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The concept of the leader as coach is resonating 
with many organisations and leaders, as they 
recognise that the leadership skills that got us here 
won’t get us to our next destination. This is because 
leaders as coaches address many critical leadership 
capability gaps. Leaders as coaches hold purposeful 
conversations in the workplace, resulting in greater 
collaboration, increased awareness and responsibility 
and overall higher performance from individuals and 
teams. Leaders as coaches achieve this by engaging 
in coaching behaviours such as listening (when a 
leader is coaching, the team member does most of 
the talking), using goal-setting to direct and focus 
efforts and behaviour and creating a reflective space 
to learn from experience. Leaders as coaches also 
adopt a coaching mindset; for example, being open and 
curious, adopting a non-judgemental attitude (they ask 
rather than assume) and having a growth mindset (they 
believe people can learn and change). 

It is often argued that this coaching mindset is key to 
impacting on behaviour and performance in others – but 
why is this the case? We propose that when leaders adopt 
a coaching mindset, they are able to create a safe space 
for their team members. When we feel safe, we are able 
to engage in the deep reflection that is necessary to learn 
from our experiences.
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The process of reflection involves raising 
awareness of why we might feel, think and 
behave in a particular way, so that we are able 
to make conscious decisions as to whether 
to continue in the same way or change our 
thoughts and behaviour. Sometimes this can 
involve considering past events and how they 
have influenced the person we are today. These 
past events can continue to influence our 
thoughts, feelings and behaviours without us 
even realising it. Reflective thought makes us 
aware of these influences.

The challenge is that part of the reason why 
these influences on our thoughts, feelings and 
behaviours are unconscious is that this protects 
us from being hurt by them. Acknowledging 
these influences means removing our protective 
barriers. The process of reflection can be 
demanding as we need to open the door to let 
these unconscious thoughts into our conscious 
mind. We need to consider these shortcomings 
to learn from them. 

If we understand that engaging in reflective 
thought can be challenging in terms of highlighting 
aspects of ourselves that are uncomfortable to 
bear, having the right conditions to ensure that 
the accompanying thoughts and emotions are 
tolerable becomes even more important. This is 
what the leader as coach can provide by adopting 
a coaching mindset. 

When we interact with someone who has a 
coaching mindset, it will influence the extent 
to which we feel that this person believes in us. 
For example, the non-judgemental attitude of 
the leader has an important role to play in the 
development of a trusting relationship. It is 
difficult, if not impossible, to experience strong 
feelings of trust towards someone who you 
feel is judging you negatively. A growth mindset 
also facilitates trust as it also links to the issue 
of judgement. A leader with a growth mindset 
is communicating to their team members: I am 
not passing judgement on you in relation to the 
limits of your ability; I believe in you; I believe that 
you can achieve whatever you set out to achieve; 
I believe that human potential is limitless when 
motivation and effort are present. 

The impact of having a growth mindset is linked 
to the well-established psychological concept 
of the self-fulfilling prophecy. Research  into the 
self-fulfilling prophecy has demonstrated the 
powerful influences other people’s beliefs can have 
and is explained by the unconscious influence our 
expectations have on our behaviour. For example, if 
I believe that you will succeed then I am more likely 
to invest more in supporting you. Consequently, if a 
leader has a growth mindset then they will sincerely 
expect all team members to achieve their goals and 
fulfil their potential, creating the conditions for a 
positive self-fulfilling prophecy. 

So, what can leaders as coaches do to help communicate their coaching mindset to their 
team members, creating the safe space needed for learning through reflection?

We recommend that leaders consider the extent to which they ‘contract’ with their team members. 
Contracting means that you explicitly discuss the ground rules for how you will work together 
and support your team members. Contracting includes discussing topics such as confidentiality 
of your discussions, as well as goals, roles and responsibilities. Contracting between the leader 
as coach and the team members can help to foster trust if the leader as a coach is explicit about 
their approach in the discussion. This is likely to be particularly important if the leader is changing 
their leadership approach and shifting towards a coaching approach. An abrupt move to a coaching 
style of leadership may come as a surprise to team members and even be viewed with suspicion if 
the leader does not acknowledge and discuss this change with the team members. In contrast, an 
explicit discussion of the new style of leadership models openness and transparency, which in turn 
may help to foster openness and transparency in subsequent coaching conversations between the 
leader and team members.



1. Agree the purpose 

Ask your team member what they would like 
to get out of the meeting at the very start. 
As the leader, monitor the conversation 
and keep it on track. Ensure you revisit the 
purpose at the end of the meeting to assess 
how useful the meeting has been.

2. Explain the way of working 

Explain the coaching approach and check 
that your team member is happy to try this 
way of working.

3. Establish the boundaries 

What will and won’t be discussed in this 
meeting? For example, if the meeting is to be 
focused on your team member’s future career 
prospects, agree to avoid getting sucked into 
discussing operational challenges.

4. Agree how you will keep each other  
      on track 

If either of you notice that the conversation 
is straying away from the purpose, way of 
working or is crossing the agreed boundaries, 
agree how you will flag this up and help get 
the conversation back on track.

5. Be flexible 

Contracting is important to establish safety, 
however it should not be fixed and inflexible – 
it must work for you both. If the needs of your 
team member change, then re-contract. 
For example, an issue might surface during 
the conversation that is outside the purpose 
and boundaries originally agreed, however it 
becomes apparent it is an urgent issue. Re-
contract and agree to return to the original 
purpose another time.

Being open about adopting a coaching style is just one step in effective contracting. Here are our 
top five tips for contracting to create a safe space for coaching conversations:

It can take time to build the trust needed to create a safe space for effective coaching 
conversations. However, with focused attention and persistent application of techniques such as 
contracting, leaders benefit from a real shift in the way they work with team members.
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