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Coaching employees requires a broad range of skills and techniques 
to deal with the wide range of people being coached.

Many coaching skills and techniques can be segmented into, and 
applied as, sets of approaches to different situations – and to 
different types of people.

Successful coaches can be flexible and apply ideas from one set or 
another as appropriate to a given situation.

The cornerstone of successful coaching is to first define what 
coaching is. While there’s more than one definition here’s one that 
applies in almost every situation:

A method that brings about gradual modification of 
behavior by showing, encouraging and rewarding 
desirable behavior.

Break down that definition and you’ll see how coaching works – or 
should work:

•  It’s a method. Your approach involves planning and you 
have a specific goal in mind. This is not a hit-or-miss, fly-by-
the-seat-of-your-pants approach. Coaching without a plan 
isn’t coaching.

•  It’s gradual. Who wouldn’t want to see instantaneous 
change and improvement in employees? But you know it 
doesn’t happen that way. It takes time and small steps. 
Sometimes, those steps must go backward before they can 
go forward. 

Coaching Skills 
for Managers and Supervisors
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•  It leads people to a desirable behavior 
by clearly identifying for them what that 
behavior is and encouraging more by 
rewarding it.

That’s the basic outline for coaching employees. 
The really tough part comes next: applying the 
outline to real-world situations involving real 
people – all of them with different personalities, 
goals and motivations. 

A proven way to begin is to separate employees 
into three broad categories and think about 
how to modify your coaching approach so that 
it suits each one of the categories.

These three broad categories are:

• Poor performers

• Consistent middle-of-the road performers

• Star performers and potential stars

Of course, there are subcategories within the 
three and some overlap among the major 
categories and there will certainly be some 
crossover and overlap in the approaches for 
each group.

After all, people are not machines, so flexibility 
is important. Don’t be afraid to apply a 
technique recommended for coaching one 
group as you are coaching an employee who 
fits more into another group.

Let’s take a look at the top-level approaches 
used with each employee type.

1.  Coaching keys: 
Negotiating

You’re trying to negotiate with a 
somewhat difficult employee who 
you’re also trying to coach. 

Are you picking up on the verbal 
and nonverbal clues the employee 
is sending? To find out, try this quiz 
based on negotiation research done 
by the Harvard Business School. 
(Answers on the next page.)

1. The employee says, “This is as far as 
I’m willing to go.” You should:

a. Suggest the two of you take a 
break and renew talks at another 
time and place.

b. Ignore the comment and make  
a counteroffer.

c. Make a firm decision to accept  
or reject.

2. Suppose you make a proposal and 
the employee nods. How would you 
know if he’s agreeing with you or 
just nodding politely?

a. Ask him directly.

b. Stop talking and see if he says 
something to indicate agreement.

c. Make another statement that 
you’re certain he agrees with and 
see if he nods again.
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Poor performers

Every supervisor has had that one employee who just won’t fly 
right. Their behavior alienates others. They miss deadlines. They do 
a sloppy job. They always have an excuse for failure.

Often, in such situations, coaching is a last-chance measure. 
If it doesn’t work, the next move is out the door.

Firing the poor performer can be a tempting option. You cut 
your losses and move on. 

Still, your organization has invested time and resources into 
recruiting and training the person, so losing them will be 
costly. Estimates of the cost to replace an employee range as 
high as 200% of their annual pay.

Coaching is usually the better option compared to those 
costs and the disruption of finding and training someone 
new. It won’t be painless, but it can work, especially if you 
understand the secrets to getting buy-in and cooperation.

a. Identify the problem(s)

You’ve categorized someone as a poor performer. There’s a 
problem with that employee’s work or interactions with co-

workers or customers — and maybe more than one problem. So, 
the first step is to identify the problem and get agreement from the 
employee that there is a problem.

You’ll want to avoid emotionally charged, accusatory language at 
this stage.

Example: “You’re always missing deadlines.” That invites a defensive 
response that leads nowhere.

Better: “I have it written down here that you missed three deadlines 
in July.” It’s factual; to the point and states the problem and the 
behavior you want changed.

