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As a manager, you have to lead, get results, correct problems, direct teams virtually, 
communicate around the clock, and — oh yeah — coach your people. Make sure they know 
where you’re headed, get them to follow, keep their spirits up and their productivity wheels 
grinding. It makes me tired just to list your responsibilities. 
 
The people side of the business equation is often overlooked in B-school, and you often feel 
most challenged by it in your day-to-day job. Besides coaching managers to be their best, I teach 
a graduate class, primarily composed of young managers getting their MBA, that focuses on how 
groups work in organizations.  
 
The one-week class covers the gamut of group topics: structure, goals, strategies, power, conflict, 
virtual groups, and coaching. One of the many team assignments requires students to create and 
lead ice breakers to organize the class and introduce the topic about to be taught. One valuable 
demonstration presented how to effectively coach your staff. The winning concept: Tell your 
people how to get it right rather than what they’re doing wrong. 
 
The “coaching” team’s icebreaker fell on the first day of the Final Four. We were all about 
basketball that day. For their exercise, the leaders purchased nerf balls and hoops which they 
attached to blackboards that could be raised and lowered. They divided the class into two teams. 
One person was selected from each to be the shooter, given a floor mark from which to shoot, 
and then blindfolded! There were two rounds, each five minutes long, the hoop was raised in the 
second half. The team with the highest number of baskets would win.  
 
The shooters relied on their teammates to guide their shots. Sitting at the back of the room, I 
watched an important principle of coaching unfold. One team decided on Frederick Taylor’s 
“time and motion” approach. The shooter’s arm was machine-like, repeatedly shooting under-
handed, while teammates shouted, “Go right!” or “Go left!” and the shooter calibrated his rapid 
tossing and racked up many points. The other team’s shooter didn’t fare as well, as he received 
instructions from many team sources, either about what he was doing wrong or where to direct 
his toss.  
 
The game changed in Round Two, when Taylor’s approach didn’t seem to work, and neither 
team had an advantage. Teammates adopted roles this time: ball fetcher, ball tosser to the 
shooter, by-stander, and coach. Tossing got more efficient. The coaches alternatively took one of 
two approaches: they either told the shooter what he was doing wrong (“You’re tossing too 
high!”) or what he should do to get it right (“Go more to the left.”). It almost never failed that, 
when the shooter heard what he was doing wrong, he nearly always repeated the mistake. If he 
was told he had tossed too high, for example, he also tossed too high on his second shot. When 
he was told how to make the shot better (“Go more to the left!”), he frequently got the shot. 
 
It was textbook coaching truth: If you want your people to improve their performance, whether 
as team or individuals, offer positive direction (“Get the prospect to reveal more of his need.”), 
rather than what they’re doing wrong (“You’re closing too soon.”). This is true whether you’re 
on the soccer field as your child’s coach or project managing a new software system. 
 



A second point: Managers enjoy learning to improve their business game. What should you read 
to be a better coach? Frankly, I like the books written by professional sports coaches. If you 
haven’t, give these a try: 

  
The Winner Within: A Life Plan for Team Players, by Pat Riley,  

coach of the New York Knicks; 
 

 Leading with the Heart, by Mike Krzyzewski (Duke University  
basketball Coach), with Donald T. Phillips 
 

 Never Before, Never Again: The Stirring Autobiography of Eddie  
Robinson, the Winningest Coach in the History of College  
Football, Eddie Robinson with Richard Lapchick 
 

 Run to Win: Vince Lombardi on Coaching and Leadership,  
Donald T. Phillips 
 

If you catch them doing something right, and keep learning how to be better, you’re going to be a 
great coach of the people who work for you! 
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