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Enhancing organisations 
through coaching and mentoring 

Strategies for developing the capabilities of 
employees are an important part of any 
organisation’s overall corporate strategy. 
Organisations can no longer expect to be 
competitive unless they can retain employees, 
inspire their commitment, and support them 
to improve their performance continually 
through learning. 

Why coaching and mentoring? 
Workers and their managers today operate in 
work environments that are fast-paced and 
uncertain, with greater pressure to deliver 
high levels of performance using fewer 
resources and people. Employers need 
employees who can think for themselves, be 
creative and react quickly and appropriately 
to different situations.  

The command-and-control model of 
management does not work in this 
environment. Workers and managers need to 
be able to work collaboratively in teams, 
sharing knowledge with each other. At various 
times managers need to act as instructor, 
conflict mediator, mentor and coach. 

Coaching and mentoring are emerging as 
critical activities in achieving knowledge 
transfer. However, a study by Accenture in 
2005 found that over 40% of organisations 
have no formal processes for passing on the 
knowledge of retiring employees. Of the 
organisations that have addressed the issue, 
in many cases the process amounts to no 
more than an informal chat with colleagues 
before leaving. 
Other arguments for coaching and mentoring 
come from the learning and development 
function. A study published by the 

International Personnel Management 
Association compared outcomes from training 
(on its own) with those from training 
combined with coaching (Laabs 2000). The 
productivity gains for training alone were 
22%, but when combined with coaching, they 
were 88%, which is a staggering fourfold 
increase. Numerous other studies have shown 
similar benefits from one-to-one coaching as a 
follow-up to formal training programs (Abbott 
et al 2006). 
It is generally accepted among learning and 
development practitioners that skills training 
alone seldom achieves employee 
competence. For new competencies to be 
consolidated, the training needs to be 
followed by practice, coaching, feedback and 
support back in the workplace. If this does not 
occur, new skills quickly atrophy and 
competence is never achieved. People need 
to be coached and given regular feedback on 
their performance. 

What is coaching? 
Coaching has a wide variety of manifestations. 
One popular form of coaching focuses on 
personal growth and development. Another 
common form of coaching is focused on 
enhancement of specific skills (eg sports or 
job skills). In the workplace, coaching may 
focus on senior executives, who are assigned 
a person who helps them to clarify and work 
on their strengths, weaknesses and goals. The 
value of executive coaching is that it provides 
the executive with an impartial and insightful 
means of support, tailored to their specific 
needs. 
Organisations often begin their involvement 
in coaching with executive coaching. In 

http://www.exceptionaltalent.com.au/


EXCEPTIONAL TALENT 

© Glenn Martin 2008. Exceptional Talent PO Box 703 Main Beach QLD 4217  2 

situations where the outcomes are positive, 
the organisation may then decide there is 
value in extending coaching further down 
through the management ranks. In most 
cases, external coaches are engaged for these 
purposes, and the impact on both individuals 
and the organisation can be profound. For 
example, a study by Manchester Consulting 
(McGovern et al 2001) found that 77% of 
executives reported improved working 
relationships with their direct reports.  
The type of coaching that has an even greater 
long-term effect on the organisation can be 
termed “workplace coaching”, defined as the 
coaching of employees by their managers as 
an integral aspect of the managerial role, with 
the purpose of improving the worker’s 
capability and workplace performance. The 
subjects of coaching may include job skills, the 
generic skills associated with working in 
teams, and career development. 
The outcomes for employees include 
enhanced job knowledge and skills, enhanced 
generic skills (eg communication, working 
with others in teams, problem-solving, 
initiative, planning and organising tasks, self-
management), greater motivation and 
morale, and improved clarity about career 
direction.  

What is mentoring? 
Mentoring has always had a role in the 
business world, but traditionally it was 
generally informal and confined to “a senior 
manager showing a junior manager the 
ropes”. In recent years there has been a 
resurgence in the mentor role in 
organisations, as the importance of 

knowledge-sharing and support for 
professional growth are recognised. The 
effective use of knowledge in organisations is 
more dependent on conversations where 
experts share their tacit knowledge with 
others than on technology and databases. 
This realisation makes mentoring very 
relevant. 
Mentoring can be defined as a constructive 
learning relationship between two people 
where one person, the mentor, who generally 
has greater expertise and experience, 
provides assistance, guidance, advice, 
encouragement and support to another other 
person (the mentee, or mentoree) in order to 
foster the latter’s vocational and professional 
development. 
The mentor works with a person to help them 
to identify areas for improvement and to 
work through ways to develop professionally. 
The mentoring process enables the person 
being mentored to discuss issues that may be 
controversial and involve risk. The mentoring 
relationship is a dynamic one involving a 
balance of nurturing and support on the one 
hand, together with stretch and challenge on 
the other. The skilled mentor is able to move 
smoothly between the two modes. 

