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Foreword

T'his is a wise book in several ways.

First of all, it describes the work of a wise practitioner who is able to pro-
vide exceptionally thoughtful and reliable help to her clients, synthesizing a
complex and diverse array of perspectives in the process.

Ruth Orenstein sees individuals shrewdly and deeply, targeting their capacity
to receive the help she can offer and, in response, adapt and change their behav-
iors at work. But she also understands the organizations in which they work, the
factors that constrain their effectiveness and also provide the opportunities for
them to succeed. Sizing up the work environments in which problems arise, she
is able to discriminate where the real difficulties lie, helping her clients to see the
ways in which she can best help them. Many clients tend to blame themselves for
their difficulties—that is, if they don’t entirely blame others. Orenstein demon-
strates again and again that she can see through the confusion and pain she is pre-
sented with—as well as the misleading certainties—and discern the underlying
issues.

She also understands herself and how her reactions provide important
clues as to the meaning of what her clients say and do. This may be her most
important talent, the source of her most reliable insights into what is really
going on. Knowing herself, she can see more clearly into the hearts and minds
of others. Trusting her own reactions and perceptions, she can know what to
trust in others, what to believe, and what to question.

But this is not merely the effect of a unique and ineffable talent. It is the
product of training and hard work in mastering several crucially important
disciplines. This is the second way in which this book is wise: it introduces us
to the concepts, the research, the practices, and traditions that have informed
Orenstein’s own professional development. She allows us to see that there is
no mystery or accident behind her success. She makes clear that these ways
of thinking and working, developed over many years by a number of serious
professionals, have enabled her to become a skilled and thoughtful practi-
tioner—and they can also enable others as well. Education and training are
the keys to effective coaching in the “multidimensional” approach this book
describes, and she lets us know clearly what is involved.

This does not diminish Orenstein’s achievement in any way. She is an
immensely talented, empathic, and creative person who has brought those
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qualities to her training and her work. Not everyone has what she has,
certainly in the requisite degree. The work of coaching she describes is not for
the indifferently equipped or marginally talented. But for those who have the
talent, she has shown the way.

She has also described with exceptional clarity how these multiple dimen-
sions of individual psychoanalytic, group dynamics, and systems thinking
impinge on each other and interpenetrate in practice. Even those who are
familiar with the thinking she describes can learn from how she moves deftly
among these perspectives, shifting her focus as her work with individual cli-
ents dictates. Her ideas have been honed by years of effective practice.

Even so, with this arsenal of tools and the various strategies they suggest, one
cannot always succeed. Not everyone actually wants to be helped or is open to
the ideas and insights required to change their behavior. Moreover, not every
organization that brings in a coach, ostensibly to “help” a distressed or promising
executive, actually wants that person to succeed. They may believe they do, and
they may be willing to pay for help, but that hardly means a willingness to face
the problems that have been located in those persons or reassess the dilemmas
assigned to those sectors of the organization. And that is part of wisdom, too: to
try one’s best to help but be willing to walk away from jobs that cannot be done
or to refuse assignments of dubious value. Orenstein has been through these dif-
ficult straits again and again, and she has much of value to say about them.

This book is particularly valuable today. Coaching addresses an important
and growing need as businesses and other organizations face unprecedented
pressures, not only from the market but also from new technologies and rapid
demographic shifts. As a field of practice, it has expanded at an extraordi-
nary rate, offering help for beleaguered executives at a time when corporate
hierarchies are constantly shifting and the informal networks of mentors and
colleagues that once provided guidance and support have been substantially
eroded. Executives crave help—so long as it is not seen as a sign of incom-
petence or failure—and corporations are eager to provide it, as busy senior
executives often want to avoid becoming enmeshed in relations with those
who report to them. I also think they frequently want to avoid what they do
not have the time or patience to provide themselves, and often look forward to
engaging experts who they can believe have the understanding and skills they
lack. To put it bluntly, much of coaching today is mentoring outsourced.

On the other side, coaching attracts many who have convinced themselves
that they understand the skills needed for success, or who have gone through
brief training that promises such understanding. It is frequently asserted that
it has nothing to do with psychotherapy, the neighboring form of help that
inevitably comes to mind as an analogy if not a model. As Orenstein makes
clear, it is entirely true that coaching is distinct from therapy, and the coach
has to keep the distinction in mind. At the same time, effective coaching runs
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up against similar problems and requires comparable skills at reading behav-
ior and negotiating relationships that depend on openness and trust. Quick
and superficial training, glib self-confidence, even a reasonably good track-
record as a manager is not enough in knowing how to help another person
and dealing with the pitfalls of understanding complex motivations.

