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COA CHING FOR EXCELLENCE IN 

ABILITY  
 
The Care and Growth model argues that the crux of the difference between 
management and leadership is an inversion of means and ends. Managers use 
people as the means to get the job done and produce results. Leaders use tasks 
and results as the means to enable people.  
 

When there is a job to be done, a 
manager assigns the job to the person 
perceived to be most willing and able to 
do the task at hand. 
What concerns a manager is that the 
required output, in terms of both quantity 
and quality, is delivered. Whether the 
person who does the job is excellent or 
mediocre is in fact immaterial. Excellence 
in the person is not the managerôs job. 
 
A leader, unlike a manager, is concerned 

with the excellence of her people. A leader in fact is relentless in the pursuit of 
excellence in people not as a means to an end, but as an end in itself. The tasks to 
be done and the results to be achieved provide the leader with an opportunity to 
achieve just that.  
 
The coaching process enables those in positions of authority to make a fundamental 
shift in means and ends.  This is because coaching requires a leader to deliberately 
use the task as the means to enable a person; more specifically to bring about the 
highest levels of excellence in a personôs ability. 
 

THE 8 ñREALITIESò OF COACHING 
 
Eight commonly made statements about the ñrealitiesò of the coaching process 
provide a useful vehicle to convey what the Care and Growth model believes about 
this critical aspect of leading others. 
 

 
 
STATEMENT ONE: Coaching is a useful process for 
improving employee contribution 

TRUE FALSE 

  

       ã 

 
This statement is partially but not wholly correct. Coaching is an exceptionally useful 
process for enabling or improving employee contribution but ONLY when the issue 
affecting contribution is ability. Coaching is not useful when either means or 
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accountability issues are at stake. This is because means issues are remediated 
through the provision of means, while accountability issues are addressed by 
holding people accountable. 
 

Neither means nor accountability 
issues suggest coaching. In fact 
using coaching on an 
accountability issue which, by 
definition is a matter of the will,  is 
detrimental because doing so 
entrenches the ósoftô mistake. 
Accountability issues, be they 
those of carelessness or 
malevolence, require some form of 
sanction. 
Failure to sanction, when a 
sanction is appropriate, not only 
leads to those who are careless or 

malevolent escaping accountability but convinces others that they can get away with 
it too. Coaching for accountability issues, in the fullness of time, cultivates the 
conditions whereby no one in the organisation is accountable for anything   
 

 
 
STATEMENT TWO: People can be coached to do 
anything if the coach is good enough. 

TRUE FALSE 

  

      ã 

 
In the Care and Growth model a distinction is made between capability and ability. 
Capability is akin to talent; it is the foundation block upon which ability can be built. 
The absence of a capability or talent which is essential for performance in a 
particular role must inevitably impede success in the role. 
This does not mean that sheer will power wonôt assist someone to get a little better 
at something, especially if it is critically important to them to do so. It also does not 
suggest that dedication to the acquisition of specific knowledge and skills cannot go 
someway to counter an absence of talent. 
What it does indicate, however, is that even the best coach cannot fabricate talent 
which is not there. The most a coach can do is work with what is there in the first 
place.   
 
When there is a significant disconnect between a personôs actual capability and the 
capability required to perform well in a particular role, then coaching is not the best 
route to follow. The better solution is to fit the person to a role that matches their 
capability, to put the person on the right seat on the bus. 
Even a small change in fit can have a dramatic effect both on a personôs 
performance and their motivation. Conversely, failure to recast the person into a role 
for which they have the requisite capability can only result in poor performance and 
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an ongoing sense of failure. The right thing to do, the caring thing to do, is to remove 
the person from the role. 
 

 
 
STATEMENT THREE: Superior ability is inborn. 

