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Leadership Coaching
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to Retain Staff

Professional coaching is gaining momentum as a cost-effective way to
improve job satisfaction and enhance performance in age-related fields.
BY G . DAV I D S P R OW L A N D WA LT E R O. CO F F E Y

T

he field of aging is changing quickly. As ten
thousand people turn sixty-five years old each
day (Heimlick, 2010), there are dramatic innovations in models of housing and care, advancements
in technology, and changes in rules and regulations
governing aging services entities. While all this is in
motion, an emerging crisis is becoming more critical
every day. It is tied to workforce – the talent needed
to support housing and service organizations for
older adults.

One of the main conversations in the field of aging services has not just been about Medicare, Medicaid, or even health care. It is about workforce. For
the last several years, Tad Melton, managing director
of Ziegler Investment Banking, has told aging services providers that the inability to attract and maintain
an adequate workforce is an emerging crisis in the
United States. Melton’s role as an advisor to a large
number of senior living and health-care providers
places him in a unique role to see the breadth of the
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problem. He points out that staff shortages and labor
cost increases are affecting organizations across the
country, regardless of the region. It is not just about
the commonly discussed national nurse shortage, but
about staff in all positions, at all levels throughout
organizations.
The problem has continued to grow over the last
several years, as the economy has boomed and unemployment is at historic lows. “Attracting and retaining
top talent and developing the next generation of leaders are the most pressing concerns of global CEOs,”
according to a 2016 survey of corporate heads. “This
bodes well for change to happen, and human capital is
now widely valued as one of the most important contributors to an organization’s sustainable performance
and growth” (The Conference Board, 2016).
When an organization’s mission is to work with
older adults, it is imperative that all staff have a meaningful relationship with, and deeply know, the residents and clients they serve. In order for meaningful
relationships to be developed over time, an organization must retain its staff. Working in an environment
where staff are nurtured and empowered is key to the
satisfaction of both the worker and the older adult being served (Pioneer Network, 2011).

The Challenge

Organizations are failing to realize that investing in
individuals is key to retaining their staff. This investment is noticeably missing in almost every organization encountered by the authors, who mentor, coach,
and develop leaders in the field of aging. In spite of
the obvious challenges with this investment, current
research supports it unequivocally. Unfortunately,
most provider organizations are still in denial about
the reality of their situation.
Occasionally, if it does take notice, senior management often is not motivated to address the issue. The
monetary outlay may not seem to make good sense.
However, it can cost up to one-third of a worker’s annual salary to find a replacement if the employee quits
(Bolden-Barrett, 2017). In a year-long leadership
academy for individuals working at all levels that is
facilitated by the authors, a noticeably larger percentage of participants over the last few years have talked
about leaving their current employer. A common concern is that many of them have mentioned leaving the
field of aging.
Organizations may send a few select employees to
a one-day class or a conference out of town, but that
is not enough. While such an educational opportunity
gives them a chance to meet new colleagues and hear
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new information, it is the author’s experience that
this alone does not fully lead to sustained behavioral
change related to personal development. Nor does it
address operational and systems changes that come
about through transferring knowledge (Morgan,
2008). Likewise, organizations may provide in-service
education to meet regulatory guidelines or provide
one-time programs with information on a specific
topic, such as understanding dementia, effective communication skills, etc. According to surveys at the
American Psychological Association (2018), “Training and development consistently emerges as one of
the areas employees are least satisfied with, and lack
of opportunity for growth and advancement is second
only to low pay as a source of work stress.”
“Culture change is the common name given to the
national movement to transform older adult services
based on person-centered and person-directed values
and practices, where the voices of elders and those
working with them always come first” (Pioneer Network, n.d.). One of the fundamental keys to personcentered care is to have consistent staffing, especially
in higher levels of care, including nursing centers, assisted living, and in memory-support areas. If staff
cannot be retained, stability suffers.
The consistent assignment of certified nursing assistants (CNAs) and nurses, for example, improves
clinical, workforce, and organizational outcomes, according to research. “Thirteen studies show that consistent assignments lead to enhanced relationships;
improved staff attendance; improved staff, resident,
and family satisfaction; lower staff turnover; improved
accuracy and timeliness of screening and assessments;
improved clinical outcomes; and improved quality of
life” (Pioneer Network, n.d.).
It is impossible for organizations to provide person-centered care and services when staffing is inconsistent. Consistent assignments “transform caregiving
from ‘tasks’ to relationship-based care. Residents know
who is taking care of them and feel secure in the consistency of the relationship. They trust that the CNA
knows just how to take care of them. Families share
that trust and feel they are in a partnership with ‘their’
caregiver. Consistent assignment reduces grievances
and complaints as staff are better able to meet residents’ and families’ needs. Staff are dedicated to their
residents. Most CNAs come into this field because
they care about people and want to make a difference
in the residents’ lives. Having a consistent assignment
allows relationships to grow so that CNAs feel more
satisfaction from their care-giving role” (Pioneer Network, n.d.).

