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We are what we repeatedly do” 
— Aristotle 

In this, our final article and worksheet, we encourage you to 
draw upon your experiences of your own coaching practices, 
as we explore the journey of a CEO who has successfully 
embedded a coaching culture within his organisation. 

In particular, the article explores two key principles that enabled this individual to move away from his 
directive style of leadership, to establish a workplace culture where feedback is natural and individuals 
take responsibility for finding solutions to daily challenges. These principles are:

Adopting a Coaching Mindset
Building Team Competency
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And so the meeting continued…

“Next slide please. Over to you, Steve”
“Absenteeism this month is down by 1%, 30 managers are on long term sick for more than 3 months...”

“Thanks Steve. Ravi. You are up now.”
“Customer complaints have levelled off, but we still need to do something about front-end systems...” 

For 60 minutes, the CEO efficiently directed 12 functional directors through 12 presentation decks, 
each densely packed with KPI’s, statistics and tables. 

The familiarity of the rhythm of the meeting struck me. For the last 3 of these monthly strategic update 
meetings that I had attended with this company, it had been the same. Same people. Same slide packs. 
Same issues. 

As part of an Executive Coaching assignment, I was present at this meeting in order to observe 
the behaviours of the CEO, my coachee, Declan. His company was a large, long established global 
corporate, struggling to respond to a market which was no longer regulated and changing at pace. 

As I looked around and observed the boardroom, my attention was drawn to the atmosphere.  
It struck me that it was both polite and dull. There was no real interest from any of the participants.  
No debate, no challenge, no suggestions, no energy. The body language of each of the individuals at the 
table reflected their disinterest and apathy. I knew people were only here because they had to be. 

Declan had worked in the organisation for over 20 years. He had began his career in production,  
moving quickly into marketing and then rapidly through numerous divisions and geographies.  
He developed a reputation internally of delivering results. 

Three years ago, the Board realised that the company needed to face head-on, the challenges of a new 
and rapidly changing world. They had avoided it for too long. To turn the company around, something 
had to be done. And quickly. The organisation knew they needed a CEO who was both a safe pair of 
hands, with a track record of delivery. 

They chose Declan. 

Roll forward three years to the present day. Performance had stagnated and a culture of indifference 
and fear permeated the organisation, from the top team right down to the manufacturing floor.  
The established corporate culture profoundly impacted the levels of trust, decision-making, efficiency 
and ultimately, the bottom line.
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And all this had come about because when Declan was appointed, he was unsure of how to maximise  
the potential of his immediate team and so he defaulted to a command and control style of leadership.  
He had unconsciously created a culture that was very different from the one that he had imagined he 
would create when he took on the Chief Executive role. 

Over recent years, the use of the term “culture” has become common place in organisational 
development. Whilst it can be difficult to capture its meaning in a succinct definition, a corporate 
culture can be defined as: 

A collective representation of the behaviour of the people within an organisation, behaviour which  
is driven by each individual’s beliefs, values, motivations, ethics, objectives and aspirations. 

Culture is a small word with profound implications. It is about what we believe and what we value. 

For Declan, he is on a journey. A journey to reconnect with himself and shake up the corporate culture 
that he has created. 

Through his coaching experiences, he has become aware of the impact of his choices and behaviour 
on others. He has started to take responsibility for choosing how he leads and he has put into practice 
behaviours that enable him to flex his leadership style. Feedback from his team suggested that one 
of the areas he needed to attend to first, was to take the time to coach his direct reports, rather 
than demand and command. Whilst there is still a way to go, his team have noticed the change in his 
approach and behaviour in this area. As a result, there is a greater emphasis on each individual team 
member taking ownership and accountability for their actions, in an atmosphere of support and 
challenge. Recent engagement scores have increased and performance indicators already show  
an improvement.

For Declan, there were two key principles that he adopted in order to embed a coaching culture: 

Adopting a Coaching Mindset
Building Team Competency

—
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In ‘Making Coaching Work: Creating a Coaching Culture’, Clutterbuck and Megginson, (2012)  
define a coaching culture as one where: 

Coaching is a predominant style of managing and working together, and where a commitment  
to develop the organisation is embedded in a parallel commitment to develop the people in  
the organisation. 

It is clear that embedding a coaching culture involves a commitment to the growth of not just the 
organisation, but to the people within. Hence, when choosing to adopt a coaching style of leadership 
and commit both to the people and the organisation, you need to firstly adopt a particular mind-set  
and associated behaviours. 

To adopt a coaching mind-set, you must first believe in the benefits of non-directive coaching.  
You must see for yourself that you get the most out of people through engaging them with the issues 
and challenges and enabling them to explore their options. Fundamental to this mind-set is the belief 
that your team member has the ability to find a great solution. 

To change to this mind-set may be a challenge for you as a leader in CDK, where you may have been 
recognised throughout your career to date as an “expert” and expected to provide the solutions.  
At times our identity as leaders can be closely tied to being an “expert”, so to change this perception  
of ourselves will require intention and determination. 

