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Coaching and Mentoring in an Organisational Context
1. Introduction
Coaching and mentoring are widely used developmental approaches within modern organisations. They are commonly implemented to improve individual performance, support learning, increase employee engagement, and develop future leaders. As workplaces become more complex and competitive, organisations increasingly rely on coaching and mentoring to support continuous improvement and professional growth. Despite their frequent use, the terms “coaching” and “mentoring” are often used interchangeably, which can create confusion about their different purposes, methods, and expected outcomes.
Both coaching and mentoring aim to support development, but they are based on different relationships and approaches. Coaching is usually structured, goal-focused, and short to medium term. It is often used to improve performance or support behaviour change. Mentoring, in contrast, is typically a longer-term relationship that focuses on career development, organisational understanding, and personal growth. Because of these differences, organisations need to understand how and when to use each approach.
This report explores coaching and mentoring within an organisational context. The first section explains the similarities and differences between the two approaches. The second section critically explores the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours required of an effective workplace coach. The third section assesses a recognised coaching model and the processes that support effective organisational coaching. The report draws on key academic theories as well as professional guidance from coaching and mentoring literature.

2. Coaching and Mentoring in Organisations
Coaching and mentoring are both developmental practices that support learning and performance improvement. However, they differ in focus, structure, and purpose. Understanding these differences is important so organisations can apply the most suitable approach for their needs.
Definitions of Coaching
Coaching is generally defined as a structured, goal-focused process designed to improve performance and increase self-awareness. Whitmore (2017) describes coaching as unlocking a person’s potential to maximise their own performance. This definition highlights the idea that coaching is about helping people learn rather than telling them what to do. It reflects the non-directive nature of coaching, where the coach facilitates thinking through questioning, listening, and reflection.
Downey (1999) also emphasises that coaching is about increasing awareness and responsibility. According to Downey, effective coaching helps individuals understand their current situation, recognise options, and take ownership of their actions. This approach encourages independence and self-directed learning rather than reliance on advice.
From an organisational perspective, coaching is often linked to specific objectives such as improving job performance, developing leadership skills, or supporting behaviour change. Garvey, Stokes and Megginson (2017) explain that coaching is frequently used in organisations to support performance improvement and align individual development with organisational goals. It is usually time-limited and focused on measurable outcomes.
Hill (1997) also links coaching directly to performance management. He suggests that coaching helps individuals improve skills, receive feedback, and meet organisational expectations. This shows how coaching is often integrated into everyday management practices.
Definitions of Mentoring
Mentoring is usually described as a longer-term developmental relationship in which a more experienced individual supports the growth of a less experienced colleague. Parsloe and Leedham (2000) define mentoring as supporting and encouraging people to manage their own learning so they can maximise their potential and improve performance.
Connor and Pokora (2007) describe mentoring as a learning relationship where the mentor shares experience, advice, and organisational knowledge. This highlights a key difference between coaching and mentoring. In mentoring, the mentor is usually more experienced and may provide guidance or direction based on their own experience.
Kay and Hinds (2002) explain that mentoring is often used to help individuals understand organisational culture, develop professional networks, and prepare for future roles. This makes mentoring particularly useful for career development and succession planning.
Similarities Between Coaching and Mentoring
Although coaching and mentoring are different, they share several important characteristics. Both are developmental approaches that aim to support learning, growth, and improved performance. They rely heavily on communication skills such as active listening, questioning, and feedback.
Garvey et al. (2017) explain that both coaching and mentoring are based on collaborative relationships. The individual being coached or mentored takes responsibility for their own development, while the coach or mentor provides support and challenge.
Both approaches also contribute to organisational outcomes. Connor and Pokora (2007) suggest that coaching and mentoring can improve employee engagement, retention, and performance. They help create a learning culture where reflection and development are encouraged.
In addition, both processes require trust, confidentiality, and clear expectations. Without these elements, the relationship may not be effective. Bird and Gornall (2016) emphasise that a supportive relationship is essential for effective coaching or mentoring conversations.
Differences Between Coaching and Mentoring
The main differences between coaching and mentoring relate to purpose, timeframe, and the role of expertise.