Today, many are all too eager to earn the lucrative fees that are frequently
paid for this work. As a result, the field is immensely diverse, unorganized,
unregulated, and filled with well-intentioned practitioners with questionable
and, frequently, superficial skills. As a psychoanalyst who frequently works
in the business environment, I know that people bring their problems with
them to work. Even top executives with successful records can have difficulty
exercising calm and decisive judgment. Moreover, like the rest of us, they can
often also have difficulty seeing clearly what they are up against. In this respect
the world of work is just another part of the world we live in. And change is
difficult. Fear is inevitably evoked and resistances are usually engaged. Yes, it
might be easy to teach someone to organize his or her desk or convey useful
tips in running a meeting—but often the problems are much deeper than that.
How many coaches really understand that or are seriously prepared to look
more deeply into their client’s reactions? Pep talks are seldom enough.

Organizations, moreover, have little ability to know what they are getting
for their money. And here is where Orenstein demonstrates her wisdom in yet
another way, providing means of assessment. Not only does she appreciate the
complexity of the issues to be encountered at work, she understands the ease
with which practitioners and clients can be deceived into believing that they
have accomplished more than they actually have. A client may never know the
help he did not get. He or she may wonder about it or feel disappointed, but
coaches who are all too eager to believe in their effectiveness can easily reassure
them that they are doing “just great!” A lively and engaging personality can cover
a multitude of sins, with clients ending up feeling that, once again, they simply
lack the basic stuff needed to understand and overcome their problems.

Orenstein has built into her approach evaluative measures that guard
against such collusions. Clients and the organizations that pay for services can
get a read on how it worked and when it did not. The wise practitioner not
only wants clients to understand and evaluate what they are getting, she wants
to know herself, and she will search for means to find out.

Wisdom in this realm is all too hard to come by. But here it is, both for
those who want to know where to find it, so they can use it, and for those who
want to know how to acquire it.

Kenneth Eisold, PhD
Past President, International Society for
the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations



Preface

Shortly before beginning work on this book, the following three incidents
occurred:

e I received a call from the human relations director of a well-known
foundation. “T heard you speak at a recent convention,” she said, “and
I need your advice. We are planning to provide executive coaching to
our senior managers. There are so many people who call themselves
‘executive coaches’ that [ am not sure what qualifications I should be
looking for.”

e During a meeting concerning strategy for executive development at
a Fortune 50 corporation, the company’s director of leadership de-
velopment commented, “We have spent hundreds of thousands of
dollars on coaching over the course of the last five years. We have
coaches who have been with us that long. And we still do not have a
way to evaluate the cost effectiveness of the money we are spending.”

e Asked to teach a doctoral-level course on executive coaching at a
major university, I searched the literature for relevant intellectual ma-
terial. I was forced to conclude that nothing appropriate existed in
the current public domain.

The need for documenting a disciplined, theory-based approach for the
effective practice of executive coaching has been made evident to me by these
and a myriad of other incidents. This book is my attempt to address that need
by presenting the conceptual framework for the practice of and the practical
considerations regarding an approach I have named (hopefully aptly) “multi-
dimensional executive coaching.”

The book is composed of five parts. Part I is the foundational material.
The first chapter, which serves as a reference point for ensuing chapters, is
an in-depth case history. The second chapter defines executive coaching and
examines the current state of the field. It includes a literature review as well
as reasons for the explosive growth in the practice. The third chapter ex-
plicates the guiding theory, with particular emphasis on the following: the
psychological determinants of individual behavior; role theory; the impact of
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conscious and unconscious organizational forces on individual behavior; the
group-as-a-whole phenomenon and its influence on the individual; embed-
ded intergroup relations and the unconscious effects of identity and organiza-
tional group memberships; and the concept of the consultant’s use of self as
tool, including how rigorous self-reflection by the executive coach informs the
entire executive coaching process.

Part 11 describes the actual practice of executive coaching based on the
guiding theory presented in Part I. It explains the process in its entirety, from
initial contact through termination, and makes extensive use of examples
from, and analyses of, actual case histories. Phase I, “Entry,” discusses the ini-
tial contact with the organization, the first meeting with the client, the formu-
lation of the preliminary coaching plan, and the executive coaching contract,
as well as the crucial data that can be gleaned about the organization and the
client from these first contacts. Phase II, “Facilitating Change,” is the heart
of the coaching process. “Assessment” presents four methods for assessing
behavior: the unstructured interview with the client; semistructured, qualita-
tive 360-degree interviews; unstructured observation; and the coach’s use of
self. Analysis of the data, including attention to reliability and validity, is also
thoroughly discussed. “Feedback,” the next chapter, encompasses the process
of giving feedback to the client (both orally and in written form) in a way that
the client can best absorb it. It also explains how feedback is given from the
perspective of multi-level forces impacting the perceptions of the client’s be-
havior. “Objectives Setting” discusses the formulation of specific coaching ob-
jectives based on the feedback, both individually with the client and then in a
joint meeting with the manager to whom the client reports—and the rich data
that can be illuminated from such a meeting. “Formal Coaching” describes
the one-on-one work with the client to achieve the stated objectives. The
chapter includes a guide for conducting coaching meetings, a compendium of
coaching techniques, and a range of examples that demonstrate the depth and
breadth of coaching interventions that must be in the coach’s repertoire and
the factors that must be considered when using each one.

