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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION AND FREQUENTLYSECTION 1: INTRODUCTION AND FREQUENTLYSECTION 1: INTRODUCTION AND FREQUENTLYSECTION 1: INTRODUCTION AND FREQUENTLY ----ASKED QUESTIONSASKED QUESTIONSASKED QUESTIONSASKED QUESTIONS    
 
 
 
If you are reading this note, it is probably because you are thinking of using an Executive Coach.  
This note is intended as a ‘rough guide’ to Executive Coaching to help you to make a more informed 
decision.  It can only be a rough guide because there is very little in Executive Coaching that is 
either prescribed or prescriptive – it is a journey that the ‘user’ leads and that can take him or her 
to a variety of destinations.  This note attempts to provide you with answers to the most frequently-
asked questions about Executive Coaching.   
 

What is executive coaching?What is executive coaching?What is executive coaching?What is executive coaching?    
 
Executive coaching is a one-to-one process of support, challenge and personal development for 
senior managers. Usually, executive coaches are external to the client’s organisation. Coaching is a 
peer relationship (unlike mentoring, which is usually based on different levels of expertise or 
experience) in which the coach helps the client to become clearer about what they need and to 
design ‘solutions’ to these needs.  Every coaching relationship is different because the process is 
designed around the client – in other words, the client sets the agenda, and the client’s general 
approach to work and life will have a significant bearing on how the coach relates to him or her. 
 

Who uses executive coaches?Who uses executive coaches?Who uses executive coaches?Who uses executive coaches?     
 
People come to coaching because they want things to be different – they are looking for change or 
they have an important goal to reach.  This goal might be very specific (for example, to deliver a 
major change within the organisation, to effect a significant change in lifestyle) or might be more 
general (e.g. help me move through this period of transition in work or in life).  More often than 
not, it is senior managers who choose coaching as a way of developing themselves and, in many 
cases, they choose coaching because it is so customised, because it is an intensive form of 
development that helps to accelerate change, and because they are facing issues which have no 
text-book solutions or precedents.   
 
By and large, people who choose executive coaching are also more likely to have a relatively high 
tolerance for self-exploration and an acceptance of the non-rational aspects of work and life.  
 

Why would I  choose executive coaching over other forms of personal development?Why would I  choose executive coaching over other forms of personal development?Why would I  choose executive coaching over other forms of personal development?Why would I  choose executive coaching over other forms of personal development?    
 
One of the reasons people choose coaching as an approach to their development is because they 
have a suspicion that at least some of the answers lie within rather than in textbooks or educational 
programmes (in fact, many of those who opt for coaching have already gained formal qualifications 
in management and have discovered that these are not enough to help them solve all of the 
dilemmas that can be thrown up by personal and organisational change).  In general, people opt for 
coaching rather than for other forms of development for one of more of the following reasons: 
 
− It is as intensive and customised a form of personal and professional development as you can 

get; 
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− It is a safe forum for clients to address personal or professional issues which impact on their 
ability to perform as effectively as they would like, and is one of the very few places where 
clients can explore and ask for guidance in their thinking about these issues. 

− It is grounded in the reality of a person’s actual performance in their actual role / organisation; 
− It can be delivered at a time which suits the client (i.e. inside or outside work hours); 
− It is goal-oriented (the goal is always some change in the client’s behaviour or work 

performance) but takes all the rational, political and emotional factors into account in 
supporting and challenging a client to reach that goal (including making the client ‘account’ for 
progress on a regular basis); 

 

What do pWhat do pWhat do pWhat do p eople use coaching for?eople use coaching for?eople use coaching for?eople use coaching for?     
 
