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What Team Coaching Is and Is Not 
By Janet M. Harvey 

Organizations that seek to explore new areas—markets, technologies, processes—often look 
to collaborative teams to develop creative responses. Organizational leaders who commission 
teams often place great hope in the promise of synergy, that a team will fulfill the folk wisdom 
that promises: “The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” There is evidence (Woolley, 
Chabris, Pentland, Hashmi, & Malone, 2010) that some teams do exhibit “collective 
intelligence” greater than the general intelligence of its members. 

Reliance on teams introduces new complexities into organizational life. Leaders with many 
teams reporting to them can see the scope of outcomes under their management triple or 
even quadruple. Self-governing teams can alleviate this stress, but the centuries-old command 
and control governance model produces leaders— potential team members—who have been 
rewarded for taking personal account- ability for producing results rather than sharing 
accountability with a team of peers. 

Tension arises in teams when the needs of individuals conflict with the needs of the team. This 
tension generates undesirable behavior that impedes progress and can spill over into the 
organizational culture, affecting morale and other indicators of organizational health. 

Research into factors that impede teams and research on the best interventions to accelerate 
team work both point to the social and emotional intelligence of team members. A lack of 
social sensitivity is a barrier to high performance, while the presence of social and emotional 
intelligence moves teams forward. Numerous interventions have been designed to improve 
team performance, but large organi- zations still struggle to discover methods that are 
consistently effective. 

Team coaching has demonstrated the potential to be consistently effective across diverse 
organizational cultures. The coaching process supports teams to produce excellent results and 
become self-managing. Not all teams are commissioned by their organizations to be self-
managing, however. Before accepting an engagement, the team coach needs to understand the 
scope of the team’s authority. Table 31.1 shows four dimensions of authority and how these are 
expressed in different types of teams. 

Teams typically aspire to be self-managing. In today’s technology-enabled, zero-geography 
workplaces, self-governance makes more sense than a traditional command-and-control 
structure. 

From the first moment of engagement, a skilled team coach recognizes the team as whole—
resourceful, capable, and creative—even if team members are not acting as a cohesive team. 
Over the course of a coaching engagement, the focus on the team as client calls forth from team 
members their best collaborative behavior and returns them to the organization with greater 
emotional and social intelligence and increased self-awareness. 
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BRIEF REVIEW OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH 

Several fields of academic research have contributed insights about group process 
consultation, of which team coaching is one method. These fields include organization 
development, leadership development, group dynamics, and organizational health and 
culture. Research about what hampers collaboration goes back  at least 60 years. One study 
(Maier & Solem, 1952) highlighted the adverse effects on team performance resulting from 
the suppression of minority views. Another (Smith, 1956) explored the dysfunctional impact 
on team effectiveness of role ambiguity in the form of quiet members who gave no 
explanation for their non-participation. A study exploring group processes for decision 
making (Collins & Guetzkow, 1964) identified interpersonal obstacles as hindrances to 
productivity. And research about managerial problem solving (Zand, 1972) demonstrated the 
unfortunate effects of mistrust on teams’ ability to cooperate, communicate, and make 
decisions. 

Table 31.1 Characteristics of Groups and Teams 

Traditional Work Group Traditional Team Self-Managed Team 

Power Part of hierarchy, 
management controlled 

Linked to 
hierarchy, some 
power shift to 
team 

Linked to hierarchy, 
increased power and 
independence 

Leadership Manager or supervisor 
controls 

Leader has limited 
managerial power 
and is selected by 
the organization 

Leader is selected by the 
team and provides 
facilitation 

Decision 
making 

Authoritarian or consultative Consultative, 
democratic, or 
consensual 

Democratic or 
consensual 

Activities or 
tasks 

Independent 
Interdependent, 

coordinated by 
the leader 

Interdependent, 
coordinated by the 
group members 

Source: Adapted from McGrath, J. (1984). Groups: Interaction and performance. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-
Hall. 

