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Maximising the value of ‘three-way’ meetings in 
organisational coaching

Study in brief
Three-way meetings between coach, coachee and 
line manager are a common component of coaching 
assignments these days. The objective of these meetings 
is usually expressed as being to align coachee and line 
manager around goals, thereby ensuring that coaching is 
aligned to the organisation’s needs. A systemic approach 
to coaching however, offers a significant reframe on the 
role of the three way meeting. From a systemic perspective 
the three-way meeting also provides other opportunities, 
for example an opportunity for the coach to i) focus on 
the relationship between coachee and line manager, ii) 
engage the line manager in creating an environment that 
supports behavioural change and iii) position coaching in 
the broader organisational context.

Introduction
In organisational coaching it is now commonplace to 
incorporate a three-way meeting between coach, coachee 
and line manager as part of the assignment. Though 
three-way meetings have become common practice, an 
explicit articulation of the purpose of these meetings and 
the coach’s ability to manage these meetings are missing 
from most accounts of organisational coaching. The 
International Coach Federation (ICF) core competencies, 
for example, refer to the importance of establishing the 
coaching agreement without explicit reference as to how 
this is achieved. The European Mentoring & Coaching 
Council (EMCC) core competencies describe aspects of 
‘managing the contract’ again without explicit reference to 
how a coach should effectively engage ‘other stakeholders’. 
The Association for Coaching (AC) competencies pay 
the most attention to the complexities of organisational 
coaching. They refer to the role of the coach in aligning 
coaching goals to support organisational objectives, in 
seeking to understand the relationship between coach, 
coachee and other stakeholders and in taking a systemic 
approach to coaching, addressing the complexities 
of multiple stakeholders, different perspectives and 

conflicting priorities. Generally this aspect of coaching 
feels underexplored given that Clutterbuck (2015) says 
that contracting issues are among the most common 
problems coaches bring to supervision. But is the three-
way meeting only about contracting? 

A systemic approach
Most texts on coaching dedicate little space to aspects of 
coaching outside the one-to-one relationship. Coaching 
is, by and large, still regarded as a dyadic practice – one 
person working with another. This emphasis on coach and 
coachee reflects the history of coaching. In 1987, early on 
in coaching’s evolution, Werner Erhard hosted a gathering 
of coaching pioneers at which they agreed twelve coaching 
principles, one of which was that coaching is specifically 
a relationship between two people (Brock, 2014). More 
recently Grant, Cavanagh, Parker & Passmore (2010) 
suggested that professional coaching may be usefully 
defined as a dyadic relationship. Working at the group 
and organisational level, they wrote, might usefully be 
defined as the domain of organisational development (OD) 
and other HR professionals. As we have seen, the various 
coaching associations also focus primarily on the ability 
of the coach to work with the coachee in a one-to-one 
relationship. This approach is consistent with the traditional 
privileging of the leader as an individual, an approach that 
implicitly assumes that the effectiveness of an organisation 
may be enhanced by focussing on the development of its 
leadership one leader at a time. More recent treatises on 
leadership shift the focus from individual to relationship. 
Wheatley (2006) for example wrote:

“Here is a very partial list of new metaphors to describe 
leaders: gardeners, midwives, stewards, servants, 
missionaries, facilitators, conveners. Although each takes 
a slightly different approach, they all name a new posture 
for leaders, a stance that relies on new relationships 
with their networks of employees, stakeholders, and 
communities. No one can hope to lead any organisation 
by standing outside or ignoring the web of relationships 
through which all work is accomplished.”
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A relational perspective on leadership shifts our frame 
from the attributes of an individual to the emergence 
of leadership from the relationships between people. 
The relational perspective sits comfortably alongside 
‘complex adaptive systems’ theory in which change is 
said to emerge from the relationships between people, 
and in which leaders attempting to drive an individual 
agenda are likely to be frustrated in their efforts to direct 
change. The complexity approach therefore defines 
leadership as a property of the whole system rather than a 
personal attribute (Moore, 2014). In other words visioning, 
engagement, alignment etc ... all emerge from the 
interaction between people. Effective leaders recognise 
the nature of this process and recognise also that their role 
includes direct participation in those interactions – as a 
‘steward’ or ‘facilitator’ of those conversations. 

