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Executive Summary

Transitions for Life, a professional coaching firm primarily focused on corporate executives and entrepreneurs, recently completed a three-month initiative to provide short-term coaching for executives of an international Fortune 500 company. Following completion of this initiative, input was provided by participants regarding the effectiveness of their coaching experience, including perceived benefit to themselves, to their employer, and to their clients. Each participant overwhelmingly affirmed favorable outcomes from their short-term executive coaching experience.

Introduction

While a growing number of individual CEOs and other corporate executives have embraced coaching as a tool for enhancing their professional edge, companies have been slow to offer professional coaching as a development tool for their executive workforce. This study was undertaken to demonstrate the effectiveness of short-term professional coaching as one component of an executive development program. Specifically, the study was intended to answer the following questions:

1. Is short-term coaching, focused on specific development goals, an effective executive development tool?

2. Can coaching results be measured in terms of benefit to the executive, the organization and the client?

Approach

Six executives with significant leadership responsibility from the marketing, operations, and client account management organizations of the target company participated in the study. Each was interviewed and ultimately selected for the study based on a demonstrated drive for personal and professional growth, the ability to embrace new ideas and concepts, and the willingness to commit to weekly coaching and fieldwork. None of the participants had prior exposure to an executive coach. 

At the onset of the study, each participant was required to determine three goals they hoped to achieve, and to indicate how they would measure the success of each at the conclusion of the study.  During the three-month study duration, participants met with their coach for 45 minutes each week by phone, and were assigned fieldwork in support of their stated goals. At the end of the three-month study period participants were asked to evaluate their coaching experience, their success at meeting their pre-defined goals, and the performance of their coach, as well as to make recommendations regarding the implementation of a comprehensive corporate coaching program. This report is based on information gathered during the three-month study period and from the final participant surveys.

Teresa Pool, a professional coach with Transitions for Life, executed the coaching study. She provided the questionnaire used by the target company to identify and select participants; conducted all phone coaching sessions with the participants; determined, assigned, and followed up on relevant fieldwork; administered the survey following completion of the study; and compiled the survey results. 

Individual Goals and Results

At the onset of the coaching study, each participant determined three goals to be addressed. While each executive established individual goals, there were overlaps among the participants. Personal productivity enhancement was a popular goal among the executives, particularly in the area of personal energy management. One executive focused on raising his energy level and optimism and then promoted the techniques he learned, propagating the positive effects of coaching throughout his organization. Energy management and streamlining task management enabled several participants to move into a more strategic planning mode, making the most of their leadership strengths.

Improving the effectiveness of personal communication – including projecting a more energized communication style, preparing for win-win conversations with difficult people, developing political skills, and cultivating relationships for an expanded professional network – was another popular area of focus. Although communication concepts had commonly been studied by participants, coaching put them into practice with powerful results.  One respondent, empowered by his improved personal communication skills, appealed what he believed to be an unfair performance evaluation; his appeal was successful. 

A third of the study participant goals were focused on effecting personal change in order to achieve professional results.  Specific goals included increasing self-confidence, acknowledging personal limits, reducing worry, and dealing positively with the effects of aging. During the study period, for example, a number of participants expressed apprehension over not only job security, but also about how the associated distraction might be impacting their day-to-day job performance.  These participants were led through a personal risk assessment to directly address their concerns, consequently minimizing energy-draining worry and maximizing focus on the job at hand.  

Coaching’s action-oriented approach resulted in the rapid absorption of new concepts into the executives’ daily activities. Participants used the personalized fieldwork exercises to incorporate change, allowing them to make these techniques an integral part of their everyday routine, regardless of the current workload or challenges. For example, one executive modified his calendar to align his private work time with his personal body clock, using his most energized and creative period to focus on strategic activities while completing more mundane tasks during natural mental slow periods.  Another participant found that incorporating an hour away from the office at midday resulted in getting more done during the day and having more energy to take home in the evening. Still another study participant found that the tactical drain of leading a large organization significantly impacted his creative power and strategic focus, so he initiated changes needed to build a management team that effectively supported his entrepreneurial executive style; effective delegation and proactive team member development also played a key role. Another participant developed practical linkages between his overall strategic plan and his individual account plan, ensuring that the account’s daily actions would align with the overall strategic direction.  

