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Coaching for change

The study in brief
We asked 20 HR managers, including HR Directors and 
organisational development specialists, how to structure 
an effective change program, what change models they 
subscribed to, and how coaching relates to change. They 
spoke about two broad aspects of a change program; the 
value of effective planning and project management, and the 
need to address the people side of change. Contemporary 
change models provide more useful guidance for project 
planning and management than they do for managing some 
of the more psychological and emotional aspects of change. 
Coaching was often defined in terms of a process through 
which people are helped to become more self aware, to 
think differently, and to manage the ambiguities of change. 
However, most people described coaching specifically as a 
1-to-1 intervention, a frame which may mask the potential 
value of coaching in facilitating change at the team, group 
and organisational level. Suggestions are offered to the HR 
manager seeking to further leverage the benefits of coaching 
in effecting successful organisational change.

Introduction
According to Werkman (2010), organisational development 
(OD) has traditionally been based on four assumptions:

1. Human beings are inherently good and full of potential.

2.  Factors such as organisational structure, culture and 
management practices tend to get in the way of 
individuals fulfilling that potential, and so need to be 
changed.

3. Change can be orchestrated and managed.

4.  Employees need to be involved in change in order to 
be committed.

Various authors, including Marshak & Grant (2008) and Tsoukas 
and Chia (2002) identify problems with this perspective. First, 
with its focus on the potential of individuals, some of the more 
social aspects of change are not directly addressed. Secondly, 
it positions the practitioner as a neutral observer, or expert, with 
a complete perspective as to what is really going on and what 
needs to be changed in order to ‘liberate’ individual potential. 

Third, and as a consequence of change being plotted in advance, 
employees are likely to be ‘involved’ only after most key decisions 
have already been made. According to this perspective, change 
management may therefore be framed as a pre-planned, sequential 
process with a focus on individual capability and enrolment.

The majority of change methodologies reflect this traditional 
perspective. They consist of a sequence of steps which, if 
implemented effectively, theoretically lead to successful change 
implementation. The eight-step Kotter model is a good example 
of such an approach, in which a core group decide on the need 
for change, develop and communicate a vision, and broadcast 
the achievement of short-term wins as a first step in generating 
momentum. Critics of this approach argue that change programs 
managed in this way are unlikely to be successful because they 
ignore the complexities of organisations and their environments. 
Traditional approaches don’t allow for the existence of multiple 
perspectives and the need to seek out and understand others 
views in order to develop a more holistic understanding of 
the organisation in its environment. Nor do they cater for the 
constancy of change. More recent approaches emphasise the 
importance of facilitating shared perspectives and of framing 
communication as a two-way dialogic process rather than the 
repetitive one-way broadcasting of a pre-determined message. 
There is an emphasis on creating forums in which people 
feel safe in expressing their views and on helping leaders to 
provide context and direction for people working from different 
perspectives on the here-and-now.

There is little evidence available to determine which of these 
two approaches is most effective. Many texts on change begin 
by suggesting that 70% of change efforts fail, but this number 
appears somewhat mysterious. Burnes (2011) reviewed a series 
of studies and meta-studies all of which reported failure rates 
between 60 per cent and 90 per cent. He sorted the studies into 
three categories. The first group of writers cited high failure rates 
without offering any evidence at all to support their claim. The 
second group of writers provided anecdotal evidence without 
any detailed supporting evidence. The third group of writers cited 
writers from the first two groups. Hughes (2011) reviewed five 
change studies in detail, each of which cited a 70 per cent failure 
rate. None of them provided reliable empirical evidence. This may 
in part be due to there being few documented change programs 
with clearly defined goals and outcomes.
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Coaching and change
Practitioners of the ‘new OD’, with its emphasis on the 
importance of people being able to make sense of events for 
themselves, might be expected to turn to coaching. Coaching 
is often contrasted to training, in which people are more likely 
to be instructed as to how they might best respond to any 
given dilemma as opposed to being encouraged to develop 
answers for themselves. Research suggests that people who 
have been coached value it most for the opportunity to think 
aloud and to decide for themselves what meaning to make of 
what is happening around them (WhyteCo Research Bulletins 
1 & 5). Our research suggests that coaching encourages them 
to become more reflective, more confident and more resilient 
(WhyteCo Research Bulletin 14). 