In Phase III, “Concluding Coaching,” the topic of outcome evalua-
tion (which, at the time of this writing, is still conspicuous by its absence
in executive coaching literature) is discussed. The chapter includes specific,
practical, and statistically sound methods for evaluating the effectiveness of
coaching. Techniques for concluding the coaching process are examined in
the following chapter.

Part III of the book, “Practical Considerations,” considers two broad
areas—potential coaching failures (i.e., when to decline or exit a coaching as-
signment) and implications for practice, including the education and training
of executive coaches and ethical dilemmas in the field.



Preface Xix

Part 1V, the final section, summarizes and then uses the concepts and tech-
niques discussed throughout the book in a detailed analysis of the case history
presented in the first chapter. As further aids for the reader, there are appendi-
ces with sample documents relevant for practice and annotated bibliographies
at the conclusion of each chapter for further reading and investigation.

Twelve years ago, 1 took the ultimate professional leap of faith when,
midcareer, I abandoned the executive suite to return to the classroom full
time. My purpose was to equip myself with the knowledge and skill to al-
leviate the debilitating psychological pain I both witnessed and experienced
throughout the workplace. It is my fervent hope that this book will be used as
a vehicle to expand the knowledge and skill base for those who wish to do the
same. It is offered to the reader in that spirit.
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PART I

Multidimensional
Executive Coaching:
Foundations

It is the very success of a developing profession that brings on demands for
inquiry of that profession.
—Chris Argyris (1975)



CHAPTER 1

Multidimensional Executive
Coaching in Action: The Case
of Margaret'

As1drove through the heavy iron gates and started up the long, curving drive-
way, [ felt a sense of excited anticipation. I was about to meet a new client—a
prominent researcher who had the potential of influencing national policy in
her area. She had recently been promoted to head a high-profile unit in the
highly regarded research division of a well-known corporation in the North-
east. The initial request to meet with her had come from her supervising man-
ager, Steve, the president of the division, with whom I had previously worked.
“She needs your help,” he had said. Then he added, “And she will probably
prove to be the most intellectually stimulating of all your assignments.”

I entered the main building, a renovated mansion on an estate that had
been converted to the research division’s headquarters. 1 followed the direc-
tions she had given me to her office. After several wrong turns, I came across
a group of cubicles. They were occupied by women with their heads down,
so [ politely interrupted the work of one to ask where I could find Margaret’s
office. Without raising her head, she pointed to the back. The glass door was
closed and I knocked. Margaret motioned me in, and I smiled and introduced
myself. She readily returned the smile and invited me to sit in one of the chairs
facing where she sat behind her desk. There were boxes and piles of paper
throughout the room. Her desk was covered with paper.

As I walked to the chair, I was struck by a feeling of great relief. In that mo-
ment, I realized that while wandering the mansion’s halls for what seemed like an
interminably long time, I had had a growing sense of being a character in a gothic
novel about to stumble upon some dark secret in a hidden passageway. When I had

! The only changes in this case are those made for the purpose of ensuring the confidentiality
of the client and the client’s organization.

3
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at last found the correct area, its somber, impassive inhabitants, and Margaret in
her cluttered office, it was as if she were hidden in the attic, grateful that someone
had come to rescue her.

As soon as I sat, she said, “I am so happy you are here. I can’t believe that
someone is going to help me.” She then said she felt completely overwhelmed.
She described the unit and her work in detail and talked at length about her
concerns. The first was the organization of the unit. She was eager to struc-
ture it in the way that was “most sensible to operate” but did not know what
that was. Its current structure had evolved as the result of an interpersonal
conflict between the two people who reported directly to her: her adminis-
trative manager, Veronica, and her research manager, Brian. She described
Brian as a “no-nonsense” person who got things done and was highly effective
running multiple projects, and Veronica as a highly talented but tempera-
mental administrator. She explained that her relationship with Veronica had
greatly deteriorated and handed me a letter that Veronica had recently written,
enumerating her frustrations with Margaret and the unit.

I took a few moments to read the letter and was shocked by its belligerent
and condescending tone. “Have you addressed any of these issues with her?”
I asked. “No, she is just so angry at me,” Margaret said apologetically.

