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A fleeting
moment of
‘noticing:
the balance

of presence in
team coaching
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When coaching teams, how do we know
when our presence is 'too much' or too little?
Erik de Haan proposes how to navigate
dynamic instability in teams and maintain

a delicate balance of full presence.

eam coachingis arelatively new field.

If we take the publication of Hackman

and Wageman's 2005 article! as

marking the launch of this profession,

then team coachingisonly justover a
decade old. Most practitioners would argue that
although the name 'team coaching’ may be new,
the contribution of team coaches is not; for
example, Lawrence and Whyte trace a history
inthis field going back to Edgar Schein and his
‘process consultation’in the 1990s.2

| believe it helps greatly to use the term
‘team coaching’, if only toindicate a contribution
thatis distinct from team chairing, facilitating,
building or training. Team coaching provides a
simple name foranimportant practice where
we try to nurture more or deeper reflectionin
ateam.In other words, | believe that the core
of the team coach'sroleis simply to focus on
making the team think better: on creating space
and providing protection and inspiration for
betterreflection onteam goals, decisions, ways
of working, strategy, etc. Ultimately, shared
reflectionis key for developing a team thatis
both more effective and united.

It often feels to me that team coachingis
an‘unstable equilibrium’. If not maintained
carefully, team coaching can relaxinto either
‘abstinence’, where coaches remain too far
outside of the team, or ‘team leadership’, where
coaches are tempted to facilitate, cajole, chair,
give feedback, or educate. Team coaching sits
justinthe middle of these and needs to be
protected as anintermediate position (neither
inside nor outside the team, orif you like, both
inside and outside of the team), from moment
tomoment. The best team coaches try to make
reflective, provocative contributions that are at
the same time powerful and thought provoking,
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The best team
coaches try to make
reflective, provocative
contributions...as well
as offerinvitations for
further exploration,
without making their
own presence too
central to the team
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aswell as offerinvitations for further
exploration, without making their own
presence too central to the team.

Only inthis way are there clear parallels
between team coaching and individual
coaching, both being essentially vehicles for
development and containers for growth, very
muchinline with the original meaning of the
word coach: a horse-drawn carriage from the
Hungarian village of Kocs (pronounced ‘coach’).
Coaches provide the means for areflective
journey through asafe, nurturing and thoughtful
presence, but they do not take charge. >
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Why is team coachingimportant?
Helping the team to think betteris no easy task,
but some of the bestresearchinto teams (as
cited below) shows that high-quality team
reflectionresultsin:

» Understandingandinsight - both key
motivatorsfor positive change;

» Thecombining of more diverse opinions and
views - leading toimproved levels of
performance;

» Contributions from team members at all
levels - akind of 'upwards feedback’, which is
known toimprove leadership decisions.

Astudy with 100 work teams in Chinafound that
those teams that reflected on their tasks were
more innovative,? while another study found
thatsuchreflection alsoresultedinimproved
performance.* Furtherresearchin 2015 with
nearly 100 work teams from within the NHS
found that reflection helped particularly with
innovation under conditions of heavy workload
and high psychological strain.

In order to promote reflection, team coaches
can help create new opportunities for the team
toreflect on whatis working well for them
already, as well as where biases and obstacles
toreflection may present themselves. Coaches
should be good observers, relationally aware,
containing and self-effacing - but at the same
time, bold and challenging in offering new areas
forreflection and hypotheses. This paradox of
both sitting back with observation and leaning
inwith hypotheses creates the dynamic
instability around presence that many coaches
will recognise, and whichis so much more
pronounced when working with teams.

Presence: the greatest challenge for
team coaches

Essentially, as a team coach, you want to help
the team - including each individual member
of the team - toreflect more deeply, innovate,
and become stronger at addressingand
resolvingissues. Team coaching differs from
team building, facilitating or chairing inthat,
asacoach, you cannotjust claim your presence
and’'lead’ the team. Indeed, presence with the
teamis delicate and tricky. You are aiming for
‘nottoo much’butalso for’'nottoolittle’, and
you areworkinginacontextwhereitisvery
hard to predict how all the people in the room
are experiencing your presence from moment
tomoment. As you attempt to make animpact
onreflectionfor the team, you also want to
leave the teamin charge sothatasateam
they themselves can attain higherlevels of
reflection and reflexivity.

