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Feature

Coaching
Life

How coaching changes the coach

By Ann Betz, PCC, CPCC, CNTC

y son called me from college the other day.
MHe wanted to talk about his sophomore year
schedule, and we spent a good hour and a half
looking at his options, discussing whether he should pursue
a double major, the pros and cons of doing a junior year
abroad, which professors he had grown to respect, and
more. In the course of the conversation, he had an ‘aha’
moment where he realized that he is happiest when he is
academically challenged in a subject that intrigues him.
When we were saying goodbye, he said “Thanks, mom.
It really helps to have someone to talk this through with.
And you know, I never saw before that I really prefer
working hard over just having fun. That was very useful.”
High praise from him, and a peak mom moment indeed!
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It’s not something we talk about a lot in
the coaching world, but being a coach
changes you, and generally for the better.

And T have coaching to thank for it.

I’ve been a coach since my son was
four years old. When I first started
out, I wanted to coach everyone. It
felt like having a shiny new magic
wand and (like many beginning
coaches) I drove enough people crazy
(“stop coaching me!”) that I learned
not to officially “coach” unless I had
a clear agreement and designed alli-
ance. But still, the more I coached my
clients, the more coachlike I became,
even when off-duty. In the process,
I also became a better daughter, sis-
ter, friend, partner and mom. In ef-
fect, you could say I engage in a fair
amount of stealth coaching by using
the skills and tools of my profession
in day-to-day life, because frankly, I
don’t know any other way to be.

It’s not something we talk about a
lot in the coaching world, but being a
coach changes you, and generally for
the better. From simply learning skills
and tools for more effective commu-
nication, to possibly even rewiring
our own brains, the benefits and re-
wards of being a coach are so much
more than financial or even the satis-
faction of knowing we made a differ-
ence in our client’s lives.

Below are a few of the lessons of
coaching, and how they can show up
in day-to-day life:

1. See the best in everyone
A common view in coaching — and an
International Coach Federation (ICF)
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core competency — is to see the client
as fully able and capable. I trained at
the Coaches Training Institute (CTI),
and this is one of the cornerstones
of the Co-Active model. As we call
it: “people are naturally creative, re-
sourceful and whole.” When we do
this in a coaching relationship, we
help the client come to their own re-
alizations and find their own answers.

In our daily lives, this is actually a
radical way of seeing people. In most
cultures we are generally taught that
people are flawed, sinful and dam-
aged, in need of fixing or changing.
We are trained to spot the problem
and solve it. At best, this leads to a
desire to be overly helpful and can
lead to taking on other people’s prob-
lems as our own; at worst, it can lead
to damaging judgment, leaving peo-
ple feeling they can never measure up
or be good enough to fit in.

For many (hopefully most) of us
as coaches, the idea that people are
whole and capable becomes a fun-
damental view of all people, not just
those we are being paid to coach, and
thus we begin to see our roles as par-
ents, siblings, managers, etc. vastly
differently. We look for the resource-
fulness within the people in our lives,
and take ourselves off the hook for
fixing or solving the problems around
us. (It’s important to note that we do
this while remaining loving, connect-
ed, concerned and supportive.)

2.don't Judge

Part of the ethic of our profession
is to remain as non-judgmental and
non-attached as possible. People tell
us the most intimate and amazing
things, often things they have never
discussed with anyone. Yes, they do
this partially because we hold confi-
dentiality as sacred in the coaching
relationship, but it’s also because we
are trained to be curious and non-
judgmental.

My ex-husband was a criminal
defense attorney, and he was taught
that in cross-examination, you never
ask a question you already know the
answer to. In coaching, it’s the oppo-
site. We’re trained to focus on ques-

Just like lifting
weights in the gym
helps us build arm
strength, listening
to our clients all
day builds our
capacity to hear.

tions we don’t know the answer to —
and the best questions are often ones
the client doesn’t know the answer
to, either!

