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 June 2006

Features
You are not alone
By Mike Hanley 

Coaches and mentors are now part of the business landscape. But what do the men and women who help CEOs get through the day really do for their dollar?

Time was when in the macho world of the Australian senior executive, engaging a coach to help with “personal development” was not the done thing. Even today, there is a reticence among executives about admitting that they might be in need of some softening around the edges. 

Calls to a dozen top corporations for this story unearthed only a handful of chief executives willing to reveal they are in a formal coaching or mentoring arrangement, among them Citibank CEO Les Matheson, BT Financial boss Rob Coombe, KPMG’s chairman, Doug Jukes, and the president of Dell China/Hong Kong, David Miller. 

But that culture is changing. The old guard at the top is being chased by a generation equipping themselves with a form of work-based personal training designed to help them perform at the edge of their personal envelopes. 

Enter coaching, in an explicit recognition that leadership is a skill distinct from technical management ability. What’s the problem with spending $100,000 a year when you can change your behaviour? Hiring a coach is not quite like asking your PA to buy your partner’s birthday gift. It’s more like using a professional shopper to make sure you get the best suit for the C-Suite. 

Coaching – and or mentoring – is big business. The International Coach Federation of Australasia (ICF) has about 700 members. Some of the well-known types signing up to coach or mentor include the former boss of Esanda, Elizabeth Proust, and former boss of Lion Nathan, Gordon Cairns. Former Microsoft executive Daniel Petre took the coaching route for a while; and Colin Carter, who sits on the NAB board among other things, coaches directors on the side. 

A Harvard Business Review article in November 2004 estimated that Americans spend $US1 billion on coaching each year. Yet the sector is largely unregulated and has just moved beyond cottage industry status. 

There are two professional associations, the ICF and the Institute of Executive Coaching (IEC). In addition, the big business schools such as the Melbourne Business School (MBS) and the Australian Graduate School of Management (AGSM) offer coaches, and other bodies such as the Australian Institute of Company Directors provide mentor-matching services. Even some blue chip management consulting firms offer one-on-one meetings with senior executives that are akin to coaching, although they avoid using the term. 

Industry estimates put the number of small firms in Australia offering coaching at 70 to 80, most of them consisting of informal networks where an individual may pass work on as it comes in. 

Terri Mandler, director of coaching at the MBS, says that five years ago the coaching market was the preserve of individuals who had developed their own approach to coaching, sometimes establishing their own intellectual capital around personal development models. Most of them had backgrounds in psychology, business or adult learning, and the practice of executive coaching was very informal. 

As demand grew, so did the number and variety of providers. Today, the provision of a coach or a mentor might be the deciding factor in an executive’s choice of job, and is becoming an important part of package negotiations. (The difference between a coach and a mentor is often in the eye of the beholder. In general terms, a coach is used for a short intervention to work on a particular management or leadership issue, while a mentor is more long term and is employed to talk about everything – career progression, family, strategic objectives. 

A coaching “intervention” is usually structured around a particular issue: an executive may have difficulty working with women, for instance, or may be insensitive in the way he or she communicates. The intervention will involve regular sessions with the coach, culminating in a “homework” assignment.) 

Supply and demand
The demand for coaching has been boosted by a corporate culture that increasingly embraces the twin concepts of leadership and the self – and which recognises that the right traits don’t always appear automatically in those at the top.

“Executives have a set of behaviours they have used to get to the top,” says Chip Macfarlane, a director and master coach at the IEC. “Some are still useful, and some are not useful anymore. 

Many lose their sense of self in the struggle to get to the top. I am dealing with people who, in order to get where they are went through the workplace with a certain set of norms, and now they are being asked to do something different – not just from what they were doing before, but different from their predecessors.”

An inflexion point for coaching came a few years back when companies, realising that executives were sourcing coaches from an unregulated marketplace, began to take control, developing formal relationships with providers or creating their own panel of coaches from which their executives could choose. 

As well, the 2003 publication of a report by the Corporate Leadership Council, a US-based international club for big corporates, increased the acceptability of coaching. 

The report, Maximising Returns on Professional Executive Coaching, surveyed multinationals about their executive coaching practices and published a number of case studies, including that of the NAB. This outlined the way NAB sourced its coaches, how extensively they were used throughout the organisation, and the process through which the bank managed the provision of coaches to its executive ranks.

The report, and in particular NAB’s program, became a benchmark for the Australian coaching industry. It found the top requirements for a coach were experience in coaching top executives, and a formal background in behavioural science or a related discipline. 

Far down the list was industry experience – emphasising the fact that coaching is less about providing business advice than about providing support for a particular issue or general personal development.

David Carter, who runs Merryck & Co, a mentoring firm that targets the top sliver of executive ranks, argues that the not insignificant cost of engaging with one of his mentors – anything from $60,000 to $100,000 for up to 18 months – is a small part of a senior executive’s remuneration package. 

“There are numerous scientific studies that show it takes a CEO two years to really gain traction in a new job, “ says Carter. “And that is an experienced one. Add to that the fact that it is a talent-seller’s market because of the war for talent, the people who are given top jobs are probably not qualified to do them. If we can accelerate that process even a little, the savings to the company are enormous.” 

