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Team & group coaching – summary report
Study in brief
There is currently little agreement in the industry as to 
how best define team coaching or how to differentiate 
team coaching from other interventions such as group 
coaching, facilitation and process consulting. In this study we 
interviewed 40 team and group coaches to further explore 
what team and group practitioners actually do. The results 
revealed a similar diversity of approach as can be found in 
the literature. What all the team coaches had in common was 
a focus on process rather than content. In other words they 
all talked about the need to pay attention to how the team is 
working together as well as to the content of what people are 
saying. However, different coaches look at process, or team 
dynamics, differently. In this paper we present a taxonomy 
of those different approaches to process and a classification 
of other aspects of team/group coaching methodology. We 
also offer some suggestions as to when individual, group or 
team coaching may be most useful and a decision making 
framework for clients.

Introduction
Industry sources suggest that about a third of organisations 
use team and group coaching (Henley Business School, 2010; 
Sherpa Coaching, 2012, 2013), yet there is little agreement 
as to what team coaching is (Clutterbuck, 2013b, Peters & 
Carr, 2013), how effective it is (Hackman & Wageman, 2005; 
Clutterbuck, 2008, 2013a; Liu et al, 2009; Brown & Grant, 
2010, Hicks, 2010, Kets De Vries, 2015; Alrø & Dahl, 2015) or 
how it differs from group coaching and other interventions 
such as facilitation and process consultation. Hawkins (2011) 
suggests that team coaching is 20 years behind individual 
coaching in terms of common definitions, research and 
established training programs or accreditations. The purpose 
of this study is to throw more light upon this area of practice 
by seeking to understand what team and group coaches  
in Australia/New Zealand actually do. 

Team coaching
Peters & Carr (2013) suggest that there exist already more than 
130 team coaching models. Four of the best known and most 
documented approaches to team coaching are compared and 
contrasted here as examples of contemporary practice.

1.  Hackman & Wageman ‘Senior Leadership Teams – what it 
takes to make them great’

  Hackman & Wageman (2005) outlined an approach 
to team coaching further developed by Wageman 
et al (2008) in their book Senior Leadership Teams. 
Their approach is explicitly developmental and non-
relational. Developmental approaches to team coaching 
encourage the coach to determine where the team is on 
its developmental journey and to design an intervention 
accordingly. The authors adopt the developmental 
framework reported by Gersick (1988, 1989). Gersick 
(1988) observed eight groups in action, attending and 
recording every meeting each team had. She found no 
evidence that teams developed as famously described 
by Tuckman; forming, storming, norming, performing 
and, later, adjourning (Tuckman, 1965; Tuckman & 
Jensen, 1977). Instead she identified a pattern she called 
punctuated equilibrium, findings she replicated in a 
laboratory study (Gersick, 1989). 

  According to punctuated equilibrium theory teams are 
most receptive to coaching at the very beginning, the 
middle, and the end of their time together. Hackman & 
Wageman (2005) suggest motivational coaching will be 
most effective in the team’s first meeting, the point at 
which teams very quickly form frameworks as to how they 
will operate together. At the mid-point transition Gersick’s 
teams stopped to review the way they had been working 
together and searched for new ways of operating. 
At this stage Hackman & Wageman (2005) suggest a 
more consultative coaching approach. At completion 
teams became more focussed on the needs of external 
stakeholders, and on reviewing how people had worked 
with each other; things that worked and things that didn’t 
work so well. At this stage a more educational coaching 
approach may be valued.

  Interestingly, Wageman et al (2008) advise coaches not 
to address personal relationships explicitly (relational 
coaching). In their view performance drives the quality 
of relationships, not the other way round. Focussing on 
personal relationships, they say, may be engaging and 
enjoyable, but is unlikely to lead to improvements in 
performance. Their definition of team coaching reflects this 
focus on task, “Direct interaction with a team intended to help 
members make co-ordinated and task-appropriate use of 
their collective resources in accomplishing the team’s work”. 



2

2. Clutterbuck ‘Coaching the Team at Work’
  Clutterbuck’s perspective on team coaching differs 

from that of Hackman & Wageman in at least three 
respects. First, Clutterbuck (2007) challenges the notion 
that coaches may be wasting their time focussing on 
relationships. He suggests that it is the purpose of the 
intervention that determines where the coach spends 
his energies. Second, whilst acknowledging the value 
of Gersick’s work, he suggests that her findings may 
be contextual, and that Tuckman’s model shouldn’t 
be discarded. Indeed Wheelan (2003) cited evidence 
in support of a developmental model very similar to 
Tuckman’s. She reported data from more than 200 work 
teams that suggest the stages are real and that teams 
are more or less equally distributed across those stages. 
Third, Clutterbuck (2007) connects team coaching to 
organisational learning (Senge, 1999). Team learning, he 
suggests, is a key component of organisational learning, 
and a key function of team coaching is to help teams, 
and thereby organisations, to learn and become more 
effective. Learning is explicit in Clutterbuck’s (2013a) 
most recent definition of team coaching; “a learning 
intervention designed to increase collective capability 
and performance of a group or team, through application 
of the coaching principles of assisted reflection, analysis 
and motivation for change.” 