Before I could ask her for more detail, she turned to another concern. She
told me that she had believed that being housed in the main research build-
ing, thereby having to rely on the divisional infrastructure, had been a great
disadvantage because of her relationship with the former vice president of
research, Joseph, who had been in his position for 12 years. Now that he had
been promoted to executive vice president and was in a different location, she
was more optimistic. She described herself as being “afraid” of Joseph because
he was always angry at her. When I asked her what he was angry about, she
shuddered and said, “T don’t know. Everything.”

Margaret next informed me that she and the current research vice president
already had a strong bond as the only biologists in the interdisciplinary research
division and the only women on the senior management team. She was hopeful
that their alliance would aid her in overcoming both the rigidity of divisional
administration and the misgivings of her peers, physicians and neuropsychol-
ogists uncertain of the value of her new unit. She believed that if she could
ameliorate these tensions, her unit would figure prominently in the growing
prestige of the division. She reported that, in addition to her position as unit
director, she taught two advanced seminars at an affiliated medical school.

The fact that she now had little time to engage in her own research was a
source of considerable frustration, although Steve had told her that the unit
would be her research laboratory. She stated that her goals for the coach-
ing were to organize the unit appropriately, to develop her organizational
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leadership skills (including motivation, delegation, and “administrative
savvy”), and to carve out time for strategic work.

She listened attentively to my explanation of the coaching process. When
I gave her the choice of waiting for the results of feedback interviews that
would provide a composite of how she was perceived or, in view of her
objectives, beginning the one-on-one coaching simultaneously, she reiterated
her desire to start work immediately. Consequently, we agreed that an initial
objectives-setting session with Steve would be helpful.

As I left the building, I realized how much I already liked Margaret. She was
warm and engaging, and I was impressed with how open and willing to ask for
help she had been. There was not the slightest bit of pretentiousness nor arrogance
about her. As a result, I found her evident disorganization somewhat endearing. I
was, however, quite perplexed by her fear of others” anger, which had the effect of
transforming a self-reliant and accomplished professional into a bewildered and
vulnerable innocent. It appeared to make no sense given her reputation and stature
not only within the company but in the industry at large.

Steve was the first to speak at the meeting. He stated that he wanted Mar-
garet to be an effective, efficient, and happy manager. He explained that he
hoped she could become comfortable with directing and planning research
rather than doing it herself and that, to do so, she needed to delegate and
utilize people better. He told her that she had the reputation of being an “emo-
tional” manager and emphasized that she needed to learn how to get the best
from imperfect people—Tlike Veronica and even Joseph. As soon as Steve men-
tioned Joseph, Margaret’s relaxed attentiveness vanished. She leaned forward,
her face flushed. “Are you saying that you think I am at fault for the problems
with Joseph? Is that why Ruth is working with me?” she demanded. Steve,
slightly taken aback but without changing his tone, explained that this was
not the case, but that he had been concerned she would perceive it that way
and had thought about having another coach work with Joseph. That calmed
Margaret, and Steve continued. He stated that he hoped Margaret would learn
how to do more “behind the scenes politicking” in order to make things hap-
pen. At that point, Margaret became visibly angry. She informed Steve that
she was extremely savvy politically and recounted the many ways in which
she had gotten things done in the division by utilizing that savvy. Steve looked
stunned. “I had no idea,” he stammered. “I apologize. Please accept my be-
lated gratitude for your heretofore unrecognized contributions.”

As Margaret and 1 left, she asked me if she had been too forceful. T told her
that I did not believe she had done any damage to herself and, in fact, prob-
ably had heightened Steve’s respect for her. She then told me that she believed
Joseph had intentionally withheld the information about her contributions in
an attempt to discredit her.
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I had seen another side of Margaret in this meeting. I had been surprised by the
intensity of her reactions and the degree to which she viewed Joseph as an enemy. I
hypothesized that Joseph was the recipient of such strong projections because he rep-
resented parts of herself that she did not want to see. I made a mental note to explore
that in later meetings. As I soon discovered, however, her responses were caused by
circumstances of a very different nature.

When Margaret and I met next, [ had conducted more than half of the feed-
back interviews with her staff and peers. I was therefore equipped to bring a
more informed perspective to the issue that Margaret raised—what to do about
Veronica. Margaret reported that things were becoming quite unbearable, and
that Veronica was affecting the rest of the staff and had publicly announced that
she was seeking opportunities elsewhere in the corporation. I asked Margaret
if she had confronted Veronica with the unacceptability of her behavior. When
she said she had not, I asked why she was allowing Veronica to intimidate her
so. Margaret again stated that it was because Veronica was so angry at her.

“Here is the opportunity!” I thought to myself. Aloud I asked, “Margaret, have
there been other situations in which you have had a similar reaction?”

“Well, there was this medical student who angrily accused me of being rac-
ist and sexist in a seminar I was conducting. It was horrible. It ruined the rest
of the seminar for me.”

“And has it happened in any other settings?”