In a nutshell, change is always the desired result of executive coaching but, for many clients, the 
process can be as important as the outcome.  For some clients, it is the safety and simplicity of 
having someone that they respect – a trusted sounding-board - that can help them to talk through 
problems or try out different perspectives on the sorts of messy issues that can often occupy senior 
managers’ time.  Sometimes, people engage executive coaches to help them in more 
straightforward change, such as in the acquisition or development of a particular skill or to help 
them come to a decision on something, or to change a habit, attitude or thought-pattern that might 
be distracting or past its sell-by date.  Sometimes the change that clients are seeking through 
coaching is less direct – it is more like a fundamental shift in perspective or a rebalancing which 
allows the client to grow and develop not only in relation to their current and future work 
performance but also in a more holistic work/life context. 
 
Section 2 of this note contains a ‘map’ of the sorts of issues that are typically covered in an 
executive coaching programme.  There is no pre-determined beginning, middle and end-point and it 
is not even necessary to stop at each ‘continent’ on the map.  The process or journey is different 
for everyone and some people spend much longer in some areas than others.  In a sense, your coach 
can help you navigate your way around the different places and, having arrived a particular point or 
‘country’ on the map, your coach will be your guide to understanding, making sense of and 
developing your ability to live fully in that part of the world. 
 

What can I  expect i f  I  engage  an executive coach?What can I  expect i f  I  engage  an executive coach?What can I  expect i f  I  engage  an executive coach?What can I  expect i f  I  engage  an executive coach?    
 
One of the things that you can expect if you work with an executive coach is that you will do most 
of the talking.  You will be asked to engage in quite a degree of introspection and even speculation 
about the sorts of things that occupy your thoughts, be they problems or opportunities.  A rough 
rule-of-thumb is that you may do up to 80% of the talking and the coach will do 80% of the listening.  
This listening is active listening, where the coach will be listening not only to what you say, but also 
for assumptions or emotions which underlie what you say and, of course, the coach will also be 
listening for what is not said.   Coaching is not psychotherapy but it has some parallels in that they 
are both one-to-one ‘talking therapies’ designed to bring about change.   
 
Coaching can also entail a good deal of ‘straight talking’ where the coach will ask the client to 
reflect on the impact he or she is making in her interactions with others and will also provide 
feedback to the client on how his or her impact is experienced within the coaching relationship.  
For many senior managers, there is no other forum in which they can – with safety – ask for this type 
of feedback.  The coach can also provide his or her honest opinion (based on knowledge of the 
sector, of organisational dynamics and of interpersonal behaviour) on the merits or wisdom of the 
client’s thoughts and ideas about how to resolve the problems which he or she may be facing.   This 
‘honest opinion’ feedback to the client can also be invaluable because it can be very hard for senior 
managers to access more objective evaluations of their ideas within the organisation where there 
will be vested interests and even political agendas at play.  
 
Some coaches recommend that clients keep a journal to augment their reflection on the sorts of 
issues that are occupying them and being discussed during the coaching process.  This is, of course, 
a voluntary activity.  
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Finally, coaching can also include inventory-based feedback to clients, that is, feedback on aspects 
of management style or performance acquired through (validated) personality tests and inventories 
of behaviour which are completed by the client.  In addition to self-completed tests and 
inventories, there is also the possibility of asking for 360° review and feedback (i.e. review by 
superiors, by peers, by direct reports and even by customers).  The range of such tests and 
inventories is quite wide and clients can expect their coach to give them an idea of this range and 
the uses of these tools so that both client and coach can decide if the tools would usefully augment 
the client’s self-awareness and understanding of the impact of his or her management style. 
 

When should I  use an executive coach?When should I  use an executive coach?When should I  use an executive coach?When should I  use an executive coach?    
 
There are occasions when a need for coaching may be more evident, for example, when managers 
are negotiating their way through major change or career transition.  Coaching which is sought for 
more developmental purposes (e.g. preparation for a future role or the growth of self-awareness as 
a prelude to understanding others better) can take place at any time.  Coaching which is required to 
support a manager in his or her efforts to resolve a particular problem (e.g. a problem with his or 
her management team or a problem relating to an imbalance between work and life) is best 
undertaken as soon as the problem is sensed, rather than when it becomes critical.  
 