This systemic perspective has implications for coaching. 
As a ‘non-systemic’ coach I may read this, shrug my 
shoulders, and decide that I am doing all I can by 
encouraging my coachees to focus on their relationship 
building skills. The systemic coach may also spend time 
working with coachees on their relating skills, but will 
be more interested in witnessing direct the nature of 
those interactions. If I believe in the leader-as-individual 
then I am likely to focus exclusively on the individual 
capacity of the leader, perhaps with reference to a 
competency framework or 360 survey. If I subscribe to 
a more relational perspective then I will be much more 
interested in understanding the nature of the system in 
which my coachee is operating, recognising that one 
particular approach or skill-set may have very different 
consequences in different contexts. 

For example, Helen Smith has demonstrated terrific 
listening skills and is a great orator. These skills have 
served her well in her previous role, but now she’s finding 
her efforts are less effective. George, her line manager, 
says she takes too long to make up her mind. The ‘non-
systemic’ coach, working with Helen exclusively in private, 
may encourage Helen to adjust her style to her new 
surrounds and focus on being more decisive. The more 
systemic practitioner welcomes the opportunity to spend 
time with Helen and George in the same room. He notices 
how uncomfortable George becomes when challenged 
on a business initiative. After the meeting the coach and 
Helen wonder what this discomfort is about and Helen 
becomes curious as to the relationship between George 
and his boss, the CEO. 

Over time Helen realises that George and the CEO get on 
pretty well except when the CFO is in the room. When the 
three of them are together the CFO challenges the CEO 
and tries to draw George into the process. George doesn’t 
like being asked to challenge the CEO who doesn’t like 
being challenged by the CFO. However, the CEO is a 
little afraid of the CFO and so takes out his frustrations on 
George, becoming terse and critical. It usually ends up 
with George leaving the meeting with a set of actions to 
which he is only half-heartedly committed, actions that he 
absolutely doesn’t want to have to revisit with the CEO 
or CFO. So When Helen challenges George, George 
gets anxious and asks her to just get on and deliver. 
Helen’s observations enable her to have a very different 
conversation as to how she can be more effective in this 
particular relational system.

The systemic perspective encourages us to think carefully 
– who is the client? Is it the person sitting opposite us? 
Or is it the system of which the coachee is just one actor? 
Coaching has evolved from many different forms of 
practice, including psychological and therapeutic. In many 
of these contexts the client is the person in the room, 
whereas in organisational coaching the paying client is 
usually someone else in the organisation. The Standards 
Australia Handbook of Coaching in Organisations (2011) 
reflects the psychological and therapeutic origins of 
coaching when it says:

“While all stakeholders have some call upon the 
coaching relationship, that relationship ultimately 
exists to effect the changes [coachees] desire in their 
behaviour and performance. A coach’s primary focus 
and responsibility is always ultimately to the coachee.”

This statement may be challenged from a systemic 
perspective in that i) it appears to imply that the coachee 
can be successful in changing behaviour and performance 
in isolation of the organisational system ii) it doesn’t 
recognise that the coachee is rarely the paying client, and 
iii) it may underestimate the extent to which goals emerge 
from consultation with the wider system (Kahn, 2014). 
A more systemic perspective frames the challenge for 
the coach as being always to work for both coachee and 
organisation, challenging though this may be. 

If we label the traditional and relational approaches as 
‘individualistic’ and ‘systemic’, how many coaches operate 
from an essentially individualistic paradigm and how many 
may be said to be systemic? Lawrence & Whyte (2014) 
interviewed 33 organisational coaches in Australia and 
New Zealand and found that only 12% specifically talked 
about managing complexity or other systemic aspects of 
their assignments in the context of supervision. Regardless 
of their approach most coaches had nevertheless found 
themselves at some point being asked to engage directly 
with their coachee’s line manager in a three-way meeting. 
Although many coaches talked about how challenging it 
could be to manage this ‘coaching triangle’, few mentioned 
supervision in this context. The majority talked about the 
need to contract early before focussing their energies 
squarely on the individual for the rest of the assignment.

The three-way meeting
The three-way meeting is just one example of a context 
in which the coach may have the opportunity to engage 
with the broader organisational system, probably the most 
common such context. There exist various accounts as 
to what the purpose of a three-way conversation could/
should be, but there is little or no evidence as to how 
different coaches approach these meetings. A coach 
focused on the needs of the individual, for example, might 
focus most on agreeing goals for coaching and eliciting 
feedback from the line manager. The ‘systemic’ coach may 
be less focussed on goals, recognising that goals tend to 
emerge and evolve, and may instead pay more attention 
to the relationship between coachee and line manager. 
The purpose of this research was to conduct a preliminary 
enquiry as to how coaches actually do approach these 
meetings. 
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The Study
More than 30 coaches were directly invited to participate 
in the study through various face-to-face forums in NSW 
between August 2015 and June 2016. Three coaching 
organisations were also approached, with a general 
invitation issued indirectly to all the coaches working for 
those companies. The request was for coaches to record 
the content of three-way conversations on the basis that: 

1.  The recordings were to be used as part of a research 
project. The results of the research would be published 
in a Research Bulletin and possibly an academic journal.