TRUE FALSE 

ã ã 

 
There is a widely held belief that superior ability is inborn. That is, that talent is 
innate and, therefore, is something that a person is born with. Moreover that super 
human performers are those who are truly ñgiftedò in a particular area and fortunate 
enough to discover their extraordinary talent early on in life. 
The counter view is that superior ability in any area is not determined at birth. In fact 
the only clearly innate limit to the development of ability is a physical one. General 
abilities, like IQ and memory which have a genetic component may predict 
performance on an unfamiliar task but are not predictive of success thereafter. Even 
personality traits, although they may have an affect on the specific field in which an 
individual is likely to excel, do not limit a personôs achievement in general.  
 
The Care and Growth model is not wed to either side of the talent debate Both the 
view that ñpeople either have talent or they donôtò and the thesis thatò people can be 
good at anythingò are too extreme. 
 In any event talent, whether it be inborn or developed, is not necessarily the critical 
factor and certainly not the only variable which accounts for excellent performance. 
There are clearly numerous factors, including upbringing, dedication and luck among 
others, which account for superior performance.  
 
While the talent debate rages on, the Care and Growth model continues to ascribe 
to a firm belief that good leaders significantly affect the continuous growth in ability 
of their people by, amongst other things, coaching them effectively:  
 

 
 
STATEMENT FOUR: Developing excellence in 
anything takes time. 

TRUE FALSE 

 

ã 
 

 
Whilst the will can change in an instant, an increase in 
ability does not happen immediately. The development 
of any ability or talent takes time.  
Prodigious ability in a specific domain apparently takes 
many years to come to fruition. According to the 
neurologist Daniel Levitan (cited by Malcolm Gladwell in 
his book Outliers 2009) roughly ten thousand hours of 
practice is required to achieve real mastery. According 
to him no one has yet found a case in which true world 
class expertise was accomplished in less time.  
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An extraordinary investment of hours, however, is not on its own enough. People 
can work at something for most of their lives, being good at what they do but never 
exceptional. Apparently it is necessary, but not sufficient, to work hard and put in the 
hours.  
 
In addition, according to Anders Ericsson who coined the phrase ñdeliberate 
practiceò, what is required is concerted, repetitive and focused engagement with the 
intention of improving what is being done. Deliberate practice is in fact the key to 
excellence. Moreover, deliberate practice is most effective under the guidance of a 
coach. 
 

 
 
STATEMENT FIVE: Excellent performers also need 
coaching. 

TRUE FALSE 

 

ã 
 

 
As the saying goes, even Tiger Woods has a coach. In most fields of endeavour in 
fact, those who have become exceptionally good at what they do, have received 
help along the way and continued to do so even in their prime. The person who 
provided help in achieving excellence acted as a coach or mentor, whether or not 
they were formally designated as such. 
There are of course exceptions to this rule. Roger Federer, for example, has spent 
most of his career without a coach analyzing his own game and making changes 
himself.  
In a world of ever rising standards, however, getting really good at something 
without a coach is rare. 
 

 
 
STATEMENT SIX: Coaching should focus on 
improving areas of weakness, strengths take care 
of themselves 

TRUE FALSE 

  

ã 

 
Marcus Buckingham (2004) puts forward the argument for focusing on oneôs 
strengths rather than weaknesses. He maintains that excellence, be it of an 
individual or a group, comes from maximizing strengths not from minimizing 
weaknesses. Improving on oneôs weaknesses at best leads to mediocrity, makes 
someone average but never outstanding.  
 
It is difficult to think of any aspect of Tiger Woods game as being less than perfect. 
Allegedly, however, he isnôt totally amazing at getting out of bunkers. This of course 
may be because he rarely gets into them! The undisputed strength in his game 
however is his drive. Hearsay has it that this is what his coach spent most of his time 
on. As a result, something which was already an exceptional strength for Tiger 
Woods, became unequalled in the world. 
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From a Care and Growth perspective coaching should be for both strengths and 
weaknesses. Coaching can both make a weakness less of a weakness and a 
strength more of a strength. 
 
 

 
 
STATEMENT SEVEN: Coaching is the same as on 
the job training. 

