different therefore from coaching team leaders on how to lead their 
teams, or coaching individuals in a group setting.’ While this also combines 
the purpose and task of the team with how it functions and stresses the 
importance of looking at both internal relating and external relating, I do 
not think that this goes far enough. We also proposed a continuum of 
coaching that went from skills – performance – development – 
transformational. Since then we have developed further the notions of 
transformational coaching (Hawkins and Smith, 2010). Similarly I would 
propose a continuum of team coaching; see Figure 4.1. With team coaching 
I would suggest this continuum: team facilitation where the team coach only 
has a responsibility for process and not for performance improvement; team 
performance coaching where the team coach focuses on both team process 
and team performance; leadership team coaching; and transformational 
leadership team coaching.

Figure 4.1   Continuum of team coaching
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7. Leadership team coaching
Leadership team coaching is team coaching for any team, not just the most 
senior, where the focus is on how the team collectively gives leadership to 
those who report to them and also how the team influences their key 
stakeholder groups.

Although in Chapter 2 we mainly focused on the most senior leadership 
team of the organization, leadership needs to reside at all levels. A team 
becomes a leadership team when it focuses not just on its immediate task 
but also on how it can engage with its multiple stakeholder groups to 
co-create performance improvement for both its own outputs and outcomes, 
and also those of its stakeholders.

8. Transformational leadership team coaching
Transformational leadership team coaching is where any team taking 
leadership at whatever level, not only focuses on how they want to run their 
business, but also how they will transform their business. Increasingly 
leadership teams, at any level in the organization, are having to focus on 
both running their business effectively (performance) and on transforming 
the nature of their business. One CEO described this as having to navigate 
the ship through stormy seas while rebuilding the ship at the same time. 
Thus the coach needs to have bi-focal attention, and be able to coach the 
team on their current performance and on how they are leading the 
transformation. In Chapter 6 there are examples of this bi-focal coaching.

9. Systemic team coaching
In this book I will show how the more traditional approaches to team 
coaching do not go far enough and have led to much team coaching over-
focusing on the internal aspects of the team and under-focusing on the 
external performance, when they are not meeting together but out engaging 
with all the critical stakeholders, through whom they make the difference. 
This includes not only the employees of the organization, but the customers 
or clients, the partner organizations or suppliers, the investors or tax payers, 
the regulators and the wider community and environment in which the 
organization operates. It is these collective and systemic aspects of the team 
and its context that can either enhance or undermine team performance. 
Furthermore, the team need to focus beyond their immediate stakeholders, 
to their stakeholder’s stakeholders; these are their staff’s staff, customer’s 
customers, their supplier’s suppliers, their investor’s investors, etc, for great 
leaders create and enable leadership in others, and great leadership teams 
enable leadership in all their stakeholder systems.

Gradually I have refined a much broader approach to team coaching 
through a process that has included:
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●● research into current best practice among team coaches in several 
different countries;

●● action inquiry into gradually refining team working approaches in 
the light of what worked and did not work with clients and their 
feedback;

●● many very useful dialogues with colleagues at Bath Consultancy 
Group and the workshops I have led in team coaching.

This approach I have termed ‘Systemic team coaching’ as it is systemic in 
two senses. First, the focus is primarily on the team as a collective, their 
purpose, performance and process, and only secondarily on the personal 
and interpersonal development within the team. Second, the focus is on the 
team in their systemic context, working with them as they engage and relate 
to all their stakeholders. I have defined the process as follows:

Systemic team coaching is a process by which a team coach works with a 
whole team, both when they are together and when they are apart, in 
order to help them improve both their collective performance and how 
they work together, and also how they develop their collective leadership 
to more effectively engage with all their key stakeholder groups to jointly 
transform the wider business.

If we now look at each aspect of this definition we can see how it combines 
a number of separate elements:

●● with a whole team – team coaching is different from coaching a series 
of team members or coaching the team leader on how they lead the 
team.

●● both when they are together and when they are apart – some teams 
believe and act as if they are only a team when they are together, but 
the team functions between meetings, when its members are carrying 
out activities on behalf of the team. I sometimes use the analogy that 
the team meeting is like a football team practising on the training 
ground; the match is when the team members are out representing 
the team back in their own parts of the business.

●● in order to help them improve both their collective performance and 
how they work together – as Clutterbuck (2007), Hackman and 
Wageman (2005) and Hawkins and Smith (2006) all point out, team 
coaching is there not only to help create process improvement but 
also to impact on the collective performance of the team.

●● develop their collective leadership – often I will work with senior 
executives who have a mindset that they are only a member of the 
top team when they are attending the top team meeting. High-
performing leadership teams, as was shown in the previous chapter, 
use their time together as a team to develop their collective capacity 
to spend the rest of the week leading all aspects of the business in a 
congruent and joined up way that provides operational integration 
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and transformational change aligned to the vision, mission, strategy 
and core values of the organization.

●● to more effectively engage with all their key stakeholder groups – 
collective leadership is not just about running and transforming the 
business internally, but also about how the leadership team engages 
the various stakeholders in a congruent, aligned and transformational 
way. These stakeholders include customers, suppliers, partner 
organizations, employees, investors, regulators, boards and the 
communities in which the organization operates.

●● to jointly transform the wider business – as discussed in Chapter 1, to 
just respond to the changing context or lead what the team are 
overtly responsible for is no longer sufficient. The team need to take 
responsibility beyond their locus of control to how they will deploy 
their influence to develop the wider business and larger systemic 
context in which they operate. This is done by focusing on how they 
will enable the leadership of others (staff, customers, suppliers, 
investors, etc).

The extended team coaching continuum

Thus we can see there is a whole range of team coaching activities all of 
which can be useful for teams depending on their current needs. The further 
one travels along the continuum the more inclusive becomes the offering for 
the later types of coaching incorporating aspects of the former; for example 
team coaching may well involve team building and aspects of facilitation; 
systemic team coaching encompasses leadership team and transformational 
leadership team coaching. Thus they are analogous with Russian dolls, 
where the larger dolls have all the smaller dolls within them.

However, it is essential to have clarity about the nature and form of each 
of these different offerings so that there can be clarity of expectations and 
contracting between the team and their coach. Also, as later chapters will 
illustrate, the team cannot always see clearly what they most need, or know 
of forms of team coaching that they have not previously experienced and 
clarity can help here (see Chapter 5).

The who of team coaching

Individual coaching has increasingly been delivered in large companies by a 
mixture of:

●● line managers coaching their own staff with or without any formal 
coaching training;



 

62 Team Coaching

Figure 4.2
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●● internal coaches who have undertaken some more extensive coaching 
training and who often receive supervision, who give a few hours 
every week to coaching individuals from other departments and 
functions; and

●● external coaches brought in to provide specific coaching for senior 
executives or high-potential staff.

The same pattern is also developing more slowly in team coaching. 
Increasingly chief executives and other senior leaders are recognizing that 
coaching their leadership team is a critical aspect of their role (Wageman, 
2001; Wageman et al, 2008) and often will use their individual coach to 
supervise their own coaching of their team. Building and coaching a team is 
also becoming a more regular part of most senior leadership development 
programmes and a key topic in a senior leader’s action learning set.

A few organizations have created a skilled group of mostly HR or internal 
learning and development consultants who have been trained in team 
coaching and who can work with teams right across the organization as 
required (Hawkins, 2011). These organizations often contract with an 
external coach to coach their most senior team, while other organizations 
may use a range of external providers to provide many types of team 
coaching. My hope is that this book will help teams, team leaders, team 
coaches and those purchasing team coaching for their organizations to have 
more clarity in what they need and buy and what they are offering and 
doing.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at:

●● the history of the antecedent streams that have contributed to team 
coaching;

●● the current different forms of team development activities including 
team coaching and ways of defining these;

●● the varieties of team coaching;

●● systemic team coaching and how to define it.
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In the next chapter we will look at the basic stages of a team coaching 
process and the relationship between the team and their coach, before 
returning to the nature of systemic team coaching and how to coach the five 
disciplines in Chapter 6.
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“

The team 
coaching  
process

Senior  leadership teams,  l ike  other  teams, 
need expert  help  in  learning how to become 
better  at  working together  over  t ime. 
Coaching such teams is  of ten more 
chal lenging than coaching front- l ine teams. 
High spir i ted,  independent  minded 
thoroughbreds are  often convinced of  the 
r ightness  of  their  ways and are  not  responsive 
to  correct ion – even by the lead horse .  
(Wageman et al, 2008: 159)

We are  coaches  prec ise ly  because  we recognize 
that  change i s  best  supported  through a 
re lat ionship  over  t ime.  (Thornton, 2010: 123)

Introduction

I n their research across 120 leadership teams, Wageman et al (2008) found 
that: ‘very few teams were able to decode their successes and failures and 

learn from them without intervention from a leader or another team coach’ 
(p 161) and the high-performing leadership teams had significantly more 
coaching from their leader and peers than mediocre or poor teams. Yet as the 
quote above indicates, the process of coaching a team either as the leader of it 
or external to it, is one fraught with challenges and dangers.

In this chapter I will show how the team coach has to first be clear about 
his or her role and the stages of relationship between themselves and the 
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team that is being coached. The relationship stages are addressed by 
exploring the CID-CLEAR model of the team coaching process. These 
stages apply whether the team coaches are external to the organization or 
internal trained team coaches, or indeed the leader or member of the team 
who is taking on the coaching role. For ease of narrative the model is first 
described assuming a team coach who is external to the team, and then how 
it is different for coaches internal to the team. In the following chapter I will 
extend this approach by exploring the different activities of the team coach 
in working with the five disciplines of team activity that were presented in 
Chapter 3 and will show how the systemic team coach extends the team’s 
learning and engagement.

The role of the team coach

The objective of the team coach is to enable the team to improve its 
performance, functioning, well-being, engagement and development (see 
Chapter 4). The team coach does this by working alongside the team both in 
team meetings and off-site workshops, and in the team’s engagement with its 
key stakeholders. The team coach may use, with the team, a wide range of:

●● diagnostic instruments;

●● observations and feedback;

●● process interventions;

●● facilitative interventions to enable the team to explore certain areas 
and move to new ways of operating and engaging;

●● incisive questions;

●● challenges about performance;

●● educational inputs;

●● role modelling behaviour;

●● review mechanisms.

But importantly his or her role is not to:

●● take over leadership of the team;

●● instruct the team on how it does its business;

●● become part of the team;

●● take sides in internal conflict;

●● go native.
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The CID-CLEAR relationship process

The CLEAR model was first developed as a supervision model in 1978 and 
then individual coaching model in the 1980s and applied to team coaching 
much later (Hawkins and Smith, 2006). It outlines the five CLEAR stages of 
progression in any coaching relationship:

Contracting

Listening

Exploring

Action

Review

Over the years as my colleagues and I have developed team coaching we 
realized that there is a necessary prologue phase in team coaching that 
involves:

●● initial exploratory discussions often with the team gatekeeper and 
team leader and possibly the team sponsors;

●● some form of inquiry process of the team’s current functioning, 
aspirations and coaching needs;

●● some form of diagnosis co-created with the team about their current 
state, development objectives and possible coaching journey.

This led to developing the CID-CLEAR model.

Contracting 1

Inquiry

Diagnosis

Contracting 2

Listening

Exploring

Action

Review

As in individual coaching, this flow is never just linear, since we cycle back 
into contracting before and after the listening phases and again throughout 
the repeated cycles of exploration and action. Often the review stage is also 
the time when re-contracting may happen.
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Contracting 1: Initial exploratory discussions
Team coaches are often called in by a team leader, team sponsor or team 
gatekeeper or other individuals who have a specific brief to support the 
team’s development. The work begins right from these initial discussions, 
but it is important not to confuse these early talks with team members with 
a full contracting process with the whole team. Useful questions at this stage 
include:

●● Why do you want help with team development now? Tell me some of 
the history that has led up to it.

●● Why me/us? Who else are you talking to?

●● Whose idea was it? Is everyone in agreement about it?

●● Have you had help with team development before? What worked and 
what could have been better?

●● How do you understand team coaching?

●● What cannot be talked about in this team?

●● How would you know that this development work had been 
successful, for the team, the team members and the team’s 
stakeholders?

Inquiry
The inquiry phase might take many forms but is essentially about collecting 
relevant data and impressions about the team, their performance, 
functioning and dynamics; the team members and their relationships and 
the relationship between the collective team and their commissioners and 
stakeholders. The team coach may do one or more of the following:

●● have individual semi-structured meetings with each member of the 
team;

●● send out a questionnaire that asks each person for his or her 
perceptions on the team and what is needed;

●● send out a team 360-degree feedback instrument to all the key 
stakeholders with whom the team interacts;

●● have additional conversations with some of the most critical 
stakeholders; often, when working with a senior leadership team, I 
will also interview the chair of the board and collect feedback from 
the tier of management that reports to this senior team.

The semi-structured interviews need to be carefully balanced as they have 
several functions:

●● to build a relationship and working alliance with each team member, 
so they feel they have been heard, you have understood their reality 
and they establish enough trust in you as team coach;
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●● to gather quality data that is comparable, which requires asking the 
same specific questions in all interviews;

●● to ask questions that elicit right-brain knowing as well as more 
analytic left-brain answers;

●● to be open to surprising emergent issues and data that you had not 
expected;

●● for the interviewee to have a better understanding of why you have 
been invited in and how you might work.

At the beginning of each interview, it is important to state the purpose and 
boundaries of the interview and agree how it will be of value to both parties. 
I usually make it clear that I will not be feeding back any data attributable 
to any individuals, but will be sharing with the whole team collective themes, 
patterns and issues that emerge from more than one source. As in all 
coaching relationships the CLEAR stages apply to these initial interviews. 
Having contracted, one needs to listen actively, explore what emerges, agree 
what action both the individual and the coach can take following the 
interview and review the process at the end. This gives a sense that although 
this is a prelude to the coaching, it is also the beginning of the actual 
coaching.

Whenever possible individual meetings with all team members provide a 
solid relational foundation on which the team coaching relationship can be 
built, and is a worthwhile up-front investment. It may be important to 
ensure that as new members join the team after the team coaching has 
begun, that such interviews are also carried out with them.

The inquiry questionnaires might include:

●● The ‘what sort of team are you?’ questionnaire (see Chapter 4).

●● The Bath Consultancy Group High Performing Team Questionnaire 
(see Chapter 12 and www.bathconsultancygroup.com) where each 
team member is asked to rate on a five-point scale their view of 18 
aspects of team functioning, both how it currently performs and how 
it needs to change in order to succeed.

●● The five disciplines self-scoring questionnaire (see Chapter 6).

●● Team 360-degree feedback including descriptor analysis (see 
Chapter 12).

●● Belbin team role analysis (see Chapter 12).

●● Team MBTI personality type questionnaires (see Chapter 12).

At this stage it would be wrong to overload the team members, many of 
whom the coach may not have met, with too many inquiry instruments. It is 
better to be very selective based on what has emerged from the initial 
contracting conversations about the team’s needs. Other diagnostic tools 
can be used with the team later in the process as the need arises from the 
team itself.
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What you are trying to achieve at this stage is enough data to work with 
the team to contract on a joint diagnosis that can lead to the co-design of the 
team coaching journey. Table 5.1 provides some guidance on when you 
might use which questionnaire.

At the same time as collecting this data on team functioning, it is essential 
to collect data on the team’s performance. For many teams this will already 
exist and can be made available to the team coach. It might include:

●● the team’s balanced scorecard and how they are performing against 
each target;

●● the team’s priority outcome objectives and the current state of 
progress;

●● customer, supplier, partner and/or investor feedback;

●● staff attitude surveys that show how this team are seen by their staff, 
the value the team add to them and how they would like the team to 
be different;

●● previous team 360-degree feedback.

Diagnosis and design
The data from all three sources (performance data, questionnaires and 
interviews) needs to be sorted and analysed. This is not to arrive at definitive 
conclusions about the team, but to develop emerging hypotheses, including 
the focus for the team coaching.

To carry out this analysis for teams that are on the journey from being a 
reasonably effective team to being high performing, we usually use the five 
disciplines of high-performing teams model for mapping where the team is 
functioning well and where it is currently challenged. This can also help in 
deciding the order in which the team coaching may need to travel through the 
five different disciplines. However, if one has been invited in to coach a team 
that is dysfunctional or in crisis, then we might use a different frame. This 
would indicate that the team needed to address Discipline 3, how it co-creates 
and works together, before it can engage with any of the other disciplines.

Patrick Lencioni (2002) has created a delightful fable of an imaginary 
leadership team that gets turned around by their new female CEO, using a 
simple model of ‘The five dysfunctions of the team’. In Figure 5.1 I set out 
the model which Lencioni argues needs to be attended to from the bottom of 
the pyramid upwards. He includes next to each level, on the outside of the 
pyramid, the common indicators and causes of each dysfunction. He has 
developed a number of questionnaires (Lencioni, 2005) that can be used to 
help a team uncover and then address these dysfunctions.

Petrushka Clarkson (1995) has a useful notion that such teams often 
come for help because they are in danger, conflict, confusion or deficit. Each 
of these can elicit a ‘knee-jerk reaction’ from the consultant or a more useful 
considered response; see Figure 5.2.
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Table 5.1

Questionnaire When to use

What sort of team are you If the team are struggling to decide 
whether to commit to being a team 
or stay as a work group

The Bath Consultancy Group High 
Performing Team

When the team are a real team 
wanting to explore and be coached 
on becoming high performing

The five disciplines self-scoring 
questionnaire

Generally useful for all teams where 
it is unclear where they need the 
coaching to focus

Team 360-degree feedback including 
descriptor analysis

When the team lack quality data on 
how they are seen by their 
commissioners and stakeholders

Belbin team role analysis When it is clear that the team are not 
functioning well or under-utilizing 
their internal resources

Team MBTI personality type When the team members are finding 
it difficult to engage, communicate 
and work together and there are high 
levels of internal misunderstanding

Figure 5.1   The five dysfunctions of a team

Inattention
to results

Avoidance of
accountability

Lack of commitment

Fear of conflict

Absence of trust

Status and ego

Low standards

Ambiguity

Artificial harmony

Invulnerability

Source:  Lencioni (2002)
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Figure 5.2   Team presenting issues

Diagnosis Consultant’s knee-jerk 
reaction

Teach
Falsely reassure
Rescue
Contract unrealistically

Listen
Acknowledge feelings
Explore sources
Explore nature
Elicit emotional reality

Get sucked into confusion
Oversimplify
Accept one frame of reference
Fight
Take sides

Restrain action
Clarify issues
Clarify roles
Clarify authority
Provide models and maps
Explore options
Assess impact/consequences

Pathologise it
Fear it
Minimise it
Ignore it
Take sides

Learn its history
Welcome and understand it
Model conflict handling
Value the differences
Validate all parties
Provide arena and referee

Do it for them
Work with solved problems
Solve symptoms
Give your favourite package
Assume there should be a
    training solution

Establish what they have
Find what worked before
Find out what did not work
Start where they are
Establish needs and wants
Provide relevant input

Consultant’s considered
response

Danger

Confusion

Conflict

Deficit

Ref: Clarkson P (1995) Change in organisations, Whurr.

SOURce:  Clarkson (1995)

Having done the initial diagnosis the team coach may also begin to sketch 
some possible maps of the coaching journey, based on the initial diagnosis. 
This should only be a draft sketch, as the journey needs to be co-designed 
with the team.

Contracting 2: Contracting the outcomes and ways of 
working with the whole team
Having carried out the initial contracting, inquiry and diagnosis, now comes 
the time to meet with the whole team and fully contract the objectives, 
process and programme for the team coaching.

It is useful to start such meetings with the team coach sharing the 
objectives for this initial meeting, such as:

●● To arrive at a joint view of the current state of the team.
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●● To agree where we collectively would like the team to be at the end 
of the coaching process.

●● To decide what needs to be addressed and focused on in the coaching 
work.

●● How we need to work together to achieve the most value.

●● What the coaching journey map may look like.

Having carried out some form of inquiry and initial diagnostic analysis, it is 
important to find a way of playing this back to the whole team, in a way 
that engages them not in either swallowing whole or rejecting the feedback, 
but as co-diagnosers of its meaning. So instead of feeding the results back in 
the form of a beautifully crafted report that is so polished that you can’t 
grasp hold of it, it is better to do so in a way that is full of hooks and 
intriguing entry points. The purpose is not just to ‘tell it as it is’ (necessary 
though that is), but also to create a real energy of engagement and co-inquiry.

One simple way of doing this is to engage the team in digesting, sorting 
and prioritizing each piece of summarized data. If as a team coach you have 
produced a list of what the team see as the major enablers and blockers to 
their performing well, you might ask the team to:

1	 split into threes;

2	 each trio add one additional item to each list;

3	 arrange the list in priority order;

4	 share their lists with the other trios;

5	 the whole team agree a collective prioritized list.

A similar process can be done using the high-performing team questionnaire:

1	 the team look at the averaged scores and the spread of scores;

2	 each member is given five sticky stars and asked to use them as 
representing the limited time and resource the team has to spend 
focusing on any item;

3	 they stick one or more stars on the items they think the team should 
most focus on to raise their collective game and achieve their 
aspirations;

4	 the top scored items are listed;

5	 the team divide into new threes focusing on different priority areas;

6	 the trios agree what actions they can take for quick wins in this area 
and what help they will need from the team coach to address and 
sustain progress in this area.

Having established a shared view of the current state of the team and what 
is the required difference the team wants to create, the coach then needs to 
engage the team in agreeing what they want to achieve from the team 
coaching journey and specifically what success would look like. This can be 
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done by asking the team to work together to complete the following 
statements:

●● This team coaching will be a success for us as individuals if …

●● The team coaching will be a success for us as a team if …

●● The coaching work will be a success for our organization if …

●● This coaching work will be a success for our clients/customers/
stakeholders if …

The coach then asks the team what they need both from each other and 
from the coach to achieve that success. This takes us into the important 
second area of contracting, which involves agreements about the relationship 
between the team and the coach and the process of working together. This 
needs to include:

a	 practicalities;

b	 boundaries;

c	 ethics;

d	 working alliance;

e	 the contract with the wider organization.

a. Practicalities
In forming the contract it is necessary to be clear about the practical 
arrangements such as the times, frequency, place, what might be allowed to 
interrupt or postpone the session, and the clarification of any payment that 
is involved.

b. Boundaries
A team coaching contract should include clear boundaries concerning 
confidentiality. Confidentiality is an old chestnut which is of concern to 
many coaches and teams they are working with. Some team coaches fall 
into the trap of saying or implying to the team members that everything that 
is shared in their meetings is confidential, only to find that some unexpected 
situation arises where they find it is necessary to share material from the 
coaching beyond the boundaries of the session.

One of the particular challenges in team coaching is where it intersects 
with individual coaching of team members. Generally I have found that it is 
too complicated to be coaching the team and also coaching some of the 
team members. The exception to this is coaching the team and the team 
leader, as long as this is transparent to all team members, and there is a clear 
boundary that in the meetings with the team leader as coach you do not pass 
judgement on team members or share information given to you individually.

Thus, in contracting the appropriate confidentiality boundary for any 
form of coaching it is inappropriate either to say everything is confidential 
that is shared here, or to say nothing here is confidential. The coach should 
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be clear what sort of information either would need to be taken over the 
boundary of the relationship; in what circumstances; how it would be done; 
and to whom he or she would take the information. Clearly every possible 
situation cannot be anticipated, but such a general exploration can diminish 
the possibility of what may be seen as betrayal.

It is also useful to be clear about one’s own supervision as a team coach, 
and how this works. As part of this I give an undertaking that I will treat 
everything they share with me in a professional manner at supervision and 
not gossip about their situation.

c. Ethics
Likewise it is important to clarify the professional and ethical codes of 
conduct that both parties may be party to. This is addressed in Chapter 10 
when we look at ethics as one of the team coach’s key capacities.

d. Working alliance
Forming the working alliance starts by sharing mutual expectations. It is 
important to discuss the style of coaching the team most want, and on 
which of the possible disciplines they wish the coaching to concentrate. The 
team coach needs to state clearly his or her preferred modes of team 
coaching, and any expectations he or she has of the team. It can be useful to 
ask the team what sort of coaching or other forms of support or development 
they have had in the past, what did and did not work successfully and how 
they would like this relationship to be different and more effective.

A good working alliance is not built on a list of agreements or rules, but 
on growing trust, respect and goodwill between both parties. The contract 
provides a holding frame in which the relationship can develop, and any 
lapses in fulfilling the contract need to be seen as opportunities for reflection, 
learning and relationship building, not judgement and defence. To make 
this more likely to happen it is often useful at the beginning to ask the team 
to think about what could go wrong in the relationship and how it will be 
addressed.

As well as sharing hopes, fears and expectations, it is useful to ground the 
discussions in an exploration of how the team coaching journey might 
unfold. This is where the team coach might share his or her initial sketch or 
sketches of a possible team coaching journey map. It is a smart move to 
show how this might be adapted and built on from what has emerged in this 
contracting, co-designing meeting and then invite discussion of what else 
might need to be included in the map. This process is helped by having the 
journey sketched on a large piece of paper, so that both the team coach and 
team members can add to it, possibly by adding Post-its which can be 
moved around.

Having explored with the team what will be helpful and unhelpful in the 
working relationship it is useful to discuss what might happen when the 
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team coach facilitates events, attends regular team meetings or enables 
engagement with different key stakeholders:

●● how and when the coach will intervene;

●● what contact there will be between meetings;

●● whether the team coach will have meetings with the team leader or 
the HR director and if so what will and will not be shared and 
discussed.

e. The contract with the wider organization
Last but definitely not least is the contract with the wider organization. One 
of the biggest quality developments in individual executive coaching has 
been the use of ‘three-way contracting’, where the coach meets with the 
coachee and a representative of the wider organizational system to ensure 
that the coaching is serving the organization’s learning and development as 
well as that of the individual. This has been less developed in team coaching, 
but is arguably even more critical and important. This can be done by the 
team coach sharing a summary of what has emerged from 360-degree 
feedback on the team, and/or from interviews with key organizational 
stakeholders and asking the team how they will ensure they meet the 
legitimate expectations of these stakeholders in the coaching process.

Alternatively the team members can go out and interview the key 
stakeholders, and then share the stakeholders’ views of how the team are 
currently performing and their expectations of how the team need to change 
and develop. In certain assignments we have brought in key stakeholders to 
a second contracting meeting as part of attending to the commissioning and 
connecting disciplines (see next chapter).

Clear contracting is not only important for the success of the team 
coaching, but it also models the way team members can contract among 
themselves.

Listening
Once a clear contract for the team development and coaching has been 
established, the work moves on into the listening stage of the CLEAR 
model, where the issues that have emerged in the contracting stage can be 
observed and listened to. This involves the coach in listening to the team in 
its work at a number of different levels. It is so easy for the coach to get lost 
in trying to understand the content data of the team’s work that they lack 
the necessary listening space to listen to the other levels. Using the four 
levels of engagement model (Hawkins and Smith, 2006) shown here in 
Figure 5.3, we encourage and train team coaches to listen to:

●● the data content of what is reported and discussed and the 
relationship of this to the agreed mission of the team (see clarifying 
discipline in the next chapter);
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●● the patterns of behaviour of the team;

●● the emotional expressions and relating (through the metaphors and 
non-verbal communication);

●● the assumptions, mindsets and motivations of the team and the team 
members that underlie what is said and how it is said.

This listening process needs to be active, with the team coach playing back 
key things he or she has heard from both the verbal and non-verbal 
communication, in ways that both support and amplify positive enabling 
interactions and help the team become aware of stuck and interruptive 
patterns.

The team coach in this stage might also use the privilege of being new and 
an outsider to ask intentionally naïve questions, such as:

●● What is the purpose of your meetings?

●● What do you expect from one another?

●● How would you know if this meeting had created genuine value for 
you and your stakeholders?

●● What specifically would be happening differently if you were 
functioning as the team you aspire to be?

Explore and experiment
In this stage the issues that have been opened up through both the inquiry 
and the listening stages and agreed on in the contracting can be explored 
and the team can experiment with new ways of operating. In the next 
chapter we give examples of exploratory interventions for each of the five 
disciplines of the team development model.

If the diagnosis and contracting stages show that there is a lack of clarity 
in the fundamental mission of the team, we would probably suggest a 
workshop with the team to clarify it, and then a joint meeting with those 
responsible for commissioning the team’s purpose, to clarify mutual 
expectations and ensure they have ‘co-missioned’. This is the ‘commissioning 
interface’ (commissioning discipline). If the team had a clear commission 
from the wider organization, but still lacked clarity of objectives, goals and 
action plan, the explore stage would focus on turning the mission into a 
team strategic plan with collectively owned team objectives (clarifying 
discipline).

Other teams may well need to focus on their internal relationships and 
team dynamics (co-creation discipline), some on the relationships with their 
key stakeholders (connecting discipline) while others need time to stand 
back and take stock, reflect and learn across all four disciplines from the 
perspective of the fifth discipline (core learning).
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Figure 5.3   Four levels of engagement
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Having explored and experimented with new ways of operating, the team 
coach then has to help the team move from awareness into action. How are 
they going to act differently and perform better?

Team coaching workshops can produce a lot of insight and energy, but 
unless these are focused on specific and prioritized new actions and 
behaviours, they will soon dissipate. So the challenge for the coach is to deal 
with the material generated in a way that moves the group to committed 
actions quickly and surely. One way of doing this is to use the three-way 
sort exercise.

Three-way sort
The team coach sets up three flipcharts, each one with a different title:

1	 What we need to hold onto and build on …

2	 What we need to stop doing …

3	 What we need to start doing …

The team is divided into three smaller groups and each group is asked to 
start on a different large sheet of paper or whiteboard. The first phase of this 
process is for sub-teams to brainstorm responses to the question in front of 
them. They put down their ideas, leaving some space between each one. 
After five minutes each team moves to the next board to their right.
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The second phase of the process is to build on the ideas left by the 
previous team and make them more specific. At the second board, the rule is 
that nobody can cross anything out, but everybody is encouraged to make 
more specific what is already there and add more items. If, for example, the 
previous group has put ‘communication’ on their flipchart, the second 
group would be asked to add their responses to the question ‘communication 
between whom and about what’?

The third phase of the process involves the group moving onto the last 
board. Once again, the team members can add items that have not so far 
been included, but they need also to make more specific the items that are 
already there.

Finally, each group moves back to their original board and, having read 
what is there, prioritize the issues. Alternatively, every team member can be 
given five stars and asked to allocate them anywhere on any of the three 
boards next to the priority issues that need action by the team. They can 
allocate the five stars against issues in any way they want. This visual voting 
method quickly shows up how the team see their priorities and directions 
for moving forward.

Once the collective priorities have been agreed for the team, the hard 
work begins of deciding the specific actions for making change happen. We 
often use the six ‘P’ model of simple planning (Hawkins and Smith, 2006):

Purpose – What success from resolving this issue would consist of and 
the measurements we would use to evaluate the success.

Principles – How the change needs to be carried out in a way that is 
living the team’s core values and the medium is the message.

Parameters – the boundaries of the change activity: what it will not 
address, as well as time and people limits.

Programme – the timetable of activities necessary.

People – who will be the people who will take ownership of the issue for 
the team and make the change happen.

Process – How these people will go about it and how they will involve 
the rest of the team.

