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Two monologues do not make a dialogue.” 
— Jeff Daly

In this PACE programme article, we will build on some of the concepts we introduced to you at your 
recent third residential. We look particularly at how to develop and maintain effective communication 
by considering the practice and benefits of embedding a practice of having ‘Adult–Adult’ coaching 
conversations with your peers and team. We will also consider the impact this approach can have on 
your leadership and engagement within your team.
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I recently witnessed an interaction between an executive and his colleague. It was towards the end  
of the day and the two gentlemen were emerging from a meeting room in their offices. The executive 
was irritated. I knew this, because I saw him march determinedly down the corridor, throwing  
comments over his right shoulder at his colleague as he went. His colleague, who had a puzzled and 
fearful look on his reddening face, was walking fast behind, skipping uncomfortably at times to keep 
up with his pace. It was obvious to me that he was being reprimanded for something that had just 
happened in the meeting.

 It didn’t strike me as a great example of ‘on the job’ coaching. It was more like a ‘telling-off’  
– a distribution of negative information, followed by ‘paternal’ advice.

Obviously, not all our leadership interactions are like this. However, I am sure we all can recall  
certain experiences where we demanded, commanded and even chastised. Like a parent to a child.  
Equally, I am sure we have all been at the receiving end of this type of communication.

We know from our own experiences that such communication is not as helpful and so we are interested 
in stimulating and supporting ‘Adult–Adult’ interactions, especially as you develop your competence as  
a leader and a coach.
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Fundamentally, the Parent–Child communication approach is based on an assumed inequality of power. 
Hence, the ‘Parent’ in the relationship is seen as the holder of the power, with the ‘Child’ assuming  
a subservient position. In such communications, the Parent has the ability to choose whether to help  
or hinder the Child.

The Parent–Child communication approach is often demonstrated in those organisations which 
reinforce the perception that inherent power is associated with the more senior ranking jobs in the 
organisational hierarchy. With position comes power.

The Parent role in this communication approach has a number of key characteristics,  
including the following:

Gives paternal advice. 
Rather than choose to listen and seek to understand the problem their colleague is experiencing,  
the Parent will typically assume they understand (unconsciously) the real issue and provide their 
solution to the assumed issue. Often the recipient of such advice walks away from the interaction 
feeling frustrated, confused and patronised.

Takes responsibility back. 
The Parent may take responsibility for tasks and deliverables that their colleague owns, in an  
attempt to fix the problem. By ‘stepping in’ and taking charge, the Parent can undermine the  
confidence of the recipient.

Rush to solution. 
The Parent tends to have a need to hurry the process along, in order to implement the solution as 
quickly as possible. The Parent may come across as impatient and demanding, causing the recipient  
to feel inferior and unknowledgeable.

The Parent–Child communication approach often leaves the recipient feeling disempowered and 
diminished. A relationship based on dependency is often created, with the Child learning to come  
to the Parent to fix their problems.

High-performing organisations are committed to creating cultures where staff are treated  
with equality. As adults. Most mature humans flourish in this type of relationship.

What are the characteristics of Parent–Child coaching? 
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You will recall how at your last PACE residential you were introduced to the term ‘Adult–Adult’.  
Derived from a school of psychoanalysis called Transactional Analysis developed by Dr. Eric Berne,  
it has useful applications to the world of coaching. The coach in this ‘Adult–Adult’ relationship operates 
from the place of assumed equality in the relationship. Whilst a degree of positional power may exist 
in the interaction, the coach assumes that the report is an equal in terms of their ability to deal with 
problems and take responsibility for the solutions generated.

The coach in this type of relationship will typically display a number of behaviours,  
including the following:

They listen and attempt to understand. 
By actively listening and resisting the temptation to interrupt, a coach can open up their awareness 
to the real nature of the problem or issue being faced by their colleague, rather than assume to 
understand the situation. By asking their colleague to clarify and explore the problem, a more holistic 
perspective can be achieved. Such an approach enables the recipient to feel that they are worthy of 
being heard and helps them explore the reality of the situation in more depth.

They remain curious. 
By taking on a mind-set of curiosity, the coach remains interested and open during the interaction.  
The related energy of curiosity and interest encourages the expansion of the conversation.  
Such exploration often helps open up different avenues of thought, which can lead to the discovery  
of further options and possibilities. Such an approach can enable the recipient to feel more empowered 
and energised, as alternative solutions to the issue are generated.

