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Most often, the focus of that coaching is on the leader's individual effectiveness. In other cases, the 

coaching is directed more at the leader's effectiveness within a vital team environment, or on his or her 

capacity to drive organisational change. Regardless of where coaching occurs on the leadership spec-

trum, the executive coach works in close, trusted partnership with the leader, applying experience, 

know-how, and insight to key areas, judiciously pushing that individual beyond his or her comfort zone 

to reach levels of performance greater than would have been achieved alone, all within an accelerated 

time frame. 

Coachees are almost always key individuals whose performance levels have a major impact on the 

ongoing performance of others. The coach who has been selected to work with that leader must be 

able to help him or her achieve superior results within the context of the organisation’s business goals, 

or the investment will have been a poor one. 

What Is Coaching 

The Orientation of Coaching 

Coaching is not for problems anymore. Coaching was 

primarily focused on people with performance issues.  

Organisations now recognize that they must work 

with speed and precision in enabling key people to 

achieve critical business objectives. In response, 

coaching has embraced a whole new focus: how to 

take good people and make them the best they can 

be, positioning them to work more effectively and co-

hesively in their environments, thereby optimizing 

their capabilities and impact. 

Coaching is now mostly applied to top performers whose leadership and growth potential is highly val-

ued by the organisation. Of course, performance issues will always be encountered in any develop-

ment plan or in the dynamics a leader must work through when trying to execute strategy or change. 

But coaching is not intended to hone in on those issues any more than is absolutely necessary. The 

orientation is always forward moving with a focus on efficiency, effectiveness and impact. In the proc-

ess, the personal and interpersonal challenges a coach will encounter are no less complex than they 

were years ago, but the coach and coachee now work together with a different kind of urgency and 

creative energy to discover optimal solutions with the organisation’s objectives in mind. 

Selecting the right coach is a challenge. Coaching is an approach, a viewpoint and a technique, as 

much as it is a profession. There are no defined sets of skills or backgrounds for coaches just as there 

are no defined sets of problems or challenges. The coach is a highly individuated resource of knowl-

edge, expertise, intuition and experience. What he or she brings to the table is a dynamic ability to 

deal with a dynamic challenge. While this dynamic character makes coaching difficult to codify, it also 

ensures that a good coach with the right expertise can work with the coachee to find a path to suc-

cess. That path may differ from coach to coach, but the impact can be just as positive. 

Executive coaching is a precision tool for  
optimizing the capabilities of leaders. 
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As a means of defining what coaching is, it can help to examine what it isn't. 

Coaching differs, for example, from consulting. Although a consultant and a coach both have a body of re-

search or theory to draw upon when attacking a problem, the coach rarely brings a model or framework into 

the engagement. As outsiders, neither coach nor consultant are likely to understand the client's business 

environment as well as the client does, but while the consultant provides ready-made answers to solve 

those issues, the coach's advice is extremely customized. Both consultant and coach also rely on data 

gathering to interpret the  organisation's or individual's challenges, but while the consultant uses that data 

to prepare a path for others to follow, the coach uses it to help build the critical capabilities of key people. 

Unlike the consultant, the coach works in partnership with the client to discover solutions together, drawing 

them forth through careful listening, provocative questioning, enlightened guidance and the right level of 

prompting at the right time. To a great degree, the coach's goal is to enable the client to find the right an-

swers by him or herself. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that a successful coach-client relationship is based on the highest levels of 

trust and openness. Nevertheless, boundaries do exist. 

While it is true that coaching may sometimes feel, at least 

facetiously, as though it functions somewhere between 

the couch and the confessional, it is not therapy. The ori-

entation is very different. Depending on personal back-

ground and skill, the coach may indeed use some of the 

listening and analytic tools of therapy to build connection, 

trust and openness. But while personal issues or deeper 

problems are likely to be encountered in the course of 

working together, the coach is not meant, and usually not 

qualified, to provide more than supportive, confidential 

advice in those matters.  

Should serious personal issues emerge, a coach may be 

well positioned to provide a referral to a psychologist, 

counsellor or medical doctor. But, in as much as it is healthy to do so, the coach maintains the focus of the 

engagement on moving the client forward in line with business objectives. While the client may be in control 

of the pace and direction of a therapy session, the coach is being paid to facilitate the pace and direction of 

the coaching engagement in the service of specific business goals. 