TRUE FALSE 

  

ã 

 
On-the-job training and coaching are distinctly different. Training, be it on or off the 
job, aims to increase a personôs knowledge or skill in a particular area Coaching has 
a higher goal. Its purpose is to enable the person being coached to realize the very 
best in themselves from an ability point of view. 
 

Training is an integral part, or should be, of the 
empowerment process. Before handing over a 
specific task or new accountability to someone, the 
person should be given the means and ability they 
need to take on the accountability. Both Step 2 
(teaching) and Step 3 (testing) for competency are 
an integral past of the empowerment process. 
 
Unlike training or teaching however coaching is not 
about the transfer of skill or knowledge from one 
person to another. Coaching is about being able to 
see the potential ability that is there in the other 
person and helping to bring that ability out into the 
world. 
Two different artists put it best. Michelangelo said 
ñmy work is to release the hand from the marble that 

holds it prisoner.ò In similar vein, the sculptor Henry Moore had this to say of his 
famous sculpture of a horse: ñI call the horse out of the rock. I take away all the rock 
which is not the horseò 
 

 
 
STATEMENT EIGHT: A person will only respond to                
coaching once their will has been engaged 

TRUE FALSE 

 
ã 

 

 
A precondition for coaching is that the personôs will to learn has been engaged; that 
the person has accepted accountability for their growth. If a person is unwilling to 
learn, has not accepted accountability, then it is premature to coach the person. 
There is a process for enabling accountability in a person but it is not coaching. It is 
a counselling or mentoring process which Schuitema calls the Gripe to Goal 
process. 
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The Gripe to Goal process addresses matters of the will. It therefore pertains to 
issues of intent not ability. As a process it enables a maturation of a personôs intent 
from being here to get to being here to give. It puts the person in the state to hone 
their ability to the highest level of excellence. 

 
CRITICAL REQUIREMENTS OF A COACH 

 
There are some fairly obvious requirements for 
successful coaching, certain characteristics which 
all good coaches have in common.                                
 
In the first instance a good coach needs to be 
knowledgeable but not necessarily more                         
skilful or expert than the person being coached.    
To be a good tennis coach for example requires an 
understanding of the game not a level of play equal 
to or better than the person being coached.  
 
Secondly a coach needs to exercise patience. The 
person will not learn if the coach gets impatient and 
intervenes too early or, worse still, takes over and 
does the task on behalf of the person being 
coached.  
 

The good coach enables learning, not by teaching but by helping the other person to 
learn. The primary skills of coaching therefore are listening, observing and giving 
feedback, not the transfer of information. The good coach is able to see what the 
person themselves cannot see and then conveys what it is that they have seen. 
They are able to convince the person of what they should be working on next in 
order to improve their ability.  
 
Thirdly a coach has to be a tough taskmaster. The majority of people under perform 
because they donôt push themselves to their limits. 
The good coach performs a critical role by taking the person beyond their comfort 
zone. In order to do so the good coach is likely to be exceedingly tough, even hard 
on the person. While the person being coached will be unlikely to enjoy the 
experience, they will accept what the coach is doing because they know that it is 
being done in their best interest. 
 
Finally the good coach puts their significance second to that of the person being 
coached. They recognize that ultimately it is the player not the coach who gets up on 
the podium. They are therefore not only prepared to share the limelight, they 
deliberately put their own need for recognition to one side; making it possible for the 
person they are coaching to shine. 
 
 



Wendy Lambourne September 2009 

 7 

 
The single most important requirement for successful coaching however is the 
intention of the coach. This becomes obvious only when the true transformation that 
is the purpose of coaching is understood.  

 
An episode from the BBC series 
ñFaking Itò illustrates the point. In 
one of the episodes in the series a 
painter of houses is plucked out of 
his small business in Liverpool and 
taken to London.  Once there, three 
coaches work on him around the 
clock for a month, after which he 
exhibits his paintings at an art 
exhibition along with four commercial 
artists Of three leading art critics, 
brought in for the task, only one is 
able to identify him as the fake.  
 

