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I had my first experience with leader-

ship coaching about twenty years 

ago, when my then-chair of the 

board suggested that I needed a 

coach, and should get one “soon.” The 

old saying about polishing the rough 

edges had come up in a conversation 

over breakfast. I recall joking, “Me? 

Rough edges?” or something along those 

lines. She didn’t smile. I got a coach and 

started polishing. 

I have long been captivated by the 

whole idea of coaching. And why not, 

right? Everyone is on the lookout for 

ideas and tools that could be helpful to 

the causes we serve. And what could be 

better than a tool that executive coach 

William P. Ryan describes as a “short- 

or medium-term consultation aimed at 

helping a leader improve work perfor-

mance by gaining more personal aware-

ness and reflecting more deeply on 

decisions”?1 
Other definitions include Michelle Gis-

lason and Judith Wilson’s, who describe 

coaching as a practice that “supports 

individuals to make more conscious 

decisions and to take new action.”2 The 

International Coach Federation (ICF) 

defines it as “partnering with clients in a 

thought-provoking and creative process 

that inspires them to maximize their 

personal and professional potential.”3 

Ana Polanco and Susan Misra write that 

coaching “supports people in exploring 

their identity, wholeness, and evolu-

tion to a way of being in the world that 

engages more of their whole self.”4 

The last word here comes from the 

“Dean of Coaching,” Sir John Whitmore, 

who asserts that coaching is all about 

“unlocking people’s potential to maxi-

mize their own performance.” And just 

how is this done? Says Sir John, “It is 

helping them to learn rather than teach-

ing them.”5 Kinda gives you goosebumps, 

doesn’t it? 

That first experience with coaching 

knocked my socks off; in fact, in 2008, I 

started my own coaching practice, and 

for a decade I have used coaching in my 

teaching practice with emerging non-

profit leaders. Like the coachees in Bill 

Ryan’s study of practices, coaching for 

my clients centered on, “How do I master 

this new role? What are my blind spots, 

what are my gaps, what do I need to 

figure out to jump in and succeed here?”6 

New or seasoned leaders—who doesn’t 

need this sort of support at whatever 

level they may be? 

Let’s say that you agree and want to 

get started, but because three in four 

nonprofits have budgets of less than 

$1 million and two in three have budgets 

of less than $500,000, finding and paying 

for a coach is going to be a stretch.7 Well, 

consider doing it yourself by adding 

some basic skills to your repertoire as a 

leader and manager. With practice, you 

can become a pretty good coach. You’re 

probably already doing some variation 

of coaching anyway, even though you’re 

not calling it that. 

Now, just to be clear, I’m not sug-

gesting that you go out and become a 

professional coach. What I am suggest-

ing is that you add some basic coaching 

tools to your practice of managing and 

leading others. As Kris Plachy (founder 

and CEO of Leadership Coach, LLC) 

observes, leaders must play five roles to 

be successful: leader, manager, mentor, 

trainer, and coach.8 So, when you’re 

“With practice,” asserts Mark Light, “you can become a pretty good coach.” While 
Light is not proposing that every nonprofit leader become a professional coach, he 
does suggest that adding some basic coaching tools to one’s toolkit is a sure-fire way 
to improving your management and leadership skills. But first, you must establish your 
coaching stand; get your coaching questions in order; and open your heart to curiosity. 

You First: Leadership for a New World  
“Just Ask ‘What?’”
by Mark Light, MBA, PhD
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doing your next one-on-one with a direct 

report, discuss the big picture of where 

they’re going within the organization’s 

context, take a look at the progress 

they’re making in getting there, perhaps 

share some of your own insights and 

experiences, maybe teach them a new 

skill, and then coach them to unlock their 

own power to learn. 

Do keep in mind that unlocking the 

power to learn must be in balance with 

the needs of the organization. That’s a 

delicate dance sometimes; symbiosis is 

desired, for sure, but the leader is ulti-

mately the advocate for the good of the 

agency. 

But first things first: you must clearly 

establish and articulate your coaching 

stand. A stand, according to Polanco 

and Misra, is “the intention with which 

an organization or individual approaches 

coaching . . . a higher purpose and com-

mitment that a coach embodies in order 

to support the client’s exploration of 

change, free from the coach’s own expe-

rience.”9 They identify three necessary 

commitments: “First, coaches expli

citly consider power and privilege . . . 

Second, coaches are mindful of multiple 

ways of knowing beyond the brain’s 

problemsolving capabilities . . . Third, 

and finally, coaches are openhearted.”10

So, how do you hold to your stand? 

