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The Biggest Challenge for Coaching in 
2015? Business Growth

by Malcolm Nicholson (United Kingdom)
Business coaching continues to evolve and diversify in its approaches. However, the biggest issue facing 
many businesses in 2015 is transforming themselves into organisations capable of growth. What should 
business coaches be doing in response?

Let’s start by looking at the big picture. At the 
time of writing, the economy at a global level 
looks vulnerable, with growing geopolitical risks 
occurring. But there is talk of growth, led by the US 
economy. Many companies are cash rich and need to 
gain bigger market share. Going forward, this could 
give companies the ability ‘… to invest in people, 
raise productivity, and rebuild trust and confidence.’ 
(Goldman Sachs, Outlooks 2015).

However, most leadership teams in place today have 
cut their teeth during the near apocalyptic scenario 
created by the 2009 economic meltdown. Whether 
you have or have not been through a recession before, 
there has never been anything like the current period of 
economic turbulence. During this period, the approach 
to running a business became inwardly focused – 
cutting spend, costs and managing the balance sheet. 
Over the subsequent years, a successful leadership 
career was measured by success in operational 
consolidation, optimization of existing resources, not 
taking risks and generally  an ability to ‘batten down 
the hatches.’ This has consequently become many 
people’s ‘success formulae’ – in other words their 
default approach to running an organization.

The current message from the top of many businesses 
flies in the face of that. Private Equity owners and 
boards are looking to drive growth. Capital (human 
and financial) moves to where it gets its best return.

The biggest hindrance to growth is likely to be the 
ability of the leadership teams themselves. ‘If the only 
tool you have is a hammer, you tend to see everything 
as a nail.” 

So organisations are beginning to discover the hard 
way that there are major differences between a 
business plan and an executable plan your organization 
can deliver. This is causing a tension in organisations, 
highlighting the difference between ‘leading growth’ 
and the all the rhetoric that can surround it.

There is now a greater need for intellectual diversity 
amongst boards, who will often have hunkered down, 
bonded and worked together in the same manner to do 
a good job weathering the storm. This diversity needs 
to come in the form of complimentary but differing 
skills to the group norm. 

So, if a company wants to keep the same board, then 
it absolutely needs external help. There again if an 
established board brings in new blood, there will likely 
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be a polarization of the ‘veterans’ and the ‘rookies’ 
who “don’t understand what we’ve been through.” 
Peter Drucker was right when he said “culture eats 
strategy for breakfast”.

Rare is the group of people that can get through these 
situations unaided. Leadership teams are becoming 
more short term and transactionally focused as 
they struggle to deliver in an increasingly complex, 
regulated and interconnected environment.  As we 
have seen, existing approaches are unlikely to be 
robust or flexible enough to keep the business where 
it is, let alone get it to the next level. 

Individually and collectively, leadership teams now 
need to accelerate through the mental gears and tap 
into the latent talent already available – a new set of 
skills, not to throw out the old but to build and round 
out their previous approaches. 
Good coaching is ideally placed to facilitate this and 
should be a value adding cornerstone, enabling the 
team to provide leadership and contribute at a level 
that is greater than the sum of the parts. An opportunity 
for boards and leadership teams to develop through 
challenge in a controlled and safe environment is 
infinitely preferable to the challenge that will be 
presented by the market environment.  

This lack of focus on the mental gear shift is summed 
up by a leading European academic who said ‘…
[here is] a contradiction that affects most managers 
every day: learning is the most celebrated neglected 
activity in the workplace.’ (1)

External interventions by coaches should ideally be at 
a combined one to one and group level. A key element 
that I have found to be missing in leadership teams 
is an understanding of the need for demonstrating 
personal growth and change as part of this process. 
This reticence is driven by many varied, nuanced and 
highly individual elements, which include the need 
to maintain control, not showing weakness, politics 

in the group, self image of being paid for what they 
know now, task orientation, performance momentum 
leading to no time to reflect, status quo with peers and 
a need to please the top person. 

