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This briefing paper compares and contrasts the concepts of coaching and mentoring and evaluates how coaching and mentoring differs from counselling and one-to-one training and explains the different types of coaching and mentoring organisation can implement. Some of the factors which need to be considered when implementing coaching and mentoring are explained, with an overview of the role of the line manager. The briefing paper concludes with a summary of the benefits of coaching and mentoring with an assessment of how coaching and mentoring can support the business.  
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The use of coaching and mentoring in organisations has grown considerably over the last few decades. Many diverse definitions of coaching and mentoring exist, but most include key terms such as ‘collaboration’, ‘development’, ‘performance’ and ‘unlocking potential’. Coaching Psychologist, Anthony Grant defines coaching as “a collaborative, solution focused, result-orientated and systematic process in which the coach facilitates the enhancement of work performance, life experience, self-directed learning and personal growth of the coachee”. This definition stresses the collaborative nature of the coaching relationship, and the focus on personal and professional development. An alternative definition is provided by Sir John Whitmore, a pioneer of coaching in the workplace, who describes coaching as “unlocking people’s potential to maximize their own performance”. (Ibarra & Scoular, (2019)) 

The Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) define mentoring as “a career development method whereby less experienced employees are matched with more experienced colleagues for guidance either through formal or informal programs”. ((2021))
This definition expresses the need for the mentor to be a more experienced individual for mentoring to be meaningful. 

The aim of coaching and mentoring is to “help and support people to manage their own learning in order that they may develop their skills, improve their performance, maximise their potential and enable them to become the person they want to be.” (Parsloe & Leedham, (2009), p. 67) This is supported by the CIPD, who describe the concept of coaching and mentoring as “development approaches based on the use of one-to-one conversations to enhance an individual’s skills, knowledge or work performance.” (Hayden, (2021)) These descriptions highlight the similarities that the two concepts share, with both coaches and mentors working with individuals, to encourage and support them through a development process. Both concepts also have a learning and development agenda that requires “listening and responding to another person in a way that improves mutual understanding, empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard”, (Newton, (2020)) as well as aiming to create a positive learning experience with the personal and professional growth of the employee at the heart of coaching and mentoring relationship.

However, a Forbes article that discusses the important differences between coaching and mentoring stresses that although the concept of coaching and mentoring are often used interchangeably, that they are in fact two distinct processes. 

The relationship between the coach and the coachee is short term, with the coach being able to “coach someone whose journey is vastly different” to their own. (Newton, (2020)) Coaching is performance driven, with its personalised style and tailored support focused on developing a specific skill, such as presentation skills. Using a non-directive approach, coaching involves asking questions, providing feedback, reflecting and raising awareness. The coach uses questioning techniques to enhance self-awareness and self-directed learning. 
By contrast, the relationship between the mentor and the mentee is more long-term. A successful mentoring relationship is built on mutual trust and both parties need to feel at ease with each other for the mentee to be able to benefit from the relationship. Mentoring is development driven, focused on developing the mentee holistically, using a directive approach, which includes instructing, advising and making suggestions. A mentor is typically a more senior or more experienced employee who draws on their own learnings and experiences to provide advice and guidance to the mentee.

A Forbes articles that considers why businesses need coaches and mentors today more than ever, states that “coaching in its purest form is facilitating, questioning, challenging, encouraging reflective thinking and goal setting”, while mentoring “involves sharing experience, being a sounding board, drawing on one’s own journey to encourage and equip another on theirs” (Newton, (2020))

The role of the coach and the mentor are also distinct, and Carol Wilson, Managing Director of Culture at Work states that the difference between the roles can be expressed as “a coach has some great questions for your answers; a mentor has some great answers for your questions”, ((2020)) and “while the coach concentrates on technique and motivation, the mentor provides a very different kind of support; one based on reflective learning and something akin to pastoral care”. (Clutterbuck, (2014), p. 1) 