They wait. 
Instead of offering a solution that may feel like wearing ill-fitting clothes to the recipient, the coach 
creates opportunities for the report to come to a solution that best fits them. Interestingly, most Adult 
coaching conversations take roughly the same length of time as ‘Parent–Child’ interactions. It is often 
perceived that the Adult conversation takes longer, but this is largely due to the fact that the coach in 
this conversation talks less.

What are the characteristics of Adult–Adult Coaching? 
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The ‘Adult–Adult’ coaching approach tends to enable the recipient to remain committed to  
the outcome of the issue and to take ownership. As a consequence, the recipient usually exits the 
interaction with a clear understanding of the end goal, the associated challenges, as well as their 
next steps. 

The ‘Adult–Adult’ coaching approach also enables the coach to delegate and share the workload, 
freeing up their own time to focus on more strategic issues. In the long run, it means that the coach 
will build a stronger team who are engaged, productivity and ready to take on responsibility.

Despite all the benefits of the Adult coaching approach, some leaders still get stuck into more 
unproductive patterns. They may rationally know that ‘Adult–Adult’ coaching is more productive,  
but may revert to the more ‘Parent–Child’ approach, particularly when they feel:

Under pressure. 
Within organisations, people are generally under pressure to deliver in a short time frame.  
I was chatting recently to a leader who constantly works under pressure about the challenges he faces 
when coaching and he explained that, “the challenge is to create time to coach, rather than be directive. 
It’s always the first obstacle we raise. I have come to realise that I do control my time and with that 
realisation, I have made it more of a personal discipline”. The key is to prioritise not just your coaching 
approach, but the approach you take being Adult.

Vulnerable. 
Sometimes our actions are driven by the need to feel safe. This can occasionally impact how we coach, 
in that we may be resistant to let go of what we fear. We may want to protect our reputation, or our role 
in the organisation. If we are feeling vulnerable, empowering others may make us subconsciously view 
them as a threat. What if we coach them so well that they become better than us? Such anxiety can 
cause us to lose sight of the big picture and the opportunities that can exist.

Responsible. 
Occasionally the need to be seen as the ‘fixer’ or ‘rescuer’ becomes too great. By stepping in with the 
solution, we may feel good about ourselves… We can tell ourselves “I have all the answers” or,  
“I want to look good” and therefore we don’t really listen as we wait for our opportunity to say our piece.  
We all have ego’s and comfort zones. Sometimes it’s difficult to coach and be coached. As leaders we 
need to develop a core sense of modesty and understand that it is necessary to become humble.  
We need to be willing to change.
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Feeling under pressure, vulnerable and responsible are part and parcel of being a leader.  
The challenge for you is to recognise when you are in these states and to cognitively choose  
to interact with colleagues in an ‘Adult–Adult’ manner, rather than ‘Parent–Child’. Whilst the later 
approach can appear to provide short-term and faster solutions, it is just a tokenistic fix.  
To build a resilient culture within the business that serves the customer well, it is important to 
regularly challenge your own leadership practice. We want to encourage you to ‘lift up your head’ 
and become aware of the possibilities and options that arrive as a result of adopting an adult 
coaching relationship.
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Effective Communication 
Worksheet
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Please ensure that you have listened to the accompanying podcast on Effective Communication  
and read the accompanying article, before completing this worksheet. 

Please forward to your worksheet to your coach on completion.

The accompanying Podcast refers to the concept of core psychological needs and 
explores the associated CARS model in more detail. Bring to mind a recent example  
of when you have Rescued one of your reports. What impact do you think this  
experience has had on their:
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Worksheet

1.

Sense of Competence:

Need for Autonomy:

Desire for Relationship:

Need for Security:
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What could you have done differently?
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In the accompanying article, a number of behaviours associated with Parent–Child 
communication are mentioned. Please take a moment to review the list. As you scan  
the behaviours, which resonate most with you? When do you display these behaviours? 
What impact does this then have on your relationship with colleagues?

2.
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The coach in an Adult–Adult coaching interaction typically displays three key 
behaviours: listening to understand; remaining curious and waiting. Of these behaviours, 
which one do you find most challenging to implement? Why? What can you do differently 
to enable you to practice this skill?

3.
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The article states that “The Parent–Child communication approach is often demonstrated 
in those organisations which reinforce the perception that inherent power is associated 
with the more senior ranking jobs in the organisational hierarchy. With position comes 
power”. In what ways can you ensure that you don’t create a power culture as a leader 
within CDK?

4.
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