Note: The above statement assumes you have good 
documentation about the employee’s performance and behavior. 

Negotiating: 
Answers
1.  b) Most people, even 

when insisting, “That’s 
final,” will listen to 
another reasonable 
offer or proposal.

2. c) The key to picking 
up on nonverbal clues 
is consistency. Does 
the person use the 
same gesture to mean 
the same thing?
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Without that backup, you’re going to have a doubly-tough job of 
coaching. So, if you’re not in the habit of keeping good records 
about employees, today is the day to start.

b. Get agreement about the problem

At this stage, it’s important that the employee also recognizes and 
agrees there’s a problem. 

Keep in mind that the employee might not see the problem, or its 
cause, quite the same way you do. That’s OK. You want to hear the 
person out and give them a chance for some input, so they won’t 
feel as if they’re just being dictated to.

And that’s the best way to get commitment to change – and how to 
go about changing.

For instance, someone who argues they’re missing deadlines 
because they’re overloaded may improve if given help with 
scheduling and prioritizing. The point is to use the employee’s 
feedback to structure a plan to improve.

c. Setting consequences and rewards

Our core definition of coaching includes “encouraging and 
rewarding desirable behavior.” Of course, the flip side of 
“encouraging and rewarding” is “discouraging and punishing.” With 
difficult employees, you’ll have to consider both approaches.

High performers want to know how they’ll be rewarded. Poor 
performers need to know the consequences for continued poor 
performance or behavior. You’ll have to be clear about what will 
happen next if the employee doesn’t respond to your coaching.

It could be a loss of pay or benefits or even termination. Whatever 
it is, you’ll want the employee to understand – and acknowledge – 
the consequences.
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d. Creating an action plan

Our definition of coaching also speaks about 
the need to establish a plan outlining what’s 
going to happen next and when, and what the 
measures of success will be.

At this point, you want the employee’s input, for 
at least two reasons:

1.  Most people respond better to plans they 
help devise.

2.  It removes some the “victim” mentality 
that employees in this situation are likely 
to have. 

Putting together an action plan is where you  
use your knowledge of the employee and  
the situation to set the tone. There is no  
one-size-fits-all plan. Some employees will 
need a strict schedule and close monitoring. 
Other employees might want or need frequent 
feedback on progress. 

What’s important is that your plan details:

• What will happen

•  When it will happen, especially follow up 
and feedback

• The measures of success

• The goals

e.  Get the employee’s written  
summary

Have the employee write up a summary of the 
preceding steps, including the action plan.

2. Coaching keys: E-mail
Researchers at Vanderbilt and Rice 
Universities set up identical tense 
coaching scenarios in which one pair 
communicated over the phone and 
face-to-face, while the other pair used 
only e-mail.

Results of the experiment:

• The phone/face-to-face pair 
managed to resolve their 
differences, but

• The e-mail-only pair more often 
ended up with insults, anger and 
breakdowns in communication.

Besides the obvious differences in 
communication methods, researchers 
noted one factor that’s the main 
contributor to breakdowns when 
subjects use e-mail. It’s something 
called a “lack of contemporality.”

Simply put, that means neither side 
heard (or read) the communication at 
the moment it was produced.

Turns out, that’s important in 
coaching - and it’s often lacking in 
e-mail communication, since people 
read e-mails some time after  
they’re written.

The lesson: Face-to-face, when 
possible, is usually the better 
approach.
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It’s important to have employees in this situation lay out everything 
in their own words. It also gives you a chance to review the process 
and make sure there are no misunderstandings. 

The last thing you want later in the coaching process is an employee 
saying, “But that’s not what we said.”

Having it in writing - in their words - is insurance against that 
happening.

f. Implement the plan

You have a plan and a schedule. You have agreement on the plan 
and the schedule. The next step is to implement the plan.

As progress, or the lack of it, unfolds, you may have to modify  
the plan.

For instance, if an employee is making better-than-expected 
progress, you could space out the monitoring and feedback 
at greater intervals. Or if the employee fails to make adequate 
progress, you could increase the frequency of monitoring and 
feedback.

