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The third ‘generation’ of workplace coaching: creating a
culture of quality conversations
Anthony M. Grant

Coaching Psychology Unit, School of Psychology, University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia

ABSTRACT
Workplace coaching is increasingly used in organisations. Workplace
coaching is conducted internally within an organisation for the
purpose of helping employees, managers and leaders attain work-
related goals. Workplace coaching methodologies have evolved over
time. The first ‘generation’ (1990s) focused on performance
management. A hallmark of the second-‘generation’ (2000s)
approach is structured step-by-step proprietary ‘Leader as Coach’
performance-focused coach training programmes. Such mechanistic
approaches do not meet the challenges of the contemporary
organisational context where uncertainty and rapid change are the
norm. This paper describes the third-‘generation’ approach to
workplace coaching that is increasingly apparent in the workplace.
This is an approach that explicitly focuses on enhancing both the
performance and the well-being of individuals and organisations in
ways that are sustainable and personally meaningful. A case study
example of how to integrate ‘Leader as Coach’ programmes into an
organisation is presented. This developmental approach aims to
create the culture of quality conversations needed for the challenges
faced by contemporary organisations.
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Practice points

. To which field of practice area(s) in coaching is your contribution directly relevant?
This is relevant to coaches, organisational consultants and all professionals who are
involved in implementing workplace coaching, Leader as Coach training pro-
grammes and other organisational development coaching initiatives.

. What do you see as the primary contribution your submission makes to coaching
practice?

This article articulates a useful perspective on contemporary approaches to work-
place coaching and training leaders to be coaches, and describes how workplace
coaching can create the culture of quality conversations needed to deal with the
challenges faced by modern organisations.

. What are its tangible implications for practitioners?
– It allows practitioners to benchmark first-, second- and third-‘generation’ approaches
to workplace coaching.
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– Emphasises the importance of focusing on both performance and well-being.
– Delineates ways to better align workplace coaching with an organisation’s culture and
values.

– Provides a real-life case study example.

Introduction

The use of coaching in organisations has steadily increased since the 1990s (Goleman,
Welch, & Welch, 2012). Whether workplace coaching is used in a remedial context for
performance management purposes, as part of a front-line staff skills development
programme, on-the-job corridor coaching or as leadership development coaching,
workplace coaching skills have an essential place in every leader’s toolkit
(Goleman, 2000). Because coaching skills do not come naturally to many people,
over the years organisations have invested considerable time and resources into
‘Leader as Coach’ workplace coach training programmes – with the aim of developing
their internal workplace coaching capacity. However, it is not clear that these pro-
grammes are delivering the outcomes that organisations are looking for; all too fre-
quently the taught skills are not applied back in the workplace (Yamnill & McLean,
2001). Moreover, the demands of the workplace have changed significantly since
the 1990s – but many approaches to both workplace coaching and the training of
leaders to be workplace coaches have failed to keep pace with these changing
demands.

Whereas in the last century organisational change tended to be part of pre-planned
initiatives (Gaughan, 2010), since 2000 the rate and unpredictability of organisational
change has escalated significantly. Consequently organisations’ needs in relation to
workplace coaching have changed considerably over time. How we are to understand
the evolution of workplace coaching, and what does the future of workplace coaching
look like? These are important questions for those involved in leadership development
and organisational cultural change. Addressing these questions, from an overview of
the literature, this article outlines the key generational trends in workplace coaching
since the 1990s, showing how each generation met the existing needs of the day,
only to be superseded by a new approach to workplace coaching that was more in
tune with the changing times.

A broad overview of the last 35 years suggests that to date, there have been three key
‘generations’ of workplace coaching. I argue that we now have a new, third generation of
workplace coaching1 – a generation that focuses on the personal and professional devel-
opment of managers as much as their acquisition of workplace coaching skills, and also
focuses on cultural change as much as organisational performance. This new generation
of workplace coaching is increasingly evidence-based and typically draws on the peer-
reviewed coaching research, including that from specialist university centres such as the
Coaching Psychology Unit at the University of Sydney, the Business Coaching Program
at the University of Wollongong, the University of Amsterdam, Ashridge Business
School’s Centre for Coaching, the International Centre for Coaching and Mentoring
Studies at Oxford Brookes University, and the Institute of Coaching at Harvard Medical
School, amongst many others.
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Having defined workplace coaching, this article describes first-, second- and third-
generation workplace coaching and outlines the key principles involved as well as the
associated evidence bases. Finally, ideas for the organisational implementation of third-
generation approaches to workplace coaching are presented along with a short case
study example.