 

Nor, despite the coach's close working relationship with the client, is the coach a substitute colleague or 

fellow executive. Many coaches have been successful in business in at least a few incarnations, usually at 

the most senior levels. This provides the coach with a sense of comfort and familiarity with the client's 

world, allowing him or her to communicate in the same language. It also provides key insights into the com-

plex and competing pressures of the client's work environment, and enables the coach to recognize a busi-

ness opportunity or roadblock when encountered. However, the skills and interests that make the coach 

successful in coaching would probably not lead to success as a full-fledged member of the organisation. If 

the coach were on board permanently the orientation towards questioning, pushing the envelope, prompt-

ing alternative answers, and closely managing the personal dynamic might very well cause the welcome to 

be worn out before long. The coach's stay in the organisation is meant to be a short one, almost always 

less than two years in duration, and longer only if intermittent challenges are pursued in a way that builds 

on the foundation of trust and insight already established.  

A best practice coach, by design and ethic, is not in the business of creating a dependant relationship. 

While this may be a sensible business model akin to logging billable hours at a law firm, it violates one of 

the principle ethics of coaching: do everything in the service of the client, not in the service of oneself. 

What Coaching Isn't  
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Skills & Attributes of Best Practice Coaches 
 
The act of coaching takes place across a broad spectrum of areas, challenges and situations. By its very nature, coach-

ing is a flexible, adaptable and fluid means of achieving desired change and measurable results. So what are the skills 

and attributes that make for successful coaching? Chemistry, expertise and experience are all very important – and we 

will define those in more detail shortly. But the following list might help distinguish what it means to be best practice. 

 

Technical Skills 
A best practice coach is able to quickly: 

 Set the stage for the coaching engagement by es-

tablishing ground rules, reporting lines, confidentiality 
and trust 

 Assess the current situation accurately and fully 

 Achieve alignment and agreement (with the 

coachee / client and key stakeholders) around critical 
needs and achievable objectives 

 Develop and execute an approach that will lead to a 

successful outcome 

 Recognize emerging problems and opportunities in 

advance and adjust the plan accordingly 
Provide follow-up, to whatever degree necessary, to 
ensure sustainability 

 

Experience & Background 
A best practice coach has: 

 A good working knowledge of the industry and kind of  organisation the client is working in 

 A deep understanding of the coachee's level within the  organisation and the associated pressures, responsibilities 

and relationships 

 A keen knowledge of where the coach's expertise starts and stops and how that will match the client's needs 

 The insight to judge whether the client is serious about working toward the kind of change, development or direc-

tion the coach is able to drive 

 The ability and resolve to assess personal fit and go forward or part ways accordingly 

 The structure and discipline to manage the coaching relationship to the needs of the individual, whether the individ-

ual fully recognizes those needs or not 

 The ability to distil a great deal of information while recognizing important patterns and uncovering key nuggets 

 The ability to distinguish between matters of short-term urgency and long-term significance 
The ethics to maintain strict personal and business confidentiality 

Coaching Attributes 
A best practice coach is able to: 

 Put the coachee's needs ahead of the coach's own ego 

 Listen with nuance and sensitivity 

 Establish the highest levels of trust, openness and personal connection 

 Ask probing questions that draw forth information the coachee could never have arrived at independently despite 

superior knowledge and experience 

 Understand the coachee's relationships with the insight of a participant observer 

 Make intuitive leaps based on data that will lead the coachee to new levels of performance 

 Judge actions or words to calibrate whether development is occurring at the appropriate rate and direction 

 Manage the coaching dynamic to the ever-shifting mood, attitude and will of the coachee 

 Back away from an area or direction that is not in the coachee's best interest or one that he or she is highly resis-

tant to working on 

 Change the coachee's behaviour gradually but steadily even in the coach's absence 

 Push the coachee to new levels without putting him or her in a position that would lead to compromise or embar-

rassment or otherwise decrease the desire and willingness to change.  

 Create an independent capability in the coachee by building that person's strengths instead of building reliance on 

the coach 
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Given this complex matrix of skills, attributes and capabilities, it might seem as though a best practice coach is 

born, not made. The hard truth, however, is that every coach learns through doing. The coach often begins his or 

her calling because of a passionate desire to take a leadership role in a particular area of expertise or interest. 

This passion carries the coach through a sometimes painful growth of skills and abilities in the service of his or 

her calling. A coach is always learning, growing and developing key behaviours as required. Each of the best 

practice coaches we interviewed spoke of a two-way dynamic in coaching relationships, frequently described as 

teaching that flows in both directions, the coach providing insight to the client even as the client does the same 

for the coach. 

A coach, like a leader, can be grown if the originating passion is present. But this is a personal journey more than 

an educational attainment. Coaching accreditation programs probably can't teach the art of coaching any more 

than golf instruction can teach the art of golf. Skills can be learned and techniques replicated, but true under-

standing only comes from carefully honed practice in real-world situations. 

