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“When line managers
are involved as active
and engaged sponsors it
can make a real
difference to coachees.”
Carter & Milleri

Line Manager
Meetings
Traditional approaches to organizational coaching focus solely on the
1-to-1 relationship between two people. Some coaches however,
recognize that what happens inside the coaching room is greatly
impacted by what happens outside the coaching room. They are
curious to understand better the world of the coachee, and one
important aspect of the coachee’s world is usually the relationship
between coachee and line manager.
There are at least three reasons a three-way meeting between coach, coachee
and line manager may be useful. The first may be the most obvious.

Aligning on goals
Eve Turner and Peter Hawkins surveyed more than 650 coaches to find out what
coaches actually do when it comes to meeting with other stakeholdersii. Fifty
percent of coaches and organizations reported having been involved with multistakeholder contracting over the last 12 months. The three key impacts,
mentioned by all, related to goal setting; aligning outcomes to organizational
outcomes, setting clear and specific goals, and ensuring coaching is focused on
outcomes and action.
The next two reasons for holding three-way meetings may be less obvious. First,
let’s look at the role of the line manager in supporting change.

Supporting change
The traditional approach to coaching is consistent with the traditional approach
to organizational development in which the individual is the focus of attention. If
we succeed in liberating the potential of each individual in the organization, then
the organization will operate more effectively. Our role as coaches therefore, is
to let loose our coachees with a clear sense of purpose and resolve, and this is
enough to ensure behavioral change. This is a logical, rational perspective that
said that stakeholder coracting is now common practice. For 40% of spoke to
11 participants receiving coaching as part of a leadership development
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At the heart of the

overlooks the complex and relational nature of organizations.

matter is the reality that My coachee decides she wants to be more influential. She resolves to be more
assertive in meetings with the Board, and to stay in listening mode when
the majority of people in
challenged, rather than get defensive. She is clear on her objectives when she
organizations, including
attends the next Board meeting, and feels she is more assertive, and is careful
the leaders of those not to get drawn into debate. But at our next coaching session she expresses
organizations, are not mixed feelings as to how the meeting went. She says she isn’t feeling good about
good at asking for or what happened. It felt awkward and unnatural, and she’s pretty sure two of the
receiving feedback. Board didn’t like the way she behaved. She’s not sure what to do next.
This isn’t an untypical outcome. At the heart of the matter is that most people in
organizations, including the leaders of those organizations, are not good at
asking for or receiving feedback. This is partly why some organizations ask their
staff to complete online 360 assessments – to make sure they have access to
feedback at least once a year. But it isn’t enough to ask for feedback once a year.
Organizations comprise a complex web of interpersonal relationships, dynamic
and fluid. If organizations are to be more effective, then it is this pattern of
relationships that needs to reorganize on an ongoing basis. And for a system to
reorganize effectively it needs to incorporate feedback loops.
Bringing it back to me and my coachee, I can be helpful by helping her to
understand the nature of the system in which she’s operating, and commit to
seeking feedback on an ongoing basis, so that she is more likely to be adaptive
and responsive.
Experiential learning models can help us here. I can help my coachee by
encouraging her to i) have clear intentions ii) think when and where to behave
differently iii) ask for specific feedback iv) make time to reflect v) contract with
someone to hold her to account for going around the loop.

Prepare

Act

Reflect

Feedback

Action learning loop
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This is a collective exercise encouraging the coachee to think about who she
When the line manager will share her intentions with, who she will ask for feedback, and with whom
enters the room, an she will reflect. Of all these various roles – which might the line manager
important part of the fulfill?
organizational system
The third potentially useful function of a three-way meeting is also systemic.
becomes visible to the
coach.

The system at work

When the line manager enters the room, an important part of the
organizational system becomes visible to the coach. I once coached someone
who said that their line manager refused to give her feedback. The line
manager would change the subject when asked for feedback and talk a lot,
filling the space with words, until the meeting was out of time. At a three-way
meeting I saw him in action. I tried asking him questions too, but he displayed
the same behaviours, talking loudly and becoming anxious if I showed signs of
wanting to interrupt. This experience of the relationship enabled me to be
more helpful to the coachee.
More recently I was working with a coachee whose intention was to engage
more effectively with his Board. He tended to get carried away, he said, to
become passionate and over eager, such that he stopped listening. Board
members would roll their eyes. After a few coaching sessions he said he was
doing a much better job. We arranged for a here-way meeting with his line
manager.
His line manager was late coming to the three-way meeting, and so to fill the
time my coachee started telling me about an unrelated issue, sketching
furiously on the whiteboard as he outlined his ideas. The line manager arrived,
and I attempted to frame the original purpose of the meeting, but my coachee
continued drawing on the whiteboard. The line manager then attempted to
steer the meeting back to its original purpose, but to no avail. My coachee was
on a roll! The line manager shrugged and just let him continue, offering no
feedback. After another few minutes I stopped the conversation and invited
both coachee and line manager to reflect on what had happened and the roles
they had each played in co-creating a scenario in which the coachee missed an
opportunity to put his intentions into action.

What do you do?
In an unpublished study, we worked with seven coaches, each of who
recorded three-way conversations for us. Four patterns of interaction
emerged.
Pattern 1 – coach talks to the line manager, asking the line manager to
comment on the coachee’s goals. Line manager and coachee don’t directly
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One coach described three-

interact.

way meetings as his ‘worst Pattern 2 – coach facilitates the conversation, asking the coachee to talk about
his goals, then asking the line manager to comment. Line manager and
nightmare’.
coachee don’t directly interact.
Pattern 3 – everyone participates equally, because everyone is determined to
talk to each other, or because the coach actively encourages it.
Pattern 4 – the coach establishes the purpose of the meeting, then encourages
coachee and line manager to work directly with each other.

Patterns 3 and 4 enable everyone in the room to notice the system in action.
How do you run three-way meetings? And what does the way you run these
meetings say about your coaching philosophy?

Getting a grip
Managing three-way meetings isn’t always easy. Fifty-seven percent of the
coaches in Turner & Hawkins’ study said they took three-way conversations to
supervisionii. This suggests things have moved on since we conducted a 2014
study into coaching supervisioniii in which the number was only 12%. Many
coaches we spoke to said they didn’t do three-way meetings at all or sought to
get them out of the way as soon as possible. One coach described three-way
meetings as his ‘worst nightmare’.
-

-

What happens if the coachee and line manager don’t agree on the
goals for coaching?

5

- What if I find myself siding with the line manager?

Supervision is a great place

- What if I sense that the coachee is being manipulated in some way?
What do I do?

to go and reflect.

These all feel like systemic questions and different coaches will have different
answers to these questions based on their philosophy of coaching. If you are
unsure, then supervision (informal or formal) is a great place to go and reflect.
What do you think? Let us know.

Paul Lawrence
Principal, Centre for Coaching in Organisations
paul@ccorgs.com.au
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