In one month the coaches were able to transform a decorator from Liverpool into a 
ñRembrandtò. What the three coaches produced was an artist, who then produced a 
set of paintings which fooled the judges. 
 Similarly, in sport, what the coach delvers is an athlete who is able to play the kind 
of game which puts the winning score on the scoreboard. In the workplace, also, the 
measure of the leader / coachôs success is the degree to which the person being 
coached has changed. It is the transformed employee who excels at the task(s) 
which lead to positive organizational results. 
 

What this suggests quite simply is that 
coaching is a 3rd Attention 
engagement. The conventional 
manager operates in the 1st Attention; 
is here to get / achieve the result with 
the person as a means to that end. 
Progress to the 2nd Attention is made 
when the managerôs attention shifts 
from the result to the task. In practical 
terms this happens when the person 
in authority makes it their business to 
provide the required means, ability 
and accountability which will enable 

excellence in the task. This is evidence of giving but is nevertheless still a giving to 
get.  
 



Wendy Lambourne September 2009 

 8 

Only when the superordinate is finally focused exclusively on polishing and refining 
the person as an end in itself is the leader / coach in the 3rd Attention. This is 
because, for the first time, the leader is truly giving unconditionally.  
 
This is hugely significant for two reasons: Firstly, it is only when the relationship 
between boss and subordinate is a coaching relationship that both parties are being 
empowered. This is because the boss and the subordinate are now focused on that 
which they can do something about, namely effect a change in the person being 
coached.  
Secondly, whenever leaders put themselves in the role of coach they automatically 
make the task and the result the concern of the person being coached. Ironically, the 
degree to which the coach puts attention on the person, and is therefore prepared to 
take a risk with the task and the result, is the degree to which the person owns both 
the task and the result. 
 

SHIFTING FROM A REPORTING TO A COACHING RELATIONSHIP 
 

For a person to continuously hone and improve their ability it is not necessary for 
them to change jobs or even to take on new accountabilities within their current role. 
The potential for ongoing learning exists in the tasks that the person has to execute 
anyway in order to perform in their present job.  
 

The change that has to happen is not a change in job content but a change in how 
the tasks which make up the job are viewed. Whenever a task is performed an 
opportunity exists to address a learning requirement or development need in the 
person. The task becomes the means to strengthen a specific ability in the person, 
rather than an end in itself.  
 

Etsko Schuitema (2004) in his book ñLeadership: The Care and Growth modelò 
suggests that the job that the person is doing be seen as a gymnasium and the 
tasks to be done as the apparatus for developing the person. A good gym instructor 

matches the athletes learning 
need (e.g. stamina) to the 
appropriate apparatus (e.g. 
treadmill) Similarly a good coach 
in the workplace matches a 
chosen learning need to those 
task(s) in the job that put pressure 
on the learning need.  
 
The example given shows the key 
tasks performed by a Schuitema 
Consultant. 
Every time the Schuitema 
consultant makes a sales call / 
presentation, facilitates a 
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workshop, coaches a client, consults on an aspect of implementation, builds a 
relationship or coordinates delivery on a client project the opportunity exists to 
improve the Consultantôs listening ability.  
 
The task(s) which put pressure on the Consultantôs conceptual ability on the other 
hand include the design of new products, a diagnostic exercise, design of an 
intervention and again consultation on implementation within the organization.  
 
The critical insight here is that all jobs have within them a possibility for learning and 
growth. This is true even of a call centre agent tasked with contacting clients and 
verifying their personal details for eight hours of the day. Each call made by the 
agent provides the means, if it is used as such, to enhance the agentôs diplomacy or 
influencing ability. In a leadership role dealing with a ñsubordinate from hellò likewise 
offers the possibility of developing what is a key leadership competency; that of 
confronting.  
 
Training typically enables the 
performance of a single task. 
Coaching however has a much 
more profound affect. In the 
example of the Schuitema 
Consultant it is clear that 
addressing the one learning 
requirement (in this case 
listening) impacts on many tasks 
and can have a dramatic affect 
on the Consultantôs overall 
performance. 
 
