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Leaders grow leaders. A “Coach 
Approach” to leadership can accelerate 
development, increase engagement, 
and raise performance. Making the 
choice to use a coach approach to 
growing others is a smart leadership 
strategy that produces strong business 
results. The Ultra Leadership framework 
and A3 Coaching process provide 
leaders with the tool kit to move beyond 
usual and ordinary, get more from their 
people, and make their jobs easier in 
the process. The A3 Coaching tool 
provides a proven framework that 
combines the mindset, skills, and 
process to empower the leader as 
coach. 
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Growing Leadership.  

“Before you are a leader, 
success is all about growing 
yourself. When you become a 
leader, success is all about 
growing others.” Jack Welch 
 
When we think about leadership 

we tend to think about producing 
business results. That’s partially 
correct; leadership is about pushing 
the limits, disrupting the status quo, 
and driving positive change. 
Leadership is equally responsible 
for getting people to willingly, 
enthusiastically, and repeatedly say 
“yes,” engage and contribute.  

 Growing others as a way of 
enabling high engagement and 
maximizing the contributions of 
others often takes a back seat to 
producing business results. This is 
reflective of the fact that most 
people managers have dual roles. 
They still have some contributions 
to make as individual contributors 
themselves. At the same time, they 
are responsible for organizing 
others into high performing teams. 
This second responsibility involves 
aiding others in their development. 
When we make developing others 
our priority as leaders, we become 
more of the type of leader Jack 
Welch is talking about.  

We don’t grow others by telling 
them what to do. We grow others by 
providing them opportunities to push 
the limits, find their edges in terms 
of competence and confidence, and 
learn from their experiences of 
stretching themselves. Growing 
others requires a different 
approach. 

In this regard, growing others is 
a smart leadership strategy to get 
people to willingly, enthusiastically, 
and repeatedly engage and 
contribute. It’s also a smart 
business strategy. It takes highly 
engaged individuals and teams to 
deliver the business results that we 
must deliver. If we see growing and 
developing others as critical to 
success, we need to rethink the role 
of the leader. We need leaders to 
think and act more like coaches. 

Think of the coach of a 
successful sports team. The coach 
is not on the field with the players. 
He is on the sideline, teaching and 
guiding the thoughts and actions of 
the players. Great coaches come to 
mind: John Wooden, Phil Jackson, 
Tara VanDerveer, Alex Ferguson, 
Knute Rockne. Great coaches work 
hard to teach and guide the 
thoughts and actions of players 
both on and off the field. They have 
a unique and distinct role on the 
team. They try on a regular basis to 
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push players to go beyond their 
limits and to willingly and 
enthusiastically and repeatedly give 
their best, especially over the 
course of a long season or in 
challenging game conditions. When 
players voluntarily show up, give 
their best despite external 
challenges, this desire to engage 
and ability to deliver reflects real 
leadership. 

What is Coaching? 

 The role of leadership is to 
push the limits, disrupt the status 
quo, and drive positive change AND 
to get people to willingly, 
enthusiastically, and repeatedly 
engage and contribute. Focusing on 
growing others, aiding in their 
development is the best way to 
encourage high engagement and 
high performance.  

In this context, the role of the 
leader is aligned with the role of the 
coach. Coaching can be described 
as a way to encourage and 
accelerate positive change for an 
individual or team. An even simpler 
definition of coaching is to enable 
positive transformation. This simple 
definition is apt because our 
organizations are constantly 
seeking ongoing positive 
transformation. This is the goal for 
every team and individual within the 

organizations as well. Through 
coaching we drive business results 
and the development of another 
person. 

Ultra Leader as Coach 

The word ultra means “beyond 
usual and ordinary.” Real leadership 
goes beyond usual and ordinary. 
“Ultra leadership is the will to push 
the limits combined with the skill to 
get people to willingly, 
enthusiastically, and repeatedly say 
“yes,” engage and contribute.  

To coach others well, we need 
to adopt and utilize the Ultra 
Leadership mindset and skill set.  
The leader as coach seeks to 
become more conscious, connected, 
and concerned. When we are more 
self-aware and more conscious, we 
can rely on who we are as 
individuals more and less on who 
our title or position. In turn, we are 
less of a boss and more of a leader 
as coach.  

Being connected means having 
empathy for people, which in turn 
creates genuine concern for others’ 
welfare and happiness. Especially 
when coaching, leaders should 

We don’t grow others by 
telling them what to do. 
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display warmth, and remain curious 
about the lives of their team 
members. When we exchange 
warmth and personal concern, the 
ability to coach others to willingly 
and repeatedly engage and 
contribute increases exponentially.	