Margaret was silent for a moment. “Well, there was my father,” she quietly
said. She explained that her father had had outbursts of anger throughout her
childhood and adolescence. She recounted an incident in which her father had
gotten angry at her when she was home for Thanksgiving during her fresh-
man year in college—he had driven her to the airport, paid for a plane ticket
back to school, put her on the plane, and had given her no money. When she
landed, there was no one to call and no means of transportation. She stated
that she was the one who was always blamed for her father’s outbursts, so if
her brothers or her mother were the recipients of his rage, it was Margaret’s
fault. As a result, she tried, usually unsuccessfully, not to do anything to anger
him. Her escape was to focus on her studies.

Margaret stopped and looked at me in amazement. “I never realized that
this was affecting me at work!”

While Margaret was telling me her story, she appeared impassive, relating the
details in a composed, perfunctory fashion. I, on the other hand, was having a strong
emotional reaction. I felt outraged and protective. When she finished, I said nothing
for a few moments. Then, the words came instinctively.

“We can talk about ways in which you might handle what you've just dis-
covered. But this has been a major insight, and, for now, it might be best just
to absorb it.”
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Margaret agreed. I asked if she was all right. She assured me that she was.
We arranged to meet again one week later.

I left the building, walked to my car, rested my head on the steering wheel, and
cried. As Idrove back to my office, I considered that Margaret might wonder whether
her disclosure was appropriate. I concluded that it would be an opportune time to
review the boundaries between coaching and therapy and to reassure her that what
she had shared was entirely acceptable—and safe—within the confines of the coach-
ing relationship.

Margaret plunged directly into a discussion of her need to communicate
better when we met the following week. As the entire interview process now
was almost complete, I was able to corroborate that this was a perception
about her that others also held. We spoke about the need for staff meetings
and how to elevate their content as well as the need for clear communication
of expectations. Margaret, having thought about it, cited several examples of
how her lack of clarity had caused misunderstandings with her staff.

As the meeting neared completion, I readied myself to bring up the previous
session. Before I had the opportunity, Margaret did it for me. She informed me
that she had been in therapy and had dealt with her family history in relation to
her personal life, but that she was astonished that her behavior at work was also
affected. T assured her that it would be unusual if it were not, and that it was a
courageous and important step for her to tell me about the more painful aspects
of her history. “I’s like having an elephant in the room,” T said. “If we don’t
know it’s there, we'll keep tripping over it. The difference between our work
and therapy is that we'll figure out ways to walk around the elephant; therapy is
the process to use if you want it out of the room—or at least want to reduce its
size.” That explanation appeared to make perfect sense to Margaret.

I left the meeting relieved that Margaret was comfortable both with her disclosure
and my explanation. I was quite pleased with my analogy, particularly because it
had come to me so spontaneously.

When we met again, Margaret announced, ‘I feel ready to speak with
Veronica. I'd like your help in preparing for it.” Our meeting centered on the
most effective manner in which to confront the unacceptable behaviors and
communicate clear expectations while maintaining Veronica’s self-esteem. My
interviews were now almost completed, and a pattern was emerging regarding
the perception of Margaret’s strengths and developmental needs. In this case, it
seemed particularly appropriate to leverage her strengths, which included her
genuineness, her kindness, her ability to listen, and her willingness to set high
standards for herself and others. In structuring the discussion, a key factor was
the fact that their relationship, when it began, had been productive and mutu-
ally supportive. Margaret said she would continue to prepare and asked that I sit
in on the discussion. I said I would do so if Veronica gave her consent.
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Margaret decided to bring up the topic at the end of her regular weekly
meeting with Veronica. I arrived at the beginning of that meeting; Margaret, as
we had agreed, explained that I was sitting in for two reasons—to observe her
interaction with Veronica and to make certain that Margaret was hearing what
Veronica had to say. She asked Veronica if she had any objection, and Veronica
indicated that she had already shared many of her concerns with me during the
individual interview, so it was fine with her. The first part of the meeting con-
sisted of a status report and calendar update. Veronica took the leadership role.
Her tone was authoritative. Margaret then introduced the topic of their relation-
ship. She began by telling Veronica how productive their relationship had been
at the beginning and gave her specific examples of what had made it so effective.
She then expressed regret that it had deteriorated so badly. She stated that she
would support Veronica in her search for a job elsewhere in the company, but
while she was still part of the research unit, there were a number of things that
were expected of her. Margaret then stated what those expectations were and
the ways in which Veronica’s current behavior was not acceptable. Margaret was
poised, professional, and even throughout. She was firm without being harsh.
Veronica sat and listened without saying a word. When Margaret was finished,
she asked Veronica how she felt about what had just been said. Veronica burst
into tears and left the room. Margaret looked at me for help. I told her that she
could not have handled the situation more effectively. A few moments later, Ve-
ronica returned and apologized for leaving. She turned to Margaret and talked
about how difficult it was to do her job with Margaret so busy and on the road
so frequently, how she constantly tried to hold things together and felt as though
she failed, and how unappreciated she felt. Her tone was sincere and respectful.
Margaret told her how sorry she was to have placed such a burden on Veronica
and asked her to think about what support she needed to do her job.

