“Executive coaching, when done right, isn't just a feel good experience. Executive coaching affects retention,
job satisfaction, and individual and team productivity at the most senior levels of an organization.”

Keeping Your Coach
Accountable

By Noah Blumenthal, Elisa Mallis, and Karlin Sloan

VERYONE KNOWS THAT executive coaching works. Right?

Wrong. Unfortunately, this cavalier attitude is all too

prevalent in Human Resources, soft skills training, leader-
ship development and yes, coaching. As a young and fast grow-
ing field, coaching still has a lot to prove, and purchasers of
coaching services have a lot to learn.

Fortunately, coaching does indeed have a powerful impact,
but only when competently performed, in the right circum-
stances, with the right support and for the right reasons. In order
for the rapidly growing ranks of executive coaches to be differ-
entiated from the pack, they will have to demonstrate their own
accountability. This will mean defining the necessary circum-
stances for their coaching to be successful, and then, more
importantly, measuring that success to show the purchasers that
their investment resulted in positive change.

Measurement in coaching is critical for many reasons. As a
group of practitioners, coaches need to more clearly define the
changes they are capable of helping their clients to make. This
will lay the groundwork for consumers to clearly understand
what they can and can't get from coaching, and conversely to
realize exactly how much value they can gain from coaching.

Executive coaching, when done right, isn't just a feel good
experience. It isn't just another way to improve people skills.
Executive coaching affects retention, job satisfaction, and indi-
vidual and team productivity at the most senior levels of an
organization. Buyers need to see in real dollar terms how big

the payoff can be for what may seem like an expensive, indi-
vidual investment. Finally, coaches need evidence on when to
sell more, and buyers need evidence on when to buy more
services following a successful coaching engagement. The only
way to accomplish all of these goals is for coaches to get serious
about measuring their work.

THE HUMAN PERFORMANCE FOCUS

Clearly it is becoming more and more important for organ-
izations to fully support and enable the high performance of
their workforce through training, retention, and management
leadership development programs. Based on the 2003 Accen-
ture Human Performance (HP) Workforce study, a comprehen-
sive research project that Accenture conducts annually and
includes a survey of 200 senior executives at companies in six
countries and in-depth case studies at nearly a dozen other
organizations, four of the top five strategic priorities of respon-
dents related directly to the workforce. These were: attracting
and retaining skilled staff, increasing customer care and service,
improving workforce performance, changing leadership and
management behaviors, and changing organization culture and
employee attitudes. Executives participating in the study saw
“people issues” as more important to a company’s success than
in previous years.
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Results from Accenture’s most recent (2004) HP Work-
force Study indicate that business confidence is now improving
and many companies are moving past a primary focus on cost-
cutting, and are ramping up investment in growth-oriented
activities. An important implication of this growth focus is that
the war for talent will again intensify, making it even more dif-
ficult for companies that don’t excel in people development
and retention to compete. This year’s study also revealed that
many organizations will not be well-positioned to compete in
the improving economy because they have an under-perform-
ing workforce. The lack of solid workforce performance can be
traced, in most cases, to shortcomings in organizations’ human
resource and training practices.

WHY METRICS MATTER TO HUMAN PERFORMANCE

We all know that HR, Training, Organization Development
and Leadership Development functions are often seen as
expendable cost centers, unnecessary to the efficient running of
an organization. Much of these beliefs come from the lack of
good measurement of results. If there is no measurement of
return on investment, there is no justification for the existence
of HR/training as anything but an administrative and operations
function. When human capital development programs like
training and coaching are measured, however, we find that they
result in a more powerful, energized, and prepared workforce,
and we can justify the focus on human performance through
targeted interventions that retain, motivate, and develop key
human capital.

Measuring results in the area of human capital has tradi-
tionally been very challenging and only recently have attempts
been made to develop robust diagnostic tools that can predict
the value that interventions like training and coaching have on
the organization.

Coaching, which is currently a very commonly used lead-
ership development and retention intervention, has even less
consistent and reliable measures of results than many other
more traditional Human Resource and Training programs. Part
of the reason for this is that coaching has only been widely used
in organizations for the last five to ten years.