Three skills are foundational to 
adopting a leader as coach 
approach. We must be able to think 
carefully, feel fully, and 
communicate effectively. To move 
the business from A to B and to get 
people to engage, work with us, and 
contribute to the enterprise we need 
to be able to think carefully. Careful 
thinking can be summed up as the 
ability to find meaning in confusion, 
to think strategically, and to 
generate new and creative 
opportunities to address challenges.  

To ensure that thinking is careful 
and appropriate to the situation we 
need to feel fully. To feel fully 
means to be emotionally self-aware 
and capable of managing our 
emotions in order to positively 
engage and interact with others.  In 
other words, feeling fully is all about 
emotional intelligence. 

The third foundational skill of a 
leader as coach approach is the 
ability to communicate effectively. 
Communicating effectively involves 
designing, convening, hosting and/or 

engaging in conversations vital to 
connecting with others, driving the 
business, and achieving success. To 
do this well, leaders must have a 
capacity for conversing, listening, 
and clearly presenting ideas to 
team members, stakeholders and 
customers.  

David Isaacs, co-originator of 
The World Café, says, “A primary 
role of leaders is to design, convene, 
and host conversations that matter.” 
This quote is an elegant description 
of the work of leadership. Everything 
that happens in business happens 
as a result of a conversation. 
Through conversation leaders 
facilitate the individual and 
collective thinking that enables 
positive transformation. 

Designing Conversations. 

 “All real living is meeting.”  
          Martin Buber 

The first step in enabling positive 
transformation is to design the 
coaching conversation so that we 
will have the best possible 
encounter. When we set out to use 
a leader as coach approach, we 
want to have clarity about what we 
want to achieve with any coaching 
situation. We want to be clear about 
our aim for the conversation and 
know our facts about the situation 
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and the person we are coaching. 
This clarity will enable us to make 
decisions about how to structure the 
conversation, what style we may 
choose to adopt to convene and 
host the conversation, and what 
coaching or leadership tools we 
may utilize. 

Convening Conversations. 

When we convene a coaching 
conversation, we are responsible to 
create and maintain the 
environment that will enable 
success.  We decide where is the 
most appropriate place to have the 
conversation and whether the 
meeting needs to be in a formal or 
informal setting. Some moments 
and situations lend themselves to 
our using a coach approach to 
enable positive change.  

Conversely, there are moments 
when using a coach approach may 
be contraindicated. A leader as 
coach approach is great for 
performance conversations, 
contribution management, and 
development. Some situations call 
for highly directive leadership or 
worse some disciplinary action. 
These situations are not conducive 
to a coach approach.  

 

 

Hosting Conversations. 

As host of the conversation, we 
are responsible for the process of 
the conversation more than the 
content. The person we are 
coaching owns the agenda and 
outcome. We are trying to enable 
their positive transformation through 
this conversation, not ours. We must 
trust the person’s intention and 
competence and assume the 
person we are coaching is willing 
and able to succeed.  

A Coach Approach. 

There are five tenets vital to 
successfully adopting a leader as 
coach approach. As we think about 
designing coaching conversations, 
these five tenets inform the shape 
those conversations may take.  

	
1. Make Respectful Assumptions  

The starting point for coaching is 
the assumption of ability. We have 
to believe that the person we are 
coaching has both the drive and the 
aptitude to achieve success on their 
own. We are coaching them to 
enable their success to come more 
quickly and more completely.  

2. Encourage a “Learner” Mindset 

     The second tenet that informs 
the leader as coach approach is to 
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encourage a learner mindset. The 
coach, while making respectful 
assumptions about the competence 
of the person, encourages their 
ongoing growth and development.  

     We do this in three ways. First, 
we encourage careful thinking and 
decision-making. We discourage 
expedient solutions and driving 
straight for results (the ready-FIRE-
aim mentality) without allowing for 
reflection. Second, we encourage 
the person to be open to letting go 
of beliefs that may be holding them 
back or keeping them stuck in 
counterproductive behaviors and 
habits. Third, we encourage the 
person to build solutions that spring 
from the innovation and creativity 
that become possible by taking the 
time for real reflection and dialogue. 

3. Use Inquiry before Advocacy 

The Leader as Coach spends 
more time asking questions and 
less time telling someone what to 
do. It’s that simple. When we 
advocate, we are telling someone 
what we would do or what he or she 
should do.  

     Leading through advocacy 
results in two horrible situations 
taking hold. First, the leader 
becomes ‘solution provider’ and as 
such, people become dependent 
upon the leader to always provide 

the solution. When the leader isn’t 
around to provide the solution, 
activity grinds to a halt.  

Second, and even worse, when 
we lead by advocating a solution we 
may be unwittingly communicating 
that we don’t believe the person 
could come up with the solution 
themselves (a disrespectful 
assumption) and creating or 
strengthening a belief in the person 
that they lack talent. Either way, we 
are left with a very disempowered 
and disengaged person. 