When do you give up? When do you finally decide nothing will 
work? There is no set answer. If you follow the plan, you’ll at  
least know that you took all the right steps before turning to 
another option.

Consistent middle-of-the-road performers

Every organization relies on those steady, reliable people you can 
always count on to do the job. They are the worker bees.

They may not wow anyone with their results or be the first person 
you think of when you’re designating people who will climb the 
ladder in your organization. In fact, some probably have no desire 
to climb the ladder.
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Coaching people like this can present its own 
set of challenges. They do an adequate job, so 
there’s seemingly no need to push them to be 
better and faster.

They may not have the potential to reach the 
top, so you could end up asking yourself,  
“Do I want to put my coaching efforts into  
this person?”

The answer is that just about everyone has the 
potential to be better, to bring more value to 
the organization - including middle performers.

And sometimes people like that can surprise 
you. This may be stretching the point but 
remember that Einstein was for years a low-
level government patent clerk. 

You may not have another Einstein toiling 
under you, but you could have someone who 
can improve with the right coaching.

a. Ask, ‘Why haven’t they improved?’

The question of why the person hasn’t moved 
up or delivered improved performance is one 
you can ask yourself - and the person being 
coached.

Could it be that training is a key weakness?

Has the person been given a chance at doing 
something more challenging?

Did the person’s career head in a sideways 
direction after one failure?

When you answer the question(s), or when the 
person being coached does, you’ll have a start 

3.  Coaching keys: When 
you make a mistake

Nobody’s perfect.

In the process of coaching, you’ll make 
mistakes. The key is recovering from 
them and moving forward. Here’s how:

• Don’t spend too much time on  
the ‘why’.

• There may a be a perfectly good – 
and complicated - reason why the 
mistake happened. Be aware that 
most people aren’t interested in the 
long story.

• So, any explanation should be short 
and sweet. Apologize, summarize 
and move on.

• Explain what you’re going to do to 
make up for it.

• Put the explanation in positive 
terms. Offer a solution that involves 
action by you.

• Realize that some people won’t 
forgive and forget.

Some mistakes are worse than others, 
and often people won’t overlook or 
forgive them, no matter what you do 
to make up for it.

Go ahead and fix the problem in the 
best way you know and try to make 
sure it doesn’t happen again.
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on what needs to be done – what type of coaching is appropriate – 
to help the person.

b. Incrementally increase tasks

Many middle performers end up that way because at one time they 
may have taken the plunge into something more difficult, and it 
didn’t work out.

That can discourage anyone from trying again.

The remedy: Increase tasks in small measures. You can do that 
from the standpoint of job complexity or work volume. 

For example, if the person routinely produces three widgets a day, 
don’t suddenly increase the standard to six. Let him or her try four 
widgets a day.

Small increases in tasks can create a track to improvement - more 
and faster improvement than you – or even the person being 
coached – thought was possible.

What to watch for at this stage: The person may fall into a pattern 
of routine increases in tasks. That is, “This week, I’ll do a little more, 
and next week, I’ll do a little more than that,” and so on. And that’s 
OK. You’re making progress.

And, while you want to see the person stretch a little and break 
from the routine, it could be counterproductive if you’re the one 
who demands the stretch. So, make sure such employees know 
that it’s OK if they want to break from the set-improvement routine 
and take on something a little tougher than the ordinary.

c. Incrementally increase authority

In much the same way you increase responsibility, productivity 
and complexity for middle performers, you want to increase their 
authority - to supervise others or to make decisions.

You might consider this step part of the previous stage, but it’s 
something you’ll want to monitor separately – in part because, 
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when you delegate authority, you’ll still be responsible for  
the outcome.

Having authority over others - even if it’s just one  
person – or the authority to make decisions is a big step 
for middle performers. As such, a lot of them will shy 
away from it, meaning you have to be careful about how 
you handle this stage. 

For instance, some middle performers may not 
immediately take to the idea of “supervising” someone 
else. However, they may react quite differently to an 
assignment in which they “train” someone else.