What is workplace coaching?

The term ‘workplace coaching’ refers to the use of coaching methodologies in the work-
place for the purpose of helping employees, managers and leaders attain work-related
goals in terms of skills, performance or developmental outcomes. Workplace coaching
tends to be conducted internally, with managers and leaders coaching their employees
or peers, both formally with ‘sit-down’ designated coaching sessions and with informal
‘on-the-run’ coaching conversations. Internal workplace coaching can be contrasted
with external workplace coaching where coaches who are external to the organisation
provide formal coaching services (typically referred to as executive coaching). This
article focuses on internal workplace coaching.

The socio-historical emergence of workplace coaching

Although the origins of coaching in organisations can be traced back as far as the 1950s,
when a few problematic executives began to receive specialised counselling from indus-
trial or organisational psychologists (cf. Mace, 1950; Sperry, 1993), it was the influence of
the human potential movement (HPM) of the 1960s that really laid the foundation for con-
temporary workplace coaching practice.

The HPM arose from the countercultural ethos of the 1960s, and had a key focus on
helping people develop to their full potential and supporting people on the path to
self-actualisation. Given that the HPM was such a widespread social movement it is not
surprising that its influence was felt in the workplace. This was seen in the form of
group-based training programmes which were designed to raise people’s self-awareness
through an eclectic mix of psycho-dramatic role plays, sensory awareness training and
marathon encounter groups.

Howard (1970) notes that during the 1970s many major North American organisations
utilised some form of HPM training including American Airlines, Esso, GE, Stanford Univer-
sity and Harvard University. Such training programmes were evident also in many other
countries including Japan, France, Australia, Holland South America and Eastern Europe
(for an informed discussion on issues related to the HPM and coaching, see Spence, 2007).

Although these kinds of group training activities were to become influential in the
development of workplace coaching, in themselves they did not constitute coaching
per se. However, they do provide a good example of how approaches for performance
enhancement in the workplace come and go over time. Some of the reasons for their
falling out of favour included a lack of scientific foundations, poor empirical support for
their effectiveness (Weigel, 2002) and increasing concerns about the potential negative
impact on participants where individuals felt coerced to self-disclose personal aspects
of themselves in environments where they felt threatened or anxious (Yalom & Lieberman,
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1971). It is of note that these problematic issues are still of relevance in contemporary
organisational development coaching and leadership development contexts.

Coaching begins to gain a foothold in organisations: the 1980s

During the 1980s reports of coaching in the management literature started to became
more frequent. Articles about internal workplace coaching by managers can be found
occasionally in the management literature as far back as Bigelow (1938). However, until
the 1980s there was a real dearth of material on coaching in the workplace. There were
a few notable exceptions that typically focused on managers doing sales coaching or
coaching underperformers (e.g. Bridgman, Spaethe, Driscoll, & Fanning, 1958; Driver,
1955; Lewis, 1947; Perley, 1957), and more material emerged along these lines in the
1970s (e.g. Carroll, 1975; Filippi, 1968; Frohman & Kotter, 1977; Kondrasuk, 1979). The
1980s improved on this situation, although reports were still very sparse compared to con-
temporary standards (there were only 18 articles published in the psychological and
business peer-reviewed literature in the 1980s compared with over 300 in the 2000s) –
and this is a good indication that internal workplace coaching was still not firmly estab-
lished at that point in time. Indeed, executive coaching by professionals external to the
organisation was the primary way in which coaching methodologies were being used
in the workplace (Wolf & Sherwood, 1981). In an in-depth exploration of the origins of con-
temporary coaching, Brock (2009) reports that the 1980s saw the first management con-
sulting firms offering executive coaching as a stand-alone service.

The 1980s literature has the occasional report of managers coaching their reports in
relation to sales or other aspects of operational service, but very few reports of ‘Leader
as Coach’ approaches to training managers to be internal workplace coaches. Indeed,
there are a number of articles discussing the urgent need to systematically develop man-
agers’ skills in this area and decrying the lack of progress to date (e.g, Barratt, 1985; Craik,
1988; Evered & Selman, 1989; Ponzo, 1980).