3. Hawkins ‘Leadership Team Coaching’
  Like Clutterbuck, Hawkins (2011) believes the team 

coach needs to pay attention to the emotional work of 
the team, and also sees the team as a learning system. 
As Clutterbuck acknowledges in his preface to Hawkins’ 
book Leadership Team Coaching, Hawkins’ approach is 
more explicitly systemic in its approach. Hawkins (2011) 
suggests that many approaches to working with teams 
tend to focus overly on the relationships between team 
members, and not enough on the relationships team 
members have with others outside the team, the broader 
organizational ‘system’. 

  Hawkins (2011) suggests that high performing teams are 
strong in five disciplines (figure 1). The five disciplines 
represent a balanced focus on task and process, and the 
internal and external work of the team. To be effective a 
team needs:

 i)  A clear commission from those who brought the 
team into being, including a clear purpose and 
success criteria. A team leader must be appointed 
who then picks the right team members (task/
external focus).

 ii)  To clarify its own mission, including purpose, goals, 
values and ways of working (task/internal focus).

 iii)  To constantly attend to how it works together, 
constantly reviewing and co-creating (process/
internal focus).

 iv)  To connect with external stakeholders effectively 
(process/external focus).

 v)  To continually stand back and reflect on its own 
performance and process, constantly learning both 
as a collective and as individuals.

  Each of these five disciplines represents a different 
challenge for the team coach. 

 Figure 1 Five disciplines of high performing teams 
(Hawkins, 2011)

4. Thornton ‘Group and Team Coaching’
  Thornton’s (2010) psychodynamic approach to team 

coaching further builds on the coach’s role in managing 
relationships and adopting a systemic perspective. She 
suggests that many of the ways in which team members 
communicate with each other are unconscious, and 
learning is both an intellectual and emotional experience. 
Thornton’s approach is therefore highly relational. Like 
Hawkins (2011), Thornton’s (2010) approach is also broadly 
systemic, with functioning of the team clearly positioned 
within the functioning of the branch, the company, the 
market and society as a whole. Teams are seen both as 
social systems in themselves and subsystems of larger 
systems. “It is at our peril that we ignore the system within 
which our client team ... operates.” 

These four approaches differ in the extent to which they are 
developmental, relational and systemic, but they all frame 
the importance of working with process and team dynamics. 
Clutterbuck (2008) suggests there are two categories of team 
coaches; those in the first category simply transfer what they 
do in coaching individuals and “add a dash of facilitation 
and or team building, and wing it.” The second category start 
from a deep understanding of process and team dynamics 
and distinguish carefully between team coaching and team 
facilitation. He suggests that there many more coaches in the 
first category than in the second. 

Group coaching
Some authors make clear distinctions between teams and 
groups (e.g. Katzenbach & Smith, 1993) but others use the 
terms interchangeably (Brown & Grant, 2010). Hackman (2002), 
for example, says “Although some authors, such as Katzenbach 
and Smith, take great care to distinguish between the terms 
teams and group, I do not. I use the terms interchangeably and 
make no distinction whatever between them.” This ambiguity 
may be a function of the particular writer’s area of interest. 
For those authors focussed on team coaching, the purpose 
of team/group coaching is essentially the same; to help the 
collective to become a highly effective team. The terms ‘group’ 
and ‘team’ are used to define the extent to which the collective 
meets certain criteria and to challenge team leaders to consider 
the effectiveness of their teams (Bradford, 2002). Kinlaw (1991), 
for example, defines teams as “work groups that have reached a 
new plateau of productivity and quality.” 
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A second group of authors see group coaching as a 
particularly effective means by which to facilitate individual 
learning. Thornton (2010) clearly distinguishes between team 
and learning groups. Group coaching, she says, brings a 
dimension to individual learning that dyadic coaching doesn’t. 
Other psychodynamic practitioners also believe that group 
coaching offers another level of intensity, pressure, focus and 
support compared to individual coaching (Kets de Vries & 
Korotov, 2007; Kets de Vries, 2015; Ward, 2008; Ward et al, 
2014). We can compare this view of group coaching to that 
of Muhlberger & Traut-Mattausch (2015) who don’t appear to 
appreciate the value of group coaching to the same extent. 
They argue that group coaching participants are less likely to 
have their needs met, less likely to be intellectually stimulated 
and less likely to feel inspired than individual coachees 
because they receive less individualised attention. Preliminary 
evidence suggests that group coaching helps coachees to 
become more confident, capable and skilled (Scamardo & 
Harnden, 2007; Kutzhanova et al , 2009, Stelter et al, 2011, Cox, 
2012), more self aware (Kutzhanova et al , 2009. Aas & Vavik, 
2015), more able to manage emotions and conflict (Cox, 2012; 
Alrø & Dahl, 2015), less physically and psychologically isolated 
(Kutzhanova et al, 2009), more appreciative of diversity (Alrø 
& Dahl, 2015) and more aware of what is expected of them by 
their organisation (Aas & Vavik, 2015). 