There may be little or no difference between the two 
types of assignments, but a middle performer can see 
one as being a “boss” and the other as being a “teacher.”

d. Pair them with star performers

This stage has double benefit. By teaming a middle 
performer and a star performer on a small project, you:

1.  Give the middle performer some exposure to “how 
it’s done” by a top performer. The middle performer 
sees how to operate at a higher level, and possibly 
sees that such a level is worth trying to attain.

2.  Give the high performer some exposure to working 
with a different level of employee, which is part of 
the learning and growing process.

It isn’t necessary at this stage to designate which one 
is the team leader. What you really want is for them to 
rub elbows and get a better understanding of how other 
employees think and work.

4.  Coaching keys: 
Building trust

Trust is a hugely important 
factor in successful 
coaching.

Of course, there are many 
ways to build trust, including 
how you communicate  
and negotiate.

For example, when you 
agree to make concessions 
to people you’re coaching, 
make sure they know they’re 
getting a great deal – this 
isn’t an opening to negotiate 
additional items.

For instance:

• Rather than presenting a 
concession or benefit as 
a bargaining point: “I’m 
willing to let you have a 
flexible schedule two days 
a week,”

• Make sure the employee 
understands this is an 
unusual concession: 
“I’m willing to offer you 
something I’ve never 
done before for another 
employee – a flexible 
schedule two days a week.”
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e. Offer meaningful rewards

Within the scope of your own authority, you’ll want to design 
rewards that are meaningful to the middle performer.

The idea here is that everyone is motivated by something. The trick 
is to figure out what that is:

• money?

• flexibility?

•  independence in choosing assignments or in how 
assignments will be completed?

• helping others improve?

One way to determine meaningful rewards for the person you’re 
coaching is to simply ask.

People usually make what they know are reasonable requests. Still, 
the response may be something that’s not possible, at least by 
you at that time. That leaves you with two options (which you can 
pursue at the same time):

1.  Show the employee how the current situation can eventually 
lead to the desired reward. For example, the employee may 
want to make more money. You can explain how being open 
to coaching is a first step in that direction.

2.  Negotiate with the employee to arrive at what’s possible. 
For instance, you might not have authority to provide the 
employee with her own corner office. But there probably is 
something you can improve about the employee’s working 
conditions.

Star performers

Most of us like the idea of coaching star performers. They’re hard 
workers and high achievers who, more often than not, “get it” when 
it comes to figuring out what it takes to get a job done.
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Coaching people like that does have its issues – though 
they may be different from the issues involved in 
coaching low or average workers.

For instance, high performers often need to be 
challenged by complex assignments. People like that 
also want to see the reasons for an assignment and  
the results.

So, while coaching high performers can be enjoyable, 
they’re likely to challenge you as a manager more than 
other types of employees. You’ll have to come up with 
a plan that meets the expectations of high performers 
and keeps them involved. Smart people need  
smart bosses.

a. Delegate responsibilities

With lower-level performers, you’ll be delegating 
increasingly demanding tasks. With high performers, 
you want to delegate increasingly demanding 
responsibilities.

Consider these examples:

•  If you were coaching a shipping clerk whose 
job is to keep track of outgoing shipments, 
you might expand the job a bit by training the 
employee to fill a customer service role, as well. 
Here, the employee’s work expands to a role 
within the shipping operation.

•  If you were coaching a shipping manager, 
you might train that person in inventory 
control, so they are able to prioritize and plan 
shipments. Here, the employee’s responsibilities 
naturally expand to include another part of the 
company’s overall operation.

5.  Coaching keys: 
Leading them to 
the right choices

One of the better coaching 
techniques is to let people 
make their own choices, rather 
than dictating choices to them.

Still, even if you encourage 
people to make choices, there 
are ways to lead them to make 
the right choices. 

One approach is known as 
“Simplicity sells.”

It’s based on research from 
Stanford University indicating 
that the more choices you give 
people, the less likely they are 
to make good choices.