There is less research to date on the impact of various methods of process consultation on 
team performance. Based on the evidence that problems in the group process impede team 
effectiveness, Kaplan (1979) hypothesized that techniques designed to remove these 
impediments can improve team effectiveness. According to Schein (2009), “the decisive factor 
as to whether or not help will occur in human situations involving personality, group 
dynamics, and culture is the relationship between the helper and the person, group, or 
organization that needs help” (p. 242). Although coaches are trained not to think of themselves 
as helpers, relationship skills are a major focus of coach training. 

Two recent studies point to the importance of team members’ social and emotional 
intelligence. A group of researchers led by Anita Woolley at Carnegie Mellon (Woolley, 
Chabris, Pentland, Hashmi, & Malone, 2010) explored whether a team’s “collective 
intelligence” might exceed the average general intelligence of the team’s members. They 



Team Coaching Chapter: Professional Coaching Principles and Practices 

Page | 3  

discovered that the social sensitivity of team members—specifically the ability to read each 
other’s emotions and take turns talking—was a more significant predictor of high collective 
intelligence than the general intelligence of team members. Research by Harvard Business 
School professor Amy Edmondson found that teams in which members felt safe showed 
stronger social intelligence. Edmondson defines psychological safety as “a sense of confidence 
that the team will not embarrass, reject, or punish someone for speaking up” (Duhigg, 2016, p.  

TEAM COACHING: DEVELOPING THE ONE-TO-MANY RELATIONSHIP 

Demand for team coaches is on the rise, and many one-on-one coaches now feel drawn to 
become team coaches. This is a noble aspiration, and team coaching is a highly rewarding 
vocation. It is a mistake, however, to think that a one-on-one coach can perform proficiently 
in a team coaching role without training and practice beyond basic International Coach 
Federation (ICF) certification. 

Developing the one-to-many relationship with a team requires a thorough understanding of 
group dynamics. A team coach must also have a deep appreciation for unconscious 
assumptions, habits, and biases and how these manifests as behavior in a team setting. 

Throughout the lifecycle of a coaching engagement, the coach adopts an attitude of 
generativity, looking to the team as the source of awareness, clarity, alignment, and creative 
action. To be generative is to embody the dynamic capacities to originate, create, learn, and 
produce desired results. A coach has three roles in relation to a team: to challenge, champion, 
and collaborate. Recognizing that the team is the client, the team coach always engages the 
whole team, listening to the collection of voices and viewpoints, asking questions of the team, 
and challenging team mem- bers’ apparent assumptions. 

Definition of Team Coaching 
Team coaching is a relationship that reveals team-generated synergy toward a shared purpose 
that respects and leverages unique strengths of each member and accelerates both team and 
individual performance. 

Guiding Principles of Team Coaching 
A team coach champions, challenges, and collaborates with the collective of members on a 
team by embodying the following principles: 

• A team as a collective of members is an entity that is whole, resourceful, capable, and
creative.

• Team members receive coaching, invite learning, and seek group awareness during
interactions.

• Attention is solution-focused in a way that builds toward the future.
• Judgment is welcome as stimulus for imagination and possibility.

Table 31.2 shows the roles and responsibilities for everyone participating in a team effort. 
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Table 31.2 Anatomy of a Team Coaching Engagement 

Sponsor Relationship Member Relationship 

• Identify perceived need
• Conduct culture discovery
• Negotiate conditions of satisfaction/

success for the group results

• Identify perceived strengths
• Determine what is visible to the members of

the team
• Discover operating paradox

Contracting Coaching 

• Analyze the current situation
• Match gaps to services
• Negotiate an ROI/ROE formula

• Generate and sustain a visible,
empowering field

• Champion, challenge, and co-create

Measuring Success Celebrating 

• Establish baseline measures for key
business issues

• Collect data
• Affirm ROI/ROE effect

• Harvest behaviors developed and
observable impact

• Acknowledge member contribution to
conditions of satisfaction/success

Source: inviteCHANGE Advanced Group & Team Coaching Program, ICF Accredited. 