Increasingly we have found that just committing to new actions at the team 
event is not enough, for the road to hell is paved with good intentions. So we 
have developed in all our transformational coaching work (Hawkins and 
Smith, 2010) the notion of the ‘fast forward rehearsal’. The team coach 
takes key items where the team is committed to change and has developed 
and committed to a SMART (specific, measurable, actionable, realistic and 
timely) plan of action, and asks the team: ‘How can you start living this 
change while you are still on this team event?’

While working with the senior executive team of a major government 
department the intervention the team most appreciated was trying out new 
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behaviours on real issues. On one occasion, when they had committed to 
five ways they would work differently, I asked them to take a major area of 
current challenge for the team, and immediately start to work in these new 
ways. I gave them a health warning that the goal was not to do it perfectly, 
but have some fast and useful failures. Indeed, I added that if they did not 
have at least six failures in living up to their aspirations in the next 40 
minutes, we probably would not be learning fast enough! As they moved 
from away-day behaviour, back into a demanding task meeting, as team 
coach I took on the role of watching the five areas of new practice. In the 40 
minutes we had about four ‘time-outs’, where I stopped the task, had team 
members share what they were noticing, experiencing and feeling. I then 
asked them what was working in terms of effectively living the new 
behaviours and what could be better. In some time-outs the reflection was 
enough to move to a higher level of rehearsal; in others the team and I 
jointly devised an additional experiment for the next stage of the meeting.

Review
Having contracted, listened, diagnosed, explored, planned and enacted new 
action, the team need to build in a review process. As in all learning and 
change cycles, the team should be prepared for the fact that they will 
discover more about their team culture and the systemic dynamics when 
they try to change things. They need to prepare for disappointment when 
they discover that the actions they planned at a team workshop will not 
work out the way they expected once they are back in the ever-changing 
world of their work system.

Some teams build this process of tracking the progress – or lack thereof – 
into their regular meetings in a number of different ways:

●● ensuring the mission statement is pinned up in the meeting room, and 
checking how the meeting decisions and meeting process align with 
the mission they agreed;

●● having quick updates against the team scorecard when they have a 
meeting;

●● taking a key priority action area for review at each team session;

●● reviewing the meeting in the light of their planned team 
improvements, and each person sharing what they think has been 
good about the meeting and what they think could be even better 
next time;

●● having the team coach attend their regular internal meetings or key 
events, and provide live coaching.
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The CLEAR way of structuring an individual 
event

The five stages can also be used in microcosm to guide an individual meeting 
or workshop or indeed used by a team leader in structuring their meetings:

Contracting – What do we need to achieve today? What would success 
from today look like? How do we need to work together to achieve 
that?

Listening –Let’s get all the different perspectives, hopes and fears out on 
the table, and make sure they are all heard before we explore ways 
forward.

Explore – Let’s brainstorm all the elements that might be needed to 
move forward. What can we experiment with today?

Action – So what are we committed to doing? Who will do what, by 
when? What support is necessary? How can we start living that in 
our meeting today?

Review – So what worked well in this session? What could we do even 
better next time we work like this?

Some leadership teams and boards have used this model to restructure their 
regular meetings:

1	 They start with a check-in and contract for the outcomes.

2	 They listen to the updates and new challenges.

3	 They have one or two issues for exploration, where the focus is to 
ensure generative team dialogue that produces genuinely new 
thinking on a critical area of performance.

4	 They then have the items that need to be decided on and focus on the 
action to be taken. They also ensure they move beyond tacit 
agreement to demonstrable embodied and energetic commitment to 
making it happen.

5	 The team ends with a check-out or review. This can involve sharing 
appreciations of what has been helpful in the meeting, or individual 
commitments of what they will be taking away and doing differently.

The team leader as team coach

Most team coaching in leadership teams is carried out not by external 
coaches but the team leaders themselves. We have found that the five 
disciplines model and the CID-CLEAR process relationship model are 
equally valuable for team leaders acting as the coach to their team.
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When new team leaders are appointed it is important that they use their 
first weeks carrying out their own initial contracting inquiry and diagnosis 
(CID) using many of the approaches outlined in this chapter. Having done 
this they need to gather the team together for an off-site workshop or 
extended meeting, to share their initial findings and engage the team in 
diagnosing their own team functioning and performance, utilizing 
approaches similar to those outlined above. This workshop needs to then 
move towards forming a jointly owned plan for how the team are going to 
develop over the next few months and who will take what responsibility for 
which aspects of the plan. In the next chapter we will explicitly look at how 
to coach each of the five disciplines; the team leader can also use these 
approaches to coach his or her own team.

Conclusion

At the heart of effective team coaching is the generative relationship between 
the team and their coach, in which all members of the relationship should be 
constantly learning. Indeed I have long argued that one of the key ways of 
evaluating a good team coaching assignment is that all parties have learnt 
and changed the way they work, including the team coach. A good 
assignment therefore means I too have learnt, my models and methods have 
been changed and added to and I have used new interventions and 
approaches that arose from this specific relationship.

Another key way of evaluating a successful coaching assignment is that 
the coaching roles have been taken up by members of the team in a gradual 
and sustainable way, which means the team can continue to be a high 
performing and continually learning team, without the support of the 
external (or internal from another part of the organization) coach. Where 
the coaching is begun by the team leader, this process also applies as other 
team members take on different aspects of team coaching and it becomes a 
responsibility across all members of the team.

For the external team coach, such as myself, often the most rewarding 
and final review stage in the coaching relationship is going back to a team I 
have coached six to 12 months after I have completed the coaching 
assignment and helping the team review what added value has continued to 
be created from our work together, and how they have taken the coaching 
work forward and beyond anything we previously achieved together.
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five disciplines:
Systemic team 
coaching

I was called in to coach the executive team of one of the largest government 
departments in the UK, which had 130,000 staff and four main business 
units. The request had come about because their capability review had 
indicated that the collective leadership of the top team was not rated 
strongly. The team with internal support had already done good work on 
leadership team behaviours and in improving the efficiency of their 
weekly meetings. In contracting with the team individually there were 
very different views about what needed to change and how team coaching 
might help. I met with them all together to contract the differences that 
were needed and the team was coming to a consensus that as team coach 
I should sit in on their meetings and offer process reflections. My initial 
experiences told me that such reflections would be listened to politely 
with odd bits of defensive response and have very little impact. I realized 
I had to find a new form of contract.

Introduction

I n the previous chapter we explored the stages in the relationship between 
the team coach and the team he or she is coaching. This chapter will 

focus on how the team coach can coach the five disciplines outlined in 
Chapter 3 and also coach the connecting dialogues and flows between the 
disciplines. This requires the coach to focus on the multiple relationships of 
the team, both the internal relationship between team members and the 
external relationship between the team as a whole and their commissioners 
and stakeholders.

83
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This chapter is at the heart of the book, for it focuses on the difference 
between most of the traditional approaches to team coaching, team 
development and ‘systemic team coaching’. In Chapter 1 I looked at some of 
the major growing challenges facing senior leadership teams that call for 
new approaches to team coaching and in Chapter 4 I defined systemic team 
coaching as follows:

Systemic team coaching is a process by which a team coach works with a 
whole team, both when they are together and when they are apart, in 
order to help them improve both their collective performance and how 
they work together, and also how they develop their collective leadership 
to more effectively engage with all their key stakeholder groups to jointly 
transform the wider business.

When contracting with the senior civil service team, I was faced with a 
conundrum: telling my new client they were asking for the wrong thing was 
not going to be a good way of starting my coaching relationship, but just 
acquiescing to the requests of the team consensus would have frustrated 
many of the individual team members and added only very limited value. In 
supervision I realized that I was probably already experiencing ‘parallel 
process’, as from my individual interviews I realized that many team 
members also experienced the strong pull to compromise to achieve 
consensus, meaning that conflict was avoided but progress was very slow. 
This is a classic coach dilemma: to be directive or non-directive were both 
unhelpful options. A third way that transcended this either – or dilemma 
had to be found.

I decided on an inquiry approach that provided the team with a reframing 
of the lens through which they were viewing both team coaching and their 
own leadership team role. I took an amended version of the five discipline 
model of systemic team coaching (see Figure 6.1) and asked them to score 
their collective performance in each of the four domains. I collected their 
scores, averaged them for each domain and fed back the collective picture; 
see Figure 6.2.

It became clear in the subsequent discussion that I could spend the next 
year just helping them raise their domain 1 score from 6.9 to 7.9, but that 
would not be the best use of my resource or their investment. Instead we had 
to have a more complex contracting discussion about how I could help them 
in all four boxes of the grid. Their assumption had been that I would sit in 
on their executive meetings and provide reflective feedback. Instead we had 
to co-design a coaching process and programme where I could coach them 
live alongside each of their key collective activities.
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Figure 6.1   The four quadrants of systemic team coaching
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Figure 6.2   Scoring the four quadrants of systemic team coaching
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The five disciplines of systemic team coaching
In Chapter 3 I introduced this model as the five key disciplines that high-
performing leadership teams need to practice (see Figure 3.1 on page 36). 
This chapter will show how the systemic team coach can support and 
develop the team in each of these disciplines, with illustrations from a range 
of leadership team coaching relationships including the government 
department executive team mentioned above.
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Discipline 1: Commissioning and 
re-commissioning

When I carried out research on leadership challenges in the civil service, a 
number of those interviewed commented on how ‘the real leadership 
challenge lies at the interface between the politicians and the senior civil 
servants’.

In coaching a leadership team in a government department it is essential 
to attend to the political–civil service relationship. As part of my coaching 
of the leadership team I arranged to meet the Secretary of State and junior 
ministers to ascertain:

●● What they appreciated about the leadership team and how the 
leadership team were transforming the department.

●● What they wanted to come out of the transformation process.

●● What they wanted different about how the transformation was being 
carried out.

●● How they thought the leadership team could be more effective.

●● How they thought the relationship between them and the leadership 
team could be improved.

This produced some very useful feedback. As coach I had to decide how to 
feed this back to the team, knowing from experience that just to deliver the 
feedback cold would create both resistance and defensiveness. I decided that 
I first had to awaken their active interest and curiosity. I asked them to 
imagine what the ministers had said, and also to list the questions they 
would like to have answered through listening to the feedback. As the team 
coach I was then able to use their answers to tailor the feedback to avoid 
repeating what they already knew and to address the issues they wanted to 
understand. This created a sense of dialogue across the boundary and 
avoided the one-way telling so common in the civil service. This in turn 
provided a basis for the team to explore how they wanted to change their 
relationship with their commissioners.

Another way of coaching the co-missioning discipline is to work with the 
board and the leadership team in a joint meeting. When I consulted to the 
formation of Capespan, from the merger of Outspan and Unifruco (Cape 
Fruit) in South Africa, we held joint team workshops for the board and 
senior executive teams to create their new mission. This ensured a great 
diversity of perspectives from executives and non-executives from both 
legacy companies, and included board members who were fruit growers and 
therefore suppliers, executives who ran the core business in South Africa, 
and those who ran the international marketing entities. This wider 
attendance ensured fuller ownership of the outcomes. However, the 
challenge of such an event is that we had over 30 people in the room and a 
great deal of politics!



 

87Coaching the Five Disciplines

Discipline 2: Clarifying

This discipline helps the team clarify its mission, strategy, collective 
objectives, goals and roles. Depending on what the team already have in 
place, the team coach can assist the team in developing or re-clarifying:

●● their team mission;

●● their transformation strategy;

●● their transformation plan and change design;

●● how the team need to meet differently for their transformation 
meetings from how they meet for their operational meetings;

●● key roles and accountabilities for various aspects of the 
transformation process.

The mission of an organization, department or team is the overarching 
framework in which strategizing takes place. Our model of the organization 
mission, shown in Figure 6.3, is based on work by a number of key writers 
in the field (Binney et al, 2005; Senge et al, 2005).

●● PURPOSE is why we are in business as a team, our ‘raison d’être’ – 
the difference we wish to make in the world.

●● STRATEGY is what we focus on, our core markets, competencies 
and geographies, also our unique value propositions and how we 
differentiate our team’s offerings both from the rest of the 
organization and the external competition.

●● CORE VALUES underpin how we do business, the principles and 
behaviours that distinguish how we relate within the team to the 
wider business as well as to our customers, suppliers, investors and 
other stakeholders.

●● VISION is what we could become as a team, if we were successful at 
fulfilling our purpose, focused on our strategy and behaving in line 
with our core values.

Peter Senge et al (1994) defined a vision as:

a picture of a future you seek to create, described in the present tense, as 
if it were happening now. A statement of ‘our vision’ shows where we 
want to go, and what it will be like when we get there. … The more 
richly detailed and visual the image is, the more compelling it will be. 
Because of its tangible and immediate quality, a vision gives shape and
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Figure 6.3   Elements of the mission
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direction to the organization’s future. And it helps people set goals to 
take the organization closer.

It is important that the team members co-create and clarify their mission 
together. One way of coaching this process is to ask team members to 
complete the following statements by themselves in a minimum of three 
and maximum of five bullet points. This encourages everybody to balance 
brevity with specificity:

1	 The primary purpose of our organization is to …

2	 Strategy – To fulfil our purpose, our team needs to focus on the 
unique capabilities that distinguish what our team can do from the 
contribution of other parts of the organization. They are …

3	 The core values of our team, which should guide how we work and 
behave together and what we role-model in our engagement with 
others, are …

4	 Vision – If our team were miraculously successful in achieving our 
purpose, carrying out our strategy and living our core values, what 
we would see, hear and feel in two years time would be …

The important thing about the responses that the team members generate is 
that they maximize the diversity of views, each view builds on the others 
and ends with a jointly created document. To maximize the ‘wisdom of 
crowds’ and minimize the danger of ‘groupthink’ (see Chapter 1, p 15), it is 
essential to start with individual thinking time and then to avoid one person 
reading out his or her complete answer but rather to practise a ‘collective 
co-creative build’. This is a process where one team member offers his or her 
top bullet-point and then others immediately offer their statements that 
build on the starter statement. When this is complete, another person offers 
a different starting bullet-point and the team repeat the process.

Some boards prefer the executive team to produce their mission statement 
and then allow the non-executives to critically challenge and amplify what 
has been produced. In other settings the executive team and the board work 
separately on their mission statement, as well as their expectations and 
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feedback to the other group. From these parallel explorations, a dialogue 
between the two groups can be facilitated which produces a third mission 
statement that is more than the sum of the two parts. This can also produce 
a good deal of learning for both groups.

Whichever method is chosen it is important that there is a true sense of 
‘co-missioning’ – that a mission is arrived at through some form of collective 
dialogue across the boundary of the team and their wider system sponsors. 
Too often teams work resentfully with the commission they have been given 
and never take full ownership for their mission, or they develop their own 
mission which is not aligned to the expectations of their sponsors and those 
to whom they are answerable.

Having arrived at a clear and truly agreed commission and mission the 
executive team at Capespan needed to turn this into a clear strategy, 
objectives and action plan. The key questions that assisted this process 
were:

●● How are you going to fulfil your purpose in the different areas of 
your strategic focus, staying true to your core values and in a way 
that will move you towards your vision?

●● What are the milestones and scorecard by which you can chart 
progress towards your goals?

●● What are the key strategic activities that you need:

–– to own as a whole team;

–– to allocate to small sub-groups of the team or project teams;

–– to allocate to individual team members?

●● How can the team focus on business as usual and also focus on the 
core activities of transforming the organization and its various 
divisions and departments?

Discipline 3: Co-creation

In this discipline the focus is on how the team co-create and carry out their 
work together. It includes the operational performance and efficiency of the 
leadership team. As such it begins in Discipline 2, with the team clarifying 
their mission and agreeing ways of working and targets. Coaching stages in 
this discipline include the following.

First, ascertain the balanced scorecard for the team and what their 
specific measurable objectives are for the coming year. If there is no 
scorecard, then work can be done with the team to create one. As Lencioni 
(2005) shows in his model of the five major dysfunctions of teams, at the 
top of the pyramid is inattention to results, followed by lack of accountability 
for delivering the collective targets (see Figure 5.1 on page 71). It is very 
hard to be a high-performing team if the team do not have a small number 
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of key collective targets that they are collectively and interdependently 
committed to achieving.

This scorecard can form the basis for an exploration with the team about 
how they need to work as a team to achieve and, if possible, surpass these 
targets. Also at this stage the team coach can help the team identify the 
aspects of the team culture that a) enable and b) block the team performing 
well against their own performance objectives.

From this a development plan can be produced with the team, which 
includes the development the team can do by themselves, and the areas 
where they will receive support from the team coach.

Areas of support to team meetings
These can include:

●● Helping the team streamline their meeting agendas, separating out 
issues that are for information, for discussion and for decision, and 
ensuring that information exchange is done effectively outside 
meetings.

●● Attending their executive meetings as a process coach and 
intervening when the dynamic is interrupting effective functioning 
(see Chapter 3).

●● Providing mid-meeting ‘time-outs’ and post-meeting reflection where 
both team members and the coach can comment on what has gone 
well and what could be managed more effectively next time.

Away-day to explore team functioning
Depending on the maturity of the team and the team dynamic this could 
focus on a number of different dimensions:

●● The team culture. Every team has aspects of their culture that enable 
them to perform well against their performance objectives and 
elements that block or hinder their performance.

●● Interpersonal relationships and understanding difference. Using 
individual psychometrics the team could have fed back to them the 
different MBTI profiles, Belbin team roles and cultural differences. 
The team can then experientially explore how these affect the 
different team members’ preferences and ways of engaging, and how 
this impacts on the team functioning.

●● Team performance functioning. The ‘High-performing team 
questionnaire’ (see Chapter 3) can be filled in by all team members 
and the averaged scores and score spread fed back to the team. From 
this the team can decide which areas they most need to explore and 
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improve and what both individuals and the collective team need to 
commit to doing differently to improve the team performance.

●● Exploring the deeper team dynamic. The team coach might use a 
number of approaches to help the team explore the more hidden and 
deeper team dynamics. These could include a floating team sculpt 
(see page 000), small groups drawing cartoons of the team a year 
ago, today and how they would like the team to be in a year’s time, 
and an exploration of the culture of the team and their unwritten 
rules, norms and assumptions.

●● Deciding the way forward. Having reviewed the outputs from all or 
some of the above, the team can decide what they need to continue, 
stop and start doing differently (see ‘Three-way sort’ exercise in 
Chapter 5 on p78).

At Bath Consultancy Group we have carried out our own research into 
what stops teams in working as more than the sum of their parts. We found 
the main barriers were:

●● Lack of clarity of collective focus – if a team has not clarified their 
collective focus, this will cause conflict in every aspect of their 
functioning.

●● ‘Either–or’ solution debates – we have not yet discovered a team that 
does not have some form of repeated ‘either–or’ debates like:

–– Should we grow organically or by acquisition?

–– Should we centralize or decentralize?

–– Should we confront this stakeholder or maintain our good 
relationship?

–– Should we restructure (or not)?

–– I developed the ‘Hawkins law of either–or’, which says that if you 
are having the same either–or debate for the third time then you 
are asking the wrong question (Hawkins, 2005).

●● Accountability only occurs top-down – not across the team. In some 
teams, members only speak when it is their area of expertise or 
function that is being discussed and otherwise ‘keep their head 
down’. Team meetings become serial reports to the ‘boss’ and the 
team becomes a hub-and-spokes work group, with no real collective 
teamwork.

●● Doing to each other what others do to us – elsewhere (Hawkins and 
Smith, 2006) we have termed this a ‘parallel process’, the 
unconscious re-enactment of what we have experienced being done 
to us by others. One large consultancy firm we worked with played 
havoc with its internal meetings by always changing the timings at 
the last minute and then turning up late for each other. It took us 
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some time before we realized that this was an unconscious 
re-enactment of how they were treated by their clients.

●● Aiming for agreement rather than commitment – we have witnessed 
many teams who have apparently made a decision which they were 
all going to carry out, only to find a month later that nothing had 
happened. We discovered that it was possible to predict when this 
was going to happen by taking notice of the non-verbal 
communication in the team meeting. The team were voting with their 
hands saying yes, but their bodies and tones of voice were clearly 
saying otherwise. As with transformational coaching (Hawkins and 
Smith, 2010), if the shift in commitment does not happen in the 
room, it is not going to happen outside it.

●● Agenda-driven rather than outcome-driven meetings – often it can 
feel as if the goal of some team meetings is to complete the agenda 
rather than to create value.

●● Believing effective team meetings = effective team – team meetings 
should enable effective teamwork during the rest of the time and not 
be an end in themselves. Teams are effective when they work in a 
joined up way, even when they are working solo or in pairs or small 
groups.

●● Ignoring the ‘smell of the dead elk’ – many teams have issues that 
affect everybody, but there is a tacit agreement that nobody should 
mention them. It is like a dead animal under the table that everybody 
can smell, but nobody wants to deal with.

After we had completed our research I came across the book by Patrick 
Lencioni on the five dysfunctions of a team (Lencioni, 2002) and discovered 
a great deal of overlap. Lencioni’s model (see Figure 5.1 on page 71) sees a 
hierarchy of five dysfunctions each building on the ones beneath it. One of 
the key roles of a team coach is to interrupt these interruptions, but first 
they have to start by engaging the team in some form of mutual diagnosis of 
the critical areas that the team need to focus on to become more effective.

Teams that work together regularly and intensively need to take regular 
time away from the pressures of the front-line work to stand back and look 
at how they are individually and collectively functioning, and how they 
relate to the wider system in which they operate. This may take the form of 
an away-day, or a team-development workshop, or sessions with an outside 
team coach, or it may be part of a larger organizational change and 
development programme.

Whichever way a team or group decides to manage their own dynamics, 
it is important to remember that the time to start focusing on what is 
happening in the process is when things are going well and not to wait until 
the group or team are in crisis. When the levels of conflict, hurt and fear rise, 
it becomes much more difficult to see what is happening and to take the risk 
of making changes. However, for some teams it is only when they hit a crisis 
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that they create the motivation to face what is happening, since sometimes 
‘crises create the heat in which new learning can be forged’ (Hawkins, 
1986).

When working with one executive team in a large financial company we 
asked the team members to complete the following questions separately and 
then share their answers:

●● The unwritten rules of this group are …

●● What I find it hard to admit about my work in this team is …

●● What I think we avoid talking about here is …

●● What I hold back on saying about other people here is …

●● The hidden agendas that this group carries are …

●● We are at our best when …

●● What interrupts us from being at our best is …

This was followed by each person receiving feedback from all the other 
team members on what they appreciated and what they found difficult 
about his or her contribution to the team. Then each person had the 
opportunity to say what he or she most appreciated and found most difficult 
about the team as a whole. This can also provide a basis for planning what 
the team need to stop, start and continue.

Discipline 4: Connecting

The focus of this discipline is on how the leadership team as a whole, as well 
as individually and in pairs, engages the wider stakeholder system.

We have pioneered a team 360-degree feedback process. This is not 
feedback on team members, but on how the team is collectively viewed by 
all its critical stakeholders, including its own team members (see Chapter 
12). Where possible we would also coach the team in engaging directly with 
inquiry conversations with their key stakeholders. Doing this for all the 
different stakeholders provides the team with a rich field of data to explore 
what they need to do differently. In Chapter 3 there is a short case example 
of actively engaging venture capital teams in 360-degree feedback collection 
and ways of dramatically sharing this with the team.

As we explored in Chapter 1, it is impossible for chief executives to carry 
out all the stakeholder engagement necessary for a thriving organization, 
particularly in times of change and transformation. The leadership team 
members all have a role to play in transformational engagement and for 
effective transformation it is important that all team members are skilled 
and impactful in this area and can represent the team in an aligned and 
congruent manner.

A team coach can help a team in this discipline in a variety of ways:
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●● Exploring the differences between:

–– information giving,

–– communication, and

–– engagement

and then producing an engagement strategy as a key aspect of their 
transformation strategy.

●● Having each team member assess his or her own current authority, 
presence, impact and leadership engagement capacity (Hawkins and 
Smith, 2006) and receive feedback from other members of the team 
and review any 360-degree or other feedback from staff and 
stakeholders.

●● Working with the team to prepare, design and rehearse engagement 
events, for which they can then receive feedback from other members 
of the team and the coach.

●● Coaching the team members live when they are engaging with their 
staff and stakeholders. This can include a variety of coaching 
approaches:

–– briefing and debriefing the leaders before and after the 
engagement;

–– ‘pitch-side’ or ‘half-time’ feedback and coaching;

–– help with facilitation of the event.

Besides coaching the team on their collective engagement with stakeholders, 
the team coach also needs to focus on how the team manages to integrate 
their collective leadership team role with the operational leadership of their 
own individual division or function. I have already mentioned in Chapter 1 
the challenge of multiple team and tribal membership, and being a 100 per 
cent member of both the collective leadership team and the divisional or 
functional team one leads. It is easy to fall back to being a representational 
go-between or a ‘torn middle’ (Oshry, 1995). In this role the divisional or 
functional leader represents the needs, aspirations and successes of his or 
her own team to the senior team, while defending his or her team from 
criticism and protecting their budget and resource allocation. Then the 
unfortunate go-between returns to lead his or her own team, having to 
deliver the report back from the senior team and to implement any decisions 
the senior team have made. One faculty dean who sat on a university’s 
executive board described his role to me as the constant deliverer of bad 
news, from the faculty leadership team to the university executive board 
and vice versa. Under pressure, it is easy to disown your membership of the 
senior leadership team, and to talk about ‘them’ as though one was not part 
of ‘them’, or to describe how you had done your best, but the decision had 
gone against you!
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Even more destructive to organizational integration and alignment is the 
leader who is part of agreeing to a collective way forward in the leadership 
team, but ignores this when it becomes too difficult in their own division or 
function. The effect of this is that conflict moves out of the senior leadership 
team, where it ought to be addressed and resolved, and gets enacted at the 
next tier down, when the second tier leaders of the divisional and functional 
groups find they are working to different and conflicting agendas. This can 
descend into silo mentality, ‘turf wars’, and the organization competing 
more internally than externally (see also Lencioni, 2006; Oshry, 1995).

These are all forms of organizational splitting, very common in most 
organizations and separate and non-integrated team coaching for the 
different teams can make things worse, as the challenges can lie between the 
teams, not within them. A team coach can address these issues by:

●● Working with the senior team to ensure that when agreements are 
made, the team spends time exploring and committing to how they 
will implement these decisions in their own areas.

●● Ensuring that the senior team make a temporary decision, which they 
commit to pilot in each of their functions and divisions and to report 
back on these pilots and amend the decisions accordingly.

●● By providing individual coaching to the members of the leadership 
team on how they connect the two aspects of their role: their 
membership of the top team with the leadership of their own division 
or function.

Discipline 5: The core learning

The fifth discipline of systemic team coaching lies at the heart of where all 
the other four disciplines intersect, and is the discipline where the team is 
not just dealing with their current operational and transformational agenda, 
together and apart, but able to grow their individual and collective capacity 
through learning together.

David Clutterbuck (2007: 125) defines the learning team as: ‘a group of 
people with a common purpose who take active responsibility for developing 
each other and themselves’. This is a very useful definition but, I would 
slightly extend it: ‘a group of people with a common purpose who take 
active responsibility for developing each other, themselves, their team and 
the wider organization in which they operate, through both action learning 
and unlearning’.

This is because good team learning goes beyond the learning of the 
individuals within the team to the team itself learning, as well as attending 
to the learning in the wider system. Edmondson et al (2001) carried out 
research on the effective learning of new procedures by surgical teams in 
hospitals, which demonstrated that ‘the most successful teams had leaders 
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who actively managed their team’s learning efforts’. This is applicable to all 
leadership teams, who need not simply to execute existing processes, but 
quickly adapt to new circumstances and implement new ways of operating.

Teams are an ideal unit for action learning, as first espoused by Reg 
Revans in the years after World War II and used in management development 
ever since. Mike Pedler, one of the leading writers and practitioners, defines 
action learning as:

Action learning couples the development of people in work organizations 
with action on their difficult problems … (it) makes the task the vehicle 
for learning and has three main components – people, who accept the 
responsibility for action on a particular task or issue; problems, or the 
tasks which are acted on; and the set of six or so colleagues who meet 
regularly to support and challenge each other to take action and to learn. 
(Pedler, 1997)

A team that commit to be a learning team is investing in developing their 
individual and collective underlying capacity through spending time on each 
phase of the classic action learning cycle, shown in Figure 6.4.

We also need to bear in mind that different individuals and teams will 
have different learning styles which affect where they prefer to start their 
learning. Some people prefer to start with practical action and then reflect 
on what works and what does not. Others like to have the theory and 
explanation before planning to apply the model in action. Honey and 
Mumford (1992) have developed a number of methodologies for people to 
ascertain their learning styles. They show ways for individuals to explore 
how to utilize their dominant preference and also how to expand their 
repertoire of learning possibilities. This can be adapted by team coaches to 
look at the dominant learning style of the team.

We have used Honey and Mumford’s (1992) work to develop our own 
model of learning short circuits to help teams to become more aware of their 
limiting learning patterns; see Figure 6.5. These need to be recognized 
before new learning can take place.

There are five main limiting learning styles that we have identified:

1	 The fire-fighting or compulsive pragmatist team. This is the ‘plan-do-
plan-do’ trap where the motto is: ‘If what we plan does not work, let 
us plan to do something different.’ The learning stays at the level of 
trial and error. This sort of team will tend to have a short-term 
tactical and problem-solving bias.

2	 The post-mortemizing team. This is the ‘do-reflect-do-reflect’ trap 
where the motto is: ‘Reflect on what went wrong and correct it.’ The 
learning here is restricted to error correction. Here the team will 
over-focus on the recent past and what went wrong.

3	 The navel gazing theorists. This is the ‘reflect-theorize-reflect-
theorize’ trap where the motto is: ‘Philosophize on how things could 
be better, but never risk putting the theories to the test.’
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Figure 6.4   Action learning cycle
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4	 The paralysis by analysis team. This is the ‘analyse-plan-analyse some 
more’ trap where the motto is: ‘Think before we jump, plan how to 
do it and think a bit more.’ Learning is limited by the fear of getting it 
wrong or taking a risk. The team with this learning bias will spend a 
lot of time in Discipline 2, trying to analyse what is wrong, getting 
consultancy help on how it could be done differently, listening to 
change proposals but fearful about trialling approaches, or engaging 
with others until they are confident they have got the perfect answer.

5	 The totalitarian team. This is the ‘theorize-do’ trap where the motto 
is: ‘Work it out in theory and then tell them what we have decided.’ 
This short trap also leads to very little leadership engagement with 
the wider system, only an imposition of what the team have decided, 
which is a great way of creating resistance and failure to win hearts 
and minds to the transformational or operational way forward.

Teams not only need to learn, but also unlearn, which Hedberg (1981) 
defined as: ‘the process through which learners discard knowledge.’ He goes 
on to say: ‘Very little is known about how organizational unlearning differs 
from that of individuals.’ But his work explores how unlearning can be 
blocked, particularly by the danger of too much success: ‘Organizations 
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which have been poisoned by their own success are often unable to unlearn 
obsolete knowledge in spite of strong disconfirmations.’

March and Olsen (1976) also warn that: ‘There are times when 
organizations should treat their memories as enemies.’ I would add to these 
quotes my own definition that: ‘Unlearning is the process by which 
organizations unlock the evolving of their culture’ (Hawkins, 1999).