With regard to the time at which coaching takes place, it can, of course, take place outside of the 
normal hours of work.  This is often a better solution for clients in that the quality of a client’s 
attention is often very different after working hours as the distractions then are fewer.  Of course, 
clients can be more tired ‘after hours’ and this has to be factored into the scheduling too.   
 
The general recommendation is that you schedule the coaching in during the normal working week 
as coaching is part of your personal and professional development and is designed to lead to 
changes which, directly or indirectly, will impact on your work. 
 

How do I  choose a coach?How do I  choose a coach?How do I  choose a coach?How do I  choose a coach?    
 
Choosing a coach is not an entirely rational decision.  You can read about the different coaches who 
are in the OHM’s pool of possible coaches and this will help you to make a preliminary decision 
about who you think might be best for you to work with, given your needs, style, preferences, and 
background.  In general, you might want a coach who has (i) a good understanding of the business 
environment (i.e. the health services and related sectors of the public service and economy), (ii) a 
good understanding of management and leadership as well as organisational dynamics and cultures 
so that they can demonstrate a good intuitive grasp of ‘where you’re coming from’ and (iii) a good 
understanding of psychology, the processes of personal development and change, and interpersonal 
dynamics and relationships. 
 
Having selected your coach ‘on paper’, you should then meet the coach in person to make sure that 
you ‘click’ with them, that you feel you can work together.  If, for whatever reason, you feel that 
you might not be safe in a coaching relationship with the person, you have the option, at this 
preliminary stage, of choosing another coach from the panel.   
 
How long does it take?How long does it take?How long does it take?How long does it take?     
 
There is no prescribed length of coaching programme.  Most people agree a ten-session programme 
but accept that this duration may change or be amended according to the client’s need (i.e. it may 
end sooner or it may last longer, in both cases only by explicit prior agreement between client and 
coach).  Depending on the agenda or client’s need, there may be a ‘jump in at the deep end’ (for 
example, if the client wants to start working on some problem which is both urgent and important 
to his or her performance at work or well-being) or the process might take off on a more even and 
less acute trajectory (for example, through sharing a lot of background information or the 
completion of questionnaires to help the coach and the client get a better sense of the events and 
contexts which may have shaped the client’s personality and management style.)  Given these 
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different processes, it is difficult to give absolute guidance about long a particular programme will 
take. 
 
With regard to the individual coaching sessions, they are usually of about two hours’ duration, 
though they can last longer if the discussion on the day needs a longer session.  It is best to 
schedule the sessions at the end of the day or just prior to lunch to allow for a little extra time, if 
necessary, and also to allow for reflection and ‘digestion’ of the session discussions.   
 

Where does it take place?Where does it take place?Where does it take place?Where does it take place?     
 
Coaching is low-tech so it can take place virtually anywhere.  The only requirements are a room 
that is comfortable and free from interruption.  Some clients prefer to meet off-site to ensure 
better freedom from disturbance by colleagues and because they have more freedom to think when 
they are away from the day-to-day demands of the normal working environment.   
 

What if  the coaching isn’t working?What if  the coaching isn’t working?What if  the coaching isn’t working?What if  the coaching isn’t working?    
 
The coaching relationship is owned, primarily, by the client.  If the coaching does not seem to be 
working for you, you have every right to terminate the relationship.  However, before you move to 
this stage, try to ensure that you have full understanding of why it isn’t working and that you 
discuss this with the coach to give him or her, the opportunity to vary things to suit your needs.  
Sometimes coaching does not work because there is not yet sufficient clarity about the need or 
desired outcome, sometimes it doesn’t work because the process does not seem to be effective, 
and sometimes it doesn’t work because, for whatever reason, the client does not feel safe in the 
coaching relationship.  Bear in mind that the coach may be deliberately working to move you out of 
your comfort zone and that this is why things don’t seem to be working.  Whatever the reason, talk 
with your coach about it before coming to your decision so that your decision is as informed as it 
can be.   
 