We recognize that there are different levels of capabilities in the coaching universe, just as there are different 

categories. Higher levels can be attained over time, given limitations of experience, innovative capability and per-

sonal growth. The thought leaders profiled in this book are widely recognized as belonging among the top 

coaches working today. Each of them has been practicing for many years. Other coaches can learn from them, 

not to attain a higher level of mastery tomorrow, but to become a touch better each day. 

Areas of Coaching Expertise 

Another problem with coaching, as the concept is 

commonly defined, is that it describes the mode of 

the working relationship without differentiating the 

variety of aims and objectives. 

In general here, we are talking about business or ex-

ecutive coaching. 

The distinction is most clear when compared to 

coaching that helps an individual achieve a personal 

aim such as happiness, work-life balance, wealth or 

better relationships.  

There are several distinct exceptions to this, and 

many coaches speak of the continuum between busi-

ness and personal life encountered during any engagement; but, for the most part, executive or leadership 

coaching occurs within the context of organisational needs. 

What Results Are Wanted From the Coaching Engagement? 

 

Just as the organisation’s objectives should be clear, so should the desired results. In the case of performance 

correction, the cost of coaching should be no more than the cost of replacement. In the case of performance de-

velopment, the cost should be considered an investment that sees a greater return through the coachee's new 

level of contribution. 

As much as possible, measuring return on investment should be done in dollars and impact. This is one of the 

most challenging aspects of coaching for almost all of the coaches we surveyed. When goals are clear from the 

outset, success can be judged by whether those goals are met. But goals often evolve throughout the course of 

the engagement, or the impact of coaching may be intangible, or the foundation is being laid for impact that will 

transpire in the future. Satisfaction of coachee and client is one measure of success, but does it gauge the sus-

tainability or long-term success of the impact or merely measure the success of the relationship? 
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Once the decision to hire a coach has been made, how does the client judge whether a particular coach will 

be a good fit for the coachee and the organisational needs? It is necessary to consider the appropriateness 

of the coach in terms of background, ability, organisational fit and human chemistry to increase the likeli-

hood of success. 

 

Values Alignment 

Although values alignment is rarely considered, a mismatch in value set can lead to failure. The coach's 

values, demonstrated in his or her approach, methods, and personal philosophy must be a good match for 

the organisation. A hard-driving organisation that values internal competition over team harmony, for in-

stance, would not be well-served by a coach who is driven to increasing effectiveness by improving inter-

personal relations. A short-term profits oriented organisation might be out of line with a coach whose work 

is most effective at instilling long-range capabilities. Stark contrasts in those points of view will lead to con-

flict between coach and client and will result in a poor return on investment. It might even place the 

coachee in some degree of career jeopardy. 

 

Wisdom, Insight and Intuitive Leaps 

Has the coach walked a mile in the coachee's shoes? The coach must be able to understand the chal-

lenges of the person being coached. Ideally, the coach has had direct, personal experience that relates to 

the coachee's current concerns and needs. 

Quite often, coaches who advise senior leaders 

have been senior leaders themselves, or have 

worked so closely with such people that familiarity is 

very high. It shouldn't be assumed, however, that 

because a coach works well with senior leaders that 

ability transfers automatically to more junior levels. 

Pressures, responsibilities, challenges and opportu-

nities can be very different. 

Experience provides the coach with credibility. The 

coach should know how to present him or herself in 

a way so that messages can be heard and under-

stood. It doesn't matter how wonderful the advice or counsel is, if the coach does not project credibility the 

message will not have the desired impact. 

Technical knowledge or expertise can also matter but is not nearly as important as one might think. The 

coach, to a certain extent, can actually be well-served by a lack of direct technical knowledge. This forces 

the coachee to articulate issues in greater detail, and opens the door for the fresh perspective of a new-

comer. Regardless of the level of technical experience and understanding, the coach's questioning and in-

sight needs to add value to the situation. If suggestions and questions are inappropriate or unhelpful, frus-

tration will build. 

But, the expectations for the value that coaches provide should be even higher than that. Best practice 

coaches absorb information about the organisation, the individual, the technical concerns and the objec-

tives not just to appropriately steer the coachee, but also to bring him or her to entirely new levels of per-

formance. The coach does so by making intuitive leaps. He or she has an ability to see patterns and con-

nect the dots in ways that the individual could never manage alone. 

Evaluating the coach's experience, wisdom and intuitive capabilities is no easy feat. One method of doing 

so is to ask concrete, behaviour-based questions about past coaching engagements. 

Ensuring Fit 
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Can the Coach Operate Effectively With More Than One Coachee in the Same Organisation? 