While it is established that coaching and mentoring are distinct processes, “there’s a lot of power in a combination of them both”. (Newton, (2020)) A hybrid approach may be used in certain circumstances, for example, if an employee who is being mentored has identified a need to develop a specific skill, or a need to increase confidence in a specific area, such as communication skills.
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The concepts of coaching and mentoring differ from the concepts of counselling and one-to-one training. One of the key differences between coaching and mentoring and counselling is that coaching and mentoring is used for development in the work context, while counselling is used for focusing on specific situations, such as shock, anxiety, trauma, or grief. The NHS describe counselling as a talking therapy that involves a trained therapist listening to and helping individuals find ways of dealing with emotional issues. ((2020)) Counselling and mentoring both focus on future development, while coaching is typically retrospective in nature, dealing with the repercussions of events from the past.

David Clutterbuck (2014) identifies counselling as one of the four basic styles of helping, but goes on to explain that this is counselling “in the context of support and learning as opposed to therapy” (p. 11) and describes counselling as “a relatively non-directive means of helping someone cope”. (p. 11) This is a similar approach to mentoring, but it is “the holistic nature of the mentoring role that distinguishes it from other learning or supporting roles such as coaching or counselling”. (Clutterbuck, (2014), p. 1)

One-to-one training shares some similarities to coaching and mentoring, such as developing an individual’s skills and knowledge. However, one-to-one training is often used for developing technical expertise and tends to be tailored to meet the needs of the individual, the organisation, or the sector. Investing in one-to-one training to upskill employees can benefit the employee, in terms of increased motivation and engagement, which in turn can benefit the organisation in terms of high performance working and improved retention. 

Another key distinction between these concepts is that coaching and mentoring is initiated by the employee, while one-to-one training can be initiated by internal and external factors, such as new equipment or changes in legislation. 

The trainer is procured specifically to deliver the training and doesn’t create a relationship with the learner in the same way that a coach or mentor would - it tends to be a one-way relationship, with the trainer delivering technical expertise. One-to-one training would be particularly useful for upskilling or learning something new, which could be a result of something like increased automation in the workplace. 
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There are several types of coaching and mentoring models that can be implemented in organisations, from the John Whitmore’s GROW model and Max Landsberg’s Instant Payoff Coaching to David Clutterbuck’s Four Basic Styles of Helping.

The GROW model is one of the most widely used coaching models. The four-step process allows coaches and mentors to apply a simple, yet structured approach to their coaching and mentoring sessions. The first step is to establish the ‘goal’, which involves identifying exactly what the employee wants to achieve. The goal should be ‘SMART’, so that the employee knows when their goal has been met. Once the goal has been established, the next step is to assess the employees current ‘reality’ and evaluate how far away they are from reaching their goal. This step is considered the starting point, so the employee should give an honest and accurate assessment of where they are now in terms of their current skills, knowledge, and work performance, so that progress can be measured. Once the current reality is identified, the next step is to explore the ‘options’, which includes helping the employee to consider different ways they can achieve their goal. This is where the coach uses their creative skills to encourage the employee to use their problem-solving skills. The final step is to establish the ‘will’. This step involves finding out what the employee will do to achieve their goal and their determination to achieve. As employees work towards achieving their goal, the coach should encourage them to identify any obstacles they may encounter, so that they can put measures in place to avoid or tackle any setbacks along the way. Securing a commitment to act is essential to the process.

The GROW model is praised for its straightforward and structured approach to coaching. However, a Harvard Business Review article that discusses the ‘Leader as Coach’, warns managers that facilitating the model is harder in practice that it is in theory, as it requires them to “think in new ways” about their role. (Ibarra & Scoular, (2019))

An alternative structured approach to coaching and mentoring is the OSCAR model, which is derived from the GROW model, but has five steps - Outcome, Situation, Choices, Action and Review. The OSCAR model is similar to the GROW model, but there is a greater focus on reviewing the actions and exploring how to overcome potential barriers. It is a particularly useful model because it can be applied to both short-term and long-term development goals. 