Helping a team to become aware of the strengths and limitations of their 
learning style is only step one. The team coach needs to then help the team 
develop some new team practices which will help the team break old habits 
and inculcate new more successful learning habits. However, as any of us 
who have tried to give up a smoking, eating or drinking habit knows only 
too well, old habits are stronger than new good intentions. Good intentions 
need to be turned into committed new practice disciplines, which need some 
catalytic mechanism (Collins, 1999) to keep them alive.

An example of such a catalytic mechanism was arrived at in a large 
professional services firm where the partners recognized that a strong 
cultural pattern was for them to share views about other partners as gossip 
between each other, but rarely give direct feedback. They recognized that 
this had a very negative influence on leadership learning. As one senior 
partner put it: ‘I have spent 25 years in a feedback-free zone – yet clearly 
other partners have heard lots of feedback about me!’ The partners were 
wise enough to realize that all of them signing up to an agreement to not 
gossip about each other and to give direct feedback would not deliver a 
sustained shift. So, after some coaching on the nature of catalytic mechanisms 
the 30 senior partners involved in the workshop committed to each other 
that the next time another partner told them about a third absent partner 
(Partner X), they would all reply: ‘So what did Partner X say when you told 
them?’ When the gossiping partner then embarrassedly replied that he had 
not spoken to Partner X, they would respond with: ‘How can I help you 
have that conversation?’ Often the most powerful way to shift a culture is to 
first change the behaviour of the ‘bystanders’ and this is also true within a 
team.

The role of the team coach is to help the leadership team in becoming a 
self-sustaining learning team that will continue to learn and develop from its 
own rich experience well after the external team coach has finished working 
with them.

Coaching the interconnections between the 
disciplines

So far this chapter has concentrated on how to coach within the five distinct 
disciplines, but it is important to recognize that a great deal of team coaching 
is focused on connecting the flows between the disciplines. Above I have 
shown how the commissioning and clarifying disciplines need to work 
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together, so that co-missioning leads to full ownership of the mission by 
both the board and the leadership team. It is also important that there is a 
constant cycling between Disciplines 2 and 3, so that clarity in what the 
team focuses on is aligned to how they are working on it together – task and 
process must go hand in hand. Similarly teams often need to be coached on 
ensuring there is congruence between how they are engaging within the 
team (3), with how they are collectively engaging the team’s multifarious 
stakeholders (4). There must also be alignment between how the leadership 
team is engaging its stakeholders (4) and how the board and stakeholders 
are engaging (1) and informing the future.

The links between all the first four disciplines and the fifth one of core 
learning need to be iterative, where the level one learning within the 
disciplines can be reflected on and level-two (Bateson, 1972) or double-loop 
learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978) can be developed. Bateson distinguished 
between what he termed zero learning – the acquisition of data or 
information that does not create a difference or change – and Learning I in 
which skill learning is acquired through trial and error selection of a 
possibility within a set of options, and Learning II where second-order or 
double-loop learning happens from shifting the frame or set in which one is 
making level one choices.

These distinctions have become central to understanding not only 
different orders of individual learning, but also the distinctions between 
operational learning and strategic learning in the life of the organization. 
Garratt (1987) and Hawkins (1991, 1994) built on these to develop 
organizational learning models that showed how strategizing has both an 
operational action learning cycle and a policy creating cycle, and that quality 
strategizing entails going at least twice around both cycles. (For a fuller 
explanation of double-loop learning in organizations see Hawkins, 1991; 
and for its application to strategic decision making, see Hawkins, 1995.)

Conclusion

In this chapter I have shown the five key disciplines and the flow between 
these disciplines that the systemic team coach needs to be able to coach the 
team in. So far this has been within the context of working with the senior 
leadership team in an organization, sometimes called the ‘executive team’ or 
the ‘operational board’.

In the next chapter I will look at how this work needs to be varied for 
different types of teams (virtual, project, account, etc) and then in Chapter 8 
how this applies when working with the formal or supervisory board in 
commercial companies or the non-executive board in the public and third 
sector, or the cabinet board in local government.
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07Many types of 
teams
Coaching the virtual, 
dispersed, 
international, project 
and account team

Introduction

S o far in this book we have focused on systemically coaching leadership 
teams to raise their collective leadership performance. This chapter will 

explore how systemic team coaching also can be useful to other types of 
team and in the next chapter we will explore a very specific team – the 
board.

Types of teams

There are many different ways of classifying teams, such as by their:

●● duration – temporary, project, stable, etc;

●● function – finance, legal, HR, marketing, sales, production, 
compliance, etc;

●● customer group focus – the X account team, the Y account team;

●● geographic spread – dispersed, regional, national, international, 
virtual;

●● position in the hierarchy – board, leadership, functional or divisional 
leadership, front-line, etc;
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●● mode of operating – executive (decision making), consultative, 
advisory, alignment, reporting, etc;

●● leadership style – manager-led, self managing, self-designing, self-
governing, etc.

David Clutterbuck (2007: 148–84; 2010: 275) provides an intriguing list 
based on his research in team learning, which mixes a number of these 
dimensions:

●● Stable teams – where members and tasks are constant over a long period.

●● Cabin crew teams – where the task remains the same but membership 
is constantly changing. Examples include film crews and some 
aspects of police work.

●● Standing project teams – relatively stable new teams, drawn from a 
variety of other teams working usually on short-term projects.

●● Evolutionary teams – longer-term projects where the tasks and the 
membership change over time, with new people taking over as the 
project moves into new phases.

●● Developmental alliances – teams set up specifically for learning (for 
example action learning sets).

●● Virtual teams – teams with fuzzy boundaries or geographically 
dispersed.

In this chapter we will look at just some of these types of teams and specific 
ways they can be systemically team coached. I have chosen to focus on the 
following types of teams: management, project, virtual, international and 
account, as these are all types of teams who use team coaching and have 
specific team coaching needs that require a special approach.

Management teams

So far in this book we have concentrated on coaching senior leadership 
teams, on the grounds that these have to face the biggest challenge and 
engage with the greatest complexity. However, team coaching can also 
provide great value for all levels of management teams, be they managing a 
function, division, production unit or support department. The five 
disciplines model of team coaching (see Chapters 3 and 5) applies as much 
to management teams as leadership teams, for all management teams have a 
commission to fulfil, a performance to clarify, some interdependent activity 
to co-create, critical stakeholders they need to connect with and the need to 
continuously improve through core learning.

At a simple level we can illustrate the differences between the management 
and leadership ends of the continuum, while recognizing most teams have a 
mixture of both activities:
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Management is concerned with the achievement of plans through such 
processes as planning, delegating, project managing, reviewing, etc. The 
focus is on control and problem solving. Leadership is about aligning 
people to a common direction – obtaining their commitment to the 
realization of the vision. The focus is on motivating and inspiring.

It can be argued that all management teams have a leadership function, as 
they need to inspire the people they manage as well as their customers, 
suppliers and other stakeholders, but the leadership aspect of transforming 
the wider system is less prominent for management teams lower in the 
hierarchy, and they have additional challenges that arise from being in the 
middle of the organization. However, not all management groups can be 
classified as teams, for some are merely groupings of direct reports to a 
senior manager, and function as a ‘hub-and-spoke’ work group, which does 
not have a collective mission or joint interdependent activity. In this section 
we are focusing not on these but on management teams with collective 
objectives that require joint working.

I have written elsewhere (see Chapter 6) about the danger of teams in the 
middle of organizations becoming trapped as a ‘torn middle’, acting as a 
go-between in the conflict between those they manage and the leadership 
team to which they report, and at worst becoming an expensive postal 
service, delivering problems up the line and delivering unwanted solutions 
back down it. Over the 35 years I have been consulting to teams and 
organizations, middle managers have been greatly reduced in numbers and 
given greater accountability and responsibility for delivering real value, but 
the dangers of such dynamics still apply.

The team coach can specifically help those teams in the middle of the 
organization by helping them focus less on their hierarchical role and more 
on their horizontal role, by defining their internal and external customers 
and the specific value these customers need from them. All such team 
coaching needs to start ‘outside-in’, with the team finding out what their 
customers appreciate, find difficult and want different in both what they 
receive and how they receive it from this team. Only then can the team 
usefully explore how they can raise their collective performance in delivering 
the right products and services, at the right quality, at the right time and in 
the right way to delight their customers.

The team coach can coach the team in ways to connect with other parts 
of the organization to provide a more effective and aligned delivery. Many 
organizations suffer from a lack of middle management teams aligning their 
work, which causes unnecessary duplication and frustration. Many 
front-line staff have complained to us about how they are asked for the 
same information, by central support departments such as finance, human 
resources, internal audit, information technology, etc leading to time 
wastage and frustration that could have been avoided with more team work 
across internal boundaries.
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Project teams

Project teams are a team brought together, often drawn from different 
teams, for a specific, defined and time-limited task.

Deborah Ancona and her colleagues at MIT have carried out very useful 
studies of high-performing project teams (Ancona et al, 2002). Their work 
showed that these teams shared the following characteristics:

●● high levels of external focus and activity;

●● extensive ties in the organization and wider context;

●● expandable tiers in their internal organization;

●● flexible membership – both in the team and between the tiers;

●● coordination within and between tiers.

They developed a three-phase model in the life of a project team: exploration, 
exploitation and exportation (Ancona et al, 2002). I have extended this 
model into six Es, adding engaging at the beginning, emergence – re-engaging 
in the middle and ending at the end, as in my experience these are distinct 
phases which are essential for the project team to fully succeed. The six Es 
are shown in Figure 7.1.

In the first phase – ‘engaging’ – the team need to be selected, commissioned 
and then come together to ‘form and norm’ (Tuckman, 1965). This includes 
setting their goals and objectives, agreeing how they will best work together 
and how they will engage the external world.

In the second phase – ‘exploration’ – the team are combining their group-
forming activities with intense activity of members going outside their own 
area and scouting for ideas, resources and information that might suit their 
purpose. Many ambassadorial relationships with key stakeholders need to 
be formed to ensure effective sponsorship and support.

The ‘exploitation phase’ contains the creative activity work of the project 
team, where high levels of delegated tasks, flexible membership and 
coordination contribute significantly to success. Hackman and Wageman 
(2005) cogently argue that there is another important coaching window at 
the temporal mid-point in the life span of the team. They argue that the 
team is much more ready to engage in strategy-focused coaching once they 
have been engaged in the joint work of the team, have the pressure of the 
end in sight, and have seen what is working and not working in the team’s 
task and process performance. This leads to the ‘emergence-re-engaging’ 
stage. Depending on the progress made by the team, this may come before 
or after the team has got into ‘exploitation’.

Then there is the ‘exportation phase’ where the work of the team has to 
be turned into action and the ambassadorial role is about selling their ideas, 
achieving agreement to moving forward and stimulating commitment from 
others to joint action.
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Figure 7.1   Coaching project teams

Engaging Exploration Exploitation Emergence Exportation Ending

Model of Key Phases

The coach varying the coaching interventions for the different phases,
developing skills and capabilities in the team and its members

A project team working on organizational change, or a design or innovation 
team working on bringing out a new product or service, can benefit greatly 
from having a team coach working alongside them. Such a coach needs to 
bring different experience, skills and types of intervention for each stage of 
the project. Hackman and Wageman (2005) built on the research of Gersick 
(1988) on the timing of coaching interventions and how these needed to be 
different for each stage of the team lifecycle. They concluded that:

coaching interventions are more effective when they address issues a 
team is ready for at the time they are made … In contrast, even 
competently administered interventions are unlikely to be helpful if they 
are provided at a time in the lifecycle when the team is not ready for 
them. Indeed ill-timed interventions may actually do more harm than 
good. (p 275)

Engaging
At this stage, the project team coach needs to help the team ‘form and norm’ 
effectively and build into a high-performing team. This includes helping 
them clarify the external sponsorship and commission they have been given 
and clarify their own goals, aspirations and outcomes (Disciplines 1 and 2, 
as in Chapter 6). Useful questions for this stage include:

●● Who are our external sponsors?

●● What mission have they given to us?

●● How will they rate us as being successful?

●● What is our primary purpose?

●● What are the specific goals by which we will measure our success?

●● What are the key things we need to get right to achieve that goal?
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●● What might prevent us from achieving that goal and how might we 
address any obstacles or pitfalls?

●● What will we be proud of when we are successful?

The team then needs to look at the process aspects of how they will operate 
and co-create together (Discipline 3). Useful questions for this include:

●● What will we need from each other to achieve that success?

●● How will we need to operate as a team?

●● What are the most likely ways we could run into difficulties as a 
team? How might we organize to avoid those pitfalls?

●● How should we make decisions? Who needs to be involved in 
deciding, who needs to be consulted and who needs to be informed?

Exploration
This stage requires the team coach to be able to help the team:

●● stimulate creativity, brainstorm and think outside the box;

●● scenario plan; and

●● investigate and carry out action research cycles.

If the project team are working on improving aspects of the wider 
organization then there are many methodologies that the team coach may 
bring to help the team carry out their work, such as Total Quality 
Management, Business Process Engineering, Six Sigma and Lean 
Manufacturing. There is not space here to include details of all of these, 
each of which has books dedicated to them.

If the project team is working on developing a new product, process or 
service, then once again there is a series of methodologies that the team 
coach can utilize for ‘joint application design’ or ‘rapid application design’. 
At their heart is encouragement to think systemically and how to create a 
lean and effective end-to-end process. This includes the project and how to 
accelerate it by transcending the linear process of starting with analysis of 
current reality, designing and prototyping the new offering, market testing, 
redesigning, building, marketing and implementing. The coach may help the 
project team explore how they can design their own work to be less of a 
strung-out relay race and more a network of interconnected parallel 
activities. At the heart of ‘lean thinking’ (Womack and Jones, 2003) are the 
two guiding principles that provided the pillars for Toyota becoming the 
world’s most successful car manufacturer: ‘continuous improvement’ and 
‘respect for people’. Each of these can be broken down further into defining 
principles.
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Continuous improvement

1	 Challenge – having a long-term vision of the challenges one needs to 
face to realize one’s ambition and the culture of challenging 
everything.

2	 Kaizen – good enough never is! Continuous striving for innovation 
and improvement.

3	 Genchi Genbutsu – going to the source to see the facts for oneself 
and make the right decisions, create consensus and get results at 
speed.

Respect for people

1	 Respect – taking every stakeholder’s problems seriously and building 
mutual trust. Taking responsibility for other people reaching their 
objectives.

2	 Teamwork – to develop and engage people through their 
contribution to team performance and through team problem 
solving.

‘Lean thinking’ has also been applied successfully to the service and public 
sectors. The National Health Service Institute in the UK writes:

Lean is an improvement approach to improve flow and eliminate waste 
that was developed by Toyota. Lean is basically about getting the right 
things to the right place, at the right time, in the right quantities, while 
minimizing waste and being flexible and open to change (NHSI 2005).

Exploitation
This stage requires the project team coach to help the team:

●● Rapidly prototype and creatively experiment with possible ways 
forward.

●● Achieve ways of seeking useful and speedy feedback from those who 
will be involved in deciding on, implementing and utilizing the 
project outputs and thus are the project team’s customers.

●● Redesign in the light of the feedback and what has worked and what 
has failed in the rapid prototypes and experiments.
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Emergence: re-engaging at the midpoint review
Useful questions at this point include:

●● How successful are we at fulfilling our mission?

●● Where are we on the journey towards our success criteria?

●● How do we need to reform our strategy in the light of our 
experience?

●● How much are we living up to the values, norms and protocols we set 
ourselves? Which are proving useful and how do we need to change 
or add to them?

●● Where have we been at our best as a team? What has enabled that? 
How could we be in that zone more often?

●● Where have we been at our worst as a team? What patterns have 
contributed to that? How could we interrupt those dysfunctional 
patterns?

Exportation
Here the project team can be coached in connecting with all the critical 
stakeholders to get their ‘buy-in’ to the project outputs. This may involve 
rehearsing presentations and demonstrations of the outputs in a way that 
starts from the stakeholders’ needs and not from the project team’s solution 
and involves the stakeholder in experiencing the benefits. The coach may 
also attend the presentations and demonstrations, providing pre-, post- and 
mid-event coaching to improve engagement.

Ending
This is the stage when project teams are most able to stand back and harvest 
the learning from their work together, in order to grow their individual and 
collective capacities for working effectively. David Clutterbuck (2007: 166) 
provides some excellent questions that the team coach can use at this final 
stage of the project team:

●● What has changed in our individual and collective knowledge, our 
self-awareness, our perception of reality?

●● What have we learned about team formation?

●● How have we used this learning?

●● What is the process of capturing and sharing this learning?

●● How can we make sure it is available to others?

●● How can we build on this learning?

●● How can we continue to learn from each other once the project team 
is disbanded?
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Virtual teams

Increasingly team coaches are working with teams that are geographically 
dispersed and only rarely (and sometimes never) meet face-to-face. This 
requires new ways of operating for the team and the team coach and 
different and additional skills and methods.

Lipnack and Stamps (1996) give a useful definition of virtual teams:

A virtual team, like every team, is a group of people who interact through 
interdependent tasks guided by a common purpose.

Unlike conventional teams, a virtual team works across space, time, 
cultures and organizational boundaries with links strengthened by webs 
of communication technologies.

For a virtual team to work really well they need some face-to-face time to 
build their ability to develop relationships and a sense of collective purpose. 
Manfred Kets de Vries (2006) describes the challenge well:

In the cyber society of today – in the virtual teams that are becoming ever 
more common in the global marketplace – the building of trust is even 
more important and even more of an uphill battle. To make virtual teams 
effective, an enormous investment in relationship-building needs to be 
done up front. It’s impossible to e-mail a smile or a handshake … Personal 
relationships and face-to-face communication, not electronic 
communication, build trust. And yet only when a significant degree of 
trust exists between various parties can one expect effective interaction 
between individuals and groups located in different parts of the world. 
Without the glue of trust, teams don’t work well and virtual teams don’t 
work at all. (p 299)

Yet with the increasing globalization of all forms of organization, and the 
cost of travel in terms of money, time and world resources, we will need to 
evolve ways of building trust with less face-to-face time than we have 
previously been used to. As team coaches we need to develop new skills and 
methods to coach on video and audio meetings of the team, ensuring that 
relationships are built and misunderstanding checked out. We also need to 
remember that there is less informal space before and after meetings to 
process communication than there is in face-to-face meetings.

My colleague Chris Smith, when he was head of Leadership Development 
for Cable and Wireless, proposed five conditions for success with virtual 
teams:

1	 Consciously build the team.

2	 Develop an enabling leadership style.

3	 Provide appropriate technology for communications.

4	 Map the matrix and manage the network.

5	 Develop, recognize and reward virtual team work.
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He suggested that the signs that a virtual team were in trouble were:

●● members cannot easily describe the team purpose;

●● communications are formal, stuffy or tense;

●● great deal of participation – little accomplishment;

●● talk but not much communication;

●● disagreements are aired in side conversations;

●● decisions are made by the leader with little interest/involvement from 
the rest of the team;

●● members are not open with each other;

●● confusion about roles leads to duplication or gaps in activity;

●● team has been in operation for three months and has never reviewed 
its functioning.

This is a very useful checklist for any virtual team or team coach.
It is important that the team coach is working live with the team when 

they are working virtually, joining teleconferences or web-based discussion 
groups. A coaching web-based workroom and different forms of e-coaching 
can also be useful in such settings.

International teams

Often but not always virtual teams are international teams, and international 
teams will often, but not always, function mostly as virtual teams.

Canney Davison and Ward (1999: 11) define an international team as: ‘a 
group of people who come from different nationalities and work 
interdependently towards a common goal’. The multi-country context can 
bring with it many additional complexities and challenges. Canney Davison 
and Ward (1999: 12) list:

●● working on a complex task;

●● having an impact in more than one country;

●● serving a very wide set of customers;

●● solving problems in many areas simultaneously;

●● expecting to have a significant impact;

●● different cultures and backgrounds.

They point out that the cost of establishing and maintaining internationals 
teams means that the expectations on them are necessarily high, which adds 
to the already considerable challenges. Canney Davison and Ward (1999: 
16) go on to provide a useful table of the advantages and disadvantages of 
such international teams; see Table 7.1.
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Table 7.1

Advantages of International 
Teams

Disadvantages of International 
Teams

Enables global strategies to be 
created that are sensitive to local 
requirements

Individuals can feel torn between 
loyalty to the team and to their local 
manager

Enables the organization to benefit 
from a diversity of perspectives that 
more closely match the preferences 
of its client base

It can be difficult to reach a 
consensus on a way forward

Increases organizational learning 
about global market

Language and communication 
difficulties mean that it can take 
longer to reach an optimum level of 
effectiveness

More efficient use of resources – 
avoids duplication of effort

Remote working can feel very 
isolated and demotivating and harm 
family life. It is also easy to get 
distracted on local issues

High level of intrinsic rewards, 
learning a lot from different people, 
different parts of the company, and 
learning different methodologies in 
tackling problems

Potential for increased conflict due to 
different opinions

Extends international development 
opportunities beyond traditional 
expatriate manager

Certain cultural habits such as talking 
about oneself, pointing, types of food 
can be offensive to people from 
other cultures

Being ‘special’ can increase morale These teams need high initial 
investment in people, training and 
technology to avoid very expensive 
mistakes

Team leaders and members usually 
increase their skills with 
communication technology

Difficult to create equitable reward 
and evaluation

Enables broader targets to be set 
that will have an impact in many 
different countries simultaneously

Gregerson et al (1998) carried out a survey of Fortune 500 companies in the 
United States and discovered that 85 per cent do not think they have an 
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adequate number of global leaders and 67 per cent think their existing leaders 
need additional skills and knowledge in working globally. Various studies 
have identified the qualities needed by an effective global leader; these are 
summarized by Hawkins and Smith (2006) and shown in Table 7.2.

The team coach must be able to help the team leader and team members 
in such international teams develop more of these capabilities for working 
globally. This means they themselves must develop these skills. Senior 
executives in international organizations need to develop these skills and be 
able to work transculturally.

Zulfi Hussein writes about this challenge in relation to mentoring: ‘In 
order to mentor a person from a different culture the mentor needs to be 
able to determine how their own culture and the culture of the mentee will 
impact their communication’ (Zulfi Hussein, in Megginson and Clutterbuck, 
2005: 98). He goes on to emphasize the importance of what he calls ‘cultural 
literacy’, which he defines as understanding the values, beliefs and symbols 
of the dominant culture, one’s own culture, the mentee’s culture and the 
culture of the organization in which the mentee works.

This is an even greater challenge when as an international team coach 
you need to relate well to the many different cultures that may be present in 
the team. This can be accentuated if as the team coach you come from the 
culture of the country where the organization is based and can be seen as 
identified with the dominant group. In Hawkins and Smith (2006) we wrote 
about the need to work through dialogue that was reflective on our own 
cultural norms and patterns, many of which we might not be aware of.

It is important to take steps to understand other cultures, and we have 
found that our usual stance of openness to inquiry serves us well. This is 
partly because we generally believe that an open attitude to learning means 
that we ourselves keep alive and creative rather than become formulaic in 
the work, but also because, if we are to really honour rather than deny 
cultural diversity, we need to find ways of dialoguing across difference. So 
dialogue is at the heart of what we do. If we see our task as merely to 
understand the other’s perspective then no real meeting has happened. We 
are ourselves absent. In a supervisory relationship this means not only a 
willingness to encourage and explore difference in the relationship, but also 
an attitude of open inquiry towards ourselves and our relationship with our 
clients.

Tyler et al (1991), as quoted in Holloway and Carroll (1999), distinguish 
between three stances in responding to culture:

●● The universalist denies the importance of culture and puts difference 
down to individual characteristics. In counselling, a universalist will 
tend to understand all difference in terms of individual pathology.

●● The particularist takes the polar opposite view, putting all difference 
down to culture.

●● The transcendentalist takes a view that resembles our position quite 
closely.
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Table 7.2   Effective global leaders and global consultants

Identity Conceptual ability Interpersonal 
relations

●● Positive self-concept ●● Global socio-
economic 
perspective

●● Interprets behaviour 
carefully

●● Authenticity ●● Contextual thinking 
(Helicopter/space 
shuttle)

●● Matches styles on 
context

●● Adaptive to others ●● Makes self 
understood

●● Sees self/own 
culture in context

●● Respects people 
equally

●● Guided by principles ●● Open to influence

●● Open to differences

Coleman (in Holloway and Carroll, 1999) discusses this perspective as 
follows:

Both the client and the counsellor have vast cultural experiences that 
deeply influence their worldviews and behaviour … it is the individual 
who has to make sense of and interpret those experiences. The 
transcendent or multicultural perspective suggests there are normative 
assumptions that can be made about individuals based on cultural factors 
such as race, gender and class, but that it is just as important to understand 
how these normative assumptions become reality through the 
idiosyncratic choices made by individual members of a group.

Eleftheriadou (1994) makes a helpful distinction between cross-cultural 
work and work that is transcultural. In cross-cultural work we tend to ‘use 
our own reference system to understand another person rather than going 
beyond our own world views’. Transcultural work denotes the need to 
work beyond our cultural differences and be capable of operating within the 
frames of reference ‘natural’ to other individuals and groupings.

The ability to work in this way is important: entering in to the terrain of 
the other is a key part of honouring the diversity that they bring with them, 
so being able to adapt to it is a significant skill to learn. At a deeper level, 
however, there is a more generative dimension in which both parties move 
beyond honouring the difference that each brings – and mutually create an 
additional shared language and set of frameworks for their inquiry. An 
open attitude to inquiry enhances the ability to work transculturally from a 
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transcendentalist perspective. This inquiry optimally takes place within a 
dialogue in which both parties participate in the learning.

In coaching a number of international teams we developed a culture 
awareness exercise which can be carried out in diverse pairings:

Person A states: ‘What I would like you to know about my cultural 
background …’.

Person B replies: ‘What I heard was …’.

Person A clarifies any misunderstandings.

Person B then responds by stating: ‘How I would act differently to 
respond to what you have told me is …’.

Person A then lets person B know which of these responses they would 
find helpful.

Client or customer account teams

I was invited to help a global account team of one of the world’s largest 
professional services firms. Various senior partners, drawn from different 
lines of service (audit, tax, corporate finance and consultancy) and different 
geographies had flown in especially for this half-day account meeting. For 
the first hour most of them were alternating their attention between listening 
to the updates from colleagues on what they were doing with this joint client 
and working on their Blackberries. There was little sense of joint endeavour 
or joint value creation. After an hour I called a time-out and asked: ‘What 
new learning or knowledge have we created that none of us knew before we 
arrived at this very expensive meeting?’ There were blank stares, and one or 
two started to mention information they had discovered from a colleague. I 
repeated the challenge, realizing that many of them had no notion of how a 
team could generate new thinking and knowledge that was not already 
inside an individual. After some explorations of how this might happen, 
they changed their whole meeting format and evaluated every future meeting 
on what percentage of the meeting time had been spent in information 
exchange and how much in generating new knowledge through thinking 
together. They went on to explore how in each meeting they could generate 
both new business foresight as well as company insight that would be of 
value to the company, and how to deliver it in a way that built the depth and 
breadth of their collective relationship with the client company.

Another growing area of practice for team coaches is coaching account 
teams. An account team is a multidisciplinary and/or a multi-regional team 
brought together from across a company to focus on the relationship with 
one key customer or client organization. My colleagues and I have worked 
with a wide variety of account teams. In the professional services these have 
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included organizational consultants, lawyers, accountants, auditors, tax 
advisers, financial advisers and sometimes a mixture of different 
professionals coming from different advisory firms. We have also worked 
with account teams in retail products, manufacturing and financial services.

In this work our focus is to help the client account team provide a 
service to their shared client that is more than the sum of its part, and 
where the team are more integrated than the client organization. Inevitably 
the account team can begin to take on some of the dynamics of their client 
organization and so much of this team coaching is similar to team 
supervision, where one needs to focus both on the account team and the 
needs and dynamics of their client. (For a case study of working with an 
account team’s dynamics and how it paralleled the client dynamics, see 
Hawkins and Smith, 2006: 195–6.)

Developing the account team
The team coach may also develop an ongoing relationship with the account 
team where they coach not just the team functioning (Disciplines 2 and 3) 
but also the developing relationship with the client system (Disciplines 1 
and 4). From our experience of combining the role of account team coach 
and systemic shadow consultant with a number of global account teams in 
major professional services firms, I developed with the help of colleagues 
and key clients a model of ‘Account transformation’. This model has not 
only been used with a wide variety of accountancy, consultancy, legal and 
financial companies working with global clients, but also with product 
companies that wanted to develop long-term partnerships with their key 
customers.

The account transformation model in Figure 7.2 identifies four potential 
types of relationship roles with clients:

1	 Solution supplier is the area where current needs, known to the 
client, are delivered by the account team as the supplier. Here the 
work is often won through competitive tender and tightly specified 
by the purchasing department.

2	 Strategic adviser is the section where future needs, known to the 
client, are anticipated and where the team adds value to the client’s 
forward strategy through adding their own expert knowledge about 
the sector trends.

3	 Integrated trust is the area where current patterns, processes, culture 
and needs, hidden from the client’s view (blind spots) are revealed 
compassionately and appreciatively by the account team – so that the 
client experiences the team as adding value in areas they could not 
originally have foreseen.

4	 Performance partner is the section where there is joint investment 
and shared risk between client and consultant team, focused on 
addressing future needs that cannot be predicted with certainty.
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Figure 7.2   Account team transformation model
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Each relationship role requires a different language and mode of engagement 
from the consultants:

1	 As a solution provider, the language is most often couched in terms 
of the client bringing problems and the consultants bringing solution. 
The language is one of technical expertise.

2	 As strategic adviser the language is more focused on challenges and 
opportunities, and is future-oriented.

3	 As trusted adviser the language shifts to focusing more on patterns, 
processes and culture. Instead of concentrating on the immediate 
problem, attention shifts to the systemic patterns and dynamics of 
which this problem is just one symptom.

4	 As performance partner all the above languages may be in play, and 
the language of joint endeavour and creating win-win relationships is 
essential.

Each relationship role also requires the account team to bring different 
values and expertise. As solution provider the account team brings their 
technical expertise or their product – for example, to restructure, cut costs, 
manage an acquisition, provide legal representation or provide photocopiers. 
As strategic adviser they bring ‘business foresight’ – their understanding of 
the business and the business context, not only as it currently exists, but as 
it is developing into the future.

As trusted adviser one is bringing ‘organizational insight’, gleaned from 
having worked with the organization at different levels and in different 
ways. Elsewhere I have defined organizational culture as what you stop 
noticing when you have worked somewhere for over three months, and 
have illustrated this by quoting the Chinese proverb: ‘The last one to know 
about the sea is the fish.’ The trusted adviser can bring insights about the 
culture as it manifests when you try to change anything in the organization. 
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So instead of just helping it carry out a successful acquisition or major 
change project, the account team can increase the organization’s acquisition 
or change capability for future such activities, through understanding better 
what blocks and what succeeds in their particular culture.

As performance partner the value the account team bring includes a joint 
commitment to a shared endeavour with their client/customer/partner 
organization. This role needs to encompass the value brought from all the 
previous three roles, but also the skills and capacity in partnering and ways 
to create win-win relationships.