A word of caution for the inexperienced coach: working 
with teams of seasoned executives is significantly 
more taxing and complex – and with greater room 
for derailment - than working with individuals. The 
need for the coach to comprehend, evaluate and steer 
what’s going on in the room needs to be processed 
and responded to at a number of different levels. 

I tested these ideas out with a colleague, Andy 
McCann. (2) He was in agreement and added, “The 
coach must absolutely leave any ego driven needs 
to appear quick witted or decisive at home.  The 
priority is to nurture the individuals and group as a 
whole towards consensus and agreement and action.  
To achieve this the coach must be able to adapt their 
attention to embrace the group as an entity; to be 
flexible and skilled enough to narrow this attention 
in line with an individual’s donation of ideas and 
thoughts; and then to widen it quickly again in order 
to attend to the group dynamic.”

He continued “This provides the coach with some 
challenges, including intuitively knowing how 
to manage the variables in both expression and 
contribution.   A lack of clear and open communication 
and contribution can be a sign that individuals are 
withdrawing, pulling back into themselves and away 
from others.  This is frequently to a perceived need 
for self-protection, which in turn can lead to a form of 
social loafing, where individuals hide within a group.”

Consequently, I have found that the ability to help 
individuals accept the need for personal growth is best 
achieved in the one to one level. This environment 
also gives good insights into what is going on ‘under 
the bonnet’ in the board setting. 



TYPICAL OUTCOMES THAT SENIOR TEAMS 
WANT TO WORK TOWARDS INCLUDE:-

• Gaining clarity on what they want to achieve 
and why.

• Developing and agreeing an identity and a 
modus operandii at a process and behavioural 
level; Understanding a common set of 
behaviourally based priorities and objectives; 
commitment to them and their implementation.

• Building an environment to increase 
performance across the entire organisation.

• Developing trust and communication between 
the senior team to enable resilience and robust 
working relationships, especially in stressful 
periods.

Having got clarity on what they need to do differently, 
leaders need to engage and communicate to the 
organisation and key stakeholders – they need to 
symbolically demonstrate leadership change in order 
to accelerate the growth cycle. 

What is meant by ‘symbolic change’ in this context? 
Bolman & Deal in their 4 Frames model say:

Symbolic managers and leaders believe that the most 
important part of their job is an inspiration—giving 
people something that they can believe in.  People will 
give their loyalty to an organization that has a unique 
identity and makes them feel that what they do is really 
important.  Effective symbolic managers and leaders 
are passionate about making their organizations the 
best of their kind and communicate that passion to 
others.  They use dramatic, visible symbols that give 
people a sense of the organizational mission.  They 
are visible and energetic. They create slogans, tell 
stories, hold rallies, give awards, appear where they 
are least expected, and manage by wandering around.
Bolman & Deal (1991, p. 364)

In other words they look at organizational life not 
analytically but by treating it as theatre to engage 
the heart and head of its people by creating meaning 
and faith in the organisation.  These, essentially 
phenomenological perspectives, are typically directed 
towards longer term change and a real engagement in 
the coaching process by the senior leader.

However, there is a paradox here as there is also a 
need to match control and process with the business 
activities. Too little and ‘stuff’ – big or small -will 
fall off the conveyor belt. Too much and the message 
and the business will be stifled. Communication will 
go underground and there will be a fatal disconnect 

between the stated intent and the activities of those 
executing the strategy.  Andy McCann added “There 
is little doubt the best performing organisations in 
business - and sport - maintain a dual focus towards 
factors within their control and longer term planning 
during both successful periods and times of significant 
challenge.”

So, the biggest challenge for businesses in the 
foreseeable future will be growth in a changing 
marketplace. Great coaches and great coaching can 
have a tangible impact on the ability of organisations 
to thrive in their rapidly changing and demanding 
marketplaces.

Reference:
1. Gianpiero Petriglieri, Associate Professor of 

Organisational Behaviour at INSEAD,
2. Andy McCann is in demand as an adviser, mentor 

and performance coach to high performing 
individuals in diverse professions, including some 
of the UK’s highest profile international sports 
stars and coaches. Consultant to the Welsh Rugby 
Union and staff member for the Wales Team at the 
2011 Rugby World Cup. http://dnadefinitive.com/
dna-family/andy-mccann/ 
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Are Business Coaches providing
value for money?

by Malcolm Nicholson (United Kingdom)
The geopolitical and business outlook is set to become even more complex. Are business coaches well enough 
equipped to add value to their clients?

