How to Be a Great Coach for Your Team
What makes a team a winner? We’re aware of the concept of synthesis, where the sum is greater than individual parts. And, have heard players on winning teams talk about how each player gave his or her best. These are both necessary for winning. What contributes to a player being willing and able to perform well consistently and persistently? I believe it starts at the top – with the coach. Dave Lapham, the Cincinnati Bengal’s radio analyst talk, confirmed this belief when he recently shared his experience as part of the Bengal’s 1982 Super Bowl team. He gave the credit for turning a team with a losing record into a Super Bowl participant to Forrest Gregg, the head coach. You, too, can help your “players” excel when you learn and practice the following elements I have found essential to being a great coach for your employees.
Know Yourself

Why do you want to be a coach? Is it only about you? Do you want the position for the power, prestige and/or money? Or, do you choose to be in charge because you want to make a positive difference for your employees, your department, your organization and the patients you all care for? Is it because you know there is little opportunity for advancement in the laboratory, yet you care about the people who work with you and want to help them become the best they can be? In order to lead others you need to first be aware of what outcomes you want and why you want these things. 
Next, look at your attitude. Are you more like Bobby Knight? Or Marvin Lewis? Do you see your employees as a means to get what you want? Or, do you feel your employees are the most valuable asset your department has? Do you subscribe to Theory X which says employees only work because they have to and you have to watch them ALL the time as they are basically lazy? Or is Theory Y, which says employees work because they want to, they are just as smart as you and they can be inspired to work on their own and do their best, more aligned with your beliefs? To succeed as a coach, you need to believe in the people who work for you and that you can help them be at the top of their game.
What Game Are You Playing?

Know what is expected of you (improve employee retention, decrease expenses, improve turn around times, etc.) and what you expect of your employees (timeliness, trust, respect, etc.) Be sure to have these conversations on an on-going basis with your boss and each of your employees. Remember, unexpressed expectations are disappointments waiting to happen!

What Does it Take to Win?

Great coaches have a clear mental picture of a better outcome for everyone involved. They also have an intense commitment to get to that better place. So much so that it grabs employees’ attention and makes them want to partner with you to achieve your vision. The best leaders are passionate about their vision and what it represents to them and all around them. It represents an important dream in their lives and is the realization of a major goal. Because their vision is driven by belief, it is real, tangible and achievable to them. So much so that others want to be a part of their team. Think of President Kennedy and his dream to put a man on the moon. Or, Vince Lombardi and the legendary Green Bay Packer teams he coached to multiple Super Bowl victories.
What is your equivalent of a Super Bowl trophy or landing on the moon?

How Will You Know You Have Won?

Do you have clearly defined goals and a game plan you have shared with your team members? Without a target, neither you nor your players know what to do, how to get there, or, when you have arrived. A strategic plan does not need to be complicated. Outline your strategy by looking at where you are now versus where you want to be, and by when. Determine what you need and who is going to do what.  And, always keep the why in front of people as it is the critical aspect that drives motivation. Also, be sure to list the people outside your department that can help you along the way, and the ways they can help.
Are Your Players There to Win?

Make sure each player has the attitude, skills and tools they need to play at peak performance. Create a training “camp” to enhance or build skills. Ask each person what they need to succeed and what obstacles are in their way? Don’t be afraid to cut a player from your team when necessary, especially those with negative attitude viruses. 

Practice versus Game Time

The best coaches help players practice well so they can play well. During new employee orientation and probationary periods make sure each employee has the knowledge and basic skills necessary to excel at their job. Clearly communicate your expectations to each person and the specific responsibilities and authority for their position. Teach them new skills as necessary. And, be open to learning from them.
During “game time” focus on catching your players doing things right. Remember, people focus on what we say to them, positive and negative. Talk about what you want them to do. Never send a player out onto the game field with what you don’t want them to do in their minds (“Be on time” versus “Don’t be late”. “Be careful with the reagents” versus “Don’t waste/spill the reagents”.

Be sure to praise in public and ALWAYS critique in private. In either case, be specific and timely. When correction is necessary, develop an action plan you both can agree on, a time line that is reasonable and describe consequences, both positive and negative. As the head coach, follow Bear Bryant’s example: give credit to the individual(s) who deserve it for successes and take personal responsibility for mistakes. 
Communicate

A.G. Lafley, Chairman and CEO of The Procter & Gamble Company, says: “Leaders communicate clearly, concisely and frequently.” To be a successful coach, tell people all you can. Explain your choices. Never assume people know why you made the decisions you did. Always share what, how and why.
Remember listening is an active skill and takes concentration, practice and desire to do well. When an employee asks to talk with you, be sure to give your undivided attention. Do not continue to read what is on your desk or computer screen. Sit next to the person rather than across the desk when possible. The higher your position, the more time you need to spend listening and less talking. You cannot learn from another while you are talking!

Remember: It’s a Game

Although turning out accurate results is imperative, we need to keep in mind the cliché: “It’s not about winning or losing; it’s about how you play the game.” Since this is a “game” we are coaching we need to remember to have and allow for fun, laughter and creativity. All of these build energy and improve productivity.  Energy attracts and allows players, and coaches, to go home excited and enthused rather than exhausted. One thing that stands out for me about Jim Larranga, head coach of the Cinderella team from George Mason University at this Spring’s college basketball championship was his attitude: We’re in the dance. Let’s have fun and enjoy it.
Team Spirit 

Spirit – the intangible element and defining characteristic of all high performing teams. Spirit is at the core of all humanity. It is about having personal purpose and meaning in life and work. It is about being connected with our hearts and souls with those we work with and those we work for. Barry Heerman, in his book Building Team Spirit, defines spirit as “the urge to find meaning and purpose and the interconnections between human beings that are important to people around the world and across time.1 When asked what he did to help his team play so well together, Jim Larranga said every Tuesday after basketball practice he and his team play whiffle ball to build team spirit. What do you do with your team so you can get to know each other off the “field”? And, to have fun together?
Teams are not something that have been created only recently. People have gathered since the beginning of time to more quickly accomplish together what took longer to do on their own: hunt, harvest, prepare meals, teach, protect, etc. We naturally know working in teams is better for us. Yet, teams are not something created in a moment. Teams are entities that evolve over time. As we have seen over and over in sports, it is not always the most talented teams that win. The teams with the most enduring success are those that are well coached. Coaching is about improving performance and bringing out the best in each person so the entire team benefits. Coaching is also an opportunity for you to show up differently as a leader for your employees. 

Being a great coach is not just about delivering results. It is about the process of achieving those results. “Being a good coach is different than knowing how to win.” 2  Put these nine elements into play and you too can be a great coach with a winning record.
	Being the coach is a position of trust. You are being trusted to:

· Achieve results through others

· Continually improve your performance and that of your players

· Use company resources in a responsible manner



1.Heerman, Barry, Ph.D., Building Team Spirit, McGraw-Hill, 1997, p.19
2. Dave Buck, CEO, Coachville, Inc. (notes from a teleclass)
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