Coaching is usually focused on specific performance or behavioural goals. It is often short to medium term and structured around clear objectives. Whitmore (2017) explains that coaching is primarily about improving performance and helping individuals find their own solutions.
Mentoring, on the other hand, is typically broader and longer term. It focuses on overall career and personal development. The mentor is usually more experienced and may provide advice, guidance, and organisational insight (Parsloe and Leedham, 2000).
Another important difference is the level of direction. Coaching is generally non-directive. The coach asks questions and encourages reflection so the individual can find their own solutions. Mentoring is more likely to include advice and sharing of experience (Garvey et al., 2017).
Timeframe is also a key distinction. Coaching relationships are often structured around specific goals and may last for a few sessions or months. Mentoring relationships are usually longer term and may continue for several years.
Organisational Applications
In practice, organisations use coaching and mentoring for different but complementary purposes. Coaching is commonly used to improve performance, develop leadership skills, or support employees during periods of change.
For example, a newly promoted supervisor may receive coaching to develop communication, delegation, and time-management skills. The coach would help the individual set goals, reflect on challenges, and implement new behaviours.
Mentoring is more often used for career development and knowledge transfer. A senior employee may mentor a junior colleague to help them understand organisational culture, build professional networks, and prepare for future roles.
In smaller service-based organisations, coaching might be used to improve specific skills such as consultation techniques or time management. Mentoring, however, may involve long-term guidance on career development and professional conduct.
Overall, both approaches support development and performance. However, they serve different purposes, and organisations need to understand these differences to use them effectively.

3. The Effective Workplace Coach
Effective workplace coaching requires more than just conversational ability. It involves a combination of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours that support learning, reflection, and performance improvement.
Knowledge Requirements
An effective workplace coach needs a strong understanding of coaching principles and processes. Garvey et al. (2017) emphasise that coaching is a professional practice based on theories of learning, motivation, and behaviour change.
Whitmore (2017) explains that coaching aims to increase awareness and responsibility. Coaches must therefore understand how beliefs, emotions, and attitudes influence behaviour and performance.
Organisational knowledge is also important. Coaches need to understand organisational goals, culture, and performance expectations. Without this context, coaching may not align with organisational priorities.
Connor and Pokora (2007) argue that effective coaching requires an understanding of both individual development and organisational systems. This ensures that coaching supports both personal growth and organisational objectives.
Core Coaching Skills
Coaching relies heavily on interpersonal and facilitation skills. Key skills include:
· Active listening
· Effective questioning
· Constructive feedback
· Goal setting and action planning
· Emotional intelligence
Downey (1999) emphasises that effective coaches use questioning to increase awareness rather than provide solutions. This helps individuals think for themselves and take responsibility for their actions.
Megginson and Clutterbuck (2009) highlight the importance of empathy, listening, and rapport-building. These skills help create trust and openness within the coaching relationship.
However, some authors argue that coaching is not just about techniques. De Haan and Sills (2012) suggest that the quality of the relationship is more important than the specific tools or models used. This means that interpersonal connection and trust are central to effective coaching.
Attitudes and Values
In addition to knowledge and skills, effective coaching depends heavily on the coach’s attitudes and values. Whitmore (2017) emphasises the importance of a non-judgemental and supportive approach.
Effective coaches demonstrate:
· Respect for the individual
· Openness and curiosity
· Patience
· Belief in the individual’s potential
· Confidentiality
Connor and Pokora (2007) suggest that these attitudes help create psychological safety. When individuals feel safe and respected, they are more likely to explore challenges honestly and take responsibility for change.
Professional Behaviour and Ethics
Professional behaviour is essential in organisational coaching. Issues such as confidentiality, power dynamics, and performance expectations can create ethical challenges.
Hardingham (2004) emphasises the importance of clear boundaries and professional integrity. Coaches must manage confidentiality carefully and avoid conflicts of interest.
Reflective practice is also a key part of professional behaviour. Bird and Gornall (2016) suggest that effective coaches regularly reflect on their sessions to identify strengths, challenges, and areas for improvement. This helps them develop their skills and maintain professional standards.