The Solution

Organizations must be intentional and proactive in
developing their staff. Creating the opportunity for
individual growth increases staff satisfaction, engagement, and individual performance. Staff members feel
appreciated and believe the organization wants them
to play a role in leading it into the future.
Leadership coaching, which is sometimes referred to as business or executive coaching, is essentially about leadership. It’s about enhancing a person’s
abilities and skills to lead and to help the organization meet its operational objectives (Anastasia, 2017).
Coaching is not the same as therapy. Therapy is intended to help people identify and address emotional
or other psychological disorders such as depression or
anxiety, looking more at the past. Coaching, on the
other hand, sees people as being healthy and whole,
and is forward-looking. It is about “unlocking people’s potential to maximize their own performance. It
is helping them to learn rather than teaching them”
(Whitmore, 2009).
One of the participants in the leadership academy
who received coaching initially reported having dire
communication problems with her supervisor. This
was an ongoing issue, so much so that at the beginning of the year-long coaching period, she had decided to quit her job. Her leadership coach intervened to
try and improve her current circumstances. Together,
the two brainstormed action items that she could
implement to turn the situation around. Through the
academy, the participant learned a conflict resolution
process and decided it might be the solution to her
current situation. At the following month’s event,
she entered the room very excited. She had in hand
a signed agreement between herself and her supervisor. The agreement detailed what each committed
to do to salvage their relationship, and having it in
writing gave her a new enthusiasm for her work. This
was someone who had considered leaving her current
job, and possibly would have left the field of aging.
Leadership coaching has helped staff remain in their
current positions by addressing burnout, interpersonal
relationships with colleagues, and challenges with
managers and team members.
Many organizations employ human resources staff
or others to facilitate training for new hires as well
as in-service content needed to fulfill regulatory and/
or organizational requirements. While this is critical,
there are opportunities via coaching to augment the
commendable work in-house staff provides. Generally, organizations have not provided or engaged
experienced, qualified coaches who can support individual development. When one-on-one coaching

BENEFITS OF LEADERSHIP COACHING
In the classic coaching book Coaching for
Performance (2009), the late John Whitmore
described numerous benefits from coaching.
Included in the list are benefits to the recipient
as well as benefits to the team and the larger
organization:
• Improved performance and productivity
• Staff development
• Improved learning
• Improved relationships
• Improved quality of life for individuals
• More time for the manager
• More creative ideas
• Better use of people, skills, and resources
• Faster and more effective emergency
response
• Greater flexibility and adaptability to change
• More motivated staff
• Culture change
• A life skill

is combined with basic training, it helps employees
clarify, focus, and be accountable for implementing
their personal growth plans. The need for this type of
coaching is the biggest gap that must be filled.
Coaching is a win-win. It is the missing link to
retaining staff in the field of aging. It supports individual employees in growing, addressing on-the-job
issues, and preparing themselves to be the future
leaders. It makes great business sense; it saves a lot
of money from the cost of turnover alone. The cost of
replacing staff is prompting organizations to reassign
funds budgeted for consumer marketing to instead be
used for not only the recruitment but the retention of
staff (Melton, 2016).
There are many considerations when looking for
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a coach. They include the type of coach desired, level
and type of certification or credentials, area of specialty,
years of experience, length of contract, number of individuals in an organization being coached, and more.
According to Maren Perry, Founder and President
of Arden Coaching, “You can certainly find a newer
coach right out of training, or one looking to increase
their hours, who will charge you $200 per hour. You
can also find a large organization or “celebrity” coach
who will charge $50,000 to $100,000 for a 6-month
program” (Perry, 2019). However, most sessions fall
somewhere in-between the two extremes, mostly on
the lower side.
Coaching in organization and leadership settings
is an invaluable tool for developing people across a
wide range of needs. “The benefits of coaching are
many; 80 percent of people who receive coaching report increased self-confidence, and over 70 percent
benefit from improved work performance, relationships, and more effective communication skills. Overall, 86 percent of companies report that they recouped
their investment on coaching and more” (ICF, 2009).
The authors have found that individual leadership
coaching is a key element to staff development —
again, it is the missing link. When they meet oneon-one with clients, these employees feel safe to
address a variety of issues around relationships at
work, supervision, stress, and burnout. One notable
experience occurred after the authors were asked by
the CEO of a large nursing home to coach one of his
staff he considered an emerging leader. He wanted
to position her to take on a larger role as well as lead
the organization into the future. This young woman
was identified as an influencer in her work environment. Most of her co-workers looked up to her and
followed her lead. The CEO felt that if she could improve on her performance and emotional intelligence,
the rest of the department would follow in her footsteps. At the very least, he thought a positive change
in her would bring about a positive change in those
who worked around her.
In the first coaching session, the young woman
stated that her goal was to balance work with her
personal life. For many years, her work had been allconsuming for her. She was tired and burned out.
She not only performed her own duties, she took on
additional duties that really belonged to other coworkers. Routinely, she received telephone calls from
co-workers at all hours of the night. These were calls
that did not directly involve her duties, however, the
individuals trusted her more than their supervisors.
After a couple of coaching sessions, she recognized
that the need to be needed by others was driving her
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behavior. She enjoyed that everyone came to her to fix
their problems. She liked that everyone saw her as the
main resource. However, eventually, the workload had
become unbearable for her.
Through coaching, she put into place some action
items. These included turning off her cell phone upon
leaving work, and learning to say “no” when asked
to perform the duties of others. The result of these
changes was that she spent far less time on work matters outside of the office and much more time with her
family and friends. Her attitude became more positive,
and she reported that while at work, she accomplished
more in a shorter amount of time. Her supervisor and
co-workers made unsolicited comments about how
she seemed much more relaxed in the workplace.