So why isn’t coaching built into change program design 
more often? The answer may be that people may not 
always focus on the mechanics of coaching so much as its 
contemporary positioning as a 1-to-1 development intervention 
for individuals. Goleman (2000), for example, specifically 
recommends that managers adopt a coaching style when 
seeking to develop their people. The Australian Standards 
Handbook of Coaching in Organisations (2011) suggests that 
external coaching services are most often engaged to develop 
the capabilities of high potential managers and to facilitate the 
transitions of individuals into new roles. Grant et al (2010) go 
so far as to suggest that coaching may be specifically defined 
as an individual intervention and that working with teams and 
organisations may be most usefully regarded as the domain of 
organisational development and HR professionals. This focus 
on coaching as an individual intervention may preclude people 
from considering coaching as a more systemic intervention 
working with groups and teams.

The purpose of this study was to investigate how organisations 
currently think about change and where coaching sits within 
that frame. Specifically we wanted to find out:

 f How organisations go about managing change and what 
approaches to change predominate; is the traditional 
sequential approach or the more recent dialogic approach 
more popular?

 f How people determine whether a change intervention has 
been successful or not

 f How people define coaching, and where coaching sits in 
thinking about change

The Study
We approached 20 HR managers all of whom use coaching 
in their organisations or have worked in organisations in the 
past that use coaching. Of the 20 interviewees, four were HR 
Directors, 12 were heads of organisational development, talent 
or learning & development, three were regional or group 
heads of organisational development and one was a learning 
& organisational development manager. Eighteen interviewees 
were based in Sydney, one in Melbourne and one in Perth. They 
worked for companies from a wide range of different industries 
including financial, professional services, construction, media, 
pharmaceutical, energy, government and not-for-profit. 

Twelve of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and 
eight by phone. Participants were advised in advance that the 
subject of the interview was change and at interview asked the 
following questions:

1.  How do effective change programs work in your experience? 

2. Do you subscribe to any particular model of change?

3.  What are the essential components of an effective  
change program? 

4.  The literature says about 70% of change efforts fail. Does 
that ring true for you? What would you attribute that to?

We’re also interested in coaching and change:

5. How do you use coaching in your organisation?

6. Do you have a strategy around internal coaching?

7. How does coaching work?

8. Do you see any link between change and coaching?

Results
The essential components of a successful 
change program
Figure 1 shows which aspects of a successful change program 
were mentioned most often by interviewees. Factors such 
as good planning, clarity of vision and purpose, good 
stakeholder management, strong leadership and good 
outwards communication were all mentioned as being aspects 
of a traditional approach to change management. In addition 
however, 16/20 people also spoke about the importance of 
seeking to understand other people’s perspectives and the 
importance of persuading people as to the value of change 
instead of seeking compliance. People spoke about this in 
terms of having a people plan as well as a project plan, the 
difference between persuading and imposing, and the balance 
between care for people and acknowledging urgency. The 
predominant themes were; seeking to understand the views of 
the broader organisation before committing to a way forward, 
recognising the emotional dimension of change, and the value 
of engaging in dialogue. For example:

“Not enough thought, care or effort goes into 
communication. Sending a memo isn’t enough. Everyone 
wants to do a good job; we want to understand the context. 
We want the opportunity to ask questions and challenge 
before we’re willing to take it on. Leaders don’t take account 
of that. The amount of effort required to have conversations 
to get people on the same page. Patience. Not just telling 
people ‘This is what we’re going to do’”

“Without genuine consultation it won’t work. It needs a lot of 
upfront thinking as to who will be affected. The softest issues 
are the hardest issues. Leaders shy away from conflict and 
assume people will comply. There’s no place for ‘facipulation’ 
whereby you purport to consult people when really you’re 
committed to driving a pre-determined agenda.”