In this study we set out to discover what team and group 
coaches in Australia and New Zealand actually do and where 
they learned to do it. What approaches do they adopt? To what 
extent are those approaches developmental, relational and/
or systemic? How do coaches differentiate between team and 
group coaching? And based on these insights how can clients 
make informed choices as to what kind of intervention is going 
to best address a particular need and how to select the right 
coach for that intervention?

Methodology
An initial group of 60 coaches were invited, all of whom were 
known to be experienced individual coaches and believed to 
also do team and/or group coaching. Eight coaches declined 
to participate, six because they said they didn’t do team or 
group coaching and 17 failed to reply. Of the 35 coaches who 
agreed to participate, five referred on other coaches who they 
knew did some team coaching. Of the 40 coaches interviewed 
some were based overseas (table 1) but all had first-hand 
experience of working in Australia/New Zealand. 

Participants agreed to participate in 45 minute interviews 
about aspects of their practice. All participants were told that 
their responses would be treated as confidential. The actual 
duration of interviews varied between approximately 25 
and 60 minutes. The following questions were initially asked 
relating directly to team coaching:

 f How long have you been coaching teams?

 f How did you learn to do team coaching?

 f What proportion of your time do you spend coaching 
teams and groups?

 f How do you differentiate between teams and groups?

 f What theories/models inform your practice?

 f Can you describe your approach to team coaching?

 f Can you tell me a story of a team coaching intervention that 
went well?

 f Can you tell me a story of a team coaching intervention that 
didn’t go so well?

 f What have been some of your key learnings?

 f How do you determine the success of your work?

 f What are some of the challenges for coaches who have 
worked mainly in the 1:1 domain, moving into working with 
teams and groups?

At the end of the interview coaches were asked a closed 
question; how would they categorize their practice with 
respect to a taxonomy of approaches suggested by Hackman 
& Wageman (2005). In their review of research and theory 
Hackman & Wageman (2005) suggested there exist four 
approaches:

1  Eclectic, approaches that derive from no particular 
theoretical perspective, but have considerable face validity;

2  Process consultation, in which the practitioner focuses on 
how team or group members are working together;

3  Behavioural models, in which the coach observes the team 
and provides feedback on their behaviour, in service of 
them learning to become more effective;

4  Developmental coaching, in which the coach operates from 
a timing perspective, believing that the team will require 
different kinds of intervention at different stages of its 
development.

Table 1: Coaches surveyed – profile

 
No.

Team & 
group

Team 
only

Group 
only

Member 
of the ICF

Registered 
Psychologist

No. years  
coaching teams/groups

% time  
coaching teams/groups

NSW 19 13 4 2 6 5 13.5 33.8
VIC 7 5 2 – 2 4 9.3 20.0
QLD 5 4 1 – 1 0 17.2 15.0
ACT 2 1 – 1 1 0 6.0 5.0
WA 1 1 – – 1 0 5.0 5.0
SA 1 1 – – 1 0 12.0 20.0
NZ 3 – 2 1 1 2 15.5 19.0
USA 2 2 – – 1 1 17.5 30.0
Total 40 27 9 4 14 12 13.0 25.5
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Results
Theoretical foundations
Figure 2 lists all the authors, models or theories that were 
mentioned by at least three interviewees. These categories 
are not all exclusive. For example, Yalom’s work and aspects 
of Kantor’s work are psychodynamic in orientation, and many 
versions of complexity theory are highly systemic.

Figure 2 Theories and models
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Approaches
The Hackman & Wageman (2005) typology didn’t serve 
particularly well in differentiating approaches to team and 
group work. Almost half the respondents said that all four 
categories represented aspects of their practice; eclectic, 
process consultation, behavioural models and developmental 
coaching. On average participants named three of the four 
types in responding to the closed questions. Of those who 
didn’t describe their approach as eclectic, four coaches spoke 
of the importance of evidence-based practice, interpreting 
‘eclectic’ to mean a lack of rigour. All four of those coaches 
have a strong psychology background. A different typology of 
approaches emerged from responses to the open questions, 
also non-exclusive (figure 3).

Figure 3 Approaches to team and group coaching
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Only one team coach didn’t speak about attending to process 
as well as content, a coach whose approach appeared highly 
planned and educational (see below). Three coaches said 
that process consultation, as described, didn’t resonate 

with their view of their practice, even though aspects of 
process consultation were present in their responses to 
open questions. On the other hand, only one of the four 
coaches specialising in group coaching referred to process 
consultation. The relational category shows up as a subset 
of process consultation. Some coaches spoke about process 
exclusively in terms of task (e.g. roles and responsibilities, 
team meetings, decision making etc...) while other coaches 
spoke explicitly about attending to relationships. For example 
“getting to the heart of the team as individuals and the deep 
connections between individuals.” 

