
DIRECTIVE OR NON-DIRECTIVE?  
THAT IS THE QUESTION

Drawing on a wealth of personal experience, Clare Beckett-McInroy 
discusses how the use of non-directive coaching coupled with self-

reflection can be a powerful tool to help implement a coaching culture 
and an effective leadership style within organisations.

WOMEN LEADERS DO IT 
DIFFERENTLY!

The traditional worldview of top-down, programme-based 
leadership learning does not fit with the new leadership 
landscape that is emerging today. In particular, this model 
gets in the way of women’s progression. We are at a 
crossroads. Behind us and around us is a leadership paradigm 
that maintains a powerful grip on an old root; in front of us is 
a new leadership landscape. Calling for different leadership 
practices and different forms of learning, this is a landscape 
in which women have a significant contribution to make and 
a standpoint to establish. To stay the same is no longer an 
option. 

In 2016, my colleagues* Mary Musselbrook and Rosie Mayes 
and I were invited by Ruth Ashby, Head of Talent at Barclays 
UK, to help Barclays address the challenge of female 
leadership progression. Faced with the knowledge that ‘things 
have to change,’ we realised that the time had come for a bold 
step, a non-conventional leadership learning intervention. 
Equipped with substantial research, knowledge and 
experience of developing female leaders, we believed that:

l A systemic approach would lead to long-term change

l The development of a relational and psychological 
leadership intelligence was needed

l It was time for qualities eclipsed by traditional 
leadership to be made visible. The mindset of ‘it’s the 
women who need fixing’ had to be extinguished

l An inclusive element to an all-women intervention 
would be critical to success.

Ruth agreed to our suggestion of a co-created initiative, 
building learning together with a group of female directors. 
Our aim was to explore in depth their everyday lived 
experiences, challenges and barriers, through self-and-
system and self-in-system frames of reference, a highly 
reflective process that would build a much stronger 
psychological and relational intelligence for this group of 
women leaders that would also ripple out into the wider 
system. Through this process, topics for focused learning 
emerged which we could not have anticipated and to which 
we were able to respond.

Standing at the crossroads of a new leadership landscape, 
Sue Congram describes the thinking behind a groundbreaking initiative 

for female leadership progression at Barclays UK.
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*Mary Musselbrook, Rosie Mayes, and myself, worked closely with our client, 
developing a strong relationship with them and ensuring good alignment with 
their diversity and inclusion strategy.

The AC is passionate about all aspects of coaching and has a firm belief in establishing and upholding the highest 
standards of best practice within the industry. Our accreditation schemes have been developed so that buyers 
of coaching or related services can be assured that an individual or organisation has been assessed to rigorous 
standards using the AC Coaching Competency Framework.
 

COACH ACCREDITATION
Our Coach Accreditation Scheme has been established to allow coaches to benchmark themselves against high 
professional standards, and to provide reassurance to buyers of coaching regarding the level of experience and 
capability of coaches.
 

COACHING SUPERVISOR ACCREDITATION
As a supervisor, stand out in a competitive market place. Support from an AC Accredited Coaching Supervisor 
ensures coaches receive a good quality service and flags to users of their coaching service that their coach is 
receiving excellent professional support. Designed to accredit fitness to practise, it indicates that the Supervisor 
operates to core principles and demonstrates appropriate competencies within the functions of supervision.
 

COACH TRAINING ACCREDITATION
Our Coach Training Accreditation offers reassurance to buyers of coaching programmes that the courses have a 
blended learning approach with a balance of practical and theoretical content together with the application of 
coaching competencies. We offer four different levels of coach training accreditation to reflect the development of 
a coach from novice to mastery.

accreditation@associationforcoaching.com
+44 (0) 845 653 1050
www.associationforcoaching.com

Start your Accreditation Journey

The week of 7th –13th May 2018 celebrates International Coaching Week 2018. 
In partnership with the AOCS we will be celebrating International Coaching 
Supervision Day on Friday 11th May.
In honour of this we are extending our exclusive member benefit of complimentary Group Supervision 
Experience calls to non-members.

41 people attended ACGSE calls in 2017 and we would like to reach more people and more countries in 2018.