When Veronica left the room, T asked Margaret how she felt about what
had just happened. Margaret was pleased. She told me that she had prepared
her comments in the same way that she prepared for a professional presenta-
tion about her research findings. She had thought about what she wanted to
communicate, had organized her thoughts, and had followed the plan. I en-
couraged her to follow that process any time she planned to have a discussion
with an employee, particularly if confronting a difficult subject and especially
if she was concerned that the employee might become angry.

As T left Margaret’s office, I passed Veronica’s desk. I told her how coura-
geous she was for returning to the room and finishing the discussion. “Thank
you,” she said. “Thank you for everything.”

I could not decide who was more pleased with what had transpired—Margaret
or I. I was amazed by what I had seen and felt grateful to be engaged in this
work.
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The following week, Margaret happily reported that there had been a dra-
matic positive change in Veronica’s behavior. She then reported that there had
been a spillover to her home environment—she had used the same technique
with her teenaged son, and it had been equally effective. She explained that
she had been a “dirty fighter” at home, and, although she was willing to admit
when she was wrong, she had always suspected that there was a better way.
She felt she had now discovered it and wished she had been able to use it
when her children were younger. We talked about the relevance of establish-
ing clear boundaries, and the rest of the session was devoted to how she could
continue to define and communicate expectations with the rest of her staff.

Because of Margaret’s travel schedule, it was 3 weeks before we met again.
She reported progress in all areas. The relationship with Veronica had returned
to the way it had been at the beginning, she had confronted an issue with a re-
search supervisor, and she was preparing to discuss a problem with Brian. She
also had thought through a new organizational structure—one that would give
Veronica more support, require Veronica and Brian to collaborate, and provide
alink to the divisional infrastructure. She decided to hold her first monthly staff
meeting the following week, and we went over the agenda together. She asked
me whether I thought it would be a good idea to invite the division staff that
supported her group, and I told her that was an excellent idea. Toward the end
of the session, she reported that, despite all of this progress, she continued to
feel overwhelmed. T suggested that she keep a daily log of all of her activities so
that we could identify those tasks that could either be delegated or eliminated.
She said she thought that was a great idea and then paused and said, with
trepidation in her voice, “But eliminating makes me nervous. Can I eliminate
and still be successful?” T reminded her that all she was doing at this stage was
attempting to identify the tasks. Making decisions about them would come
later—and, even then, she would be the judge of priorities. That appeared to
satisty her.

Once again, I was startled. I would have understood, and even anticipated, a
reluctance to eliminate commitments based on Margaret’s drive and high stan-
dards for achievement. But fear was something quite unexpected. Did she not
know that she was considered a superstar in her field and indispensable to the
company? Did she not recognize her stature and feel secure about her position? A
“need to believe in herself” had come up in the feedback interviews. I had assumed
it referred to her decision making; perhaps it also applied here. I noted her reac-
tion (and my own) so that we could return to it at a later time.

Her staff meeting, to which I had been invited, was a huge success. Her
presentation of goals was inspirational, her explanation of the new organiza-
tional structure was explicit, and her demeanor was engaging and participa-
tive. When it concluded, T walked to her office to congratulate her. A group
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had gathered in the outer office to express how much they had enjoyed and
learned from the meeting. Margaret was glowing when 1 left.

We had postponed the feedback session to wait for an interview with a for-
mer supervising manager whose heavy travel schedule had not permitted an
earlier meeting with me. When he returned, the interview had to be postponed.
Margaret and I decided not to wait any longer. Margaret listened with interest as
I described what I had learned about the organizational context, including the
research center, the division, and the corporation as a whole. She was fascinated
by the varied, and sometimes contradictory, descriptions of her role. She was
visibly uncomfortable with the long list of her strengths. When we got to the
areas for improvement, none of it was a surprise, as we had already begun to
address the most significant areas. It thus served to confirm her objectives.

As the meeting was concluding, she again talked about how overwhelmed
she was feeling. I asked if she had kept the log, and she said she had started it
but could not continue. I asked if she could isolate anything specific that was
making her feel so overburdened. She talked about the pressures of having to
please the physicians and the neurosurgeons. I asked her what she thought
would happen if she said no to some of the requests they made. She shud-
dered. Observing her reaction and remembering her purported lack of con-
fidence in herself, T gave her a special assignment in addition to the log—to
identify and acknowledge those things about herself of which she was most
proud. I also told her that T would send her the written summary of the feed-
back prior to our next meeting and asked her to review the list of strengths
daily as a reminder of the admiration and respect that others had for her. I
concluded by saying, “Margaret, you are a ‘star'—I heard that over and over
again in the interviews. You have already proved yourself. It is all right to turn
some things away.” She smiled weakly, and I left.