Often account teams lack the discipline and the skills to generate the 
collective knowledge, to deliver the added value of business foresight and 
organizational insight, which would differentiate them from other product 
or service providers. Often we have found that account team meetings are 
an exchange of information and a check on the progress on each assignment. 
The team coach’s role is to provide both processes and facilitation to explore 
the trends in the wider sector and also the cultural patterns and processes of 
the company with which they are working. The account team coach then 
helps them travel the journey from being one of many suppliers the client 
uses – through the stages of becoming a strategic and trusted adviser – to 
being a long-term performance partner that is key to the client company 
moving forward. The team coach can do this through:

●● Coaching the team in discovering the client/customer’s explicit and 
implicit ‘commission’ and their underlying needs (Discipline 1). The 
core question the team coach helps the account team answer is: 
‘What can you uniquely do that will enable your client/customer to 
succeed in their market-place?’

●● Helping the team ‘clarify’ their mission and strategy with their client/
customer and work out the steps to get there (Discipline 2).

●● Attending account team meetings to help them move from an 
emphasis on exchanging updates and information to generating new 
collective thinking that produces customer insight and business 
foresight that can add value to the customer organization 
(Discipline 3).

In today’s marketplace, having a quality product or service at the right price 
and delivered in a timely and effective way is an essential prerequisite to 
compete for business. To stand out, an account team needs to not only focus 
on their customer but their customer’s customer. The account team needs to 
get alongside their customer and help them succeed with their customers 
through the product or service they provide and with the value of their 
organizational insight and business foresight.
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have explored how team coaching can be adapted for 
management, project, virtual, international and account teams. These are 
just a few of the great variety of different types of teams. As the field of team 
coaching grows there will be much further development in adapting team 
coaching to a greater range of team situations.

In the next chapter we will explore one more particular type of team, that 
of the board of the organization.
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“
Coaching the 
board

The d i rectors  determine  whether  or  not  a 
company surv ives  and thr ives .  The  extent  to 
which  the  board  l iberates  or  const ra ins  the 
energ ies  and ta lents  of  the  people  of  a  company 
i s  determined by  the  competence  of  the  d i rectors 
and how effect ive ly  they work together  as  a 
team .  (Peter Morgan ex-Director General of the Institute of 

Directors, quoted in Coulson-Thomas, 1993: 222)

Introduction

I n Chapters 5 and 6 we looked at coaching the executive or leadership 
team of an organization, and in this chapter we will turn our attention to 

coaching the board. As the quote at the beginning of this chapter states, the 
board of the company is pivotal to the success or failure of a company, and 
teamwork in the board is crucial to effective board performance. Coulson-
Thomas in his 1990s survey of 218 directors in the UK, 75 per cent of whom 
were chair or CEO of their companies, found that teamwork was the 
number one challenge they listed, and yet very few boards had engaged in 
any formal team development activities or team coaching. Since then the 
challenge and demands on boards have increased exponentially, with many 
national and international reviews of governance and board functioning 
and changing legal responsibilities.

Those who coach boards may use many of the same skills as they do for 
coaching leadership teams and a number of the same methods and skills are 
relevant. However, the context and the role of the board necessitate a 
distinct approach to board coaching, which I will outline in this chapter 
having first explored the changing challenges for boards and what makes 
for a high-performing board. Most of the chapter focuses on the private 
sector board, but much of the approach is both relevant to, and has been 
used with public and voluntary sector boards, and I will address these 
directly at the end of the chapter.
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The growing challenges for boards

Over the last 30 years corporate governance has become a key business 
issue and an area of development and change. There have been events and 
trends that have spurred inquiry and changes in standards of practice. For 
example:

●● Incompetence and corruption have been highlighted in the media, 
with some legal cases setting new precedents in countries based more 
on case law. Contrary to the beliefs of some governments on the right 
of the political spectrum that market forces would automatically 
function for the greatest social good it has become clear that more 
regulation was necessary.

●● This has been further intensified by the financial and banking crisis of 
2008–09, with unprecedented collapses in major banking institutions 
(Swords, 2010).

●● Concentration and coordination of shareholder power through 
institutional investors and fund managers have resulted in a demand 
for higher quality reporting and greater transparency of the board’s 
decisions and workings.

●● Globalization of companies and national economies has resulted in a 
growing pressure for international standards.

●● Greater speed of change and complexity has required boards to be 
more able to learn and help their companies learn and adapt, and to 
create new models of leadership.

●● There has been an increase in awareness and active interest of all 
stakeholders in company activity partly facilitated by the internet and 
communications technology.

Coaching the board

Boards are increasingly expected to carry out and publish a review or 
audit of their own role, performance and functioning. Some boards have 
used this as an opportunity to have external help from a board coach, to 
carry out a board review/audit and this may well move on to the board 
coach working with the board on some of the identified areas of 
improvement. Increasingly the public sector is also requiring its boards to 
be regularly reviewed.

Another common way that team coaching enters the boardroom is when 
a team coach has been working with the executive team and has involved 
the board as part of the process, and the board have recognized that as part 
of the organization moving forward they also need to look at their role and 
performance.
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When coaching boards, the stages in the coaching relationship as outlined 
in the CID-CLEAR model (see Chapter 5) would still apply, with the coach 
having to undertake:

●● initial contracting – often with the board chair and board gatekeeper;

●● some inquiry process using interviews with the various board 
members and a board review instrument;

●● some form of diagnostic process to make sense of the emerging issues 
and a way of engaging the board with his or her findings and 
developing an action plan for how he or she will develop the board in 
the light of these findings.

With some boards the process of coaching may end here, but other boards 
may engage the coach to help with the improvement process.

The five disciplines of team coaching (see Chapters 3 and 6) all apply to 
board coaching, but the journey through the five disciplines is often very 
different, due to the different context and responsibilities of the board. 
Often the board audit or review means that the coaching starts in Discipline 
5 ‘Core learning’ and then moves to Discipline 2, ‘Clarifying’ the role and 
functions of the board.

As part of this process it is important that the coach helps the board also 
move into Discipline 1 ‘Commissioning’. Boards receive their commission 
from their shareholders (or members) as well as from the legal, fiduciary 
and governance standards in the jurisdictions in which they operate. This 
necessitates attending to the relationship between how the board see their 
role, function and mission, and the legal, fiduciary and governance standards 
required in the various country jurisdictions that are relevant to their 
operation and for their sector and type of organization. In most countries 
there are specific regulations for publicly listed companies, other non-listed 
limited companies with shareholders, partnerships, public sector 
organizations and charities.

In the inquiry phase it is also important to find out the expectations of 
the board from its shareholders, or in the case of charities its members, or in 
the case of a partnership its partners. Some boards have regular mechanisms 
for collecting this feedback; others may ask the coach to initiate such a 
process. At a minimum it is important to inquire into formal and informal 
feedback (and complaints) that have been received, as well as issues that 
have emerged over recent annual general meetings of members or 
shareholders.

Only when the board coach has helped the board clarify its role and 
commission is it sensible to move on to help the board clarify how it has 
added value to the enterprise through its various functions and how it could 
increase the value of its role (Discipline 2). Later in this chapter we will look 
at the key functions of a board, which can provide a framework for 
considering the value a board creates in each of these major functions.
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From this foundation the board can then consider Discipline 3 and look 
at how it ‘co-creates’ as a team and the dynamics of how it works together. 
Finally, the board coach can help the board attend to how it connects 
(Discipline 4): how it communicates with, learns from and engages with all 
its critical stakeholders. For boards these stakeholders include:

●● investors, shareholders, members, partners, the general public 
(depending on the type of board);

●● regulators – auditors, tax offices, government departments, sector 
and profession regulators, etc;

●● customers, clients or service users;

●● staff and employees (especially the executive team);

●● suppliers and partners;

●● the communities in which the business operates.

One of the most critical relationships for any board is between itself and the 
executive team that report to it. We shall consider this relationship in the 
section on coaching the board in how it connects.

Clarifying the role of the board:  
Disciplines 1 and 2

As part of the initial inquiry the coach should ascertain how each member 
sees the role and functions of the board and then link these to both the legal 
and fiduciary requirements that operate in the countries where they do 
business and the best practice governance standards currently operating for 
their type of organization.

The UK Cadbury Report was one of the first to clarify Corporate 
Governance:

Corporate governance is the system by which companies are directed and 
controlled. Boards of directors are responsible for the governance of their 
companies. The responsibilities of the board include setting the company’s 
strategic aims, providing the leadership to put them into effect, supervising 
the management of the business and reporting to the shareholders on 
their stewardship.

(Cadbury Committee 1992)

The underlying value of the business represents more than shareholder 
interests (though shareholder value may be emphasized sometimes to the 
exclusion of others). The value of all types of assets, resources and capital 
are included: physical, financial, social and human. The social capital covers 
both the company’s relationships and its reputation in the eyes of customers, 
investors, suppliers, business partners and current or potential employees. 
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The human capital includes the knowledge, learning capability and loyalty 
of employees. Compliance with social and legal responsibilities increasingly 
includes ensuring that business activity does not inflict unacceptable costs 
or losses on the local community or natural environment, and monitoring 
risks at all levels.

Within this purpose statement there are a number of dilemmas represented 
by different needs, stakeholders and timeframes. Four major dilemmas 
facing directors were identified in the UK Institute of Directors paper on the 
standards of the board (1995):

1	 be entrepreneurial and take risks to drive the business forward – 
while exercising prudent control;

2	 be knowledgeable about the actions and workings of the company – 
while standing back from the day-to-day and retaining an objective 
long-term view;

3	 be sensitive to pressures of short-term local issues – while being 
informed of broader trends in society, in the competition and 
internationally;

4	 focusing on commercial realities – while acting responsibly towards 
employees, society and the natural environment.

To be effective in handling these and other dilemmas the board needs to 
conceptualize its role as:

●● at the boundary between internal organization and some of its key 
stakeholders – rather than at the top;

●● directing – rather than managing or fulfilling a professional function, 
so board members see directing as a proper job and give time to it;

●● working for the good of the whole company or enterprise – rather 
than just representing a function or single stakeholder or party 
interest;

●● learning and leading learning within the process of formulating, 
implementing and reviewing strategy – rather than staying with 
current assumptions and reacting too late to changes around them.

This last part of a board’s role has been particularly elaborated and 
emphasized by Bob Garratt’s books on the learning and development of 
boards, Fish Rots from the Head (1996) and Thin on Top (2003). As well as 
being sensitive to relevant trends and changes in their external environment, 
the board members learn from the customer through educating and valuing 
their employees as a source of information on customers, and stimulate 
inquiry by asking questions and creating dialogue with others inside and 
outside the organization. The board creates the emotional and social climate 
for learning from mistakes as much as successes, and for tolerating 
uncertainty. The board should never underestimate its role in setting the 



 

126 Coaching Different Types of Teams

tone for how the organization operates and the coach needs to constantly 
challenge the board ‘to be the change they want to see’.

The functions of the board
When asked by the Financial Times what he saw as the main functions of 
the board, Niall Fitzgerald, who had been CEO and Chairman of Unilever 
and had become Chairman of Reuters, said:

1	 Decide which skills are needed on the board.

2	 Agree the strategy and keep it under review.

3	 Focus on profitable growth with acceptable risk.

4	 Safeguard the brand and corporate reputation.

5	 Give directors access to detailed information.

6	 Expose the board to younger talent in the company.

7	 Discussion should be open, candid and trusting. (Boardroom Agenda 
by Niall Fitzgerald, Financial Times, 27 September 2005)

In helping a board review its performance the team coach needs to be able to 
help the team look at its various and at times conflicting functions. A board 
needs to maintain a balance between attending to the external and internal 
environment. It must also create a balance between attending to the 
long-term policy and strategy issues on the one hand and to the short-term 
monitoring of current performance and accountabilities to shareholders or 
regulators on the other. These different functions need to be held in dynamic 
tension. Bob Tricker (1980) first set these out in a model. Bob Garratt’s 
(1995) version, presented here in Figure 8.1, made some changes to it 
(placing learning at the centre). The model can be used for framing the 
various areas of board focus.

The arrows represent the four major functional areas within a cycle, with 
each function having a rhythm or cycle of its own. In one board I coached 
we used this model to develop a better rhythm of reviews linked to the 
different board functions:

●● policy review: annually;

●● strategy review: six-monthly;

●● operations review: monthly;

●● governance and board review: annually, three months before policy 
review.

The board needs to set aside the time for thinking strategically and for the 
stewardship of the enterprise. Often boards can become legally-oriented or 
administrative, with structures and agendas that become ends in themselves 
and block the board dialoguing in a way that is generative, and thinking and 
learning together.
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Figure 8.1   Functions of the board
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Effective board leaders relate the short-term to the long-term and the 
particular to the general in their day-to-day actions and communications: 
they show or state explicitly the links between specific decisions, plans and 
evaluations and the overall direction and vision. Just as with the five 
disciplines of leadership teams, the flow and connections between these 
functions is as important as the activity within them.

The functions in the four areas of policy, strategy, supervising operations 
and external accountability (as outlined by Bob Garratt and Bob Tricker) 
cover:

1	 Policy formulation

–– monitoring the external environment;

–– stating purpose;

–– creating vision and values;

–– shaping the development of corporate culture and climate.

2	 Strategic thinking

–– positioning in changing markets or social context;

–– setting corporate direction;

–– formulating strategy;

–– reviewing, deciding and allocating key resources;

–– deciding implementation process.

3	 Supervising management

–– overseeing management performance;

–– reviewing key business results;

–– monitoring budgetary control and corrective action.
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4	 Accountabilities

–– reporting to shareholders or owners;

–– ensuring compliance with regulators;

–– responding to other stakeholders;

–– ensuring reviews of the board and board directors.

In each of these areas the board will need to develop methods of organizing 
discussions and board information flow, ways of developing policy, vision, 
strategy and culture with the organization, and procedures for scanning, 
monitoring, audit and control – as well as ways of working together and 
reviewing its own collective and individual director performance (see below).

1. Policy formulation
Boards need to have a:

●● framework for thinking about the environment (political, physical, 
economic, social, technological, trade, legislative and ecological) and 
ways of sensing and scanning changes relevant to the enterprise;

●● process of reviewing purpose in the context of the changing 
environment and of renewing the vision in relation to purpose, core 
competencies and values;

●● review process to look at leadership practice based on an 
understanding of how leadership cultures are formed, maintained 
and changed.

2. Strategic thinking
Boards will need methods and models for organizing thinking, information 
and dialogue following a sequence from industry and market analysis to the 
assessment of the firm or business and development of an overall strategy, 
then functional strategies (marketing, production, finance, human resources, 
etc), resource allocation and business planning.

3. Supervising management
Boards will need to design key performance indicators, and the information 
systems to support them, for all levels of management. This would cover the 
business drivers and reflect different assets, systems or functions and 
management of strategic projects. The front page would be a ‘dashboard’ 
for the board. These indicators can include business ratios, finance, risk 
management, customer perceptions, human resources and key assets such as 
physical, social, human and supply chain.

4. External accountability
Methods of reporting back to shareholders and other stakeholders will be 
needed: committees and procedures for financial audit and regulatory 
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compliance, and for audit of the selection, performance and remuneration 
of board members. Customer or employee surveys are often part of the 
supervision of management. Some companies now have a subcommittee for 
an environmental protection audit.

One way a board coach can help a board review these functions is to 
present the model and ask the members to explore what they have done well 
and what they could improve in each of the main functions. This information 
can be collected through individual interviews with board members or a 
questionnaire, and used to initiate a dialogue leading to a plan of action. 
Alternatively, this can be carried out live with the board by having the main 
areas up on different flipcharts and asking board members to post comments 
on different coloured Post-its, representing positives and improvement 
areas, on each board. The board members can then split into sub-groups, 
each tasked with sorting the comments on one of the boards and drawing up 
the key themes and recommendations for improvement. This later method 
ensures greater participation and ownership of the issues and encourages 
the dialogue to be more between different board members than a debate 
between the coach and dominant board members.

Structure of the board
How a board fulfils the different functions mentioned above depends on 
what form of board structure has been adopted. Sometimes the performance 
of the board is limited by its structure. There is no right structure that will 
meet all needs or be appropriate for all contexts, and whichever structure is 
chosen creates different boundaries and potential fault lines. It is important 
for board chairs, non-executives and board coaches to understand the basic 
range of board structures, in order to facilitate an informed discussion on 
whether a board has the suitable structure to carry out its purpose.

There are four main different forms of board structure, and these are in 
some ways evolving and converging across the world. There are differences 
according to country culture/history/traditions and the size and ownership 
(public or private) of the company. Public sector governance structures are 
taking on some of the characteristics of the private sector particularly in 
Europe and the United States.

The four main types of board structure differ mainly in the number 
and independence of non-executives, the separation of executives and 
non-executives and the balance of powers and liabilities between them, 
and the legitimacy and use of constructive criticism, conflict and diversity. 
The first two, executive and non-executive boards, give power more to 
the executives or non-executives; the other two, two-tier or unitary 
boards, can have more balance of power, but not necessarily, as it depends 
on their composition and functioning. Each has its particular advantages 
and disadvantages, and can be found in different sizes of business or 
countries.



 

130 Coaching Different Types of Teams

1. Executive board
Here there are no non-executives: a dominant chief executive, perhaps a 
chair who may or may not be excluded, and other executive directors who 
may see their relationship with the CEO as primary, thus increasing his or 
her power. Because the chief executive is dominant the board may be weaker 
on monitoring what is happening outside the organization, suffer from lack 
of diversity and debate, and clone membership, style and assumptions.

This form is found in smaller companies with owner directors, family 
businesses and subsidiaries of multinational companies. However, 
increasingly even in smaller and family owned businesses, there is growing 
use of non-executive and independent directors.

In this type of board, there is a danger for the team coach of being 
pulled into the missing role of the non-executive and being invited to give 
advice and become a major contributor. If this happens the coach needs to 
name this pattern, renegotiate the contract and boundaries and invite the 
board to consider whether they need a non-executive. In family firms the 
board coach can also be pulled into the role of family therapist or mediator, 
and this pattern needs to be named and the contract returned to or 
renegotiated.

2. Non-executive board
This usually comprises only non-executives, who may or may not be 
independent. They decide on policy, direction and strategy and delegate the 
execution to the CEO; they also retain the liability. If the CEO is not a 
member of the board this distances the board from what is going on in the 
business. If the CEO is a member and the only executive present, he or she 
can have great power as a gatekeeper of the flow of information. This can 
suppress debate and criticism and the organization may orient itself too 
much around the CEO to the neglect of the customer. This structure is 
found often in the United States and in New Zealand, and also in public 
service and charity organizations with boards.

With this structure the board coach can end up addressing the conflict 
between the board and the executive team, with access to one side of this 
relationship only. Alternatively he or she may be drawn aside by the CEO to 
become their ally in managing this interface.

3. Two-tier or ‘senate’ boards
This is comprised of a supervisory board and an operational board. The 
supervisory board addresses the strategic issues and informs the operational 
board of its strategic intent, and receives and reviews performance figures 
from the operational board. The supervisory board is composed of 
non-executive directors, but they may not be independent. The operational 
board represents the different interests in the company and can include 
trade union representatives.
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While this can balance powers between constituencies of interest, the 
disadvantages are that there may not be enough independent members of 
the supervisory board and many of those on the board may represent 
interlocked interests of bankers or shareholders, or local and national 
political interests. If the two boards become too tied up with national, local 
or organizational politics then they become separated from each other and 
the policy, strategy and operations functions are no longer integrated. This 
structure is found in Germany, the Netherlands and France.

The challenge for the team coach is to create a contract where he or she 
can coach both boards as well as addressing the relationship between the 
two boards. I have done this by having separate sessions with both boards 
before bringing them together for a joint workshop.

4. Unitary board
This includes both executive and non-executive directors as its name 
suggests, and usually both a chair and CEO. All directors are equally liable 
for the performance of the enterprise. The executives are responsible for 
agreeing and executing strategies and for the supervision of management, 
whilst receiving scrutiny, support and criticism from the non-executives. 
The non-executives play a key role in policy formulation and ensuring 
accountability, especially externally to shareholders and other stakeholders 
– protecting their interests.

The advantages are that there can be more integration of different 
perspectives and interests. The risks are that the non-executives and 
executives may not be independent enough. Audit of their selection, 
appraisal and remuneration is therefore critical, as is their induction and 
training. This is found most often in the UK and commonwealth countries.

5. Advisory boards
These are used by smaller companies or companies venturing into other 
countries for the first time to give them access to other knowledge or 
networks, or to represent other nationalities.

Board committees
These are used for specific business requirements or for ensuring 
conformance with external accountabilities or required standards of board 
practice. The most common are:

●● audit committee: financial compliance;

●● nominations committee: board member selection and appraisal and 
contracts (length of tenure, etc);

●● remuneration committee: board member and senior executive pay, 
pensions and performance bonuses.

Other less common board committees that are used in some organizations:
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●● environmental audit committee;

●● health and safety committee;

●● intellectual property committee.

Other board committees may be set up for succession planning or human 
resources, new product or market development, or any issue relevant to the 
business.

The dynamics of the board: Discipline 3

While the board members have clarified their role and functions and aligned 
these with legal and stakeholder expectations, the board coach will most 
often find that a number of board dynamics and conflicts emerge that affect 
the way the board works and co-create together. The coach must not fall 
into the trap of just seeing these as interpersonal conflicts. Even more so 
than with leadership teams, the board will represent different stakeholder 
interests and the boards need to find ways of holding these in contention 
and resolving any emerging conflicts. The most common board conflict is 
between the chair and the CEO, with the chair most often carrying the 
interests of the shareholders and the CEO more focused on the needs and 
interests of the customers, suppliers and staff. The board coach can help the 
board by gently asking them to mention which stakeholder group they are 
currently concerned about or consider themselves to be representing. This 
can help the discussions to become clearer, less personalized and with more 
collective awareness of systemic contentions. One of the key tasks of any 
board is to constantly find the best integration and alignment of all 
stakeholder interests.

In addition, board members will often have a range of personal interests 
that overlap with the work of the board, such as:

●● involvement with customer or client or potential competitor 
organizations;

●● differential shareholding in the company;

●● being employed by the company;

●● involvement with suppliers or partner organizations that the 
company is working with;

●● involvement with professional bodies or trade associations which 
interact with the company;

●● government or political involvement.

It is good practice for boards to keep a record of all potential conflicts of 
interest publicly registered by all board members. The declaration on a 
register of such interests is only a first step in the process, for a healthy 
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board also needs to have a culture of such interests being noted and dealt 
with when they become pertinent in the board’s ongoing business.

When working with the newly formed board of Capespan mentioned in 
Chapter 6, I facilitated the board in drawing up its policy on ‘Conflicts of 
interest’, which given that most of the non-executive members of the board 
were suppliers to the company, was a complex process. During a break, the 
then CEO took me aside and challenged me that we had dealt with the 
formal aspect of conflicts of interests but had not addressed the dynamic in 
the room. I asked him what he suggested we did next. ‘That is what we pay 
you for,’ came his blunt reply, just as we were about to reconvene! As we 
restarted I repeated his challenge to the whole group and then asked the 30 
people present to look at the list of potential conflicts of interests they had 
all jointly created and agreed to before the break, and to stand up if they 
currently had one or more conflicts of interest as listed. At first no one 
moved. Then one or two slowly got to their feet. Only then did the dynamic 
start to manifest. Heated exchanges began, with board members saying to 
others things like: ‘Well if x is standing you should be standing as well.’ 
Gradually about half the board members in the room were standing. I then 
asked those who were not standing to pair up with someone who was 
standing and:

1	 ask them to list all their potential conflicts of interest;

2	 then to tell them what they would like them to do about these 
conflicts, both in board meetings and outside, to effectively manage 
these conflicts of interest;

3	 get their agreement to a plan of action;

4	 tell them how they would support them in carrying out this plan of 
action.

The process had now moved from a form-filling piece of bureaucracy to a 
co-creative active process.

Coaching the board on how it connects: 
Discipline 4

In 1995 The Royal Society of Arts, Manufacture and Commerce in the UK 
launched a major project to look at the nature of ‘tomorrow’s company’. 
This had wide representations from different businesses, professional bodies 
and academics. One of the most important outcomes from their work was 
the recognition that boards were often over-focusing on their shareholder or 
member interests and insufficiently focusing on the interests of their other 
stakeholders. One of the results that derived from this project was a new 
format for company annual reports, in which the board/company reported 
on the value it had created for each of the following stakeholders:
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●● investors;

●● customers, clients or service users;

●● suppliers and partners;

●● staff and employees;

●● communities in which the organization operates; to which we have 
added:

●● the natural environment.

This entails being clear about what the company had received and delivered 
to each of these stakeholder groups and the added value created.

In coaching the board in how to improve its connectivity with all its 
stakeholders, the board coach needs to return to some of the data that have 
emerged in Discipline 1, or in the inquiry phase of the board coaching. The 
effectiveness of a board’s connection with its different stakeholders is 
fundamentally based on the ability of the board to listen to the feedback 
from all these different stakeholders groups. In coaching boards we have 
used a range of 360-degree organizational feedback methods, so the board 
could see the complete range of stakeholder perceptions and requests. These 
have included ‘Descriptor analysis’ (see Chapter 12), which has the benefit 
of providing a simple yet subtle feedback on how the organization and its 
current leadership are perceived and the difference the stakeholders would 
like to see. This can provide the basis for tracking changing stakeholder 
perceptions over time. Ultimately the value of a business is rooted in the 
wide range of perceptions stakeholders hold about the company and 
therefore it is a key area a board should monitor. Yet so many boards that 
we have coached, while looking separately at: customer satisfaction rates, 
regulator reports, shareholder complaints, competitive positioning in key 
markets, staff surveys, etc; lack a way of seeing how collective perceptions 
of the company are changing and fail to be aware that there is an echo 
chamber between the stakeholders who constantly influence each other.

One group of board coaches I supervised had a very significant impact on 
the board of a major bank, by videoing the various board members being 
interviewed on their vision and aspirations for the bank and then 
interspersing these clips with clips of various customers and stakeholders 
saying how they currently experienced and perceived the bank. The contrast 
was dramatic and led the board to urgently address how to close the rift 
between their rhetoric and the reality at the daily stakeholder interfaces.

The board coach, having helped the board listen to many stakeholder 
voices, can help the board members decide how and what they would like 
each of the stakeholder groups to be thinking, feeling, doing and saying 
about them in the future and work with the executives to design an 
engagement process that shifts perceptions. As with coaching leadership 
teams on their engagement (as described in Chapter 6, Discipline 4) the 
board can also be coached on their important engagement processes (AGM, 
press briefings, meetings with regulators, road show meetings with key 
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investors, etc). These can be in the form of rehearsals, live support at 
important engagements with pre-, post- and mid-term coaching, or even 
facilitation of important conversations.

Coaching the board on how it learns and 
develops: Discipline 5

As stated above, board coaching will most often start in Discipline 5 with 
the board coach being brought in to help carry out a review of the board 
performance and functioning, both for and with the board. As shown 
above, such a review will involve looking at all the five disciplines of team 
coaching as well as the different board functions. How the board members 
engage with this process indicates how open to feedback and learning they 
are and how effective they are at attending to their continuous improvement. 
Another area that the board coach may be asked to facilitate as part of the 
review is the contribution and performance of the individual board directors.

Individual board director development
Good boards will have:

●● an induction process for new board directors;

●● a statement of the requirements and expectations of a board director;

●● a list of the competencies, capabilities and capacities expected of 
board directors;

●● suggestions for board director training that can be undertaken. This 
may include individual coaching available to a new board director 
specifically on this role.

To exercise the many board functions effectively there are some generic 
director competencies in chairing boards and being a director. These include:

●● Conceptual: the ability to use imagination and think conceptually 
and to value this as important: broadening and changing orientation 
towards time (thinking in relation to the past, present and future), 
using hard and soft data, exercising critical thinking and asking 
discriminating questions, recognizing and working with different 
thinking styles in other people and cultures. Seeing patterns across 
data, incidents, events and stories and relating these patterns to 
policy are part of the key ability in moving between detail and the 
broader picture.

●● Political: the extension of interpersonal awareness and competence to 
understanding and responding to board dynamics and politics, and to 
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building up and exercising influence effectively, especially as an 
independent non-executive.

●● Personal: the confidence and maturity to develop an independence of 
mind and to take personal risks in challenging those in authority and 
others, or asking questions that might come across as ignorance – 
and in being open to challenge, conflict and criticism in return. Being 
able to design structures to regulate and contain this.

The coach may help a board review the performance of each of its directors 
by carrying out a self- and peer assessment for each board member, where 
each board member rates his or her own performance and contribution and 
also provides feedback for all the other board members (see the 360-degree 
feedback processes in Chapter 12). This may be fed back to each individual 
director by the board coach, the chair of the board, another nominated 
director or a combination of the three. This can lead to making agreements 
on how their contribution can be enhanced going forward. In two of the 
boards I myself chair, I play an active role in delivering feedback to all the 
other board members and receive regular feedback myself, collected and 
delivered by the senior non-executive who is chair of the nominations and 
remuneration committee.

The board coach may also coach the board in how the feedback and 
development plans of the individual board members can be appropriately 
shared with the whole board team.

Conclusion

With committees reporting or having reported on corporate governance in 
many different countries and with companies and directors brought to court 
for cases of corruption or negligence, reforming codes of practice in 
corporate governance has been an issue in many countries with more 
developed economies and stronger governments in the last decade. Making 
large corporations more accountable is a natural concomitant of the growth 
in size and power of multinational enterprises. International law and codes 
of practice have lagged behind this development.

Two broad conclusions can be drawn. First, boards in publicly listed 
companies will need to maintain a competent standard of directing and of 
strategic management of their business both for their own survival in a 
changing and competitive environment and to meet the expectations of their 
shareholders. This means attending to all the main functional areas and the 
five disciplines of high-performing teams/boards.

Secondly, the greater independence of non-executive directors, the 
auditing of the selection and appraisal of directors and generally the 
demands for compliance with the consensus on codes of practice will help 
break up any comfortable collusion amongst board members and stimulate 
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effective thinking, dialogue and decision making. This will make the 
non-executives a real force, but increase the risk of them having more of a 
policing role and potentially being in an adversarial relationship with the 
executive.

With more active involvement of shareholders, greater awareness of all 
stakeholders and their needs and extensions of legal liability, boards will 
find it tougher to tackle commercial realities and to consider the needs of the 
whole system. This is already leading to a greater need for skilled board 
coaching, and the number and capability of board coaches is in most 
countries lagging behind the need.
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In search of perfection

Nasrudin was helping a company look for a new chief executive. They 
had tried all the top recruitment and headhunting firms in the country 
and in desperation turned to Nasrudin.

Over dinner they started to ask him some questions about himself. 
Having discovered that he was not married, they asked him had he ever 
come close.

‘Indeed yes,’ he replied. ‘When I was young I was very keen to marry 
the perfect wife. I travelled through many lands looking for her. In 
France I met a beautiful dancer, who was joyful and carefree, but alas 
had no sense of the spiritual. In Egypt I met a princess who was both 
beautiful and wise, but sadly we could not communicate. Then finally in 
India after much searching I found her. She was beautiful, wise and her 
charm captured the hearts of everybody she met. I felt that I had found 
the perfect wife.’

Nasrudin paused with a long sigh. So one of the senior managers 
eagerly asked:

‘Then did you not marry her, Nasrudin?’
‘Alas,’ sighed Nasrudin, ‘she was waiting for the perfect husband.’