Comparing coaching and 
mentoring 
There is a great deal of confusion in the 
business world between coaching and 
mentoring. It is useful to identify the 
similarities and contrasts between them. 
Some of the key contrasts are shown in the 
table below. 
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 Coaching  Mentoring  

Who does it? Can be person external to 
organisation; can be the person’s 
manager 

Generally not the mentoree’s line 
manager; can be person external to 
organisation 

Who sets direction of 
activity and 
interaction? 

Coach drives goal-setting process 
and determination of strategies 

Mentor gives mentoree more scope to 
set agenda; mentor offers advice, 
experience, suggestions 

What is the focus of 
activity? 

Focus is on short-term goals and 
tasks, specific skills 

Focus is on longer term development, 
capability and the person’s future 
roles 

What does 
coach/mentor do? 

Gives feedback and 
encouragement on performance; 
offers techniques for 
improvement 

Gives feedback but also offers insight, 
broader perspective from own 
experience 

What is the time 
frame? 

Likely to be 3–12 months Likely to be 1–2 years 

What are the 
coach/mentor’s key 
qualities? 

Skilled in facilitating learning of 
skills, development of 
confidence; need not be a 
subject matter expert 

Similar skills; mentor is generally an 
acknowledged expert in their field 
(technical expertise or leadership 
roles) 

 

For some people, the key difference is that 
the coach need not be an expert 
performer in the subject matter area 
(consider sports coaching), but a mentor 
has usually been an acknowledged 
performer. 
Another perspective is that coaching and 
mentoring fall at different points along a 
continuum between “performance” and 
“relationship”. The coach is more focused 
on immediate improvements in 
performance, while the mentor places 
more emphasis on the relationship — trust 
and confidence are focused on the persons 
involved rather than on specific tasks and 
skills. Hence, in mentoring, role modelling 
has a greater importance than in coaching. 
Coaches and mentors often talk about 
switching from one role to the other. A 
mentor may talk about using coaching on 
particular occasions, when it is relevant for 
the mentoree to acquire a particular skill 
or address a particular obstacle in their 
development. A coach may shift into the 
role of mentor when the coachee broaches 

broader career questions and the coach 
has relevant personal experience to share. 
In developing employees, there are 
occasions when one or the other is more 
appropriate, and it is important for 
learning and development practitioners to 
distinguish between them and to address 
both needs (Harvard Business School 
2004). 
The skills needed for coaching and 
mentoring are very similar. Both provide 
one-to-one support for a person’s learning 
and development. Both require the coach 
or mentor to be able to offer both 
challenge and support at the appropriate 
time.  

Evidence for the value of 
coaching and mentoring 
The incidence of coaching and mentoring 
programs is increasing. About 60% of the 
25 largest public companies in Australia 
had mentoring or coaching programs in 
2001. The CCH Australia/Australian 
Graduate School of Management survey 
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for 2001 found that 26% of all 
organisations had mentoring schemes in 
place for managers, an increase from 19% 
in 1996. 
One of the difficulties with measuring the 
impact of coaching or mentoring in 
organisations is that it frequently occurs in 
an informal way. In fact Kinlaw (2000), an 
author of one of the more popular books 
on corporate coaching, describes coaching 
as a “distributed leadership function”. He 
explains that coaching is a function that 
can be performed at various times by any 
member of a team, not just by the person 
in an appointed leadership role. 
Nevertheless, many of the large companies 
which have introduced coaching or 
mentoring, such as IBM, Ernst & Young, 
Citicorp and Motorola, report positive 
outcomes from their programs in revenue 
growth, increase in market share, gains in 
productivity and better outcomes in staff 
retention (Laabs 2000). 
An Australian study by Moy and McDonald 
(2000) analysed a large number of other 
studies on returns on investment (ROI) in 
training. They concluded that the 
economic benefits of training were 
greatest when training was integrated with 
coaching and associated practices such as 
individual development plans, personal 
action planning and feedback systems. 
One US study on the benefits of mentoring 
(Clutterbuck 2000) found that new 
insurance agents with mentors 
outperformed other new agents by 20% in 
their first year. In a study of 100 executives 
by Manchester Consulting (McGovern et al 
2001), a methodology was developed to 
estimate the ROI on the costs of coaching. 
It determined that the average return was 
5.7:1, and in some cases this represented 
gains to the business of over $1,000,000. It 
is important to consider the methods and 
assumptions used in reaching such figures, 
but such studies give a view of the possible 
gains of coaching (or mentoring) across the 
breadth of the business landscape. 