The first generation of workplace coaching2: performance management in
the 1990s

In relation to workplace coaching, the 1990s were an era that can be broadly typified by a
general idealisation of the Jack Welch style of management. Jack Welch was the chairman
and CEO of General Electric between 1981 and 2001, during which time he grew the com-
pany’s value by 4000% (Welch & Byrne, 2003). Named ‘Manager of the Century’ by Fortune
magazine, he was renowned for his ruthlessly competitive style of management and his
unrelenting focus on employee performance. Every year, Welch would fire the bottom
10% of his managers, regardless of absolute performance (Slater, 2003). Whilst this
approach to people management was good for short-term profitability, this kind of man-
agement style tended to create a culture of fear, anxiety and burn out (O’Boyle, 1998).

Although the ‘rank and yank’ policy adopted by Welch did not become universally
popular in organisations (Sears & McDermott, 2003), the notion of structured, regular per-
formance reviews central to Jack Welch’s approach become the mainstay of most organ-
isations. Not surprisingly the first generation of workplace coaching (circa 1990s) thus
focused on teaching managers how to have performance management conversations,
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often with ‘difficult’ employees (Graham, Wedman, & Garvin–Kester, 1993). Indeed, the
workplace coaching literature at this point in time was almost invariably associated with
managing poor performances (e.g. Burdett, 1998; Stephen & Sarah, 1994).

Towards the mid-1990s the limitations of such ‘command and control’ approaches to
coaching were becoming increasingly recognised (Wheatley, 1997). Increasing numbers
of management consultants such as Wheatley argued that the advent of the knowledge
economy meant that organisations who wanted to capitalise on knowledge-based
employees needed to shift from a ‘burning platform’ crisis mentality to a more consultative
and participative management style. Concepts such as Emotional Intelligence (EI), popu-
larised by Goleman (1998), became increasingly influential in the workplace, and the
increasing need for engaged, self-aware managers with good social and communication
skills led organisations to try to develop their workplace coaching practices.

The second generation of workplace coaching: coaching grows in the
2000s

The late 1990s and early 2000s saw shifts in the expectations of employees and increasing
competition for recruiting and retaining talented employees – the so-called war for talent
(Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-Jones, Hankin, & Michaels, 1998). Influential consultants
such as McKinsey’s argued that executive and managerial talent had been seriously neg-
lected in the past two decades, and so talent management became an organisational pri-
ority. Workplace coaching was beginning to be seen as being an important tool in building
and managing the skills and talents of employees.

The second ‘generation’ emerged around 2000 and was associated with the boom in
the number of consultants and companies offering proprietary ‘Leader as Coach’ training
programmes. These were early days for workplace coaching. Although formal executive
coaching provided by external coaches was being widely used in organisations (Kilburg,
2000; Sherman & Freas, 2004) and the peer-reviewed literature on its effectiveness was
growing, the application of evidence-based coaching methodologies to the day-to-day
work of managers was still embryonic. The theoretical and empirical foundations of
coaching at this time ranged from the psychologically sophisticated, but not very prac-
tical (e.g. Zeus & Skiffington, 2000), through to approaches that combined highly practi-
cal models such as GROW3 with some aspects of EI and transpersonal psychology (e.g.
Whitmore, 1996), through to atheoretical proprietary life coaching training programmes
that were promoted with almost evangelical fervour and that drew heavily on the per-
sonal development genre (e.g. Leonard, 1999; Rock, 2001; Whitworth, Kimsey-House, &
Sandahl, 1998).

Regardless of their theoretical grounding, empirical support or evangelistic fervour,
these approaches to teaching workplace coaching skills tended to focus on teaching man-
agers how to have formal ‘sit-down’ coaching conversations, typically of 30 minutes to 1
hour in length. In many ways, these second-generation coaching methodologies
attempted to be a more humanistic, goal-focused version of performance management
conversations. These approaches to coaching were usually adaptations of the formal
coaching models used in one-to-one executive coaching – models that were often
highly successful in formal executive coaching contexts, but were of far less relevance
to the day-to-day cut and thrust of workplace conversations.
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Problems with the second-generation approach

A hallmark of the second-generation approach is a reliance on proprietary models and
highly jargonised (and often pseudoscientific) language. The models and the language
used in the training session would be primarily identified as belonging to the organisation
that was providing the coach training, rather than as being a natural part of the client
organisation’s vernacular. This often felt clumsy or foreign to participants. The client organ-
isation and the participants in the training programme would be often expected to learn
complex models, using unfamiliar terminology, and often be expected to adopt a specific
worldview based on the intellectual property of the coach training organisation (Grant &
Hartley, 2013).