Our next meeting was two weeks later. I had hoped to introduce the sub-
ject of positive reinforcement and reward, the only item in the feedback that
we had not yet examined in depth. Margaret seemed unusually distracted
when I arrived. She did not greet me with her usual warm hello. Instead, she
said, “I am still completely overwhelmed!” When I asked her if she had any
sense of why, she emphatically stated it was because she had so much to do
and had to do all of it well. “So what I'm hearing you say is that you can’t say
no to anything and that it all has to be A+ effort.” She said, with unmistakable
defiance in her voice, that that was essentially the case. I asked her why, and
she answered, with obvious annoyance, “We went through that last time. I
really don’t feel as though I am in a position to say no.”

This was the first time I was aware of encountering resistance from Margaret.
Why, after all of this time, all that she had shared with me, and all that she had been
willing to undertake, was this happening now?
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I then asked her if she had reviewed the list of strengths. She reacted sharply:
“I am really very uncomfortable doing that. I admire humility, and I want to
continue to be humble. And I wish you would stop calling me a ‘star.””

Iwas taken aback by Margaret’s words and the passion with which she said them.
It took a moment to recover.

“Margaret, what is this all about?” T quietly asked.

Margaret was intense but calm as she responded to my question: “When
I was 5 years old, I played in violin competitions. I had to win. I had to be
my mother’s ‘star.” So I won every competition. But my mother also always
told me, ‘Pride cometh before the fall,’ so T wouldn’t get arrogant about my
winning. I always felt like such a bad person because I could never be any-
one’s friend; they were my competitors, and I had to beat them. T have heard
‘Pride cometh before the fall’ my whole life. Any time things have gone really
well and then something awful happened, I felt that it was my punishment.”
Margaret talked about how she discovered herself at 15, when she spent a
summer away from home studying music, and realized that she was not as
talented as many others. Being there had shown her a different life, and it
had had a strong impact. “My mother brought me up to be a ‘Boston Brah-
min, ” she continued. “As soon as I could, I left home and moved to Southern
California. I married a Silicon Valley executive, started giving dinner parties,
had my children, and one day woke up and realized T was a Californian
‘Boston Brahmin.” I got divorced and went back to school. Those were hard
years as a single parent and a full-time student, but I did it. I had this really
nice boyfriend for a while. He jilted me, and T was crushed ... T kept think-
ing, ‘Pride cometh before the fall.”” She was then silent, appearing to be lost
in thought.

As Margaret had spoken, I found it increasingly more difficult to fight my tears.
My mother had been a child prodigy who had renounced the piano when she was 14
because she hated to perform. I grew up hearing about those painful years from my
mother and my grandmother. My nephew had just turned four, and I imagined him
sitting at a piano, his little fingers at the keys hour after hour. I imagined Margaret
as a child, having to win. I felt as though my heart were breaking for her.

After several minutes, she looked at me and said that even though she
knew that her mother had made many mistakes, she believed her mother
tried her best.

I realized Margaret had had enough, so I said that most parents try to do
what they think is best, but sometimes they cannot tell the difference between
what is right for them and what is right for their children. What was impor-
tant for our work was to discover the ways in which these experiences were
inhibiting her from being effective professionally. I suggested that we end the
session and that she think about it until the next time we met. I checked to
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see that she was as composed as she appeared; she was. I reminded her that
she could call me if she needed me, and I left.

Once again, I got to my car, put my head on the steering wheel, and allowed my
tears to flow for her. She had been through so much in her life, had overcome so
much, and I was concerned that I had pushed her too far too fast. I felt inadequate
to deal with these issues, and I wondered if I should recommend that she reenter
therapy before continuing with our work.

I came to the next meeting with some trepidation. I was prepared to make
the recommendation that she return to therapy. When 1 arrived, she greeted
me cordially. Before T could say anything, she told me that she was preparing
to confront an issue with Brian and was confident that she could handle it. She
also told me that she had had another staff meeting and was very pleased with
the outcome. She had used it as an opportunity to give praise and recognition to
her staff and had seen their positive responses. She then reported that she had
thought about “the competition issue” and had practiced doing an “adequate”
rather than an “exceptional” job at a recent professional convention. She said
that it felt good not to have to “perform” and that the reception had been fine.

I was astonished. Margaret had already begun to integrate her painful insight.
My admiration and esteem for her was immeasurable.

She paused briefly and then smiled at me as she said, “You called me a
‘star.” That was the trigger for what came up. Now that I know that anger, es-
pecially male anger, reminds me of my father, and having to perform reminds
me of my mother, I can deal with it.”