Structured programs for 
coaching or mentoring 
To some extent, coaching and mentoring 
occur naturally in organisations. However, 
the unstructured approach leaves 
outcomes to chance. One possible 
problem with this is that the coach or 
mentor may not have very effective skills 
in facilitating learning and development. 
The informal approach may also reinforce 
existing gender or racial inequalities. 
Structured programs endeavour to extend 
the benefits of coaching and mentoring 
more widely and reliably through the 
organisation. The aim of a structured 
mentoring program (Stolmack and Martin 
2005) is to create effective mentoring 
relationships, guide the desired 
professional development of those 
involved, and evaluate the results for the 
mentorees, the mentors, and the 
organisation. 
The establishment of a structured coaching 
or mentoring program enables the 
organisation to determine the approach 
that is appropriate to the organisation’s 
culture and strategy. There are many 
possible objectives and approaches for 
structured programs, for example: 
• leadership development and 

succession planning 
• enhancement of the company’s 

investment in training 
• improved induction and socialisation 

in order to improve retention 
• improved opportunities for 

disadvantaged people (eg gender, 
race), and 

• transfer of knowledge from experts 
near retirement to younger 
employees. 

A structured program should deliver 
greater benefits to the organisation than 
an informal approach, for a number of 
reasons. It will: 

• focus energy towards a particular 
objective 

• be planned and organised rather than 
ad hoc 
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• offer recognition to all participants for 
their effort 

• provide training, structure and 
support to all participants 

• establish suitable guidelines and 
policies, and 

• monitor and evaluate the process.  
Moreover, the participants can be selected 
on the basis of appropriate criteria and 
matched through a suitable process. 
Research on mentoring programs (Ragins 
et al 2000) has shown that if the program 
is implemented effectively and the 
mentorees are satisfied with the mentor, 
they will show greater job satisfaction, 
positive career attitudes and greater 
commitment to the organisation. Training 
for mentors to ensure they are motivated 
and skilled is thus critical to the program’s 
success; the same could be said of 
workplace coaching programs. 

Coaching, mentoring and 
organisational culture 
The ultimate goal of coaching or mentoring 
programs is to establish ongoing learning 
as part of the culture of the organisation. 
In a “learning organisation”, people do 
more than fulfil tasks — they are always 
developing their capacity and knowledge 
so that next time they will do that task 
better.  
Similarly, managers are never just 
organising tasks, assigning responsibilities 
or ensuring that tasks are done — they are 
actively ensuring that their employees are 
continually improving their knowledge and 
skills.  
This goal is currently being promoted 
under the banner of “informal learning”, 
which recognises that learning in the 
workplace has at least as much significance 
as structured training programs. Coaching 
and mentoring are two of the most 
effective methods by which employee 
learning is enhanced in the workplace. 
Workplace coaching in particular implies a 
climate where there is a collaborative 
focus on learning as part of work. Coaching 

efforts by the manager merge with other 
workplace learning initiatives and yield 
high performance, commitment to ongoing 
development and strong, constructive 
relationships between people. 
Cultural change will be achieved if there is 
a business focus from the start. Why is the 
organisation embarking on a coaching or 
mentoring program? If the drivers are 
problems like poor retention, high 
absenteeism or poor utilisation of talented 
employees, then business outcomes for 
the program can be specified. These 
outcomes can then be translated into 
measures of success. 
Measures could be financial (sales, 
revenue, profit), time-related (reductions 
in production time, length of projects), 
quality-related (mistakes and rework, 
customer satisfaction, employee 
satisfaction) or quantity-related 
(production targets, number of customers, 
inventory use). Behavioural measures are 
also important to assess cultural change. 
Manager evaluations can utilise 360-
degree feedback; leadership behaviours 
can be monitored. In the context of the 
ageing workforce, measures for 
quantifying the improvement of future 
capability should also be devised. 
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