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How to Build a Coaching Culture
The study in brief
We studied the progress of a 12 month intervention designed 
to build a coaching culture in a medium-sized Australian 
based multi-national. We found that coaching senior 
executives alone doesn’t lead to the emergence of a coaching 
culture, nor does skills training, and that pre-planned, linear 
approaches to culture change are unlikely to succeed. Whilst 
coaching, coach training and good planning may all form part 
of an effective intervention, the environments within which 
most organisations operate are too complex to effectively 
manage and control. We found that for an organisation to 
successfully adopt a new coaching culture:

1.  A purpose for the program must be agreed that clearly 
relates to the strategy of the organisation.

2.  Change managers should recognise that organisations 
and their environments are in a state of constant flux, such 
that the need to facilitate the alignment of strategy and 
culture is ongoing.

3.  Enhancing the quality of dialogue within an organisation 
is a key enabler of cultural change

Framing change in this way may enable us to most effectively 
design successful change interventions.

Introduction
What is a coaching culture?

Coaching & culture
First we should be clear what we mean by the words 
‘coaching’ and ‘culture’. Schein (1985) defines organisational 
culture as:

“The deeper level of basic assumptions and beliefs 
that... fashion an organization’s view of itself and its 
environment.”

In other words to change a culture is to facilitate a change 
in organizational identity (Thurlow & Helms Mills, 2009). 
It is particularly important to decide what we mean by 
‘coaching’ since multiple definitions abound. Gormley & van 
Nieuwerburgh (2014) list some of these definitions before 
suggesting that there appears to be broad agreement 
that coaching is about helping people to achieve their 

goals through structured conversations. Where some of 
these definitions conflict is in describing the nature of these 
‘structured conversations’. For example, some definitions 
emphasise the importance of helping people to work out 
solutions for themselves:

 “Coaching is unlocking a person’s potential to maximise 
their own performance. It is helping them to learn rather 
than teaching them.” (Whitmore, 2002)

Others though appear to describe coaching in terms of advice 
giving:

“An effective coaching system [is one in which] managers 
review recent performance, evaluate it, and provide 
guidance, suggestions, and recommendations for 
improvement.” (Lindbom, 2007)

How we define coaching makes all the difference as to how we 
interpret definitions of coaching culture. Do we seek a culture 
in which leaders are expected to empower people to work 
out solutions for themselves, or a culture in which leaders are 
expected to know all the answers and hand out advice?

Coaching culture
Different definitions of coaching culture focus on different 
aspects of whatever we define as coaching. Hawkins 
(2012), for example, emphasises people development and 
engagement:

“A coaching culture exists in an organisation when a 
coaching approach is a key aspect of how the leaders, 
managers, and staff engage and develop all their people 
and engage their stakeholders...” 

Hardingham et al (2004) emphasise the ubiquity of coaching 
conversations:

“A culture in which people coach each other all the time 
as a natural part of meetings, reviews and one-to-one 
discussions of all kinds.” 

Pullen & Crane (2011) emphasise the extent to which people 
are comfortable giving each other feedback:

“[A coaching culture is one in which] all have learned to 
value and effectively use feedback as a powerful learning 
tool to produce personal and professional development, 
high-trust working relationships, continually improving job 
performance, and ever increasing customer satisfaction.” 
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These definitions all sound compelling. However Evans 
(2011) suggests there is little evidence to support the idea 
that a coaching culture always contributes to improving 
organisational performance. She suggests that supportive 
cultures are likely to perform well where the CEO values 
freedom, creativity or benevolence, but may actually impede 
performance if leader values order and predictability. She 
also cites evidence that supportive cultures generally may 
have a negative impact on performance, where well-being, 
for example, is valued over task completion. In short the link 
between the culture of the organisation and its performance 
appears complex, such that advocating a single generic 
culture as being the best culture for all organisations in all 
contexts may be simplistic and impractical. 

