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Cut to the Chase: Two Bottom-line Questions About Coaching by Elizabeth Kaye 
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Hello, my name is Elizabeth Kaye and I am delighted to work with DePaul University and Vincent on 
Leadership: The Hay Project to share my passion for leadership coaching with you and help you achieve 
greater success as a leader. 
 
Today, I want to cut to the chase and answer two bottom-line questions about coaching. These are: 

• What exactly is coaching? and 
• How do I do it? 

 
Let’s begin by looking at exactly what coaching is. Leadership Coaching is one of the most highly 
effective approaches to change that we humans have ever developed. Now we all know that changing 
the way we do things is hard work, even when we really want to change. The coaching process helps 
someone navigate doing things differently as quickly and effectively as possible by providing three 
critical things we all need: Structure, support, and accountability. 
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Structure is a way of chunking down a huge morass of uncertainty that feels wrong to us, reworking it 
into a next step forward. It involves clarifying what is going on and what, exactly, we want to change 
about this situation.  
 
Support comes through the coaching conversation. The coach asks “what do you need right now to do 
this new thing?” and if the person being coached isn’t sure, they figure it out together. 
 
Finally, accountability is really a fancy way of asking “How will you know you have succeeded?” Or, as 
the Cheshire Cat asked Alice in Wonderland, “if you don’t know where you’re going, how will you 
know when you get there?” 
 
So how do we set this transformational process into motion?  

There are two absolutely essential tools and the first is: 
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Active Listening 

Like being fully present, it’s more difficult than it sounds. What does active listening mean? Well, one 
thing it does NOT mean is thinking of what you are going to say next as the other person is talking! It 
means listening to them with your mind, heart, and gut—wholly present. And, yes, our bodies remind us 
of the importance of listening when we notice that we have two ears but only one mouth. So to actively 
listen, we give over our full energy and attention to that act. 
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One tool we use to help us listen more deeply is called Reflective Listening and it works this way: when 
you tell me what you’re thinking, I say the essence of it back to you in my own words and ask, did I get 
that right? The person will either say, yes, that’s it! and go on full of energy to develop their thought 
further; or no, that’s not quite it—or, even that’s not it at all—and go on to develop their thought further. 

Either way, you both win, because you both want to understand the crux of their thought and you are 
both active in articulating it fully. 

The second absolutely essential tool is 
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Effective Questioning 

The coach’s intention is what makes this tool work (or not) and it has to be an intention of growth, NOT 
about: I told you so…, one upsmanship, shame or (the worst is) SEVERANCE: Some bosses actually 
propose coaching when what they really want is to find cause to dismiss the person! And that spells 
disaster for everyone involved. 

What does work is when the coach’s questions are: 

“Personalized”—for this particular human being; 

“Open ended”—it’s from the coach’s listening that the next question comes. 

Like improvisation: you don’t know ahead of time where you’ll go.Your job is to be wholly present in 
the moment with this person. 

A quick word of caution about WHY -  

This word can cause people to clam up faster than anything! Because “why?” often implies judgment or 
blame, which stops brainstorming cold. For example: 

 “Why haven’t you done that already?” 

 “Why did you miss that deadline?” 

If you’re looking for information as opposed to venting or judging, try using a descriptive, objective 
approach, as in: 

“when X happened—or didn’t happen—how did key people react?” 

What did they say? 

What did they do? 
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Thank you very much for your time! To learn more, email me at collaborate@elizabethkaye.com or 
email Patricia Bombard at hayleadership@depaul.edu 
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We look forward to collaborating with you   around leadership coaching!  