Just under a third of coaches talked about an educational role. 
Some articulated this as part of their role as coach, while others 
talked about wearing different hats at different times. Only one 
coach appeared to be exclusively educational. He described 
his approach as ‘psycho-educational’ and described his style as 
‘light-hearted and playful’ and necessarily ‘engaging’. Twenty 
three percent made explicit reference to action learning 
methodologies. Other coaches may not have made explicit 
reference to action learning or action research, but spoke 
about the importance of framing team coaching around real 
work, and making time to stop and review process. 

Most coaches referred to their approach as systemic, but only 
20% spoke explicitly of the need to attend to what happens 
outside the team, including the context in which the team 
operates and relationships between team members and 
others in the organisation. For example, one coach talked 
about the importance of identifying the expectations of 
multiple stakeholders and establishing touch-points with those 
stakeholders as part of their work. None of the four group-only 
coaches explicitly referred to a broad systemic approach.

Eighteen percent of coaches made specific reference to 
dialogue, either using dialogue as an explicit framework for 
coaching or in terms of helping the team to understand the 
nature of dialogue and to engage in dialogue themselves. In 
responding to the open questions 13% made explicit reference 
to developmental frameworks, all of them referring to 
Tuckman’s forming-storming-norming-performing framework. 
While many of the coaches may have described themselves as 
evidence-based, one coach described himself as an “evidence-
based scientific practitioner”. He didn’t identify with any of the 
four approaches suggested by Hackman & Wageman (2005). 
He declined to adopt a developmental approach, for example, 
because he didn’t believe Tuckman’s work had any construct 
validity. He described his approach as “...rational and analytical. 
There is a scientific method to asking questions, gathering data, 
analysing data, and conceptualising the problem.”

Within these approaches it was possible also to position 
approaches along a spectrum from ‘planned’ to ‘emergent’.  
Coaches to the left of that spectrum described step-by-step 
methodologies and interventions with clearly structured 
agendas, including theory and practice. At the other end 
of the spectrum some coaches talked about walking into a 
session with no preconception as to what would take place, 
being open to what emerged through dialogue with team 
members. Other coaches sat somewhere in the middle, some 
talking about approaching a session as if it was going to be 
structured, then going with the flow. For example, “I used to 
have everything mapped out, even though the conversation 
never went there. It gave me reassurance. Now I go in knowing 
how I want to start with options in my pocket.” 
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Teams & groups
The majority (67%) said they coach both teams and groups; 
23% coached only teams and 10% coached only groups. 
Though four people said there is no difference between a 
team and a group most differentiated between teams and 
groups in terms of teams having i) a common purpose and/
or set of objectives, and ii) clear boundaries in terms of 
membership and regular interaction. A significant proportion 
of interviewees (25%) identified transience as a factor, so that 
a collective brought together for a specific period of time (e.g. 
to deliver a project) for some people constituted a group and 
for others a team. Of those who said they coach both teams 
and groups, two types of response emerged: i) Those who 
coach groups to help them to become teams. For example: 
“I always try to get the group to decide on a collective task, 
otherwise there’s no point.” ii) Those who regard teams and 
groups as distinct entities who come together for a different 
purpose. For example: “I see the group as a controlled 
laboratory for consolidating individual themes, a collaborative 
learning environment.” 

Learning to coach
Only six coaches (15%) said they had received training 
specifically in team or group coaching, usually as a module or 
component of a broader program focussed more on individual 
coaching (figure 4).

Figure 4 Learning to coach 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Reading

Facilitation

Mentoring

On the job training

Observing others

Self-taught

Counselling

Training (specific)

No. mentions/40 interviewed

Individual coaching

Education/teaching

Clinical

Change management

Evaluation
Sixty-eight percent of coaches said they included a subjective 
assessment of how sessions were going as part of their 
evaluation (figure 5). That might include reflecting on the 
coach’s own feelings and thoughts as well as observing factors 
such as level of participation and the extent to which the 
team appears to be operating effectively. Just over half the 
interviewees said they agreed success measures up front with 
the team leader and referred back to those measures at the 
end of an assignment. Forty-two percent seek verbal feedback 
from team and group members with a further 15% seeking 
written feedback. Fifteen percent seek feedback from key 
stakeholders outside the team. Thirteen percent followed up 
with the team a few months after the end of the intervention, 
and another 13% said they must be doing a good job if their 
services were retained or if they got referred.

