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“Here we go again”
Coaching leaders through the tough times

Author: Shelly Rubinstein, Chartered Psychologist.
Managing Director of Impact Consulting Psychologists.

“Help! Here we go again.....

So many times in the last few months | have heard “here we go again!” from clients,
colleagues and friends.

What do they mean? What is so frustrating that they say, “here we go again?” Let’s look at
some of those cries for help:

“We’ve been through re-organisations before and it’s come around once more! | don’t know
if I can do this again”

“We were just getting things right and delivering a great service with the right levels of staff
and now we are cutting the numbers. We’ve got to deliver more with less - help!”

“What can | say to my team, this is the hardest thing I’'ve ever had to do. How do | approach
the staff morale aspect at the same time as keeping the service running?”
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What challenges do leaders face?

Following the recession, the need for cost cutting is being followed by the trauma of
re-structuring in many organisations. This can so easily develop a ‘climate of fear’ which
undermines staff confidence, pushing failing organisations into a downward spiral.

Persistent, negative feed-back creates a self-perpetuating process that can be difficult to
stop —sound familiar? The result can be burn-out and negative behaviour amongst staff,
paralysis in decision making, habitual ‘back-covering’ and, ultimately, falling productivity.
Decreases in efficiency are accompanied by increases in litigation, staff turnover and
absenteeism - due to stress-related illnesses.

This is estimated to equate to a staggering £13.5 billion cost to UK plc!
How can coaching help?
Clearly, these are challenges for leaders where coaches can help make a positive difference.

There is a huge difference between behaviour which is motivated by a genuine desire to
achieve success and that which is merely an attempt to avoid failure. Clearly, we need the
desire for success to grow, although natural concerns about the scale of impending financial
challenges will always tend to encourage the latter.

This is human nature - we are hard-wired to beware of danger. However, anxiety about
failure can fuel stressful working environments which, in turn, encourage negative
behaviours and invite excessive managerial control.

Positivity promotes success

Research shows us that organisations which survive economic downturns tend to sustain
positive and supportive cultures, underpinned by visionary leadership, shared responsibility
and reward of initiative and innovation.

This is highly important with regard to performance management, as quality improvement
initiatives are only likely to succeed where the climate is supportive and staff at all levels
share a positive vision of the future.

So, how can we reverse the negative ‘downward spiral’, in order to create a positive
environment for developing sustainable approaches to performance management?
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How do we help leaders to take action?

Coaching leaders managing these difficult processes in organisations, we encourage a range
of interventions for them to implement. Vitally, we offer support to the leaders themselves
to sustain their energy to make the necessary changes.

We have a real opportunity to learn and embrace the challenge, bring positivity and energy
to our work, and dispel the “here we go again” attitude. | believe that there is an important
difference between healthy realism and negative cynicism. The latter, when sustained, leads
to low energy and disengagement.

Let’s look at some of the ways we can help:
‘“Taking the Temperature’

Where negative climates are undermining performance, a useful first step is to assess the
extent of the problem, through anonymous surveys. The Organisation Behaviour Audit
(TOBA) addresses subjective staff perceptions of, and reactions to: organisational
behavioural climate; leadership style; and team conflict.

Analysing output at both individual and group level allows comparisons to be made between
subjective experiences and more ‘objective’ aggregated perceptions of acceptable
behaviour. This enables leaders to assess how to deal with the negative symptoms,
highlighted during the change, before they get out of hand.

Staff consultations and ongoing communications throughout a change process

We are always told that “the key to success is to communicate, communicate, and
communicate.” During stressful times we remind coachees that communication is a two way
process and listening is just as important as informing staff of the changes they can expect.

Following the audit, findings are further explored through focus groups and interviews.
Problems may be identified at individual, group or organisational level and each requires a
specific response. Time is always in short supply, and yet the investment of listening to find
out where the blockages are will enable leaders to be successful. As coaches this is an area
we focus on.

Intervention Workshops

Experiential staff development workshops are effective in addressing negative reactions to
change and interpersonal dynamics at group and team levels.
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These have shown marked improvements in organisational climate, and there has been
significant success in some of our clients undergoing reorganisation.

It is the deep understanding of the change cycle and the acknowledgment of taking control
of the situation that has led participants to thank their organisation for providing these
workshops.

