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EXPANDING OUR 
REPERTOIRE: 

The acronym ‘VUCA’ – 
meaning volatile, uncertain, 
complex and ambiguous - 

has wedged itself into the 
language of organisational 

culture, almost to the  
point of cliché. 

DR PAUL MAKEHAM 

COACHING AS A FUTURE-PROOFING 
STRATEGY FOR L&D PROFESSIONALS
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Organisational life these days often 
feels too unstable, too dynamic,  

too disrupted and too demanding. 

“
DR PAUL MAKEHAM 

Originating in military circles, it’s become a kind 
of catch-all to describe the unpredictable and 
contradictory forces that characterise contemporary 
work and life. While the term itself might be a little 
overused, it’s nonetheless true that organisational life 
these days often feels too unstable, too dynamic, too 
disrupted and too demanding. 

As organisational systems adapt to new realities, 
the vertical hierarchies of the past are giving way 
to flatter, more distributed structures. Rigid job 
functions are being superseded by more agile ways of 
working. Command and control are being replaced by 
collaboration and co-creation.

ADAPTING TO CHANGE

In parallel, the field of training and development has 
sought to adapt in an effort to remain relevant and 
continue to provide value to organisations in flux. The 
shift from teaching to learning that’s occurred in the 
broader education sector has - to varying degrees 
- been mirrored in the business and organisational 
context. Here, the movement has been away from 
training (the one-way transfer of knowledge or skill 
for organisational benefit) towards a deeper focus on 
human learning and development. 

Of course, there will always be a vital place for high-
quality training. Increasingly though, content and 
delivery are being designed to support employees’ 
personal and professional growth, rather than the 
acquisition of technical skills and knowledge. High-
impact L&D programs privilege discovery and enquiry 
over instruction and information; they support 
individuals to deepen their own self-awareness and they 
help to develop a tolerance - even an appreciation - of 
complexity.

Not everyone in the sector is keeping pace. The Towards 
Maturity report (2019) revealed an alarming skills gap 
in the L&D field. Michelle Ockers, host of the Learning 
Uncut podcast, believes that overall progress on shifting 
L&D capability remains too slow: ‘The profession is 
divided. Some are highly capable and progressive. Many 
are unable to manage their own learning, let alone 
enable others to learn and perform better. Alarmingly, 
the skillset in learning teams has continued to contract.’

EVOLVE OR GO EXTINCT?

The imperative for L&D practice to evolve is clear: 
expand the repertoire or risk irrelevance. But what are 
the L&D strategies that we ourselves need to adopt 
as L&D professionals in order to future-proof our 
careers? How can we attune more closely to clients’ 
evolving needs; deepen and enrich participant learning; 
and embed enquiry-based, rather than solutions-led, 
thinking in program design and delivery?

One practical answer is to acquire coaching skills and 
qualifications. As many commentators have observed, 
coaching is increasingly becoming integral to the fabric 
of a learning culture. Describing what he considers to be 
a ‘coaching revolution,’ Alan Fine states that, ‘coaching 
has become recognised as one of the most powerful 
ways to change behaviour more permanently. Retention 
is 65% higher with coaching than with training. 
Coaching brings discipline to people’s attention over 
time and causes them to tap into their most powerful 
faculties.’ 

So, what is coaching? Would expanding your repertoire 
to include coaching be a practical future-proofing 
strategy for you? What’s involved in becoming a coach?

TAPPING POTENTIAL 

Coaching can be many things, encompassing a variety 
of principles, practices and objectives. Most people 
relate coaching to the sporting context and many of 
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the core elements of professional coaching have 
been developed by successful sports coaches – Tim 
Gallwey being one example among many. There are 
life coaches, executive coaches, business coaches, 
learning coaches, mindset coaches, vocal coaches 
and others. 

In the organisational context, coaches play a key 
role in underpinning a culture of continuous learning. 
They support individual development, unlock team 
potential and enhance system-wide performance. 
Rather than being a single event, coaching is a 
process; a way of thinking, doing and being. 