(Hawkins, 2005)
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Introduction

I n this book I have so far argued that the world needs far more high-
performing leadership teams and shown how Wageman et al (2008) 

found in their research that one of the enabling conditions for highly 
effective leadership teams was ‘competent team coaching’. In Chapters 3 to 
7 I have set out to describe what competent coaching looks like whether 
delivered by an external or internal team coach or by the leader of the team.

Before going on to describe the training, development, supervision and 
methodologies for team coaches, this short chapter will consider how teams 
can find, select and manage their relationship with a good team coach, 
whether he or she is internally or externally sourced. In this process it is also 
important that the team explores what it can do itself to raise the coaching 
levels in its team by utilizing team members in coaching roles and by 
developing the team coaching skills of the team leader. Bath Consultancy 
Group has successfully developed and led a programme for improving the 
team coaching skills of team leaders for two large global companies. When 
a team does decide to bring in a team coach from outside its own resources, 
one of the most important keys to success is finding the right coach for your 
team at this stage in its development, and this is far from being an easy task.

Earlier in the book I wrote about how team coaching is now at a similar 
nascent stage to where individual coaching was 20 years ago. This stage is 
characterized by:

●● a lack of clear definitions of different types of team coaching and of a 
theoretical framework;

●● a growing number of practitioners, but without clarity on their 
offerings or professional training routes and lack of accreditation 
specifically for team coaching;

●● a lack of supervision that is specially focused on the systemic nature 
of team coaching;

●● buyers knowing they need help, but not having frameworks for 
working out what sort of help they need or for contracting with 
suppliers through a shared language;

●● buyers not knowing how to assess both quality and fit between 
available team coaches and the specific needs of the team.

To address some of these market confusions I have developed the following 
seven-stage approach for teams and organizations that want to find, select 
and work successfully with a quality team coach.
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An approach to finding, selecting and 
working effectively with a quality  
team coach
This approach has seven stages. The first three start some time before the 
team coaching fully begins and the last continues after the team coach has 
exited. The stages are:

1	 Specifying and defining the need and hoped-for outcome.

2	 Finding suitable candidates for the role.

3	 Selecting the team coach with the best fit to the specification and the 
team’s needs.

4	 Contracting with the selected coach.

5	 Developing the relationship, with regular reviews.

6	 Evaluation.

7	 Ending and beyond.

I will now explore each of these stages.

1. Specifying and defining what the team need
On the journey to finding the right team coaching for your team, the first 
step is to start with creating the specification. This has three necessary 
aspects:

a	 What is the current state of the team?

b	 Where does the team want to get to (starting with the end in mind)?

c	 What does the team believe will be helpful?

a. Defining the current state of the team
Defining the team’s present level of development can be made easier by 
using the five disciplines model (Chapter 3) and the stages in team 
development models (Chapter 4). These provide a language for teams to 
begin to explore where the team are in their developmental journey and to 
frame what help they are looking for from a team coach. Often team leaders, 
team sponsors or organizational gatekeepers can fall into the trap of defining 
the team by their dysfunctional behaviour or current conflicts. This can 
inadvertently set the frame for the team coaching to be about resolving 
conflict or solving interpersonal problems.

b. Defining the success criteria for the team
If you do not know what success will look like and how it will be measured, 
you are far less likely to achieve it. Thus it is important, before inviting in 
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external coaching, for the team to undertake some work to define what 
success would be like for them. Some of this will be based on their external 
commission and on the current metrics used to measure success in the 
organization, as well as any current 360-degree feedback mechanisms. 
However, it is also important that the team look at their own success 
criteria, not just for external performance but also for how they function 
and how they serve the needs of the team members. The team can use the 
five disciplines model to create their own success criteria in each of the five 
disciplines (Chapter 6).

c. Defining the specification for the team coach
Having defined the present state of the team and where they want to journey 
to, it is important that the team define the help they want from a team coach 
on this journey.

Useful questions for the team to consider include:

●● Range: Do we want a team coach that can help us with all the five 
disciplines or just some of them?

●● Focus of role: Deciding which of the following is required:

–– team facilitator, who will facilitate some specific processes;

–– process consultant, who will coach the process of our meetings;

–– team coach, who will coach the team on performance and task as 
well as our process;

–– systemic team coach, who will coach the internal performance and 
task, and also how the team engage with their commissioners and 
stakeholders.

●● Style: What style of intervention do we want from our team coach: 
how challenging do we want him or her to be? How much do we 
want the coach to have an educative/developmental role? How active 
do we want him or her to be in meetings/team workshops and 
between events?

●● Experience: What range of experience do we want from our team 
coach? Is it important that he or she has experience in our sector? 
Should the coach have experience of international or virtual teams?

●● Difference: What difference and similarity to us do we want the 
coach to have?

●● Involvement of individual coaching: Do we expect the team coach to 
also carry out any individual coaching of the team leader or team 
members? What will be the nature of this individual coaching?

●● External or internal: Does the team coach need to come from outside 
the organization or do we have suitably skilled internal team coaches 
in other parts of the organization? Will the internal team coaches 
have sufficient authority and influence to help the team achieve its 
development?
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2. Finding suitable candidates
The best way of developing a longlist of possible team coaches is to:

●● ask colleagues both in your company and beyond who they have used 
and would recommend;

●● ask HR or the Leadership and Development function to create a list 
of possible people for you, based on your initial specification;

●● approach the major coaching organizations and ask them for their 
lists of accredited coaches who are experienced and trained as team 
coaches and have supervised them. (Most of the major coaching 
organizations are listed at the end of this book; however, to date 
none of the professional bodies specifically accredit team coaches 
although APECS is embarking on this process.);

●● approach reputable organizational development consultancies that 
specialize in team development and, if required, also specialize in 
leadership teams, board development, organizational change and 
transformation, etc.

3. Selecting a coach
Having established a longlist of 10 or more, a simple questionnaire sent out 
with the specification for the type of help you are looking for could include 
the following:

a	 Please define the type of team coaching you offer.

b	 What is your model for high-performing teams and how do you help 
teams achieve that?

c	 Please describe the types of teams you have worked with and the 
difference you have helped to create in team performance and 
functioning.

d	 Please describe your typical team coaching process, in terms of 
length, process stages, types of contact with the team, and evaluation.

e	 What training have you received in team coaching?

f	 What supervision do you specifically receive on your team coaching? 
From whom? How frequent is it?

g	 Please describe a time when you have taken team coaching to 
supervision, and how this has transformed what you subsequently 
did to help the team.

h	 Please describe an ethical dilemma you have encountered in team 
coaching and how your training, supervision or ethical framework 
helped you resolve this.

The answers to these questions should provide enough material to ascertain 
the level of fit, and the answers to questions e–h should help in evaluating 
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the quality of the team coach. These will assist in reducing the longlist to 
two or three possible team coaches that you would like to meet.

In the process of selecting from the shortlist it is important that the 
possible team coaches meet as many of the team as possible. At a minimum 
they should meet the team leader and at least two team members that 
represent different aspects or themes within the team. It is also important 
that they meet the organizational gatekeeper (who may well be a member of 
the Human Resources department) and the sponsor of the team coaching 
from the wider system who has an interest in the team’s success. This can be 
the person who the team leader reports to, and in the case of an executive 
leadership team could be the chairman of the board of the organization.

It is helpful for this smaller group to discuss their most important 
requirements of a team coach with the wider team, as well as specific 
questions they want answered by each shortlisted candidate. This provides 
a basis for checking out their thoughts and feelings with the whole team as 
well as pursuing questions that follow up the questions and answers in the 
list above on fit and quality.

The selection group may also find it helpful to use the wider list of team 
coach capabilities and capacities that are described in Chapter 10, and 
together decide which of these are essential for their purposes and how they 
will assess these in the shortlist contenders. In individual coaching, large 
companies more frequently use assessment centres for selecting their 
approved list of external executive coaches and include in the assessment 
process a live coaching session with a volunteer from the organization’s 
executives. This is clearly harder to carry out for team coaching. Occasionally 
a team will invite a team coach to attend one of their meetings and offer 
feedback as part of the selection. Another alternative is to ask the prospective 
team coach to facilitate an exploration of the team’s needs with a small 
group comprising the team leader, the gatekeeper and one or two key 
members. This provides a live experience of the team coach in action, how 
he or she operates and the insight he or she can bring.

4. Contracting
Having found the right coach, it is important that the works starts with a 
good two-way contract. Much of what needs to be included in the 
contracting process is covered in Chapter 5, which is addressed to the team 
coach, but at a minimum the team need to ensure they have a contract that 
includes:

●● two-way expectations, including how success will be evaluated;

●● the length and frequency of the engagement;

●● what activities will be involved: interviews, workshops, attending 
meetings, coaching alongside major engagements, individual sessions 
and with whom;
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●● any financial arrangements;

●● working protocols on such issues as confidentiality, what will be 
shared with whom, access to stakeholders, privileged information, etc;

●● how reviews of the process and relationship will be carried out (see 
below).

5. Developing the relationship, with regular reviews
As in life, finding and selecting the right partner is only the first step in a 
successful partnership (see the Nasrudin story at the beginning of the 
chapter!). Right from the beginning it is important that the team and their 
coach build in regular reviews to the team coaching process. Some of these 
reviews need to be with the whole team and some with the smaller group of 
team leader, gatekeeper, sponsor, etc. These reviews need to look back at 
the starting contract, measure progress, reflect on what has been most and 
least helpful and what has enabled or blocked progress. They can be used as 
a basis for re-contracting the next stage of the team coaching.

It is unrealistic to expect that the team coaching relationship will run 
smoothly and be without its own relational difficulties. Often some of the 
difficult dynamics and patterns within the team will be re-enacted within 
the relationship with the team coach, and so the ability to reflect consciously 
on this relationship is a key part of the coaching journey. Teams that decide 
to change the team coach at the first signs of difficulty in the relationship 
miss out on the learning that could arise from exploring how to work 
through these difficulties and transform the relationship. However, the 
review process should also consider how, over time, the role and contribution 
from the team coach can be transferred to team members and/or whether a 
different form of external help is needed.

6. Evaluation
Having defined the current state of the team and the success criteria for the 
coaching programme, it is important to have an evaluation process that 
measures progress along this journey. I have found evaluation is most useful 
if it includes qualitative and quantitative measures (see Table 9.1) for each 
of the five disciplines of high-performing teams (see Chapters 3 and 5).

7. Ending and beyond
Ending the team coaching relationship should be a process and not an event. 
It should include the opportunity to:

●● stand back and reflect on the journey that has been undertaken 
together;
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Table 9.1

Discipline Quantitative 
Evaluation

Qualitative 
Evaluation

1. Commissioning Performance 
assessment of the 
team by those they 
report to against agreed 
Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs)

Alignment of 
perceptions between 
the team members and 
those they report to

2. Clarifying Performance measures 
against the mission and 
strategic objectives set 
by the team, including 
financial measures 
(revenue, share price), 
market share, overhead 
reduction, etc

Clarity of the mission, 
vision, strategy and 
core values in those 
who report to the team 
and other key 
stakeholders. 
Descriptor analysis 
(repeated) 

3. Co-creating Length of meetings and 
amount covered. 
Perceived alignment by 
staff and stakeholders

High-performing team 
questionnaire 
(repeated)

4. Connecting Staff satisfaction 
surveys, customer, 
partner and other 
stakeholder surveys

Descriptor analysis

5. Core learning Percentage of agreed 
new ways of operating 
being implemented and 
at what speed

Self- and peer feedback 
mechanisms

●● give two-way feedback on what has worked well, what has been 
difficult and what in retrospect could have been better;

●● harvest the learning that the team has acquired and plan how this 
will be sustained after the team coach leaves;

●● explore and plan how responsibility for the coaching and learning 
processes can be taken up by team members.

As a team coach, I often find it useful to have a final session with the team 
leader that directly addresses how he or she can take on more effective team 
coaching as part of his or her role.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have shown that successful team coaching begins some time 
before the team coach arrives, with the team undertaking a thorough process 
of specifying their current state and developmental aspirations. This sets the 
context for deciding what coaching resources are needed, both from within 
the team and from external sources. I have provided a series of guidelines 
for specifying, finding, selecting and contracting with a team coach, utilizing 
the five disciplines model of teams and the CID-CLEAR model of the 
coaching relationship presented in Chapters 3, 5 and 6. In the resources 
section at the back of this book there are further suggestions for help in 
finding the right external help.

In the next chapter we will consider what makes for a competent team 
coach and then how to help team coaches develop these capabilities. The 
penultimate chapter then looks at team coaching resources (diagnostic tools 
and team coaching methods) that can assist the coach. The following chapter 
on team coaching supervision is, I believe, at the core of continuous personal 
and professional development. It provides the connecting web between the 
learning that comes from books and courses and the competencies, 
capabilities and personal development that arise in the heat of the practice 
of team coaching and lie at the heart of being effective as a good team coach.
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“
Developing as  
a team coach

I t  i s  not  what  you have  exper ienced that  makes 
you greater ,  but  what  you have  faced,  what  you 
have  t ranscended,  what  you have  unlearned.  
(Ben Okri, 1997: 61)

Introduction

T here is a growing demand for experienced and effective team coaches 
and yet to date there is a dearth of training courses for team coaches 

and professional accreditation processes. Many of those offering leadership 
team coaching have gradually moved into the area from their core offering, 
whether in individual coaching, organizational consultancy or as an HR or 
learning and development professional. As I have shown in earlier chapters, 
this previous training provides useful skills that can be incorporated into 
team coaching, but they are an insufficient basis for being an effective team 
coach. Some may have moved into being a team coach from having led a 
wide variety of teams themselves. This chapter is partly written for those 
who are embarking on the transition into team coaching, to help them 
navigate the development pathways, and partly for experienced team 
coaches to stand back and review their practice and reflect on what elements 
of their own continuous personal and professional development they should 
focus on for further development.

In this chapter I will first address the transition into team coaching from 
individual coaching, organizational coaching or sports coaching and the 
necessary demeanour required from a team coach, before sharing some of 
the most common questions that team coaches ask in the early stages of 
their development. I will suggest some possible answers.
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The transition

From individual coaching
I have argued elsewhere that good individual executive coaching always 
has at least three clients: the individual executive, his or her wider 
organization and the relationship between the two. Much individual 
coaching has over-focused on the needs of the individual coachee and 
under-served the needs of the organizational client. There are too many 
coaches who lack either an interest or an understanding of wider 
organizational and systemic change and so end up providing a form of 
counselling at work rather than effective coaching. This tendency can be 
carried over into team coaching where the coach mainly focuses on the 
needs of individual team members and the personal relationships between 
them, and forgets that the key client is the team as an entity, how it 
performs and relates to the wider system in which it operates.

Like a good sports coach the leadership team coach has to care more 
about the team than any of the individuals within it. This requires a 
fundamental shift in perspective, in how one looks and listens and 
resonates. You may remember the ‘magic eye’ pictures that were popular 
in the 1980s. At first they looked like a random mixture of different 
coloured shapes. Only if you were able to defocus your eyes from the 
normal way of looking could you see that there was an interesting three-
dimensional picture lying behind and within the form you first saw. Some 
people would look for a very long time, getting more frustrated, as they 
could not unlearn their normal way of seeing and failed to see the ‘hidden 
image’. Most people who persevered found that gradually they learnt to 
look differently and they became better at speedily deciphering new 
pictures and seeing in this new way.

As a team coach, one needs to have the skill to defocus from the enormous 
amount of personal and interpersonal verbal and non-verbal data to see the 
collective pattern that lies behind and within the overall team picture. Then 
one needs to defocus again from looking at and listening to the team 
dynamic to focus on the team nested within its systemic context of the wider 
organization and its many stakeholders. In many years of training and 
supervising team coaches and consultants, I have found that this refocusing 
does not come naturally, particularly in the western white culture which is 
primarily oriented to the individual (Ryde, 2009).

Some of the questions I may ask as a team coach supervisor to help team 
coaches re-focus, can sound very foreign to many individually-oriented 
coaches, but they unearth illuminating responses:

●● What colour are the spaces between the team members?

●● If the collective team had a voice what would you hear it saying or 
asking for?
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●● What rhythm does the team have? What harmonics do you hear 
underneath these individual melodies?

●● If the team were a country, a meal, a work of art, a vehicle, a piece of 
music – what would it be?

●● What is happening in the spaces between the team and their 
stakeholders?

●● What is the dance between the team and their commissioners?

●● How do you show empathy to the whole team, as opposed to the 
sum of the members?

The ability to look and listen differently is only the first step. Individual 
coaches can also get stuck focusing on Discipline 3 of the five disciplines 
model and be trapped with the limiting assumption that if the team members 
get on well with each other and co-create effectively in their meetings, then 
they will perform better (see Chapter 4). The research on teams (Katzenbach 
and Smith, 1993a and b; Wageman et al, 2008) suggests that team 
performance only improves if the coaching focuses on all the disciplines and 
not just on team relationships and dynamics.

From being an organizational consultant
The transition from being an organizational consultant is often very 
different. Here the consultant, depending on their training, may focus on 
the performance of the team and believe that this can be improved by just 
concentrating on the structures, selection or work processes. Depending on 
their orientation they may well get stuck over-focusing on Discipline 1 or 2, 
and fail to address the deeper dynamics and blocks to progress that lie in 
Discipline 3. They may well fall into the trap of not realizing that it is not 
sufficient to re-engineer the organization unless you also enable the team to 
rewire their relationships.

The organizational consultant may also lack some of the coaching skills 
and fall into the trap of being more an adviser to the team than enabling 
them to create their own solutions and ways forward. In his work training 
process consultants, Schein (1969) devoted a lot of his attention to helping 
more expert-driven consultants to learn the skills that left the ownership of 
these issues with the teams they were working with, for without ownership 
it is unlikely that the team will develop commitment to the actions that 
emerge from the work.
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Stepping into the role – the necessary 
demeanour

In Islam and Sufism there is a lovely Arabic word adab, which means to act 
in a manner fitting the role one is called upon to play. There is the proper 
adab of the host as well as the proper adab of the guest, of the teacher and 
of the pupil, etc. Part of becoming and developing as a team coach is 
learning and deepening the proper adab of the team coach. This cannot be 
defined in a series of bullet points, but can be suggested and is mostly learnt 
through watching others and through one’s own direct experience, noticing 
when one is in the right zone and when one has fallen out of alignment, both 
through one’s own sensing and through feedback from the clients.

As indicated above, stepping into the role requires a shift in focus and an 
ability to constantly move one’s attention from individual to relationships, 
to the collective team, to the team in their organizational context, to the 
wider system and back again. This requires practice and in the early stages 
of training nearly all team coaches find it exhausting until they have begun 
to develop the necessary emotional and cognitive muscles to do it with ease.

Adab also requires being at ease with oneself, being authentic and 
transparent, while at the same time being happy to fade into the background, 
still with full attention at all levels. One needs to be at ease with whatever 
emerges, be it conflict in the team, anxiety, attacks on you as the team coach 
or getting stuck in the process.

In the capacities outlined below I explore the need to stay in the zone. 
This involves avoiding falling into deference and rising into arrogance. A 
quiet but strong and holding presence (Scharma, 2007; Senge et al, 2005), 
connecting with all team members and key stakeholders, but giving 
preference to no one individual or sub-group is of the essence. The coach 
must be willing to support and challenge as necessary, acting with fearless 
compassion (Hawkins and Smith, 2006, ch. 15). Also the adab requires a 
willingness to get it wrong, or be seen to get it wrong and be gently curious 
about one’s own and other’s ‘mistakes’. One of my earliest teachers of 
group work, Marcia Karp, was fond of the saying ‘A Mother’s place is in the 
wrong!’ and ‘Motherhood is a cold cup of tea.’ I now know that both these 
phrases also apply to team coaches. The adab of the team coach has to be 
maintained through the meal and refreshment breaks of team workshops, 
when team members will want to continue conversations with you.

We never fully acquire the adab, but perhaps over years we become more 
comfortable in stepping into the role and finding it more familiar. Nor do 
we ever arrive at the end of the developmental journey. In writing this book 
I have regularly reminded myself that being a team coach is not about 
getting it right, but about being creatively in the service of the team being 
the best they can be and facing the challenges that their environment is 
posing.
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Below I explore further some of the capacities that are at the heart of the 
role of team coach, but first I will explain how I understand the difference 
between capacities, competencies and capabilities and discuss some of the 
key skills and behaviours that support us stepping into the role.

The core capabilities

So what are the differences between competencies, capabilities and 
capacities? In Hawkins and Smith (2006) we defined these differences based 
on earlier work done by Mike Broussine (1998):

‘Capabilities’, like ‘competencies’, can be learnt and developed, they are 
about know-how. However, the difference between the two is seen in the 
way the learning is generated. Competencies can be learned in the 
classroom, but capabilities can only be learned live and on the job. The 
danger is that one can acquire a very large tool-kit of skills, without 
developing the capability of knowing when to use each skill and in what 
way. Supervision has a vital role to play in helping the supervisee turn 
their competencies into capabilities, and to ensure that the capabilities 
are held within an ever increasing capacity to work with others with 
fearless compassion.

‘Capacities’ relate to one’s being, rather than one’s doing. They are 
human qualities that can be nurtured and refined. Capacities can also be 
thought of in their root meaning of the space you have within you for 
containing complexity. We have all met people who seem to have little 
internal space from which to relate to you – and others who carry a 
seemingly infinite internal spaciousness, which tells you that they are 
fully present with whatever you feel you need to share or do.

Capacities are not things to be acquired or places to arrive. Each 
capacity takes our whole life to develop and development is not a 
uni-directional process. Without attention to our practice and supervision, 
each of these capacities can atrophy within us, and our effectiveness 
decline. Development and learning is for life, not just for school. The joy 
is – there is always more to be learnt.

As part of writing this book I wrote to a wide range of friends and colleagues 
who are experienced practitioners in team coaching and asked them the 
question: ‘If you were responsible for teaching a new cadre of team coaches 
in just three months and were restricted to teaching them only five things, 
what would they be?’ Putting all their answers together gave me a list of 
over 50 key skills, reflecting the many different development routes and 
training that current team coaches have received, and would require a 
lifetime’s training course! On further analysis certain key patterns begun to 
emerge. But before you read these, perhaps you could take a pause to see 
how you would answer the question.
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Competencies and capabilities
The first set of basic competencies and capabilities that emerged from the 
research align well with the stages of the CID-CLEAR process model, 
although many who responded did not know this model:

1	 Can effectively contract and review (and re-contract) with the 
gatekeeper, the team leader, all the team members and the team 
collectively, and those representing the wider organizational 
authority on the objectives, success criteria and process of the work 
to be undertaken (contracting).

2	 Can build fast rapport with a wide range of team members, including 
the nominal authority (usually the team leader) and the team member 
who brings the biggest challenge to the status quo (Inquire).

3	 Can listen and observe at depth to the issues of all team members and 
the collective team issues and pattern (Inquire).

4	 Can diagnose collective team culture and dynamics and systemic 
patterns and feed them back in ways that create new insight and 
mindset shift in the team. This is both at the initial planning stage 
and through the work as a process consultant (Diagnose).

5	 Can feed back the results of the diagnosis and use this as a basis to 
develop a working alliance and contract with the whole team, which 
includes success criteria, process of working together and mutual 
expectations (Contract 2).

6	 Can use a range of incisive questions, facilitation methods and team 
coaching tools that enable the team to explore their own (Explore):

–– fundamental purpose and commission (Discipline 1);

–– team purpose, strategy, objectives, goals, roles (Discipline 2);

–– norms, protocols, ways of working together, including the team at 
their best and their worst (Discipline 3);

–– engagement with all its key stakeholders and how it enables those 
stakeholders to engage with their stakeholders (Discipline 4);

–– integration, reflections and learning across all the domains and 
engage in double-loop learning; can enable the team leader and 
team members to work as coaches to each other and the team 
(Discipline 5).

7	 Can enable the team to move to new behaviours, emotions, beliefs, 
purpose and action, and create commitment that goes beyond 
agreement and good intent (Action).

8	 Can ensure regular reviews of the work with the team leader, the 
whole team and other key stakeholders that help take the work to a 
higher level or end appropriately (Review).
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Systemic capabilities
The second set of capabilities that emerged from the group of experienced 
practitioners was that they nearly all mentioned a range of understandings 
that underpin working with teams within the context of wider system 
dynamics. I have clustered the responses into four areas that each comprises 
a different systemic dimension. These are:

1	 Connecting system levels. Have an understanding of how group and 
team dynamics are different from individual or interpersonal 
dynamics and can articulate their personal model and how you apply 
it.

2	 Development over time. Have an understanding of the phases of 
team development and how to adjust one’s own role accordingly.

3	 Power, politics and difference. Can understand and appropriately 
work with the dynamics that may be covert, political or 
power-based.

4	 Connecting team coaching to organizational change and 
development. Understand how the coaching project fits in with and 
supports the wider strategic, culture change, leadership development 
and organizational development processes of the wider organization.

Capacities
The group of responders also mentioned a range of capacities:

1	 ‘Self-awareness – aware that you are the instrument’; ‘to be the 
change you are encouraging in the team’.

2	 ‘Self-ease’; ‘to be at ease as things unfold and to intervene less’.

3	 Neither falling into deference (see Hawkins and Smith, 2006, 
Appendix 1) or the arrogance of knowing better than the team, but 
staying in the zone of mutual inquiry, combining, challenge and 
support.

To these I have added some further generic capacities we included in our list 
for coaching supervisors, but can be seen as equally necessary for team 
coaches:

4	 appropriate authority, presence and impact;

5	 relationship engagement capacity;

6	 encourages, motivates and carries appropriate optimism;

7	 working across difference, transculturally sensitive to individual and 
team differences;

8	 ethical maturity;

9	 a sense of humour and humility.
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Capacity 1: Self-awareness and listening to the collective team
A key capacity for a team coach is the ability to listen to the collective team 
and not just to separate individuals. This requires being able to tune out 
from the individual focus and tune into a collective one. One way to develop 
this capacity is to listen to each person both verbally and non-verbally as 
representing different aspects of the collective, not as voicing their personal 
position. Team coaches need to listen not just with their ears and brain but 
with the whole of their body. My colleague Malcolm Parlett terms this 
‘embodied listening’, where our whole being becomes a resonance chamber 
for receiving the non-verbal communication, in body language, interpersonal 
contact and rhythms of the voices. This helps the coach to engage at the four 
levels of engagement outlined in Hawkins and Smith (2006) and illustrated 
here in Figure 10.1.

To make sense of the resonances that the team coach is receiving, there is 
a need to be very aware of one’s own natural body and emotional rhythms, 
one’s own feelings and tendencies to react, in order to ascertain what one 
might be registering from the team. This requires high degrees of self-
awareness as well as sensory acuity to the team.

Capacity 2: Self-ease
In the early stages of being a team coach, most practitioners find they are 
driven by a need for the team’s approval and to ‘prove their worth’. This can 
lead either to a tendency to over-intervene or to a pattern of waiting until 
one has an impactful finely engineered insight or intervention with which to 
impress the team. The danger with the first tendency is that it can limit the 
space for the team members to take leadership or coaching roles within the 
team and can diminish the impact of what is said. In the latter pattern, often 
by the time one has carefully crafted the insight, feedback or intervention, 
the moment has passed and the offering lands as out-dated commentary.

The other key aspect of this capacity is the ability to tolerate ambiguity 
and ‘not knowing’ and to have responsibility without control. Lack of this 
capacity can cause team coaches to try to control rather than guide or 
facilitate the team process, or to move to premature resolution of complex 
issues. It can also lead to team coaches falling into deference or arrogance 
and losing a sense of partnership.

Capacity 3: Staying in the partnership zone
Team coaching is at its best when the coach is neither subservient to the 
team or its leader, nor trying to dominate or control what unfolds. In 
Hawkins and Smith (2006) there is an extended section on the danger of 
deference, written by my colleague Nick Smith.

For some of us, this could be triggered by people we see as in ‘high 
authority’, for others it may be settings of extreme formality. The deference 
threshold is where we hand over our ability to create transformational 
impact for any one of a multitude of reasons. The arrogance threshold is 
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Figure 10.1   Four levels of engagement
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where we take unilateral power or control and start to believe we know 
better. Knowing what triggers our deference and arrogance is a good starting 
point on the journey to always being ready to engage with someone else 
from our own depth and strength. It is by being knocked from our centre 
that we lose that capacity, and by maintaining our centeredness that we can 
offer it to others.

Capacity 4: Taking appropriate leadership
Many in the coaching profession have argued that the coach’s role is to 
support others’ leadership and not to take leadership. However, leadership 
is not just a role we inhabit – it is also an attitude to life and its challenges. 
Leadership begins when we stop blaming others and making excuses when 
things go wrong. Leadership begins when we start to explore ‘How can I 
best make a difference?’

Team coaches need to develop their leadership capacity in their own 
roles. This is explored in Hawkins and Smith (2006) where we wrote:

Some people have argued with us that it is wrong for coaches to take 
leadership for that could mean the coach becomes inappropriately 
directive. We argue that there is an essential and appropriate form of 
leadership, which needs to be developed by the coach or organizational 
consultant if they are to balance support and challenge with the interests 
of the multiple clients they need to hold in mind. The coach or consultant 
has to be able to challenge executives and, at times, represent the needs of 
the wider system. On many occasions we have been asked:
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‘When do you know it is appropriate to challenge your client?’ and
‘What moral authority do you have to challenge your client?’

To both of these questions we answer from a systemic perspective:

�‘When we genuinely feel that the client is not in alignment with 
themselves or with the larger system of which they are part, and we 
sense we are representing the needs of the larger system.’

The larger system might be:

●● their own long-term needs rather than the situation to which they are 
immediately reacting;

●● the team they are part of;

●● the needs of the whole organization;

●● the needs of the stakeholder system;

●● the needs of the sector or profession and its purpose.

The follow-up question is then:

�‘Why are the needs of the organization more important than their 
immediate needs?’

Our belief is that only by acting in alignment with the systems you are 
part of, are you truly serving your own long-term needs. The 
environmental law that a species that destroys its habitat sooner or later 
destroys its own chances for life can be seen as a metaphor for what 
happens at other systemic interfaces. Only by serving the wider system 
are we truly serving our own long-term needs.

As coaches, mentors, consultants or supervisors we need to be able to 
speak our truth, to name what we see, hear, feel and understand – and to 
do so with fearless compassion. This courage to take leadership within 
the relationship needs to be balanced by an appropriate humility and 
openness. It is important to avoid knowing better or knowing first. To 
speak one’s truth but always with an element of uncertainty, recognizing 
that we never have the complete picture or a full understanding, and 
neither does the client. Through dialogue we can with the help of the 
disciplines of our craft, develop a fuller picture and understanding than 
both perspectives put together.

One model that has helped team coaches develop their appropriate 
leadership has been the model of authority, presence and impact that I first 
developed in the 1990s, developing partners in one of the big four 
professional services firms. In this model, shown in Figure 10.2, we divide 
personal power and influence into three main aspects.

1. Authority
This derives from what, or who, you know or what you have done in the 
past. Your achievements and experience may be embodied in titles, 
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Figure 10.2   Authority, presence and impact
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qualifications or role. It may also be embedded in your curriculum vitae, 
references, how you are introduced or how you refer to knowledge and 
experience. To carry true authority in your being is embodied in how you 
enter a room, how you greet another, and also in how you hold your 
experience open as a resource for others while not imposing it on those who 
do not ask. To fully take authority, I need to take my rightful space without 
embarrassment, to stand my ground, on my ground and be well grounded 
physically, intellectually and ethically.