Figure 5 Evaluation 
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Lessons learned & challenges facing new 
team coaches

Contracting
In describing lessons learned and challenges many coaches 
made particular reference to team coaching. The most 
frequently named lesson learned was the importance of 
contracting (figure 6). Coaches talked about the importance 
of identifying key stakeholders, making sure that desired 
outcomes are agreed upfront, and that a scope and process 
is agreed that both the client and the coach are happy with. 
Contracting meetings should be conducted face-to-face. Once 
the coach has contracted with the key stakeholder, he should 
then contract clearly and early on with everyone in the team or 
group.

Managing the process 
Most agreed that you can’t simply extrapolate an individualistic 
approach into a team setting because of the need to manage 
process. Team coaching is more about process than it is about 
content and the new coach needs to educate himself in areas 
such as team dynamics, social psychology and ethnography. 
It is easy for the inexperienced coach to rely too heavily on 
pre-prepared agendas and on structure generally. Working 
with process is challenging; working in a complex and 
unpredictable environment where there is “no place to hide” 
and in which the coach may need to adapt quickly to what is 
happening in the room. Since some of the group-only coaches 
made no explicit reference to process this suggests that not all 
approaches to group coaching include a focus on process. 

Skills
Coaches generally talked about the importance of listening, 
of being patient and being comfortable at times sitting with 
silence. They talked about the importance of knowing when to 
challenge and when to support. 

Right approach
Coaches described different approaches to process. Some 
talked about the importance of focussing first on performance. 
Focusing on trust sounds good, said one coach, but most 
leaders are pragmatic and want to work on tangible outcomes. 
Another talked about attending to values early on, the 
importance of bringing individual and collective values 
to the attention of the team so that they can address any 
value-conflict. The general lesson appears to be less around 
adopting a specific approach as to be confident in adopting an 
approach that the coach understands and has confidence in. 
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Commitment of the leader
Aside from contracting, it is important for the team coach to be 
convinced as to the genuine commitment of the leader to the 
process. Many of the stories that coaches told of interventions 
that didn’t work well were traced back to the behaviour of the 
leader not supporting the intervention or changing his mind 
half way through. 

Managing self
Participants said that it’s hard to manage team and group 
process without being good at managing self. Insecurity 
can show up in the way the coach operates, by becoming 
enmeshed in the system for example, or else seeking to push 
it away. Effective team coaches need to manage their egos 
and be open to learning. The coach may need to get used 
to years of never feeling completely confident and capable, 
particularly in working with interpersonal process. Supervision 
is more important than it is for individual coaching because of 
the additional challenges experienced in managing oneself in 
such a complex environment. 

Being prepared
Some coaches also talked about the importance of being 
prepared, if not in terms of having a session mapped out and 
planned, in terms of having some ideas to call upon in the 
moment. “I prepare a lot,” said one coach, “then I just step back 
and let it go.”

Figure 6 Lessons learned
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Discussion
There is currently little agreement as to how best define team 
coaching or how to differentiate team coaching from other 
interventions such as group coaching, facilitation and process 
consulting. The results of this study make transparent the 
diversity of practice among team and group coaches and 
further frame the challenge of differentiating team and group 
coaching from each other and from other disciplines. 

Team and group coaching
The views of coaches interviewed in this study broadly 
reflected distinctions between teams and groups in the 
literature, with an emphasis on teams having a common 
purpose and set of objectives, and an agreement as to how 
team members will work together in pursuit of that purpose. 
Some coaches referred also to a less common differentiator; 
that teams are stable and work together for a “meaningful 
length of time.” (Thompson, 2000). As in the literature we 
also found some coaches make clear distinctions between 
team and group coaching while others used the terms 
interchangeably. Given that group coaching may be used as 
a discrete discipline to meet specific needs, Thornton’s (2010) 
distinction between coaching teams and learning group 
eems useful. Team coaching would therefore be defined as 
an intervention designed to help groups or teams to become 

effective teams. Group coaching would be defined as a 
process through which a coach helps people to support each 
other in attainment of individual goals. 

Different approaches to working with teams 
and groups
The results of this study suggest that above all team coaching 
is about managing process. Many forms of group coaching 
also include managing process, but not all. In listening to 
coaches talk about process, systems, and team dynamics, it 
became apparent that coaches were using the same words 
to mean different things. This observation is consistent with 
Thornton’s (2010) view that:

 “...people use the phrase ‘group dynamics’ as a kind of catch-all phrase 
when talking about several things at once, or a sense of ‘what’s happening 
underneath’ in a group. Often the phrase is used when someone wants to 
convey that they don’t understand what is going on, but have a sense that 
there is more going on than meets the eye. Because its use has become 
rather imprecise, the term itself has become less useful.”

Nine dimensions of coaching practice emerged from this 
study; five that relate to process and four to methodology 
(figure 7).

Figure 7 Different approaches to team coaching
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Five different approaches to managing process emerged from 
the interviews, each of which can be referenced back to the 
literature. 