David Clutterbuck (2014) identified four basic styles of helping to learn as Coaching, Guiding, Counselling and Networking, and each style, and each style is defined by where it falls within the four dimensions. It is claimed that “the beauty of this model is its combination of simplicity and inclusiveness”. (Clutterbuck, (2014), p. 10)

A coach uses a directive approach to the learning process, with the focus on challenging the learner to achieve an end goal, with the aim of improving the learners skills and behaviours for the long term. A guide supports the learner with a nurturing approach, taking on the role of a sponsor, guardian or role model to guide the and direct the learner through the learning process. A counsellor uses a non-directive approach to encourage the learner realise and overcome their fears and anxieties and helps them overcome the barriers to achieving their goals. A nurturing approach and active listening skills are key to helping the learner to take responsibility for their own learning and development. A networker uses a non-directive approach and aims to help the learner by increasing their exposure to influential people. The networker also challenges the learner to build self-reliance and take control of their own learning. 

Max Landsberg’s Instant Payoff Coaching is used to help someone resolve a problem within a short timeframe, in as little as just ten to fifteen minutes. This technique is unique as it “focuses on what the successful outcome would look or feel like”. (Landsberg, (2015), p. 138)

The first step involves exploring the problem. The coach should help the coachee to 
define the problem, with the emphasis on ensuring that they are tackling the right issue. The next step is to identify the ideal outcome and visualise what it would look like if the problem had been solved. Once the outcome is identified, the next step is to consider the three potential blocks in the coachee, in others and in the situation. The potential blocks could be that the coachee does not have the relevant skillset, or the team may lack experience, or there may be an external influence, such as legislation.  

Once all the blocks are identified, the coach and coachee turn their attention to brainstorming ways around the blocks and urges the coachee to consider all the possible ways of solving the problem to achieve the ideal outcome. The coach should ensure that the coachee is not limiting their thinking to what can be achieved easily or quickly in place of the ideal solution, no matter how difficult or challenging it may be. The first step of action is then agreed, and the coachee goes away with lots of ideas and greater clarity of thinking around resolving the problem.
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Several internal and external factors should be considered when implementing coaching and mentoring programmes in organisations, such as culture, legislation, ethics, and professionalism. Consideration should also be given to implementing a coaching mentoring strategy, and how that strategy may fit with an organisation’s strategic objectives. 

Organisations should consider the advantages and disadvantages of internal and external coaching and mentoring. Training internal employees to coach and mentor means that organisation can retain the expertise in-house. Internal employees will benefit from knowing the culture of the organisation and the challenges facing the business, which would be advantageous. However, there would be costs to consider in training internal employees to become coaches and mentors, which would be difficult to calculate return on investment, whereas contracting with external coaches and mentors would typically be calculated on a fixed cost or hourly rate basis. An external coach of mentor would also be impartial and could bring a fresh mindset. 

Although there is no professional body for coaching or mentoring, there are organisations that support coaching and mentoring in the workplace. The International Coaching Federation (ICF) is “dedicated to advancing the coaching profession by setting high standards, providing independent certification and building a worldwide network of trained coaching professionals” (ICF, (2021)) and the European Mentoring and Coaching Council (EMCC) is a non-profit organisation that aims to “promote good practice and the expectation of good practice in coaching, mentoring and supervision across Europe”. (EMCC, (2020)) 

When introducing a coaching or mentoring process, organisation should consider how personal data is safeguarded, ensuring compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Whether the coaching and mentoring relationship is internal or external, confidentiality should be agreed before the relationship is formed. For external coaches and mentors, a confidentiality clause should form part of the contract or agreement. However, for internal coaches and mentors, it’s important to establish “guidelines on confidentiality and information flow in the implementation phase to develop trust” (Hayden, (2021))

Line managers are critical in supporting continuous learning at work, including the role they play in supporting employees through a coaching and mentoring relationship. Gallup’s study on The Future of Work, and their subsequent book ‘It’s the Manager’ highlights that the quality of managers is at the heart of an organisations long-term success. Gallup believe that managers “behaving like bosses, rather than coaches” contributes to “70% of the variation between great workplace engagement and lousy workplace engagement”. (Kruse, 2019)

