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Preface

  I did not intentionally set out to become an executive coach. 
I evolved into coaching. As an internal consultant in a corpora-
tion, I encountered leaders who were often inattentive to parts 
of their management style that rendered them less effective than 
they wanted to be. In my early experiences with organizational 
development work, I was also fortunate to have upper manage-
ment bosses and clients who were willing to show me the ropes for 
achieving business results while remaining open to my expertise 
in project management and facilitation. Thus, I was privileged to 
work with these key decision makers on issues and undertakings 
about which they cared deeply .
  My career development was also aided by the fact that I often 
found myself in the executive offi ce sitting across from a leader 
and discussing crucial business issues. A leader was sometimes dis-
appointed with a project’s progress. I had two choices: door num-
ber one—take his negative feedback personally and conclude that 
I, along with the rest of the executive team, had let him down; or 
door number two—search for a pattern in his leadership behav-
ior that inevitably led us all to this point. (Throughout this book, 
I alternate  he  and  she , using them interchangeably as pronouns for 
the coach, the executive, and the employee.) For my fi rst year as 
an internal consultant, I chose door number one. Chalk it up to 
inexperience and a false sense of omnipotence (“it must always be 
my fault”). Given more time and a broader perspective, I noticed 
door number two opening frequently. 
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  Discovering a Passion for Coaching 

 So there I was, across from a disgruntled leader. I began to invite 
him into conversations about his frustrations and to ask him what 
he thought the external causes were and what he might be con-
tributing, albeit unintentionally, to the slowdown. These discus-
sions were brief at fi rst. As I became more skillful, I incorporated 
them into regular conversations I had with leaders regarding their 
business goals (Chapter  Ten  explores this transition to executive 
coaching in depth). 
  Another developmental thread in my coaching practice 
evolved from my work as a trainer in management development. 
Now let me say right off that the classes I offered in leadership 
training were  good . They were engaging, experiential, and practi-
cal. However, the managers basically tolerated the training. They 
felt pretty smug and satisfi ed with their level of management skill 
back on the fl oor, or at least until they got stuck. However, when 
faced with pressing and immediate dilemmas about high turnover, 
troublesome employees, low productivity, or a failed change effort, 
they would come to my offi ce for help. Their motivation to explore 
options for action was dramatically keener than their interest in 
the same issues in my classes. When the managers came to me 
one-to-one with their issues, I was happy to help them navigate 
through dilemmas regarding tasks or team challenges that they 
found personally daunting. 
  I was midstream in my own coaching practice before I thought 
of myself as an executive coach. It developed naturally out of these 
organizational projects when leaders came to me for help. I was 
ten years into coaching when I began to articulate the coaching 
method outlined in this book. Now, many years later, executive 
coaching, both one-to-one and with teams, is the primary focus of 
my work. 
  I fi nd coaching executives highly rewarding because the work 
is challenging, inspiring, fun, and stimulating. I have been blessed 
with clients willing to look within themselves for the key ingre-
dients of signifi cant change in their organizations. This kind of 
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journey requires full engagement and risk taking on the part of 
both client and coach. 
  My passion is to work with executives at the crossroads of two 
highways: road #1, developing leadership capacity, and road #2, 
achieving business results. When executive coaching focuses on 
this intersection, organizations enjoy a two-for-one deal: executives 
are developing while they are driving for results. They are not tak-
ing time out to develop but taking “time in” to develop while they 
get their work done. What could be a better contribution to organi-
zations than to work with executives at this crossroads? For too long, 
companies have segregated these functions of leadership develop-
ment and bottom-line results. Often the people involved with these 
functions do not develop ways to work together for greater synergies. 
The kind of executive coaching I defi ne and describe in this book is 
a perspective that comes from working at this crossroads and fi nd-
ing those synergies. The essence of executive coaching is helping 
leaders work through their dilemmas so they can transform their 
learning directly into results for the  organization. 

 The essence of executive coaching is helping leaders 
work through their dilemmas so they can transform 
their learning directly into results for the organization.   

 Who This Book Is For 

 People in many disciplines have become interested in the coaching 
fi eld. Some practitioners have a traditional business background 
and enter coaching from one of the following organizational roles: 

   Internal organizational development specialist  

   External consultant  

   Human resource staff  

   Staff positions that require coaching skills such as project 
leaders, engineers, and information systems managers    

•

•

•

•
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  Others enter the fi eld of executive coaching through different 
routes, such as counseling. Regardless of your background, if you 
identify with one or more of the following statements, you will 
fi nd this book useful: 

   I have reached a plateau in my effectiveness as a coach, and 
I need to fi nd my way to the next level.  

