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IN 2002, AN UNEASY FEELING THAT

things could be better was rippling
through the Alexander Graham Bell

Association for the Deaf and Hard of
Hearing (AG Bell), Washington,

D.C. Despite its 110-year track record
as a resource, support network, and

advocate for people with hearing loss,
the association was wrestling with its

identity and how to change to meet
the growing needs of its members. 

“We had initiated a strategic plan-
ning process with our board, but we

needed to move from the ‘dreaming
stage’ to the ‘doing stage,’ ” says K.

Todd Houston, executive director
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Coach

Explore the value of
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and CEO. “We knew we needed a
new strategic plan. We knew we

could perform at a higher level. But
the day-to-day issues of running our

programs and services were prevent-
ing us from moving forward with the

planning process as quickly as we
needed to.” 

“I absolutely believe that people, unless coached, never reach their
maximum capabilities.” —Bob Nardelli, CEO, Home Depot

By Marshall Brown
and Jon Hockman
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Among other steps, AG Bell hired a
coaching firm to work both at the staff
and organizationwide levels. “We were
coached through the entire strategic
planning process,” Houston says. “We
saw issues as we had not before, we
pushed for bigger goals than we might
have on our own, and we completed a
work plan that would have still been in
draft form if we didn’t have a coaching
relationship.” 

Now that the strategic plan is in
place, the association has begun one-on-
one coaching relationships with key
staff members “so that we actually
implement the plan we’ve developed,”
Houston says. “Once we finished the
strategic plan at the board level, I began
working with key staff to develop
action plans for each team and opera-
tional area within the association.  We
realized that we’d need to do some
reorganization of the staff and move
some staff members into new or
expanded positions. Because many
staffers were inheriting new responsi-
bilities, I wanted to ensure that they 
had the right skill sets to fulfill the
action plans. Coaching allowed us to
surgically address issues or skill sets in
key positions.”

AG Bell is not alone in seeing the
benefits of coaching, both for key asso-
ciation leaders and for the entire organ-
ization. The Executive Coaching
Project—a yearlong study of 24 San
Francisco-area executive directors who
received organizational leadership
coaching—underscored “the need to
develop various strategies for support-
ing and retaining leadership talent in
the nonprofit sector.” According to the
report of CompassPoint Nonprofit Ser-
vices, which undertook the project,
“executive directors are called upon to
be strong managers, strategic thinkers,
reflective philosophers, successful
fundraisers, public speakers, and inspi-
rational leaders. Key recommendations
included recognizing leadership and
management skills as essential assets for
organizations—assets that must be
strengthened and sustained.”

The study (available online at
www.compasspoint.org by selecting
“research” from the Resources menu)
demonstrated that coaching did, in fact,

result in improvements in both leader-
ship and management.

Leadership lessons. The study con-
firmed that coaching
n increased confidence in exercising

leadership;
n improved ability to connect with the

organization’s vision; and
n increased confidence in leading the

organization toward fulfilling the
vision.

Management measures. The study also
showed that coaching 
n increased both task completion and

productivity;
n improved personnel management

skills; and
n fostered better relationships with

staff and board of directors.

A 1997 study by Gerald Olivero, K.
Denise Bane, and Richard Kopelman
further demonstrates the power of
coaching. Findings indicated that train-
ing programs complemented by subse-
quent coaching produced an “88 percent
increase in productivity compared to
coaching alone.” This evidence supports
the notion that staff at every level can
and do benefit from coaching as an
extension of existing professional devel-
opment efforts. Following is some back-
ground on the coaching process and how
it might be incorporated effectively into
your organization.

How coaching 
techniques work
Similar to the coaches who train world-
class athletes, executive and organiza-
tional coaches challenge and support
higher levels of performance. You can
expect your coach to ask provocative
questions, take issue with your existing
assumptions and biases, and work with
you to set goals and hold you account-
able for outcomes. 

From senior executives to up-and-
comers, people who hire coaches are
learning how to set better goals for
themselves, increase self-awareness,
improve performance, and develop
strategies that improve their overall
quality of life.

The relationship between coach and

client is based on the premise that noth-
ing is necessarily broken, or wrong, or
in need of fixing. After all, coaches are
not therapists. Coaches do, however,
help clients discover what is most
important in their lives, but they do so
primarily by looking at the present and
the future, rather than by placing a
heavy emphasis on the past.

From this discovery, coaches help
develop action plans so that you can cre-
ate a better future for yourself and your
organization. However, a coach can
only show you a window. It’s up to you
to look through it. Coaches will try to
hold clients accountable, but in the end
clients are accountable only to them-
selves. If a client is willing to work hard
and think critically, then a coach can
help bring clarity. Unlike a consultant
who is hired to provide you with solu-
tions, coaches help you develop your
own solutions. Along the way, you can
expect a healthy dose of both challenge
and support.