Supervision is another important element. Hawkins (2012) explains that coaching supervision provides a structured space for reflection and support. It helps coaches deal with complex situations and maintain ethical practice.
Critical Evaluation of Competency Frameworks
Many professional organisations, such as the International Coaching Federation (ICF, 2021), provide competency frameworks for coaches. These frameworks outline skills such as listening, questioning, and ethical practice.
While these frameworks are useful, they also have limitations. Garvey et al. (2017) argue that coaching is a complex relational process that cannot be fully captured by simple competency lists.
Another issue is the tension between coaching and organisational performance management. Managers who act as coaches may face conflicts between supporting development and meeting performance targets (Hill, 2004). This can reduce trust and affect the coaching relationship.
Furthermore, performance issues are often influenced by organisational systems rather than individual behaviour alone. Connor and Pokora (2007) suggest that effective coaching must consider these wider organisational factors.

4. Coaching Models and Organisational Processes
Overview of Coaching Models
Coaching models provide structured frameworks that guide coaching conversations. They help coaches organise sessions and ensure discussions lead to practical outcomes.
Common models include GROW, CLEAR, and ACHIEVE. Although they differ in structure, most models follow a similar process: setting goals, exploring the current situation, generating options, and planning actions (Garvey et al., 2017).
The GROW Model
The GROW model, developed by Whitmore (2017), is one of the most widely used coaching frameworks. It consists of four stages:
· Goal – defining what the individual wants to achieve
· Reality – exploring the current situation
· Options – identifying possible solutions
· Will – committing to specific actions
The model is simple and easy to understand, which makes it popular in organisational settings. Hill (2004) suggests that models like GROW help managers structure coaching conversations and focus on performance improvement.
Hardingham (2004) emphasises the importance of clear boundaries, self-awareness, and continuous personal development for coaches. He argues that effective coaches must regularly reflect on their own attitudes, behaviour, and emotional responses, as this directly influences the quality of the coaching relationship.
Strengths of the GROW Model
The GROW model has several strengths.
First, its simplicity makes it easy to learn and apply. This helps organisations develop a coaching culture, as managers can use the model in everyday conversations.
Second, the model is goal-focused, which aligns well with organisational performance expectations.
Third, it encourages ownership and accountability. The individual generates their own options and commits to actions, which increases motivation and engagement.
Limitations of the GROW Model
Despite its strengths, the GROW model also has limitations. One criticism is that it can become mechanical if applied too rigidly. Downey (1999) argues that coaching should remain flexible and responsive to the individual.
Another limitation is that GROW focuses mainly on goal achievement. It may not address deeper emotional or relational issues. De Haan and Sills (2012) emphasise that coaching relationships are complex and cannot always be reduced to simple goal-based processes.
Application in the Workplace
The models and processes discussed are not only theoretical frameworks but can also be applied in everyday working environments. In many organisations, particularly service-based businesses, coaching often happens informally during day-to-day interactions rather than in formal scheduled sessions. Understanding models such as GROW, CLEAR, and ACHIEVE allows managers or senior staff to structure these conversations more effectively.
For example, the GROW model could be used during a short performance conversation with an employee. A manager might begin by asking about the employee’s goal, such as improving customer satisfaction or reducing appointment overruns. The reality stage would involve discussing current challenges, such as time management or communication with clients. The manager could then explore options with the employee, encouraging them to suggest possible solutions rather than giving direct instructions. Finally, in the will stage, the employee would agree on specific actions to implement before the next review. This process helps the employee take ownership of their development rather than simply being told what to do.
The CLEAR model could be more suitable for longer or more complex developmental conversations. For example, when supporting a new employee or apprentice, the contracting stage would involve agreeing on expectations, boundaries, and goals. The listening and exploring stages would allow the employee to discuss concerns, career goals, or confidence issues. The action stage would involve identifying practical steps, and the review stage would help monitor progress. This model is particularly useful where the relationship and reflection are as important as the outcome.
The ACHIEVE model may be more appropriate for senior staff or leadership development, where challenges are more complex. For example, a team leader struggling with staff motivation might use this model to assess the situation, explore alternatives, evaluate options, and create a detailed action plan. Its structured and detailed approach makes it useful for long-term or strategic development.
