South East Sector Improvement Programme

Evaluation of the Coaching to Improve Performance Course

Executive Summary

1. The coaching course
The course consists of 2 days of formal workshop type learning delivered in house in local authorities across the south east. Some pre course work activity to assess personal style, values and skills is included. The objectives of the course include introducing the use of coaching as a means of improving performance in the authority. Coaching is described as a formal one to one relationship ‘in which the coachee and coach collaborate to assess and understand the coachee and his or her leadership developmental tasks, to challenge current constraints while exploring new possibilities, and to ensure accountability and support for reaching goals and sustain development’.
 Coaching normally excludes direct advice giving and is based on contracted, solution-focused discussions on a topic of the coachee’s choosing.
2. Delivered to whom and when
The course was delivered for the following authorities and delegate numbers as follows:
Authority



Delegates
Kent 




43 
Portsmouth 



18 
RB Windsor and Maidenhead  
31
Buckinghamshire 


  2
Slough 




23 
Southampton 



  4 
Bracknell Forest 


21
Surrey 




35 
East Sussex 



26
Hants 




  5

West Sussex 



  8
Bucks




  2
Milton Keynes 


  1

West Berks 



  2

Total




221

3. The problems of evaluating education/coaching

Educational and coaching research is fraught with methodological problems associated with the difficulty of isolating a vast range of confounding variables. In this instance, the course aims to improve performance in authorities by improving leadership skills. The measurement of the introduction of a two-day coaching course into a complex web of both internal and external influences on individual learning and performance, is ambitious. No objective pre and post measures of learning and performance could be utilised. The data in this evaluation is based on individual participants’ perceptions of their experience and, consequently, the validity of this evaluation as a measure of the effectiveness of the course is weak.  
4. Immediate post course evaluation ratings by participants and course leaders

Each course was highly rated by the course leaders. From their point of view the lessons which were intended to be learned from each course clearly appeared to have had a positive impact on the delegates. 
The delegates themselves rated each course very highly. Satisfaction with the standard of training was almost unanimously regarded as excellent and highly relevant to everyday challenges in leading and managing staff. 
5. Post course survey results

During the Autumn of 2015 a survey was administered electronically via Survey Monkey to the 221 delegates who had attended one of the Coaching to Improve Performance courses. 29 (13.1%) responses were received, 2 (0.9%) opted out, 19 (8.6%) bounced back, leaving 171 non respondents. 29 delegates positively chose to respond out of a population of 202 who received the survey representing a response rate of 14.4% which is generally recognised as an acceptable response to postal/email surveys.  (Given the sample size and population and a 95% confidence level, the confidence interval is 15). 

Respondents’ understanding of coaching increased from a mean 4.7 on a scale of 0-10 before the course to 8.3 afterwards, an increase of 36%. (The generalization to the population of 202 would suggest that the true increase lies somewhere between 21% and 51%)  59% of respondents said they used their new coaching skills on at least a weekly basis following the course. All but one of the respondents thought their new coaching skills had improved their effectiveness as a manager or leader to some extent with a third suggesting substantial improvements. Just under a third of respondents thought the introduction of coaching skills had led to direct improvements in service user outcomes.

Perhaps not surprisingly, examples provided of the use of coaching in practice tended to suggest that a ‘style’ of coaching was utilised rather than a pure coaching method. Respondents noted that this style had helped to empower their direct reports and had facilitated more two-way conversations. What was defined as most useful following the course was the lessons learned about listening to direct reports and giving them time to reach their own conclusions about solutions to their problems. The time necessary to use coaching methods in practice was the most mentioned barrier to its use.
Despite being highly rated, the learning taken from the course was described as being swamped by daily demands of the job. Of the third who thought the course had led to improvements for service users, the examples given were generally vague and non-specific.
The vast majority of respondents commented that coaching courses like this have little overall effect on an organisation unless that organisation adopts the philosophy of coaching as part of its leadership culture. 
6. Interviews

A small number of more in-depth, telephone interviews were conducted with volunteers from the 29 respondents. Most could recall key elements of the content of the course particularly the GROW model. Most had been able to use their coaching skills with their direct reports indicating the usefulness of allowing those reports to arrive at solutions for themselves. This process was described as empowering for some of the direct reports. It was described as particularly useful with complex case work in social work services where time was needed to work through issues. 

The use of coaching skills was largely mentioned as something undertaken as an individual. No corporate support for coaching was available and in some instances changes in the organisation since the course had obliterated any strategic intent for its widespread use. There was a hint that in some authorities existing organisational culture would not facilitate the use of coaching more broadly particularly where the prevailing ethos was to process work quickly and efficiently.
7 Conclusions and recommendations

The Coaching to Improve Performance course was professionally delivered leading to a high standard of satisfaction amongst the delegates. After several months those who responded to a survey were still able to remember the salient content of the course, had retained enthusiasm and had put the skills learned to use in practice. A remarkable achievement for a two-day course!
Greater organisational support for the use of coaching in practice would certainly help local authorities to more fully reap the benefits that can emerge from coaching. In addition, the course is likely to be more effective as part of an organisation’s strategic intent to improve the quality of leadership more generally.
Local authorities are recommended to explore how the use of coaching can assist leadership development in their organisations. Institutional support for leadership practice including coaching is likely to benefit local authorities’ strategic intent to improve performance.
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