1. Task 
  Schein (1999) suggested there are three types of process 

for the interventionist to observe; boundary management, 
task, and interpersonal. Of these three types of process 
he suggested that task should be the consultant’s primary 
focus. The consultant should intervene on interpersonal 
process only when the team has explicitly agreed to work 
on interpersonal issues. Task in this context includes 
ensuring that individual’s roles and responsibilities are 
clear, and that processes such as team meetings and 
decision making are attended to.

2. Relational
  Some coaches in this study echoed Schein’s (1999) views, 

but about half emphasised the importance of paying 
attention to interpersonal relationships. Slobodnik & Wile 
(1999) suggested that the only way to change a team’s 
behaviour is to identify and modify the team social system, 
and Kets de Vries (2005) defined the practitioner’s main 
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concern as being a focus on “what is really going on 
in the intrapsychic and interpersonal world of the key 
players, below the surface of their day-to-day routines.” 
Thornton’s (2010) approach to group dynamics is highly 
relational and Martin (2006) suggested that Hackman 
& Wageman’s (2005) model be amended to include 
relationship factors. Some coaches also talked about 
asking teams to draw a timeline of their time together 
and to share stories about the team’s development. 
These approaches are consistent with the idea that all 
teams have a history (Clutterbuck, 2013a) and the belief 
that one of the biggest barriers to team effectiveness 
may be its past history or traditions (Martin, 2006). 

3. Developmental
  Although many of the coaches said their practice was in 

some way developmental, none of them talked about 
designing interventions based on a diagnostic of the 
team’s stage of development. Coaches more often 
talked about inviting teams to focus on their history in a 
way that elicited dialogue. For example, some coaches 
spoke about asking teams to draw a timeline of their 
time together and to share stories about the team’s 
development. These approaches are consistent with the 
idea that all teams have a history (Clutterbuck, 2013a) 
and the belief that one of the biggest barriers to team 
effectiveness may be its past history or traditions (Martin, 
2006). 

4. Dialogic
  Eighteen percent of coaches made specific reference 

to dialogue, either using dialogue as an explicit 
framework for coaching or in terms of helping the team 
to understand the nature of dialogue and to engage in 
dialogue itself. Clutterbuck (2007), Hawkins (2011) and 
Thornton (2010) all refer explicitly to the importance 
of dialogue in coaching. Clutterbuck’s (2007) earlier 
definition of team coaching included explicit reference 
to dialogue: “Helping the team improve performance, 
and the processes by which performance is achieved, 
through reflection and dialogue.” Hawkins (2011) 
writes about the coach’s role in terms of facilitating 
dialogue; the mission dialogue, the practice dialogue, 
the commissioner’s dialogue, and the dynamic dialogue 
that teams need to engage in with other stakeholders. 
Thornton (2010) points to the role of dialogue in 
achieving mutual understanding. This focus on dialogue 
is echoed by other workers (e.g. Brown and Grant, 
2013; Alrø & Dahl, 2015) making reference to the work 
of Bohm (1996) and Isaacs (1999). Kantor’s (2012) early 
work on structural dynamics is cited by Isaacs (1999) and 
provides a lens and a language with which to view and 
talk about process in terms of dialogue. 

5. Broad systemic
  Twenty percent of coaches spoke explicitly of the need 

to attend to what happens outside the team as well as 
within the team, consistent with the work of both Hawkins 
(2011) and Thornton (2010). Though Hawkins (2011) 
suggests Clutterbuck doesn’t place sufficient emphasis 
on relationships outside the team, Clutterbuck (2007) 
does suggest that the coach needs to engage in ‘systemic 
thinking’, mapping out the various factors of presenting 
issues including an analysis of all the people who have 
an influence on that issue. Stoffels (2015) cites the value 
of bringing the wider system into the room, for example 
inviting other members of the system into team coaching 
sessions. 

These five approaches to coaching all represent different ways 
of thinking about and working with process, none of which are 
mutually exclusive. Five more approaches to team coaching 
describe coaching in terms of methodology.

1. Educational
  Thirty percent of coaches interviewed in this study said that 

one of their roles was to bring new theory and insights to 
the team. Hackman & Wageman (2005), Clutterbuck (2007) 
and Hawkins (2011) all position learning as an important 
element of team development and indeed most writers 
ascribe an educational role to the team coach (Farmer, 
2016). Thornton (2010), on the other hand, implies that 
skills development is more the realm of training, that 
team coaching is more appropriate for training follow-up, 
helping people to embed skills and reflect with each other 
on progress.

2. Behavioural
  Hackman & Wageman (2005) cite the approaches of 

Schwarz and Komaki as examples of team coaching based 
on theories of individual behaviour. Schwarz’ approach 
consisted of three stages; i) observing behaviour, ii) 
providing feedback, iii) helping the team to decide whether 
or not they want to change their behaviours based on 
feedback received. Komaki’s approach is more didactic; 
i) providing instructions on how to behave, ii) monitoring 
performance, iii) explaining to the team the consequences 
of their behaviour. None of the coaches interviewed in this 
study described such a structured behavioural approach at 
the heart of their practice, though most said they spent at 
least some time observing the team in action and providing 
feedback. 