Coaches help leaders to assess the value of these interventions and have heightened
awareness of any negative behaviour.

Individual Development

Our experience shows that when certain issues are highlighted, for example, individuals
suffering the consequences of negative behaviour, or perpetrating it, interventions at the
individual level will create successful outcomes.

One-to-one coaching, focused on increasing awareness and bringing about positive
behavioural change, is very successful.

Career development or change may be an opportunity for some during re-organisation and
this is a special area of coaching. A key message for leaders is seeing the re-organisation as
an opportunity.

Evaluation and Follow-up

Evaluation of outcomes is essential; have we been successful? How do we ensure that things
do not start to slide back down the negative spiral? The coaching process enables us to
provide this valuable and sustainable follow up support to leaders.

How do we support leaders in the change?

In coaching managers who are leading through tough times, we also need to focus on their
own resilience during the change. Offering them personal support and challenge in dealing
with their emotions is a crucial part of the work we do as coaches, here are some examples:

Action Learning Sets

Many leaders are currently participating in Action Learning Sets through a range of
Leadership programmes; they have proven to be invaluable during times of re-organisation.
As a form of group coaching, Action Learning offers the perspective of fellow leaders to
assist with these challenging times.

Consulting
Impact. &0«

0161 351 2290
www.impactconsulting.co.uk

©2010



Support groups of peers and mentors

Leaders may use existing networks in a more informal way than an Action Learning Set.
There are several of these nationwide that provide assistance to those who need advice or
guidance from their peers. A mentor is an excellent way to share experiences.

Cognitive behaviour coaching

Our recent workshops for experienced coaches show how using this technique in times of
emotional turmoil help coachees to reduce anxiety in specific situations by using the SPACE
techniques. We use cognitive behaviour coaching to assist where people have an emotional
blockage to change.

Don’t focus on the wall

Experience shows that the best solution to the problem of negative responses during times
of organisational change lies in awareness and prevention and in focusing on positive
objectives, rather than on negative constraints.

Ask racing drivers how they avoid hitting the wall when driving at such high speeds and
they will tell you: don’t focus on the wall, or you will certainly hit it — just focus on where
you are trying to get to and that’s where you end up!

Our primary focus should be on building positive climates, which empower and reward staff
to contribute actively towards continuous quality improvement with the service user at the
centre of everything they do.

Conclusion
Positive psychological coaching

At Impact Consulting Psychologists we work from a positive psychological point of view and
believe that we create the life that we want through the way we live our lives.

Aristotle put it like this:
“Different men seek after happiness in different ways and by different means, and so make
for themselves different modes of life...”

In “The How of Happiness”, Professor Sonja Lyubomirsky says that Positive Psychology is:

“The psychology of what makes life worth living...empowering people to develop a positive
state of mind - to live the most rewarding and happiest life they can - is just as important as
psychology’s traditional focus on repairing their weakness and healing their pathologies”
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Our research based positive psychological approach focuses on strategies that provide
results, fit with the coachee’s strengths, their lifestyle and the source of their issues. We
work on positive thinking; investing in social connections, focusing on resilience, living in the
present, committing to goals and taking care of the physical, emotional and spiritual factors
which sustain positivity and happiness. This approach has proven to facilitate better results
in times of change than traditional negative approaches.

So, “here we go again” becomes a positive mantra, as we embrace change as the norm and
as a catalyst for greater success.
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Shelly Rubinstein founded Impact Consulting in 1994. She draws upon over twenty years of
high-level experience and has led change programmes across a vast number of public,
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positions as a manager in the NHS, local government and not for profit sectors, as a Non-
Executive Director for an NHS Trust and as Chair of North West in Business for five years. She
has been the MD of Impact Consulting Psychologists for fifteen years.

Shelly is particularly well known for her executive coaching and has worked across sectors of
local, national and European government, coaching and developing senior civil servants.
Shelly has had several high profile TV and radio appearances as an expert on stress at work
and workplace bullying.

If you would like to see how Impact Consulting Psychologists can help you develop your
organisation, please contact:

Allison Marshall
allison@impactconsulting.co.uk
0161 351 2290

Please visit our website www.impactconsulting.co.uk
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