Adopting a coaching culture, will require you to consider how you conduct yourself as a leader, in both 
formal and informal meetings. An ideal framework which you can readily use within both these contexts 
is the GROW model, which you explored in-depth during your last residential. As you practice and 
embed this coaching methodology and approach, others may notice a change in behaviour. This, in turn, 
may invite interesting reactions from individuals who have a different expectation of their engagement 
with you. 

By encouraging and reinforcing a change in both your own and your team member’s mindsets  
and behaviours, you will begin the process of embedding a coaching culture. 

Adopting a Coaching Mindset 
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For Declan, this initially meant that he had to become comfortable stating the following words:  
“I don’t know”. In doing this, he began to challenge his own belief that as the leader in the organisation,  
he needed to have all the answers (which was causing him significant stress and pressure). It also 
enabled his team members to realise that there was an expectation on them to shift their thinking and 
take responsibility for action, rather than relying on Declan’s expertise and experience for a solution. 
In fact, now when faced with a challenge, Declan’s team expect to generate their own options for 
resolution, rather than rely on him to solve their problems. 

For Declan, the transition journey began when he asked himself if he was truly committed to the growth 
and development of his people. 

It’s a question you may need to also ask yourself… 
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Declan’s organisation is no different to the many corporates that are looking for ways to improve 
efficiency and grow their business. They want to do this by having an engaged workforce,  
who take responsibility, are creative and are prepared to challenge the status quo. There is increasing 
recognition that this becomes more difficult within organisations who promote a command and  
control management culture. In fact, research supports the notion that embedding a coaching culture  
is the solution. 

It begins quite simply. Once you begin to adopt a coaching mind-set and become familiar with  
some tools and frameworks of coaching (such as the GROW model), you will begin to recognise  
the importance of developing this competency within your direct reports. 

In the initial stages of working with Declan, I asked him to describe his most positive experience of 
another leader. He thought for a bit, then told me about a time when he really grew in his role and felt 
totally engaged. As he looked back on the experience, he became aware of the particular practices set 
by his boss during this period. He recalled how his boss had required her reports to take the problem  
or challenge that they were experiencing to their peer, before they could escalate it for her attention.  
She provided a simple tool kit of questions for a colleague to ask, to enable the owner of the problem  
to take a fresh perspective on the issue and to come up with their own solution. What was interesting  
to Declan as he shared this experience, was that he now understood this process to be “coaching”. 

In time, Declan recalled, peer conversations within the company, whether formal or informal, followed 
a familiar and predictable pattern. A culture had been created which emanated from the mind-set and 
behaviour of the leader and had become a way of “being” for the entire management team. At the time, 
this coaching culture was never overtly articulated as being a key part of the strategy. But it was,  
Declan now understood, what had made the difference between mediocre and outstanding results  
for the team.

In order to embed a coaching culture within your team, I would encourage you to create a similar 
process for your reports to that which Declan experienced. Peer coaching is a great way of developing 
coaching competency in your direct reports. In order to do this you simply need to: 

Model effective non-directive coaching
Provide a simple framework for peer coaching (such as GROW)
Contact with the team when peer coaching is appropriate 
Review the process regularly 

Building Team Competency

—
— 
—
—
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Having developed his own confidence in non-directive coaching, Declan has set a target to develop the 
coaching competency of each member of his team. The team have also begun to practice their coaching 
skills with each other. Declan recently observed that the introduction of peer coaching has provided a 
safe environment, where feedback becomes more immediate, frequent and natural. He has also noticed 
that his team learn faster and have gained confidence as they take personal responsibility for finding 
solutions to daily challenges. 

As a leader in CDK, you have significant influence over the culture of your organisation. People look to 
you for guidance and direction. Although embedding a coaching culture can happen in a number of ways, 
Declan’s experiences suggest that adopting a Coaching Mindset and Building Team Competency are 
critical to success. 

As a PACE participant, there is a clear expectation from the organisation that you will set an example 
by modelling the attitudes and behaviours required to embed a coaching culture. This may require a 
change in some of your habitual natural responses and an intentional adoption of a coaching approach, 
such as the GROW model. You may feel uncomfortable with the change, as you lose the feeling of being 
the “expert” or the sense of worth that can result from rescuing behaviours. But the rewards can be 
significant. So persevere. 

As Aristotle said ‘We are what we repeatedly do’. 
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Please ensure that you have listened to the podcast on Embedding a Coaching Culture and read  
the accompanying article, before completing this worksheet. 

Please forward your responses to your coach on completion. 

What would a coaching culture look like for your team? What would you notice your 
people doing differently? What benefit would this give you? 
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1.
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In the article, Declan understood that he needed to make changes to his mind-set and 
leadership style in order to introduce a coaching culture. What needs to change for you  
to introduce a coaching culture? 

2.
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At the beginning of the PACE programme, you were asked to score your ability to coach 
on a scale of 1–10. Where would you score yourself now? What does this say about  
your ability as a coach? 

3.
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The podcast mentions “Millennials” and “Generation Y’ers”as having an appetite  
for feedback. How do you adapt your coaching style to work with these different  
age groups? 

4.
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