







Praise for
Challenging Coaching

“This is a terrific book that should provoke and challenge
coaches to ‘up their game’ and thus provide more value
to individuals and also, vitally, to their organizations.
Read it and I believe you will improve your coaching.”
Graham Alexander, Founder of The Alexander
Corporation, originator of the GROW Model, and
author of SuperCoaching and Tales from the Top

“Right on target. This book is so practical it reads like a
Haynes manual for a style of coaching and leadership
based on real human values rather than abstract processes.
Notions such as courageous goal setting, feedback as
the ‘loving boot,’ the ‘player coach,’ and the ‘R’ word
(responsibility!) particularly rang true for me. These are
powerful ideas consistent with my own belief that leadership
takes place on the pitch not on the side-lines. I loved it.”
Andrew Gould, CEO UK, Jones Lang LaSalle

“This is a book that is at the same time inspiring and
transformational. Inspiring because it reinforces the
motivational aspects of coaching and transformational
because it progresses the discipline in light of today’s business
environment. I recommend this book to all coaches who
wish to challenge conventional coaching techniques.”
Julian Wais, Director of Investor Relations, Cobham plc

“We believe in ‘challenging you to be the best you can be’
and this is the first book to endorse that perspective and
brilliantly demonstrates how to do it responsibly. Definitely
a core text on our coach training programmes.”
John Leary-Joyce, CEO, Academy of Executive Coaching

“This new book makes an important contribution to the
coaching literature. Blakey and Day challenge all coaches to
look at ourselves and how we work to help our clients—both
individuals and their organizations. Whilst this might be
an uncomfortable experience for us as a profession, it is as
important that we do it for ourselves as we do with our clients.”
Ian Saunders, Associate Fellow,
Saïd Business School, Oxford University

“This is a real-world, practical, easy to understand approach to
a more challenging style of coaching—a style that is needed
to help leaders sit back and think of different solutions and
new mindsets in a more uncertain business world. For leaders
who are driving for higher performance the FACTS model
will allow them to adopt a challenging style but one which,
crucially, is respectful rather than threatening in its impact.”
Tony McCarthy, Group HR Director, ENRC plc

“This book makes an important contribution to the evolution
of coaching as a profession. The authors pose a provocative
challenge to the coaching profession to raise their game to
better support and challenge individuals and organizations,
in service of the wider environment. The book offers new
insight for business leaders and coach practitioners alike and
is aligned to the most contemporary leadership literature.”
Sue Mortlock, Head of Board Development,
NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement

“Not just for the coaches, this book is critical reading for any
business leader seeking to take an honest and challenging
approach to developing their people, as well as anyone seeking
to add robustness and realism to their business relationships.”
Scott Sunderman, Managing Director, Healix Group

“I have experience of working with both John and Ian
and have found their FACTS method of coaching both
energizes individuals and ensures alignment with company
goals. Any coach who truly wants to add value to the
bottom line of their clients should take note of the key
messages in this book and not be afraid to challenge the
established ‘comfortable norms,’ particularly in these
uncertain and increasingly competitive economic times.”
Yvonne Spalding, Director, Group Professional Services,
SSP Ltd

“Challenging Coaching is practical, honest, and relevant—
especially for those coaching within more performance
driven cultures. The authors write in a refreshingly clear and
straightforward style. The insightful exercises, in particular,
can be used as a self-development tool to help coaches to raise
their game further, or alternatively, within coach supervision.”
Katherine Tulpa, CEO, Association for Coaching

“A gem of a book achieving the rare mix of challenging
conventional concepts whilst offering very practical advice.
This is for business leaders, scholars, and students who
believe in mindfulness, impact, and performance. If
you want to change the conversations in your business
then ‘face the FACTS’ as the authors suggest.”
Brigitte Nicoulaud, Director of MBA
Programmes, Aston Business School