2.  Only the researcher would listen to the recording after 
which it would be destroyed or returned to the coach.

3.  No individual names nor the names of any participating 
organisations would be cited.

The response rate was low. The majority of coaches 
who did reply said that they didn’t have any three-way 
conversations planned for this period, while others said 
that either they or their clients wouldn’t be comfortable 
having their sessions recorded. By July 2016 fourteen 
recordings were obtained from seven different coaches. 
The recordings were then transcribed by a professional 
transcription service and analysed. The analysis was both 
quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative analysis 
included counting the number of words spoken by coach, 
coachee and line manager and the number of interactions 
between each person. The qualitative analysis focused on 
the content of each conversation and a search for different 
themes (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). 

Results
Of the 14 meetings recorded, 13 were recordings of 
meetings taking place at the beginning of an assignment, 
either before coaching had begun or (most often) after one 
to three coaching sessions. Only one meeting took place 
toward the end of an assignment.

Quantitative analysis
The quantitative analysis revealed different narrative 
patterns in terms of participation and relating. Figure 1 
depicts an example narrative, showing how much time 
each participant in the conversation spoke for, and to 
whom each interaction was addressed. In the example 
narrative (figure 1) the coach spoke for 41% of the time, 
the coachee for 13% of the time and the line manager 
for 46% of the time. Forty-eight percent of interactions 
were addressed to the line manager by the coachee or 
vice versa. Thirty-five percent of interactions took place 
between coach and line manager, and 17% between 
coach and coachee. Percentages below 20% are coloured 
red.

Figure 1: An example narrative

The analysis revealed four broad patterns of narrative as 
shown in figure 2. 

Pattern A. Coach, coachee and line manager all contribute 
to the conversation in roughly equal proportions.

Pattern B. The bulk of the conversation takes place 
between the coach and the line manager. The coachee 
does relatively little of the talking.

Pattern C. Most of the conversation takes place through 
the coach. There is relatively little interaction between 
coachee and line manager.

Pattern D. Most of the interaction is between coachee and 
line manager with relatively little contribution from the 
coach.
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Figure 2: Patterns of narrative

Pattern A Pattern B Pattern C Pattern D
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A detailed analysis of these patterns suggests that the 
coach determined the initial flow of conversation through 
the structure they brought to the conversation. In patterns 
A and C, the coach was careful to address questions to 
coachee and line manager in roughly equal proportions. 

In pattern C, the coach brought an explicit structure to the 
conversation that encouraged coachee and line manager 
to address most of their comments through the coach. The 
conversation proceeded through a series of questions that 
the coach addressed first to one party and then the other. 
For example, coach 3 always began a conversation by 
asking the coachee what he/she believed their strengths 
to be, before addressing the same question to the line 
manager. Then the coach asked the coachee to identify 
their development needs before again asking the line 
manager. Then the coach asked the coachee to name their 
goals before asking the line manager the same question. 

In pattern A the conversations started with a similar 
pattern to pattern C, but then either the coach explicitly 
encouraged the other participants to address each 
other (coaches 4 and 5) or the other participants chose 
to address each other even if not encouraged to do 
so by the coach (coaches 2 and 3). Pattern B depicts a 
structure in which the coach was primarily focussed on 
eliciting contributions from the line manager in front of the 
coachee. The coachee and line manager usually began to 
address each other in the second half of the conversation, 
though there was little interaction between coach and 
coachee. In pattern D, coach 7 introduced the topic of the 
conversation before inviting the line manager to begin 
offering the coachee feedback. The line manager stepped 
willingly into role and immediately addressed himself 
directly to the direct report.

Qualitative analysis

Stated purpose
Without exception, every narrative began with the coach 
establishing a purpose for the conversation. In the 13 
sessions that took place early in the assignment the coach 
always established the main goal as being to get the line 
manager’s input into coaching goals. In the great majority 
of meetings the coach also asked the line manager to 
provide feedback to the coachee with reference to those 
goals. Coach 3 also cited as an objective ensuring that 
the line manager understood the coaching process. At 
the beginning of the one session that came toward the 
end of an assignment the coach stated the purpose of the 
meeting to be an opportunity for the coachee to reflect 
on their coaching experience and for the line manager to 
provide feedback.