How to build a coaching culture?
Many frameworks for building a coaching culture emphasise 
the value of providing people with the experience of being 
coached and/or training people to become more effective 
coaches. Bock & Conlinn (2011), for example, describe five 
steps for building a coaching culture: 

1. Engage the client
2. Show what coaching can do
3. Spread coaching throughout the organization
4. Consolidate change
5. Track, and celebrate success

Another set of models recommend linear sequential 
approaches. Wilson (2011), for example, suggests a 10-step 
process for implementing a coaching culture that bears 
comparison to generic change methodologies, such as Kotter’s 
(1995) 8-step change process:

1. Establish a vision and purpose
2. Conduct an organizational health check
3. Identify all stakeholders
4. Get buy in
5. Plan the program
6. Decide what to measure
7. Implement pilots
8. Evaluate pilots and decide next steps
9. Implement
10. Maintain the momentum

However both the ‘just coach’ models and traditional linear 
methodologies have come under criticism in recent years. 
Both Clutterbuck & Megginson (2005) and Cooper (2011) 
suggest that introducing a series of coaching engagements 
won’t in itself necessarily mean that the organisation moves 
towards a ‘coaching culture’, and as long ago as 1990 
Mintzberg suggested that top down linear approaches will 
work only when four conditions are met:

1. One brain can handle all the relevant information

2. That brain has a detailed knowledge of every aspect of the 
situation

3. The situation is relatively stable

4. The organisation can cope with a centrally articulated 
strategy

Clutterbuck & Megginson (2005) identified four ways in 
which organisations have apparently implemented coaching 
cultures with success:

 f Encourage the senior group to manage the move to 
coaching

 f Ensure the line takes responsibility for a coaching culture
 f Integrate coaching and culture change
 f Use coaching to support delegation and empowerment

They were careful however not to suggest a sequential 
methodology nor to be overly prescriptive in how the 
organisation might achieve each of these objectives. They 
suggested that whatever process is used requires humility, 
patience, courage and open-minded experimentation.

In this study we worked with an organisation in which it 
seemed unlikely that a traditional top-down approach 
to change was going to work. The primary advocate for 
change was the OD manager, who was not on the senior 
executive team, and members of the senior executive team 
were anyway primarily focussed on their own deliverables. 
Consistent with the suggestion that any approach to culture 
change requires ‘open-minded experimentation’ (Clutterbuck 
& Megginson, 2005) and our own findings that ongoing 
evaluation greatly enhances the likelihood of a coaching 
intervention being successful (Lawrence & Whyte, 2014) we 
put in place a formative evaluation strategy to help navigate 
the various twists and turns we anticipated in attempting 
to build a ‘coaching culture’. Little did we know how much 
change we were to encounter!

The study
Early in 2013 we were asked by the OD Manager of a 
medium sized multinational to provide executive coaching 
and coaching skills programs as part of a broader 
intention to implement a coaching culture. Following 
early conversations with the OD manager and the CEO, 
it appeared to us that the strategic intent of this piece 
of this investment wasn’t fully clear. Consistent with an 
organic and emergent approach to change, we proposed 
a rigorous formative evaluation process to sit alongside the 
implementation of the overall intervention. We interviewed 
25 people three times, at six month intervals, over the 
course of 12 months. The 25 people chosen included 
members of the senior executive (GLT), several of the GLT’s 
direct reports, and people elsewhere in the organisation 
without direct reports. People were chosen across functions 
and geographies (table 1) and we chose a mix of people 
in terms of their exposure to coaching and skills training. 
Over the course of the 12 months four people left the 
organisation. We asked a series of questions designed 
to build our understanding of what people thought of 
coaching, and the broader impact of coaching and coach 
training.



3

Table 1: Interviewees

May 2013 Nov 2013 Apr 2014

25 23 21

Role CEO 1 1 1

GLT 5 5 5

GLT direct 
reports

10 10 9

Team members 9 7 6

Location Sydney 10 9 8

Adelaide 7 7 7

USA 4 4 4

Hong Kong 4 3 2

Participation Coached (only) 3 5 5

Workshop (only) 3 7 6

Both 2 6 5

Neither 17 5 5

Results
May 2013
The first round of interviews was conducted shortly after 
three coaching assignments had begun, and a pilot skills 
workshop had been conducted. Key findings from this round 
of interviews were:

1.  Respondents generally agreed that the purpose of 
coaching was to help people develop. Most respondents 
linked this to the company’s bold growth targets and the 
need for people to develop if the organisation was to 
succeed in achieving those targets.

2.  People defined the process of coaching very differently. 
Most emphasised telling and giving advice. Several 
people struggled to distinguish between coaching and 
training. Few people talked about a process by which 
managers helped people work out their own solutions, or 
mentioned empowerment. 

3.  Some said they saw coaching happening everywhere, 
some didn’t see it at all, most said they saw it as patchy. 
This inconsistency reflected a lack of alignment as to what 
coaching was. 

4.  50% of those interviewed said their line manager 
coached them. This appeared to include any kind of 
developmental conversation or activity, rather than 
coaching per se.