   I am not sure when one-to-one executive coaching should be 
expanded to working with the leader’s team.  

   My clients don’t use my services as well as they could.  

   I have a gut sense of what works when I coach, but I don’t 
know why it works. And sometimes it doesn’t.  

   The leader I am coaching resists my advice.  

   I want to avoid becoming as anxious as my clients so that 
I can continue to be useful to them.  

   I want to increase my range of coaching within different 
venues: one-to-one, team, behind-the-scenes, and live 
action.  

   I want to improve the way I give tough feedback.      

 How This Book Is Different 

 There are many books on coaching that describe the skills used 
in coaching individuals to achieve both higher competence and 
greater motivation in their work. One of the main audiences for 
these books is managers who are learning how to better coach their 
employees. Two excellent examples are Hargrove (1995) and Bell 
(1996). Although the writers focus on managers, business coaches 
in general can benefi t from learning the building-block skills to 
coaching detailed in the literature.  Executive Coaching with Back-
bone and Heart  explores a different territory. 
  First, this book is written for professionals who coach leaders of 
organizations. These executive coaches have the privilege of work-
ing with the men and women who lead and infl uence the direction 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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of today’s organizations. With this privilege comes a responsibility 
to partner with leaders in signifi cant ways in order to contribute to 
successful change efforts. The work of executive coaches now has 
its own literature. 
  Second, unlike coaching methods that use techniques to leve r-
age changes within the client,  Executive Coaching with Backbone 
and Heart  focuses on the need for coaches to use their own pres-
ence with the client. Executive coaching is not about imposing 
skills training on leaders. Fundamentally, it is about learning to be 
with leaders as they navigate through their world and fi nding key 
moments when they are most open to learning. 
  Let me be clear about being, learning, and doing. Being, learn-
ing, and doing do not trump the need of our clients to produce 
business outcomes. Executive coaching has to be relevant to 
achieving business results, and coaches should be business partners 
with their clients (Chapter  Five ). This involves helping leaders 
face their own challenges in attaining business results, to see how 
they can hinder their own progress. In these pivotal moments, the 
manner in which a coach manages the relationship with the exec-
utive facing those challenges can make the critical difference in 
the coaching outcome and thus the business outcome. 
  Third, this book focuses on the larger systems forces at play 
that require the attention of the executive coach. By “larger sys-
tems forces,” I mean an organization’s force fi eld that shapes and 
infl uences the individuals working within it (I defi ne the interac-
tional force fi eld and its effects in Chapter  Three ). Individuals sub-
consciously react to this fi eld with their own emotional responses, 
either helping or hindering their effectiveness. Executives act and 
react within this fi eld, along with everyone else they lead.   Coaches 
who fail to see how the system affects their clients will not under-
stand why their interventions sometimes fail. When coaches use 
skills presented in the general coaching literature and do not incor-
porate a systems approach, their efforts will yield limited results. 
  A systems viewpoint allows coaches to see the executive’s 
world in a new way.  Executive Coaching with Backbone and Heart  
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explores a systems perspective and shows the implications and 
choices for the coach who maintains that perspective. 
  Although coaches need a systems viewpoint to understand 
their client’s environment, they also need to realize what effect their 
client’s system has on them. This is the central premise and chal-
lenge of the book. Coaches must tune in to how the client’s force 
fi eld affects them, so they can maintain their equilibrium within it 
and help the client to do the same. When coaches hold this bifocal 
view, seeing their client and themselves within the system, they can 
use the skill-building technologies in the coaching literature effec-
tively. In fact, they can fi nally realize the full power of these skills.   

 How This Book Is Organized 

 This book navigates between two cliffs: a way of thinking about 
coaching and a methodology of coaching. I imagine this book as 
a river that runs through the canyon created by these two cliffs, 
needing both for its shape and power. 
  Just when it seems that a philosophy about presence and systems 
will lose its practical application, a method emerges to clarify that 
way. When the method becomes too rational for the topsy-turvy 
challenges of organizational life, a way of remaining in the moment 
saves the method from being trivialized. Perhaps the image is more 
like Alice of  Through the Looking Glass  when she fi nds herself in the 
wood of the vanishing path. When one is following a well-worn 
trail (the method) and that path disappears, one needs a way to 
attend to the forest (using one’s presence in the moment) and ori-
ent oneself within it. 
  Following is an overview and sequence of the content in the 
book. 