Although the second-generation approach could indeed be useful in imparting coach-
ing skills, there are a number of problems that often arose. The highly jargonised language,
coupled with an often evangelistic zeal promoted by the coach training company and the
resulting power differentials, tended to create in-groups and out-groups within the client
organisation (Willemyns, Gallois, & Callan, 2003). There were often a small number of in-
group dedicated ‘followers and true believers’ for whom the propriety coaching method-
ology became ‘the’ way to coach and develop people.

As could be expected, those in the out-group often resented being told how to think,
what to say and often had fundamental disagreements with the worldview being pre-
sented by the coach training organisation. I personally recall in the early 2000s observing
a workplace coach training company delivering ‘Leader as Coach’ training to a large group
of IT professionals, sales managers and project leaders. The trainer exhorted this group of
hardnosed managers (who were under considerable time and budget pressures) to think
of their coachees as being ‘naturally creative, resourceful and whole’ and to coach them
using ‘powerful questions’. Whilst such language might well be useful for training pro-
fessional life coaches in the personal development genre, on this occasion it elicited down-
right hostile responses from a large section of the audience, and the trainer had to spend
most of the session defending and explaining the underlying philosophical presupposi-
tions. Although the above specific example may be relatively rare, the experience of in-
groups and out-groups being formed during such organisational development initiatives
is extremely common and can be highly dysfunctional (Jayne & Dipboye, 2004). More
recently there have been similar reports of in-group and out-group fall-out in relation to
the unjustified or over-use of neuroscientific jargon in contemporary organisational pro-
grammes (Lindebaum & Jordan, 2014).

On a practical level, structuring workplace coaching around a sit-down 30 minutes or 1
hour face-to-face session fails to meet the real-life needs of the workplace. The vast
majority of coaching conversations held in the workplace are not of the formal type,
rather they are on-the-run corridor-coaching conversations. But the second generation
of workplace coaching tended to be inflexible in this regard. Not surprisingly individual
managers often found it hard to schedule the number of recurring formal face-to-face
coaching sessions typically stipulated by coach training organisations, resulting in poor
take-up and embedding.

The above problems have been discussed so far from an individualistic perspective.
From a systemic perspective, if we think about the organisation as a living organism
(Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972), it is almost as if the highly jargonised proprietary language
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and incongruent coaching methodologies are akin to a foreign virus ‘infecting’ the organ-
ism. It is not surprising then, that the system as a whole is predisposed to rejecting the
‘virus’. Although this is a simplistic metaphor it does provide a useful lens through
which to understand the all-too-common failure of second-generation workplace coach-
ing programme to instigate and maintain organisational and cultural change. Clearly a
different approach is needed if organisations are to realise the potential of workplace
coaching to create positive organisational change (see Table 1).

The third generation of workplace coaching: 2010 and beyond

Organisations have increasingly recognised that workplace coaching methodologies can
do more than mere ‘performance enhancement’ (Jones, Woods, & Guillaume, 2016). As
organisations and their leaders mature and look for more sophisticated ways of dealing
with complexity and uncertainty (Stacey & Griffin, 2005), they begin to look to coaching
as a means of fostering organisational and cultural change (Malone, 2001). Indeed coach-
ing is now seen as a vital tool in the organisational change process (Cameron & Green,
2015) and creating a culture of quality conversations. The difficulty comes in designing
workplace coaching programmes that will indeed be effective in creating the desired
organisational change.

To date organisations have tended to rely on annual performance review conversations
as being the key focal point for ‘workplace coaching’. But organisations globally are
coming to believe that annual performance review conversations are insufficient

Table 1. The focus and core characteristics of first-, second- and third-generation workplace coaching
approaches.

