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Group coaching

A powerful intervention

More and more organizations are using group coaching. Some organizations
The essential task of the began using group coaching because they perceived it to be a more costgroup coach is to lead effective way of making coaching available to a broader population. Increasingly
the co-creation of a however, organizations are learning that there is more to group coaching than
space in which people saving money. Group coaching is a distinct methodology that has both
are able to support each advantages (beyond saving money) and disadvantages compared to individual
other’s learning. coaching.

What is group coaching?
As with individual coaching, there exist many different approaches to working
with groups. In this paper we’ll adopt a common definition, one that people
often use to distinguish group coaching from team coaching. From this
perspective a team coach works with a collective who need to work together to
achieve a common objective, whereas a group coach works with people who
each have their own individual goals. This is a somewhat simplistic distinction, in
that people in teams usually have individual objectives as well as common
objectives; and people in groups sometimes establish a common cause. Rather
than attempt to clearly differentiate team and group coaching, it may be more
useful to talk about group coaching in terms of purpose. In our experience, the
essential task of the group coach is to lead the co-creation of a space in which
people are able to support each other’s learning.

Group coaching vs individual coaching
People value individual coaching for the opportunity to explore individual issues
in depthi. In group coaching people have less time to explore individual issues
and may not feel comfortable to disclose to the same extent as they would
working one-to-onei. Group coaching also has its advantages. Research suggests
that people value group coaching for the opportunity to:
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To share a problem is to
take a risk, that others
will judge us and deem

•
•
•
•

Hear multiple perspectives on the issues they are facing
Leverage the support of others in progressing their development goals
Learn about group dynamics
Make meaning together

us to be ineffective,

Creating an environment in which people feel comfortable sharing challenges is
indecisive or uncertain. powerful. Leaders often feel alone in their challenges they are facing. Realising
The essential task of the that others are experiencing similar challenges helps build confidence. Being
group coach is to create coached by other people in the business, who completely understand the
a ‘safe space’. territory, is powerful, and available only when working with colleagues.
Creating a space in which people are able to support each other in their
development is again very powerful. In many organizations personal
development is assumed to be the responsibility of the individual. But we need
to enroll others in our development if we are to be successful. We need others
to help crystalize our intentions. We need others to give us feedback on the
impact of our behaviours. We need others with whom we can reflect, and we
need others to hold us to account.
Group coaching offers a wonderful opportunity to observe the dynamics of a
group doing work together. A good group coach knows when and how to bring
the dynamics of a group to everyone’s attention. Group participants can take
that understanding back into the various teams they work with.
Finally, the group is a place where people can make meaning together. This
makes group coaching a powerful tool for effecting change. If we believe that
change cannot be controlled, that it can only be influenced, through engaging
with people in their local interactions, then group coaching is a wonderful tool to
use to facilitate that collective process.
The issue is not which is best – individual or group coaching. Each has its
advantages and disadvantages, such that one or other may be best for a
particular context, and/or both may be effectively used together.

The group coach
People are not always willing to share their problems. To share a problem is to
take a risk, that others will judge us and deem us to be ineffective, indecisive or
uncertain. The essential task of the group coach is to create a ‘safe space’. To
achieve that, research tells us that the group coach must succeed in performing
some specific tasksi. Some of these tasks must be tackled before the work starts.
This requires the group coach to contract carefully with the client, to ensure that
the coaching is set up to be successful.
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We need to invite people

Before the work begins the coach must:

who are likely to behave

1.

Ensure the purpose of the group is clear to everyone
It takes time for trust to develop in a group and that trust can be
compromised if some people attend only occasionally. If some people
attend only once, or don’t attend at all, the group may have
insufficient numbers. Everyone is busy these days, so people need to
understand what the purpose of the group is in order to fully commit.

2.

Ensure people feel free to decline the invitation
Group coaching works well as the component of a leadership
program, to make sense of materials presented in the program and to
work out how to translate those ideas into action. Often people feel
obliged to attend leadership programs. That can again irregular
attendance, or people joining without being committed. If the
uncommitted aren’t prepared to fully engage, that inhibits others
from engaging as well.

3.

Invite the right number of people to join the group
If you have too many people in a group, it takes a long time to build
trust. Some people will stay quiet. The group may never really get
going. If you have too few people in a group then you have less
diversity of perspective. Research suggests the ideal number of
people in a group is somewhere between 4 and 9, best between 5 and
8i.
Invite the right mix of people
We need to invite people who will behave respectfully to each other
and we need diversity of perspective. So we may choose not to invite
people who we know are at loggerheads. It may take too long to build
trust, if trust can be built at all. Don’t necessarily invite people all at
the same level of seniority. Again, diversity of perspective may be
valuable.

respectfully to each other
and we need diversity of
perspective.

4.

5.

.