5.  48% of people said HR was sponsoring coaching within 
the company, 36% said it was the senior executive team 
and 28% mentioned the CEO. The senior leadership 
team themselves were more likely to suggest they were 
sponsoring the program, while staff in Sydney and team 
members generally were more likely to name HR.

The CEO and HRD listened to the findings and committed 
to engage the senior executive team in defining coaching 
and further aligning around the purpose of the program. 

In the event the topic failed to make the agenda of a senior 
executive team meeting before the next round of interviews. 
Individual senior executives did attend the opening and 
closing of workshops where they were often challenged to 
articulate their commitment to coaching.

Between May and November 2013 more than 50 people 
across the organisation attended coaching skills workshops 
in groups of 6 – 8. Eleven people were now being coached 
by external executive coaches. Anecdotal feedback on both 
coaching and skills workshops was very positive.

November 2013
By November 2013 18 of 23 interviewees had been coached 
or attended a skills workshop, the rollout of which was 
complete. Key findings from this round of interviews included:

1. The emergence of the notion of coaching as a process 
by which managers ‘help others to help themselves’ 
particularly among those who attended skills workshops. 
Being coached didn’t have the same impact, with those 
being coached and not attending workshops still likely to 
still define coaching in terms of advice giving. 

2. Only 8% of respondents said they through that people 
across the organisation were aligned around one definition 
of coaching.

3. 60% of the senior executive said they didn’t make enough 
time to coach others. This finding wasn’t consistent with the 
CEO’s initial perspective, which was that delegation and 
empowerment was more of an issue at the senior executive 
direct report level. Only 30% of managers at that level said 
they didn’t make enough time to coach others.

4. 43% said they didn’t get coached. This included 20% of 
the senior executive, 50% of their direct reports and 43% 
of team members. Several of the senior executive’s direct 
reports distinguished between intrinsic and extrinsic 
definitions of coaching and noted that whilst their 
managers gave them advice and guidance, they didn’t feel 
‘coached’.

5. 39% of people said HR was sponsoring coaching within the 
organisation, 39% said it was the CEO and 17% mentioned 
the senior leadership team. 

Soon after the second round of interviews commenced, the 
OD manager resigned and left the organisation. The acting 
HRD manager was replaced by a consultant, and then two 
months later the CEO resigned. 

April 2014
By April the coaching skills workshops had been completed 
more than six months previously. Many of the coaching 
assignments were only just coming to an end, or were still 
progressing. 

1.  Figure 1 illustrates how people at different levels of the 
organisation defined coaching. By now the majority of 
people defined coaching in terms of internal motivation 
and empowerment. A ‘fault-line’ still existed between the 
senior executive team and their direct reports in that direct 
reports, all of whom had attended skills training, were 
much more likely to define coaching in intrinsic terms than 
were senior executives or team members. 
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	 	Figure	1:	Intrinsic	and	extrinsic	definitions	of	coaching	–	
seniority
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2.  Figure 2 shows how interviewees from different locations 
defined coaching. The sample sizes are low. However, the 
findings reflected anecdotal evidence suggesting that staff 
in the US and Hong Kong were more likely to talk about 
coaching with reference to sporting analogies, in which the 
coach’s role is pass on his/her expertise by means of advice 
giving and training.

	 	Figure	2:	Intrinsic	and	extrinsic	definitions	of	coaching	–	
geography
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3.  Figure 3 shows directly the impact of coaching and coach  
training on how interviewees defined coaching. The findings  
show that people who attended a skills workshop were 
highly likely to define coaching in intrinsic terms. Being 
coached didn’t appear to have any impact.

	 	Figure	3:	Intrinsic	and	extrinsic	definitions	of	coaching	–	
coaching and coach training
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4.  Interviewees observed that those who had been coached 
or attended a skills workshop appeared to be more self 
aware, more reflective, and more likely to frame issues with 
reference to a big picture holistic perspective. They also 
remarked on people’s enhanced capacity to listen, give 
feedback, collaborate and help others work out solutions 
for themselves.

5.  Every one of the CEO’s direct reports now said they got 
coached. Still only 55% of the senior executive’s direct 
reports said they got coached. 86% of people further down 
the organisation said they got coached.

6.  People lamented the departure of the OD manager and 
remarked that the impact of skills workshops appeared 
to be diminishing without her support. With the CEO also 
having left the organisation more than 40% of interviewees 
were no longer sure who was sponsoring the coaching 
initiative.