TEAM FORMATION 

In an ideal coaching engagement, the organizational sponsor of a new team will bring in the 
coach to participate in the team’s formation. Research on senior leader- ship teams 
(Wageman, 2015) found that upfront planning is a critical success factor. The team will be 
more likely to achieve its goals if the sponsor addresses the follow- ing design questions: 

1. Is there a well-defined problem (or opportunity) worthy of allocating organizational
resources to?

2. Who are the people with the expertise and collaborative skills to solve the problem
(or capitalize on the opportunity)?

3. Is a collaborative approach the best approach?

If the answers to these questions are satisfactory, the sponsor convenes a team and grants it 
authority with clear boundaries based on the organizational purpose it is called to fulfill. 
Wageman’s research also recognizes that turnover impedes team performance. For project 
teams to be most effective, it is important for all team members to commit to sticking with the 
team until its mission is achieved. For intact teams, that is, those that serve as ongoing 
organizational units, research suggests that a tenure of at least 3 years is optimal. 

WORKING AGREEMENTS ARE CRUCIAL 

Research supports the long-standing consensus among coaches that working agreements, or 
norms, are crucial to a team’s success. Team members’ assumptions about competence, 
autonomy, and belonging influence their behavior in a group setting (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
Such assumptions are often unconscious and manifest as unhelpful behaviors that endanger 
the collective sense of safety and trust, imped- ing collaborative work. Working agreements 
can prevent a team from getting stuck and will guide participants out of predicaments that 
inevitably arise. According to Ruth Wageman’s research (Wageman, Nunes, Buruss & 
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Hackman, 2008), “Norms for acceptable behavior are the single most important differentiator 
for superior teams.” 

Typically, before a team begins its work in earnest, it gathers for a session with the coach to 
agree about how team members will relate to each other and the coach. The coach sets the tone 
by encouraging participants to talk directly to each other, to listen, and be open about personal 
beliefs and assumptions. Because the team is the client, the coach is free to challenge the 
assumptions, biases, and preferences about power, decision making, and task assignments that 
arise. 

The coach convenes the first session with four purposefully simple questions: 

1. What brought you here?
2. What is your team expected to deliver?
3. What agreements will support you to accept responsibility for the outcomes you are

expected to deliver?
4. What approach to delivering the outcomes expected of you will honor your

agreements?

The process of discussing these questions and creating working agreements transfers 
authority clearly to the team. When the working agreements are in place, each team member 
commits to abide by them. 

Over the course of this session, the coach will make sure the team identifies the primary 
business issues and opportunities it will address and any known threats that may impede their 
work. This conversation also supports the team to begin to remove any invisible barriers that 
may prevent the collective from exercising emo- tional and social intelligence in their work 
together. 

The Coach Stakes Out the High Ground 
Working agreements are intended to create the psychological safety that every participant 
needs to be able to participate authentically and spontaneously. When a team first comes 
together, however, members will stray often from the team norms, and the team won’t yet have 
the collective awareness to notice each other’s unhelpful behavior. It falls to the coach to set a 
positive tone for all the team’s conversations and to remain solution-focused—especially when 
conflicts between team members arise. Table 31.3 shows the types of support all participants 
need. Until team members learn to encourage each other and express approval for diverse 
points of view, the coach provides emotional support to model it for the team. 

Working Agreements Guide Coach and Team 
The coach brings the team back to its working agreements throughout the coaching 
engagement, inviting team members to celebrate when they are abiding by their agreements—
especially when their observation of the agreements has allowed something new to emerge—
and reminding them to notice when they are dropping back into old behaviors. Continually 
bringing the team back to its working agreements is the most powerful intervention at the 
coach’s disposal. 
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Table 31.3 Support Types Essential to Healthy Team Dynamics 

Support Type Behavior Observed 

Belonging Expressing acceptance and approval; demonstrating belonging to the 
group 

Emotional Rewarding and encouraging others; listening to problems and shared 
feelings 

Informational Giving ideas, advice and suggestions; explaining and demonstrating how 
to perform a task 

Task Helping another work with tasks; providing supportive actions 

Source: Forsyth, D. (1999). Group dynamics (3rd ed.) Belmont, CA: Brooks/Cole, Wadsworth, Cengage Learning. 