When faced with a wide range 
of choices, people tend to  
shut down and make no 
choice at all, or just say, “Oh, 
anything’s fine.”

The fix: Limit the choices 
to a low number – that is, 
emphasize quality over 
quantity. 

Then, let people choose from 
that manageable number. It’s 
sure to get better results.
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That difference satisfies the high performer’s thirst to learn more. 
It’s assumed high performers have mastered or nearly mastered a 
function and are ready to take on a bigger, or different, role.

And then of course, there’s the opportunity to manage others, 
rather than just do the job.

You can expand that responsibility in small steps: If the coached 
employee isn’t managing anyone, maybe it’s time to supervise one 
or two employees. If the coached employee is already managing 
one or two others, maybe it’s time to place another employee 
under his or her wing.

If supervisory opportunities don’t readily exist, you can place the 
worker in a position to train one or more other employees.

b. Increase decision-making roles

With lower-level employees, you of course will ask their opinions 
and seek their input. With high performers, you’ll take that to 
another level.

High performers need to be brought along as decision makers and 
need to implement their decisions in order to deal with the results. 
So, not only would you ask a high performer, “What do you think?” 
You might also then say, “OK, put that idea into action and let’s see 
what happens.”

That way, the coached employee learns about decision-making and 
dealing with the consequences of a decision.

For instance, you might bring the coached employee in on a 
decision to promote another employee - one the coached employee 
has to deal with on a day-to-day basis.

In that situation, the coached employee learns:

• What goes into making the decision

• How to deal with the decision, and

•  On occasion, how to deal with and recover from a  
poor decision.
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Of course, all of us, whether we’re being 
coached or not, have to learn about decisions 
and their consequences. When you’re coaching 
a high performer, the consequences of and 
responsibilities for a decision increase - often 
to cover related areas normally outside the 
employee’s current responsibilities, other parts of 
the organization and even customers.

c. Deliver tough feedback

As with other employees, high performers should 
be praised and rewarded for their successes.

Here’s what is different. In sports parlance, 
the feedback and criticism you give to high 
performers should at times “hurt enough to get 
their attention but not so badly that they have to 
leave the game.”

You can be a little more blunt and a little tougher 
with high performers. Just how blunt and how 
tough varies with the personality of the employee 
and is a decision you’ll have to make case by case.

But don’t hesitate to point out problems and 
demand solutions from the high performers: “You 
said your system would get shipments out faster. 
It did, but we’re seeing more errors. What are we 
going to do about that?”

Situations like that give you good insight into 
how the high performer reacts to setbacks 
and criticism. Remember, you’re dealing with 
someone who’s accustomed to success. How 
does that person respond to problems and 
missteps? That’s something you want to know - 
and something you want high performers to learn 
about themselves.

6.  Coaching keys: Dealing 
with their anger

We’d like to think that coaching 
people is all about happiness in the 
workplace. Of course, it isn’t always 
that way.

Some people are going to get angry 
at you, for whatever reason. And a 
good coach knows how to deal with 
anger. Two ideas:

1. Get them to sit down. As the 
saying goes, “Motion builds 
emotion.” 

And, remember, your first job is to 
lower the emotional level of the 
situation. So, stop the motion and 
you’ll go a long way toward putting  
a lid on things.

If you find the other person pacing 
or fidgeting, try to get them to take 
a seat and stay still for a while.

2. Use listening to let the storm blow 
itself out. Angry people want to 
use words to express themselves.

Let them do it with as little 
interruption as possible. Give them 
the space to talk and try not to 
challenge them with penetrating 
questions or opposing points. Those 
are interpreted as verbal jabs that 
invite an angry counterpunch.
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d. Get them to see the bigger picture

One of the ultimate goals of coaching high performers is to get 
them to understand how their personal success and achievement 
can be aligned with the success and achievement of the 
organization.

In fact, understanding that concept is often what truly separates 
high performers from average performers — Some people 
understand how to make a splash in a pond. Others also 
understand the effects of the ripples from that splash.

Getting high performers to understand the concept starts with the 
approaches we’ve described so far. 

