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The Very Real Dangers

of Executive Coaching

by Steven Berglas, Harvard Business Review, June 2002

Over the past 15 years, it has become more and more popular to hire coaches for

promising executives. Although some of these coaches hail from the world of

psychology, a greater share are former athletes, lawyers, business academics and

consultants. No doubt these people help executives improve their performance in many

areas. But I want to tell a different story. I believe that in an alarming number if

situations, executive coaches who lack the rigorous psychological training do more harm

than good. By dint of their backgrounds and biases, they downplay or simply ignore
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difficulties, coaching can actually make a bad situation worse. In my view, the solution

most often lies in addressing unconscious conflict when the symptoms plaguing an

executive are stubborn or severe.

Consider Rob Bernstein. (In the interests of confidentiality, I use pseudonyms

throughout this article.) He was an executive vice president of sales at an automotive

parts distributor. According to the CEO, Bernstein caused trouble inside the company

but was worth his weight in gold with clients. The situation reached the breaking point

when Bernstein publicly humiliated a mail clerk who had interrupted a meeting to get

someone to sign for a parcel. After that incident, the CEO assigned Tom Davis to coach
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Machiavellian sense. The problem was that, while the coaching appeared to score some

impressive successes, whenever Bernstein overcame one difficulty, he inevitably found

another to take its place.
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immediate boss left the business, and he was tapped to fill the position. True to his

history, Bernstein was soon embroiled in controversy. This time, rather than alienating

subordinates, Bernstein was suspected of embezzlement. When confronted, he asked to

work with his coach again. Fortunately for Bernstein, The CEO suspected something

deeper was wrong, and instead of calling Davis, he turned to me for help.

After just a few weeks of working with Bernstein, I realised that he had a serious

narcissistic personality disorder. His behaviour was symptomatic of a sense of

entitlement to run amok. It is not at all uncommon to find narcissists at the top of

workplace hierarchies; before their character flaws prove to be their undoing, they can be

very productive. Narcissists are driven to achieve, yet because they are so grandiose, they

often end up negating all the good they accomplish. Not only do narcissists devalue

those they feel are beneath them, but such self-involved individuals also readily disregard

rules they are contemptuous of.
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as often occurs when narcissists avoid the truth.

My misgivings about executive coaching are not a clarion call for psychotherapy or

psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis, in particular, does not –and never will –suit everybody.

Nor is it up to corporate leaders to ensure that all employees deal with their personal

demons. My goal, as someone with a doctorate in psychology who also serves as an
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who can best be helped by psychotherapy.

The issue is threefold. First, many executive coaches, especially those who draw their

inspiration form sports, sell themselves as purveyors of simple answers and quick results.
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address still tend to rely solely on behavioural solutions. Finally, executive coaches

unschooled in the dynamics of psychotherapy often exploit the powerful hold they

develop over their clients. Sadly, misguided coaching ignores –and even creates –deeprooted psychological problems that often only psychotherapy can fix.

The Lure of Easy Answers

The popularity of executive coaching owes much to the modern craze for easy answers.

Businesspeople in general –and American ones in particular –constantly look for new

ways to change as quickly and as painlessly as possible. Self-help manuals abound.

Success is defined in 12 simple steps or seven effective habits. In this environment of

quick fixes, psychotherapy has become marginalized. And executive coaches have

stepped in to fill the gap, offering a kind of instant alternative. As management guru

Warren Bennis observes,

“
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To achieve fast results, many popular executive coaches model their interventions after

those used by sports coaches, employing techniques that reject out if hand any
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an executive coach can help employees improve performance quickly is a great selling

point to CEOs, who put the bottom line first. Yet that approach tends to gloss over any

unconscious conflict the employee might have. This can have disastrous consequences

for the company in the long term and can exacerbate the psychological damage to the

person targeted for help.

