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Is Group Coaching Possible?
By Amy BC Tan

“Coaching is about believing in someone and then taking action tfo
help that person to be his or her very best.”

Some months ago, the managing director of an MNC approached me to develop a
team of four operations managers with some people and management skills. Three of
them were promoted recently but have not had any formal leadership training. This is
not unusual as we see this happen over and over again. He also shared that he would
like me to conduct a one-on-one coaching for one of his managers. He wanted me
to develop her leadership skills and especially her openness to change. However, the
MD was afraid that this manager, let's call her JJ, was not receptive to such
intervention. We discussed and developed the plan to start with group coaching for
his team of managers. This way, the one-on-one coaching for JJ could be “sold” as a
logical next step after the group coaching experience.

Group Coaching for Building Trust

| adopted a structured approach, with predetermined content, a fix number of 3 hour
sessions on a monthly basis. We started by agreeing on basic ground rules such as
punctuality, confidentiality and commitment. During each session, | would cover a
certain topic such as communication, feedback techniques, problem solving
methodology or coaching for performance to equip these managers with practical
skills and some tips out of my personal backpack. The session typically started by
inviting each individual to share their own experience and, of course, issues
encountered under the respective topic. Since the team was very small, it was easy
to ensure everyone’s participation in the discussion and sharing. Our session did not
end without agreeing on a commitment related to the topic and some preparation
for the next meeting.

The first meeting was key for the success since | needed to get to know each one of
them. And, it was carefully designed in a rather teaching than coaching manner since
the managers needed to get comfortable with the process and with me, the coach.
Being comfortable with each other does in no way imply frust. The group took a while
to "warm up” to me. Only by the fourth meeting, | could see some results. Especially
their commitment for trying out new behaviours at work had grown over time. Slowly,
it became easier to discuss some rather personal topics. | recognised that is was of
greatimportance to deliberate such topics in the group because they slowly built trust
not only to me but even with each other.

Moving to Individual Coaching

JJ was holding back in the first 2 sessions. Only during the third session, she started to
participate in the debate and even offered her own encounters on tackling some
issues raised by her colleagues. By then, | could also sense that the other managers
became more relaxed with her. | saw a growing frust and camaraderie among them.
A matured leadership team who was able to use the collective wisdom of the group
started to emerge.
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At the same time, | recognised that each of the four was progressing at a different
speed. | felt that | needed to give more space for some of them to speak, whereas the
others were ready to move on. And, | was constrained by the available time. | did not
want to jeopardise focus and fluidity of the session.

| discussed with the group and agreed that the remaining two meetings were to be
done on a one-on-one basis. By then, all of them were very open to the idea and had
no reservations whatsoever. The recently completed 360-degree leadership
assessment came in as a great help for discussion. After the warm-up phase through
the group coaching, it was very easy to work even with JJ on a one-on-one basis to
come up with a personal development plan. We certainly had the coach-able
moment.

JJ moved me with her parting words:

To be very honest, Amy, at the beginning I tried to avoid this
coaching because | was not comfortable at all to go through this.
And, | did not expect anything positive for myself. Now, | have fo
admit that this coaching did not only help me in my job, it improved
my relationship with the other managers — we have a very good
communication now, we have trust. Even our boss seems to react to
what we shared with him about our learnings. Thank you very much.

Conclusion

Group coaching can benefit organisations and individuals (coachees) in many ways.
Such benefits of group coaching for individuals include:

Peer Learning: some coachees may prefer a collaborative learning environment
where they learn from the insights and contributions of peers. For coachees who are
more infroverted, the peer learning process may feel “less intimidating”. And, it
provides more time for reflection and artficulation of their insights.

Build Teaming Skills: setting aside time together for learning helps the group to deepen
trust and collaboration among peers and across departments. At the same time
coachees gain an understanding of the issues, motivations and intentions of
colleagues and stakeholders. It also improves interpersonal support skills such as
listening, questioning, coaching and feedback.

Benefits of group coaching for the organisation seem to be:

Cross-functional Exchange and Support for Culture Change: the conversations which
ensue often create a web of relationships across teams. This leads to opportunities for
the exchange of ideas and different perspectives across seemingly disparate groups.
The new relationships often provide an important vehicle for culture change.

Return on Investment: many organisations have recognised the benefits of group
coaching as a follow-on support to learning initiatives. It especially helps employees
to apply what they have learnt and share feedback.

Scalability: For some organisations with an established or an evolving coaching
culture, scalability is a key benefit of the group coaching approach. It can support
cascading involvement of employees at all levels. For example, organisations may
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look to create group coaching for new managers or offer group coaching program
to sustain the network & conversation after a training initiative.
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