Content
The primary focus of every conversation was on eliciting 
the line manager’s views as to what the coachee’s goals 
should be, and encouraging the line manager to provide 
the coachee with feedback. In addition:

 f In two meetings there was a conversation as to how 
the line manager could contribute to creating an 
environment that would support the coachee in 
changing a behaviour.

 f One coach explicitly drew attention to the way that 
coach and line manager were relating to each other in 
the meeting.

 f In 8 out of the 14 sessions coach, coachee and line 
manager had a conversation around the broader 
organisational context and how the coachee might 
navigate that context. 

Supporting behavioural change
In one meeting the line manager talked about the 
importance of establishing an environment in which the 
coachee could successfully implement a new behaviour:

“I think that there is certainly an opportunity there for  
you to have more influence... and I think together we  
need to be able to create an environment where that  
can happen and so for my part it’s making sure that you 
are supported...”

However, this cue wasn’t picked up by the coach, who 
shifted the focus of the conversation on to another issue. 
In a second case the coach explicitly raised the issue as to 
how the line manager could support the coachee in their 
efforts to change a behaviour. The coach introduced the 
topic toward the end of the meeting:

“Research suggests that behavioural change is much 
more likely to take place when the coachee has a 
specific intention, which is what we’re talking about 
now, when he goes looking for feedback, when he 
makes time to reflect, and when someone else is 
holding him to account to what he wants to work on.”

Coach, coachee and line manager then had a conversation in 
which coachee and line manager contracted around which if 
these functions the line manager was prepared to fulfil.

Noticing the relationship
In one meeting the coach invited coachee and line 
manager to reflect on their relationship. This was the 
same meeting in which it was discussed how the line 
manager could help support the coachee in changing a 
behaviour. The coachee pledged to ask for feedback on 
a development goal, which was to articulate his point of 
view more concisely and clearly. He acknowledged that he 
hadn’t always received feedback well in the past, and the 
line manager acknowledged that she sometimes found 
it challenging to give feedback in the moment. Following 
this exchange the line manager asked the coachee about 
his experience of speaking out in meetings with the senior 
executive. The coachee’s response was quite long and non-
specific. The line manager gave a brief response before 
changing the subject. At which point the coach said:

“I’d like to just go back to what was just said. Is that  
OK? I noticed that you [coachee’s name] answered  
[line manager’s name] question... your answer was  
quite long, and I wasn’t sure what you were saying.  
Then you [line manager’s name] didn’t mention that.  
I found myself wondering, what was going on? Is this  
an example of what we were talking about before?”

The coach then facilitated a conversation between 
coachee and line manager in which the coachee 
acknowledged that he had provided a long and rambling 
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answer because he was uncertain how to answer the question, 
the very behaviour he was seeking to change, and the line 
manager acknowledged that she had consciously decided not 
to provide feedback, again a behaviour she had committed 
to change. By calling out the exchange provided coachee 
and line manager with an opportunity to reflect on their 
relationship in real-time.

The broader organisational context
In eight out of the thirteen meetings the broader 
organisational context was discussed. On some occasions this 
was initiated by the line manager. For example:

“I think she’ll say that in her current role her ability to be 
strategic is quite limited but it doesn’t mean that she 
can’t through secondment, through networking, get 
the opportunity to shape and contribute to a strategic 
direction, so really exploring that. It’s around the balance 
between the value creation, the impact you can have 
on your people in your local market, the economy, the 
community and so on.”

One coach actively solicited this perspective in each recorded 
meeting by asking coach and line manager to consider the 
coachee’s goals through individual, team and organisational 
lenses.

Discussion
In 13 out of the 14 meetings the coach introduced the primary 
purpose of the conversation as being to elicit line manager 
input into the coachee’s goals. Coaches used different 
structures to achieve this objective, either first inviting the 
coachee to articulate their goals and then inviting the line 
manager to respond, or else by inviting the line manager to 
speak first to offer his/her thoughts. These meetings were 
either tightly or loosely structured, effectively encouraging 
or discouraging direct interaction between coachee and line 
manager. All of the approaches observed appeared to be 
successful in facilitating some degree of alignment around 
coaching goals. Viewed from a perspective that says the 
approach of the coach may be said to be individualistic or 
systemic, most coaches in this study appeared to operate 
from an individualistic standpoint with a primary focus on 
individual-as-leader.