Quite often, the success of a coaching engagement with one leader in an organisation will lead to the coach be-

ing retained by another leader in the same organisation. The quality of results and impact can lead the coach to 

be passed around like an exciting new book that one simply has to read. In particular, if the coach has worked 

with a senior leader or CEO, it might be considered important for others to become "schooled" as well. 

Each individual coach knows whether he or she can operate effectively with multiple leaders or when tasked at 

different levels within the organisation. Some coaches see that as a desired state because they are able to work 

most effectively at driving change, strategy, effectiveness or team work when they become a roving coach. 

Some clients and coachee's may view this with alarm when they consider possible breaches of trust and confi-

dentiality. Certainly, trust and confidentiality are at issue, but problems can be avoided if the ground rules are 

clear and followed openly. In some organisations, the mandate for development is so insistent and clear that 

coaches will be working openly with superiors, colleagues and reports to drive performance improvements. The 

organisation needs to determine what is acceptable for its culture and direction. 

 

Human Chemistry 

Coaching is a partnership which thrives on trust, confidence and forward progress. Coaches and coachees often 

develop a very strong relationship, even a strong friendship, during the course of working together. Best practice 

coaches are able to inspire that foundation from the very first stages of the engagement. 

Nevertheless, a coachee will not obtain a great deal of benefit from someone they feel negatively towards or, 

conversely, someone they like a great deal that is unwilling or unable to push them in the right direction. Personal 

likes and dislikes shouldn't be prime factors, but coaching will not be successful if the coachee is highly resistant 

to the coach. Where's the balance? 

The client must make that decision by weighing all factors. For example, if the coachee is uncomfortable with 

assertive people but needs to develop more assertive behaviour, a coach with a dominant and hard-driving per-

sonality may be the ticket. If a coachee is from the old school and does not respect the contributions of female 

reports, then a determined female coach may rearrange their world view. There are times when likes and dis-

likes, personal preferences, comfort levels and biases should be ignored. 

Best practice coaches develop the human chemistry needed for success. By the end of any successful coaching 

relationship, the bond between coach and coachee will be present. 

Coaching Checklist 

Selecting the Right Coach 

 What are the characteristics of the coach that will have the greatest impact on success? 

 What style of coach will be most effective? 

 Has the coach had enough “real” experience at this level? 

 Has the coach the appropriate experience in the type of coaching that is required? 

 What is the level of knowledge that the coach has in your industry? 

 Does the coach have the skills that you think are 

important for success? 

 Are you looking for a coach to enhance or adjust the 

performance of the individual or team? 

 Are you using coaching appropriately—or using it as 

an alternative for dealing with the problem? 

 Can the coach command respect 

 Can the coach relate to you 

 Can the coach manage the relationship effectively? 

 Is the coach building capacity in you or building de-

pendence on them? 

 Is there a benefit or risk in the coach working with 

more than one person in the organisation? 
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Maurice Duffy 

CEO, Blackswan 

 

“Forthright, outspoken and a bit of a smart maverick” - all words that 

can be used to describe Maurice Duffy when he is performing against 

competition and certainly true of his very successful business career. 

Obsessive about his strong work ethic, commitment and, at times, 

brutal honesty, he has been voted most engaging speaker at a num-

ber of global events. Maurice is best known for his innovative, engag-

ing and humorous style over a range of topics that include leadership, 

talent management, culture change, the new business mindsets and 

the role trust and authenticity play in business engagements.  

 

Maurice draws on his vast repertoire of experience, rich in stories from a very successful          corporate 

career, successful and unsuccessful businesses, including: 

 

•        CEO and founder of a major business consultancy organisation across 23 countries; 

•        Coach and mentor to some of the top global CEOs; 

•        Running a global sales team across 103 countries; 

•        Managing an outsourced business of 30,000 people across 80 countries; 

•        Managing a major manufacturing business in a very diverse and culturally sensitive environment; 

•        Being a HR Director in one of the fastest growing businesses that went from 3,000 to 40,000 in 7    

years; 

•        Running one of the largest outplacement companies across Europe. 

 

 

Combining determination and a no-nonsense attitude with a great sense of humour, Maurice is a great ad-

vertisement for business entrepreneurs. His personal experience of business, the lessons he has learned, 

and the philosophies that have helped him, make him an enthralling public speaker. Growing up on the 

west coast of Ireland, Maurice started work aged only 14, working on the doors of dance halls learning how 

to deal with people in a very raucous and frightening environment at times. This gave him early insights into 

behaviour analysis of which he has written about many times. Maurice is now married with 4 children. 