Team coachinginterventions involve the art
of claiming andletting go of your presence with
alive team. In team coaching, as inindividual
coaching, lexperience every intervention as
anexperiment.

Team coachinginaction
Ateamisleadingalarge organisation through
anumber of challenges. These include the need
tomodernise their products, whichin their case
means a change to theirleadership structure,
inthe sense thatresponsibilities willneed to be
handled much lower down in the organisational
‘hierarchy’. | offer a series of stand-alone
reflective team coaching sessionsand lam
alsoinvited tojoin their reqular managerial
team meetings. The case examples below
demonstrate how as ateam coach, we can

be surprised by our own perceived presence
within a team.

Case examplel:

Too much presence?

At the beginning of the board coaching session,
Inotice that one personis making notes on his
laptop. | decide to make a gentle intervention
around how taking away barriers might make us
allmore open andreflective, and I suggestan
experiment: how might he turn up without the
laptop? Theimpactisimmediate and very strong.
He looks furious and obviously feels ticked off.

| sense other members of the teamlooking on
withslightglee, and one ortwonodas|am
speaking. Foranumber of seconds, thereisan
awkward silence as he looks deeply into my eyes
-thenhesays, Fine, laccept the challenge’.
Later, in the coffee break, he seeks me out,
apologises and explains how note-taking on his
laptop sometimes helps him to reflect better, but
thathe now realises it was not so appropriate for
this session. The day passes otherwise without
incident, and team members speak openly
abouttheir doubts andresistances, and their
scepticismregarding plans foranew, more
distributed, leadership. By the end of the day,
people are thanking me and the team member
forthe decision toleave outlaptopsand for
beingsoopen andvulnerable. Avery good day
forthe team, they allagree, butlamleft with
strongdoubts, as|feellintervenedtoo
brusquely.|suspect that from beneath the
surface, lhad emerged as a powerful informal
leader for the day, one who had stifled rather
than opened up genuine, deeper reflection.
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As team coaches,

we should maintaina
light touch’, while at the
same time keeping our
boldness and courage
iIn naming what we see
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Case example2:

Toollittle presence?

lam attending another top team’s meeting at
the organisation’s offices, which lobserve froma
slightdistance. The team are preparing to make
someimportantdecisions, and guests from both
inside and outside the organisation have been
invited to join the meeting for particularagenda
items.Intheintervals betweenlongeragenda
items, ljoin the team throughout the meeting
to comment on their seating, their turn taking,
therepetitions onthe onehand, and the
suggestionsthatare beingignoredonthe
other, aswellas how | perceive the dynamics of
their collaboration. They listen as always with
heightened attention, asif they do not want
tomissaword, then thankme and turn to each
othertoaddress the nextagendaitem. There
isbarely time forany processingaslamonly
observing the meeting. As | leave, | believe |
raised afew importantareas of conflict and
ambivalence, but that nobody had responded
tome.Now | have tositon the feeling of having
very limited presence with this same team,
perhaps until the next team-coachingdayina
month’'s time.

My presence as a team coachis a very tricky one
forme, and one thatleads to substantial doubts
every time. Clients are often unaware of the
amount of internal processing that goes on

for the coach. Similarly, coaches may miss
importantinformation regarding how the team
experience them from moment to moment.
Often, you do notknow if anintervention ‘works’
until well after you have trieditout...

Having given examples of how a coach might
emerge from sessions feeling they have made
animpact thatis either ‘excessive’or ‘lacking’,
let me also give an example of where the
amount of presence the coachis able to
maintain might be ‘just right' for the team. In
this case, | believe the team can work with a
large amount of new and relevantinformation,
themes and observations that emerge during
the session, without needing me toleanin too
much as their team coach. >
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Our contributions are
best kept as fleeting
moments of noticing,
which will plant the
seeds of some further
future understanding
thatis asyethidden
fromus
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Case example3:

Therightamount of presence?
Aseniorteam lamworking with have recently
been able tofillthe vacancy of animportantrole.
At the beginning of our team coaching session,
we agree it would be helpful to make some
introductions to acknowledge the changed
composition of the team. | begin by asking
everyonetoname one'value'thatisimportant
tothem, avalue that they bring with them

from childhood, and then to name one 'moment’
fromtheir life that they believe has shaped
themas aperson. We hear moving accounts of
determininginfluences and deeplosses and
how much each single team member has taken
from their significant others and major life
events. Itisanopenandintimate starttothe
day, with very carefullistening. As their team
coach, I hypothesise afew patterns emerging
inthe team: I notice and name some common
values held by team members and some
contributions that team members could make
thatsound beautifully complementary. The
teamare so focused on meeting each other

in this new way that my hypothesesare
welcomed but do notbecome overly dominant.
Welook atarecent'case’; animportant decision
thathas notyetbeen made, despite promises
made to those directorsinthe organisation

who had prepared the decision-making process.