“You have to be able to see and use cultural nuances rather 
than try and barge them out the way. Use the momentum 
and redirect it in some way. It takes time. Everyone needs to 
keep talking, keep the conversation going – not just within 
little privileged groups such that people feel excluded. 
There’s often a hesitance on the part of the executive 
to engage, a fear that their power or authority will be 
questioned. They still believe it’s their role to understand the 
problem, close doors, solve the problem, open the doors 
again and announce what will happen next. I’m the leader 
and I decide. People who are pushed, push back.”
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Nine of the 20 interviewees recognised that not all leaders 
have the capability to manage change in this way, such that 
leadership capability becomes an essential aspect of change:

“There’s an enormous amount of skill required for leaders 
to lead people through change, which is often overlooked.”

“It’s hard. Not everyone knows how to influence as 
opposed to command and control. Many of our leaders 
don’t know how to do it. So the message doesn’t cascade 
and people don’t understand.”

Figure 1: Essential components of a change program (n=20)
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Favourite change models 
Half the interviewees said they didn’t use formal change 
models, whilst five people said that although models 
are useful, most models are quite similar. People again 
distinguished good process management from managing 
the people side of change, and said that although some 
models purport to cover both, most change models are more 
valuable in the process/project management domain than the 
people management side. Models mentioned most often were 
ADKAR, Kotter, McKinsey’s 7S and Prosci.

Measurement and evaluation
Although ‘measurement and evaluation’ is mentioned as a key 
component of a successful change program, most people said  
this wasn’t generally done well. For example:

“We don’t evaluate well, or see things through. We don’t 
do it well generally, so we don’t do change well.”

“We’re more focussed on the short term than we are 
on long term measures of success. We lack a robust 
post-implementation review process. Everyone’s focussed 
on launch day, and once that’s happened (without success 
measures) people move onto the next thing.”

Consequently many people were uncertain how to judge whether 
or not it’s likely that 70% of change efforts are unsuccessful. 
Seven of the 20 interviewees pointed out that it’s impossible 
to determine a success rate without ensuring that there are 
measures in place, and that measures often aren’t agreed in 
advance and shared among key stakeholders. For example:

“We never measure it anyway, so how can you know? 
It’s a real problem in our organisation to say whether 
something’s been successful or not. Do we ever revisit 
objectives? – rarely.”

Without agreed measures opinions may vary as to whether an 
initiative has succeeded. For example:

“If I’ve headed up the field and not quite got to the 
touchline, that’s not a failure when you step back, not if it’s 
having an impact. It might be disappointing, but that’s not a 
failure.”

There were some exceptions. This interviewee described a 
rigorous process for measurement and evaluation:

“We conduct pulse surveys before and after, and ask people 
if they heard the message, whether they understood it, 
have they communicated it etc... We collect hard data and 
compare to metrics we’ve agreed beforehand. We talk to 
the grass-roots; to random groups of people.”

Lack of measures aside, eight out of 20 people said that 70% 
sounded about right; six said it depended on the nature of the 
project and one person said it sounded too high. Five people 
said they had no evidence upon which to make a judgment. 

Use of coaching
In articulating how they use coaching, most people referred 
to the deployment of external coaches. The majority talked 
about using coaching for development; sometimes targeted at 
senior executives, sometimes at people transitioning into a new 
role, sometimes at high potentials, and occasionally for poor 
performers. Three people spoke about deploying coaching 
services as part of a change program. 

Figure 2: Use of coaching (n=20)
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When asked about their internal coaching strategies, nine 
people said they didn’t have a strategy or else the strategy was 
as yet unclear. Of those who did report having a strategy, for 
eight people this centred around offering coach training as a 
component of leadership development programs. Four people 
spoke about the skilling up of internal HR staff to support 
coaching in the workplace.