  Part One: Core Concepts: The Coach’s Stance 

 Chapter  One  defines executive coaching and explores three 
core principles that underlie the book: coach self-management, 
a  systems perspective, and a methodology compatible with the 
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fi rst two principles. The chapter explains the use of backbone and 
heart as it relates to the principle of coach self-management. 
  Chapter  Two  addresses the need to develop a signature pres-
ence, a way of bringing forward your backbone and your heart as a 
coach. I describe four conditions that promote a strong presence, 
benefi ting both coach and executive. 
  Chapters  Three  and  Four  cover specifi c ways of using systemic 
dynamics to read a client’s system and recognize the system created 
between the client and coach. There are many system variables to 
study. Chapters  Three  and  Four  focus on some of the central ones. 
As a coach, you will fi nd that when you attend to these systemic 
concepts, you are more likely to free a client and an organization 
from the detrimental qualities of their own system.   

 Part Two: Methodology: The Four Phases of Coaching 

 Chapters  Five  through  Eight  outline four essential phases to the 
coaching process: contracting, planning, live-action intervening, and 
debriefi ng. These can help both beginning and experienced coaches 
provide a more in-depth service to their clients. The method, how-
ever, depends greatly on bringing one’s presence to coaching and 
maintaining a systems perspective. As an important part of the 
debriefi ng phase, Chapter  Nine  explains a way to calculate your cli-
ents’ return on investment for your executive coaching contracts. 

The combination of using systems thinking while 
bringing forward a signature presence creates a highly 
engaging and effective process.

   Part Three: Special Applications 

 Chapter  Ten  is for consultants, trainers, and human resource 
professionals, internal or external, who facilitate processes and 
projects in organizations. This chapter explores the instances in 
which leaders do not seek coaching directly. It also describes the 
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 conversations practitioners must have with these leaders before 
they start to see you as a coach. 
  Chapter  Eleven  covers how a coach can help an executive who 
needs to coach employees. Executive coaches often work with clients 
who struggle with being effective coaches themselves. This chapter 
explains how to assist executives in becoming more effective coaches.    

 How to Use This Book 

  Executive Coaching with Backbone and Heart  can be viewed as a 
workbook for coaches. Key ideas are in bold type throughout the 
text so that you can quickly access the areas most important to 
you. Highlights of the main ideas appear at the end of each chap-
ter. You may wish to look at the highlights fi rst as an overview 
before delving into the chapter or scan them quickly for a review. 
  Appendix  A  contains the four essential activities, with match-
ing outcomes, for each of the coaching phases. You can use it 
to prepare for a coaching session and then check back afterward to 
see if you covered all the essential bases of that coaching phase. 
Appendix  B  has an extensive self-assessment survey organized 
by the activities and skills needed for each coaching phase. You 
can identify your strengths and weaknesses regarding the coach-
ing method in this book. Appendix  C  covers key questions to ask 
clients during the contracting, planning, and debriefi ng phases of 
the coaching method. Finally, Appendix  D  explores the territory 
of combining coaching with consulting. It lists the competencies 
you need to have if you want to broaden your practice to include 
larger organizational consulting efforts. 
  There are stories from my coaching practice and typical 
vignettes throughout the book that illustrate the coaching con-
cepts and the methods you can apply to the challenging situations 
you encounter when you coach clients. I invite you to use the 
material in this book to visit your past, present, and future coach-
ing experiences with new eyes.       

Seattle, Washington Mary Beth O’Neill
May 2007
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Part One

     CORE CONCEPTS 

 The Coach’s Stance 
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3

1

AN INTRODUCTION TO 
EXECUTIVE COACHING

      C oach : What are the most pressing business challenges you face? 
 L eader : We’ve got to get our division out of the cellar. Consis-

tently we perform behind the other four divisions, and the 
CEO’s patience with us is wearing thin. I don’t think he’s 
going to put up with it much longer. 

 C oach : How much time have you got? 
 L eader : At the outside, maybe twelve months. 
 C oach : What obstacles prevent you from getting the results that 

you want? 
 L eader : My executive team isn’t operating as a unit. They’re 

 pursuing their own business goals, not coordinating over-
lapping interests with other departments. In our meetings, 
when I ask for their opinions, they address issues only in 
their functional area. We’re not doing any creative problem 
solving. 

 C oach : What impacts do these disappointing results have on you 
personally? 

 L eader : I have to work two jobs: my own and the vacancy on my 
team. In my fi rst year as senior vice president, I had three 
positions in a row vacated, and it’s taken too long to fi ll each 
one. It’s like trying to drive a car with one wheel constantly 
missing: it prevents me from looking at the big picture. 

 C oach : This sounds like a great setup for self-perpetuating burn-
out, for both you and your team. You’ll never get the results 
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4  EXECUT IVE  COACHING  WITH  BACKBONE  AND HEART

you need to succeed if you don’t carve out the space to lead 
your team. 