Coaching in associations
Coaching is about producing different
and better results. That makes the tech-
niques almost universally applicable for
individuals as well as organizations—
and in all market sectors. For example,
if you are looking to double your associ-
ation’s membership, your membership
department might work with a coach.
If you would like to improve the board
of directors’ focus on strategic leader-
ship, your board might hire a coach. If
you’re the CEO and want to better lead
your senior staff, you might develop a
relationship with an executive coach.

Coaching can even be used to resolve
tensions between or among members of
a staff who might not be seeing issues
the same way or have a history of con-
flict. In this situation, a coach can bring
aspects of mediation to the coaching
relationship so the staff members can
make progress. 

More often, and also more desirable,
are coaching relationships that are gen-
erated purely by a desire for improved
results. You or your organization might
be feeling stuck—aware that you can or
must perform differently—but unclear
as to how or what improved perform-
ance might look like. 

C o a c h i n g
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Are you ready for coaching?
Not every situation is right for coach-
ing. Ask yourself some of these ques-
tions as you consider how the coaching
process would work for you or your
organization:
n Am I ready to try something dra-

matically different?
n Am I willing to risk exploring

sacred cows? 
n Am I willing to experiment with

new behaviors?
n Am I willing to face the inner and

outer turbulence that comes with
change?

n Am I willing and able to commit the
necessary time, energy, and money
to this coaching process?

n Am I willing to tell the truth to
myself and a professional coach?

Moving from rhetoric 
to reality
Of course, the easy part is to think about
producing better results. It’s far more
difficult to translate those thoughts into
sustainable actions and behaviors that
truly do produce better results. The good
news is that coaching can help you move
from rhetoric to reality. The coaching
process requires that you not only work
through a goal-setting process, but you
also build a map of actions that support
and enable those goals. And if you decide
to work with a professional coach, you’ll
have an added set of eyes looking over
your shoulder to see that you do what
you said you would. 

Whether you engage a coach or
undertake the coaching exercise on your
own—which some people may choose
to do—consider the following five-step
model for self-directed leadership
coaching in an organization, developed
by George Johnson, CEO of Entrevis, a
business development and coaching
company in Lake Elmo, Minnesota: 

1.Assess the current situation. Look at
the values, purpose, and needs (both
met and unmet) of those served by the
organization. What projects are you
working on? What are other organiza-
tions doing?

2.Create an idea. Nothing in the world
happens without a vision. Given what
you have learned from assessing your
current situation, brainstorm possible
options.

3. Develop an implementation outline.
What need does the project fulfill?
Who might you partner with on this
project? What is the proposed timing?
How would the project be funded?
What is one step you could take for
your idea right now?

4.Get feedback. Take the idea and initial
steps to trusted advisers to get their
input. Listen and process, but also trust
your gut. Make necessary changes to
the idea and initial steps. Ask yourself,
who is one person who would give you
good feedback?

5. Present to decision makers. Pull
together the information gathered in
the four steps above and schedule a
meeting with key decision makers.

How do you get started?
Consider a self-directed approach. If you
decide that coaching is the right way to
go, you may want to consider self-
directed coaching. As you begin, take
advantage of such resources as The
Complete Guide to Coaching at Work by
Perry Zeus and Suzanne Skiffington
(2001, McGraw-Hill) or Coaching for
Leadership by Marshall Goldsmith,
Laurence Lyons, and Alyssa Freas
(2000, Pfeiffer).

But if you undertake this as a do-it-

yourself project, just remember that
accountability is critical. As human

beings, you and your staff can’t nec-
essarily hold yourselves accountable.

Some people find that only when they
form a relationship with an outside

party does the feet-to-the-fire dynamic
come to life. 

Engage an executive coach. If you decide
to hire an outside coach, look for some-
one with a practice specializing in non-
profit and association management. To
give you an idea of cost, you could hire
someone for a set amount of time to
help you deal with a particular issue.
Fees generally range from $150 to $500
per hour. Or you could get ongoing
help with broad issues on a retainer
basis, which could cost $500 a month
and up, depending on how much time
the project takes. One place to start
your research is the International
Coach Federation, a trade association
for professional coaches, online at www
.coachfederation.org. The site also offers
a free coach-referral service.

The coaching process doesn’t elimi-
nate the day-to-day demands that pro-
vide an easy excuse for not taking
action. But the process does produce a
clear path forward. And that might just
be enough to help your association—
and you—begin to make the difference
you are capable of making. 

Marshall Brown, founder of Marshall
Brown & Associates, Washington, D.C., is
a certified career and life coach. E-mail:
marshall@mbrownassociates.com. Jon
Hockman is principal and partner with
Dream Dare Do, a coaching and con-
sulting practice with offices in 
St. Louis and Arlington, Virginia. E-
mail: jon@dreamdaredo.org. Brown and
Hockman will be making a presentation,
“Achieving Greater Personal and Profes-
sional Success From Coaching,” at ASAE’s
Great Ideas Conference December 5–7 in
Orlando, Florida.

Want more information on this

topic? Check out the “Outtakes

and Exclusives” and “Link to Learn”

areas at www.amonline.org.

[      ]The coaching process requires that you not
only work through a goal-setting process,
but you also build a map of actions that 
support and enable those goals.