A minority of coaches used these three-way conversations 
also as an opportunity to focus on relational and systemic 
aspects of the assignment. Some coaches; i) focused on 
the relationship between coachee and line manager, ii) 
positioned coaching in the broader organisational context, 
and iii) engaged the line manager in creating an environment 
that supports behavioural change. This approach extends the 
purpose of the three-way meeting beyond formal contracting 
to a more systemic approach to facilitating change at the 
individual and organisational level. 

It isn’t surprising that most coaches focus primarily on 
contracting given that most texts on coaching place almost 
exclusive emphasis on contracting as the reason why coaches 
might engage with other stakeholders. There are some 
exceptions however. The Standards Australia Handbook of 
Coaching in Organisations (2011) does suggest that three-way 

meetings provide an opportunity to discuss how all parties will 
contribute to creating an environment that supports ongoing 
behavioural change. It suggests that the purpose of three-
way meeting may extend beyond alignment on coaching 
goals to providing an ongoing source of evaluation into the 
effectiveness of coaching and to enabling organisational 
support for the coachee in their attainment of goals. 
Anecdotally we know that some line managers don’t even 
know that some of their direct reports are being coached. In 
other cases the line managers knows but doesn’t engage the 
coachee in a conversation as to how he/she can support the 
coachee in their endeavours. The three-way meeting is an 
opportunity, not only to bring line manager and direct report 
together, but to help them collaborate in create the right 
environment for the coachee to succeed.

There are a few other isolated narratives describing the role of 
the coach in more systemic terms. Kahn (2014), for example, 
writes about the coach’s role in exploring the individual’s 
relational system and of the value in engaging other members 
of the organisation to better understand that system. He 
writes of the importance of building open feedback loops 
into a coaching assignment, encouraging direct and open 
communication between the coachee and others in the 
system. The three-way meeting in this context is a great 
opportunity for the coach to facilitate a reflective conversation 
between coachee and line manager on the nature of their 
relationship, and to reflect upon other relevant relationships in 
the broader organisation that are relevant to an assignment.

Such opportunities may be less appealing to coaches who 
embrace a more individualistic perspective on leadership, in 
which individual attributes such as determination, commitment 
and resolution are the sole focus of conversation. If leadership 
is more emergent then coaches and coachees must both think 
more systemically as to who they most need to engage with 
and how (Lawrence, 2015).

Implications for purchasers of coaching services
We hope that this study is useful to all in the coaching industry 
in stimulating further dialogue, not only as to the potential 
value of three-way meetings, but as to the incremental value 
that coaches may bring to individuals and their organisations 
by working more ‘systemically’. Innovative and systemic 
practitioners will unlikely limit themselves to the possibilities 
afforded by three-way meeting, but will seek out other 
opportunities to engage with a broader network of other 
stakeholders in the coachee’s organisational environment. 
Some questions that purchasers of coaching services may find 
useful to consider:

1.  What role does coaching play in your people strategy? 
What do you expect of your coaches in the context of that 
strategy? Is your practice model more individualistic or 
more systemic?

2.  If more systemic then what expectations do you need to 
set for your coaches, coachees and line managers? Is there 
an education piece you need to embark upon for one or 
more of these stakeholders?

3.  What implications for your evaluation strategy does a 
systemic approach hold?
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Further research
This is only a preliminary study which explored the approaches 
of seven coaches. It is likely that many other approaches to 
engaging in these kinds of conversation exist and these may 
be uncovered with further research. For example, the majority 
of coaches asked declined the opportunity to participate in 
this research, many suggesting this was because they didn’t 
have any three-way meetings planned over the course of the 
eight months in which volunteers were sought. How common 
then is the three-way meeting really, and in how many 
assignments does the coach work only with the coachee?

On the other hand some coaches talked about how reluctant 
their coachees were to have the conversation recorded 
because they were worried as to how the meeting would 
go. How might we continue to explore the effective use of 
these kinds of conversation if the content is perceived to be 
so sensitive? There is a risk we may miss out on an important 
subset of such conversations. How do coaches behave in 
meetings where there the existing relationship between 
coachee and line manager is poor?
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A third area of research may explore in more detail 
subsequent conversations to the three-way meeting. How 
does a three-way meeting conducted early in an assignment 
impact on what happens thereafter? Do such meetings reliably 
predict ongoing interactions between coachee, line manager 
and others in the system? What happens in such meetings that 
are held at the mid-point of assignments or toward the end of 
assignments? 

Finally, we didn’t explore what happened before or after 
these meetings - what other conversations may have taken 
place between the various stakeholders outside the meetings 
themselves. Future research ought to consider assignments in 
their entirety rather than look at discrete conversations.

We look forward to finding organisations who would like 
to explore these themes in more detail within their own 
businesses!