Exercising and referencing one’s authority can open doors and achieve 
initial attention. However, it doesn’t, by itself, create lasting relationship or 
effect change. Over-exercising or over-referring to one’s authority invariably 
creates a negative effect with other people wondering why you are trying so 
hard to promote yourself or resenting what they consider to be showing off.

2. Presence
This is the ability to be fully present with a quality of immediacy and to develop 
relationship and rapport quickly and with very different types of people. 
People who have a lot of presence command attention and respect in a wide 
range of situations and a large number of people find them easy to relate to.

To have high quality presence requires a meta-awareness, which embraces 
and comprehends what is happening on all levels for both oneself and 
others. This includes the levels of thoughts, feelings, actions and intuitions:

Unless we develop in our presence we are not wholly here. We exist in 
our thoughts, in our desires, but not in our Being. And therefore we 
cannot fully relate because we are not fully here. Without presence our 
dialogue is primarily mental or emotional.

(Helminski, 1999)
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With presence we demonstrate poise and grace and provide a spaciousness 
for others to connect with us. It also involves ‘becoming open to what is 
seeking to emerge and discovering our genuine source of commitment’ 
(Senge et al, 2005).

3. Impact
’Impact’ is the Yang, or outgoing energy to the Yin, or attracting energy of 
‘presence’. It is concerned with making a shift live in the room, which will 
create a shift in commitment and actions to go forward. People with high 
levels of impact can shift the direction of a meeting, conversation or event. 
They have the ability to intervene in a way that shifts or reframes the way 
issues under discussion are being perceived and addressed. The other aspect 
of impact is the ability to shift the emotional climate of a meeting, 
relationship or conversation by the skilful introduction of a different 
emotional energy, such as the introduction of humour, assertive and focused 
challenge or by changing levels in the discourse and give expression to 
collectively felt but unnamed feeling.

Impact opens doors and windows to new possibilities and connects to 
depths not previously realized. It brings into the room candour and 
directness that takes the focus to the core of the matter and creates the 
alignment behind realizing and enacting new possibilities.

Capacity 5: Relationship engagement
At the core of all the people professions is the capacity to relate to others. 
Often the members of the teams we coach will be people from very different 
backgrounds to ourselves and experiencing the world very differently. These 
team members become our teachers in finding new ways to expand our 
capacity to relate and engage. Our partners, children and friends often 
become our teachers in new ways of relating, especially when we experience 
them as difficult! In my research on personal and professional development 
in the teaching profession a new model was shaped to help teachers explore 
their educative capacity. I have since developed this framework into a more 
generally applicable model of ‘relationship engagement capacity’, shown in 
Figure 10.3. (There is a related self-assessment questionnaire and process 
available from the author.)

Capacity 6: Encourages, motivates and carries appropriate 
optimism
All leaders and team coaches need to remain aware that there is always a 
danger as we develop our leadership and coaching capacity that we become 
too dominant in the relationship, and create feelings of either inadequacy or 
dependency in others. We always need to reflect on issues about dominance 
– but also consider how we can open doors for those we work with to 



 

163Developing as a Team Coach

Figure 10.3   Relationship engagement capacity
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unfold their own coaching capacity. A good leader creates leaders, or to put 
it another way, a good leader liberates dormant leadership in others and a 
good team coach enables team members to develop their own coaching 
capacity.

A central skill of the team coach is to develop the coaching capacity in the 
team leader and right across the team members so the developmental 
coaching continues long after the team coach finishes the assignment.

Capacity 7: Working across difference – transcultural 
engagement
Most teams that one coaches include a range of differences that have an 
impact on how the team functions. These include:

●● gender;

●● ethnic and national backgrounds;

●● age (‘Baby boomers’ speak a different language to ‘Generation Y’);

●● ‘old timers’ and ‘new comers’;

●● loyalty to different legacy companies that pre-dated a merger or 
acquisition;

●● customer facing and support departments;
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●● different functional loyalties – finance, marketing, production, sales, 
HR, etc with mean different stakeholder interests (investors, 
customers, suppliers, employees, etc);

●● position in the hierarchy.

As Judy Ryde (2009) so cogently argues, to work well with differences, we 
need to start by looking in the mirror. We need to become aware of our own 
often taken for granted culture that we take to work with us; this includes 
our colour, nationality, gender, age, class, and professional background. 
We have to be aware of how this affects what we see, hear, feel and 
understand, as well as the impact we will have. As team coaches we need to 
be comfortable in having these aspects of ourselves commented on by 
ourselves and the team members, as this is often a necessary precursor to 
exploring some of the important differences within the team.

Capacity 8: Ethical maturity
Michael Carroll (1996) articulates how acting ethically is full of complexity 
and ambiguity. He provides a very useful four-stage process for ethical 
decision making:

a	 Creating ethical sensitivity – involves becoming aware of the 
implications of our behaviour for others and insight into the 
possibility of ethical demands within interpersonal situations.

b	 Formulating a moral course of action – represents how the interplay 
between the facts of the situation, professional ethical rules and our 
ethical principles may jell into a moral course of action.

c	 Implementing an ethical decision – refers to the need to follow 
through and implement the ethical decisions made whilst coping with 
the resistances both inside and outside, such as politics, self-interest, 
protection of a colleague, fear of making a mistake.

d	 Living with the ambiguities of an ethical decision – indicates that 
coping with doubt and uncertainty is a vital capability for containing 
a moral dilemma.

To become capable of managing all four stages well, it is important not only 
to encourage all practitioners to develop their own ethical rules, ethical 
principles and explore with peers common ethical dilemmas, but also to 
practise working directly with ethical challenges.

Some of the common ethical dilemmas that team coaches bring to 
supervision include:

●● individual team members sharing confidential views with the team 
coach they do not want shared with the team;

●● the team leader asking the team coach to comment on the 
performance of individual team members;
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●● the team coach being asked to individually coach some of the team 
members, but not all, either by those individuals themselves or by the 
team leader;

●● senior management wanting the team coach to report on the 
performance of the team they are working with.

Many of these dilemmas can be addressed by exploring what is disconnected 
within the organizational system and coaching the reconnection, rather 
than the coach becoming caught up in enacting the split or becoming the 
‘go-between’. From this, certain ethical principles for team coaching emerge. 
As team coach:

●● I am there to serve the collective team in being more effective at 
meeting its purpose and performance objectives. I am not there to 
serve any individual or factional interests that are not in service of 
this wider purpose.

●● I am there to comment on and facilitate the collective performance, 
functioning and dynamics of the team. I am not there to comment on 
the performance, functioning and dynamics of individuals.

●● I am there to facilitate more effective and direct communication and 
engagement, both within the team and between the team and its 
stakeholders. I am not there to act as a go-between for 
non-communicating parties, unless some form of mediation is 
specifically contracted.

Capacity 9: A sense of humour and humility
While trying to develop all the competencies, capabilities and capacities 
mentioned above, there is a great danger of taking oneself far too seriously. 
In Hawkins and Smith (2006) we wrote: ‘The ability to laugh at oneself is, 
we believe, a prerequisite for thriving in the role of team coach. We have to 
be able to sometimes laugh at and with our clients, at the absurdity of what 
we humans get up to. But first we must laugh at ourselves.’

Katzenbach and Smith (1993b) discovered that one of the elements that 
most distinguished ‘high-performing teams’ from ‘effective teams’ was that 
they had fun together and laughed at themselves. These teams took seriously 
the achievement of their collective purpose and exacting performance goals, 
but could laugh and tease each other.

Laughter has been shown to have beneficial effects on the body and 
health, releasing endorphins and vitalizing our systems. It also can create 
more space in our minds, becoming aware of how we are making connections 
and be a way of making contact across difference. In the Wise Fool’s Guide 
to Leadership (Hawkins, 2005) I have used humour to provide an 
‘unlearning’ curriculum for leaders, which is equally applicable to team 
coaches. Humour is a great teacher that can delicately embrace a paradox, 
or help liberate us from our fixed ways of seeing the world.
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In the conclusion of Hawkins and Smith (2006) we wrote:

Humility is strengthened by being able to laugh at oneself, but it is also 
fundamentally about avoiding the trap of omnipotence. This requires the 
recognition that ultimately it is not us as coaches and consultants who 
help others to develop and change, we are only the stewards, who 
maintain the enabling space in which learning, change and transformation 
can happen. We clear the space for grace and learning to emerge and 
polish the mirror so that reflection can be more accurate.

Team coach dilemmas

Over the many years I have been supervising and training team coaches a 
number of key dilemmas and questions continually emerged. When I carried 
out the short collaborative inquiry among team coaches in various countries, 
I also asked them what questions they thought the book most needed to 
address. From both these sources I have chosen the core dilemmas and 
questions that team coaches (including myself) seem to find at the cutting 
edge of their practice. I hope your question or dilemma is represented here, 
even if in a different form from how you would frame it. If not then send me 
an e-mail and I will do my best to engage with your question, either directly 
or in later editions. Peter.Hawkins@BarrowCastle.co.uk.

1. �What are the advantages and disadvantages of 
coaching the team and the team members?

Over the years I have worked with a number of leadership teams where I 
was both the team coach and coaching all or a significant number of the 
team members. As I have researched this area more thoroughly, I am much 
more circumspect about when and how I mix these roles. Trying to combine 
individual coaching with team coaching has the danger of pulling the team 
coach into over-focusing on the individual and interpersonal agendas, rather 
than prioritizing the collective team and wider system agendas. Also, I now 
would avoid coaching some but not all the team members, as this has the 
danger of being seen to be aligned with some parts of the team and their 
agendas, more than the others. The exception to this is that I will sometimes 
combine team coaching with coaching the team leader specifically on their 
role as team leader and team coach, for often he or she will have to take up 
some of my role between my engagements and after I withdraw.
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2. �How do I deal with the team leader being the problem?
First, be careful with how you might be drawn in by the team to see the team 
leader as the problem, which can lead to scapegoating the leader for 
disowned collective failings. Perhaps reread the story at the beginning of 
Chapter 1 and ask how you can help the team take responsibility for 
addressing the weaknesses of their boss, for there is no perfect leader. 
However, if you do find yourself in a situation where the team have 
constantly tried to address the issues with the team leader who seems 
impervious to hearing or learning, then there is a role for the team coach to 
explore what other forms of helping the team leader address these issues can 
be facilitated.

3. �How should I balance being non-directive and being 
focused on the team’s performance?

In the field of counselling and psychotherapy, Carl Rogers (1967) would 
emphasize ‘the need to start where your client is’, and Sheldon Kopp (1988) 
would say that it is vital to ‘be where your client ain’t’. Of course they are 
both right! It is important not to come across as critical and knowing better 
than your client team what is good for them. However, we do have a 
responsibility to hold up the mirror and help the team face what they are not 
seeing, hearing or addressing. We might do this in a number of different 
ways:

●● by amplifying some of the marginalized voices in the team;

●● helping the team clarify who they are here to serve, and what being 
the best they could be would look like. These questions and the 
explorations that need to follow them are about helping a team 
create a performance drive that is outer-focused, but motivated from 
within. Performance is not about meeting numerical targets but 
about becoming excellent in meeting the real needs of those you 
serve;

●● carrying out a team 360-degree feedback to present the voice of the 
team’s commissioners, customers and other stakeholders and help the 
team honestly address what they need to shift in their performance to 
meet the legitimate needs of their various stakeholders.

4. �What if the team want to focus on one of the five 
disciplines, but as team coach I think the real need 
lies in another of the disciplines?

Telling the team what is good for them is rarely the most effective route to 
change, and can create more resistance. In Chapter 6 I described giving a 
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leadership team a version of the five discipline model and asking them 
individually to score their team performance in each of the five disciplines 
on a 1–10 scale. When they saw the averaged scores, it was then possible to 
ask them where they thought we most needed to focus in our work together, 
and got an answer that was less biased by their wanting to stay in their 
comfort zone.

Another useful option, as with many coach dilemmas, is to share the 
dilemma with the client: ‘I notice there is a big lobby to focus on how you as 
a team relate together, but my sense is that there is a more urgent need to get 
clarity on the team’s mission first. I wonder how we might reconcile these 
different perspectives.’

5. �What if a number of the team are not committed to 
the team coaching?

When some members of the team are great advocates of team coaching or 
your being the team coach, and others in the team are resistant, the advocates 
evangelizing harder often intensifies the resistance. For the work to proceed 
well you need to be on the side of both groups. I will often step back at this 
point and say I am not yet convinced that team coaching is the answer for 
the team, or even if it was, that I am the right person to do it. But I can sense 
there are some things the team want or perhaps need to discuss and if it was 
helpful I am happy to talk to each person and listen to the different agendas 
and share these back with the team, and only then address what is the right 
way to work on these different agendas, and whether or not they need any 
help from me or another team coach.

Conclusion

I do not believe that the nine capacities which I have described are in any 
way exhaustive. However, in the research all nine capacities were mentioned 
by at least one experienced team coach as important to their practice and 
were also mentioned as part of what they consider to be the core curriculum 
for team coaches. As we wrote in Hawkins and Smith (2006):

Given that a core purpose of coaching is to develop the human capacities 
of our clients, it is essential that we have a clear understanding and 
recognition of each of these capacities both in ourselves and in others. 
However much we have developed any of these capacities, there is always 
further to go! Sooner or later life will provide us with a challenge that 
demonstrates the limits of one or more of our capacities, and the 
opportunity to develop further.



 

11Supervising 
team coaching

At the core of continuing professional development is continual 
personal development, where our own development is weaved through 
every aspect of our practice. When this happens every coachee becomes 
a teacher, every piece of feedback an opportunity for new learning, 
producing practices that support the balanced cycle of action, reflection, 
new understanding and new practice. Elsewhere (Hawkins and Smith, 
2006) we have shown why we believe that having supervision is a 
fundamental aspect of  continuing personal and professional 
development for coaches, mentors and consultants. Supervision 
provides a protected and disciplined space in which the coach can 
reflect on particular client situations and relationships, the reactivity 
and patterns they evoke  in them  and, by transforming these live in 
supervision, can profoundly benefit the coachee, the client organization 
and their own professional practice.

(Hawkins, 2010)

Introduction

I n the last chapter I wrote of the complex range of skills and personal 
capacities team coaches need to develop to be a master of their craft. 

However, this is only the foundation and the journey to mastery in the very 
complex field takes many, many years. The key element to supporting this 
ongoing development is quality supervision, from someone who is trained 
and experienced in both team coaching and supervision.

Effective team coaching requires someone who can maintain the difficult 
boundary position of working closely with the team while remaining 
independent of the team dynamics and culture, and who can be aware of the 
systemic dynamics both within the team and between the team and the 
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wider systems that the team are nested within. To be able to sense and make 
sense of these complex system dynamics is almost impossible if one is 
working alone, but it becomes possible with good quality supervision.

What is supervision?

Previously I defined supervision as:

The process by which a coach with the help of a supervisor, can attend to 
understanding better both the client system and themselves as part of the 
client-coach system, and by so doing transform their work and develop 
their craft.

(Hawkins and Smith, 2006)

To this could be added:

Supervision does this by also attending to transforming the relationship 
between the supervisor and coach and to the dynamics in the wider 
contexts in which the work is happening.

Coaching supervision has three elements:

1	 Qualitative: – providing an external perspective to ensure quality of 
practice.

2	 Developmental – mentoring the coach on their development in the 
profession.

3	 Resourcing – Coaching the coach on their coaching practice and 
work life. (Hawkins and Smith, 2006)

Coaching and mentoring have been areas of enormous growth in the last 10 
years (Jarvis, 2004 and Berglas, 2002). Despite this, coaching supervision 
was noticeable by its absence in the first 20 years of this new profession. In 
the early part of the 21st century very few coaches were receiving supervision 
(Hawkins and Schwenk, 2006), and those who did so were going to 
supervisors trained in psychotherapy or counselling. It was not until 2003 
that the first specific training was offered for coaching supervisors and 2006 
that the first research was published (Hawkins and Schwenk, 2006) and the 
first book specifically on coaching supervision was published (Hawkins and 
Smith, 2006).

In the four years since the research, we have seen a significant growth in 
the practice of coaching supervision, with all the major professional 
coaching bodies recommending it as an essential aspect of continuing 
professional practice and development and many more companies requiring 
supervision for all their internal and external coaches. There has also been 
growth in the amount of training for coaching supervisors; the UK has led in 
this field, and such training is now being seen in other countries. However, 
the growth in specific supervision for team coaching and training for 
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supervisors in this area is still lagging behind, although beginning to be 
available in one or two places (see Resources section).

Supervision is even more essential for team coaching than it is for 
individual coaching, as it is nigh on impossible for an individual coach to be 
aware of the many levels of the team dynamic as well as the wider systemic 
context of the team. Additionally the team coach has often been brought in 
by the team leader, or a sub-section of the team, and may struggle to be 
accepted by the whole team and the team sponsors in the wider system as 
someone who can be trusted to work in the interests of the whole team. For 
the coach to build and maintain a working alliance with the whole team 
requires constant vigilance. Often I have found that one can be doing 
perfectly adequate team coaching, but be undone as a coach by unseen team 
and organizational politics outside of the sessions one is attending.

I have written elsewhere (Hawkins, 2008, 2010; Hawkins and Smith, 
2006) of the potential dangers of coaches going to psychologists or 
psychotherapists for supervision and how this can accentuate the danger 
of the coaching over-focusing on the individual client and under-serving 
the organizational client. There is now a new challenge, which is that 
those who are practising team coaching are going for supervision to coach 
supervisors who are individually-oriented, and accentuate the danger of 
the coaching over-focusing on the personal and interpersonal dynamics of 
the team and under-serving the collective aspects of the team in its systemic 
context.

There is a shortage of skilled supervisors who are trained not only in 
coaching and coaching supervision, but also in team coaching and the 
supervision of team coaches. In this chapter we will explore the process of 
supervising team coaching. However, this chapter is also relevant to those 
who supervise coaches who work with individuals but where the team 
context is important. This may include those who are leading teams, going 
on to the board for the first time, leading a project team, or just being a 
member of one or more teams.

Different contexts for supervising team 
coaching

The supervision of team coaches can take place in a variety of ways:

1a	 as part of one-to-one ongoing supervision that might focus on 
individual and team coaching work;

1b	 one-to-one supervision specifically focusing on team coaching 
practice;

2a	 as part of a group supervision in which individual and team 
coaching are addressed;
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2b	 group supervision specifically focusing on team coaching practice;

3	 as part of a shadow consultancy to a team of consultants and team 
coaches who are all working with different teams within the same 
organization.

There are benefits and disadvantages to each of these approaches. 
Approaches 1a) and 2a) would be most common when the coach has a 
mixed portfolio of individual and team coaching and has an individual or 
group supervisor who is experienced in supervising both individual and 
team coaching. Approaches 1b) and 2b) would be more beneficial when a 
large part of the coaching practice of the supervisees is team coaching, or 
when the supervisor they go to for supervision of their individual coaching 
is not experienced in supervising team coaching.

Approach 3) shadow consultancy, is most beneficial if one is carrying out 
team coaching as part of a wider organizational consultancy assignment 
that involves a range of other colleagues. In this instance the supervisor 
needs to be skilled in working with the wider organizational and system 
dynamics, as well as working with the parallel processes and team dynamics 
that often will play out across the organizational consultancy team 
(Hawkins, 1998; and Hawkins and Smith, 2006, ch. 11; the section on 
Account Teams in Chapter 7 of this book). I have found that in such forms 
of supervision often the most difficult dynamics to attend to as the shadow 
consultant or team supervisor is that of the consultant team. Some of these 
dynamics will be parallel processes from the client organization, while some 
will be playing out the dynamics of the consultancy organization and others 
might well be specific to this particular assignment team. Often the dynamics 
are an entangled mixture of all three of these and each of these frames has to 
be held in parallel.

What is important is clear contracting in the supervision process (see 
Hawkins and Smith, 2006), and for the supervisor and supervisee to clarify 
whether team coaching will be included in their supervisory relationship, or 
whether it would be better taken to another supervisory setting. I would 
recommend that supervisors do not just drift into including team coaching 
supervision, and should only do such supervision if they are experienced in 
team coaching themselves and have had some training in team coach 
supervision.

Another danger that can apply to all of the five contexts for supervising 
team coaching is being overwhelmed by the amount of data presented. By 
its very nature the team coach has to carry data, not only about the team, 
their history, task, process and dynamics but also about the individuals in 
the team and their interpersonal dynamics, and also about the organizational 
and wider system context in which the team operate. Often a team coach 
will feel overwhelmed by all the data he or she is trying to hold, process and 
make sense of; and will then parallel this process by attempting to overwhelm 
the supervisor with large amounts of data, emerging in a confused and 
chaotic way (much as it may have emerged for the coach). It is important 
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that the supervisor does not become flooded in parallel and can, at the very 
least, comment on this process as it happens. One of the consequences of 
this is that an inordinate amount of the supervision time will be given over 
to listening to the story, with too little time left for exploring what is 
happening at greater depth and looking at what needs to shift not only in 
the team, but also in the relationship between the coach and the team and in 
the coach themselves.

It is always important to remember that no matter how fascinating the 
team might be to hear about, the only part of the system you can influence 
in the supervision is the team coach and it is here that the supervision will 
have the most impact.

The six-step team coaching supervision 
model

To help with these dynamics and complexities, I have developed a specific 
team coaching supervision model which, although designed for use in 
supervising team coaching in a group setting (approach 2b), can be adapted 
for the other supervision contexts. This model provides a discipline and 
framework that ensures the balance of attending to the minimum requisite 
amount of data to be able to explore the many levels of dynamic (individual, 
interpersonal, team, organization, wider system, coach relationship with 
team and team coaching sponsors), before moving on to discover live what 
needs to shift in the team, the coaching relationship and in the coach. Along 
with my colleague John Leary Joyce of the Academy of Executive Coaching, 
we have twice led workshops with over 90 people, working in parallel in13 
supervision groups, each of which completed a significant piece of 
supervision on a specific piece of team coaching in 45 minutes, by following 
the model.

Step 1: Contracting
It is important that the process starts by asking the team coach/supervisee 
what they want and need from the supervision of this team. This can most 
usefully be done by starting with the end in mind and asking them: ‘For this 
to be a successful supervision for you and the team and the client 
organization, what do you need to leave this session having achieved?’ then 
to ask: ‘What do you most need from me as supervisor and the other 
supervision group members to achieve that success?’

Whatever emerges from these two questions needs to inform the balance 
of the attention in the rest of the process, and the process should end by 
checking back and looking at the contractual goals for the session and how 
they have been addressed and met.
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Step 2: Setting the scene
The team coach is asked to take less than one minute to say what type of 
team he or she is working with and some brief data on the team.

Step 3: Exploring the dynamics
The team coach is invited to draw on a large sheet of paper symbols, images 
and colours representing the individual team members and then the 
connections between them and the stakeholders who surround the team. 
This is a form of picture sculpting (see Chapter 12):

a	 Individuals: what is happening for the individuals in this team?

b	 Interpersonal: what is happening in the spaces between the 
individuals?

c	 Team dynamic: this can be elicited by asking: ‘If this team were a 
piece of music, a meal, a geographical place, etc what would it be?’

d	 Team mission and intent: What does the team want/need/aspire to 
achieve that is currently beyond their reach?

e	 Stakeholder engagement: Who are the key stakeholders the team 
needs to engage with and what needs to shift in each of these 
relationships?

f	 Wider systemic context: What is the shift the team need/want/aspire 
to create in their wider systemic context and what needs to shift in 
the team to be the change they want to see?

Step 4: Clarifying the three-way contract and intent 
and deciding where on the coaching continuum the 
work needs to focus

a	 The team coach is invited to step into the role of the collective team 
and, speaking as the team, states what the team want and need from 
the team coaching and the team coach.

b	 The team coach is then asked to change back to being the team coach 
and voicing his or her intent/interest/investment in working with this 
team.

c	 Then the coach is asked to move to the side and step into the role of 
the wider organization or system in which the team exist. In this role 
they are invited to voice what the wider organization wants and 
needs from the team coaching. They can be asked their view of the 
return on investment the organization is looking for. They may also 
be asked how the senior members of the organization that the team 
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report to want to stay engaged with the process and outcomes of the 
team coaching.

Step 5: Developing the shift required in team and team 
coach
The team coach is encouraged to answer the following questions, based on 
what he or she has discovered in the first three steps:

a	 What is the shift needed in the team to meet the aspirations of all 
parties?

b	 What is the shift required in their relationship with the team?

c	 What is the shift required in them as the coach, to be the change they 
want to see in the client?

d	 What is their specific commitment?

In this process it is important to facilitate the team coach moving to 
embodied learning (see Hawkins and Smith, 2010). This may entail the 
coach rehearsing the most important lines he or she needs to use when next 
meeting the team, or finding and enacting the right emotional state to shift 
the dynamic within themselves.

Step 6: Review
It is important to end the supervision by returning to the contract and 
checking with the supervisee what has been most helpful from the session 
and anything that could have been even more helpful for his or her work 
and learning. This is important for the supervisee, supervisor and the 
supervision group to have affirmed what they have done and to continually 
learn and increase their collective capacity to supervise team coaching.

Variations on the process
This step model has been used in all five of the supervision contexts 
mentioned earlier in this chapter.

When used in individual supervision I have found it helpful for both the 
supervisor and supervisee to be up out of their chairs in the exploration 
stage, supporting the supervisee in drawing the picture sculpt and moving 
into different positions for speaking as the team, the sponsoring organization 
and as themselves. This creates more energetic and embodied learning, with 
more chance of the supervisee entering the emotional life of the team they 
are working with and leaving with more embodied commitment.

When this model is used in shadow consultancy, it is important to spend 
more time on Step 3, e and f, to explore how the work with this team fits 
with the overall organizational development assignment. In addition, at the 
end of the process we would also spend time harvesting the learning for the 
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benefit of understanding the wider system (see Hawkins, 2011, for a fuller 
description of ways of harvesting the organizational learning). I do this by 
addressing the following four questions:

1	 How well aligned is this team to the strategy and developmental 
journey of the wider organization?

2	 What are the cultural patterns we have noticed in this team?

3	 How are these similar and different to the cultural patterns we have 
noticed elsewhere in the organization?

4	 How should the answers to the first three questions inform our work 
with this team and elsewhere in the organization and the wider 
system?

Sculpting the team
Another variant on the model is a ‘Team sculpt’. This is a method that can 
be used in any setting if there is the time available and an experienced 
supervisor who is appropriately trained. This approach was developed from 
the work of Moreno, the founder of psychodrama and sociodrama and a 
contemporary of Sigmund Freud. When Moreno met Sigmund Freud later 
in life, a long time after they had both left their native Vienna, he is reputed 
to have said: ‘Mr Freud, you analyse men’s dreams, I give them the courage 
to dream again.’ The stages of the ‘team sculpt’ approach are:

Stage 1: Instead of drawing the team members, the supervisee uses 
members of the supervision group to play different team members, 
placing them symbolically in relation to the centre of the team and in 
relationship to each other. The supervisee then shows the group 
member how to take up a pose that represents their way of being in 
the group. Having placed all the key team members, the supervisee is 
asked to choose somebody to be placed in the right position to 
represent themselves as team coach. This is often very telling.

Stage 2: The supervisee then speaks as each enacted team member, and 
themselves as team coach. They do this by placing his or her hand on 
their shoulder and speaking as that team member, stating how they 
feel in this team.

Stage 3: Each person who has been enrolled as one of the team members 
is invited to make a statement beginning: ‘In this position in the 
group I am aware of and I feel …’.

Stage 4: All the members are given the opportunity to explore how they 
would like to move to a different position in the group and what such 
a move would entail for them and what would be needed from 
others. For example, one person who has been sculpted on the 
outside of the group might say that he would ideally like to be right 
in the middle of the group. Having expressed this desire, he would be 
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invited to find his own way of moving into the centre and seeing 
what that shift felt like for him and for the others in the middle.

Stage 5: Those sitting outside the dramatized team are asked to reframe 
the group by being asked: ‘If this group were a family what sort of 
family would it be? Who would be in what role? If it was a country, 
play, sport, television programme, etc, what would it be? Who would 
be in what role and what would be the transactions?’ It is also 
possible for the groups to try out their own frames. There are 
countless possibilities – meals, animals, countries, modes of 
transport, myths, Shakespearean plays, and so on.

Stage 6: The sculpt can then be further developed by having the 
supervisee place other individuals to represent key stakeholders in 
relation to the team and repeat stages 2 and 3 for the members of this 
wider system.

Stage 7: A chair can then be placed in a suitable position to view the 
whole sculpted system. Members of the group can be invited to take 
it in turns to come and stand on the chair and to close and open their 
eyes and sense a blink impact of witnessing the whole, and to say: ‘If 
I were the creative coach to this system I would …’. The supervisee, 
having heard the responses of others, can then be asked to stand on 
the chair and make his or her own statements of commitment of what 
he or she will do differently as a result of the supervision. The person 
can then hear how people respond in the roles they are occupying.

Stage 8: As with all such techniques it is important to use a method to 
de-role those playing other people. The one most frequently used is to 
invite each person (possibly in pairs) to say one way they are like the 
person they have played and two ways they are very different.

In Chapter 12 there is a description of how to use team sculpting live in 
coaching a whole team.

Example of the six-step process
I sat with the three of the senior HR team for a large retail organization. We 
were there to help one of the three who was part of a leadership team and 
also had responsibility for coaching the team of one of the most successful 
and dynamic brands, but knew the team were stuck in how to take the 
business on to the next level.

As I asked her to tell me briefly about the team, I could feel the energy 
suck away from both the storyteller and those listening, including myself as 
she struggled to tell us everything that was going on. After less than five 
minutes I stopped her and wondered out loud whether this was what their 
top team meetings were like. ‘Energy death by over-reporting?’ Her deep 
sigh confirmed the parallel.



 

178 Selecting Team Coaches

Rather than tell us about the team, I invited her to draw the team, its 
stakeholders and its relationships and explore through this pictorial sculpt 
what needed to shift. Her energy increased and excitement grew around the 
room as new connections emerged from the page and the patterns that 
needed to be addressed crystallized.

Reflections on the six-step supervision 
process

This six-step process builds on the CLEAR model of supervision outlined in 
Hawkins and Smith (2006) and described in Chapter 3 as a coaching 
process:

Contract

Listen

Explore

Action

Review

This model suggests that supervision should always start with contracting, 
then listening at depth to the situation being presented by the supervisee, 
then moving into different ways of exploring the presented issues before 
moving to new action and ending with review.

In this six-step team coaching supervision model, I have created two 
steps for the explore stage: one that explores the team and their systemic 
context; and one that explores the relational field between the team, the 
coach and the sponsoring organization. The first explore stage allows the 
coach to stand back and review the team he or she is working with through 
a variety of different lenses, whereas the second explore stage encourages 
the coach to step into the various roles in the relational triangle of the 
team coaching.

The model is also informed by our ‘Seven-eyed supervision model’ 
(Hawkins, 2010; Hawkins and Shohet, 2006; Hawkins and Smith, 2006). 
This model, shown in Figure 11.1, has been developed over the last 25 
years and is now used widely in many parts of the world. The model 
shows how supervision can focus differentially through seven separate 
lenses. The purpose of the model is to provide a complete range of different 
areas that can be focused on in supervision and the range of styles 
necessary. It is based on a systems understanding of the ways things 
connect, inter-relate and drive behaviour. It illustrates the way in which 
the systemic context of the coachee can be mirrored in the coaching 
relationship and how the dynamics of the coaching relationship can be 
mirrored in the supervisory relationship. Set out below are the seven areas 
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of potential focus that can be useful to both supervisor and supervisee in 
reviewing the supervision they give and receive and help them discover 
ways they can expand their supervision practice.