3.  Planned
  Clutterbuck (2008) suggests that team coaching is different 

to team facilitation in that the facilitator leads a team 
through a ‘directed’ dialogue, whereas the team coach 
more often involves an emergent dialogue. Coaches in this 
study showed up somewhere on a spectrum from ‘planned’ 
to ‘emergent’. A coach adopting a highly planned approach 
will decide in advance a detailed agenda for a team or 
group coaching session. A coach adopting an emergent 
approach may go into a session with no preconception 
as to what will happen. Many coaches seemed adaptable, 
having a planned approach to hand if required, but often 
making decisions in-the-moment to go with the energy of 
the team. This flexible approach appears consistent with 
Thornton’s (2010) approach, in which the extent to which 
the team coach is structured and planned depends on the 
degree to which the team or group feels secure. If the team 
or group is not feeling safe and secure then the coach may 
be wise to structure a session, providing team members 
with clear sight as to what’s going to happen. As team 
members become more confident, so the team coach may 
facilitate a more emergent process.

4.  Action learning
  Reg Revans defined action learning as a social process 

in which a group of people learn from each other’s 
experiences. Action learning is often defined specifically 
as a group intervention rather than a team intervention 
(e.g. Clutterbuck, 2007; Thornton, 2010), but some of the 
coaches interviewed spoke about adapting the process for 
team use.

All these dimensions of coaching practice showed up in team 
coaching, and all showed up among the four group-only 
coaches as well, except broad systemic. 
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Team coaching, facilitation and process consulting
It’s relatively easy to differentiate between team coaching and 
training or team building. Training, even experiential training, 
is essentially didactic without an explicit focus on process or 
systems. Team building is often described as a one-off event or 
series of events, usually dissociated from the team task. Team 
building workshops usually focus specifically on helping team 
members get on well together and rarely address performance 
directly (Clutterbuck, 2008). It’s harder to differentiate between 
team coaching, facilitation and process consulting. 

Clutterbuck (2008) distinguishes between team coaching 
and facilitation on two dimensions. First, team facilitation is 
more structured than team coaching. Second, team coaching 
is educational; the ultimate aim is to help the team develop 
the capacity to coach itself. Hawkins (2011) suggests that 
facilitators manage the team’s process so the team can focus 
on task, while the coach enables the team to recognise 
and modify its own process. However, not everyone would 
agree with these distinctions. Stewart (2007) cites different 
perspectives on facilitation concluding that “... all describe the 
role of facilitator as responsible for helping the group increase 
its effectiveness by improving its process and neutral in the 
content of the group’s decisions and solutions.” Furthermore 
she cites Schwarz, who points to the developmental role of 
the facilitator, working with a team over a period of time, 
helping it to correct its own process without the facilitator’s 
help. Regardless of what the team coaches may think then, 
there appear to be plenty of facilitators who see their role as 
both educational and process focussed. It is not surprising 
therefore that we see the terms coaching and facilitation used 
interchangeably in the literature (Brown & Grant, 2009). 

Hawkins (2011) defines process consulting as a form of 
facilitation in which the consultant helps the team review and 
reflect upon task process. He suggests that team coaches tend 
to use less problematic language than do process consultants 
and that they are more likely to balance a problem focus with 
an appreciation of what is working well. Hackman & Wageman 
(2005), on the other hand, positions process consulting 
explicitly as an approach to team coaching. Schein (1999) 
uses the terms facilitation and coaching as forms of process 
consulting. He uses the term ‘facilitation’ to mean process 
consulting with teams, and the term ‘coaching’ to mean 
process consulting with individuals (Brown and Grant, 2009). 

In summary there seem to be no generally accepted 
distinctions between team coaching, team facilitation and 
process consultation. Attempts to create these distinctions with 
reference to factors such as structure, capacity development or 
positive psychology are unconvincing when regarded from a 
contextual perspective. Coaching generally, says Clutterbuck 
(2007), is multifaceted, multidimensional and highly variable 
according to purpose and context. The provider of team 
coaching services may be better off seeking to understand the 
client’s needs and recommending an intervention accordingly, 
than spending time attempting to argue conceptual 
distinctions between different ways of working with teams.

Conclusions
In conclusion, there exist many different approaches to team 
and group coaching and some of these appear contradictory. 
While researchers continue to explore some of those apparent 
contradictions, we may have to accept that the onus is on 
each of us to define our own framework. These frameworks 
will make clear distinctions between individual, group and 
team coaching and they will be clear as to the value of each 
intervention type. They will enable clients to make informed 
choices as to what kind of intervention is going to best address 
a particular need and how to select the right coach for that 
intervention. With respect to team coaching a framework may 
include a focus on:

1.  Establishing as clearly as possible what the organisation 
hopes to achieve through coaching a particular team in a 
particular context. For team coaching this will often include 
seeking the views of people outside the team as well as 
members of the team. Establishing a clear purpose upfront 
is an important element of an evaluation strategy (see 
below).

