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Organisational Culture and the role of 
the Executive Coach Supervisor

‘By attending to the organisation’s culture we are uncovering the current behaviours, mindsets, assumptions and values operating day to day.’ Hawkins & Smith (2006).

Organisational culture can be defined as patterns of shared values and beliefs that over time produce behavioural norms adopted in the organisation to solve its problems, achieve its specific goals, and continue to maintain itself over time. 

It is also a body of solutions to problems that have worked consistently and are taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think about, and feel in relation to those problems. For the organisation to maintain itself as a going concern there needs to be enough of a ‘fit’ between the person and the role so that the goals and tasks of the company or work group can be undertaken.  

The sum of these shared philosophies, assumptions, values, expectations, attitudes, and norms bind the organisation together. Organisational culture is holistic, historically determined, and socially constructed.

Cultures formed in this way are essentially a matter of memory: it is the knowledge of a certain number of codes of behaviour and the capacity to make use of them.

Each culture will have its own unique ‘footprint’, dominant characteristics, overall strengths and possible shortcomings. Each will have its blind spots, the unconscious and undeveloped ‘shadow’ characteristics that can emerge when the organisation is over extended or under extreme stress.

The industrial and economic climate at any one point in time will affect organisations and have varying degrees of influence upon them. For example, in the current (2007) political climate the thrust of government policy towards maintaining a healthy economy has meant that many government departments and state funded systems are under extreme pressure to downsize and re-organise. Coaches working in this sector will need to be aware of the impact these policies are having on staff. 
In the corporate world where survival in a healthy market place means competing effectively, some organisations will remain dynamic and strong while others fail. Managing change is a sine qua non of survival, and growth in all organisational cultures. The dynamic processes that keep an organisation functioning means change will inevitably be experienced by some as a gain and by others as a loss. It is often at times of change that coaches and consultants are hired.

A systemic view of organisations allows us to see organisations as a series of inter-related parts, or a ‘social interactional field’, O’Neill (2000). The field has character and this is embedded in the culture. ‘When anyone within the field moves, all members feel the effect, though differently, (that is) based on their positions’, and, most importantly, ‘Coaches must tune in to how the client’s force field impacts on them, so they can maintain their equilibrium within it and help the leader do the same.’ O’Neill (2000)

By tuning in to organisational cultures coaches will understanding the processes involved at individual, group and organisational level in the current climate and make their interventions appropriate and effective.

For a Systemic Psychodynamic understanding of the impact of culture on Executives and their coaches, and for case studies of coaching and consultancy, see Brunning (ed.) 2006.

For work in this field that has been foundational for many in the organisational consultancy field, see Schein (2004).

Implications for the supervision of Executive Coaches

A key aspect of supervision with Executive Coaches needs to be a focus on the impact of the organisational culture on performance, both of the individual executive client per se, and of the organisation as client.  Hawkins & Smith (2006, pp.170-174) in their chapter on The Seven-Eyed process Model, give an excellent account of the various aspects of this focus, by exploring the facets of mode 7, the mode that embraces the contextual fields of the coaching work. By maintaining a ‘helicopter’ view of the context the coach is working in, the supervisor and coach can hold a systemic perspective, allowing greater understanding of the processes that may be either helping or hindering the work of the client/organisation.

The psychodynamic perspective on relationships gives us a language to describe unconscious processes that operate in the relational field. These can be experienced in many ways, and once tuned in to will bring valuable data into the supervision conversation. Please see the short paper on Parallel Process in the CD for a fuller discussion of this as it applies to the coaching supervision relationship.

At the heart of the supervisor supervisee relationship are two people willing to hold an open space between them where they can be present to the many forces at work in the relational fields they are exploring. Presence keeps all parties free to see what is going on without becoming caught in reactive responding that would cloud the view. In order to generate the best possible learning, the kind of presence they bring to this will affect the depth and efficacy of the supervision process, ensuring that clients are truly served. Please see a fuller discussion on Presence in the CD.
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