From my own experience in the workplace, I have taken on informal coaching and mentoring roles with colleagues. In several situations, I noticed that older or more experienced employees were often more open to mentoring relationships. They tended to value shared experience, practical advice, and long-term support. This reflects the idea that mentoring is based on trust, experience, and guidance over time (Parsloe and Leedham, 2000). In these situations, mentoring felt natural because it involved conversations about career paths, customer relationships, and professional conduct.
However, I also noticed that age could sometimes act as a barrier to coaching or mentoring relationships. For example, younger staff members trying to coach older colleagues were not always taken seriously, especially when the coaching involved behaviour change or performance improvement. In contrast, this barrier seemed less significant when the subject involved technology or new systems. In those cases, younger employees were more readily accepted as mentors or coaches because they were seen as having the relevant expertise.
This experience highlights how perceptions of age, experience, and authority can influence coaching and mentoring relationships. It also supports the view that mentoring is often associated with experience and seniority, while coaching focuses more on skills and performance (Garvey et al., 2017). In practice, these perceptions can affect how coaching is received, even if the coaching approach is appropriate.
Contracting is also highly relevant in everyday workplace situations. Even informal coaching conversations benefit from a clear understanding of expectations. For example, a manager could agree with an employee that they will have a short coaching conversation once a week, focus on specific performance goals, and keep discussions confidential unless serious issues arise. This helps build trust and reduces misunderstandings.
Reflective practice can also be applied in daily work. After a coaching conversation, a manager or supervisor can take a few minutes to reflect on what went well, what could be improved, and how the employee responded. Bird and Gornall (2016) suggest that this kind of reflection helps coaches improve their effectiveness over time. In smaller organisations, formal supervision may not always be available, but reflective practice can still be carried out individually or through discussions with colleagues.
Evaluation models such as Kirkpatrick or CIRO can also be used in practical ways. For example, a manager could:
· Ask employees for feedback after coaching conversations (reaction).
· Check whether new skills or knowledge have been gained (learning).
· Observe whether behaviour has improved at work (behaviour).
· Measure outcomes such as customer satisfaction, productivity, or sales results (results).
Although calculating a financial return on coaching can be difficult, organisations can still measure improvements in performance, staff confidence, and retention.
Overall, these models and processes provide a structured approach that can be adapted to different organisational contexts. In everyday workplaces, especially smaller service-based businesses, coaching does not need to be formal or complicated. Simple structured conversations, clear expectations, and regular reflection can make coaching more effective.
Using these approaches in the workplace can lead to improved performance, stronger relationships, and increased confidence among employees. It also encourages a learning culture where individuals feel supported in their development rather than simply being directed or corrected.
Coaching is also influenced by action learning theory, developed by Reg Revans. Revans argued that people learn most effectively by working on real problems and reflecting on their experiences. His learning formula, L = P + Q, suggests that learning occurs through a combination of programmed knowledge and questioning insight. This emphasis on questioning and reflection closely aligns with the non-directive approach used in coaching, where the coach encourages the individual to think for themselves rather than simply giving advice (Garvey et al., 2017).

5. Conclusion
This report has explored coaching and mentoring within an organisational context. It has shown that although both approaches aim to support development, they differ in purpose, timeframe, and level of direction. Coaching is typically short-term and performance-focused, while mentoring is longer term and centred on career development.
The report also demonstrated that effective workplace coaching requires a combination of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours. These include communication skills, emotional intelligence, ethical awareness, and reflective practice. While competency frameworks provide useful guidance, they must be applied flexibly to suit organisational contexts.
The assessment of coaching models showed that the GROW model is widely used because of its simplicity and alignment with organisational goals. However, it has limitations, particularly when applied too rigidly or when deeper issues are involved. Alternative models such as CLEAR and ACHIEVE offer more relational or comprehensive approaches.
Overall, effective organisational coaching requires clear contracting, ethical practice, reflective supervision, and structured evaluation. When implemented thoughtfully, coaching can support individual development, improve performance, and contribute to organisational success.
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