Use feedback and coaching

To help law firm employees thrive
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A legal secretary would like to earn a raise, but his performance leaves something to be desired.  A lawyer would like to make partner, but she doesn’t know how to network and develop business.  A mail room employee is a good worker, but his colleagues are complaining about his interpersonal skills.

Each of these individuals could benefit from coaching.
According to research conducted by the Corporate Leadership Council, 70 percent of employees believe that they could improve their performance and results in the workplace – if only they had effective feedback and coaching.  Unfortunately, only 30 percent of them believe that their employers provide this service.

“The coaching conversation is a structured process by which an employer helps an employee set better goals and take specific steps to reach his or her full potential in the workplace,” said executive coach Morag Barrett.  “Most employees want to succeed.”
Barrett discussed coaching as a concept and specific coaching tactics at the Aug. 16 program of the Mile High Chapter of the Association of Legal Administrators (www.milehighala.org), held at the Adams Mark Hotel in Denver.  Barrett is an experienced executive coach with Broomfield-based Skye Associates (www.skyeassociates.net).
“Good coaching makes employees feel valued and respected,” said Barrett.  “As a result, they stick around – rewarding the employer over time with commitment, effort and results.  Valued and respected employees are willing to exceed expectations because you have taken the time to help them become more successful.”

In her own practice, Barrett uses a five-step coaching model first developed by The Corporate Coach University (www.coachinc.com).  “This may not seem intuitive at first,” said Barrett, “but practice, practice and practice some more and you will see improvements in your skills and also in the performance and results of your employees.
“In a coaching relationship, focus on creating a climate of trust, accountability for results, and motivation to learn and improve,” said Barrett.  “Listen rather than talk, ask rather than tell, and be aware of your own emotional state as well as the emotional needs of the person you are coaching.”
Focus the coaching conversation
In the first step of the process, a coach should help an employee focus on just one thing – what they need most in order to succeed.  Without a tight focus, it is too easy for a session to meander – wasting time for both the coach and the employee.  “Coaching should be more than a very nice conversation,” said Barrett.
If the coaching session is open-ended, the parties can choose to focus on just about anything.  “If the coaching session is the result of a specific problem in the workplace, as is often the case, the session will most likely focus on coming up with a plan to fix the problem,” said Barrett.
If an employee has more than one problem area, or if additional issues arise in the course of the conversation, it is important to pick and focus on the top priority.  “Save other issues for other sessions,” said Barrett.
Discover alternative possibilities

In the second step of the process, a coach should help an employee explore the full range of possible options and solutions.  “The purpose at this point is to stimulate creativity – not to decide what to do, but to identify all of the potential avenues and courses of action that are available,” said Barrett, “along with the pluses and minuses of each.”
Discuss which of these alternative behaviors have already been tried – what worked and what did not work for the employee, and why.  Ask employees if they have observed others facing a similar situation – and what worked or did not work for the other person.
“Don’t assume that a possible answer is obvious or even known to your employee,” said Barrett.  “After asking permission, a coach may provide suggestions.” 

Do not proceed to the step three until you are confident that you have discovered all of the possible solutions.  Take the time that is needed.  “Otherwise, you may end up with a sub-optimal solution,” said Barrett.
Make a plan of action
In the third step of the process, a coach helps an employee choose one of the alternatives generated in step two – and create a roadmap for reaching that destination.  The roadmap must be specific and must cover what will happen, when it will happen, how it will happen – and include any milestones along the way.
As part of this process, the employer should indicate any tools and support it is willing to offer.  The coach and employee should determine if anyone else at the law firm needs to be aware of and included in the plan in order for it to work.
“Once you have this discussion and plan specific steps,” said Barrett, “the employee can look to the future and imagine success.  In and of itself, this can be highly motivational.”
Remove any barriers to success
In the fourth step of the process, a coach helps an employee identify any barriers to implementation and completion of the action plan.  “These could include training needs, conflicting work priorities or lack of commitment,” said Barrett.
If the barriers are insurmountable, then the plan and expectations must be restructured.  If they are not insurmountable, then specific actions to overcome the barriers must be incorporated into the plan.  What resources can the employer provide?  What steps must the employee take?

“Some of the most difficult barriers to success can be motivational,” said Barrett.  “Ask questions to discover what motivates the employee.  Is it career growth opportunity, compensation, job risk, peer pressure or new challenges? You cannot expect success unless you understand what your employee is willing and able to try.”
Review session and chart next steps

The fifth step of the process has two important parts.  At the end of each session, the employee should review what has been learned.

Then, the employee must state the specific steps he or she will take in the next few weeks in order to get closer to the stated goal.
To maximize motivation and “ownership” of the plan, the employee – not the coach – is responsible for vocalizing both parts of this summary.  As part of the plan, a follow-up session between the coach and the employee is scheduled.

“If a coaching relationship does not seem to be working, do not automatically write off the employee as ‘un-coachable,’” said Barrett.  “Try pairing the person with a different coach.  Personality and connection are important in any effective coaching relationship.”
In conclusion, Barrett asked:  “If you are coaching your employees – who is coaching you?  It is almost impossible to coach yourself.  How could professional coaching help you to be more effective at your job and move up within your profession?”