What is coaching?
Some people chose to answer in terms of outcomes, and 
others in terms of the coaching process (figure 3). Outcomes 
mentioned include readily observable changes such as new 
behaviours and performance, and factors implying a reflection 
upon the self, such as enhanced self awareness, confidence and 
personal transformation. In terms of process, people defined 
the coach’s role as asking questions, listening, providing 
feedback and challenging the coachee’s thinking.
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Figure 3: Coaching defined, in terms of outcome and focus (n=20)
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The link between coaching and change
Having been asked at this point to reflect on the nature of 
change and the nature of coaching, seven people commented 
straightaway on a strong connection between the two. 
For example:

“You could argue that engaging people and giving them 
the opportunity to be involved, that you can call that 
coaching. It’s asking questions, getting people to think, 
work through stuff. Just because it’s called engagement 
doesn’t means it’s not coaching. It’s conversational – 
getting people to look at the way they’re thinking. All very 
similar stuff. The art of the gentle question can never be 
overestimated.”

“They’re based on the same models, grounded on much 
the same theories. Change is like a mass coaching of 
the organisation.”

“The link is psychological transformation.”

Interviewees described three possible roles for coaching in a 
change program (figure 4):

Figure 4: The role of coaching in change (n=20)
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1. Developing the capability of individual leaders 
  Interviewees talked about the coach’s capacity to facilitate 

individual self awareness, helping leaders become more 
capable and confident of engaging people in dialogue 
around change. For example:

“The biggest kind of personal transformation required in 
change can only be facilitated by coaching; facilitating the 
insight and awareness required to transition into a new state.”
“It’s a massive link. It’s about working from the inside-out. 
Being a great leader of change requires self awareness and 
flexibility. A coach helps you explore yourself.”
“When the organisation’s going through change, that’s a 
good time to bring in a coach, to help leaders be more 
resilient, to help them with visioning.”

2. Supporting employees more broadly
  Some interviewees talked about the need to provide people 

outside the leadership population with coaching. This is seen 
more the domain of internal coaches, which becomes an 
issue for those organisations who don’t feel they currently 
have that internal capability:

“Coaching is a very effective skill-set for leading change. 
It’s one way of staying connected with how people transition 
through change. Gathering intelligence on how change 
is going and involving people in it. We don’t have that 
capability right now.”

 Two people spoke about the role of HR. For example:

“In the context of big change you need coaching in the 
system and must know what’s happening in the system. It’s 
in-the-moment drop-in stuff. Having a skilled HR function is 
important, and making sure HR people are effective in the 
change process versus getting bogged down in transactional 
stuff. The coaching capability of the internal HR function is a 
key success factor, the ability to give leaders broad insights 
into their businesses. In some organisations leaders don’t 
have a realistic view of what people are saying. The HR team 
can be the pulse, in a balanced, useful and insightful way.”

 The focus remained essentially individualistic.

3. Working with teams and groups
  Most interviewees specifically framed coaching as an 

individual intervention. For example:

“Coaching in many ways is getting change, on an individual 
level. We have used coaching to try and get individuals to 
change, usually focussing on their capacity to get the most 
out of their junior staff.”

  A minority saw the potential in using coaching at the team/group 
level, though only one respondent deployed coaching in this way:

 “Group coaching could be very powerful in maintaining a 
commitment to change. I haven’t thought about doing it in 
our organisation. Too hard?”
“I think individual coaching is useful but not enough. It would 
need more coaching style group sessions.”
“We’re finding group coaching very helpful in managing 
the changes we’re going through at the moment. It’s a place 
where people can let it all out in a safe way and support each 
other in focussing on what they need to do.”
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Discussion
We set out to explore three questions:

1. How do organisations go about managing change?

2.  How do people determine whether a change intervention  
has been successful or not?

3.  How do people define coaching, and does coaching sit in 
thinking about change?

Managing change
The picture that emerged captured aspects of both the 
‘traditional’ OD approach and the ‘new’ OD approach. 
Many interviewees emphasised the importance of effective 
project planning and spoke about the process of change 
in quite linear, episodic terms. On the other hand everyone 
we spoke to also recognized the psychological and 
emotional dimensions of change. Most commented upon 
the inadequacy of a communications strategy based solely 
on communicating outwards, and spoke about the need 
to actively seek out the views of others and to help people 
engage with change on their own terms. 

