The Language of Coaching

Coaching. A term we often use lightly and a role we often hear as part of being a good leader in today’s work place. Maybe even a function we claim, particularly related to sports. Yet, coaching is not something we can just start doing, whether in sports, arts or the work place. It is a specific practice to learn and a skill to be developed. Business coaching has its own language. Just as we cannot start coaching basketball without understanding the skills, terminology and rules of the game, we cannot be a good coach to employees without learning what coaching really is, how to do it and the language that frames the process.

Let’s start by defining what coaching is. And, is not. Coaching is having a purposeful conversation with another. With coaching, we know where we want to go and what we want to accomplish. It is a personalized, tailored approach for the employee to become more effective and successful. Coaching is a Socratic process where you are curious about what matters to the coachee (I wonder… I’m curious about….). Coaching is not about solving problems. Nor imposing your beliefs and values upon the other person. A coach is a position of trust and one to be honored.
There are two types of coaching: transactional and transformational. Similar to being a sports coach, transactional coaching on-the-job is about teaching a new skill to another. Or, helping her build on and improve a skill she already has. To do this type of coaching you need to be knowledgeable and experienced in what you teach. You are the expert. Transformational coaching is about shifting another’s frame of reference; changing the way he sees the world by helping him to gain access to his thinking, feelings, beliefs and motivations. This often involves letting go of a belief or habit that no longer serves him. To be a good transformational coach, you need to believe the individual has the best answers within himself and your role is to help him access and act on these answers. And, to remain curious and focused on the other person. All coaching is something that is done only with the coachee’s permission. 
Coaching also has its own “language”. Knowing this “language” will help you improve relationships, both on and off the job. And, allow you to truly coach another. Two terms or distinctions that are foundational to coaching are: assertions and assumptions. An assertion is a descriptive statement that can be empirically proven to be true or false. An example is: “It is raining.” We can look out the window or go outdoors and verify or disprove whether or not it is raining. Assertions are descriptive and “factual” and are past or present based. Assertions belong to the thing being observed and are not influenced by moods or emotions. An objective third party can validate the truth or falsity of the statement. An assessment is a conclusive statement that conveys the speaker’s feeling, belief, opinion, attitude or sentiment. It is how the speaker relates to the world or a specific item. An example of an assessment is: “That is a good book.” What I am really saying is in my opinion, the specific book I am talking about is good. Others may not agree with the statement. Or, even what the term “good” means. Assessments belong to the observer and are greatly influenced by moods and emotions. Assessments are future-focused as my assessment in the present often influences my behavior toward the person, experience or item being assessed. The challenge is we often believe our assessments are assertions. That is where many problems begin. Take time to notice how many of the statements you make, and put forth as “truth” are actually assessments. To help me be more self-aware, I have started to add “In my opinion….” “From my perspective…” to my assessments. It has definitely a wake up call for me!!! 
Next time an issue is brought to you, take time to examine the statements and determine if you are dealing with assertions or assessments. It may take some patient and gentle guidance to help the person understand that his statements are actually beliefs or opinions rather than truth. The next step, as a coach, is to help the individual uncover why he is choosing this particular assessment/story. This is where the shift in thinking can happen. And, transformation can occur (. 
Other significant distinctions that are part of coaching include: request, offer, demand, command, wish and expectation. Often, we think we are making a request when in reality it is an offer, a wish, or even a demand or command. A request includes a committed speaker and listener. Committed means intentional body and spoken language to gain a focused listener. It requires gaining the full attention of the listener. The simplest way to do this is to use the word “request” in your sentence and being able to look each other in the eye as you are speaking. “Marie, I have a request of you………..” If you as the speaker, or, the other person as the listener is talking on the telephone, working at the computer or involved in a task, neither you nor she is able to be fully committed.  A request is future-oriented as it involves an action we want the other person to take beyond the present time. It includes conditions of satisfaction or standards and a time frame we want the other person to apply while carrying out the requested action. This is where many requests break down. An example is: “Tom, will  you give me a couple minutes? I have a request. Will you please check the supplies and order whatever is low?” I am a committed speaker. And Tom is a committed listener if he says “yes” and stops what he has been doing to listen to me. Where this request breaks down is that I have not been specific about what supplies I want checked, what defines “low” or even what “check” means in my mind. Nor does in include a specific day and time by which I want the task to be completed. Thus, if Tom does not complete the task to my satisfaction, I do not have a valid complaint. Learning point: Be sure to review your actions before making the other person wrong. An effective request specifically states what I want, who I want it from and what will create satisfaction.
A very important factor about requests is that “no” must be an acceptable response. If not, you are really issuing a command or a demand. Other possible responses include: yes, a counter offer or deferring a response until a specific time frame in the future.  Other acts that are often confused with requests are wishes, offers and expectations. A wish is a request or expectation that is not verbalized. Resentment often happens when you fail to honor a request I never made! An offer is my willingness to engage on your behalf. Again, no has to be an acceptable response. Yet, many of us are offended if another rejects our offer.  Effective leaders are very good at making clear requests. 
The last coaching term I want to share is commitment. Other words for commitment include promise and agreement. “More than any other action we take, the way we deal with commitments has a profound impact on our relationships and results, in business and personal domains…..promises are pervasive and are found in virtually every aspect of our lives.”1  Commitments are created when a request or offer is responded to with a “Yes.” They are the primary “move” we make in order to do anything and everything with others. Commitments are also directly related to our identity, effectiveness and well-being. In many cases, not managing our agreements has a negative effect on relationships. Four aspects that are specifically affected by making or breaking commitments include: trust, relationships, success and self-esteem. When we keep our commitments, these aspects are increased or improved. When a commitment is made, then broken, these aspects diminish or decrease. 
Breakdowns are what happens when we think we have agreement and the other person does not have the same understanding. In order for the cycle of request to be complete, we need agreement, a “yes” we both understand and the listener(s) signify acceptance of the request by responding “yes”. Without agreement it is almost impossible to hold another accountable. A complaint is what happens when we do have agreement and one person does not keep their promise. Before reproaching, criticizing or disciplining an employee, be sure you have a valid agreement. It all begins with you!

As in any other role, success as a coach requires knowledge, training, understanding, skill and the proper tools. Language is a primary means of guiding a person to solve her problems and find her solutions. Today’s employees no longer want to be “managed,” directed or told what to do. They want to be part of decisions that involve them, collaborate and be coached. Take time to learn and practice the skills of business coaching. Put this language into use. And, be yourself, be comfortable, be confident and you can be successful as a coach to your employees.
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