So, how can you play your part ?

l Existing member – book your place by emailing karenb@associationforcoaching.com

l Recommend a colleague – have attended a call yourself and have non-member colleague who you 
would like to share with? Invite them to attend a call on Friday 11th May 2018. Watch out for the email 
in Jan/Feb in order to book.

l Want to help host a call? - If you are a trained coaching supervisor based outside of the UK and 
would like to help us host a call on ICS day, get in touch with karenb@associationforcoaching.com 
(additional AC training will be required)

We have a great opportunity 
for you on May 11th 2018!

For more information about our ACGSE calls take a look at our webpage 
www.associationforcoaching.com/page/EventsGroupSupervi
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A NON-CONVENTIONAL 
INTERVENTION
A cohort of 27 women were allocated to small groups of five 
or six. We referred to these as ‘pods**’. Each pod was to meet 
a number of times over six to seven months, using the space 
between meetings to observe and reflect on their everyday 
experiences; to experiment with new ways of engaging in their 
leadership; and to connect with each other to strengthen their 
learning and support.

Leading this initiative required strong group process and 
relational capabilities; to notice, then crystallise, emerging 
themes for focused learning. This meant sitting on the edge of 
‘not-knowing’. It also meant providing enough resources and 
support for the women to learn how to: 

l self-reflect 

l self-/other-reflect 

l reflect in-depth on their own assumptions, beliefs and 
cultural habits 

l become more aware of the daily challenges and micro-
behaviours that confront them

l recognise their own auto-responses 

l know the difference between descriptive and evaluative 
observations

Psychological and relational themes became seeds for in-
depth learning within the conversations of each pod.

PSYCHOLOGICAL AND RELATIONAL 
INTELLIGENCE
Our experience of women and what limits women’s 
progression is far more complex and much harder to grasp 
than making changes in organisational policies and structures 
alone. More is needed, especially concerning psychological 
and relational dynamics. In the pods we covered both these 
topics through in-the-moment facilitated learning and by 
providing small pockets of more structured learning in later 
sessions. 

Psychological intelligence covers a very wide spectrum. In the 
pods we were able to address some very specific personal 
issues, such as strengthening self-belief – different from 
growing self-confidence – and self-resourcing in emotionally 
challenging situations, as well as overcoming victim dynamics 
and self-limiting behaviours. Through understanding all 
of these, the women discovered how they could hold their 
authoritative ground more solidly and authentically – without 
‘bending out of shape’.

We strengthened relational intelligence through exploring 
live issues that women brought to their group, building 
learning around themes that emerged. The women found 
that struggles which they had felt alone in dealing with, such 
as conflict, leadership politics and bullying behaviour, were 
experienced by other women in their pod. Our work was then 
to facilitate, coach, guide and introduce new concepts that 
would create the conditions for their future success. 

In terms of more general learning, we found ourselves 
sprinkling the pod sessions with a range of relational hints 
and tips during our conversations. Within those exchanges we 
explored and observed how women would eclipse qualities – 
unwittingly overshadowing or obscuring – that were, in fact, 
personal strengths: a dynamic that we knew would affect 
their leadership and relationships with others. An example 
would be how a drive to be assertive might eclipse qualities of 
empathy and compassion.

ILLUMINATING THE ECLIPSED
A number of studies, including my own1, have shown the 
extent to which a wide range of practices that women bring to 
leadership are not recognised or given the status of leadership 
that they deserve. Until now, a wide range of qualities have 
been eclipsed, by both men and women, to align with a 
powerful masculinised leadership ethos.

‘Eclipsing’ in leadership happens both internally (what 
I believe I should be) and externally (what I believe the 
organisation wants of me and how others should see 
me). These beliefs arise through deep cultural norms and 
assumptions. A typical internal message for women might be: 
‘To be successful as a female leader I have to be determined, 
directive and heroic. I need to cover up my emotional, 
relational and connective sides; these are vulnerabilities to 
be hidden.’ Through this belief, valuable qualities, such as the 
three identified here, become eclipsed and never fully valued. 
In my research I concluded that as long as organisations fail 
to recognise a broader, more inclusive, relational leadership 
paradigm, many women will be held back from progressing to 
more senior positions in their leadership. 

In the pods it was important to bring this phenomenon to 
the attention of the women, knowing that as long as men 
and women alike collude with the old paradigm, unwittingly 
going along with eclipsing, they continue to be gripped by the 
problem they are trying to overcome. 

