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of asking the right question

Corporate coaching is on the rise in Hong Kong, and the exponents
of this new form of executive fraining have set their sights on the Mainland

BY LIEF O'REILLY

ong Kong's astonishing frans-
formation in the second half
of the 20th century from war-
broken colonial relic to
vibrant economic power-
house owed much to the work ethic of its
population married to an international,
corporate-style business philosophy. Yet
this potent brew came at a price. The
pressure-cooker economy and work
environment spawned a host of
stressed-out executives struggling to
cope with the demands of juggling an
increasingly affluent, educated and
ambitious workforce, the need for
demonstrable results, an unprecedented
rate of technological change, and the

desire for quality petonal development
— a scenario now also being played out
in the boom cities of China. Executives
were, as they say, under the cosh.

Help was at hand. Around five
years ago the first “executive coaches”
starfed appearing in Hong Kong. Billed
as a new tool for personal and profes-
sional development, professional
coaching promised a fresh approach
to many aspects of corporaie life,
from leadership and management to
business development, career planning
and personal growth.

The Hong Kong Coaching
Community (HKCC), a society for profes-
sional coaches and those interested in

coaching, defines coaching as “a client-
driven partnership focused on creating
positive change, expanding possibilities
and unleashing potential, and aiming to
realise exfraordinary results.” Dozens of
coaches now offer thelr services, cover-
ing the whole gamut of professional and
personal needs. Buf marketing phraseol-
ogy aside, what exactly is professional
coaching and how does it differ from, for
instance, consultancy?

“There's a key distinction,” says
Douglas Gerber, CEO of FocusOne, a
provider of professional coaching
services. "A consultant gives you the
answer to your question. A coach helps
you to find the answer yourself.” This
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tailored approach often involves one-
on-cne sessions in which an executive is
guided by a coach to a self-generated
solution to his or her problems. Bonnie
Chan of Coachlite sfresses the need to
fease out answers from the executive
under coaching: "He may have his own
solution already but he may need a
catalyst. It's important to let the words
come out from the client because then
they are owned by him.”

This Is a coaching tenet echoed by
Vivien Pau of VP Worldwide: *If people
don't feel they own the process, they
won't implement it.” t's a passive-
proactive approach that can yield
surprising results, *| observe clients in
action with bosses, peers and subordi-
nates, then give them an objective
picture, which is very often a shock to
them.” says Pau. “In the one-on-one
sessions | find they open up to external
people more than they would to their
internal HR personnel, This enables me
to give '360-degree’ feedback.”

Charles Lang of Progress-U Ltd
elaborates on the methodology: “The
coach doesn’t have solutions. He has
expertise to help the client figure out
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what to do by himself. In the first place,
we have to get him to think.”

Professional coaching first appeared
in the US about 20 years ago with exclu-
sively top-executive (CEQO) coaching.
This seminal development catered to a
market of lonely leaders who found it
difficult to talk to wives, colleagues or
competitors and needed someone to
relate to. A couple of years later, the
phenomenon had spread to Europe,
and since then it has expanded its
scope and established itself as a
bona fide profession with two major
international certification bodies, the
International Coach Federation (ICF)
and the International Association of
Coaches (IAC).

Schools such as Coach-U were
established fo train coaches through
ICF- and IAC-certified courses up to
Certified Master Coach, and in 2001 the
first Hong Kong-based graduating class
of Coach-U began meeting informally
to exchange views, a collaboration that
led in 2002 to the creation of the HKCC,
which now boasts over 80 members,

However, the fledgling community
was powerless fo prevent unqualified

individuals from marketing themselves
as executive coaches, and feared the
damage these maverick coaches —
characterised as “"black sheep” by
Lang — could cause to the image of
professional coaching. As a result, in
2004 Lang sought out Pau, Chan and
Gerber fo establish the Master Coach
Alliance (MCA), Hong Kong's first
dedicated quality assurance body, to
enhance trust in coaching.

That's not to say that the MCA and
the broader-based HKCC are at logger-
heads — indeed, Chan and Lang hold
senior positions in the HKCC — but while
HKCC membership is open to anyone
with an interest in coaching, the MCA
setfs minimum standards of professional
experience, coach training and coach-
ing experience for membership. This will
make it easler for clients to distinguish
between high-quality coaches and
black sheep, Lang says.

Meanwhile, the demand for coach-
ing services is growing rapidly. The MCA
estimates that coaching in the more
progressive Asian cities such as
Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Seoul
and Tokyo will reach the current maturity
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