“At last a book that challenges much of the often too simplistic,
idealistic, and over-theoretical approach to executive and
management coaching. It is written by people who have
obviously ‘been there and done it’ and more importantly
thought deeply about it. Their FACTS framework should
certainly be tried and tested, not dogmatically, but flexibly
and sensitively to the many different situations the
organizational executive coach will face in the day-to-day
reality of corporate life. I strongly recommend this book as
essential reading for every aspiring professional practitioner.”
Eric Parsloe, Chairman, OCM & Co-Founder,
European Coaching & Mentoring Council

“This book is a challenging and worthwhile read. Challenging in
that it may upset some of our assumptions about coaching and
worthwhile in that it may develop and enlarge our perception
and skills. For anyone engaged in the coaching process it also
offers a range of contextual knowledge important to the process.”
Bill Shedden, Director, Centre for Customised Executive
Development, Cranfield School of Management

“A pleasure to read and a book that focuses on how coaches can
raise their game in a solid and ethical manner. It adds value
to coaches and to organizations and ensures that coaching
clients gain the best from their coaching programmes. I can
imagine this book being used on many a coaching course.”
Gladeana McMahon, Co-Director Centre for Coaching
and Chair of Association for Coaching UK
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Foreword

by Sir John Whitmore

This is a book that questions the role and responsibility of coaches generally. Its title suggests that executive coaches could be more courageous and do more to warn about, help, or even avert the challenges faced by their clients. Through its contents, John and Ian aim to upgrade the skills and thereby the confidence of existing coaches—for all too often we shrink from challenging our clients when in fact a challenge would be both appreciated and beneficial.

Understanding that the roots of business coaching lie in the progressive psychology of Carl Rogers and Gerard Egan and are therapy based is important if one wants to fully understand the impact of workplace coaching and also to recognize the limitations of this heritage; that is, not all of the person-centered counseling approaches are appropriate or effective in a corporate environment. Similarly, the existing forms of sports coaching have a lot to contribute to effective coaching in the workplace, yet some of these are preoccupied with instruction on technique, which becomes less effective when placed into a political and dynamic business landscape. It is important to recognize that there are unique features of the business coaching challenge that require new and tailored approaches and it is on this specific agenda that this book focuses its attention.

Importantly, the book challenges coaches too by giving them permission to break some of the “golden rules” of coaching, for example the principle of staying on the coachee’s agenda exclusively. It actually encourages breaking this rule and I wholeheartedly agree with this. A coach’s task and responsibility are to benefit not only the coachee, but also the client company and all of society too.

John and Ian briefly reference several models of coaching such as the GROW model, which is sometimes attributed to me, before focusing on their FACTS approach, the theme of this book. They give guidance about the more sophisticated aspects of coaching and the kinds of questions good coaches can usefully ask, providing illustrative examples. The FACTS model is clear, well laid out, and easy to grasp. Hopefully it will be a road map for coaches to use to venture into the less-charted territories of conventional executive coaching.

My personal reflections on the various components of the FACTS approach are as follows.

Feedback: Coaching has generally been perceived as a bit “soft,” with many people asking nice questions in a nice sort of way. Of course, this approach is often very appropriate, but sometimes it is not. An example from my own experience may help to illustrate this point. I asked a coachee of mine: “How committed on a scale of 0 to 10 are you to taking this action?” He instantly replied: “Oh, I would be 9 out of 10 for sure.” Yet, I heard something in the tone of his voice that led me to doubt his conviction. I paused for 30 seconds and then said: “That’s rubbish, I don’t believe you.” My coachee also then paused for 30 seconds and replied: “You’re absolutely right—I was just trying to get you off my back.” This example shows that sometimes challenging feedback is necessary for change to happen. When people say to me: “That isn’t coaching,” I reply: “Anything that is appropriate in the moment to help a person move from A to B is coaching.”

Accountability: I prefer the word responsibility to accountability, since I believe it is more human, yet these words are interchangeable in the context of this book. The key point here is that as coaches we are not responsible just to ourselves but to everyone else in the organizational system in which we are operating. To use an analogy from soccer, just because the goalkeeper’s specialist function is to keep the ball out of the net, that does not mean he is not also responsible for the goals of the wider team (no pun intended). If he or she sees issues or risks that are affecting the wider team, then he or she has a responsibility to raise these and do something about them. The same is true for coaches and for leaders who have responsibility for the bigger picture in which they operate.