2.  Forming an initial hypothesis as to where a coach is likely to 
be most useful. Hawkins (2011) and Hackman & Wageman 
(2005), for example, both provide useful frameworks to 
guide this thought process. Hawkins (2011) invites us to 
look at the extent to which the team has a clear mandate; to 
which it has a clear mission, goals and objectives; to which 
members of the team are clear as to how they want to 
work together, how well they are connecting with external 
stakeholders, and how much time they spend reflecting 
on their performance and process. In which of these areas 
might the team most value coaching?

3.  On the basis of this initial hypothesis, characterizing the 
type of coach who is likely to be most effective for this 
particular assignment. For example, if the main area of 
focus is likely to be interpersonal relationships the client 
may choose to select a coach who appears strongest in 
this domain. Good team coaching is not necessarily a 
‘natural’ extension of individual coaching, though many 
clients think it is (Britton, 2015). An outstanding individual 
coach may not be an effective team coach. Effective team 
coaches may be expected to be able to articulate their 
own team coaching models with respect to process and 
methodology.

4.  Contracting clearly with the team coach upfront, and 
revisiting that contract on a regular basis, recognising that 
the coaching agenda is likely to be dynamic and emergent.

5.   Agreeing an evaluation strategy that measures progress 
against both the overall purpose of the assignment 
and with reference to the scope of the assignment. 
For example, if the team is focussed on interpersonal 
relationships between team members then the team may 
monitor the extent to which team members believe they 
are engaged in good dialogue, or the extent to which 
people feel safe speaking up. Or if the team is focussed on 
improving relationships with external stakeholders it may 
choose to survey those stakeholders on a regular basis.
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Clutterbuck’s (2008) comparison of coaches who “add a dash 
of facilitation and ... wing it” with those who have a deep 
understanding of team dynamics appears to rather denigrate 
the practice of facilitation, at least as defined by Stewart (2007). 
Facilitation may in fact be an excellent environment in which to 
develop a deep understanding of team dynamics. Certainly in 
this study facilitation and counselling both came higher up the 
list of learning experiences than specialist coach training. In an 
environment where there are currently few institutions offering 
comprehensive team and group coach training the interested 
coach might usefully seek to develop their facilitation and 
process consulting skills as part of their development.

With respect to group coaching a framework may include a 
focus on:

1.  The relative merits of individual and group coaching. 
Various writers suggest that group coaching is more 
powerful than individual coaching and critique individual 
coaching on the basis that it fails to position systemic 
factors at the heart of the coaching process (Whelan, 
2003; Brown & Grant, 2009). Schein (2003), Senge (2006) 
and Scharma (2007) all point to value of working with 
groups and teams microcosms of the organisational 
environment. However, individual coaching may still be 
the most appropriate intervention when the coachee is 
unlikely to consent to working in a group, or where the 
level of personal disclosure required may be inappropriate 
(Brown & Grant, 2009). Group coaching also requires a 
level of commitment and trust that may be missing in some 
environments (Stelter et al, 2011). Group and individual 
coaching therefore have their relative strengths and 
weaknesses that may steer the practitioner to choose one 
the other, or a combination of both (Cox, 2012).

2.  The extent to which a particular group intervention is likely 
to be process oriented, relational and systemic. Though our 
sample size of group-only coaches was small, it suggests 
that some group coaches attend to process and some 
don’t. Coaches whose primary vocation is working with 
individuals may bring individual ways of working to the 
group format, sometimes with great effect. Other coaches 
bring a broad systemic perspective and an ability to work 
with process that offers different dimensions to the learning 
experience of the group. 

3.  The importance of defining desired coaching outcomes 
rigorously and carefully, so that the right intervention is 
chosen, the right coach selected, and the right factors 
selected on which to build an effective evaluation strategy.

The challenge to the coach
Team coaching as a discipline presents a challenge to coaches 
as well as clients and organisations, a challenge that may 
not yet be fully recognised. Hicks (2010) reports that 60% of 
organisations think that it should be easy for their internal 
coaches to transition from individual coaching to coaching 
teams. This would explain why Milner & McCarthy (2014) found 
that team leaders are attempting to coach their teams using 
techniques learned in the training they’ve received to coach 
individuals. The views of coaches and academics sourced in 
this study however, suggest that it is very difficult for someone 
with experience only of individual coaching to transition into 
coaching teams and groups. Coaching teams requires a coach 
to understanding aspects of process and team dynamics, 
and to have the requisite self awareness and skills to be able 
to manage in an often unpredictable and sometimes volatile 
environment. The majority of coaches interviewed in this study 
also talked about the importance of understanding process 
in coaching groups – but not everyone did. This raises the 
possibility that some forms of group coaching may be a great 
first step into managing teams and more complex groups for 
coaches with experience only of working with individuals. 
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