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	Writing in the June 2006 Journal of Nursing Administration, Patricia Reid Ponte, senior vice president of patient care services and chief of nursing at the Boston-based Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, and colleagues discuss the effectiveness of executive coaches in developing leadership skills among senior nurse leaders and offer recommendations on hiring a coach. Executive coaches provide insight into leaders’ personal tendencies to help them correct behaviors that harm performance; coaches also help leaders improve their strategic-thinking skills, smooth transitions to higher-level roles, manage complex organizational dynamics, and make difficult work-related decisions. According to Reid Ponte and colleagues, nurse leaders should consider coaches’ education and expertise when choosing an executive coach and use coaches to strengthen their confidence as leaders. 



	Methodology 


	The authors conducted a literature review and interviewed four executive coaches whose clients included senior nurse leaders and four nurse leaders who had been coached. The coaches’ backgrounds included nursing, communications, and academia; nurse leaders represented the academic, service, public health, and community health sectors. During 45-minute phone interviews, the researchers asked leaders why they chose to work with a coach and how the experience affected their leadership practices and asked coaches to compare their experience coaching nurse leaders with other types of leaders. The authors then reviewed the interviews to identify common themes. 



	Coaches identify nurse leaders’ particular challenges 


	Executive coaches reported that “many nurse leaders have a deeply rooted lack of confidence or sense of insufficiency.” Coaches also said that nurse leaders are generally less assertive compared with leaders from other disciplines and business sectors. Moreover, nurse leaders often restrict themselves to advocating for their department instead of providing systemwide leadership “through a nursing lens.” 



	Choosing a coach, finding the right fit 


	Both clients and coaches reported that “word of mouth” referrals from respected colleagues provided the best leads during coach searches; when leaders did not have a first-hand reference, they contacted coaches and asked to speak with their clients. Good coaches were expected to have two essential characteristics—in-depth knowledge about the health care industry, either from working in it or working with health care clients, and graduate-level preparation in communications, psychology, or organizational development. Leaders also screened coaches for their interpersonal skills and their ability to give honest but compassionate feedback on clients’ leadership abilities; age, gender, and ethnicity also played a role in the selection process. However, interviewees did not think nurse leaders necessarily needed coaches with nursing backgrounds.

After selecting a coach, nurse leaders used their first two meetings to assess whether the coach was a good fit; leaders defined their expectations and coaches defined the framework they would use to help clients achieve their goals. 



	Coaches can help nurse leaders build confidence, boost assertiveness 


	According to the interviews and literature search, executive coaches can be an “essential resource” in improving nurse leaders’ effectiveness, as evidenced by leaders’ successful presentations, improved ability to lead particular teams or meetings, and reduction in controlling behavior after working with coaches. Based on this success, the authors suggest that top nursing leaders and nurses who are moving into executive roles request funding to attain a coach in their employment contracts. If funds are not available, the authors suggest contacting the human resources department for help in accessing professional development resources or working directly with a coach to design an economically feasible contract.
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