The main focus is on Core characteristics

First generation
1990–1999

Performance management
Compelling others to change
Dealing with ‘difficult’ or
remedial employees

Command and control
Coaching to specific rankings/ratings
Highly transactional

Second generation
2000–2010

Changing others/driving change
Maintaining authority and
hierarchy
Holding standardised 1-2-1
conversations
Attaining specific
predetermined goals

Prescriptive ‘how to coach’ models
Sees change as linear and to be controlled
Highly jargonised training material
Propriety coaching language
IP owned by coach training company

Third generation
2010–?

Attraction not coercion
Leaders modelling change
behaviours
Shifting individual and
organisational mindsets
Putting principles into practice
Attaining organisational goals/
actualising values
Change in both individual and
system
Ensuring synergetic goal
alignment

Highly flexible and agile
Coaching as a quality conversation not a goal-focused
manipulation
Appreciates the complexity of change
Seamlessly integrates with organisation’s language, brand,
culture and values (more than white-labelled)

Notes: Generational delineations are presented as a guide only. As approaches to coaching and organisations themselves
develop, organisations’ approaches to coaching will show aspects of a number of different generations. Some organis-
ations will retain first-generation approaches to deal with performance management issues, and may not be ‘mature’
enough to fully adopt a third-generation approach.
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(Pulakos & O’Leary, 2011). Hence we are seeing a shift away from a rigid mandated time-
bound performance review conversation model towards more flexible, more frequent per-
formance conversation cycle (Adler et al., 2016). However, these approaches still tend to
focus on enhancing performance, that is, taking people from low performance to
average performance (performance management), or from average or high performance
to stellar performance (peak performance coaching). But this is not the only dimension
that counts. The other dimension that is equally important is the well-being dimension.
Indeed, short-slightly focusing solely on performance can lead to distress, disengagement
and burn out – unintended outcomes all too familiar to contemporary organisations. The
Performance/Well-being Matrix (Grant, 2012) illustrates this point visually (see Figure 14).

Technical definitions of ‘well-being’ have developed considerably over the years from
Bradburn’s (1969) classic research to more contemporary approaches to mental health
(e.g. Keyes & Haidt, 2003; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). It should be noted that the notion of
‘well-being’ referred to in this workplace context does not require the manager to have
in-depth knowledge of mental health, psychopathology or diagnostic skills, and does
not require employees to self-disclose personal or sensitive information.

In the workplace context, a pragmatic approach to well-being is needed. Dodge, Daly,
Huyton, and Sanders (2012) argue for a pragmatic understanding of well-being that
centres on a state of attaining an equilibrium in terms of life satisfaction, positive affect
and negative affect when dealing with life/work events or challenges, and that such
balance is achieved when the resources available to an individual are sufficient to deal
with the challenges being faced. The use of the Performance/Well-being Matrix does
not require an ‘objective’ evaluation of an employee’s mental health, rather it serves as
a pragmatic heuristic or lens through which to guide the workplace coaching process.

A focus on both performance and well-being

The importance of well-being in the workplace and its relation to business outcomes is
well recognised (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 2003). A myopic focus on performance

Figure 1. The Engagement and Well-being Matrix ©.
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without taking into account developmental needs or aspects of well-being runs the
very real risk of pushing people from (say) the distressed but functional zone (quadrant
two) into the states of distress, dysfunctionality and burn out represented by quadrant
three.

In response to the changing demands of the contemporary workplace, the third gen-
eration of workplace coach training explicitly focuses on the development and well-
being of the leaders, managers and employees as well as the acquisition of perform-
ance-enhancing workplace coaching skills. The aim here is to give leaders and managers
the tools and skills so that they can coach employees (and themselves) into the top right-
hand quadrant – the space of sustainable high performance. The aim here is to create a
culture of quality conversations where performance and developmental conversations
are the everyday norm.

This is more than second-generation behavioural coaching. It requires HR professionals,
consultants and those who are responsible for the design and implantation of workplace
coaching programmes to really understand the problems associated with first- and
second-generation approaches. As stated previously these include the following:

. lack of flexibility;

. too much technical or pseudoscientific jargon;

. coaching models and language seen as being foreign or external to client organisation;

. it outsources cultural DNA – the IP is owned by entity external to the client organisation;

. mandated organisational goals and imposed participation;

. poor transfer of training – high rate of ‘rejection’ by the organisational system.