Working agreements sometimes change over time. When a team is formed, individuals bring 
concerns about personal safety—conscious or unconscious—to the discussion about working 
agreements. After a team has worked to create safety and build trust, team members begin to 
shift their focus from themselves to the team. When this happens, team members allow each 
other to be more provocative and more alert to opportunities to push the edges of their 
collective comfort zone. New creative energies arise from this shift. As this occurs, the coach 
challenges the team members to adopt agreements that will support increased social and 
emotional intelligence in the team dynamic. 

EXPANDED COMPETENCIES REQUIRED FOR TEAM COACHING 

Team coaching is founded on the ICF Core Coaching Competencies, just as individual 
coaching is. Team coaches need expanded perceptual abilities not taught as part of basic ICF 
certification. To cultivate expanded perceptions, a coach must have control over his or her own 
attention, a modicum of self-awareness, and a habit of self- reflection. These capacities can be 
acquired and strengthened through practice. 

PERCEIVING THE COLLECTIVE FIELD 

The interactions among team members comprise the collective field. A relaxed, receptive state 
of mind prepares one to perceive the collective field. The first thing to notice is that these 
interactions are multidimensional. In addition to the words exchanged, there are emotions 
expressed and unexpressed, alignments and resistances, deep resonance and confusion. To 
attune to the collective field, one lets go of cognitive knowledge and intelligence-based ways of 
relating in favor of receiving what is emerging from the team. Phenomena of interest include: 

• Emotions (expressed and suppressed)
• Sensations
• Changes in the pace and intensity of dialogue
• Silence
• Dead spots
• Judgments
• Intuitions
• Emerging new ideas
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The coach notices these phenomena and whether they forward or hinder the team’s process. 
For example, if team members have been taking turns speaking but suddenly start talking 
over each other, a skilled coach will ask about the emotions that are arising and what these may 
reveal. The coach also contributes to the collective field by inviting members to notice new 
strengths as these emerge. 

Table 31.4 Coaching Competencies: Communicating Effectively One-
to-Many 

ICF Core Coaching Competency Expanded Behavioral Focus 

#5 Active Listening Notice: Synthesize patterns of meaning through 
multidimensional perceiving 

#6 Powerful Questioning Name: Make visible the invisible 

#7 Direct Communication Negotiate: Activate creative synergy 

Source: inviteCHANGE Advanced Group & Team Coaching Program, ICF Accredited. 

A good place to start for ICF-certified coaches who want to learn how to expand their 
perceptual capabilities is the “Communicating Effectively” section of the ICF Core 
Competencies. Table 31.4 shows the expanded capacity that can be developed from each of the 
core communication competencies. 

ACTIVE LISTENING: SYNTHESIZING PATTERNS OF MEANING 

Team discussions move quickly, and it is not possible to track all dimensions of a conversation 
simultaneously. The coach must discern what to notice. Internally turning down the volume 
on the flow of words and ideas allows one to pick up on emotions, intensity, pace, and other 
dimensions. The coach’s task is to listen for the influence of varied phenomena on the team’s 
process. An interruption may be a disturbance to the exchange of ideas, but it may instead be 
the emergence of a new perspective. A moment of silence can indicate the team is stuck or that 
an important insight is being felt in the collective awareness. 

When the coach notices behavior that affects the team’s work, he or she invites the team to 
pause and notice whether the behavior is beneficial or impeding. Team members learn from 
their reflections what behaviors support the team to function at its best (Table 31.5). 