A line manager as coach has several benefits, from a more committed team and improved team performance to better working relationships. The CIPD’s ‘Learning and skills at work survey’ found that “line managers are most likely to take the main responsibility for delivering coaching”. (Crowley & Overton, (2021)) However, the CIPD question how effective 
line managers can be in coaching their own staff considering “the power relationship and the need for some distance and impartiality in the coaching relationship”. (Hayden, (2021)) David Clutterbuck highlights some of the other barriers of the line manager as coach, from the inequality in who gets coaching and lack of time to commit to the coaching relationship, to the culture of the organisation. A successful coaching relationship would not be able to exist if the relationship was poor between the line manager and the employee. Even where a good relationship exists, the coachee may be reluctant to open up, meaning that the coaching relationship would be unproductive. Clutterbuck also explains the ‘groupthink’ phenomenon, as being when “people, who work together, tend to adopt the same filters on the world around them and have the same blind spots”.  ((2012))

The coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) has had an unprecedented impact on organisations and employees, which has resulted in an increase in work-related stress, and a deterioration of mental health. The CIPD reported that “the impact of the lockdown and ongoing restrictions such as social distancing and self-isolation” is currently unknown, (CIPD, (2020)) yet Mind declared that the pandemic is a mental health emergency that will “leave a deep and lasting scar on the mental health of millions in this country”. (MIND, (2020)) A Harvard Business Review article that discusses the importance of coaching teams through uncertain times urges managers to “help their people get through these trying times by coaching them”. (Gino & Cable, (2020))
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Coaching and mentoring has many positive benefits for employees. Research by the Institute for Employment Studies (IES) assessed the impact of coaching on employee well-being, engagement and job satisfaction, and found there was a significant increase in employee perception of well-being and a small, albeit statistically insignificant increase in employee perception of employee engagement. (Hicks, et al., 2013)

This is supported by Gallup research that looked at ‘what employees do differently’, which stressed that “coaches empower workers to take on challenges and use their strengths, which engages workers”, (Royal, (2019)) and engaged employees are typically high performing. Employees who are in coaching or mentoring relationship are more likely to be loyal, committed, confident and motivated individuals.

Employees who receive coaching or mentoring will also benefit from enhanced skills and knowledge, making them a valuable asset to the business. The importance of developing employees is highlighted in a Forbes article that states “an employer who doesn’t focus on learning is going to lose out — in performance, engagement and retention” (Biro, (2018)) and the LinkedIn’s 2018 Workforce Learning Report, found that “94% of employees say that they would stay at a company longer if it invested in their career 
development”. (Spar, et al., (2018))

The benefits of mentoring are far reaching, and research shows that those being mentored “perform better, advance in their careers faster and even experience more work-life satisfaction.” (Sharma, (2020)) It is also evident that the benefits of the mentoring relationship are mutual, as “the mentor seizes the opportunity to ‘reflect’ about themselves and their craft, while their mentee absorbs the benefits of their experiences”. (Sharma, (2020))

Coaching and mentoring also has many benefits for other stakeholders, such as coaches, mentors, customers, shareholders, suppliers, and employers. Employers will benefit in the form of increased productivity, which in turn can lead to increased profits. Additionally, employers would likely see a decrease in staff absence and turnover, which is beneficial in terms of maintaining productivity, saving costs relating to recruitment and training and maintaining financial viability.

The pandemic has forced organisations to adapt, from introducing new safety measures, and digitizing their operations, to finding alternative ways to continue important relationships, such as coaching and mentoring. Unilever considered the impact of the pandemic on its employees, particularly the changes that were being imposed on their work-life balance and stressed that “a mutually beneficial relationship like that of mentee-mentor is the most valuable asset to attain during these uncertain times”, which they believed would prepare their employees to “come back stronger and ready to tackle the after-effects of Covid-19”. (Sharma, (2020))

A LinkedIn article that discusses how coaching has changed as a result of the pandemic, urges organisations to “think about how their leaders will continue to act as leaders, teachers, and mentors for their employees—from a distance and through a computer screen” and encouraged leaders to use “technological tools at their disposal to inspire motivation, collaboration, creativity, and commitment”. (Rosenthal, (2021))
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