Figure 11.1   The seven-eyed model of supervision
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1. The coachee’s system
Here the focus is on the team and the content of the issues they have brought 
to the coaching and the wider issues of their organization. It includes not 
only the issues the team want help with, but also how they present and 
frame these issues.

2. The coach’s interventions
Here the focus is on the interventions the coach made and alternative 
choices that might have been used. It might also focus on a situation in 
which the coach is about to intervene and explore the possible options 
including the likely impact of each.
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3. The relationship between the coach and the coachee
Here the focus is on the relationship that the coach and team create together.

4. The coach
Here the focus is on the coach themself, both what is being re-stimulated in 
him or her by the team’s issues as well as the dynamics of the client system, 
and themself as an instrument for registering that which is happening 
beneath the surface in the team and the coaching relationship.

5. The supervisory relationship
Here the focus is on the live relationship between the supervisor and the 
coach. The focus needs to include what the coach has absorbed unconsciously 
from the team and their wider system and how it may be being played out in 
the relationship with the supervisor. Sometimes the coach can treat the 
supervisor, unconsciously, in a parallel way to how the team client has 
treated him or her.

6. The supervisor self-reflection
The focus here is the supervisor’s ‘here and now’ experience with the coach 
and what can be learnt about the coach/team/coaching relationship from 
the supervisor’s response to the coach and the material presented.

7. The wider context
The focus here is on the organizational, social, cultural, ethical and 
contractual context in which the coaching is taking place. This includes 
being aware of the wider group of stakeholders in the process that is being 
focused upon: the client organization and its stakeholders, the coach’s 
organization and its stakeholders, and the organization or professional 
network of the supervisor.

Using all seven modes
In talking to supervisors and coaches who have approached others in search 
of help in exploring coaching situations, we have discovered that often 
supervisors are stuck in the groove of predominantly using one of the seven 
modes of working. Some focus entirely on the situation with the team and 
adopt a pose of pseudo objectivity (mode 1). Others see their job as coming 
up with better interventions than the coach managed to produce (mode 2). 
This can often leave the coach feeling inadequate or determined to show 
that these suggested interventions are as useless as those previously tried. 
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Other coaches have reportedly left supervision feeling that the problem with 
the team was entirely due to their own pathology (mode 4).

‘Single-eyed vision’, which focuses only on one aspect of the process, will 
always lead to partial and limited perspectives. This model suggests a way 
of engaging in an exploration that looks at the same situation from many 
different perspectives and can thus create a critical subjectivity, where 
subjective awareness from one perspective is tested against other subjective 
data, achieving not objectivity but appropriate complexity.

Each mode of supervision can be carried out in a skilful manner but it 
will prove inadequate without the skill to move from mode to mode. The 
most common order for moving through the modes is to start with mode 1, 
talking about specific coaching situations, then to move into modes 3 and 4 
to explore what is happening in the coaching relationship and for the coach/
supervisee. This may well explore the here and now relationship in the room 
between the coach and the supervisor (modes 5 and 6), and/or bringing into 
awareness the wider context (mode 7). Finally, having gained new insight 
and created a shift in the supervisory matrix, the attention may turn back to 
mode 2, to explore what different interventions the coach might use in the 
next session to create the needed shift in the coaching relationship. The 
coach might even try out some of these interventions in what we term a 
‘fast-forward rehearsal’. Our experience shows that if change starts to 
happen live in the supervision, it is far more likely to happen back in the 
coaching relationship (see Hawkins and Smith, 2010).

If we look back at the team coaching process outlined earlier in the 
chapter, we can see how this follows the seven-eyed model. It is important 
that the supervisor starts by attending to what is being presented about the 
team in steps 2 and 3 using the skills of mode 1. Then there is the focus on 
the relationship between the coach and the team and the wider 
organizational client in step 4, using the supervision skills of mode 3, and 
how this particular assignment is impacting on the coach and his or her 
own particular patterns (mode 4). In addition the supervisor needs to be 
attending throughout to how the supervision impacts and affects them as 
supervisor and the supervision group (mode 6) and the relationship 
between them, the supervision group and the supervisee (mode 5). The 
supervisor needs to be aware throughout of moving between the focus on 
the team and the focus on the wider systemic field in which the team, the 
coach and the supervision reside using the whole range of mode 7 
supervision. Finally, in step 5 the supervisor is using mode 2 skills to focus 
on the shift required in the team coach and the next interventions he or she 
is committed to making with the team.

In the supervision of team coaching in a group context, it is particularly 
common for the team dynamic to be paralleled in the supervision group. 
This can be played out by different members of the supervision group 
picking up on very different aspects of the team dynamics, or taking sides 
between various parts or individuals within the team, or even playing out 
the conflict that is explicitly or implicitly happening in the team. When this 
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occurs it is important that this is recognized and used in the service of more 
fully understanding the team dynamic (mode 5) or indeed the wider system 
conflicts (modes 5 and 7).

Conclusion

We are constantly learning from each cohort of new trainees about the 
fascinating craft of supervising coaches. Increasingly we are reminded that 
at the heart of being a good team coach or coaching supervisor is not 
academic knowledge, nor an armoury of tools and techniques, but a 
dedication to developing one’s human capacity to be fully present for 
another and acting with what we term ‘ruthless compassion’. For it is the 
ruthless compassion we can bring that ultimately allows the fear and anxiety 
that pervade so many work situations to be overcome, and for our clients to 
find new strength to act courageously.

In this chapter I have strongly advocated the importance of supervision 
for all team coaches no matter how experienced they are, for not only can 
no individual see the whole system he or she is working with, but we also 
quickly become part of that system. It is very difficult to see the sea in which 
you are swimming. Even when there are two team coaches working with the 
same team, supervision is essential, as the relationship between the two 
coaches can easily be affected by absorbing the dynamics of the team and 
the wider system, which they then can act out in parallel process.

To meet this need for supervision of team coaches we need more 
experienced and specialized team coach supervisors, and to attain that goal 
we need more training programmes and courses that provide specialized 
training in supervision of teams and organizational and systems dynamics. I 
hope this chapter will provide team coaches and their supervisors a new 
model of carrying out such specialized team coach supervision as well as 
showing how the CLEAR and seven-eyed coaching models can be adapted 
for supervising team coaching.
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Team coaching 
methods, tools 
and techniques

I f  the  only  too l  you have  i s  a  hammer ,  you tend 
to  t reat  everyth ing as  i f  i t  i s  a  nai l .  
(Old saying often quoted by Abraham Maslow)

In  coaching teams,  a l l  too ls  requi re  an ar t i san, 
or  perhaps  at  t imes  an ar t i s t .  I t  i s  good to  have 
a  wel l - loaded tool -box,  but  th is  i s  not  s imply  a 
process  of  at tending as  many seminars  as 
poss ib le  on new approaches .  Acqui r ing  new tools 
can become a  preoccupat ion at  the  expense  of 
learn ing to  wie ld  the  ones  we  a l ready  own with 
mastery  sk i l l ,  as  a l l  a r t i sans  must .  In  the  end i t 
i s  our  judgement  and our  exper ience-honed 
inst incts  that  lead us  to  p ick  up a  part icu lar 
inst rument .  (Christine Thornton, 2010: 125)

Introduction and principles for using tools 
and methods

I n this chapter I will outline a number of methods, tools and techniques 
that are useful for coaching different kinds of teams and team situations. 

A number of these have been referred to in previous chapters in their 
relevance to specific team situations. For convenience I have organized them 
in three main clusters:

183
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1	 psychometric instruments that can be used to explore the personal 
and interpersonal relationships with the team;

2	 team appraisal questionnaires and instruments including a team 
360-degree feedback instrument;

3	 experiential methods for exploring the team dynamics and 
functioning.

However, before sharing this toolkit it is important to consider some of the 
principles for using tools. These are expressed very eloquently by Christine 
Thornton (2010: 126–27) who offers seven sage pieces of advice:

1	 Keep in mind that all tools are simply a means of starting a 
conversation that the team need to have with each other. (I would 
add ‘or a conversation they need to have with their commissioners or 
stakeholders’.)

2	 Tools help mainly by giving a structure to the conversation that helps 
people feel safer at the beginning, to equalize the risk and the 
discomfort, to depersonalize any difficult feedback, and to give the 
team a sense of working towards a goal. (I would call this ‘creating a 
common language’ for an issue.)

3	 The importance of timing and context.

4	 Any model is ultimately a way of simplifying … complex realities so 
we can grasp them and talk about them. So chose a tool that is simple 
enough to be grasped and used by the team.

5	 Think about the likely effect of the tool on this team’s situation.

6	 Be eclectic in your sources – go beyond the coaching and 
management literature. Have a magpie eye for what may be useful. 
Remember the power of the internet search engine.

7	 Build your own library of favoured tools.

1. Psychometric instruments

There are a number of useful psychometric tools available that can help 
teams understand the different personality types, preferences and world-
views of each of the members. Here are some that have been used widely in 
team coaching.

Myers-Briggs Typology Inventory
This is used in organizations for selection, assessment, individual and team 
coaching. In the team coaching aspect MBTI can be used to help teams that 
are conflicted, and who see fellow team members’ different ways of coping 
and working as hindering overall productivity. A team analysis of MBTI 
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scores, can be framed as ways of helping the team positively use their 
differences.

Increasingly we find that most members of leadership teams know the 
simple (four-letter) version of their MBTI score. It is based on work done by 
the mother and daughter team of Myers and Briggs in the 1950s, which 
built on Jung’s insights on personality types. By plotting an individual’s 
preferences along four dimensions of personality traits, they created a 
four-box system of 16 personality types:

Introversion – Extroversion

Sensation – Intuition

Thinking – Feeling

Judging – Perceiving

Depending on your preference along each of these dimensions, this will 
locate you in one of the 16 dominant personality groupings. (It should be 
noted that there are more complex depths to the model that can be explored.)

Each team member’s personality type can be shared in the group and the 
team coach can help the team realize how this will cause them to view the 
same issue and each other very differently and thereby generate more respect 
for, and find better ways of utilizing, their differences. One way of helping 
is to clarify how the individual’s natural preferences will tend to generate 
individual reflex reactions. Such personal reflex reactions will normally 
reinforce conflict in a team rather than understanding. By showing what 
preferences are in abundance in the team and which are absent, the team 
coach can help the team explore how such bias might be affecting critical 
areas of team performance, such as communication, decision making or 
problem solving.

In some large teams we have drawn the dimensions on the floor and 
asked people to locate themselves in their part of the map. With those who 
also share their personality type we asked them to discuss and then share 
with the group:

●● what distinguishes their small group;

●● what they would like others to recognize about them;

●● what others most often misunderstand about them;

●● how they think the team can best utilize their distinctiveness.

The usefulness of the spatial mapping is that it makes clear what personality 
types the team has most dominantly and what personality types it lacks. 
Team members who understand the typology can be invited to enter the 
space representing missing personality types and describe how they would 
see the team from that perspective.

I once worked in a consultancy team where nearly all the team members 
except me were extrovert, intuitive, feeling and perceiving types; only the 
team manager preferred the sensing and judging dimensions. The exercise 
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made the team realize how infuriating it must be for the team manager that 
the team members would sit around and endlessly discuss different ways of 
looking at a problem but never arrive at a concrete conclusion! Even when 
they did conclude something they were prone to revisit the decision at 
frequent intervals.

There are other personality type inventories that can also be used 
including Manfred Kets de Vries’ (2006) ‘Personality Audit’ and ‘Spiral 
Dynamics’ (Beck and Cowan, 1996).

Leadership styles inventories
There are a number of instruments that look at different leadership styles. 
Some that we know to be useful in helping teams explore different leadership 
styles include:

●● Situational Leadership, Hersey and Blanchard (1977), which 
explores leaders’ preferences in relation to task and relationship 
dimensions.

●● Conflict Styles Inventory, Thomas and Kilmann (1974), which looks 
at different approaches and responses to conflict.

●● Global Executive Leadership Inventory, Manfred Kets de Vries 
(2006), which provides self and 360-degree feedback on 12 
dimensions of leadership behaviour: visioning, empowering, 
energizing, designing and aligning, rewarding and feedback, team 
building, outside orientation, tenacity, global mind-set, emotional 
intelligence, resilience to stress and life balance.

Manfred Kets de Vries (2006: ch. 11) provides a very good case study of 
using 360-degree feedback based on the Global Executive Leadership 
Inventory and the Personality audit in a group coaching context within a 
team, where each team member had an extended time to share their 
inventory feedback, hear how the other team members responded to this 
and discuss how they could develop their contribution to their role, the 
team and the organization in the light of these discussions.

Kets de Vries convincingly argues the benefit of group coaching within 
teams with team members sharing their personality inventories and 
360-degree feedback:

When people get to know each other better, when they understand each 
other’s leadership styles, when they have a good sense of each other’s 
competencies, when they understand the nature of each other’s work, 
there is a greater likelihood that they will trust each other. In the 
transitional space of the coaching workshop, people open up and begin 
to share information, talking about the issues that preoccupy them. They 
stop beating around the bush, they stop playing politics, and they start to 
support each other.

(Kets de Vries, 2006: 299).
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Such group coaching of team members is often a very good prelude to team 
coaching, for it is difficult for team members to focus on the collective needs 
of the team and the wider system before they understand each other and feel 
their own needs have been recognized.

Belbin Team Role Analysis
In the 1970s, Dr Meredith Belbin and his research team at Henley 
Management College set about researching the performance of teams to 
ascertain what made some teams perform better than others. From their 
work they discovered what Belbin later called the ‘Apollo syndrome’. This 
emerged from studying the performance of small syndicate groups on the 
executive training programme, when undertaking what was called the 
‘Executive management exercise’. They experimented with putting those 
with the highest scoring intelligence in what was termed the ‘Apollo group’ 
and found to their surprise that these teams functioned worse than average 
when competing with groups of more average ability. As the research 
progressed, it revealed that the difference between success and failure for a 
team was most linked to the team having a good balance of helpful 
behaviours across the mix of the team members. Belbin identified a number 
of separate clusters of behaviours, each of which formed distinct team 
contributions or ‘team roles’.

Belbin defines team role as: ‘a pattern of behavior characteristic of the 
way in which one team member interacts with another where his performance 
serves to facilitate the progress of the team as a whole’ (Belbin, 2004: 191). 
His further research showed that different individuals displayed different 
team roles to varying degrees.

The nine team roles

1	 Plant: these tend to be highly creative and good at solving problems 
in unconventional ways and provide fresh and original thinking for 
the team.

2	 The monitor evaluator: provides a logical eye, makes impartial 
judgements where required and weighs up the team’s options in a 
dispassionate way. They also provide a useful reality check by 
investigating whether there are the resources to carry out the 
proposals.

3	 Coordinators: were originally called ‘chairs’, for they provide the 
focus on the team’s objectives, draw out team members and delegate 
work appropriately.

4	 Resource investigators: provide an external focus spotting resources 
in terms of ideas, people and market opportunities that may support 
the plan.
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5	 Implementers: take the ideas and make them happen through project 
plans, delegation, clear objectives and timelines.

6	 Completer finishers: provide the dogged energy to see tasks through 
to completion and the attention to detail to ensure the highest 
standards of quality control.

7	 Team workers: provide the emotional and practical support to the 
team and help the team to work well together.

8	 Shapers: shape the way the team efforts are applied. They will often 
frame the challenges and objectives and impose some shape on the 
discussion and outcomes of the group.

9	 Specialists: supply knowledge and skills in rare supply and prefer to 
contribute on that limited front.

Each role brings a necessary contribution to the team, but also has a limiting 
down side, which needs to be recognized and compensated for by others, to 
create a well-balanced team.

In using team role analysis we have found that although individuals 
have a tendency that draws them to playing some team roles more than 
others, how they will score on a Team Role Inventory is very context-
specific and will vary depending on the team they are currently working 
within.

Where we have found the Team Role Inventory to be valuable is where a 
complete team fill in the Inventory with reference to that team context. The 
results can then be charted on a complete team basis, with team role scores 
totalled. This provides a very useful representation of what roles the team is 
over-endowed with and what roles the team has in short supply. Also we 
have found this visual table to be useful in showing who carries what role 
for the team. Through the team analysis, often quiet and little noticed team 
members can be seen and appreciated for making an important but 
previously overlooked contribution.

We also have found it useful to help teams interrupt the pattern of 
recruiting more team members like themselves and thus reinforcing the 
team’s imbalance. A team of ‘plants’ are attracted to creative, out of the box 
thinkers, but recruiting more of them leads to great creative brain-storming 
meetings and debates, but little implementation! Likewise I have worked 
with a senior financial team that wanted to recruit more ‘monitor-evaluators’ 
like themselves, but were able to see that this would mean they were even 
better at killing off any new creative thinking.

Leadership engagement capacity
Theirs is a self- and peer assessment tool to help leaders look at their 
personal capacity to engage with a wide range of others, both within the 
team and across their stakeholder community. It is based on the relationship 
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engagement capacity described in Chapter 10. The full questionnaire is 
available from the author.

2. �Team appraisal questionnaires and 
instruments

The Five Disciplines Questionnaire
This questionnaire was developed by Peter Hawkins with help from 
colleagues at Bath Consultancy Group, based on research into high-
performing teams, influenced by the research of both Katzenbach and Smith 
(1993b) and Wageman et al (2008) and research into team coaching. (Bath 
Consultancy Group holds the copyright on this questionnaire and a 
databank of responses. If you would like to use it, please contact the Group; 
details are in the Resources section.)

Team members are asked to score each of the 18 elements on a 1 (low) to 
5 (high) scale, where:

5 = �The team is a role model or exemplar that others could study in this 
area.

4 = The team does this consistently well.

3 = The team does this well sporadically but is not consistent.

2 = The team rarely does this but recognizes its importance.

1 = The team neither does this well nor focuses on it.

Team members are asked to score all elements on the chart (shown in Table 
12.1) and, for two scores, to think about what most needs to change in this 
element, both in the team and in their own contribution. This ensures that 
they are not just judging the team, but taking personal responsibility for 
how the team can develop.

The team scores can then be collected and a visual representation of the 
average score and the range can be shown for each category. The team can 
see where there are differences of opinion about current competence and 
need for change. This in itself can become a very creative focus for team 
discussion.

In addition, for each of the five disciplines an aggregate score can be 
produced, both for the perception of the current performance and where the 
team thinks it needs to be. This is achieved by adding all the scores for 
questions 1 to 3 and dividing by the number of people in the team, and then 
by 3 and putting the result into Discipline 1; doing the same with questions 
4 to 6 and putting the result in Discipline 2; and the same for questions 7 to 
12, but this time dividing by the number of people in the team and then by 6 
and putting the result in Discipline 3. Questions 13 to 15 are divided by the 



 

Table 12.1

Discipline Indicator
Current rating
1 low - 5 high

We need to be at?
(1 – 5)

Shift needed in me 
and the team to 
achieve future rating

1. Clear commission 1. The team has a clear commission 
and mandate from the wider 
organization and those it reports to

1. Commission 
collective 
performance

2. Achieving team goals is 
recognized and rewarded above 
achieving individual goals

1. Commission 
selection

3. The team has been selected to 
have a good range of the necessary 
complementary skills

2. Clarity of purpose 4. All team members can clearly 
articulate and own the overall 
purpose 

2. Clarity of goals 5. The team is working towards 
agreed goals in an effective manner

2. Clarity of action 6. The team commits to clear actions 
with accountability and follow 
through
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Table 12.1   continued

Discipline Indicator
Current rating
1 low - 5 high

We need to be at?
(1 – 5)

Shift needed in me 
and the team to 
achieve future rating

3. Co-creating 7. Clear and shared ways of working

8. Team members are mutually 
accountable not just for their own 
areas but for collective goals

9. The team maintains a high level of 
morale and commitment

3. Co-creating in 
meetings

10. Everybody is fully engaged and 
involved, the team makes good use 
of its diversity

11. The outcomes are better than 
any individual could have arrived at 
by themselves

12. Team members leave the 
meetings feeling more focused, 
supported and energized
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Table 12.1   continued

Discipline Indicator
Current rating
1 low - 5 high

We need to be at?
(1 – 5)

Shift needed in me 
and the team to 
achieve future rating

4. Connecting with 
Staff

13. The team members can engage 
employees at all levels as 
transformational leaders

4. Connecting with 
Stakeholders

14. The team relates well to all its key 
stakeholders with team members 
representing the whole team

4. Connecting with 
the changing 
environment

15. The team scans its stakeholder 
environment and constantly attends 
to changing needs and perceptions

5. Core Learning 16. The team regularly and effectively 
attends to its own development

17. The team attends to developing 
each of its members

18. All team members give good 
real-time feedback and provide 
support and challenge to each other
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number of team members and by 3 and go into Discipline 4 and finally the 
same process is used for question 16 to18 and the result is put into Discipline 
5. This helps the team focus on where there is the largest gap between 
aspiration and perception of current performance and where team coaching 
might be most helpful.

An example is given in Figure 12.1 of a team that considered their 
co-creating and core learning were much closer to what they thought was 
needed than the quality of their connecting with stakeholders or their external 
commissioning. There was a smaller but significant gap in the discipline of 
clarifying. After the team had discussed the aggregate scores, it was decided to 
start by the team having a workshop to ‘clarify’ its own sense of mission and 
then a joint session to explore this with the board non-executives and create a 
better ‘commission’. The joint session also carried out a stakeholder analysis, 
which later was developed in a plan for better ‘connecting’.

Once the team agree what change dimensions are critical to success, they 
can clarify the behaviour changes that will be needed in them individually 
and collectively to close the gap between aspiration and reality.

Team 360-degree feedback
This is fundamentally different from individual 360-degree feedback for 
team members. It is a method for obtaining feedback on how the team is 
collectively viewed by its key stakeholders. These may include:

●● staff who report into this team;

●● other parts of the organization that regularly interface with the team;

●● those the team report to;

●● customers (internal and external);

●● partners, suppliers and other external bodies;

●● investors and regulators.

Most team 360-degree instruments have to be carefully tailored for the 
particular team situation, but there are some generic questions that are 
always useful. These include:

●● What do you most appreciate and value about what you receive from 
this team?

●● What most disappoints you about what you receive from this team?

●● What would you like to see different in what you receive from this 
team?

●● What do you most appreciate and value about how this team engages 
with you?

●● What most disappoints you about how this team engages with you?

●● What would you like to see different in how this team engages with 
you?
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Figure 12.1   The five disciplines of team coaching with 
questionnaire scores

Outside

(across boundary)

Inside

(within boundary)

Task

Process

Core Learning

Co-Creating Connecting

Clarifying Commissioning

3.5 3.8

3.4 4.0 2.4 4.5

3.2 4.52.8 3.9

These questions can also be scaled, asking the stakeholders to score their 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction with what they receive and how they are engaged. 
It is usually most helpful to collect qualitative answers to open questions 
and quantitative scores and to show them on graphs or tables, particularly 
if the questionnaire is going to be repeated a year later as this helps track 
improvement/decline.

Another instrument we have designed to bridge the qualitative and 
quantitative feedback in a way that can be tracked over time is ‘Descriptor 
analysis’.

Descriptor analysis
In many organizations I have asked the question: ‘How do you connect the 
data you get from your customer feedback, your staff attitude survey, your 
press analysis, regulator and company analysts’ reports and investor 
feedback?’

So far I have never had a fully satisfactory answer, but nearly all the 
senior executives I have asked found it an important question. One chief 
executive replied: ‘If we could integrate all that feedback, we would have a 
powerful aerial view, which would transform our ability to steer our 
organization!’ Unfortunately, in most organizations the sales department 
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manages the customer feedback, the marketing department manages the 
press analysis, the Human Relations department manages the staff attitude 
survey, Corporate Affairs manages the investor feedback and the financial 
director manages the analysts’ and regulatory reports.

Multiple stakeholder perceptions, when they are joined up, provide a 
valuable intermediate measure of change in organizational performance 
and value creation. We developed a methodology that can collect and 
integrate 360-degree feedback on the organization (and sometimes also its 
collective leadership) from a wide range of stakeholder positions.

The process, illustrated in Figure 12.2, begins with an analysis of:

a	 all the descriptors (adjectives and descriptive phrases) in the 
organization’s literature (annual reports, mission statements, visions, 
core value statements, CEO speeches, etc);

b	 all the descriptors used in the data currently collected from different 
stakeholders;

c	 the key challenges, dilemmas and questions currently engaging the 
organization at a strategic level, garnered through group, team and 
individual interviews.

We then build a word search instrument that includes:

15 top descriptors from a);

15 top used descriptors in b);

15 descriptors from our word bank that reflect the key themes and 
dilemmas garnered from c).

This word search is included as part of a 360-degree feedback questionnaire 
sent to representatives of all the identified stakeholder groups, with the 
request that they underline three descriptors that they believe most 
accurately reflect how they see the organization today, and circle three 
descriptors that they would like to be able to use to describe the organization 
in two or three years’ time. From this ‘quick-to-collect’ data, a quantified 
‘league table’ can be produced of the most underlined descriptors that 
correspond to today’s perception and of the most circled descriptors that 
represent the perception of what is expected in the future.

Sometimes we do a parallel word search on how the collective leadership 
of the organization is viewed. This can dramatically show what needs to 
shift in the leadership culture prior to achieving a shift in the organization 
so that the perception of the organization moves toward that which is 
desired.

The outcome can be built into an ongoing barometer that can be used 
to regularly review progress. This is done by building the 10 highest 
underlined descriptors and the 10 most circled descriptors into a shorter 
word search that can be integrated into all current stakeholder feedback 
mechanisms.
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Figure 12.2   Descriptor analysis process

Identify current descriptors

Define goals

Define evaluation period

Track progress

Identify descriptors used by:
• Customers
• Investors
• Partners
• Press/Analysts
• Staff

when referring to:
• the organization
• the leadership of the organization

Identify descriptors:
• Currently used that you would like to continue
 to be used
• Not used that you would like to be used

One large British financial organization we worked with some time ago 
wanted to move from being currently seen as ‘Bureaucratic, British and 
Institutional’ to being ‘Leading, European and Innovative’. It geared its 
culture change and leadership development processes to the goal of creating 
this shift, and gradually over the next three years it was able to see how each 
of its stakeholder groups was reporting a shift in how they perceived both 
the organization and its leadership, towards the vision of how the company 
wanted to be seen.

3. �Experiential methods for exploring team 
dynamics and functioning

Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative Inquiry seeks out the very best of ‘what is’ to help ignite the 
imagination of ‘what might be’. The aim is to generate new knowledge 
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which expands ‘the realm of the possible’ and helps the partners of an 
organization envision a collectively desired future and then to carry forth 
that vision in ways which successfully translate intention into reality. 

(Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987)

The key feature of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is its focus on what currently 
works well as a starting point for improvement and change. The assumption 
is that at some time, for instance in using it for team development, there 
have been experiences or moments when the team have worked well which 
they can identify and build on to vision how they want to work together 
well in the future. This grounds the vision of the future in the present and 
has a powerful effect in amplifying what works well through stories told of 
these experiences.

AI challenges fundamental assumptions about change processes, such as 
our reliance on deficit-based problem-solving approaches and can be very 
useful in working with teams. It uses a four-stage model, known as the four 
Ds – discovery, dreaming, design/dialogue and delivery.

1. Discovery
Here the team coach asks the team to describe ‘a time when you feel the 
team performed really well’. This can work as a series of inquiry interviews 
prior to the group process or a pairing process in a group, which leads 
directly to sharing stories:

●● What were the circumstances during that time?

●● Describe a time when you were proud to be a member of the team 
group. Why were you proud?

●● What do you most value about being a member of this team?

Getting people to tell their stories is a key part of the AI process, which 
people really enjoy once they get started, and which works well in pairs, 
allowing people to ask questions, encouraging them to suspend assumptions 
and jot down notes for each other. The process of listening is important. AI 
has been described as inquiry with the heart, so it requires empathy, staying 
with the positive frame, asking curious questions, finding out about the 
context, and hearing the story. The listener actively participates in the 
inquiry through asking questions and sharing experiences and excitement 
rather than being a neutral observer.

The next stage is hearing stories or excerpts from the stories in the whole 
team, which can take time, to uncover themes. This is a crucial stage in 
creating a group inquiry and retaining the power of the individual 
experiences.
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2. Dreaming
The next step after collating themes is dreaming of ‘what could be’ – creating 
a desired and compelling image of the future of the team, based on the best 
of what is already happening.

Provocative propositions describe ‘an ideal state of circumstances that 
will foster the climate that creates the possibilities to do more of what 
works’ (Hammond and Royal, 1998). They are symbolic statements 
grounded in the stories told, and the process involves:

●● Finding examples of the best (from stories).

●● Determining what circumstances made the best possible (in detail).

●● Taking the stories and envisioning what might be. This can be done 
by applying the question ‘what if’ to all the common themes and 
writing affirmative present tense statements incorporating the 
common themes.

Some examples:

●● Our customers have a pleasant experience when they talk to us.

●● We anticipate their needs and have the information available when 
they call.

●● We continually learn as we work.

●● We achieve together and are mutually accountable.

●● We accept challenges as a team, not as individuals.

●● We own the process and we challenge the process.

The proposition needs to be a stretch, a challenge and bold – again the 
power is in the process as these examples may seem tame to others (like any 
other vision statement) but will not seem so to the group who were engaged 
in the experience of creating them.

3. Design/Dialogue
In a team this stage applies to the need to decide what changes are being 
made as a result of the visioning and how the propositions can be lived out 
in practice.

In a team development process a team would typically reconvene to 
apply propositions to operational issues and use dialogue within the wider 
organization to consult on implementation plans. The team might split into 
‘issue teams’ based on different propositions such as shared team leadership, 
communication, culture and fun.

4. Delivery
This is the stage of deciding on changes and carrying them through whether 
as a team or an organization. In a strategic planning process it may also 
involve agreeing meaningful performance indicators and transition plans.
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Whilst the creation of the propositions serves as a guiding light for action 
in a team or organization, too often the process may stop with the creation 
of the vision. This may be the weak link in AI, as there can be an assumption 
that change in behaviour will follow.

Commitment to action works best when tested by what this would mean 
in everyday action and resolving what may get in the way of enacting the 
propositions they have created together. The change also needs to start in 
the behaviours and actions while on the workshop (see Chapter 5, Action 
Stage).

Solution-focused Team Coaching
‘A team is not a problem that needs to be analysed and solved but a potential 
to be unfolded’ (Meier, 2005: 5).

Solution-focused approaches to coaching and change build on the work 
of AI and provide some additional useful tools and question sets. Meier 
(2005) sets out a useful eight-step process for coaching teams, which is very 
similar to the CID-CLEAR coaching process in Chapter 5:

1	 Preparing the Ground – the coach agrees the scope of the work and 
how the coach and the team will work together.

2	 Expectations and Goals – this is similar to the second contracting 
phase in the CID-CLEAR model (Chapter 5), where the team 
individually and collectively generate statements about what success 
from the team coaching would look, sound and feel like, and what 
difference it would create.

3	 Hot Topics – the team generate all the areas where improvement is 
aimed for. This can be done by team members individually putting 
their view of the key improvement areas on separate Post-its and 
placing them on a large display wall. The team can then be invited to 
read and cluster them into the most important themed areas.