Coaching agility: the Quality Conversations Framework

Past approaches to workplace coach training tended to focus on training skills for formal
‘sit-down’ coaching conversations such as those needed for performance reviews.
However, as mentioned, organisations worldwide are shunning annual performance
reviews in favour of more frequent performance-orientated conversations (Adler et al.,
2016). There has been some controversy as to whether the move against annual
reviews is throwing the baby out with the bathwater (Woehr & Roch, 2016). Time will
tell if this is indeed a productive development or a new, self-defeating management
fad. Regardless of the utility of abandoning annual reviews, organisations do need far
greater coaching agility – and coaching agility is a cornerstone of the third-generation
approach.

The problem lies in how to conceptualise and teach such agility. The Quality Conversa-
tions Framework provides useful framework for doing so (see Figure 2). At the far left-hand
side of the model sits the ‘informal’ everyday collaborative conversations that people need
to have in order to communicate effectively in the cut and thrust of day-to-day corporate
work. Moving to the right towards the more ‘formal’ end of the scale, we have ‘corridor
coaching’. These are the short, three- to five-minute ‘on-the-run’ coaching opportunities
that arise with regularity in the workplace. These could be before or after a meeting, on
the way to a sales call, or in response to a query from a direct report. The important
point here is for the manager or leader to be able to recognise the coaching moment
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when it presents itself, ask the right questions, respond in a way that moves the conversa-
tion forwards and finally agree on some specific actions steps.

Next we have the spontaneous unplanned goal-focused coaching conversations of, say,
about 10–15 minutes. For example, a manager or leader could be in a meeting which may
have veered off track. Recognising the need to be more goal-focused, they might say
something like ‘we have about 15 minutes left, what’s the key thing we need to focus
on?’. Having time-framed the conversation and elicited or articulated a specific goal,
they could then move into exploring the reality of the situation, listing some options,
and then wrapping up with some specific actions steps – using a common coaching
model such as GROW (Whitmore, 1996). It is only at the far right-hand side of this frame-
work that we find the formal ‘sit-down’ pre-planned 30 minutes to an hour coaching
session that tends to characterise the first- and second-generation approaches to coach-
ing. Of course, not every manager will use all these approaches with every employee.
Rather, this framework provides a means for managers to conceptualise different types
of coaching conversations and to make explicit links between, and in doing so develop
the ability to move across these dimensions with agility.

The bad is stronger than the good: reduce anxiety to make change stick

In order to make workplace coaching programmes truly effective, organisations need to
minimise the anxiety and uncertainly associated with the introduction of these kinds of
activities. It has long been recognised within psychology that unpleasant experiences
have a far stronger impact than good experiences (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer,
& Vohs, 2001). Disagreeable emotions, distasteful experiences with leaders and unpleasant
feedback experiences have a deeper impact than good ones, partly because bad infor-
mation is processed more thoroughly than good. This effect has long been established
within psychology and has been found to be of relevance in relation to a wide range of
human activities including evaluations of other people (Forgas & Bower, 1987), political
campaigning (Meffert, Chung, Joiner, Waks, & Garst, 2006) and mentoring relationships
(Eby, Butts, Durley, & Ragins, 2010).

A potential strength of the third-generation approach is that it may reduce the anxiety
and uncertainty associated with this kind of change and development. It has the potential
to do this by emphasising that the coaching content should be explicitly aligned with the

Figure 2. The Quality Conversations Framework ©.
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organisation’s values, culture and language as well as by being congruent with individual’s
personal values, needs, aspirations and worldviews. Although such goal/value alignment
requires some coaching skill on the manager’s part, in this way workplace coaching initiat-
ives have the potential to become embedded in the organisational system on both indi-
vidual and systemic levels. Indeed recent research using social network analysis has
identified a ‘coaching ripple effect’ where the positive impact of individual coaching
can be observed to spread from individual to individual throughout the organisational
system creating systemic change (for detials see O’Connor & Cavanagh, 2013).

Key characteristics: simplicity, deep personalisation and effectiveness

The emerging approach to workplace coaching focuses on the development and well-
being of the participants as well as the acquisition of coaching skills. The solution-
focused cognitive-behavioural (SFCB) coaching methodologies that can be utilised in
this approach have been demonstrated as being highly effective in many peer-reviewed
randomised-controlled studies in terms of facilitating attainment (Grant, Green, & Ryn-
saardt, 2010), enhancing well-being and resilience (Grant, Curtayne, & Burton, 2009),
increasing solution-focused thinking and associated ‘growth mindsets’ (for a review see
Theeboom, Beersma, & van Vianen, 2013) as well as helping people deal with the chal-
lenges of organisational change (Grant, 2014).