Even more can be accomplished by having the coached employee 
rub elbows with all levels of your organization, staff in other 
departments and customers or vendors outside the organization.

And what about the coach?

We’ve gone into a lot of detail about coached employees - who they 
are, what to expect of them, how to deal with them, and so on.

Of course, there are two parts to the coaching scenario: those who 
are being coached and those who do the coaching.

Successful coaches in almost every field tend to have five 
characteristics in common:

1. They like doing it

Every coach has frustrations and days when doing something else 
seems more appealing. That’s natural.

But good coaches genuinely enjoy helping others become better 
workers and better people. Good coaches get a kick out of watching 
and helping others succeed. 
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And as with any other endeavor, being a good and 
enthusiastic coach comes with practice. The more you 
do it, the better you become, and the more you enjoy it. 

In the end, if you don’t enjoy helping others succeed, 
it’s going to be very difficult to succeed as a coach.

2. They’re accessible

We’ve all heard stories about the tough, stone-faced 
coach who drove others to succeed. Looking deeper 
into those stories, we often see that even the toughest, 
most stoic coaches knew when to let people approach 
and have their say - whether it was to ask a question or 
deliver a criticism.

That doesn’t mean you have to be a friend to a 
coached employee. It does mean that coached 
employees should know you can be approached to 
solve problem, and even just to listen to a little old-
fashioned venting.

3. They’re good listeners

As a coach, you’ll naturally be in a position that calls for 
top-shelf communication skills.

Good coaches have a communication skill that’s often  
overlooked and underrated – they are excellent listeners.

In survey after survey, that’s one of the top skills 
employees say they value in people who are in a 
coaching position.

The traditional “rule” is that you should spend twice 
as much time listening as you do speaking but there’s 
more to it than that.

Good listeners are active listeners. They ask a lot of 
questions, including follow-up questions. They indicate 

7.  Coaching keys: 
The secret to 
persuasion

Invariably when you’re 
coaching someone, you’ll have 
a clash of ideas and you’ll want 
to persuade the person that 
you’re right and he or she is 
wrong. How best to do it?

Some suggest that you 
bludgeon the person with your 
reasons. Sooner or later, she’ll 
see the light, right? Wrong.

People in that situation 
often feel bullied and almost 
obligated to resist, no matter 
how powerful your logic is.

There’s a better approach 
practiced by people in the legal 
profession: Instead of leading 
with your arguments, start by 
asking at least three questions. 

That tactic demonstrates 
that you’re interested in their 
take on the subject. And it 
creates confidence that you 
have some insight into where 
they’re coming from, what 
arguments will work with them 
and where the two of you can 
compromise.
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when they understand and when they don’t understand. (Some 
coaches are reluctant to say, “I don’t understand,” or “I don’t know,” 
for fear of looking uninformed or lacking in authority. Employees 
usually see through that and have less respect for such coaches.)

4.  They see coaching as a main responsibility,  
not a side job

Good coaches put the task on the same level as any other 
important task.

Important tasks require:

• preparation

• time

• long-term commitment

People who treat the task as something that’s less important tend 
to fail at it. And one of the main reasons for failure is that coached 
employees sniff out when a coach isn’t fully engaged. That gives 
employees the signal the task isn’t important and doesn’t require 
their best efforts.

5. They lead and teach by example

“Do as I say, not as I do” doesn’t work anymore.

It probably never worked.

If you want an employee to perform or behave a certain way, you’re 
going to have to perform or behave that way yourself.

The classic bad example is the coach who’s trying to teach anger 
management and patience but ends up getting angry at and 
impatient with the employee.

That’s not to say all good coaches are perfect. Of course, they’re 
not. The good ones recognize their weaknesses and mistakes and 
own up to them. In summary, a good coach is someone you’d want 
to be coached by.
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Summary

Let’s bring together the requirements and attributes of coaching 
different types of employees to improve and be successful.

Poor performers 

They generally require that you pay closer attention to details  
and instructions.