 L eader : So tell me how to do it when I’m fi ghting fi res! 
 C oach : You may, by default, be managing only what you know 

how to do rather than doing what is needed. You may need 
to go beyond your own leadership strengths to achieve 
signifi cantly different, breakthrough results. What is 
 challenging for you about this situation in the face of these 
disappointing results? 

 L eader : Leading this effort is a big challenge for me. It’s the fi rst 
time I’ve ever managed multiple functions. I’ve never spent 
energy on managing as a discipline in itself. I achieve success 
through technical know-how. I could use some help fi guring 
out where to start. 

 C oach : Let’s start by defi ning more specifi cally which actions 
on the part of your team would directly lead to the results 
you need. Then we can look at how you will achieve those 
results with your team. 

  Leaders hold a special position in the landscape of change. A 
leader’s clarity of purpose and her ability to connect the people in 
her organization to that purpose go a long way toward mobilizing 
the necessary forces for change. Sometimes executives need help 
to fulfi ll the responsibilities of their special position. Executive 
coaches, who understand the demands and requirements of the 
change process, can help these leaders. 

   Leaders hold a special position in the landscape of 
change.   

  What would you do if the leader from the preceding dialogue 
were referred to you for coaching? What would be your goal with 
him? What would you want to accomplish? How would you deter-
mine if you were being effective? 

c01.indd   4c01.indd   4 6/5/07   4:27:22 PM6/5/07   4:27:22 PM



AN INTRODUCT ION TO  EXECUT IVE  COACHING   5

  These are the questions that effective coaches ask themselves 
every time they enter a new coaching relationship. They are also 
the questions that keep coaches, even experienced ones, up at 
night when the client or the situation reaches a particularly dicey 
phase. 
  A well-managed coaching relationship, along with an adequate 
period of time and a motivated executive, can lead to impressive 
results. That was the case for this leader, whose division became 
the top performer in the company within eight months. 
  This book explores how to think and act in ways that empower 
the executives you coach. It will help you become a valued resource 
to the leaders who need you most. 

  What Is Executive Coaching? 

 The coaching partnership begins when the leader faces a dilemma 
and feels stymied. The essence of executive coaching is helping 
leaders work through challenges so they can transform their learn-
ing into results for the organization. 
  Coaches possess the trained yet natural curiosity of a  journalist 
or an anthropologist to the client’s work situation. In addition, 
coaches typically:

    Share conceptual frameworks, images, and metaphors with 
executives.  

   Encourage rigor in the ways that clients organize their 
 thinking, visioning, planning, and expectations.  

   Challenge executives to expand their learning edge and go 
beyond their current level of competence.  

   Build clients’ capacities to manage their own anxiety in tough 
situations.  

    By “executive,” I mean leaders who are in the top and upper 
levels of their organizations: the CEOs, senior vice presidents, 

•

•

•

•

c01.indd   5c01.indd   5 6/5/07   4:27:22 PM6/5/07   4:27:22 PM



6  EXECUT IVE  COACHING  WITH  BACKBONE  AND HEART

plant managers, and executive directors of organizations. I defi ne 
the executive’s job in three broad areas:

 1.     Communicating the territory , that is, the purpose, the 
vision, and goals of the organization to key constituencies, as 
well as outlining opportunities and challenges.  

 2.    Building commitment, building relationships, and facilitat-
ing interactions  that result in outstanding team performance.  

 3.    Producing results and outcomes  through the direct efforts of 
others as well as the executive’s own efforts.  

    Executive coaching is the process of increasing the client’s 
effectiveness in meeting these three responsibilities. For exam-
ple, in the opening story, the executive was clear about the third 
responsibility: the results. He even had a sense about what was 
missing in the second area: the interactions he needed from his 
team. But he had yet to act on that knowledge: he was not defi n-
ing the expectations he had for his team. Neither was he commu-
nicating to his team, with any conviction, the territory ahead and 
his vision for where they needed to go. 
  Some of you coach one-to-one with leaders exclusively.  Others, 
myself included, use coaching as one tool in the toolbox used for 
larger organizational change projects with leaders (see Appendix   D). 
Although my practice encompasses larger change efforts, this book 
focuses largely on the one-to-one executive coach work relationship 
because it is so critical. 
  It is easy to assume that this coaching relationship happens in 
isolation from the dynamics of the executive’s team. Of course, it 
does not, even when you coach only the leader. Whether coaching 
the executive happens with the team or independently, that rela-
tionship must take into account the team and the organization. One 
of the purposes of executive coaching is to turn the leader toward 
his team so he can lead them more effectively. This approach can 
enhance the contributions of both the leader and the team. 
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