The key principles underpinning this approach are simplicity, deep personalisation and
effectiveness. If we want to create genuine organisational or cultural change through
workplace coaching then the training methodology itself needs to be simple and accessi-
ble. The ethos embodied in the third-generation approach suggests the use of straightfor-
ward, practical language and models that are easily learnt, understood and applied. There
should be no complex acronyms to memorise, no need to complete a new degree in
biology, neuroscience or psychology.

It also needs to be simple to use. Managers need to coach people in a wide range of
situations from short collaborative brainstorming conversations, through on-the-run corri-
dor-coaching conversations through to formal sit-down coaching sessions. This kind of
‘coaching agility’ is what organisations are looking for (Gravett & Caldwell, 2016), yet
few workplace coach training programmes have managed to impart these skills in a
simple, effective fashion.

Many second-generation approaches have complex acronyms and over-engineered
scientific (or pseudoscientific) rationales, and fail to adequately address the real-life pro-
blems faced in the contemporary workplace (Billett, 1995). The challenge here is to
balance a solid scientific evidence-based approach with simplicity, genuine flexibility and
real-life practicality. This is the challenge for the next generation of workplace coaching.

Deep personalisation facilitates embedding

The personalisation principle is important at both the systemic and individual levels. On an
individual level, it is important that participants in the ‘Leader as Coach’ programme feel
that any taught coaching material is congruent with their personal values and their sense
of self. Encouraging individuals to express coaching principles in their own words, rather
than rote-learning predetermined language or glib propriety phrases is important.
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Coaching is, after all, a personalised rapport-based quality conversation that seeks to elicit
discretionally intellectual effort and action from the coachee. Authenticity, realism and
self-congruency are thus vital parts of the coaching conversation. What coaches say,
and how they say it, is of vital importance. To train workplace coaches to reiterate stereo-
typed phrases or to spout proprietary jargon is surely to run against the very essence of
coaching.

From an evidence-based perspective and in relation to systemic issues, the research
indicates that embedding best takes place when people in the organisation can relate
to the issues on a personal level (Casey, 2005). We want to avoid the risk of the new
ideas and language being rejected like some kind of ‘foreign virus’ by the organisational
system because it was perceived as an infection of sorts. Those of us who work in this
capacity with our client organisations need to consider how best to introduce this material
in way that the organisation will accept and fully unitise it rather than reject.

Some consultants attempt to do this by talking about ‘driving through’ organisational
change by using workplace coaching. Of course the aggressive command and control
ethos implicit in such language may well appeal to a certain type of individual or organ-
isation, but it certainly appears to be strongly grounded in a second-generational
command and control mindset. Other providers have tried to make their coaching IP
and methodologies become part of the host client’s cultural DNA by the simple
expedience of ‘white labelling’. Whilst this can be useful, this type of activity is really a
form of rebranding, simply putting the client’s brand and logo on the consultant’s IP.

What is needed is a step beyond that. In order to facilitate genuine, organisationally
congruent change, we need a genuine transfer of knowledge, with the end result being
that the client organisation ‘owns’ the IP and coaching methodologies themselves. This
is more than just ‘ownership’ or buying existing IP. The coaching methodology should
be explicitly designed from the ground up using the client’s organisational values,
language and cultural narratives. This is the new direction for workplace coaching meth-
odologies; deep personalisation and a seamless integration that creates a genuine culture
of quality conversations.

Case study example: CAN Coaching

For example, the Commonwealth Bank of Australia (CBA) is an organisation with over
52,000 employees. This is the fifth largest bank in the world. Prior to 2012 CBA had a
diverse range of propriety coaching models and methodologies in use throughout the
organisation. Unfortunately, as in many similar organisations, the use of a sundry assort-
ment of propriety coaching models led to confusion about what was ‘the’ CBA coaching
approach, and this resulted in less than effective implementation of coaching method-
ologies. Rather than purchase yet another externally provided coaching framework, CBA
senior leadership decided to create a CBA-specific coaching approach based on third-gen-
eration principles using SFCB methodologies. The aim here was to create an overarching
CBA-specific coaching approach that would stand in place of the multitude of coaching
methodologies then in use.