I have been speaking to some of my senior business 
clients over the last few weeks and getting a feeling 
from them of the business landscape for the coming 
year.

The consensus is that there is even more uncertainty 
and complexity. This of course is happening on a 
geopolitical level with wars in the Middle East, 
tensions in the far East and Eastern Europe and what 
Pope Francis has called “A piecemeal World War III” 
as well as economic tensions in Europe. 

The US economy and to a lesser extent the UK appear 
to be growing, with Europe uncertain and some down 
turn in the emerging markets.

Regulation has also spread from the financial services 
to other industries and is being taken far more seriously. 
Non executive directors and boards are being held into 
far more account at a regulatory level whilst greater 
shareholder involvement is holding boards to account 
and there is a rising awareness and push back on the 
amount of C level remuneration.

Most companies have repaired their balance sheets 
and many are actually cash rich. Growth is required; 
however there is much more discussion about the 
appetite for risk. 

One thing is certain, when we look back in 12 months 
time the landscape will not be as it was predicted!

Taking this to another level, some executives are 
becoming aware that the changing and turbulent set of 
circumstances with which their businesses are having 
to deal need a change in the way the organisation is run. 
Too many processes, rules and control mechanisms 
and the ability to react or be creative is blunted, the 
culture becomes reactive and driven underground 
so that the informal network becomes the only way 
to get things done. Too few and things drop off the 
conveyor belt. Some businesses operate on this basis, 
however, considering the magnitude of the challenge, 
not enough.

Sound complicated? You bet it is. And this is whilst 
dealing with globalization, competitive issues, running 
the business and other internal organizational issues. 
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Recent research of CEOs has shown that only half 
considered themselves prepared for the complexity of 
the global business environment that is unfolding. (1)

The old saying that ‘If it isn’t broke, don’t fix it’ is 
no longer relevant today. Business is changing so 
rapidly that if you don’t understand the changes in the 
context, then you cannot manage it except by using 
previous recipes.

How do people cope? How do businesses survive? 
And more saliently for this publication, how is the 
business coaching industry helping leaders navigate 
this shifting terrain? Are coaches enabling a genuine 
deepening of executives thinking and broadening of 
their ‘toolkit’ – whilst staying in the coaching space 
as opposed to consulting or mentoring?

At one level, great coaching is well suited to this 
task. “Coaching at its best, informed by good theory 
and practices and case studies around international 
business in the true sense, is brilliant and uniquely 
placed to encourage people into new kinds of 
conversations that deepen and build their cognitive 
capacity and enable them to make sense out of 
circumstances that are extremely complex.” (2) Only 
complexity can absorb complexity. In other words, 
for a leader to be able to deal with complex situations 
they have to have an equal or more complex set of 
approaches to deal with the situation. So shouldn’t 
this apply to the executive’s coach as well? How can 
a less complex set of coaching questions match a 
complex situation? 

What is stopping the uptake of a more flexible, 
guiding and directing style of leadership? Well, ‘the 
system’ isn’t too keen on it for a start. Investors, be 
they government, shareholders or private equity want 
to know what they are getting. At an Individual level, 

leaders – as indeed would be any human being – are 
adept at developing reasons for not getting out of 
their relative comfort zone (‘I may be banging my 
head against the wall but at least I know what the 
pain will be!’). Most revolve around the absence 
of an immediate ‘compelling event’ – the business 
equivalent of the health scare that makes us lead a 
healthier lifestyle – and include not having time, 
learning a new approach and language, losing control 
or power, setting, measuring and achieving budgets 
or targets – both at an individual and team levels, ‘It’s 
only theory’ and doubtless many, many more.