Implementing a Coaching Program

“Managers should not underestimate the impact of
coaching on their people (and for themselves), as it frequently creates a fundamental shift in their approach
to their work. For example, increased self-confidence
enables employees to bring more of themselves into
the workplace. This results in employees being more
resilient and assertive” (Institute on Coaching, n.d.).
Starting a coaching program for employees is a threestep process.
First, organizations should adopt leadership coaching as a strategy for staff development and retention,
clearly articulating why coaching will enhance their
current staff education programming.
Secondly, the organization should identify key staff
members who exhibit strong leadership potential. It is
important that staff understand why they have been
chosen to participate in coaching. If employees are
only told they are going to meet with a coach, their
first reaction may include negative thoughts: that
something is wrong with them, that their job is at
stake, etc. The reality is they are valued employees who
have been selected for coaching to develop into future
leaders of the organization.
A best practice would be for senior management
and department heads to participate in coaching. This
not only will help them address issues to improve
their own development, growth, and performance,
but at the same time gain firsthand experience on the
value of coaching. Successful organizations are those
that are learning and growing. Modeling comes from
senior management personnel, who can share the
benefits of their own journey. While few senior managers think they need coaching, they are, in fact, the
ones who are causing staff to quit their jobs. The data
has shown for years that employees leave organizations because of bad supervisors (Schwantes, 2017).

Thirdly, managers can be educated to become
coaching supervisors. This will enhance the organization’s strategy of engaging external coaches. Managers can learn to move from a traditional supervision
mindset to one that promotes a coaching way of
supervision. Traditional supervision focuses on the
person as the problem, the rule that has been broken,
and the consequences of non-compliance. A coach supervisor focuses on the relationship and engages the
employee in developing a plan to address the issue.
She/he creates the environment that ultimately improves staff satisfaction and retention.
In order to retain staff, organizations must move
away from only utilizing a traditional approach to staff
training and development and make the decision to
invest in individual coaching. The authors have experienced firsthand that the key to success is one-on-one
leadership coaching. Through coaching, leadership
concepts and principles are anchored. During sessions, challenges that might be inhibiting individuals
from achieving their full professional and/or personal
goals are uncovered and addressed. Ultimately, this
investment positions and prepares organizations with
the talent needed for the future. •CSA
David and Walter are the managing partners of WD International
Consulting, created to mentor, coach, and develop leaders with an
emphasis on supporting organizations in retaining their staff. Contact them at WDintl@bellsouth.net.
G. David Sprowl, MPA and Eden Educator, is a bilingual-certified, professional leadership coach specializing in executives, managers, and emerging
leaders in the aging services arena. Having spent
many years as an aging services executive who has developed, managed, and led teams, he is well suited to coach personnel working in
aging services organizations. In addition to the field of aging services,
David worked in the corporate arena both nationally and internationally for sixteen years.
Walter O. Coffey, MPA, MA, and Eden Educator, is
an international leader in the culture change movement and has transformed organizations to become
person-centered. Walter is a gerontologist and has
served in leadership roles throughout the spectrum of aging services.
He is an advocate for individuals living with dementia. He has led the
development of programs, regulations, and legislation that positively
affect the lives of older Americans.
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