Internal branding and personalisation was a key issue here. The CBA key branding and
marketing terminology utilised the word ‘CAN’. The CBA branding message to its custo-
mers was one of a positive, ‘can-do attitude’. This was reflected in the actual name that

48 A. M. GRANT



was devised for the internal coaching programme ‘CAN Coaching’. The notion of a ‘can-do
attitude’ was defined in CBA as a willingness to tackle a job and get it done; being confi-
dent and resourceful in the face of challenges; and characterised by vibrant, purposeful
action – all facets clearly relevant to coaching. In addition, the CAN Coaching programme
explicitly included a number of CBA core organisational values including collaboration and
accountability – all highly relevant to coaching. The specific incorporation of CBA’s organ-
isational values into the CAN Coaching programme is another example of the personalisa-
tion principle. The CAN Coaching Leader as Coach programme also explicitly made
frequent reference to CBA organisational language, demonstrating the principle of perso-
nalisation and thereby embedding the coaching methodologies into the day-to-day oper-
ations of the organisation.

The well-being aspect of the third-generation approach was heavily emphasised
throughout the CAN Coaching programme, and the notion of individual/organisation
and goal/value alignment resonated strongly with the participants and the organisation
as a whole. A video featuring the bank’s CEO was shown in each programme, and in
this the CEO explicitly endorsed this approach, and spoke at some length about the impor-
tance of well-being and professional and personal development in the CAN Coaching pro-
gramme. The impact of the well-being aspect of the programme was evident in a
statistically significant post-programme increase in workplace engagement – a useful
proxy measure of workplace well-being (Robertson & Cooper, 2010).

This programme has been extremely successful with (as at August 2016) over 3000 indi-
viduals going through various versions of the programme (CBA, 2016). Because CBA owns
the IP, it is able to adapt and change the CAN Coaching programme over time as needed.
Indeed, the CAN Coaching programme has now been through several iterations, being
delivered in a range of formats, including several back-to-back face-to-face training
days, single training days, short sessions and through elearning formats. These evolutions
reflect the very nature of coaching itself: growth-oriented, goal-focused, agile, reflective
and adaptive (for an extended discussion on CAN Coaching as an exemplar of the third-
generation approach, see Grant & Hartley, 2013). This type of approach is the future of
workplace coaching.

Conclusion

Contemporary evidence-based SFCB coaching has developed well-validated and robust
methodologies that can create significant individual and personal change (Jones et al.,
2016). The principles inherent in these approaches to workplace coaching have the very
real potential to create significant positive organisational change. However, in order to
meet the challenges faced by organisations in the turbulent conditions that constitute
present-day commercial contexts, workplace coaching training methodologies them-
selves need to be agile, adaptable and seamlessly integrate into an organisation. It is no
longer enough for those who provide workplace coaching training to rely on of-the-
shelf, mechanistic second-generation workplace coaching methodologies or pseudoscien-
tific jargon. We need to focus on enhancing both the performance and the well-being of
organisations and their members in ways that are assessable, personally meaningful and
self-congruent. In this way, a third generation of workplace coaching can act as a
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significant developmental tool, creating the culture of quality conversations needed to
deal with the challenges faced by contemporary organisations.

Notes

1. The third generation of workplace coaching discussed here differs considerably from Stelter’s
(2013) narrative approach to generational coaching. Workplace coaching as discussed here is
primarily conducted by coaches internal to the organisation and is focused on organisational
issues, rather than in Stelter’s (2013) approach which is focused on deconstructing and recon-
structing meaning-making narratives through dialogue with a professional coach.

2. It should be noted that there is, of course, some overlap between these various ‘generations’.
Some organisations, industries and countries will have adopted or discarded different
approaches to workplace coaching at different times. Nevertheless, the idea of generational
framework provides a useful lens through which to view the changing trends in workplace
coaching over time.

3. GROW is a simple way of structuring the coaching session in four sections: Goal for the session,
exploration of the Reality of the situation, various Options, and finally a Wrap-up stage where
specific action steps are delineated.

4. Figures 1 and 2 are © Anthony M. Grant 2015. Reproduced here with permission.
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