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Coaching in Adversity

The most important workplace skill was, is and always will be the ability to get along with people. If you don’t have that skill, any success you will have will only be temporary. (D Murphy 2000)

Would you consider getting in a coach to help you or another executive with poor performance? Why not? Tim Henman changed his coach when he was already in the world’s top 100 tennis players but wanted to be in the top 20 and needed to raise his game to a different level. 

Tiger Woods who is the world’s highest profile golfer in his early professional career changed his ‘swing’ to improve his game even when he was No 1 in the world.

Being ‘at the top’ can be a lonely place, however, coaching can be successful in turning round an individual’s performance. Whilst this is by no means the only time coaching should be used (for it may be seen as the last resort!) if framed as an opportunity it can certainly be a benefit.

In this article we will identify a number of situations in business that are challenging and could be described as being ‘times of adversity’ and outline how an external coaching  intervention (as opposed to mentoring or consulting can be effective in improving what appears to be a no win, difficult or even hopeless situation relating to a poor performance issue. .

What are those times of adversity? 

Examples might be:

· A grievance

· Demotion

· Working relationship has broken down

· The individual lacks confidence

· Stress or Work/Life imbalance

· Retirement

· Post-harassment/bullying claim

How does coaching help in these situations?

What coaching is and what it is not

Coaching and its relationship to other fields is aptly depicted below:
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Fig 1 










Relationship of coaching to other fields

Adapted from: S Fairley 2003

As seen in Fig 1, asking questions is a key skill used by in effective coaching and when used during times of adversity enables the individual to understand the reality of the situation. Coaching in adversity is not about platitudes, it is focussed, challenging and supportive. The last thing someone wants to hear when they’ve just been made redundant is to be told “it’ll be alright, you’ve got so many skills”; “ you’ll find something else”; “ it could be the best thing that’s ever happened to you” etc Platitudes such as this can sometimes help fuel any hidden resentment towards the organisation, executives and/or employees.

Seeing the client (coachee) as the expert means the person ultimately has the control and responsibility to make their situation different this could be that in a hopeless situation they are in control, and only they know what’s best for them, even if that is not clear to them at that moment!

As a manager it is hard to admit we need help sometimes, especially if we are used to being in control! And fell that should be able to deal with the fallout from a situation of adversity, using an external coach is not about failure to be able deal, with an adverse situation or poor performance instead it is about recognising that you may be too close to a situation, maybe you are not entirely comfortable with addressing an individual’s behaviour or know how to go about helping someone change theirs. 

Peltier (2001) suggests two forms of coaching:

1. Executive Coaching i.e. 1:1 services to top level leaders in an organisation, on the principle that positive changes can be filtered down through the organisation

2. Management Coaching – coaching as a set of skills all managers are expected to use when appropriate. Training can be given to enhance this set of skills

In addition there is ‘Life Coaching’ which is generally outside organisations when individuals refer themselves. In this article we are referring to executive or management coaching.

Our experience is that people often have a different meaning in mind when talking about coaching. We take a holistic approach to executive coaching, based on the belief that there is often some internal psychological obstacle or blockage which interrupts the individual’s performance. The coach’s role is to help ‘unblock’ those obstacles to allow the individual’s courage, experience, knowledge, confidence and skills to see the reality of their situation, to clear their own path enabling them to perform their role more effectively, and feel more fulfilled. 

The Center for Creative Leadership describe it as: “the process of equipping people with the tools, knowledge and opportunities they need to develop themselves and become more effective. An executive coach can give feedback on the executive’s interpersonal relations and skills from direct personal experience”. (Peltier 2001)

How can coaching help in adversity?

By receiving feedback, the individuals have the opportunity to see themselves more as others see them and having seen the reality, they can then go on to the unblocking process.  

It is still true today to say that many executives are promoted for their specific knowledge and technical skills rather than their strategic and planning ability. With the offer of the status, remuneration and other financial benefits they are unlikely to refuse the offer of promotion. Organisations suffer if these executives don’t know themselves reasonably well and if they aren’t skilled in leadership.