The new CEO reviewed the organisation’s coaching program 
and committed to its continuance. He saw a strong link 
between the research findings and his own observation 
that the senior executive needed to personally role model 
greater empowerment of their team. He recognised that the 
organisation was primarily focussed on ‘doing’ and needed to 
prioritise its energies. The newly formed global HR team spent 
a half day working with the research findings and committed 
to a plan of action, centred around facilitating more dialogue 
across the organisation.
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Discussion
Jones & Gorell (2014) make a number of recommendations 
in terms of implementing a coaching culture, including i) early 
engagement of the board, ii) the adoption of a top down 
‘big bang’ approach or a lower key ‘stealth’ approach, iii) the 
importance of a methodical process iv) a 10-step process 
including the early identification of vision and purpose. This 
kind of approach reflects a common narrative around change, 
which is that you can’t make change happen without wholesale 
commitment from the senior executive. Lawrence (2014) 
suggests that support for change needs to come not only from 
the CEO, but also from a well-functioning senior executive 
team, middle-management and front line supervisors. The 
issue is whether this level of support is best positioned as a 
pre-requisite for successful change or as the outcome of a 
successful change process.

Change is complex
In this case study it is unlikely that the advocates for change 
would have succeeded in gaining an audience with the board. 
Choosing between a ‘big bang’ approach and a ‘stealth’ 
approach feels too simplistic, since the CEO appeared to 
be engaged with the process, but not to the extent that he 
prioritised it to feature in one of the quarterly senior executive 
meetings. Nor would a linear ‘methodical ‘ approach have 
worked given the number of changes to the executive team and 
significant changes to business strategy in part forced by the 
need to urgently review financial performance and subsequently 
cut costs. Adherence to a top-down approach to change, in 
which the commitment of the senior executive is required from 
the beginning of an initiative and the environment is stable 
enough to pursue a linear sequential strategy would have 
meant in this case that the program would never have got off 
the ground. Given the complexity of organisations and their 
environments it seems unlikely that many initiatives will get off 
the ground if we apply these criteria. Senior executive teams 
and boards have many issues to deal with and it won’t always 
be realistic to expect immediate whole hearted advocacy 
and sponsorship for every program deemed important to the 
organisation. What may be required instead is a willingness to 
work with ambiguity.

Purpose is dynamic and emergent
Clutterbuck & Megginson (2005) suggest that, to be 
successful, a coaching culture strategy must be based on at 
least one core business driver, and should be integrated with 
components of the HR strategy, including recruitment, training, 
reward and recognition. Both Evans (2011) and Jones & Gorell 
(2014) reiterate the importance of aligning a coaching culture 
with organizational strategy. Hawkins (2012) suggests:

“It is foolish to create a coaching strategy without first  
ensuring there is the requisite strategic foundation upon  
which to build it.”

Our experience supports the importance of engaging the 
organisation early in agreeing the strategic rationale for 
building a ‘coaching culture’ and clarifying the vision and 
objectives for such a program. In this instance it was important 
to gain the CEO’s commitment up front, which was attained 
through initiating a focussed dialogue around purpose. 
Where the efforts of the change advocates were arguably less 
successful were in gaining the immediate commitment of the 
broader senior executive team. However, this interpretation is 
perhaps still couched in a set of beliefs around the importance 

of managing change sequentially. Even if we had successfully 
engaged the whole organisation early in framing both the 
purpose of a ‘coaching culture’, including a clear definition 
of what was meant by ‘coaching’, this would not have been 
sufficient. As trading conditions became more challenging, 
as the financial performance of the business came under 
pressure, and the composition of the senior executive team 
changed, so the strategy of the organisation changed and the 
potential purpose of the coaching intervention changed. This 
suggests again that linear methodologies may be inadequate, 
and we need to focus instead on the nature of the ongoing 
process through which change emerges and evolves.

The role of dialogue
In this case study, facilitating the adoption of a coaching 
culture was always going to be hard. Returning to Schein’s 
1985 definition of organisational culture, the organisation 
appeared to be starting from a place where the organisation’s 
leadership believed that their role was to get things done, 
and that coaching meant telling other people how to perform 
their role more effectively. Not only is it likely that these 
leaders had formed these belief over a period of time, but 
these beliefs appeared to be widespread, such leaders were 
in effect continually reinforcing each other’s view of effective 
leadership. As Thurlow & Helms Mills (2009) suggest, the 
attempt to introduce a coaching culture was an attempt to re-
define the identities of its leaders and aspects of the identity 
of the organisation as a whole. 