 

After a very successful career that saw him running manufacturing sites, working his way through corporate 

politics and succeed to HR Director in Europe for Nortel, Maurice left to set up his own business. Within 2 

months he had offices in London, Madrid, Amsterdam, Rome, Dublin, and Glasgow and was enjoying a 

lavish lifestyle from an internationally successful business with an impressive home, great car and no finan-

cial worries. Two years later, after the company failed to recoup vast sums of money owed to it, Maurice 

found himself questioning his beliefs, getting divorced and, for the first time in his life, reappraising his lead-

ership skills and the core behaviours that make people successful. Maurice had to make some soul-

searching decisions in his life to identify new paths and find the motivation, determination and strength to 

maintain his entrepreneurial spirit. He learnt that success depends on setting goals, careful planning and 

constant learning. Maurice together with his new wife Karen restarted their business and built it to the formi-

dable operation it is today which consults with the very best businesses, and is recognised for its significant 

thought leadership in People, Process and Innovation. 

 

About the author 
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Maurice is a regular international conference speaker, writer and a passionate believer that we 

are not victims of what the future might hold if we prepare ourselves in advance. His experience 

has shown him the powerful impact that glimpses of the future afford business and government 

alike as they seek to achieve their strategic goals. 

 

 The Global Drivers of Change: 

 

o  Winning Ways in the downturn - Visions of how to succeed today based on                  

successes in past recessions and clear views of what's driving our consumers and-

businesses. 

o   The New Dawn Leader and the Leader Mindset of the Future Leaders. 

o   Global, political and economic change. Thriving in the new world. 

o   The new Sales Equation and dealing with new customer trends. 

o   Culture and the role trust and authenticity play in business success. 

o   Changing consumers. Who they are and what makes them tick. 

o   Changing employees – What they want and how to keep them. 

o   Generational consumers and employees (Builders, Boomers, GEN-X and Y). 

o   Innovation – involving stakeholders and customers. 

o   Organisational change. 

o   Communicating with your stakeholders – new technologies and approaches. 

o   Social Networks – The new marketing paradigm. 

o   The Rise of the Networked Company – the new form of agile organisation. 

o   The Changing Corporation – Social responsibility, world stewardship & talent scout 

o   The future of Small and Medium Sized Business – Challenges and opportunities, 

o   The externalisation of companies – After outsourcing, 

o   Environmental change – Impact and opportunities. 

  

Maurice uses views of the future, developed within the global Blackswan coaching programme 

that covers over 300 global coaching assignments monthly, and by surveying their worldwide net-

work of future thinkers and business leaders with People, Process and Innovation. His purpose is 

to inspire his audience, to embrace change and, by doing so, better prepare for the future. 

 

Maurice’s most recently researched articles include: 

 

•        Leading into the future 

•        Agile innovation through difficult times 

•        Leading without looking 

•        The true leader 

 

 

Areas of Expertise 
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About Blackswan 

Blackswan is aptly named. We are a unique transformation partner, adapted to create out-

standing transformational strategic change that is aligned to our client’s objectives. We 

are outside-in thinkers, with an unbridled inquisitiveness and ability to deliver insights on 

trends, undertake deep diagnostics, apply innovative thinking, and enable our clients to 

achieve outstanding results. 

We provide a highly-tailored diagnostics package and a flexible ‘Experience’ that meets the needs 
of both the individual and the organisation. Our solutions are highly innovative and results-driven, 
and create solid, sustainable change. 
 
We work with a wide variety of organisations, including a 
number of NHS Trusts, HP, Rio Tinto, Google, The Coca 
Cola Company and Genpact, in diagnosing their business 
issues and drafting profitable and productive solutions.  
 
In addition, we support them with staff training on all levels, 
product and service transformation, and also assisting with 
both strategic organisational and departmental change. 
 
Our delivery team consist of international experts and leaders 
in their field, who operate globally across a comprehensive 
range of industries and sectors. With this highly experienced 
team, we develop innovative solutions that are  faster, easier and with better business results. 
We can provide programmes that energise, engage and deliver the outcomes that they need.  
 

 Business 
Transformation 

 Executive Coaching 
 Change Management 
 Leadership 

Development 
 Team Transformation 
 Innovation Culture 
 Diagnostic Assessment 

Contact us and order a copy of Maurice Duffy’s new Book: 
 

      
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EMAIL: Maurice.duffy@globalblackswan.com 
 

WEBSITE: www.globalblackswan.com 
 

 TWITTER: @CEOBlackswan  
 

FACEBOOK: www.facebook/maurice.duffy  
 

  LINKEDIN: www.linkedin.com/company/blackswan 
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