Those who do study the results of coaching have discov-
ered profound impact. Twenty-four nonprofit Executive Direc-
tors who participated in a coaching program reported improve-
ments in leadership and management skills, organizational align-
ment, individual confidence, personal lives, job satisfaction,
tenure and turnover. A separate study of 100 executives sought
to look beyond individual impact; participant estimates of the
financial benefits of coaching equaled an ROI of 570%.

Each of these studies was rigorous in its research approach.
At the same time, they both display how easy it can be to meas-
ure the results of coaching. These studies used surveys and
interviews to collect their data, which consisted of participant
perceptions on variables like satisfaction, learning, behavior

change and personal and organizational impact. While some
companies may seek research methods with control groups and
more objective measures, for the vast majority, simple and cost-
effective procedures can go a long way to help both the practi-
tioner and the purchaser understand the impact of coaching.
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MEASUREMENT OF COACHING: A “HOW TO”

1. Set clear organizational and individual objectives

In order to have a powerful impact on the organization,
coaching needs to be measured by multiple objectives. Individ-
ual objectives give clear focus to a one-on-one engagement.
Organizational objectives are the ultimate performance metrics
used to assess whether this human performance intervention
actually creates value for the company. Individual objectives
may be set at the beginning of a coaching engagement, and shift
or solidify over time.

2. Create both self-assessment and objective measures

Self-assessment is a simple way to determine basics like sat-
isfaction with the program, the organization, or one’s work. Self-
assessment may be inaccurate, however, when it comes to per-
formance and behavior. Sponsor assessments, 360 interviews,
and surveys of key stakeholders can be invaluable in validating

coachee perceptions.

These objective measures provide valuable feedback, giv-
ing the individual outside perspectives on their behavioral and
performance changes or lack thereof. Objective measurement
also provides an initial benchmark that can be used to analyze
and compare progress made. With this information individuals
can better understand whether or not they are really making
progress and, with the help of their coach, they can identify and
address the obstacles that may be getting in their way.

3. Create a mechanism to address external variables
that assists the coachee in meeting goals (make
sure all success or lack of success is not attributed
to the coaching)

Within coaching, there are many variables for which we
can’t account, such as opportunity, cost of time spent, or exter-
nal variables such as economic or environmental factors. In
order to account for these, some suggest that the coachee be

ACCENTURE: A COACHING MEASUREMENT CASE STUDY

Amidst the many changes corporations have faced over the
last couple years, maintaining a “great place to work” environment
and mentality has been challenging. As an after effect, retention of
top talent has become an issue and key concern for many com-
panies. For most consulting companies like Accenture, whose peo-
ple are their product and main asset, this is a critical concern. In
setting up the measurements of success, Accenture took a broad
view of what business objectives the program was addressing.

The first step was to tie the program to business objectives.
These objectives were:

1. Raise self-awareness in Accenture’s high potential leaders in

order to improve individual and company performance.

2. Improve morale and motivation without increasing mone-
tary incentives.

3. Build inquiry skills in order to develop a coaching culture
within Accenture.

4. Increase job satisfaction in order to raise retention of top
performers, particularly during the recent changes in
Accenture’s business and policies.

5. Increase company satisfaction and improve career tracking
in order to support a culture of diversity at Accenture. (The
program targeted high potential women employees.)

Linking such soft items as self-awareness, morale, inquiry and
satisfaction to performance, budget, retention and diversity
allowed the participants and the coaches to better define the value
added through the coaching program.

In partnership with the Accenture team, Karlin Sloan & Com-
pany provided a template for measuring the success of the coach-
ing pilot program in the form of two surveys; one specifically for
the participants in the program, and another for their individual
sponsors. Surveys were distributed at the first session, the mid-

point, and the endpoint of the coaching program. Each individual
survey was confidential, but the collective results were reported
back to the organization. Survey topics covered satisfaction (with
job, company and coaching), self-awareness, leadership skills, and
progress toward individual coaching objectives.

Coaching Format

Eight selected participants from Accenture worked one-on-
one with an individual executive coach for six months. A sponsor
is identified for each participant (someone senior who manages
them or assists in their development in some way) who is privy to
individual goals and results of the coaching program. The sponsor
attends a minimum of one session along with the coachee in order
to provide the coach and coachee with valuable insight into the
development needs of the participant.