 
What using the task and the result as a means to enable the person means 
practically therefore is the following:-  
Firstly the coach needs to ascertain the competencies which differentiate the 
average from the superb performer in a particular role. Thereafter, based on an 
assessment of a specific individualôs learning requirements, the coach should select 
a competency as the focal point of the coaching interactions that he has with the 
person. The chosen competency should remain the key element in the interactions 
between the boss and the subordinate until such time that both parties are 
convinced that real progress has been made. At that point, attention shifts to 
strengthening another ability in the person. 
 
A coaching relationship is clearly very different from a conventional reporting 
relationship. In a conventional reporting relationship the person is there to produce a 
result not to spend time improving their abilities. The routine interactions between 
boss and subordinate are therefore typically centred on progress against agreed 
tasks / deliverables.  
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In a coaching relationship the conversations between boss and subordinate are very 
different. Most importantly they include content which is not there in a conventional 
reporting relationship. In a coaching relationship what is discussed is the 
subordinateôs progress against a learning requirement, what constitutes the next 
learning opportunity for the subordinate and what tasks will enable the person to 
strengthen the ability which is the current focus of the coaching.  

 
THE COACHING CYCLE 
 
Coaching is not a singular event. Rather it is a series of activities which repeat 
themselves over and over in an ongoing cycle. The coaching activities which make 
up the cycle are those of reviewing, monitoring and designing.  
 

The purpose of the Review is 
diagnostic. It requires the 
coach to reflect on what it is 
that the person needs to 
learn and what then will 
become the focus of the 
coaching. The product of the 
Review activity is the 
identification of a learning 
need and the specification of 
a learning opportunity 
 
The remedial activity in the 
coaching cycle is concerned 
with Designing and Setting 
the task(s) which will enable 

the person to strengthen whichever ability is the current focus of the coaching.  
  
The Monitoring activity requires the coach to observe the person while they are 
doing the job and give the person feedback on what they have observed. The aim of 
the observation is for the person being coached to both gain insight into their 
mastery of the current learning requirement and to identify the next learning 
opportunity for themselves.  
 
The Review and Design activities take place off the job, in a one-on-one 
conversation between the leader and the person being coached. The Monitoring 
task, on the other hand, takes place while the person is actively doing their job. 
 
Within the coaching cycle, moments of action and reflection repeat themselves over 
and over again. In due course what changes is the specific learning opportunity and, 
hence, those aspects of the personôs job which are the points of focus in the 
relationship. 
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 Identifying the learning need and the learning opportunity 
 
A good sports coach would never work on all aspects of an athleteôs game 
simultaneously. Similarly, in the work context, it is appropriate for the coach to focus 
on and work intently on improving only one aspect of the person at a time. 
What the coach does in this phase of the coaching cycle is to help the person to 
identify very specifically what they should be working on and to phrase this as a 
learning opportunity.  
 
Some examples of learning needs and learning opportunities for individual 
managers are given below. 

 
By definition, a learning 
opportunity is a defined 
ability or competency which 
can be enhanced through 
coaching. A learning 
opportunity is not a particular 
skill (e.g. reading a profit and 
loss statement) or a piece of 
knowledge (e.g. how to draw 
up a business plan) both of 
which are best addressed 
through training.  
 
A learning opportunity is also 
not a value; such as respect 
or honesty. A value is what a 

person is prepared to put their self interest second for. As such it has nothing to do 
with ability. It is a matter of the will. 
 
The role of the coach in the Review phase is to elicit the diagnostic information 
which leads to the specification of the learning opportunity. When the person being 
coached has a high degree of self awareness the information can be elicited from 
them directly. Alternatively the coach needs to source the diagnostic material either 
through direct observation or by getting input from those who can bear witness to 
how the person performs in real time 
 

 ñWatchingò the person doing the task and determining what they need 
to learn next to improve their ability 

 
The purpose of watching the game is to identify what it is SPECIFICALLY that the 
person needs to learn which will further improve their ability. The problem with a 
learning opportunity, stated as a competency, is that it is still too global. 