4	 Highlights – ‘The participants start looking for situations in which 
the problem or the conflict either did not happen at all or was less 
severe’ (Meier, 2005: 64). They find the enabling conditions and 
skills that allowed this to be different.

5	 Future Perfect – ‘the team designs a very precise picture of a future in 
which the problems have been solved’ (Meier, 2005: 68).

6	 Scaling Dance – scaling is the most significant contribution of 
solution-focused approaches to the coaching processes. It builds on 
AI and adds another dimension. The coach takes the topic under 
discussion and creates a visual scale from 1 to 10, where 10 
represents the future perfect state and 1 its opposite. The coach then 
invites team members to write down where they are today and then 
consider the following questions:
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a	 How did you manage to get to this point? What is the difference 
between 1 and where you are now?

b	 If you think about your best highlight, where was it on the scale? 
What is the difference here?

c	 What did you personally contribute to get you to where you are 
now and to the highlight?

d	 How would you know you have progressed just a small step 
towards 10?

e	 Which resources did you use to be able to keep at X and not sink 
lower? (Questions taken from Meier, 2005: 73)

7	 Steps – here the team, having explored the scaling questions, are 
asked to design measures that can be implemented immediately and 
that will create a sustainable shift on the scale from current state 
towards ‘future perfect’.

8	 Personal Mission – similar to the action phase in the CID-CLEAR 
model (Chapter 5) the team members are asked to make a small 
personal commitment to what they will do towards making this shift 
happen.

Team Sculpting
This is an approach taken from sociodrama which was originally developed 
by Jacob Moreno. In Chapter 11 I showed how team sculpting can be used 
in the supervision of team coaching. I have adapted and developed this 
approach for experientially exploring the underlying dynamics of teams:

Stage 1. The team are asked to find objects or symbols that represent 
what is at the heart or core of the team. These are placed in the centre 
of the room.

Stage 2. Without discussing it, the group members are asked to stand up 
and move around until they can find a place that symbolically 
represents where they are in the group, ie how far are they from the 
centre? Who are they close to and who are they distant from? Then 
they are asked to take up a statuesque pose that typifies how they are 
in the group. This often takes several minutes as each person’s move 
is affected by the moves of the others.

Stage 3. One by one, each person is invited to make a statement 
beginning: ‘In this position in the team I feel …’.

Stage 4. All the members are given the opportunity to explore how they 
would like to move to a different position in the team and what such 
a move would entail for them and for others. For example, one 
person who has sculpted herself on the outside of the team might say 
that she would ideally like to be right in the middle of the team. 
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Having stated this desire, she would be invited to find her own way 
of moving into the centre and seeing what that shift felt like for her 
and for the others in the middle.

Stage 5. Team members are asked to reframe the team by being asked: If 
this team were a family, what sort of family would it be? Who would 
be in what role? Or if this team were a television programme, which 
programme would it be? Who would be in what role and what would 
be the transactions? (It is possible for the teams to try out their own 
frames. There are countless possibilities – meals, animals, countries, 
modes of transport, myths, Shakespearean plays, etc).

Stage 6. The team members are given the opportunity individually to 
leave their position in the team sculpture and stand on a chair and 
view the whole matrix structure that has emerged. On this chair they 
are the creative coach to the team and can deliver a statement: ‘If I 
was coach to this team I would …’. I encourage people not to think 
what they will say until they stand on the chair, and to notice their 
first ‘blink’ response.

Picture Sculpts
Another way to help teams stand back and see the dynamic pattern of both 
the team and the wider system is to do a picture sculpt. These come in many 
forms.

The metaphorical progression
When working with teams in a large financial company we started the team 
off-site workshop by asking the team members to divide into three groups 
around three flipcharts. Each group had 10 minutes to create three 
metaphorical pictures or cartoons of the team and the wider company: a) 
three years ago, b) now, and c) three years from now. Every person had to 
be part of the drawing (whatever their artistic ability) and discussion kept to 
a minimum. As they finished the pictures they were encouraged to add voice 
bubbles to the representational figures and to come up with a title for each 
picture. The pictures were then displayed on the wall and presented by each 
group. This opened up a great deal of the feelings within the team and about 
the team’s relationship to the organization, as well as how the way forward 
was conceived. It provided a metaphorical language to work with on the 
team event; for example one team had themselves as a train chuffing slowly 
through open countryside three years ago; currently hitting the buffers and 
being attacked from many sides; and then transforming into a plane in three 
years’ time. Throughout the workshop the team would come back to these 
images and explore the ‘buffers’ and discuss how they were going to get off 
the rails and down the runway!
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The inter-team dynamic
When working on a large-scale culture change with a large British 
manufacturing company I facilitated a number of leadership workshops 
with leaders from across the organization. At one point on the workshop 
they split into their divisional and departmental teams and drew a 
metaphorical picture of their team and the other parts of the organization 
they were connected to, illustrating the nature of the connection. One team 
drew themselves as a pirate ship, tattered and torn, the team leader as the 
only one on deck looking out through a telescope; the finance department as 
a shark, creating holes in their hull; the executive board as a hot air balloon 
dropping rocks on them; and other key linked departments as having run 
aground on different islands. This led to discussions of how to change the 
inter-team dynamics and organizational culture.

Individual representations
Here each team member is asked to draw their picture of the team and its 
wider system stakeholders and include where they see themselves within the 
picture. These pictures can be shared with the other team members and an 
exploration can ensue of how they would like the picture to change and 
what it would take to bring about that change.

Individual metaphors
A shorter usage of metaphorical inquiry techniques is to ask team members 
in the initial inquiry: If your team were a country, animal, meal, piece of 
music, etc, what would it be?

Each of these techniques is a way of bringing to the surface what may be 
half-felt but unarticulated dynamics within the team and between the team 
and the wider organization. Huffington (2008) develops Pierre Turquet’s 
original idea of ‘the organization in the mind’; how we each differently 
conceptualize the organization. These picture drawing and metaphor 
creating techniques are ways of surfacing how we hold ‘the team, the 
inter-team, the organization and the wider system in mind’.

Team culture review

Elsewhere we have quoted the Chinese proverb about how the last one to 
know about the sea is the fish. To help a team access their taken for granted 
culture we have developed a series of exercises to help them become flying 
fish and more clearly see the sea they are swimming in. One of these is to 
divide the team into four small groups and ask them to prepare a presentation 
for the rest of the team. Each group has a different task:

1	 The unofficial induction process. Everything you need to know to 
thrive in this team, but nobody tells you officially. The group are 
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asked to prepare and deliver this induction as though the other team 
members were new arrivals.

2	 The hero, villain and fools stories. The stories, often about past 
members, that are handed down the generations. Hero stories tell you 
how to succeed, villain stories what to avoid, and fool stories show 
how people have tripped over the hidden boundaries or rules.

3	 The unwritten rule book. This is similar to the first group, but this 
one lists the top four or five unwritten but generally accepted rules 
the team operates by.

4	 Passing on your wisdom. The group imagine they are leaving the team 
and mentoring a new team member. They produce the best advice they 
would like to give that person about how to succeed in this team.

These presentations are often very entertaining, creative and funny as well 
as revealing about the deeper levels of the team’s culture. Once they have 
been shared, the team coach can help the team analyse the emerging patterns 
that go across the presentations at the levels of team artefacts, team 
behaviours, team mindsets, the emotional ground of the team, and the 
fundamental motivations and values that drive the team functioning.

This can then lead to a ‘three-way sort’ of what the team want to hold on 
to, let go of and start doing differently in terms of their ways of being and 
relating (for a fuller description of carrying out a three-way sort see Chapter 
5, page 78).

When to use which tools and methods

As well as the tools included in this chapter, there are many tools and 
methods for leadership team coaching scattered throughout this book. For 
ease of reference I include Table 12.2, which shows different tools and 
methods linked to the two core models of team coaching: the CID-CLEAR 
process model described in Chapter 5 and the five disciplines model 
described in Chapters 3 and 6.

Conclusion

We started this chapter with the quote: ‘If the only tool you have is a 
hammer, you tend to treat everything as if it is a nail.’ This can lead to some 
very bent bolts and screws and damaged or wounded pride!

I hope that this chapter has at least helped you, the reader, begin to widen 
your own sense of what might be useful when working with a team, whether 
you are an external or internal team coach, team leader, or a team member 
who would like their team to perform better.
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This is only a very selective offering of possible team tools that I have 
found useful, while remembering that in team coaching the tool needs to be 
not only carefully chosen but also adapted to the needs of that particular 
team, their context and current needs. One of my criteria for a successful 
team coaching process is that the team and I have co-created a new model, 
tool or way of working that has arisen from the particular emergent needs 
of our work. So I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to the 100 or more 
teams in many parts of the world that I have had the privilege to coach and 
learn from.

Table 12.2

Team 
Discipline or 
Team 
Coaching 
Stage

Team Need Possible 
Method

Where in 
this Book

Inquiry Clarifying the nature 
of the team

What sort of team 
are we

Chapter 5

Inquiry and 
Diagnosis

Where the coaching 
should focus

High Performing 
team questionnaire

Chapter 12

Contracting with 
whole team

Team needs to 
collectively own the 
purpose and goals of 
the coaching

Mapping success 
criteria for the 
individuals, team 
and stakeholders

Chapter 5

Listening Role clarity Belbin Team Role 
Analysis

Chapter 12

Listening Understanding each 
other’s personality 
types

MBTI
Other Personality 
Inventories

Chapter 12
Chapter 12

Explore The team lacks 
confidence

Appreciative 
Inquiry
Solution Focus

Chapter 12

Explore – 
Disciplines 1 and 
2

Team needs to be 
clearer about its 
commission and 
mission

Mission exercise Chapter 6
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Team 
Discipline or 
Team 
Coaching 
Stage

Team Need Possible 
Method

Where in 
this Book

Explore – 
Discipline 3

Teams need to 
explore its collective 
dynamic and the 
relation of that to the 
wider system

Team Sculpting
Picture Sculpts

Chapter 12
Chapter 12

Explore – 
Discipline 3

Team needs to 
surface its hidden 
cultural norms

Team Culture 
Review

Chapter 12

Explore – 
Disciplines 2 and 
3

Team needs to 
explore how it 
strategizes

Double loop 
strategizing 
exercise

Chapter 6

Explore – 
Discipline 4

Team needs to be 
clear about their 
critical stakeholders
Team needs to 
understand their 
stakeholders’ 
perceptions of them.
Deciding what you 
want stakeholders to 
perceive

Need to explore their 
individual and 
collective capacity to 
engage

Stakeholder 
mapping

Team 360 
feedback

Descriptor 
Analysis
Starting with the
end in mind
Leadership 
Engagement 
Capacity 
questionnaire
Authority Presence 
and Impact

Chapter 6 
This 
chapter
This 
chapter

This 
chapter

Chapter 12

Chapter 11

Action – 
Discipline 3

Team needs to 
decide on how to 
develop going 
forward

Three Way Sort 
exercise

Chapter 5

Action – 
Discipline 4

Team needs to 
improve its 
stakeholder 
engagement

Pitch-side 
coaching

Chapter 6

Table 12.2   continued
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Team 
Discipline or 
Team 
Coaching 
Stage

Team Need Possible 
Method

Where in 
this Book

Review and 
Re-contracting

Need to review and 
upgrade the 
coaching 
relationships

Coaching feedback This 
chapter

Discipline 5 Team needs to 
explore how it learns

Team needs to 
review its five 
disciplines

Learning styles 
inventory
Domains of 
learning mapping
Five Disciplines 
Review

Chapter 6

Chapter 6

Chapter 6

Evaluation The need to evaluate 
the benefits of the 
work

Redoing:
360-degree 
feedback
Descriptor 
Analysis
High-performing 
Team 
Questionnaire
Performance Data

This 
chapter
This 
chapter
This 
chapter

Table 12.2   continued
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I n 2010 John Leary Joyce of the Academy of Executive Coaching and I 
started the first UK one-year certificated course in team coaching. On the 

first module some of the participants were joking in the bar about banning 
the ‘S’ word – System. One of them explained to me that she experienced the 
word ‘System’ as a head word, whereas the other ‘S’ word, ‘Self’ was a 
‘heart word’. I turned to her and said: ‘We will know this course has been 
successful when you experience “Self” as a head word and “System” as 
coming from the heart’. She reported the next day how this had not only 
fundamentally disturbed her thinking, but entered her dreams. Somehow 
she had begun to realize that training to be a team coach was not just about 
learning a string of tools, models and methods, nor about just acquiring 
new competencies and capabilities, but about a fundamental shift in the 
way we view the world.

Introduction

I n this last chapter I draw together some of the themes that have permeated 
this book, but refrain from trying to conclude or end the explorations 

started in this book. This ending is a small contribution to a much bigger 
beginning. I hope these limited pages have made a small contribution to the 
formation of a relatively new field of endeavour: that of systemic team 
coaching. This field, as indicated in Chapter 3, has roots that spread back 
through organizational and team development, small group understanding, 
organizational learning, sports team coaching and individual executive 
coaching, and yet we are at the very beginning of developing an integrated 
approach where these strands are interwoven into a discernable and 
understandable method of working with a whole team in relation to its 
systemic context. So in this last chapter I will set out how I see the challenges 
and agendas for this field going forward.
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Who or what does team coaching serve? 
Overcoming the Parsifal trap

The Parsifal trap is named after the legendary Knight of the Round Table Sir 
Percival or Parsifal, who left home very early in his life and went on his 
adventures in search of the Holy Grail. His courage and innocence served 
him well and, while still very young, he arrived at the Grail Castle, where he 
saw the awesome Grail Procession, carrying the much sought after Holy 
Grail. He was intoxicated with excitement and with the splendour and 
privilege of having got there. But the next morning he awoke on a damp, 
cold, open field and the whole castle, procession and grail had evaporated 
into the mist. He had failed to ask the question that would have allowed him 
to stay. Parsifal took many more years of travails and searching to find his 
way back to the Grail Castle but this time, with the wisdom of experience, 
he knew the question that must be asked: ‘Whom does the Grail serve?’

Many teams fall into and stay in the Parsifal trap. They believe that 
getting on well together and having efficient meetings are the goal. A team 
only has a meaningful life if they are serving a need beyond themselves, and 
have stakeholders who require them to deliver something beyond what can 
be done by the separate individuals.

Team coaches too fall into the Parsifal trap of believing that team 
development or team coaching are an end in themselves and fail to ask: 
‘Team development in service of what?’ When we fail to ask this question 
we, like the young Parsifal, may well find ourselves waking up in a cold 
misty barren field, wondering why our dream has evaporated and are 
condemned to many more long years of searching. If as a team coach I am 
going to create sustainable value, I must be clear about what and who my 
work is in service of. As a minimum I need to ensure that my coaching is in 
service of the team members, the team as a whole, their organization and the 
wider system that the organization serves. In addition I must be in service of 
the relationships that connect and weave between all these parties, for none 
of these entities can be successful by themselves and their value is intrinsically 
bound together. I need to be focused on the unrealized potential in all 
parties and the connections between them and assist in that potential being 
realized. However, in serving the individual team members it is important 
that I am not just serving their fragmented or egoistic self, but helping each 
person find their calling, their service, their purpose in doing what is 
necessary in the world. In serving the team, the team becoming high 
performing is not an end in itself, but merely a means to the team being 
better able to create value for their stakeholders.

In serving the organization I need to ensure that the work with the 
individual or team is not an end in itself, but is enabling that individual and 
team to more effectively lead and manage the organization through its next 
phase of development so the organization can fulfil its potential and make a 
better contribution to the wider world.
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However, as I indicated in the opening chapter the current nature of 
world challenges demands that all human beings think and act in new ways. 
One of the earliest writers and thinkers to point this out was Gregory 
Bateson, the anthropologist, cyberneticist, systems thinker and 
epistemologist. In the 1960s and 70s Bateson was one of the first powerful 
voices to speak about the developing ecological crisis facing our planet. 
Some time before other commentators he showed how our current 
environmental crisis is rooted in our epistemological mindsets, that is how 
we generate knowledge of the world we inhabit.

If we look at how Bateson (1972) describes our collective human 
epistemological errors, you can reflect on how many of these are current in 
the behaviour and belief systems of the teams where you have been, or are, 
a member:

The ideas that dominate our civilization at the present time date in their 
most virulent form from the industrial revolution … may be summarized 
as:

a  It’s us against the environment.
b  It’s us against other men.
c � It’s the individual (or the individual team or individual company, or 

the individual nation) that matters.
d � We can have unilateral control over the environment and must 

strive for that control.
e � We live in an infinitely expanding ‘frontier’.
f � Economic determinism is common sense.
g � Technology will do it for us.

(Bateson, 1972: 468)

Bateson also showed how these beliefs are rooted in a theology that separates 
God from Creation and creates a merely transcendent God separate from 
Nature:

If you put God outside and set him vis-à-vis his creation and if you have 
the idea that you are created in his image, you will logically and naturally 
see yourself as outside and against the things around you. And as you 
arrogate all mind to yourself, you will see the world around you as 
mindless and therefore as not entitled to moral or ethical consideration. 
The environment will be yours to exploit ….

If this is your estimate of your relation to nature and you have an 
advanced technology, your likelihood of survival will be that of a 
snowball in hell. You will die either of the toxic by-products of your own 
hate, or, simply, of over population and over-grazing.

(Bateson, 1972)

To these can be added water shortage, climate change, famine and warfare.
If we now revisit each of these false and dangerous beliefs, we can look at 

what we could put alongside them as an antidote or cure that would help us 



 

210 Selecting Team Coaches

overcome these ingrained and habituated dualistic beliefs. You might at this 
point like to write your own antidotes for each of the Bateson statements 
before comparing them with those I have written in Table 13.1.

Bateson (1972) writes very clearly of the problems we have created by 
choosing the wrong unit of survival:

In accordance with the general climate of thinking in mid nineteenth 
century England, Darwin proposed a theory of natural selection and 
evolution, in which the unit of survival was either the family line or 
species of sub-species or something of that sort. But today it is quite 
obvious that this is not the unit of survival in the real biological world. 
The unit of survival is organism plus environment. We are learning by 
bitter experience that the organism that destroys its environment 
destroys itself.

Moving from individual coaching to team coaching will not be enough if all 
we do is move our individualistic self-centred thinking from the individual 
to the team or tribal level and compete to be the highest performing team on 
the block. As Bateson indicates we need to recognize that both the unit of 
survival and the unit of high performance is the team in relationship to their 
environment, ecological niche, their systemic context. This is why in this 
book I have throughout argued for team coaching being as much if not more 
focused on the external relationships of the whole team as on the internal 
relationships between the team members; and more focused on the 
contribution of the team to the wider system than on the team feeling good 
about themselves.

As a species we have a parallel but bigger challenge. We have to move 
from just fighting for saving this species or that, to working with the 
preservation and development of living ecologies; from thinking of the 
environment as a thing, to seeing that it is a complex web of connections; 
from seeing it as ‘other’ to experiencing it as part of us, and ourselves as an 
inextricable part of the environment. This is not an easy task and will 
require collective effort. To constantly serve the individual and team clients 
as well as their organizations is not an easy task, and to be effective all 
coaches constantly need to be reflecting on their work and expanding their 
coaching capacity. This requires the ability to stand back from the presenting 
issues and see the repeating patterns in the wider system. This continual 
need for process reflection and systemic awareness means that all coaches 
should undertake regular personal and professional development including 
quality supervision from those who are specifically trained in supervising 
team coaching.
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Table 13.  1

Bateson’s (1972) Statements Antidotes

a) It’s us against the environment We and what we call environment 
are inter-dependent

b) It’s us against other men Win-lose always becomes 
lose-lose. We need to create 
win-win relationships

c) It’s the individual (or the individual 
company, or the individual nation) 
that matters

The unit of survival is organism 
plus environment. We are learning 
by bitter experience that the 
organism that destroys its 
environment destroys itself

d) We can have unilateral control 
over the environment and must 
strive for that control

Nature was before, will be after 
and is greater than that small part 
of it that is human beings

e) We live in an infinitely expanding 
‘frontier’

There are limits to growth

f) Economic determinism is common 
sense

90% of what is most important 
cannot be measured by 
economics. Money as the 
measure of all things actually 
serves to impoverish us all

g) Technology will do it for us Technology, on its own, will 
merely accentuate our own ability 
to destroy ourselves and our 
environment. You cannot solve a 
problem from within the thinking 
that created it

An agenda for moving forward

My hope is that in the next few years we will see the following:

●● The best from organizational development, organizational 
consultancy and coaching being brought together to create a new and 
vibrant synthesis in team coaching.

●● The development of a clearer language and generally accepted 
definitions on the complete continuum of team coaching activities, to 
enable client organizations and teams to better contract and 
re-contract the help they need.
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●● Organizations developing more effective coaching strategies that 
integrate all their different coaching endeavours, including team 
coaching, and align them to create a sustainable coaching culture, 
both within the organization and at its interfaces with its 
stakeholders, as outlined in Hawkins (2011).

●● Professional coaching organizations beginning to accredit systemic 
team coaches and clarifying further the competencies and capacities 
needed to be effective and how to assess these.

●● The further development of specific team coaching programmes that 
help individual coaches or organizational consultants develop the 
necessary re-education to work with all five disciplines of team 
coaching and become team coaching master practitioners.

●● More evidence-based research on the practice and benefits of team 
coaching. The research on team performance is some way ahead of 
the research on how team coaching can most benefit a shift in team 
performance. This research needs to be linked to research on global 
best practice in leadership development as team coaching has an 
increasing role to play in providing leadership development able to 
help create the collective leadership necessary for tomorrow’s 
challenges.

●● More international exchange of practice, models, research and 
learning in this field, that bring together those with backgrounds in 
coaching, consultancy working with sports teams, leading teams, 
leadership learning and development and academics who teach and 
research these fields.

My hope is that this book has made a contribution to building the 
foundations of this important new craft and discipline, that many others 
will be able to build on.



 

Glossary 

account team  A multidisciplinary and/or a multi-regional team brought 
together from across a company to focus on the relationship with one key 
customer or client organization.

action learning  ‘Action learning couples the development of people in 
work organizations with action on their difficult problems … (it) makes 
the task the vehicle for learning and has three main components – people, 
who accept the responsibility for action on a particular task or issue; 
problems, or the tasks which are acted on; and the set of six or so 
colleagues who meet regularly to support and challenge each other to 
take action and to learn’ (Pedler, 1997).

appreciative inquiry  ‘Appreciative Inquiry seeks out the very best of “what 
is” to help ignite the imagination of “what might be”. The aim is to 
generate new knowledge which expands “the realm of the possible” and 
helps the partners of an organization envision a collectively desired future 
and then to carry forth that vision in ways which successfully translate 
intention into reality’ (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987).

coaching supervision  ‘The process by which a coach, with the help of a 
supervisor, can attend to understanding better both the client system and 
themselves as part of the client-coach system, and by so doing transform 
their work and develop their craft’ (Hawkins and Smith, 2006). 
Supervision does this by also attending to transforming the relationship 
between the supervisor and coach and the relationship with the wider 
contexts in which the work is happening.

group coaching  Coaching of individuals carried out in a group setting, 
utilizing the resources of the rest of the group to support the coaching.

high-performing team  ‘A small number of people with complementary 
skills who are committed to a common purpose, set of performance 
goals, and approach for which they hold themselves collectively 
accountable. The common approach needs to include ways of effectively 
meeting and communicating that raise morale and alignment, effectively 
engaging with all the team’s key stakeholder groups and ways that 
individuals and the team can continually learn and develop’ (Chapter 
2).

international team  ‘A group of people who come from different 
nationalities and work interdependently towards a common goal’ 
(Canney Davison and Ward, 1999: 11).

leadership team coaching  Team coaching for any team, not just the most 
senior, where the focus is on how the teams give leadership to those who 
report to them and also how the team influences their key stakeholder 
groups.
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learning team  A group of people with a common purpose who take active 
responsibility for developing each other, themselves, their team and the 
wider organization in which they operate, through both action learning 
and unlearning.

project team  A team, with members often drawn from different teams, 
brought together for a specific, defined and time-limited task.

systemic team coaching  A process by which a team coach works with a 
whole team, both when they are together and when they are apart, to 
help them improve their collective performance and how they work 
together, and also how they develop their collective leadership to more 
effectively engage with all their key stakeholder groups to jointly 
transform the wider business.

team building  Any process used to help a team in the early stages of team 
development.

team development  Any process carried out by a team, with or without 
assistance from outside, to develop their capability and capacity to work 
well together.

team facilitation  A process where a specific person (or persons) is asked to 
facilitate the team by managing the process for them so they are freed up 
to focus on the task.

team process consultancy  A form of team facilitation where the team 
consultant sits alongside the team carrying out their meetings or planning 
sessions and provides reflection and review on ‘how’ the team is going 
about its task.

transformational leadership team coaching  Where any team taking 
leadership at whatever level focuses on how they want to run their 
business and how they will transform their business.

virtual team  ‘A virtual team, like every team, is a group of people who 
interact through interdependent tasks guided by a common purpose. 
Unlike conventional teams, a virtual team works across space, time, 
cultures and organizational boundaries with links strengthened by webs 
of communication technologies’ (Lipnack and Stamps, 1996).



 

Recommended 
reading

The literature and research on team coaching is still very thin, but for those 
wishing to read the best of what is available elsewhere, here is a short list of 
key texts.

Team coaching
Clutterbuck, D (2007) Coaching the Team at Work, London: Nicholas Brealey
Clutterbuck, D (2010) Team coaching, ch. 19 in (eds) E Cox, T Bachkirova and D 

Clutterbuck, The Complete Handbook of Coaching, London: Sage
Hackman, J R and Wageman, R (2005) A Theory of Team Coaching, Academy of 

Management Review, 30 (2), 269–87
Hawkins, P and Smith, N (2006) Coaching, Mentoring and Organizational 

Consultancy: Supervision and development (see in particular ch. 4), Maidenhead: 
Open University Press/McGraw Hill

Thornton, C (2010) Group and Team Coaching, Hove, East Sussex: Routledge

Research on teams
Hackman, J R (2002) Leading Teams, Harvard, MA: Harvard Business School Press
Katzenbach, J and Smith, D (1993) The Wisdom of Teams. Creating the high-

performance organization, Harvard, MA: Harvard Business School Press
Wageman, R, Nunes, D A, Burruss, J A and Hackman, J R (2008) Senior Leadership 

Teams, Harvard, MA: Harvard Business School Press

Coaching strategy
Hawkins, P (2011) Coaching Strategy in Organizations, Maidenhead: Open 

University Press/McGraw Hill

General
Lencioni, P (2002) The Five Dysfunctions of a Team. A leadership fable, San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass
Senge, P, Jaworski, J, Scharmer, C and Flowers, B (2005) Presence: Exploring 

profound change in people, organizations and society, New York: Random 
House
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Resources for 
finding team 
coaches and team 
coach training

Here is a short guide to the other sources of information about team 
coaching that you may find useful in developing your skills and experience.

As things are changing so rapidly, we offer basic details about the 
orientations and approach of each rather than evaluating them, which we 
leave to the cautious buyer.

Professional organizations
The following are organizations that have a contribution to make to the 
field and may provide readers with membership benefits:

Association for Coaching (www.associationforcoaching.com) sees itself 
as promoting excellence and ethics in coaching. It has individual, 
corporate and provider organization members. It has a code of ethics 
and good practice and a complaints procedure, and offers qualified 
members accreditation.

Association for Professional Executive Coaching & Supervision – 
APECS (www.apecs.org) is the top-level professional body for fully-
qualified executive coaches and executive coaching supervisors. It is 
currently exploring accrediting team coaches.

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (www.cipd.co.uk) 
CIPD’s commercial arm, CIPD Enterprises, offers a (200 learning 
hours) largely e-delivered Certificate in Coaching and Mentoring 
(Vocational Qualification level 3) which leads to Associate 
Membership of CIPD. It organizes an annual one-day coaching 
conference and it also carries out research and publishes in the field 
of coaching.

European Mentoring and Coaching Council (www.emccouncil.org) 
arose out of the European Mentoring Centre that was founded in 
1992. It exists to promote good practice in mentoring and coaching 
across Europe. The EMCC is a unifying and inclusive body covering 
a wide spectrum of organizations from the voluntary and community, 
professional training and development, counselling at work, life 
coaching and academic psychology sectors. A key focus of EMCC is 
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to develop European standards, ethics and a professional code with a 
view to assuring quality in the industry. By 2004 it had developed 
and applied a widely agreed code of ethics in coaching and mentoring 
and guidelines on supervision, a diversity policy and a complaints 
procedure. EMCC promotes the adoption of quality standards. It has 
established an electronic professional and academic journal, The 
International Journal for Mentoring and Coaching, and holds a 
major conference each year.

Institute of Business Consultancy (www.ibconsulting.org.uk) is the 
professional body for management consultants. It sets, maintains and 
raises the standards of professionalism and competence for the 
profession.

International Coach Federation (www.coachfederation.org) describes 
itself as the professional association of personal and business coaches 
that seeks to preserve the integrity of coaching around the globe. It is 
an international United States-based individual membership 
organization with more than 14,000 members. It has developed a 
code of ethics and of professional standards, offers a coach referral 
service and has a system for accrediting members. It holds an annual 
international conference.

Management Consultancies Association (www.mca.org.uk) The MCA 
was formed in 1956 to represent the consultancy industry to its 
clients, the media and government. Today the members represent 
around 70 per cent of the UK consulting sector.

Special Group in Coaching Psychology (www.sgcp.org.uk) was 
established to provide psychologists with a means of sharing research 
as well as practical experiences that relate to the psychology of 
coaching. SGCP was formed as a result of lobbying by the Coaching 
Psychology Forum (CPF). The SGCP is committed to fostering 
excellence in coaching practice through research, events, 
publications, discussion and professional development.

The Worshipful Company of Management Consultants  
(www.wcomc.org.uk) The Livery Company offers consultants 
membership and networks, a lecture series and seminar programme.

Team coaching training

Academy of Executive Coaching 
(www.academyofexecutivecoaching.com) along with 
Bath Consultancy Group (www.bathconsultancygroup.com) offers 
a one-year diploma in systemic team coaching.
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Henley Management College 
(www.henley.com) provides courses in team coaching and 
facilitation.

Oxford Brookes University (www.brookes.ac.uk) offers an optional 
module as part of its Masters in Coaching.

Team coaching supervision

Bath Consultancy Group (www.bathconsultancygroup.com) offers the 
Certificate in Supervision of Coaches, Mentors & Consultants. This 
training programme, run jointly with the Centre for Supervision & 
Team Development (CSTD), is aimed at experienced coaches, 
mentors and consultants and is taught by experts in this field. It 
consists of two three-day courses, an initial foundation course that is 
followed by the advanced course and two additional modules from 
the CSTD (www.cstd.co.uk). This includes a specialized three-day 
module on supervising work with teams and organizations.

Agencies that specialize in providing team coaching

Academy of Executive Coaching  
(www.academyofexecutivecoaching.com).

Bath Consultancy Group (www.bathconsultancygroup.com) has 
provided top team coaching and board development internationally 
since 1986.

Clutterbuck Associates (www.clutterbuckassociates.co.uk) provides 
team coaching and board development.

Praesta (www.praesta.co.uk) provides team coaching and board 
development in many countries.
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