To step into a new landscape and shake off the roots of 
the old means learning a new language. Sometimes that 
language has segments of old roots still firmly embedded. 
Terms that I used in my own research, which today are 
breaking through into new leadership2 thinking, are 
masculinised and feminised3. In my study I particularly 
noticed how the dominance of masculinised qualities eclipse 
feminised qualities in everyday leadership practice. I also 
recognised how this language is infused with prejudice, 
stereotypes and hierarchy. As much as I believe that the 
language of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ provide a useful 
reference for new leadership to be understood, especially in 
support of women’s progression, we also need to watch our 
step.

Experience tells me that with any disruptive initiative, progress 
comes when people wake up to an insight, perspective or 
mindset, and the new language follows. If a cutting-edge 
concept is too difficult, out of reach, or infused with cultural 
misperceptions, then breakthrough is less likely to happen on 
the grounds of language alone. The bridge between old and 
new needs to be built with care. In the pods, we invited our 
groups to name the two categories of dominant and eclipsed 
leadership qualities, refraining from using masculinised 
and feminised language, unless the issue of language use 
was raised by a member of the group. Whilst I believe these 
terms are beneficial in progressing a new understanding of 
leadership, the way in which society tends to instill gendered 
prejudices and biases from a very early age means that, until 
they are better understood, experience tells me that bringing 
the language of ‘masculinised’ and ‘feminised’ in too soon can 
hijack learning rather than add value to it.

WOMEN-LED, INCLUSIVE GROUPS
Why did we continue with women-only groups, knowing the 
associated sensitivities? What we have noticed is that women 
learn in different ways, with personal issues and challenges 
more readily discussed in women-only groups. These appear 
more difficult to access in mixed groups. Furthermore, when 
women tell their stories together, relationships deepen, 
resulting in a rich body of shared learning. In the pod groups 
we believed that a first important step was for women to learn 
more about their own collective and individual situation, and 
then lead the way for change.

On the other hand, we strongly believe that women’s 
progression is also an issue for men to address. Men are part 
of the process and therefore must be part of the solution. 
The first step is in dialogue – not necessarily about men and 
women, but more fundamentally about balanced leadership 
practices. In the initiative with Barclays, a meeting with men 
was co-created, resulting in each of the women inviting a peer, 
boss or more senior manager to join a pod session organised 
for this purpose. These sessions were exploratory, relational 
and dialogic, holding a focus on inclusivity.

It was much later in the schedule of meetings that we 
appreciated how the pod groups are more than women-only 
groups; they are women-led leadership groups, influencing 
and reshaping their culture through role-modelling, and 
infusing the system with more progressive, inclusive 
leadership practices.

WHAT WE LEARNED
Our intervention was a success. It strengthened personal 
authority (‘self-in-system’) and at the same time guided 
women towards appreciating the powerful influence they 
could have on the leadership culture, through their own 
role-modelling (‘self-and-system’). Women were reporting 
back that they had approached seemingly insurmountable 
difficulties in new and different ways, such as saying what 
they really wanted to say to a male boss rather than scouting 

around the problem, becoming more aware of unacceptable 
behaviours that they had taken as a norm and speaking up 
about them, and recognising and stepping away from victim-
persecutor dynamics. Many of the women have since also 
reported progress in their careers within Barclays. 

We also learned a lot ourselves. For instance, we 
underestimated the power of old paradigm, top-down 
learning in people’s mindsets and expectations, which meant 
building very strong bridges between old and new. By running 
a co-created initiative we discovered together with the women 
how to do this. Providing more explicit maps for learning, 
explaining as much as we would about what we were doing, 
and giving the women enough structure to feel safe were all in 
the mix. The women realised that they could ask us for more 
information concerning themes arising out of the sessions. 
I love this responsive resourcing approach, as it is a process 
motivated by the people learning rather than being imposed 
on them by us.

We knew we were and still are in ground-breaking territory 
and that this pioneering work has arisen through a situation 
that is of our time: contributing to a global understanding 
of women in leadership continues to be new territory. Old 
paradigm learning methods cannot provide the leap that 
is needed in support of new progressive practices that are 
naturally inclusive of women. To progress requires bravery, wit 
and disruptive interventions.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Sue Congram has been designing and delivering innovative learning 
interventions in management and leadership for over 30 years. 
As an international thought leader, her ground-breaking work in 
leadership and the advancement of women is a result of her PhD 
research. Sue co-founded the EB Centre for engendering balance 
in leadership. She has published books, chapters and papers on 
business psychology, management & leadership, organisational 
development, diversity and coaching. She speaks nationally and 
internationally on her work.

www.EBCentre.co
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