Whilst there was a sense then, that change is still usually 
managed as a process, with a beginning and an end, many 
of the interviewees spoke about the need to be adaptable 
and to balance the demands of the situation with the needs 
of people. You cannot impose change, some people said, 
you need to persuade. Weick et al (2005) talks about ‘sense-
making’ as a process by which people apply meaning to a set 
of circumstances that they can articulate in words, a process 
that serves as a “springboard into action”. 

Addressing the psychological and emotional dimensions of 
change appeared to present the greatest challenge to internal 
practitioners. Many interviewees spoke about the amount 
of work involved in engaging an entire organisation in this 
way, and the level of skill required by the leaders of change. 
People spoke less about the challenges involved in effective 
project planning, for which a plethora of tools and models 
appear to be available. Managing the people aspects of 
change presents the greatest challenge, both in making sure 
the nature of the challenge is recognised and acted upon by 
leaders in the business, and in equipping leaders with the 
requisite skills to address.

Measurement, evaluation and ‘resistance 
to change’
One interviewee described a rigorous approach to 
measurement and evaluation, with clear success measures and 
a robust post-implementation review process. Most however, 
suggested that the success of change efforts are rarely 
evaluated, often because measures aren’t agreed at the onset 
and also because management attention tends to move onto 
the next big project as soon as early milestones are delivered. 

One consequence of not measuring and evaluating the 
success of change programs rigorously may be that the 
importance of managing the psychological dimensions of 
change isn’t universally recognised. Instead people tend to 
assess outcomes based on their own perspective and are 
likely to attribute failure to the efforts of others. ‘Resistance 
to change’, for example, is an oft used phrase generally 
directed at the apparently unwilling recipients of a change 
message. Most change management literature privileges the 
perspective of the change leader (van Dijk & van Dick, 2009), 
who is considered to be ‘on the side of the angels’, while the 
reluctant masses are characterised as ‘mulish and obstinate’ 
(Thomas & Hardy, 2011). 

To successfully manage change is therefore likely to require of 
the leader a broader perspective on change that recognises 
the existence of multiple perspectives and the need to 
consider the impact of his/her own behaviour on those whose 
engagement is required for a change to be successful. 

Coaching and change
Most interviewees spoke about coaching in terms of a 
process that enables people to think differently and to reflect, 
prompted by the questions and feedback of an effective 
coach. This process often leads to enhanced self awareness 
and a degree of personal transformation that manifests itself in 
behavioural change. Given that interviewees also spoke about 
the challenges of managing the psychological and emotional 
dimensions of change, we might have expected coaching to 
show up more explicitly as an essential component of a change 
program. There may be a few reasons why it didn’t. 

First, coaching is often regarded as a development 
intervention for individuals. In this sense the ‘traditional’ OD 
may still be very much alive, with its focus on developing 
individuals and identifying and removing obstacles to the 
expression of individual leadership. Organisations may 
therefore not think to build coaching into the fabric of a 
change program other than in the form of coaching for 
individual leaders. Instead organisations may target coaching 
only at the key leaders of change. 

Second, coaching is often positioned as a private conversation 
between coach and coachee, the contents of which 
must remain confidential. Without having visibility of the 
conversation the organisation may be concerned as to 
the effectiveness of the coaching, or even whether or not 
coaching is being used specifically to address the desired 
change. 