How is coaching evaluated?How is coaching evaluated?How is coaching evaluated?How is coaching evaluated?    
 
Executive coaching is evaluated by the client.  In common with any intervention, it is best 
evaluated on both its outcome and on its process – in other words, did it help you to reach whatever 
was your development goal, and did it do this in a way that was appropriately supportive and 
challenging?  Your coach will check in with you on a regular basis to assess how you are feeling 
about the effectiveness of the coaching programme and, when the process is complete, there will 
be a more formal evaluation of the entire programme which will be conducted by the Office for 
Health Management.  Like all evaluations of the programme – both informal and formal - this 
evaluation will be entirely confidential and will be based on your experience of the process only (in 
other words, the content of the discussions between client and coach remain confidential at all 
times).   
 
If the coaching has been ‘bought’ for you by your organisation, be as clear as you can be about why 
it was believed that you would benefit from coaching and about the sorts of criteria that your 
organisation might use to assess the value of the coaching.   If you have been nominated by your 
CEO you should arrange to meet with your CEO to discuss the reasons for your nomination and what 
it is expected that you will gain from the process. 
 
 
 

Preparing for Executive CoachingPreparing for Executive CoachingPreparing for Executive CoachingPreparing for Executive Coaching     
 
To begin with, you don’t need to read anything prior to taking part in Executive Coaching (apart 
from something like this which can help you make an informed decision about your participation in 
it).  However, it can be useful if you take some time beforehand to really think through what you 
want from coaching.  There are some simple ways in which you could do this and some simple tools 
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to help you.  (Even if you spend time thinking through your needs and objectives and find out that 
you’re not really that clear on what you want from coaching, the fact that you have arrived at this 
conclusion following consideration and reflection can be a useful starting point in coaching.)    
Section 3 of this note contains some questions that should help you to prepare for your first meeting 
(having already met with and satisfied yourself that you can work with your chosen coach). 
 
It is likely that your first meeting with your coach will be spent clarifying the process, gathering 
background information, and agreeing the likely ‘agenda’ for your work together.  Your coach will 
help you to work through all of these questions, as well as questions relating to the process itself.  
So, in addition to thinking about the sorts of issues that you might want to address within the 
coaching programme or relationship, it can also be useful for you to be clear about any concerns of 
reservations you might have about the process, and for you to think about the sorts of ground-rules 
that might make the process feel as safe as possible for you.  Even though confidentiality is 
guaranteed, make sure you talk through with you coach what this means in practice as there can be 
different understandings of how it works. 
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A  M A P  O F  A  M A P  O F  A  M A P  O F  A  M A P  O F  
E X E C U T I V E  E X E C U T I V E  E X E C U T I V E  E X E C U T I V E  
C O A C H I N GC O A C H I N GC O A C H I N GC O A C H I N G   

W O R KW O R KW O R KW O R K   
S E L FS E L FS E L FS E L F ---- A W A R E N E S SA W A R E N E S SA W A R E N E S SA W A R E N E S S   

P R O B L E MP R O B L E MP R O B L E MP R O B L E M   
S O L V I N GS O L V I N GS O L V I N GS O L V I N G  S E L FS E L FS E L FS E L F ----     

D E V E L O P M E N TD E V E L O P M E N TD E V E L O P M E N TD E V E L O P M E N T   

C A R E E RC A R E E RC A R E E RC A R E E R   

Managing/ 
altering 

work-life  
balance 

Operational 
problems/ 

issues 

Teasing 
out/thinking 

through 
unprecedented 

problems

Thinking 
through 

strategy / 
tactics 

Dealing with the 
non-rational sides 
of organisational 

life 

Re-railment 
following radical 

change 
(‘derailment’) 