People in this category often aren’t accustomed to operating 
(successfully, at least) in an environment of commitment, 
procedures and standards. Coaching poor performers means laying 
out the standards and procedures and getting the employee’s 
commitment to follow the plan.

With most employees, coaching goals focus on leading them to a 
higher level of success. With poor performers, the goal is achieving 
a minimum standard of performance or behavior.

You do that by:

Putting more of the approach in writing and in strict terms. 
With better-performing employees, you sometimes can be more 
flexible and have an understanding about what can and should 
be done. In fact, with better performers, you sometimes want to 
leave possibilities open, to encourage thinking and innovation. The 
low performer will first have to be able to follow the basics before 
reaching the innovation stage.

Setting consequences and punishments. Coaches have to get 
poor performers to understand they’re in a danger zone. With 
other employees, you’re usually setting rewards and benefits. You 
can do that, too, with poor performers, but you have to underscore 
the consequences of failure, including termination if appropriate.

Closely monitoring progress. As a coach, you’ll monitor the 
progress of all employees and provide feedback. With poor 
performers, the monitoring and feedback usually have to be more 
frequent and more focused. A better-performing employee can 
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have an occasional misstep, and even benefit by learning to recover 
from it independently. At least for a while, poor performers don’t 
get that privilege.

Middle-of-the-road performers 

Middle performers are doing good work, so there’s a chance 
coaching can make them better.

The challenge with middle performers is to use coaching at least 
partly to uncover what, if anything, is preventing them from getting 
to a higher level. So, some of the coaching techniques are aimed at 
getting middle performers to break away from the safe and normal.

You do that by:

Getting to the reason. It’s not as if there’s always some dark 
problem that’s holding back a middle performer. Some are simply 
perfectly happy doing what they’re doing at the level they’re  
doing it.

What you’re looking for is the situation where there is something 
holding the person back - fear of failure, lack of training, etc. - and 
gear part of your coaching plan to address any limitations.

Working in small steps. Gradual change is key to any coaching, 
but more so with middle performers. They usually need time to 
wade into tougher tasks and more responsibility, so they can get 
acclimated to it. You can always be flexible and speed them up if 
they show an inclination to do so. But your initial approach should 
be measured and steady.

Getting greater input on their goals and rewards. Sometimes, 
the standard rewards don’t work for middle performers. They’re 
just not motivated by the usual benefits of improvement and 
progress. In that instance, a coach will want to learn what does 
motivate the middle performer. And often the best way to do that is 
to simply ask the employee for input in setting rewards.
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Within your authority as a coach and supervisor, you may not 
always be able to exactly satisfy the employee’s wants. But you’ll at 
least have a better idea of the types of rewards that will work and 
use that knowledge as a framework for developing rewards.

Star performers 

Top performers generally understand success. Coaching such 
people sometimes involves getting them to think past their 
own success and about their contribution to the success and 
performance of the organization.

Also, since they’re usually successful, it doesn’t hurt top performers 
to have to deal with an occasional failure.

You achieve the coaching goals with top performers by:

Being a little tougher and more demanding. Encouragement 
is always a part of coaching, especially with employees who are 
unsure of themselves. You’ll encourage the high performer, too, but 
you’ll also deliver tougher feedback and criticism. 

Being prepared to have your authority and critiques 
challenged. That’s all part of dealing with a high performer.  
And in fact, you probably want to encourage that to a degree. 

Showing them the wider effects. Growth and improvement in 
a high performer usually come about by learning about the larger 
world - other departments, customers, vendors. High performers 
have shown they can master their own task. What they then need is 
to understand how those tasks fit in with and affect others.

In that way, they go from the importance of doing a job to the 
greater importance of understanding other people and their needs 
and wants.

Letting them “fill in the blanks.” Just as we’ve underscored the 
importance of covering every detail with low performers, we can 
underscore the importance of omitting some of the details with 
high performers.
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Give them goals and let them figure out how to reach them.

Even with high performers, however, this is one part of the 
approach that you’ll want to take in small steps. Give them 
independence on smaller projects first, and then let them grow  
into larger projects.
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