A critical success factor which influenced the degree to which the study participants achieved their goals was a strong desire to change the status quo. The rate of each executive’s progress during the study was proportionate to their willingness to explore new concepts and then to incorporate lessons learned into their daily routine. While all participants performed the assigned fieldwork, those for whom it was a priority experienced the most rapid and significant growth. 

As the study progressed and results were observed, participant enthusiasm for the coaching process grew. Specifically, participants expressed a common desire for more formal professional development than was currently available to them, and indicated that coaching fulfilled that desire. Several participants left the study with specific development plans for the future, both professional and personal. One respondent indicated that the coaching study helped him determine what he needed to do in terms of creating a plan, and also gave him the tools to do it correctly. 
Survey Responses

Five of the six study participants responded to the follow-up survey, which included questions regarding the effectiveness of the overall coaching experience, the effectiveness of the coach, the degree to which individual goals were achieved, and recommendations for a future executive coaching program.

Respondents overwhelmingly considered coaching to be an effective executive development tool and recommended that a formal coaching program be established for executives of the target company.  The short-term nature of the study was considered to be an appropriate model for an on-going coaching program, with a specific time commitment being required by those who desired to participate. Confidentiality was considered to be a critical factor for an effective coaching environment, and one that could present a potential roadblock to the effectiveness of a future program if not included. 

While mentoring has long been a tool for executive development, survey respondents defined coaching and mentoring as distinctly separate development functions that complement one another.  One respondent described mentoring as focusing on what needs to be addressed, while coaching focuses on how that is to occur. 

Of the executive, the company, and the client, coaching was perceived to have the greatest impact on the executive.  Respondents had a very concrete sense of the degree to which they had met their individual goals, even when those goals had subjective measures. All responding participants indicated that they had made significant progress during the limited study period, achieving the majority of their initial study goals. 

Perception of impact to the company was mixed and based heavily on the goals selected. Goals regarding communication style, strategic planning, delegation and organization development had the greatest effect on the executives’ immediate organizations. These organizations also benefited from the leaders’ improvements in productivity and attitude. All respondents agreed that coaching had a strong return on investment for their employer but did not attempt to quantify the value of that return.  

The majority of survey respondents perceived benefit to their clients as a result of the short-term coaching engagement. Value to clients was primarily associated with more effective performance by the executive and the organization. 

Recommendations

Based on the coach’s observations during the study and the results of the participant survey, the following recommendations are proposed:

· Select executives based on their desire for change and willingness to commit to the process.
Coaching is not an effective technique for forced development and is effective only when the participant is ready for change.  

· Establish measurable goals at the onset of the coaching process.
Both executive and coach need a full understanding of participant goals in order for short-term coaching situations to be effective; however, both coach and executive should anticipate that goals may change during the process as the coaching relationship evolves and other development needs are identified.  

· Encourage goals that address personal traits and habits that may hinder success.

Progress in these areas will have the most significant impact on professional growth.

· Provide a fully confidential environment for the coaching process.
While goals and achievements may need to be shared with appropriate contacts within a company in order to track progress, the content of individual coaching sessions should remain confidential. Based on their concerns regarding confidentiality, study participants indicated a preference for external coaches not affiliated with their employer. If internal coaches are to be used, these individuals should be allowed to maintain the confidentiality of their sessions with the executives they coach.

· Take a checkpoint 4-6 weeks into the coaching relationship.
After conducting several coaching sessions with an executive, a coach can typically predict if progress is likely and determine if it is appropriate to continue the coaching sessions, or whether it may be more effective to defer until a later date. Impacting factors include the executive’s readiness for change, level of commitment to the coaching process, and relationship with the coach.

· Commit executives to a minimum of three months for tangible results.  
Progress toward the achievement of professional development goals often occurred after only two or three coaching sessions; however, because the real power of the coaching process to change an individual occurs over time, significant advancement occurred as expected near the end of the three-month study period.  
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