Review and 
refinement of 
career path 

Identifying 
career 

‘anchors’ 

Developing 
options and 

planning next 
steps 

Managing 
difficult/critical 

relationships 

Exploring values 
and extending 
management 

styles 
Maintaining 

performance and 
effectiveness 

Understanding 
own needs, 

blockages and 
drivers 

Use of 360°°°° 
feedback 

mechanisms and 
self-assessment 

inventories

Exploration of past 
and early/formative 

relationships and 
incidents 

Understanding 
self as 

preliminary to 
understanding 

others

Managing 
change 

‘Audit’ of own 
strengths and 

weaknesses and 
development 

needs 
Need for 

intellectual 
development 
and ongoing 
stimulation 

Need for 
maintenance of 

physical and 
spiritual well-being

Need for 
rewarding  

relationships with 
partner/ family/  

friends 

Developing and 
leading high-
level team 

  L I M E  T R E E  C O N S U L T I N G ,  2 0 0 2 L I M E  T R E E  C O N S U L T I N G ,  2 0 0 2 L I M E  T R E E  C O N S U L T I N G ,  2 0 0 2 L I M E  T R E E  C O N S U L T I N G ,  2 0 0 2     

Clarity of role 
and required 

results 

    

SECTION 2: MAP OF POSSIBLE CONTENT OF EXECUTIVE COACHING PROGRASECTION 2: MAP OF POSSIBLE CONTENT OF EXECUTIVE COACHING PROGRASECTION 2: MAP OF POSSIBLE CONTENT OF EXECUTIVE COACHING PROGRASECTION 2: MAP OF POSSIBLE CONTENT OF EXECUTIVE COACHING PROGRAMME MME MME MME     
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SECTION 3: PREPARING FOR EXECUTIVE COACHINGSECTION 3: PREPARING FOR EXECUTIVE COACHINGSECTION 3: PREPARING FOR EXECUTIVE COACHINGSECTION 3: PREPARING FOR EXECUTIVE COACHING    
 
 
The following exercises can help you think through and identify the sorts of issues which you might want to cover in your Executive Coaching programme.   
  
 

1.  Brief Needs Identification Questionnaire1.  Brief Needs Identification Questionnaire1.  Brief Needs Identification Questionnaire1.  Brief Needs Identification Questionnaire    
 
This questionnaire is not a scientific tool but it merely intended to facilitate your reflection on the sorts of issues that typically crop up in a coaching 
programme.  It is based loosely on the Map of Executive Coaching in Section 2.  Tick the box that best represents how you feel in relation to each of the 
following statements.  The results are for your use only and, of course, there are no right or wrong answers. 
 
 

Your Work 

I am happy that my management style is appropriate 1 2 3 4 5 6 I’m not sure what options I have for managing differently 

My team is working well and working interactively 1 2 3 4 5 6 People seem a bit lost and even at odds with other in the team 

I manage difficult relationships with colleagues pretty well 1 2 3 4 5 6 I often get quite stressed about critical work relationships 

I am sure of what I am supposed to be doing and that the members of my team 
would be equally clear about their roles 1 2 3 4 5 6 There is a lot of confusion about who does what and who is responsible and 

accountable for what at my level in the organisation 

No matter what happens, I am usually able to get back on track and focus on 
results 1 2 3 4 5 6 I feel I often lose sight of what I am supposed to be achieving because I get 

distracted by operational issues 

Your Career 

I am happy that I am on the right path in terms of my career 1 2 3 4 5 6 I am not at all sure that my career is progressing in the way I want  

I am pretty familiar with the sorts of options that are available to me in terms of 
planning my next career move 1 2 3 4 5 6 I have no idea of where I see myself moving to next or how I might get there 

I know the sorts of variables and criteria that I use to help me decide my next 
career moves 1 2 3 4 5 6 I am not really sure what is important to me in my next career move 