True curiosity, by its very nature,
is non-judgmental, and by practic-
ing this as coaches, we bring it more
and more to everyone around us.
As a coach for over 14 years, I have
learned that it’s hard to be human
sometimes. We’ve all screwed up, and
we’re all doing the best we can given



where we are. My job isn’t to judge
or condemn, but to be curious so that
my client can more fully understand
themselves.

The people in our lives can sense
that we’re going to listen to them,
if not completely without judgment
(which is certainly much harder when
you’re involved in the situation your-
self), then with a fair amount less than
the rest of the world. And thus, we are
sought-after confidants, because very
few people honestly resonate with be-
ing judged even though this is how
much of the world interacts.

3.1listen & Pay attention

As coaches, we are trained — perhaps
above everything else — to really lis-
ten. Not just to wait our turn to talk,
but to actually pay attention to what
the other person is both saying and
not saying. (Fran Leibowitz once fa-
mously said, “The opposite of talking
isn’t listening. The opposite of talking
is waiting.”)

Coaching requires a heightened
commitment to being present with
our clients, tuning our attention to
subtle changes in their tone or body
language. Everything the client says
or does, and every way they say or
do it, is critical information. A slight
flatness in their hello may contribute
to shaping the direction of the entire
session. Thus, it’s critical that we de-
velop our capacity to listen on many
levels at once.

This sort of listening isn’t some-
thing we can or would want to shut
off after our workday is done. It’s a
way of being that becomes stronger
and more dominant the more we
practice. Just like lifting weights in
the gym helps us build arm strength,
listening to our clients all day builds
our capacity to hear. And the more
we can hear the subtle undertones

in the answer to, “How are you?”
the more present we can be with our
friends, family, and colleagues.

The Coach'’s brain

All of the practice of the skills men-
tioned above (and many more as
well) can’t help but have an impact
on our very being. We know that
the brain has the capacity to change
through a process called neuroplas-
ticity, which, simply put, says that
the more we practice something, the
more neural connections associated
with this thing are formed in our
brain, making subsequent attempts
easier and more fluid. Coaching is a
whole set of positive communication

The idea that
people are whole
and capable
becomes a
fundamental

view of all people,
not just those we
are being paid

to coach.

skills, formed through training and
(ideally) supervision, and honed in
active practice.

These skills become more avail-
able the more we practice them, and
at some point can even become the
dominant neural pathways in our
brains. This means that even if you
grew up with less than great commu-
nication in your family, and/or have
a bit of a default to wanting to fix

people, lots of judgment, or not truly
listening, using your coaching skills
helps your brain become wired in
more positive ways.

We also know that mindfulness is
one of the most powerfully benefi-
cial things we can do for our brains.
The research on long-term medita-
tors shows amazing changes to the
brain’s very structure, from creating
a thicker corpus callosum (the con-
nective “white matter” between our
right and left hemisphere) to increas-
ing the size of areas associated with
both compassion and positivity.

I mention this because the defini-
tion of mindfulness is actually quite
broad. It doesn’t mean only sitting
in Zen meditation, but includes any
time we are actually present, aware,
and paying attention in the moment.
I know for myself that T can’t coach
unless T am fully present. When my
mind wanders, I lose track of what
my client is saying, not to mention
what they are not saying and where
their energy is. Thus, I have trained
myself to stay very present in a
coaching session, and this also spills
over to day-to-day life. When I talk to
people, I am present with them.

We don’t have the brain scan re-
search (yet) but I think it’s possible
that this practice of being right here,
now, in each moment fully with our
clients might have similar impact in
our brain as meditation. It would cer-
tainly be an interesting research study!

The 1mpact of Coaching

Coaching is much more than a fun ca-
reer; it gives us access to, and practice
with, powerful communication skills
and possibly even rewires our brains.
The skills and tools of coaching pro-
vide a road map to being more effec-
tive as a leader, parent, sibling, friend,
manager and human being. ®
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