Give it voice at the beginning of each 

session. I start each coaching session 

by discussing where I and my coachee 

come from in terms of privilege and 

power, and how this influences the way 

we communicate. We then talk about 

our own stories, and get clear on how 

we will work together. (You may have 

other elements that are important to your 

stand, such as confidentiality and other 

ethical issues like those in the ICF Code 

of Ethics.11)

Now that you have your stand clear, 

you’ll need to get your coaching questions 

in order. This is a snap, because most of 

your questions will begin with the word 

“What.” For example, 75 percent of the 

Coaches Training Institute’s list of 116 

powerful questions begin with “What,” 

17 percent with “How,” 3 percent with 

“When,” and 3 percent with “Where.” No 

other words register, including “Who” 

and the dreaded “Why.”12 Nine of Sir 

John’s ten powerful questions also begin 

with “What”; “Where” is the tenth.13 

The great thing about beginning your 

coaching questions with “What” is that 

you want your coachee to be thinking 

and talking, and open-ended questions 

make that easier. This is very nearly 

impossible if you’re leading with yes/no 

questions. 

All you have to add now to the mix is 

your curiosity as your coachee’s story 

develops. Curiosity is easy to engage—

your coachee is telling a story, and you 

want to see where it’s going. It’s actu-

ally fun to do. For example: “What hap-

pened?” “Computer crashed.” “What 

happened then? What’s the impact? 

What will you do now? When will you 

do it?” 

Obviously, you don’t want to wander 

aimlessly in the land of “What”; you’re 

coaching for a purpose, and that purpose 

is often about what the individual wants 

to do. Supporting “individuals to make 

more conscious decisions and to take 

new action” is about forward move-

ment.14 Your first questions should help 

them get clear on what they want, and 

your last questions should address what 

they’ll do to get it. We’re not talking 

therapy here—we’re talking about the 

future, and you can get a lot done in a 

handful of conversations. 

Now that you have your stand and 

questions, get used to checking in once 

in a while to reflect back what you’ve 

heard. That helps you to both stay on 

track and correct any misimpressions. I 

usually say something like, “Let me see if 

I’ve got this right—the computer crashed 

and everything shut down, yes?” This is 

reflective listening, which involves “two 

steps: seeking to understand a speaker’s 

idea, then offering the idea back to the 

speaker, to confirm the idea has been 

understood correctly.”15 In the process, 

you’re actually helping coachees hear 

what they’ve just said, helping them to 

slow down a bit and engage their thinking 

brain. You don’t need to make any inter-

pretations or search for the underlying 

feelings; you simply pay attention to what 

you’re hearing.

Successful coaching ultimately rests 

on your belief that people can make their 

own decisions. I remember all too well 

learning this as a volunteer mediator in 

small claims and juvenile court. When I 

was in training to become a mediator, 

I was often frustrated by what I thought 

were unfair agreements that appeared 

to benefit one party over another. But 

the mediation center was committed to 

the transformative approach, in which 

“[outcomes] that are reached as a result 

of party shifts toward greater clarity, con-

fidence, openness, and understanding are 

likely to have more meaning and signifi-

cance for parties than outcomes gener-

ated by mediator directiveness, however 

well-meant.”16 

This is all well and good—but again, 

you’re the leader who is in the role of 

a coach when appropriate. Sometimes 

people can make their own decisions 

about what they want to do, and it lines 

up with where the agency is going, but 

sometimes those decisions will be anti-

thetical to what the agency needs. At that 

point, you must step out of the coach 

role and into that of the leader, manager, 

mentor, and/or trainer roles. 

In sum, first, make your stand loud 

and clear. Second, take the conversation 

to the coaching ER: open-ended Empow-

ering questions (“What?”) to unlock 

potential, and Reflective listening (“Am 

I hearing you right?”) to stay on track. 
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Practice makes perfect. 

There’s a significant bonus to adding 

coaching skills to your life: you can use 

these skills with whomever and wher-

ever you are to become a great and 

respected communicator. That’s espe-

cially useful when you’re raising money, 

building relationships, and relating to 

your children, partners, sibs, and pretty 

much everyone else. And why not, right? 

Don’t we all want others to stop fixing us 

and listen to what we’re saying instead? 

Almost forgot—six of seven questions 

from executive coach and author Michael 

Bungay Stanier’s best seller about coach-

ing are . . . well, if you don’t know the 

answer by now, just ask “What?”17 
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