POWERFUL QUESTIONING: MAKE VISIBLE THE INVISIBLE 

Observing the collective field with neutral attention primes the coach to notice behavior that 
arises from unconscious and invisible impulses. Research about group dynamics points to the 
need for surfacing biases, habits, assumptions, and preferences as these occur in a team’s 
conversation. The coach asks open-ended questions to challenge team members to become 
aware of the team’s experience and its influence on getting work accomplished. These questions 
create the opportunity for team members to notice their own behavior and link their behavior 
to their own unconscious impulses. This learning can happen only in the moment. Likewise, 
the coach asks questions to champion collaborative behavior, inviting team members to 
celebrate progress. The best questions evoke team members’ commitments to their common 
purpose. See examples in Table 31.6. 
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Table 31.5 Competency Development Skills for Active Listening 

Behavioral Competency Development Skills 

Notice: Synthesize 
patterns of meaning 
through 
multidimensional 
perceiving 

• See, hear, feel, sense (body), and intuit reactions/ reactive
impulse.

• Notice and synthesize reactions from/with/to the collective
field as the client.

• Reflect out loud, be curious without attachment, blurt direct
experience.

Examples in application: 

• Being willing to venture intuition about what is present and not
being said, “I’m wondering if. . .” or “I’m sensing that. . .”. 

• Use metaphors, visual language, and/or simplified concepts
that assist understanding observations.

• Participate through body language that shows curiosity,
acceptance, and empathy, not voicing opinions.

• Noticing own tensions of presence in the group as an engaged
observer, as well as the whole of the energy field.

Source: inviteCHANGE Advanced Group & Team Coaching Program, ICF Accredited. 

Table 31.6 Competency Development Skills for Powerful Questioning 

Behavioral Competency Development Skills 

Name: Make visible the 
invisible 

• Allow and declare acceptance of discomfort.
• Generate group ownership for what is noticed in a

meaningful way. 
• Use language that lifts up and clarifies and/or simplifies

complex thoughts, feelings, and experiences within the
collective field.

Examples in application: 

• I am noticing some tension in the room; what are you
noticing and what does it mean for the group?

• What emotions and energies are in the room right
now?

• In noticing “either/or” thinking, what is a possible,
“yes, and” perspective for the group to adopt?

• What wants to be expressed on behalf of the group to
acknowledge progress?

• What contribution is this discussion making toward the
group purpose?

Source: inviteCHANGE Advanced Group & Team Coaching Program, ICF Accredited. 

The coach intervenes continually with questions. Over time, team members become more 
aware of their own limiting behaviors and learn to contribute more purposefully, setting aside 
personal biases, habits, assumptions, and preferences that fall outside the agreed-upon norms. 
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DIRECT COMMUNICATION: ACTIVATE CREATIVE SYNERGY 

The practice of asking open-ended questions stimulates team members’ reflections. This 
generates a space in the collective field for the team to make more conscious choices about 
how it works toward its goals. The coach reminds the team often of its power to choose, and 
this practice helps team members sustain attention toward their common purpose. 

If a team is stuck, the coach may ask members to look for a common thread among 
conflicting points of view or nudge them to forward movement by asking them to recall the 
strengths they have already demonstrated. These interventions activate the team’s creative 
synergy. See Table 31.7.  

When a coach uses these three expanded competencies continually from session to session, 
and team members take on the discipline of regulating themselves, the team wakes up to its 
potential. The capacity for collective self-reflection emerges, and insights occur faster. Team 
members no longer take course corrections person- ally, and the team enjoys accelerated 
learning. Team members support and encourage one another and genuinely enjoy working 
together. A self-sustaining high-performance team is born. 

Table 31.7 Competency Development Skills for Direct Communication 

Behavioral 
Competency Development Skills 

Negotiate: Activate 
creative synergy 

• Engage the power of choice for what the team wants based on what
is noticed and named.

• Pose and invite questions that harvest relevant past experience in
order to access strengths and resources in the collective field.

• Embody and invite improvisational approaches as an exercise to live
what is wanted for learning and insight.

