Global Leaders Coaching/Coaching Across Cultures:
Challenges and Perspectives

Abstract:

As the new economy is developing, more and more organizations are becoming more global-centric. As a requirement for success, new leadership skills and behaviors are needed to face new challenges that are emerging such as the need for dramatic and strategic change, the need for virtual teams, and individuals who are multicultural, mobile and independent. Given the challenge and opportunities, coaching across cultures revert more importance.

This paper is an attempt to understand and to explore the different challenges and perspectives of coaching globally as well as the strategy intended to face them and be successful. It is a summary and compilation of several articles, readings, extracts and literature searches by authors in management and strategy, as well as professionals with a specific knowledge of coaching across cultures.

However it has to be mentioned that the challenge and difficulty of the research were the lack of information and research regarding the concept of coaching across cultures.
Background 

"New frontiers are not only to be found in outer space or in the micro world of science; they are also at the interfaces of culture” (Edward T Hall & Mildred Reed Hall).This assertion reveals one of the numerous challenges that businesses are facing in a more globalize world: cross cultural management. Most of us have experienced several cultures - from the culture of our own family, school, sports team, class, group of friends, college, workplace, and profession as well as gender, ethnic group, religion, and geographic region etc. We become aware of other cultures when we interact with people who see the world differently and have different assumptions about what to believe and how to behave. It becomes more acute when we cross into a new culture and we begin to feel like fish out of water. Similarly global businesses have moved beyond the restricted 20th century meaning of geographically dispersed products, services, technology, marketing and bricks and mortar offices. 
New global dynamics require new leadership competencies

Global and international companies today understand that to succeed they need highly skilled leaders with a global vision and the ability to face challenges such as dealing with the broader social, cultural, political and business context. Today, many international organizations are paying careful attention to how they get the right and appropriate leadership and organizational development program in place to assure that the right investments are being made in the right people to ensure maximum return on investment. Most organization offer some form of internal, generic leadership development and coaching programs for their global leaders. However, the intricacies and dynamics of being a successful global leader in today’s international landscape require skills set which encompasses critical core behaviors competencies that differ considerably from those of domestic leaders. Global leaders and their cross-cultural teams represent an organization’s ability to operate globally. The main reason is explained through a change in leadership competencies due to a change in the competitive environment. The critical forces that are shaping leadership competencies nowadays are: globalization, information technology, the need for flexible organizations and teams. The new global environment also brings with it greater ambiguity and uncertainty. Many, if not all, aspects of leadership will require a more collaborative approach to leadership.
Challenges

Today many leaders who hold organizational power and those close to the center of power tend to react ambivalently to the 21 st century coaching movement -that they may also support financially- (Zeus and Skiffington, 2003). This is explained in the book Behavioral Coaching by Zeus and Skiffington, by the fact that these senior leaders were trained using now out-dated leadership models that encouraged an individualistic, lone leader mindset and , subscribed to the popular belief that human beings are naturally egoist and competitive. This individualistic mindset is still present in our collective organizational thinking and especially in that of many individuals presently holding positions of organizational power. The key value of the coaching approach aimed at assisting the leaders to become more skillful is respect for others through a method of interaction that promotes real exchange. This genuine openness engenders not just a greater awareness of others but, a more responsible use of power and acceptance of the principles of democracy in organizations and the world around us.
Assisting the leader to become more skillful requires new learning (new behavior, new thinking, new values, or new motivation) which is the task of the global coach. A premium is now being placed on a wholly different leadership skills set. Today the leader’s ability to: influence, persuade, sell one‘s ideas and manage across cultural boundaries is the key for organizational success. “The challenge of this vision lies in dealing with the breakdown in traditional training and coaching that occur with leader and manager behavior simply because the outdated learning vehicles can not change habits, patterns and outcomes”(Zeus and Skiffington, 2003). The countervailing forces inside most organizations against real change are still strong, especially those rooted in short-term financial imperatives, vested economic and power interests, and the persistence of obsolete ideologies. How firms manage and develop their leaders and practice is of increasing importance, tension and conflict. How these conflicting pressures affect the introduction of coaching approach that can deliver certainty and long-term success into any organization is of vital concern to all.
Coaching: purpose and objective

“Coaching can be defined as the process of equipping people with the tools, knowledge, and opportunities they need to develop themselves and become more effective” (Peterson&Hicks 1996). The objective of coaching is to enhance people’s work effectiveness and to boost their ability to contribute to new challenges and opportunities arise. Because coaching is a process, it extends beyond one time event, such as preparing a development plan or conducting a performance discussion. It is integrated into people’s work, activities and goals. This process requires interpersonal perceptiveness, sensitivity, and a keen sense of timing. Within a single culture, these requirements place significant demands on coaching. Across cultures, the coaching process is magnified. Although some cross cultural hurdles are obvious such as language differences, others variables such as different values and different interpretations of common behaviors pose subtler pitfalls. A study conducted by Mary Dee Hicks and David Peterson on “Leaders Coaching across Borders” help anticipates on those challenges and set guidelines for coaches. 
The study reveals three guiding principles that coaches should bear in mind:

1. Search for hidden layers. 
People from different cultures look at the world through different lenses. These lenses tint their values, assumptions, perceptions, and relations in ways that range from strikingly dramatic to understate. Because of these differences, coaches should assume the presence of important cultural variables that they may not understand or appreciate. Coaches need to pursue these hidden layers and bring them to surface, both in themselves and in the people they coach. Because cultural differences can be quite distinct and vigorous, cultural norms help a coach generate hypotheses about the person being coached. Testing relevant hypotheses like these can often help leaders avoid pitfalls. Coaches, leaders might generate such hypotheses by studying the culture of the person being coached and how it differs from their own culture. However, merely studying and reading about the norms of others cultures will not be adequate. Because of their own cultural blinders, coaches can not formulate all relevant hypotheses with regard to others. The solution would lie in conducting research on cultural differences and anticipating unseen differences that could smooth the leader role and the coaching process.
2. Personalize the approach. 
Although cultural hypotheses help coaches anticipate differences, a person perspective can not be predicted from what might be distinctive about their culture. Differences exist among people that can not be explained by differences between national cultures. Every single person is a unique configuration of several influences, including personal experiences, genetics, sub cultural forces that transcend national cultures. These factors combine to create the person’s view of the world, way of thinking and behavior. The coach ultimate objective and goal will be to understand the person as an individual and to personalize the coaching approach.

3. Orchestrate change. 
The coaching process focus on facilitating and enabling the learning process by orchestrating the resources and cultivating the conditions in which development can occur. In most cases the coach is not necessarily the expert on what the person is learning and may not even prove to be the right person to help lead the learning activities. Instead the coach should get the people and resources to make sure the person get the information, opportunities and support needed for continuous improvement. 
These three guidelines apply to all aspects of coaching. They provide leaders/coaches with the latitude to adapt to individual and cultural differences, and to work on those aspects that help people change. These principles apply regardless of culture, and can be incorporated in the coaching strategies developed in the study.
The authors of the study developed also a repertoire of strategies (5) that are designed around the most critical challenges in helping others develop and that can be applied within a single or across cultures.

Strategy 1: Forge a partnership by building trust and understanding to motivate people to work with coaches. 

Developing a partnership with coaches becomes important when the person does not know the coach or when their motivation and what drives them is not clear. Coachees can develop skeptical and cynical approaches to the coach’s leadership style as well as concerns about losing something they value because of being asked to change. That would be translated as resistance to change in psychological terms. In order to build trust and understanding, coaches need to develop an approach that would strengthen the partnership by listening carefully to understand the person’s interests, opinions and concerns; clarify your expectations of each other; provide candid yet tactful feedback, and show the person how you have their best interests in mind and how they line up with the organization’s needs.

Strategy 2: Inspire commitment: focus on building insight and motivation so people focus their energy on goals that matter. 

The question is for the coach to discover how to motivate the coachee to be involved in the coaching process. Commitment is important when people seem content with their current level of skills and expertise or when they lose focus or get stuck in just getting through the day. Building commitment is based on defining the goals and values of the individuals, that designates what is important for the person and what they are willing to work toward, their abilities (skills, capabilities and performance), perceptions (other’s judgments about the person’s capabilities, motivation and performance), and standards (expectations and criteria for a successful performance).

Strategy 3: Grow skills. 

The third strategy is based on building new competencies to ensure people know how to do what is required. The focus on growing skills is more important when coaches realize that people have never had the chance to acquire a needed skill or competency or when people are motivated but performance is still below expectations. Coaches help people discover and participate in meaningful skills, building activities through several routes including: brokering resources by connecting people with training and resources, demonstrate relevance by creating opportunities that stretch people to identify and learn what they need, and lastly reflect on experience by providing feedback on the learning process and its effectiveness.

Strategy 4: Promoting persistence by building stamina and discipline to make sure learning lasts on the job. 

This strategy focus on developing the skills acquired through strategy 3 where they are needed more. To promote persistence, it is necessary for the coaches to not only review people’s goals about progress but to also to set realistic expectations for that. Similarly a person’s commitment at work needs to be appreciated and coaches have an obligation to provide ongoing feedback that recognizes rewards and progress.

Strategy 5: Shape the environment by building organizational support to reward learning and remove barriers.

Constant pitfalls in implementing a leadership development program and an obstacle to its success are the lack of management support and knowledge as well as resources sharing. This can be explained by a lack of vision and misunderstanding in what any leadership development process and in particular the coaching process is all about. This is manifested by people expressing frustration about how it is difficult in this context of non management support to learn and have incentives for learning.

Leveraging culture and its differences requires a proactive attitude and needs to be reinforced during the process of cultivating the talent of others. Leaders and coaches need to, in taking an ethnorelative approach to coaching, perceive cultural differences as inevitable at first (Rosinski, 2003), and second recognize, accept, adapt to, integrate and leverage those differences. Ultimately sustained personal development and organizational effectiveness will be the outcomes of the coaching process.
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