Get the session length right
Again, because people are busy, there is a temptation to cap group
coaching sessions at 45 or 60 minutes. This is rarely enough time for
enough people to fully participate and engage. The ideal length of a
session appears to be somewhere between 90 and 120 minutesi. If
people are busy, it may be a better strategy to go with a longer
session and to make participation genuinely optional.
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We have seen so many

6.

Schedule sessions about a month apart
Research suggests staging session 3 – 6 weeks apart. More frequent
than that and people don’t have time to implement actions. Less
frequent than that and people lose track of the conversation.

7.

Choose the right technology
We have seen so many virtual group sessions disrupted by the wrong
technology platform. Either because the platform selected is unstable,
or because the application doesn’t support the purpose of the work.
People need to be able to see (make sure people put their cameras
on!) and hear each other. Avoid having some people in a room
together and others calling in alone. This makes it hard to establish
the right connection. People ringing in can’t see the faces of the
people in the room. People in the room may find it easier to engage
with each other, such that people ringing in feel excluded.

virtual group sessions
disrupted by the wrong
technology platform.

During the sessions the group coach has an important role to play. This
includes:
8.

Establishing a clear working agreement - and holding the group
accountable to that agreement
This includes obvious items, such as confidentiality. The effective
group coach also recognizes the need to ensure that everyone is fully
present with each other. People are less likely to share something
personal, if they don’t think others are all that interested. The group
may commit to having cameras on and phones off. They may also
choose not to use chat room functionality. If people are
communicating with each via chat, then they are unlikely to be fully
present to the person speaking. The coach may also revisit some of
the items agreed beforehand, such as the purpose of the group, the
duration and frequency of meetings etc … The group will usually
commit to other behaviours too, such as listening and respectful
voicing. Groups are pretty good at agreeing how they will operate;
they tend to be less good at sticking to those agreements. To begin
with it is likely to be the group coach’s role to hold people to account.
As trust develops and people begin to feel safer, then the group may
get better at playing that role.

9.

Establishing a process
There are lots of processes and structures available to the group
coach. The choice of structure is not so important as ensuring there is
a structure in place and that people follow it. By structure we mean
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an understanding as to how the session will proceed. That may be as
simple as people taking turns to share their issues, or a more
complicated process. Again, the group will look to the group coach to
ensure the process is followed. If the group coach doesn’t perform
that role well, the group will feel less safe.

we are aspiring to create a
space where participants
engage in dialogue.

10. Role modelling the right behaviours
If the group has committed to certain behaviours, such as being
present, listening well, voicing with respect, withholding judgment etc
… then the coach must role model those behaviours.

The role of dialogue
When groups commit to listening well, they are often unclear about what this
means. To some it may just mean - not interrupting. To others it may mean
making a special effort to withold judgment, suspend certainty and to fully
engage in listening to the speaker as a human being with something valid to
say. The effective group coach will help the group work out what it means to
‘listen’. Groups don’t often discuss what it means to challenge respectfully. To
some people, challenging means blurting out whatever is on our mind. To
others challenging respectfully means talking from the I – recognising that
everyone has a different perspective and that everyone’s perspective is valid.
What we are really saying here, is that we are aspiring to create a space where
participants engage in dialogue. As explained in the previous White Paper,
dialogue is a particular type of conversation (see diagram belowii). When we
engage in dialogue we come prepared to:
1.
2.

Listen without prejudice to what the other person is saying,
suspending our convictions, opinions and beliefs.
Say what needs to be said – respectfully.
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Dialogue is not the same as skilled conversation. Skilled conversation is the
Dialogue is particularly coming together of people with an agenda. They are able to come to an
appropriate when seeking agreement without tension. Skilled conversation tends to be about negotiation
to build a climate of trust, and compromise. In a group coaching setting, that may be an exchange of
a space in which new views as to what the coachee should do next. Often, little new arises from
possibilities are most likely skilled conversation. Dialogue is also different to debate; the exchange of
to emerge. views, without much listening going on. This can happen in group coaching
too. All three types of conversation have their place, but dialogue is
particularly appropriate when seeking to build a climate of trust, a space in
which new possibilities are most likely to emerge.
Dialogue requires us to suspend our assumptions and convictions. We must
hang them out in front of us so they are clear to us, so that we can experience
what the other person is saying independent of those assumptions and
convictions. When we ‘say what needs to be said’ we must do so respectfully if
we don’t want to elicit defensive behaviour. To achieve that again demands
high levels of self-awareness; we need to understand why we are feeling
judgmental; the nature of that judgment and its origins. We must then
suspend judgment and express ourselves free of that judgment if we are to be
able to respect the other person’s perspective.
Group coaches use a variety of techniques and processes. We can build our
own repertoire of useful techniques through reading books and accessing the
internet, but the foundations of any good technique, through the dialogic lens,
is that participants first commit to engage in dialogueiii.
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