Life coaching
Rob Coombe, CEO of BT Financial, used to have a “real men don’t need coaches” approach to executive development.

“I thought you could gain all the insight you needed by being involved, by engaging with your bosses and peers, with the people who work for you, and by networking with people in other industries,” he says. 

“I had quite a closed mind to the idea of mentoring. But in moving into my new role [CEO of BT Financial from BT head of retail in January 2005], I was aware that it was going to be a fundamental change in my life. It coincided with the birth of my first child, so there were a number of things that were happening that were really different from anything I’d been through before.”

Coombe talked to his colleagues and support network within Westpac, and the human resources department suggested he look at a formal mentoring relationship with Merryck & Co. Coombe was sceptical, but chose Bill Wood, a former Asia regional head for the Mars Corporation. 

Merryck’s mentoring program starts with a three-day retreat for mentor and mentee where they get to know each other well. After that, the relationship continues on a relatively ad hoc basis – although the basic format is one full day a month, that day might be split into a number of telephone conversations, plus a round of golf now and then.

It was a long-term process with a high cost, both in out of pocket expenses and executive time, but Coombe says it would have been worth it if he had achieved only one of the lessons that Wood offered, in particular “balance and perspective”.

“I am a particular personality type and could have thrown myself into this role with no thought for the longer-term consequences,” says Coombe. “Bill made me sit down and think about the compromises that I would have to make to be able to spend more time with my wife and child, to maintain my physical fitness, to exercise my mind outside the workplace.”

The work/life balance theme stretches through many coaching/mentoring relationships. As part of the three-day retreat, Wood says he always spends at least a day getting to the bottom of what a client really wants from life.

“It sounds trite, but we will sit on the floor and draw a timeline of the plusses and minuses of their last 15 years – the birth of their first child, that missed promotion, whatever it might have been – and then look at the next 15 years,” he says. 

“You find that what people at this level usually don’t do is invest a lot in themselves. They are on a treadmill, ever onwards and upwards, and now they have come to the point where they themselves are the success factor. It is no longer technical capabilities ... it’s you that will make people follow or not.”

Changing behaviour
David Miller sees himself as inspiring and motivating staff. But when he was promoted to the position of Dell Computer’s regional head for Australia and New Zealand, he found that was not enough. 

“I had not dealt with change in my organisation that was inevitable, that needed to happen,” he says. “For instance, assessing the leadership qualities in my team and deciding whether I should give one of my leaders one project or another.”

It was this issue – indecisiveness – that coach Chip Macfarlane addressed with Miller as part of Dell’s coaching program, Leadership Edge, which is used throughout all levels of the company. Usually there’s a limited timeframe, but two years on Miller and Macfarlane are still working together – even though Miller has been promoted to president of Dell China/Hong Kong. 

“Chip holds me accountable,” says Miller. “Knowing that I’m going to meet him in a month or two makes me think about what we talked abut last time and act on it.”

For others, coaching helps soften particular aspects of their character. Frank Francis, chief operating officer at insurance company Vero, was introduced to his mentor, Michael Donovan, when his boss suggested he needed help with a problem revealed in his 360-degree feedback. 

“The people who worked with me directly and my boss understood me well, but I wasn’t always portraying the same image to others outside that circle,” says Francis. In essence, the rough edges to his personality sent out the 
wrong impression. “Michael made me realise that you might just have a 15-second window – perhaps in the lift – in which you have to make an impression,” says Francis. 

“Perhaps you had a bad non work-related experience and you get into the lift with a glum face – people don’t know why you are upset, they only know that you have a glum face. This kind of thing was not high in my consciousness. I have always been very strong technically and good with people, but the beauty of the work I did with Michael was that he made me understand that there is more to being a leader than that. He made me aware that people have perceptions of me that differ from who I really am.”

But the coaching experience is not always positive. When Doug Jukes became chairman of KPMG five years ago, he felt he might benefit from engaging a coach. However, he did not have clear goals in mind.

“I did it because people said you should do it, but it’s a bit like having a personal trainer,” Jukes says. “You want to be able to lose 15 kilos, and to know when you have achieved that. At the same time, the personal chemistry has to be right.” 

Jukes did not get on with his trainer: “It seemed the coach had a set agenda and various tools that would be trotted out, and it felt like I was being taken on a set journey irrespective of what I wanted.” 

At the same time, it was clear the coach was keen to on-sell services into KPMG itself. Before long, coaching sessions became a drag on Jukes’ time and energy, and he soon got to the point where he was no longer committed to the process and he packed it in. 

“I should have waited until I knew what the job involved, and where I was weak and where I was strong,” he says. He is still positive about personal development programs, but is clear that goals and objectives need to be set at the outset. 

Coaching rules
Scope 
The boundaries must be clear: you don’t want people who know a lot about psychology but little about business giving business advice to your people.

Dependency 
It happens rarely, but it is not unknown for executives to become dependent on input from their coach.

The on-sell 
Beware the coach who wants to sell a proprietary model into the whole organisation – they can be pushy and inflexible. 
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