     Using inquiry before advocacy 
means asking more questions. 
Inquiry invites curiosity. Especially 
when coaching, curiosity is vital. The 
leader as coach must be 
intentionally curious. This intentional 
curiosity will facilitate the 
development of the other person, 
which will ultimately drive business 
results. It’s a win-win. 

4. Discover Source v. Solution  

     We love to solve problems. That 
fact can be a trap for the leader 
attempting a coach approach. 
There will always be another 
problem or challenge for the person 
to face and address. The fourth 
tenet of the leader as coach 
approach is to coach the person 
and not the problem. We need to 
design the conversation to get the 



The Leader as Coach 

 

THE LEADER AS COACH Copyright © 2016 Greg Giuliano. All rights reserved. 6 

person to the place where they can 
evolve their understanding of their 
capacity to find their own solution. 
Coaching the source rather than the 
solution is akin to teaching the 
person to fish. 

5. Think Transformation; Not 
Information 

     The fifth tenet of the leader as 
coach approach has to do with the 
focus of our inquiry. We mustn’t ask 
questions seeking only information. 
When we do that, the implicit 
message is that the person or team, 
organization or system is a problem 
to be fixed and solved and that, if 
we have enough information, we 
can solve the problem for them. 
That is disempowering and 
threatening to the status of the 
person (or team) as positive 
contributor. We want to ask 
questions to enable transformation 
(of the situation, the person, the 
team). 

We cannot allow our impatience 
to drive to the business result we 
want to get in the way of an equally 
important activity – the 
development of another person’s 
capacity to make a positive impact 
and contribution. 

When using a coach approach, 
these tenets and the foundational 
skills mentioned earlier are vital. 

Communicating effectively is 
especially important. To design, 
convene, and host coaching 
conversations we have to grow our 
capacity to listen, ask masterful 
questions, give feedback, and move 
people to productive action.  

Listening Well. 

Listening is fundamental to a 
leader as coach approach. Listening 
requires real presence and focus. 
That is, we must be conscious, 
connected, and concerned. Only 
then is our listening active and 
authentic. Active and full listening is 
non-judgmental, unconditionally 
constructive, and totally for the 
person we are coaching. Active and 
full listening provides the clues the 
leader as coach needs to ask the 
right question in the right way in the 
right moment.  Without active and 
full listening there can be no true 
coaching. 

Asking the Right Questions. 

Strong listening skills are also 
vital to another aspect of a leader 
as coach approach – asking 
powerful questions. Coaching is first 
and foremost a process of inquiry. 
Leaders need to be able to frame 
questions that encourage reflection 
and dialogue. The questioning 
process is one of the main methods 
a leader as coach uses to help a 
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person find their own answers. A 
leader as coach uses the 
questioning process to help with 
their main agenda, which is: The 
person does the work and therefore 
discovers and/or provides their own 
answers instead of the leader 
providing them. The true value of 
coaching is in the person "owning" 
their solutions within the coaching 
process.  

Masterful questioning works in 
tandem with active listening to 
provide the bulk of any coaching 
session. Masterful questioning and 
listening, link symbiotically in that 
powerful questions come from 
having heard the other person well. 
Masterful questions are open 
questions that invite exploration, 
evoke discovery, and stimulate 
deeper examination and reflection. 
Most questions that can be 
answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’ are not 
masterful. “Yes/No” questions are 
asked to seek information. We ask 
them when we are looking for 
information so we can solve the 
problem.  We ask open questions 
when we are interested in 
facilitating the other person’s 
transformation. 

Giving Feedback 
 

The decision to share feedback 
with another person grows out of an 

intention to help that person grow.  
We all have blind spots. In business 
and in life, these spots usually go 
unnoticed until someone who cares 
about us points them out to us. Who 
cares enough about us to tell us 
that we have lettuce stuck in our 
teeth? That’s great feedback for 
which we are very grateful. Sharing 
feedback with a colleague or team 
member is the same ‘gift.’  

     Sharing feedback is a crucial 
part of the coaching process. If we 
are going to coach someone, we 
are going to give them feedback at 
some point in the process. There is 
always a gap between what we 
intend and how we are perceived. 
Feedback is a vital tool in helping 
someone to mind the gap and shift 
their behavior.  

Sometimes the feedback we 
share may be considered ‘negative.’ 
In actuality, all feedback is 
constructive; it’s just that some 
feedback (feedback about a 
positive behavior) is easy to share 
and some feedback (feedback 
about a limiting or counterproductive 
behavior) is more difficult to deliver. 

