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Sarah Noll Wilson, Executive Leadership Coach and Author of “Don’t Feed the Elephants!”, led a 2022 
Philly SHRM Symposium session on difficult conversations providing a great discussion of how to maximize 
the impact of coaching sessions. 
 
Wilson started by walking through some hard-to-swallow truths about delivering feedback to others. 
 

▪ Those responsible for having tough conversations involving constructive feedback often avoid those 
conversations because they’re uncomfortable. In avoiding these conversations, leaders prioritize their 
own comfort over others’ growth. 
 

▪ Feedback is inherently flawed.  Any feedback that is not purely quantifiable (and even some 
quantifiable feedback) is touched by bias. 
 

▪ People gravitate toward giving feedback on technical or subject matter skills because it is easier to 
give feedback on those types of skills than it is to give feedback on interpersonal skills. 
 

▪ Everyone should beware of “violent politeness.”  Being nice isn’t the same as being kind.  A “nice” 
conversation may have a pleasant tone, but it can also be dishonest.  Everyone should aim for 
kindness—being honest, direct, and clear—in their feedback conversations.   
 

After providing this context, Wilson moved on to providing practical guidance for enhancing coaching 
sessions.  She defined coaching as “helping people increase awareness, explore possibilities, and take inspired 
action” within their sphere of influence.  It is characterized by thoughtful questions and deep listening and 
works best for non-urgent issues.  Wilson emphasized that while “good coaching is functional, great coaching 
is transformative.”  Some of the coaching tips Wilson offered were as follows: 
 

▪ The foundation of great coaching is a strong relationship.  Wilson acknowledged that remote work 
makes it harder for colleagues to connect in this way and urged participants to forge deeper 
connections with those they coach.   
 

▪ Deep listening and observational statements (vesus judgmental statements) are also critical for 
effective coaching, particularly when a coaching discussion involves tough feedback or 
underperformance.  Observational statements involve making a non-threatening observation within 
the context of a coaching conversation—for example, “I’m seeing that…” “I’m hearing that…” “I’m 
noticing that…”—and asking for a response. 
 

▪ Effective coaching involves honoring emotion but coaching behavior, particularly within the context 
of tough conversations.  If a coach presents an issue and is met with anger, resistance, or frustration, 
the coach can say “It’s okay to be frustrated, but it is not okay to interrupt me,” or “It’s okay to be 
angry, but it’s not okay to make the types of mistakes you’ve been making at work.”  

 
After covering coaching tips, Wilson highlighted coaching traps that can derail productive coaching 
relationships, namely that: 



 
 

 

▪ Coaching is not just telling someone what to do, 

▪ Coaching is not just doing the work for those you are coaching, 

▪ Coaching is not just coaching technical skills (for example, praising someone’s technique while 
ignoring a toxic attitude or poor communication skills), and, perhaps most important, 

▪ Coaching is not avoiding coaching (my personal favorite). 
 
Wilson noted that too often organizations set people managers up to fail, not only by promoting the wrong 
types of people into management roles, but by failing to give them the tools they need to succeed.  
Performance management conversations should not be sporadic and should not only occur when someone is 
underperforming. Done right, performance management conversations within a coaching relationship are 
productive and mutually beneficial.  The more often they occur, the easier it is for both parties to talk the 
tough issues.  Less frequent conversations have higher stakes.  
 
The session concluded with a discussion of the emotions that may come up during coaching conversations.  
Wilson indicated that we can’t avoid emotional conversations in ourselves or other people, but we can help 
each other navigate it.  Statements such as:  
 

▪ “I’m sharing this because I care about you.”   

▪ “I’m telling you this because I know you can do this.”   

▪ “I’m telling you this because I believe you can figure it out.”   
 
...can provide support and encouragement during difficult interactions and help both parties in the coaching 
relationship navigate their emotional responses to challenges that may arise. 
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