First Session Survey and Report

The results of the initial survey showed that the participants
were somewhat enthusiastic about the program, but did not know
how to use it in the best way possible. The top three rated items
in the survey out of 27 questions were: “The coaching program is
a valuable benefit’, “being a part of the coaching program
increases my satisfaction with my opportunities to improve my
leadership” and “l perform well under pressure.” At the bottom,
the lowest scoring items were “I understand what is expected of
me to succeed at Accenture.” “I feel | can achieve my career objec-
tives at Accenture”, and “I am satisfied with my work.”

Important themes included low morale, poor communication
with senior staff members in the organization, lack of clarity
around goals and expectations, and lack of trust in Accenture.
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asked to gage how accurate they believe their assessment to be.

The coachee can be asked to weight several common
external variables (i.e. current economic and marketplace con-
ditions, current level of growth and rate of change within the
organization, amount of time available) in terms of how much
they impact the successful progression toward the individual
and organizational objectives that have been identified. In addi-
tion, the coachee can identify any additional external variables
and then weight those. By analyzing the coaches responses
some conclusions can be determined (e.g. what is the opportu-
nity cost for time spent on the coaching) and in some cases
there may be actions that can be taken to address some of the
external variables that are acting as roadblocks to key objectives.

CONCLUSION

The current emphasis on human performance (and there-

fore training, coaching, and other forms of people develop-
ment) is just one aspect of a major shift that is taking place in
the way organizations operate. The shift is to a more global, eth-
ical, innovative, open, holistic, and collaborative way of operat-
ing. Such a shift has a powerful, positive impact on organiza-
tions and on society as a whole. In order to fully embrace tools
like coaching that effectively facilitate that shift, organizations
will need to clearly link business meaning and value to them.
It's our responsibility as buyers and practitioners of coaching to
do just that.
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Endpoint Survey and Report

As with the midpoint survey results, the endpoint survey
responses continued to improve. Ratings for 17 out of 20 items
that were in both survey | and survey 3 increased in survey 3. Rat-
ings for 23 out of 29 items that were in both survey 2 and survey
3 increased in survey 3.

The highest scoring item was, “The coaching program was a
valuable benefit.” The lowest scoring item was, “l would have
made the same improvements in the same amount of time with-
out the coaching program.” There were two major goals for this
coaching program: improving leadership skills and increasing
retention. The participants clearly believed that they had devel-
oped their leadership capabilities as a result of the coaching. For
items covering achievement of leadership development goals, 89%
of the responses suggested progress toward and/or achievement
of goals.

As for retention, 25% (2 out of 8) of program participants had
been considering leaving Accenture and stated that the coaching
experience convinced them to stay and try to work out their diffi-
culties. When participants were asked to estimate their intended
tenure with the organization before and after the coaching pro-
gram, anecdotal evidence suggested that the participants’ expected
tenure was longer following the coaching program. One suggested
reason for this was that participants found ways to deal with issues
better than they had in the past. Of course, another suggestion was
that the coaching program exactly coincided with the promotion
cycle; participants” attitudes toward tenure could also have been
affected by their promotions, separate and aside from any effect
from the coaching program.

Other evidence also points to the positive impact that coach-
ing is likely to have on retention. In fact, the satisfaction statistics

are particularly relevant. All 7 items regarding satisfaction with
Accenture and the coaching program increased from survey 2 to
survey 3 and 6 out of 7 increased from survey 1 to survey 3. This
is particularly noteworthy since satisfaction is a critical indicator for
retention.

If the retention of those two participants were the only
benefit of the coaching program, it would more than compen-
sate for the cost of the program. These participants each have
10 years of experience with Accenture. They are knowledge
workers and have been identified as high potential leaders.
Their replacements would take years to train and hundreds of
thousands of dollars. While the long term effect of the coaching
program on retention is still to be determined, in the short term
it has already paid significant dividends on the company’s
investment.

The sponsor surveys at the endpoint were uniformly positive.
Out of 13 items that gauged improvement, 96% of the item
responses from all of the surveys were positive that the participant
had improved in each area. The Impact

1. Accenture was able to determine that there was a positive

return on investment, and to compare the rate of return
with other leadership development initiatives. Ultimately, it
was proven that coaching is a viable way to address key
business issues within the organization, and the program is
being adopted in multiple cities.

2. The coaches and coachees were given clear guidelines

about the success or failure of their one-on-one engage-
ments, and that clarity enabled better results.
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