I said to Margaret, “You are a remarkable person.” She smiled warmly.
There was nothing more to say. We agreed to wait a month before the next
session.

I left convinced that we had reached our objectives; at this point, Margaret needed
only reinforcement.

The next session revealed some of the old behavior patterns. Margaret was
irritated with Brian but had not spoken to him because she was afraid he
would quit. In addition, Margaret was again feeling overburdened. After some
brief discussion, Margaret decided to resolve the difficulty with Brian by af-
firming her great confidence in him and then explaining that there was just
one area in which he could improve his performance. She also decided to
meet with the heads of the other research departments to discuss priorities
and necessary resources. She was confident about her ability to have all of
these conversations, and we agreed to wait another month.

Margaret began that session by reporting that she was beginning to feel
overwhelmed again. This time, it was because she felt that she did not have
anyone to whom to delegate the more complex aspects of the biological re-
search. In addition, her husband was urging her to stop working so hard on
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weekends and engage in more leisure activities with him. I asked her if it was
likely that she would keep the current research staff intact, and she responded
with an emphatic yes. I then asked what her alternatives were. She thought
for a moment and announced that she did have money in her budget but that
she had been hoarding it because she was worried about possible budget cuts.
She took a deep breath and added, “But perhaps now is the time to stop acting
toward the unit the way I operated struggling through graduate school as a
single parent with young children.” She determined that she would hire more
people with expertise in the required area. I congratulated her. Aside from this
matter, she felt that everything else was under control, including her ability
to choose when and how to deal with employee issues as they arose. As the
meeting drew to a close, I told Margaret that it sounded as if our work were
done. She panicked and pleaded for one more session. I told her I did not
really think she needed it but that I would be happy to have another session.
We agree to wait 2 months before meeting, unless she had the need to speak
to me sooner.

When T arrived at our final session, Margaret said she was pleased to see
me but did not have anything to talk about. I told her how delighted T was
to hear that. She told me that she had gained an enormous amount from the
coaching, had a unit that was operating well with happy people in it, and was
still busy but no longer overwhelmed. She said she had learned how impor-
tant it is to establish clear expectations with people and communicate when
the expectations were not being met—both with her own staff and with col-
leagues. She also said she had never understood the importance of recognition
for others until now. Finally, she said she realized that when people are angry,
it may not be directed against her—maybe not even in the case of her father’s
anger—and while it would always be hard for her, she could now deal with it
more effectively. The only question she had was whether we should meet with
Steve to find out if he felt that the objectives had been met. I told her we could
certainly do that, but it was my understanding that he had already indicated
to her that he saw the positive changes. She agreed that he had repeatedly
demonstrated his growing confidence in her, so she did not think it was nec-
essary for that purpose but explained that what she really wanted to do was
make sure that she was counteracting all the negative things she was certain
Joseph was continuing to say about her. I asked her why she thought Joseph
had such omnipotence, and she responded by saying that Joseph could be
president some day and make life miserable for her. “Margaret, 1 think it's
time for you to invite Joseph out to lunch and make peace with him,” I said.
She recoiled and told me she was not ready to do that. I told her that if she
wasn’t ready, that was all right, but it was the one remaining thing that needed
to be confronted. She said that she would do it in time, but not yet. “Think of
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it as your last homework assignment with a due date that is self-imposed,” T
said. She nodded and smiled, and I smiled back.

I told her how much I had enjoyed working with her and that she could
feel free to call me if she needed me—and that doing so did not mean she was
failing. She thanked me, and we said good-bye.

As I left, I thought about how much she had accomplished, how privileged I felt to
be a part of her process, and how much I would miss her.

This dramatic and compelling case exemplifies the executive coaching pro-
cess presented in this book. To the uninitiated, there will be a temptation to
explain the change in Margaret simplistically: Two insights about the impact
of her childhood experience caused her to reassess her circumstances at work
and enabled her to change her behavior. While not incorrect, such an analysis
stays at only the most superficial of levels? and fails to recognize the central
themes inherent in the case:

1. That executive coaching is a complex and demanding process en-
compassing multidimensional interrelationships among the client,
the client’s organization, and the consultant.

2. That there must be a reliable methodological framework within which
to do the work of executive coaching.

3. That the executive coaching methodology must be guided by theory
comprising not only individuals but also organizations and groups.

4. That the consultant doing executive coaching must have (a) train-
ing and expertise in management, organizational psychology, and
individual psychology; (b) a full knowledge of ethical standards and
guidelines related to the field; and (c) the demonstrated capacity to
engage in self-scrutiny and self-reflection.

These are also the central themes of this book. They will appear repeatedly
in the chapters that follow.

2 The full case analysis is the content of the last chapter of this book, presented there as an
encapsulation of all the material that precedes it.