Examples in 
application: 

• Being and remaining radically curious, accepting, and solution-
focused, no matter what is being said, for example, “What choices
combine the diverse points of view expressed so far?”

• Be curious on behalf of the team in order to reflect what is being
experienced that generates group ownership and create choice that
moves the team forward in a positive and desired way, for example,
“What is your combined experience that will be influential with the
key stakeholder you are   profiling now?”

• “Stand in the shoes of the decision makers and identify the most
important questions to answer and the answers you collectively
believe will have desired positive impact.”

Source: inviteCHANGE Advanced Group & Team Coaching Program, ICF Accredited. 

COACHING IS CONSCIOUSNESS 

Like the ebb and flow of ocean tides, stuckness and movement are both part of a team’s 
process. Conflicts inevitably arise in collaborative work. Team members experience 
ambivalence from time to time. A team will also encounter situations that defy logic and 
rational thinking. The coach—who observes the collective field and appreciates everything 
that arises in it—holds a more expanded perspective in consciousness than the team members, 
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at least until the team coalesces and becomes self-sustaining. From this more-expanded 
perspective, the coach urges the team to move beyond “either/or” thinking to look for 
“both/and” possibilities. This is a paradigm shift, and it requires team members to embrace 
and accept the collective experience they are having in the moment. 

Humans tend to resist experiencing the discomfort of feeling stuck, not know- ing, being 
confused, or feeling powerless to overcome an intractable situation. Teams frequently try one 
of three tactics to get past the collective angst. They may: 

• Minimize the emotions present in the situation
• Eliminate perceived contradictions
• Separate the contradictions from what they see as the crux of the situation

These tactics perpetuate stuckness. It is essential for the coach to intervene in these situations 
by asking questions of the team about its relationship to its situation, not the situation itself. 
For example, when a team’s budget is cut, emotional stress usually rises. A team coach invites 
the members to consider what is negotiable by the team and shift from victim to creator 
mindset. 

Going back to the metaphor of the ocean tides, the tides are regulated by the force of gravity 
and the movement of our planet in the solar system. Teams are governed by organizational 
forces that they have no control over and may not even be aware of. When team members 
willingly endure the discomfort of being stuck and recognize what they can and cannot 
control, they open the space for creative possibilities. 

The other aspect of consciousness that applies to team work is that states of consciousness are 
contagious. One person who is cranky can drag down the whole team. Likewise, one person’s 
exuberance can lift everyone’s spirits. The coach serves as a model for the team, maintaining a 
positive attitude, being solution-focused and forward-looking no matter what is happening at 
the time. Over time, team members also adopt this practice. 

THE PROMISE OF SELF-SUSTAINING TEAMS 

It is an inspiring and rewarding journey for a coach to accompany a team from its beginning 
until it becomes self-sustaining. A self-sustaining team can deliver the results its organization 
needs without causing friction in the form of damaged relationships or other disruptions. A 
self-sustaining team can also monitor itself and correct course as necessary. 

Figure 31.1 

We could also label a high-performing, self-sustaining team as “sovereign.” Sovereignty means 
to be self-ruling, independent, and in charge of the relationship within the conditions of our 
lives, or, in the case of a team, in charge of the relation- ship within its charter and 
organizational context. The infinity symbol in Figure 31.1 captures the reciprocal flow of 
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energy among all contributors and suggests the possibility of unlimited creative potential for a 
team that can manage itself. 

A sovereign team adds significant value to the organization it serves. Large organizations 
especially need to streamline decision making in order to innovate in response to rapidly 
changing conditions in the world. A sovereign team holds the promise of speedier 
implementation of new programs and products. A happy by- product of a self-managed team 
is employee happiness. People enjoy their work more when they have some creative control 
over their work product. 

The team coach also adds significant value to the client organization through building 
member capacity for sustained and positive collaborative work. A team coach who has guided 
a team through stuckness and movement earns the intrinsic reward of witnessing a team 
thrive. 
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