Consider Jim Mirabella, an executive earmarked for leadership at an electronic games

manufacturer. Ever since the CEO had promoted him to head of marketing, Mirabella

had become impossible to work with. Colleagues complained that he hoarded

information about company strategy, market indicators, sales forecasts and the like. The
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university he had attended, McNulty always knew he was too small for professional

sports and not studious enough for medicine or law. But realising he had charisma to

spare, McNulty decided, while an undergraduate business major minoring in sports

psychology, that he would pursue a career in executive coaching. After earning an MBA

from a leading university, McNulty soon became known in the business community as a

man who could polish the managerial skills of even the ugliest of ducklings.
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change, he told the CEO that Mirabella was not up to the job. But within a week of

ending his meetings with McNulty, Mirabella became severely depressed. At that point

he turned to me for help.
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morbid fear of failure. He obsessed that the leadership style he had developed belonged

to his coach –not to him –and he dreaded being exposed as a fake.
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Even when coaches adopt a more empirically validated approach than McNulty did, they
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behaviourism has been a great been to psychiatry in recent years. Findings from this

discipline have helped people enormously in controlling specific behaviours and learning

to cope in particular situations. But treatments derived form behavioural psychology are
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One of the most popular behaviourist solutions is assertiveness training. This technique

is most often used to help individuals cope with situations that evoke intense negative
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coaches use assertiveness training in a number of contexts. For instance, many coaches

working with executives who appear to be lacking confidence employ the technique in

order to perform better. Unfortunately, learning effective responses to stressors often

fails to help corporate executives deal with their intrapsychic pressures.

Take Jennifer Mansfield, vice president of training and development at a large software

manufacturer. An acknowledged workaholic, Mansfield had followed a traditional path
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confidence began to slip. As a boss, she found it hard to delegate. Accustomed to

delivering110%, she was loath to cede control to her direct reports. She also found it

impossible to give negative feedback. As a consequence, her work and that of her

subordinates started to suffer and she was missing deadlines.

Her boss presumed Mansfield was having an assertiveness problem, so he hired a coach

form a consulting firm that specialised in behavioural treatments to work with her. The

coach assumed Mansfield needed to learn to set limits, to constructively criticise her

subordinates and to avoid the trap of doing othe
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months of what her coach deemed successful training, Mansfield began to lose weight,

grow irritable and display signs of exhaustion. At the time, I happened to be coaching
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under wraps for years.

Companies have a very tough time dealing with workaholics like Mansfield. Such
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intimate relationships with men. Those were easy for her to avoid when she managed

discrete projects by putting in 80-hour work-weeks. But Mansfield could no longer do

so when she became the manager of 11 professionals, seven of whom were men. For

the first time in her career, males were showering her with attention and the

consequences were extremely disruptive.

Mansfield could neither comprehend nor cope with the attention she received once

promoted to the role of boss. While most managers would view the schmoozing and

lobbying for attention that her reports engaged in as office politics, Mansfield saw these

attempts to currying favour as trial balloons that might lead to dating. She was not being

sexually harassed; Mansfield was merely experiencing interpersonal advances that
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threatened the protective fortress she had erected against feelings of intimacy. The better

Mansfield managed the men in her division –and the more her constructive feedback

improved their work –the more intimate they appeared to become as a natural outcome

of their appreciation.

I passed this diagnosis along to the executive vice president of human resources, and he

c

onc

u

r

r

e

d.Ma

ns

f

i

e

l

d’

sc

oa

c

hi

ngc

e

a

s

e

da

nda

f

t

e

rhe

rbos

sa

ndIc

ondu

c

t

e

dac

a

r

e

f

u

l

l

y

crafted intervention, she agreed to seek out psychotherapy. Several years later, Mansfield

was thriving as a manager and she had developed a more fulfilling personal life.
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psychological disturbances. But those oversights are common when coaches focus on

problems rather than people. Such coaches tend to define the problems plaguing an

executive in the terms they understand best. If all you have is a hammer, everything

looks like a nail.
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occurs with disturbing frequency. Since many executive coaches were corporate types in

prior lives, they connect with CEOs far more readily than most psychotherapists do.