The Coach is a skilled independent who has no hidden agenda and no relationship with the employee in the work context. This enables the individual to feel free to open up and be honest without the possibility of consequences in the workplace. Sometimes, their difficulty might be with their manager!

For example, Client X had been accused of, and found by an internal disciplinary to be guilty of bullying. The outcome of the internal investigation was for the individual to address this behaviour by agreeing to attend a series of 10 coaching sessions of 2 hours each. The coaching enabled the individual to accept the reality that they had been bullying, to understand why and how that came about and to go on to learn strategies to avoid a similar situation arising in the future. They were able to explore the reality of the incident and be open and honest without embarrassment or repercussion. As a result this employee’s behaviour towards people in the business changed for the better and they did not revert back to previous bullying behaviour.

The Johari’s window personality paradigm describing 4 aspects of our personality has much to offer when ‘unblocking’:

Known to Self



Unknown to Self

Known to others


Unknown to others

(Source: Johari’s Window, after Joe Luft & Harry Ingram)

The Public Arena is what is known to ourselves and we show others

The Private self is what is known to ourselves but we choose not to display to others

The Blind spot is what others see in us but we do not yet know about ourselves

The Unconscious self is the part of us not yet known to either ourselves or to others.

Of course, we do not have 4 equal sized quadrants of our whole personality. 

Coaching enables an individual identify and know more about their blind spot. Often in times of stress we don’t realise how we are coming across to others
By increasing self- awareness and reducing the ‘unknown to self’ aspects through exploring in a ‘safe’, non-judgmental place, with a skilled external coach, the individual understands more about ourselves, overcomes internal obstacles and become better managers and leaders ……… if we want to! 

At times of change an executive may undervalue a skill they possess. 

One model we like to use to help managers undergoing organisational change is the ‘Reaction to Change’ in Fig 2
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Fig 2 – Reaction to Change (4P)

This model demonstrates 4 types of reactions to change 

Some may be protesters – engaged in the process of change but have a negative attitude towards it and will therefore make their feelings known and ‘stop’ the process.

Others may adopt a victim response – prisoners. These will neither be engaged in the process nor have a positive attitude but will take the stance that things happen to them and they have no control over the change or how they respond to it.

A passenger may be positive but quite willing to let everyone else take responsibility, actions etc and are therefore not fully engaged in the process.

Ideally we want to aim to get everyone to be players – to be fully engaged and with a positive ‘Go’ attitude. 

The green arrows indicate possible moves a coach could help the individual make from one position to another. It would be over-ambitious to try to help someone move directly from the prisoner to player, as they need to change both their attitude and engagement in the process

An external coach would use this model with a manager to enable them to identify where they or their individual team members are and with the coach explore strategies to enable them and their team to shift position. It may be that the individual themselves feels such a prisoner or protester that one outcome could be an exit strategy from the organisation.

Value in being external to the organisation

An external coach is also able to deliver the difficult feedback that may have been given through a 360 process in a way that will be heard, accepted and then go on to work with the individual to enable them to make the changes the business needs them to make in a positive way.

An external coach will be able to facilitate this ‘time out’ by helping individuals to identify their strengths as well as clarify what it is they truly believe in and want, both for the organisation and themselves. Sometimes, the reality may be the two have become incompatible and the individual has not acknowledged this whilst still trying to do their job. People are never likely to perform to their optimum if what they are doing or how they are doing it isn’t really where they want to be in life.

· Show up and be present

· Pay attention

· Tell the truth

· Be open to outcome, not attached to results

Adapted from Angeles Arrien’s Four-Fold Principles (Harper Collins 1993)

Words: 1697

Acer Coaching Limited is a Brighton-based organisation providing skilled coaching services to organisations and individuals. Contact us now on  info@acerpeople.co.uk for your free coaching audit that you qualify for as a subscriber to our articles community.
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