Courageous goals: I call this the dream. What is your dream? A dream serves as an incredibly valuable purpose, even if it is not achieved. Let me give you an example that is close to home. My son, Jason, was watching the men’s Wimbledon final on television when he was a small boy. The commentator was bemoaning the fact that not since 1936 had an Englishman lifted the trophy. My son suddenly exclaimed: “Oh my God, what if I were the next Englishman to win at Wimbledon?” This became his dream—it motivated and inspired him as he pursued his tennis career over the coming years. As a 12 year old he played for his county and beat the then unknown Maria Sharapova; this would not have happened without the power of his dream. Unfortunately his career was cut short by illness and the dream was not achieved, but it had served him well every day it was kept alive. As John and Ian would say: “Dream, share, start…”

Tension: While I agree with John and Ian about the constructive role of tension in the coaching relationship, I must add a word of caution. Tension is a very individual dynamic: some people thrive on high levels of tension, for others it can be damaging. The key is to know the person in front of you and to carry out the dynamic calibration that John and Ian propose in order to make sure that the level of tension is optimized. We have a duty of care to the people we work with and we must test our assumptions fully and carefully before jumping to conclusions about how much tension is introduced into any given situation. This said, I am sure there are many senior leaders who thrive on high levels of tension and it is often our job as coaches to provide this, since others around them may not have the skills or the motivation to do so.

Systems thinking: In a way, John and Ian save the best until last with their model, since I believe that systems thinking is the underlying catalyst within their overall FACTS approach. Unfortunately, there is a severe shortage of people in the corporate world who look at the world through a systems thinking “lens.” This leads to a focus on short-term, silo thinking, with a blindness to the wider context in which individuals are operating. While this mindset was not critical when the economic environment was stable and growing, it has suddenly become critical in a landscape where there is inherent instability, ambiguity, and contradiction. Systems thinking is not something any of us were taught at school, or indeed at business school, yet it is a discipline that will need to emerge from within each one of us as we face the unknowns of an increasingly interrelated world.

Models like GROW and FACTS are useful memory joggers or chronological sequences that coaches and others use or have handy; although models are just models, they are not the truth. There is no one way to coach any more than there is one way to walk. Each of us walks differently because our bodies are different. Each of us thinks differently because our brains are different. Were you taught to walk or did you just do it naturally over time? Being coached implies natural learning. It is only fair to say that the best coaching sessions you may have are often those that are intuitive and break all the rules. Each person needs to find their own natural and authentic way to coach that gets results over time, and we should never judge anyone else for not doing it our way.

In the later chapters of this book, John and Ian cast their net wider to consider the relevance of FACTS coaching to leaders and leadership. I have always held the view that “coaching is much bigger than coaching.” There are trends ongoing in the world that will require new skills of our leaders. Old-style, autocratic leaders are losing their clout because the people they lead are becoming more challenging. As someone commented to me recently, “I used to interview people to work in this company, but now it feels like they interview me.” In this environment, coaching skills become critical. How can you call yourself a leader in this new world if you do not have coaching skills? How can you lead by example? In Jim Collins’ seminal book Good to Great, he suggests that a quality of “Level 5” leadership is humility. This is a word that is often misunderstood. It does not mean being a wimp: real humility is ruthlessly strong because it has a genuine authority at its core. John and Ian show how the FACTS model can help leaders deploy tough coaching skills with the humility that will be necessary to engage and motivate the modern workforce.

Challenging Coaching is an excellent contribution to the advancement of the profession of executive coaching. There are many books on the techniques of coaching, but what strikes me as unique about this book is that it focuses on the context in which coaching is taking place. John and Ian are taking the context of coaching seriously, and I hope that others will wake up to this important challenge through reading and re-reading this timely book.

Sir John Whitmore PhD, author of Coaching for Performance
December 2011
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