Imerely reflect on the here and now of this
meeting, and on the patternsthatlsee
emerging. Again, | feel that my observations
and hypotheses are welcomed, without
becoming the centre of attention. We finish the
sessionwith a period of reflection, gauging

where people are now and with what feelings
they are preparing to leave the meeting. There
isastrongsense of togetherness, anew-found
determination in terms of how theircase fora
decision might beresolved, and a much deeper
understanding of others within the team.
People stay behind, chatting with one another
inthe meeting room, which | believeis oftena
very goodsign of asuccessful team day. | leave
in a positive mood, realising that there had not
beenamomentinthat meetingwherelfeltl
took over the proceedings, nor was| struggling
tobe heard orunderstood.

Inthe case of larger and more pressurised teams,
| find that the only way to keep this precious
butintrinsically unstable equilibrium that sits
inthe middle between too much presence

and near-abstinence, is towork with a team-
coaching colleague with a similar background.
Oneof uscanthengoslightly closer to the team
andfacilitate, while the other deliberately holds
back and observes. We work together like the
abdominal and dorsal muscles, keeping the 'spine’
of our presence - our‘backbone and heart' of
coaching - strong and yet flexible. The dynamic
instability becomes more stable due to the
presence of the second coach. Duringintervals
and breaks, we can then share our observations,
and the observing colleague can help the team
coach’inthelead'to see how he or sheis being
pulledin by the dynamics of the team. Only in this
way can a team coach gently ‘notice’, while at

the same time being exposed to the full force of
the anxious, conflictual, splitting or otherwise
pressurised dynamics.
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Case example 4:

Team coaches workingina pair

Alarge leadership teamin a university

needs toreview and agreeits new five-year
strategy. During the day, they review personal
commitments, strategicintent, formulationof a
strategy, and decisions about the consequences
forarevisedleadership structure. They plan
avery fullday with an external team coach
facilitating all processes.

Because of the size of the team, the coach
has asked a psychoanalytically trained
colleague to observe as she herself leads the
day. If there are tensions within the team, the
first coach can ask her colleague to feed back
directly only to herin the breaks. However, here
the situationis safe and contained enough for
him to be able to comment to the teamand
team coachdirectly, atreqularintervals:

* ‘lamstruck by the number of things you seem
toavoidas ateamof leaders. Athome, you do
your finances and nurture your relationships,
yethereatwork, you allseemtowant tojust
doresearch andleave your managerial
responsibilities to others!

* ‘Icanseethatmy colleague, your team
coach, hasbeen givenatrue leadershiprole
today. You gladly leave leadership to herand
seem happy to follow. | wonder what will
happen the momentyour coach leaves you
after today?’

* 'ltseemsyourboardsecretaryisleading
allthe subgroups heisinandthose groups
achieve more than other groups. Your
secretariat appears more powerfuland

better networked than all of you formal
leaderstogether’

+ (Attheend:)'Now thatyouhaveaplan, you
may expectresistance. And when resistance
comes, my predictionis that the plan will
crumble and quickly become forgotten. What
realistic chance does this new strategy have
here inthis organisation?”’

The observing team coachis able to be relatively
outspoken, because the first team coach can
take overand’hold' the team after the second
coachhasspoken.One team coachcanhavea
more observing, challenging presence, while the
otherhasamore facilitating, helping presence.
Together, they offerjust the right amount of
presence for new thinking to emerge forand
fromwithin the teamand for the teamitself to
retain theresponsibility toimplement.®

Fleeting moments of noticing

| believe that as team coaches we should
maintaina’light touch’, while at the same

time keeping our boldnessand couragein
naming what we see. We should flirt with our
hypotheses, but never marry them, certainly
not when the whole team turns around and
denies or berates us for making such a‘shocking’
interpretation. Our contributions are best kept
as fleeting moments of noticing, which will plant
the seeds of some further future understanding
thatisasyethidden fromus - and quite possibly
from the teamas well. |
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