At a personal level, I saw this dichotomy play out 
in practice. I was lucky enough to see Prof Ralph 
Stacey give a talk on ‘Managing Order and Chaos in 
Organisations’ in which he described the need for a 
new flexible mindset amongst managers and leaders. 
I was then working on a joint venture alongside a Big 
5 consultancy, who had drawn up a 10 year business 
plan with revenue figures over that period measured 
in decimal places! Perversely, I did a presentation to 
my leadership colleagues on Prof Stacey’s approach. 
You could smell the burning as their fuses overloaded!

I wanted to test some of my ideas, so spoke to someone 
with a great perspective straddling the academic and 
business worlds. Dr. Paul Thomas is known by the 
BBC as the Business Doctor and is an experienced 
and respected author, thought leader and trail blazer 
on matters relating to change and organizational 
development that allows people to thrive and flourish 
within 21st Century organisations. He thinks that the 
way most businesses are run is outdated. He said:

“[Our approach] has met understandable resistance 
from some managers despite its well-researched 
benefits on organisational performance. This level 
of criticality causes uncertainty and worry for most 
managers as they realise they are at times not adding 
value to the ‘customer’ but simply creating more 
rules & procedures which are counter-productive 
and therefore adds cost. A recent example is the 
NHS Health service (United Kingdom) which has 
seen unprecedented levels of funding, the majority 
of which has gone into the ‘management, systems, 
technology and not frontline outcomes’. Measuring 
performance indicators for example has created a 
vast army of counters, checkers and bureaucracy 
that increases cost but not necessarily performance. 
We also know that ‘measurements’ and targets sub-
optimise human systems.”

“So the solution to every problem will be in the 
organisation already. Its called frontline staff and if 
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you engage them they are your consultants; ready, 
willing, and loyal to the cause. Management is a 
function, which most can do easily with training and 
practice. True sustainable services in the 21st Century 
only happen when frontline staff are able to trust the 
leader, suggest, reflect and be trusted back. When 
trusted, risk is seen as a positive not just negative. “

“This may seem ‘revolutionary’ but in order to see 
our companies, products and service provision 
survive the next 10 years we must think radically, 
ask the difficult and down-right insulting ‘why’s’ 
to survive. To question traditional command and 
control, to consider alternative approaches is difficult 
given so much vested interest and even if we do take 
risks and  think differently there are no guarantees 
of success. However, we need leaders throughout 
organisations where there is not one but a thousand 
pairs of eyes, all the employees in the organisation 
each searching for the competition and customers, 
innovating and driving service levels upwards. This 
increases productivity (in one service by 300%), 
reduces sickness and absenteeism to zero, increases 
morale and energy and reduces disputes/issues.”

“Most of the simple things have been done in Business 
Schools and consultancy solutions and only the messy 
things are left. But it’s the messy things that matter, 
it’s the messy things which make the difference to 
sustainable organisations and innovation.”

“How many times have we seen grand strategies fail 
in implementation, before we are able to understand 
that organisations are messy, simply because people 
are messy. Organisations are full of humans which 
makes it - if allowed - an adaptive system which 
is not controllable in the traditional managerial 
mindset, indeed the more measures, procedures and 
rules that are created by managers the less effective 
the organisation becomes, the opposite to what is 
commonly believed.”

“The vision needs to be shared, co-created 
and partnered. The energy from the frontline 
captured by a bottom-up strategic direction, 
influenced and nudged by leaders nurturing 
high performance not managing it. Leaders 

need to impact the perceptions, emotions and 
subsequent motivation of their people on an 

individual basis.” (3)

So coaching can help leaders develop that complexity 
of thought to deal with the highly complex 
environment they are facing. For me however, a real 
value add would be for coaches to ensure that their 

‘saw is sharpened’ by having a grasp of organizational 
theory and practice to enable them to challenge in a 
way that matches  - or exceeds – the organizational 
complexities with their own grasp of complexity.

SOURCE:

(1) & (2) Author’s interviews with Dr Geoffrey 
Abbott. http://www.internationalbusinesscoaching.
com 

(3) Conversation with Dr. Paul Thomas. http://
dnadefinitive.com/dna-family/ 
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