They are fluent in business patois and they move easily from discussions of improving an

i

ndi

v

i

du

a

l

’

spe

r

f

or

ma

nc

et

oc

ondu

c

t

i

ngi

nt

e

r

v

e

nt

i

onst

ha

tc

a

nhe

l

pe

nt

i

r

ebu

s

i

ne

s

su

ni

t

s

capture or retain market share. Unless these executive coaches have been trained in the

dynamics of interpersonal relations, however, they may abuse their power –often

without meaning to. Indeed, many coaches gain a Svengali-like hold over both the

executives they train and the CEOs they report to, sometimes with disastrous

consequences.
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the most immediate casualty was his COO, who snapped under the strain of failing to

meet sales estimates for three consecutive quarters. The COO began venting his

frustration on store managers, buyers and suppliers.

Garvin was under the gun during this difficult time, so he skipped the usual steps and

sought the services of an executive coach on his own. He picked someone he knew well:

Karl Nelson, whom Garvin had worked with at a major consulting firm when they were

both starting their careers as freshly minted MBAs. Garvin thought he could trust
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-actualisation principles

thrown in. Garvin believed that Nelson and his system could help the COO.
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Within six months of taking the assignment, nelson claimed that the once-raging COO

was calm and capable of fulfilling his duties. While this successful outcome was aided in
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recommendations circulated through the company like wildfire, leading many to both

fear and resent his undue influence over Garvin. The negative emotions Nelson

generated were so intense that under-performing, newly promoted managers became

targets of an undeclared, but uniformly embraced, pattern of passive-aggressive

behaviour by the rank and file. Such behaviours ranged from not attending meetings to

botching orders to failing to stock goods in a timely manner.
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soon realised that these FNG lieutenants, clueless about the laws that governed life on

the front lines, had been pulling rank in an effort to assert authority. The troopers did

not take to this well. In their view, the new lieutenants did not stack up to their

predecessors, who had learned to let their hair down. To address the FNG syndrome,

the military cautioned lieutenants to take it easy until the troopers accepted that they had

developed field credentials.
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Nelson extraordinary psychological power over Garvin.
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expert parent. Garvin relied on his coach to come up with best practice for handling

problem executives. CEOs often form these sorts of relationships with their coaches.
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Company leaders understand what coaches do and often feel personally responsible for

selecting them. As a result, they feel more accountable for the
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all CEOs are that lucky.

The Importance of Expertise

To best help their executives, companies need to draw on the expertise of both

psychotherapists and executive coaches with legitimate skills. At a minimum, every

executive slated to receive coaching should first receive a psychological evaluation. By

screening out employees not psychologically prepared or predisposed to benefit from the

process, companies avoid putting executives in deeply uncomfortable –even damaging

positions. Equally important, companies should hire independent mental health

professionals to review coaching outcomes. This helps ensure that coaches are not

ignoring underlying problems or creating new ones, as Nelson did.

Psychological assessment and treatment are no silver bullet –and can in fact be
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behaviour. Without safeguards to prevent coaches from training those whose problems

stem not from a lack of skills but from psychological problems, the executives being

coached and the companies they work for will suffer.
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The Economics of Executive Coaching

Executive coaching is a major growth industry. At least 10,000 coaches work for

businesses today, up from 2,000 in 1996. And that figure is expected to exceed 50,000 in

the next five years. Executive coaching is also highly profitable; employers are now
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psychotherapist could even dream of charging. Why are companies willing to pay so

much more for their coaches?

The answer is simple: Executive coaches offer seemingly quick and easy solutions.

CEOs tell me that what they fear most about psychotherapy is not the coat in dollars but

the cost in time. A coaching engagement typically lasts no more than six months.
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If coaching fails to cure a problem in six months, it can become very expensive indeed.
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CFM Consulting Limited is a bespoke consultancy specialising in coaching,

personal learning and corporate development.

We provide the following services:

Executive coaching

Personal development

Personal generic benchmarking

Leadership coaching



20 Bruce Avenue,

Dunblane,

FK15 9JB.

Phone/fax: 01786 821272

Email: [email protected]

www.coachingformore.co.uk



Risk assessments



Health & Safety Workshops

NLP training

Facilitation training



CFM and the Chinese device is the trademark of CFM Consulting Limited.

© CFM Consulting Limited 2002
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