Eric Parsloe describes how an effective coach 
requires ‘a knowledge and understanding of process 
as well as the variety of styles, skills and techniques 
that are appropriate in the context in which the 
coaching occurs’. And while there are many different 
coaching styles, most can be thought of as part 
of a continuum of practice. At one end is the more 
directive ‘expert advisor’ who provides guidance 
and counsel; at the other end is the more enquiring 
‘curious co-discoverer’ who listens deeply, suspends 
judgment and acts as a sounding board for 
coachees to think out loud, form questions and test 
ideas. 

Both ends of the coaching continuum – and all 
points in-between – can be equally valid and 
effective, but it is the coach as curious co-discoverer 
who best embodies the spirit and potential of 
coaching, using wise enquiry as a means of tapping 
into and unleashing coachees’ intrinsic problem-
solving capacities.

COACHING FRAMEWORKS

Coaching conversations can be impactful stand-
alone engagements between coach and coachee, 
but they are often most effective when conducted 
as part of a broader program of professional 
development. In tandem with other program content, 
various frameworks and models can be employed 
by coaches to bring structure, focus and purpose to 

coaching sessions. 

The GROW Model, for example, is widely used and 
highly regarded. Developed in the 1980s by Graham 
Alexander, Alan Fine and Sir John Whitmore, it 
proffers a sequence of four steps:

1) establish the goal

2) examine the current reality

3) explore the options (or obstacles)

4) establish the will (or way forward). 

This sequence enables the conversation to move 
forward through inquiry and discovery towards 
experimentation and action. 

David Peterson’s Development Pipeline (2006) 
captures the five ‘necessary and sufficient conditions 
for learning’: insight, motivation, capability, real-
world practice and accountability. All five need to be 
met for effective learning to occur.

Alan Sieler’s Ontological Coaching is a powerful and 
sophisticated coaching philosophy based on the 
proposition that personal effectiveness is shaped 
by our ‘way of being’: a dynamic interrelationship 
between language, emotions and body. 

An array of ‘diagnostic’ tools can also be 
incorporated to enhance coaching impact 
and effectiveness. Myers-Briggs, Life Styles 
Inventory, The Leadership Circle, DISC Profile and 
Enneagram are just some of the many personality, 
psychometric and behavioural assessments that 
clients can undertake to generate baseline data 
for strengthening self-awareness and optimising 
personal and professional effectiveness.

RECOGNITION AND REGULATION

As a professional practice, coaching has by now 
attained a level of maturity and sophistication that 
is reflected in sustained and measurable impacts 

In the organisational context, coaches    
play a key role in underpinning a 
culture of continuous learning. 

DR PAUL MAKEHAM 
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at the organisational coalface. But while 
coaching in Australia is burgeoning, 
the field remains largely unregulated. 
Essentially, anyone can call themselves 
a coach without any particular training 
or accreditation. That said, accreditation 
and certification are key to maximising 
excellence as a professional coach. 

Through ongoing L&D, professional 
coaches can enhance their practice, 
remain relevant and optimise the coachee 
experience. The International Coaching 
Federation (ICF) is widely recognised as the 
gold standard for the coaching ‘industry’, 
such as it is. The ICF plays a vital role in 
professionalising the field of coaching by 
accrediting training programs, certifying 
coaches, and upholding professional 
standards and ethics. However, not all 

coaches have to be ICF-accredited 
and there is no guarantee that an ICF-
accredited coach will be highly competent. 
Moreover, for busy L&D practitioners, 
accreditation can be time consuming and 
expensive: Getting and keeping your ICF 
certification requires time, energy and 
money. Even some very experienced and 
skilful coaches may choose not to do it.

There’s no end to how coaching can be 
used to future-proof organisations. Can 
we L&D professionals leverage this value 
proposition for coaching as we strive to 
meet the challenges of future-proofing our 
own careers? The potential is enormous for 
those of us who can expand our repertoire 
and play our part in leading sector-wide 
transformation and regeneration.
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