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Erik de Haan uses 
Executive Coaching 
with Backbone and 
Heart to explore the 
concept of the coach 
as partner

In the library of the execu-
tive coach, there should 
be one preferred intro-

ductory text about coaching. 
For the past few years my 
choice has been Mary Beth 
O’Neill’s Executive Coaching 
with Backbone and Heart.

The book introduces the 
concept of the executive coach 
as a partner to the executive. 
Indeed, the author applies this per-
spective of partnership throughout 
the book, ensuring that all ideas 
about good coaching within it 
are also ideas for good leadership. 
O’Neill believes that executive 
coaches should offer a full and 
mutual partnership, to the point 
that the coach almost becomes a 
‘co-leader’ for the executive – never 
have I found a book more consist-
ent and congruent in this respect. 

O’Neill also writes extensively 
about the fact that the presence of 
a coach opens a triangular relation-
ship for the leader (compare last 
month’s column for other triangles 
involving coachees), consisting of 
(1) the leader, (2) her challenge and 
(3) her coach. It becomes clear that 
irrespective of the efficacy of the 
coaching itself, entering a coaching 
relationship will inevitably alter the 
relationship of the leader with her 
challenge.

Having identified the coaching 
relationship as a triangular one, 
O’Neill then devotes attention to 
other triangles that leaders may 
create in response to challenges 
and stress, and how important 
it is for them and their coaches 
to be aware of these triangles. 
Unconscious triangulation is 
shown to be an insidious process 
that spreads anxiety throughout the 
organisational system.

As its subtitle indicates, this 
book expounds a ‘systems approach’ 
to the coaching of executives, 
building on Salvador Minuchin’s 
‘structural’ approach to family 

therapy. This systems or structural 
approach, with its emphasis on 
boundaries, roles, homeostasis 
and equilibrium, is an appropriate 
model for bringing the organi-
sation into the central focus of 
coaching. Therefore this approach 
helps coaches to shift perspective 
from the leader to the leader’s 
organisation, and back. 

Of particular value in this book 
is the variety of perceptive meta-
phors to help coaches reflect on 
their profession. Metaphors appear 
even in the title, where the contra-
dictory pulls of being straightfor-
ward, frank and authentic (‘back-
bone’) and at the same time being 
sensitive, compassionate, and siding 
with the coachee (‘heart’) are beau-
tifully expressed. 

Other metaphors I liked include 
(1) the image of the coach as a 
small gyroscope, constantly moving 
and rolling under the influence of 
powerful external forces, while its 
inner mechanism stays level and 
balanced; (2) that of the spider’s 
web as the flexible, resilient yet 
vulnerable pattern of connections 
linking the coachee and others in 
the organisation; and (3) recurring 
dancing metaphors.

Clearly, this book is just as much 
about leadership as it is about 
coaching. A book such as this 
makes one realise that there is as 
great a potential in the model of 
a ‘leadership style of coaching’ as 
there is in the model of a ‘coaching 
style of leadership’ that so many 
people write and talk about.

It also makes one wonder about 
how different the coaching profes-
sion really is from leadership. I 
always thought it was very differ-
ent indeed, but since reading this 
book I am no longer so sure.

This book displays the best of 
the so-called directive style of 
coaching. It is only one approach 
to coaching, but this book intro-
duces it exceptionally well. 
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