Third, it doesn’t seem easy to develop this skill in leaders. Of 
those interviewees who said they had some form of internal 
coaching strategy, most described strategies built around 
coaching skills training. But both Clutterbuck & Megginson 
(2005) and Cooper (2011) point out that encouraging 
managers to adopt a coaching style won’t in itself lead to 
the development of a ‘coaching culture’. Indeed Clutterbuck 
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& Megginson (2005) suggest that one-off coaching training 
initiatives tend to distract attention from the broader aspects 
of cultural change. Again, part of the issue may be that 
coaching is often positioned primarily as a conversation about 
an individual’s development rather than a means by which to 
engage people around change. Also, many coach training 
programs tend to focus on process rather than the capability 
to engage in effective dialogue. One of our interviewees said:

“We do talk about the capability to have conversations, 
but I don’t like ‘manager as coach’. I worry about using the 
word ‘coaching’ and that everyone throws out the GROW 
model and then says ‘go coach’. You want people to have 
better conversations as a basic capability, as part of the 
mechanics around behaviour change. Then you give them 
GROW? I don’t think that works. I’ve been burned sitting 
in coaching programs and I don’t think they’re realistic. 
We develop leaders to become pseudo-external coaches 
when some of them aren’t having basic performance 
conversations with their people.”

A way forward
The challenge for HR leaders and OD professionals therefore 
appears to be how to build strategies for developing the 
capability of leaders to engage in effective conversations 
with people in service of managing change. Our interviewees 
suggest this is no easy task:

“I watched two members of the executive team resist views 
expressed from the bottom-up when it didn’t fit their frame 
of reference. There was an element of inflexibility in their 
thinking. The executive team’s job is to allow, nurture, grow 
and to challenge, to put the commercial view on it. Some 
of the executive misunderstood their role and were too 
autocratic.”

Teaching people coaching skills, with an emphasis on process, 
may not be an effective strategy. For people to fundamentally 
change the way they interact with others is likely to require a 
more transformative approach:

“Our business leaders understand the role they play in 
supporting people through individual transitions and to 
do that they have to undergo their own personal transition. 
Coaching can work really well.”

Changing the way we think and talk about coaching, placing 
more emphasis on helping people to understand some of 
the psychological dimensions of change, and less emphasis 
on process, ought help individual leaders become more 
effective in engaging in effective dialogue. For organisations 
that believe they lack this internal skill-set, the use of skilled 
external coaches may be useful. However, the longer term 
agenda for the organisation looking to become more self-
sufficient is to develop more of this capability in-house. 

Training programs and workshops may have a useful role to 
play in developing this capability, but are unlikely to make a 
significant difference by themselves. 

Change programs of the future are more likely to explicitly 
recognise the social nature of sense-making. People don’t 
make sense of events by themselves; they do so through 
dialogue with others. Burnes (2004) goes so far as to suggest 
that it is ultimately pointless to focus on changing the 
behaviour of individuals, because the individual doesn’t act 
in isolation, but is always subject to his/her relationships with 
others. Stacey (2012) suggests that:

“Each individual is simultaneously evoking and provoking 
responses from others so that the particular personal 
organising themes emerging for any one of them 
will depend as much on the others as the individual 
concerned. Put like this, it becomes clear that no one 
individual can be organising his or her experience in 
isolation because they are all simultaneously evoking and 
provoking responses in each other.”

In change interventions of the future then, we may see more 
emphasis on group/team work, and the establishment of 
forums in which people are authentically encouraged to 
make sense of change together. We may expect to see skills 
programs and workshops placing a greater emphasis on 
dialogue and being more clearly positioned as components of 
a broader, more systemic approach to developing capability. 
We may hear coaching being defined in terms of the capacity 
of the individual to engage in effective dialogue and not just a 
process by which to help people define desired outcomes for 
themselves. Organisations looking to coaching as a potential 
means by which to facilitate organisational change may then 
consider:

1.  Encouraging leaders to engage with the broader 
organisation on an ongoing basis, seeking to understand 
the multiple perspectives of different people in different 
parts of the organisation.

2.  Accordingly, framing coaching in terms of the ability to 
listen deeply and speak with confidence and courage.

3.  Placing more emphasis on engaging key stakeholders in 
defining a clear and collective purpose for change, and 
desired outcomes of change.

4.  Building systemic frameworks within which to develop the 
internal capability of the organisation.

5.  Positioning the deployment of external coaching within 
that framework.

6.  Contracting coaches able to work with teams and groups, 
and able to articulate their role with reference to a 
systemic perspective.
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