Lawrence (2014) cites evidence to suggest that the mechanism 
through which identity can be transformed is dialogue. He 
distinguishes dialogue from monologue. Monologue in the 
context of change management is the process by which 
management tell people how and why they need to change 
their behaviour. Monologue is unlikely to lead to sustainable 
change because people don’t have the opportunity to make 
sense of the proposed change, by asking questions and 
raising concerns. Dialogue involves listening, both on the 
part of management and the broader organisation whose 
engagement in change is sought.

This is a different lens through which to view this case study. 
Early conversations with people across the organisation 
suggested that the organisation saw itself as siloed. People 
in different functions often found it difficult to collaborate 
effectively, as did people in different geographies. The 
coaching skills workshops were deliberately designed to 
facilitate dialogue, with relatively low classroom sizes and cross-
functional representation. It was through this dialogue that 
fairly quickly emerged a new narrative around the importance 
of listening to others and empowering others to do their role. 
At the beginning of the study hardly anyone defined coaching 
in terms of empowerment. By the end of the study almost 
two-thirds of the people we spoke to had shifted their view. 
This shift was most evident in the case of those who actually 
attended a workshop. The challenge for change practitioners, 
adopting a big picture perspective, is how that dialogue can 
be supported more broadly, outside training programs and 
workshops. Other forums for dialogue are required. In this case 
the OD manager supported further dialogue with participants 
through a series of teleconferences and meetings. Once the 
OD manager left, so did a particularly important forum for 
cross-functional dialogue. When the newly formed HR team 
met soon after the third round of research, they chose to 
focus on re-creating these forums for dialogue and seeking to 
engage the senior executive team in those dialogues.



6

W Coaching Group Pty Limited ABN 37 164 575 311  
Suite 304, 15 Lime St Sydney NSW 2000 | T: +61 2 9299 2077 | E: admin@wcoaching.com.au | wcoaching.com.au

If you, or someone you know, would like to be added to our 
distribution list, please email admin@wcoaching.com.au

Edited by Paul Lawrence and Ann Whyte.  
Contact Paul at paul@ccorgs.com.au

Notes on author
Paul Lawrence is a former member of WhyteCo’s Sydney Guild now known as the W Coaching Group. Paul Lawrence teaches 
coaching at Sydney Business School (University of Wollongong) and is Director of the Centre for Coaching in Organisations (CCO).

This focus on dialogue helps us to understand some of the 
geographic trends in the data. The OD manager was based in 
Sydney and spent much of her time in Adelaide. This is where 
the new definition of coaching was adopted most clearly. In 
Hong Kong and the US, where she spent less time, she had 
less opportunity to participate in dialogue and to contribute 
to the meaning-making process. We should also consider 
the impact of coaching. It may surprise us that coaching itself 
appeared to have little impact on people’s perception of 
coaching. Speaking to the coaches however, it became clear 
that many people hadn’t been coached before, and came to 
coaching expecting to be given advice. To some extent the 
coaches adapted to the needs of their coachees in service of 
being helpful. It may not have been immediately obvious to 
all of the coachees how their coaches were behaving. To make 
sense of the experience again the change practitioner may 
find it useful to create forums for dialogue in which coachees 
may reflect on their experience and review their mental 
models as to what constitutes effective coaching.

Success and failure
Was this intervention a success? Of course it depends how you 
define success and failure. We saw people shift their view of 
what effective coaching looks like, and we saw the behaviour 
of those who were coached and trained being recognised 

as more collaborative and empowering. But we were still in a 
place where the senior executive hadn’t yet chosen to make 
collective sense of what had been going on around them, 
and in which people still expressed a need for others to help 
support the process moving forward. In other words the new 
behaviours were not embedded. However, when is a particular 
set of behaviours ever embedded? If the organisation’s 
environment keeps changing, and new leaders come and go, 
the organisation’s view of what constitutes effective leadership 
will remain fluid and dynamic. This means that we can only 
talk to the success or failure of an intervention at a particular 
point in time. This doesn’t appear to be adequately reflected in 
linear change models, the last step of which is often ‘maintain 
momentum’ or words to that effect. An end-point is implied, 
and the task of maintaining momentum assumes a renewed 
stability. If the ‘coaching culture’ is to reflect strategy, and 
strategy changes, then the coaching culture will change. 
Managing change therefore is a never ending journey. 
This particular organisation has recently embarked upon a 
significant restructure and a general reallocation of resources. 
Rather than ask has the intervention been a success, with 
reference to historic visions and objectives, the more pertinent 
question may be – has the organisation got the right process 
in place, dialogue in other words, to ensure that culture and 
strategy remain aligned as they work through their current set 
of challenges. 
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