To deliver difficult feedback we 
need two things. First, we need the 
emotional intelligence to feel fully 
and recognize any anxiety that 
delivering difficult feedback may 
produce for us or receiving difficult 
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feedback may be for the person we 
are coaching. Second, we need to 
design the conversation in a way 
that will keep the focus on the 
behavior and not the person. We 
need to give feedback in a way that 
reduces any perceived threat to us 
and to the other person. The best 
way to do this is to try and ensure 
that the feedback is shared in the 
context of a coaching conversation. 
That context provides the ‘cover’ 
you may feel you need to deliver 
difficult feedback. 

Nice Talk. Now What? 
 
 An important piece of the leader 
as coach approach is the capacity 
to get the other person to create 
their own positive change. The 
International Coach Federation 
considers “Contracting for 
Completion” a core competency of 
coaching. For coaching to be more 
than just a nice conversation, we 
need to secure a commitment from 
the person to take a next step. 
What will they do? When will they do 
it? Their commitment to take action 
is a sign that they understand that 
they alone own their results and 
their experience.  

A3 Coaching. 

A3 is a simple mental model and 
leadership tool that lays out three 
steps of careful thought and 
effective communication: Aim, Align, 
and Act. These three steps help us 
frame our thinking and 
communicating so that we don’t fall 
into the “ready, fire, aim” tendency 
prevalent in so many organizations. 
When used as a tool to help frame 
our coaching conversations, the A3 
Model aids us in adhering to the 
tenets of the leader as coach 
approach.  

To use the A3 coaching tool, 
simply use the provided questions to 
guide the process. As convener of 
the conversation, remember to pick 
the right place and time. Don’t just 
dive in. Take time establish rapport 
and confirm you have permission to 
coach and provide feedback.  
Ideally the person you are coaching 
should set the agenda.  

If you want to provide coaching 
on a behavior or situation you see 
and they may not. Begin by exploring 
what contribution they are working 
toward and what experience they 
want to be having at work. That 
information will open the door for 
you to provide feedback and 
coaching on how to more closely 
align their perception with reality 

All feedback is 
constructive and a gift.  
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(from your perspective) and 
encourage their commitment to 
make some change. 

The A3 Coaching tool provides a 
framework for helping someone 
think through a situation and take 
action that moves them beyond 
usual and ordinary toward their best 
possible outcome.  

AIM 

o What is your situation? 
o What is the best possible 

outcome? 
o What’s in your way?  
o How are you contributing to the 

status quo? 
o What absolutely MUST happen? 
o Can I give you some feedback? 
o Here’s a strength I see that 

supports your success. (Do more 
of this.) 

o Here’s a behavior that may be 
holding you back. (Do less of 
this.) 

 

ALIGN 

o What are your options? 
o How does each option get you 

closer to your best possible 
outcome? 

o What might you have to let go of 
or learn in order to achieve your 
best possible outcome?  

 

ACT 

o What will you do? 
o What’s the simplest, best next 

step? 
o Whom do you need to engage 

for support? 
o How can I support you? 

Using the A3 Coaching tool, we 
remind ourselves and encourage the 
person we are coaching to think 
more carefully, to feel more fully, 
and to communicate more 
effectively. It helps the other person 
own their reality and accelerate 
their development. It helps us 
examine and answer the questions 
raised at the outset, “How do we 
grow others and by growing them, 
get them to say, ‘yes,’ and engage 
and contribute?” 

 Taking a leader as coach 
approach – being someone who 
seeks to grow others – requires our 
own commitment to push them 
limits and grow ourselves as “ultra” 
leaders. It is a daily practice and a 
life-long journey. It is a journey that 
heroes make – to go to the edge 
and push farther. It is a journey that 
brings about stronger, more 
effective, and more authentic 
leadership for you and those you 
coach. 
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The Ultra Leadership Framework 

Dr. Greg Giuliano gets leaders and teams to go beyond usual and ordinary. Greg 
designs personal- and team-development strategies that create alignment and 
build the leadership muscle required to coordinate action and lead real change. 
Greg has coached senior executives and leadership teams all over the world to 
accelerate their development and grow their capacity to engage others and 
lead.

Greg heads up Giuliano Associates, a consulting firm specializing in executive 
coaching, team and organization development, and leadership development. 
Greg’s personal motto, “Go to the edge. Push farther. Repeat.” provides the 
foundation for his work: to grow “ultra leadership,” which is the will to go beyond 
usual and ordinary and push the limits, combined with the skill to get people to 
willingly, enthusiastically, and repeatedly engage and contribute to important 
work. He is the creator of the Ultra Leadership 360 and author of the Amazon 
Bestseller, Ultra Leadership: Go Beyond Usual and Ordinary to Engage Others 
and Lead Real Change. 
Connect with Greg on LinkedIn (Linkedin.com/in/greg.giuliano), Twitter 
(@ultraleadership) and Facebook (Giuliano Associates).  

Info@UltraLeadership.com 

UltraLeadership.com 