I take stock on a regular basis of how I am doing relative to my career aspirations 1 2 3 4 5 6 I rarely reflect on my career and am pretty happy to just let it evolve 

I am pretty confident that my role won’t be changing much in any unexpected 
way over the next few years 1 2 3 4 5 6 I have a gut feeling that my role could change dramatically, that I might be facing 

a significant transition in the next few years 
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Your Problem - Solving 

I have people around me that can help me think through strategy and tactics 1 2 3 4 5 6 I’m not sure that I can trust the people around me to give me the breadth or 
depth of perspective that I need to think through strategy and tactics 

I accept and am comfortable with the non-rational aspects of interpersonal, group 
and organisational dynamics 1 2 3 4 5 6 I often find myself at a loss to understand why people behave so irrationally in this 

organisation 

I don’t really need help in dealing with the operational issues that demand my 
attention from time to time 1 2 3 4 5 6 I seem to spend too much of my time dealing with operational issues and need 

help to solve them quicker or more effectively 

I am happy with the amount to time I spend in work 1 2 3 4 5 6 I spend too much time in work to the detriment of other aspects of my life 

I plan and manage change, even unprecedented change, pretty well or as well as 
can be expected 1 2 3 4 5 6 I could use help in managing change, especially when it is unlike anything we have 

faced in the past 

Your Self-Development 

I am happy that I get the right amount of intellectual challenge that I need 1 2 3 4 5 6 I often find myself bored and in need of mental stimulation  

I make time to look after my health and physical well-being  1 2 3 4 5 6 I take my health and physical well-being for granted 

I have rewarding and fulfilling personal relationships with my 
partner/family/friends 1 2 3 4 5 6 My relationships with partner, family and friends are probably getting worse or are 

being neglected as the years pass 

I feel that my life has meaning and that it has an appropriate degree of 
spirituality for me 1 2 3 4 5 6 I often feel at a loss when trying to understand or relate the purpose or meaning 

of my life to a wider belief system 

I am growing and learning all the time in my current roles in work and life 1 2 3 4 5 6 I feel that I am stagnating, that I am not learning much about myself or anything 
else in my current roles in work and life 

Your Self-Awareness 

I know the impact I have on other people and I’m reasonably happy with it 1 2 3 4 5 6 I am not sure what people would say about me and about my impact on them 

I would say that I know myself pretty well and understand my motivations and my 
reactions, by and large 

1 2 3 4 5 6 I’m not really sure of who am I half the time, or why I find myself behaving in 
ways that I don’t like 

I get feedback on a regular basis from my team and from other people who are 
important to me 

1 2 3 4 5 6 I rarely get straightforward feedback (unless I do something wrong) from the 
people who matter to me 

I am pretty sure of what my (current) strengths and weaknesses are, both in terms 
of my work and my relationships outside work 

1 2 3 4 5 6 I rarely take time to audit myself and so would not be at all sure of my strengths 
or weaknesses at this point in time 

I am clear about my values, my core philosophies and principles, and I live by 
them to the best of my ability 

1 2 3 4 5 6 I tend to spend more time living by other people’s (e.g. colleagues, spouse, etc.) 
standards of what is right and wrong, good and bad, important and unimportant 

 
If your answers are predominantly in the 1 and 2 columns, you may not need coaching at all as it would seem that you are well-rounded and competent 
across a wide range of work and life areas.  If your answers are predominantly in the 3 and 4 range, it might be that you’re the sort of person who prefers 
to ‘hedge their bets’ or it might be that you could really use an opportunity (such as coaching) to clarify what is important to you in relation to these issues 
and then decide whether you want to take any action.  Finally, if your answers are mostly 5s and 6s, there is a very good chance that you will benefit from 
coaching in that it can help you assess whether or not you are happy with your answers and with what they say about you (and it may well be that you are 
happy here – remember, there are no right or wrong answers) and, if you are not happy with this, what action or further exploration might be warranted.
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