Coaching is 'Secret Weapon' in Corporate War for Talent

Advice Helps Workers Maintain Focus
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Some businesses say coaching is their "secret weapon" when it comes to the war for talent, just as the trend is being embraced widely by companies across Canada.

It's being used as a leadership development tool, for attraction and retention, for succession planning, as a training aide and just to help busy professionals keep some balance and stay focused as workers face heavy workloads amid labour shortages. "Business is moving at 100 miles an hour and for us to be able to adapt to that change and stay focused on the things that are really important . . . coaching has given us that ability," says Scott Morrison, operations manager for Calgary BMW Gallery.

BMW Canada launched a program last September that included the use of coaches to integrate training into a leadership development opportunity.

CHANGING WORKPLACE CALLS FOR NEW TACTICS: Coaching is helping the BMW managers at two Calgary dealerships including (from left) MINI sales manager Matt Jordan, new vehicle sales manager Mike Burgess and pre-owned sales manager Quincy Vrecko. Coach Nancy Loraas helps them set and stick with goals. 'So many employees and leaders are in this state of overwhelm and they turn to coaching,' Loraas says.

"Coaching isn't telling us what to do, but it just helps us sort things out and adds some direction to what we're learning," Morrison says.

Nancy Loraas is the Calgary coach working in partnership with managers at local BMW dealerships, while Lori-anne Demers is a Victoria-based head coach who hired coaches across Canada for the initiative.

Loraas says the shortage of labour, which often translates into increased workloads for existing employees, has made people see the value in a coach to help keep goals organized and priorities front and centre.

"So many employees and leaders are in this state of overwhelm and they turn to coaching . . . to help people wade through those muddy waters," says Loraas.

A recent survey of chief financial officers by Robert Half International, for instance, found 26 per cent of respondents cited heavy workloads as their number one workplace concern.

Large organizations have implemented coaching programs on a widespread basis. It's beginning to be seen as a competitive advantage and one that acts as another lure or incentive to join an organization.

Smaller companies find it cost effective in creating an inspiring, supportive workplace culture.

"Coaching is becoming so recognized as a value-add that the not-for-profit organizations are getting funding for coaching initiatives," Loraas says.

Demers adds: "Coaching is really just taking off as a support initiative for organizations right now because they are dealing with so much."

When companies realize that poaching or throwing money at the problem doesn't solve very much, they begin to look for alternative solutions, such as flexible workplace policies and benefits as well as training and development opportunities. Coaching not only helps integrate training and provide focus and balance, but it also helps overcome cultural and diversity issues, opens up the lines of communication and inspires strong leadership.

Brad Sugars, chief executive of ActionCoach, has called it the new "secret weapon" in executive employment and retention. He says it is invaluable for mentoring programs, helps make positive changes in leadership styles and improves productivity by creating more focus.

Demers says that coaching is also a potent mechanism to determine "fit," or a person's aptitude toward any given career pathway. Instead of moving people speedily upward in the tight labour market, coaching helps identify where people's strengths lie for the most fruitful career direction for employee and employer.

"No athlete would ever think of going to the next level without having a coach," she says. "Coaching really reinforces the learning.  The coach is able to challenge them and ask the tough questions that really get their juices going."

