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The Four SOCIAL STYLES and Coaching

You can apply SOCIAL STYLE and Versatility concepts during the coaching process to 

enhance your interpersonal relationships with those you coach or, at the very least, to 

ensure that Style differences do not get in the way of successful and productive coaching. 

Many organizations see and defi ne coaching as a formal event, often linked to the 

performance appraisal process. These formally arranged meetings typically raise 

anticipation and anxiety for the manager and the person being coached. In reality, 

coaching conversations can, and should, occur anywhere and at anytime. Certainly, 

there are situations that require coaching to be in a specifi c setting and at a specifi c 

time. However, providing feedback in real time, at the coachable moment, is much more 

valuable than no feedback or feedback that is delayed by several weeks.

Planning for a formal coaching conversation, such as a yearly performance review, can 

be quite involved and take several hours. Planning to take advantage of a “coachable 

moment,” on the other hand, can take less than a minute. 

How Do Each of the SOCIAL STYLES View and Respond to 
Coaching?

Most people understand the value of coaching and how it can help them to develop skills 

and progress in their careers. However, just as people of different Styles accomplish work 

and communicate in different ways, they also have specifi c preferences on how to be 

coached. By understanding these preferences, you can impact people’s reactions to your 

coaching. This section will describe each Style’s preferences, how they like to be coached, 

and how they respond to coaching.
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Need: Results Growth Action: To Listen

Orientation:  Action  Backup Behavior: Autocratic — Takes Control

Driving Style people are focused on achieving results and believe that action 

is the best way to succeed. They are typically not seen as concerned about 

relationships and people except as they relate to the overall goal. Other people 

may consider them to be impersonal, practical and dominating.

Driving Style people have little tolerance for discussions they deem a waste of time. 

They prefer getting to the point and staying on target. They like to have an agenda 

and stick to it. Straying from a focus will cause frustration and tension. Though 

always focused, they may “warm up” to others after progress has been achieved.

When making a decision, Driving Style people prefer to be provided with the 

facts and viable options. They enjoy having control and making their own 

decisions. They are likely to choose options with a good probability of success, 

but are willing to accept risk to advance a project.

In times of tension, Driving Style people are likely to attempt to take control. 

They may say things like, “I’ll just do it myself” or they might start making 

autocratic decisions. These efforts to take control represent their Backup 

Behavior as a result of the tension they are experiencing.

How Does a Driving Style Person Respond to Coaching?

Initially, people with a Driving Style may be impatient with coaching. Because they have 

an orientation for taking action, listening to another person’s advice might seem like a 

waste of time or even unnecessary. The value of the process will need to be proven.

As an outcome of coaching, Driving Style people will want options for improving. Be 

direct and to the point, and show the value of your feedback quickly in the conversation 

by explaining how it will help them achieve their goals. Even if your feedback is about 

some aspect of their performance where they are failing, they would still rather hear 

this than leave it unaddressed.

Driving Style people will react favorably to coaching, as long as it helps them achieve 

their goals. They have a strong need for results, so if you frame your advice in terms 

that will help them succeed, it’s more likely that they will respond positively.
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Successfully Starting a Coaching Conversation

When you start a coaching session you will want to pay attention to a couple of things. 

One is setting an agenda in a way that will appeal most to each Style, while also meeting 

your own needs. Likewise, it is important to keep the conversation engaging, and this 

differs, depending on the Style of the person you are coaching.

The fi rst few moments of the coaching conversation are very important. It is your chance 

to establish rapport with the person and communicate the purpose of the conversation. 

By creating a climate that is appealing to the person you’re coaching, you will set the 

stage for a productive conversation. If you are unable to do this, you are in danger of 

alienating the person you’re coaching, in which case your feedback will not be effective.

Beyond the fi rst few moments, throughout the conversation it is important to stay engaged 

with the person. Once again, this will help the person to understand your feedback and 

maintain a meaningful dialogue with you.

Facilitating and Directing

Ultimately you need to focus on the purpose of the conversation by discussing the 

person’s performance and development needs. Depending on the person’s Style, you will 

want to use a combination of Facilitative and Directive techniques that help move the 

conversation forward and toward mutually agreed-upon goals. 

Facilitating

Asking questions is often necessary to get people’s ideas and opinions, or to have them 

explain situations or facts as they see them. This is when facilitative skills are required. 

You can think of these skills in relation to the SOCIAL STYLE Model as more “ask 

assertive.” Your purpose is to allow the person opportunities to talk, while you learn by 

listening.

Asking effective questions can be critical in gaining clarity about the person’s current 

situation and in developing an action plan for improving their situation. If you consider 

the other person’s Style, you should be able to use questions in a way that moves the 

conversation forward and doesn’t cause the person you are coaching to shut you out or 

act in a defensive manner. 

Directing

When providing performance coaching, you often need to be more directive, or “tell 

assertive.” That’s because you are sharing your appraisal of an individual’s performance 

and providing feedback or instruction based on your expertise. If you have a Driving 

Style or Expressive Style, you will probably fi nd that these directive behaviors come quite 

naturally to you. You may need to check your behavior by being sure to take the time 
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to ask questions and listen carefully to ensure understanding. If you have an Amiable 

or Analytical Style, you are more ask assertive and may experience some discomfort in 

taking on this important but necessary part of your role as a coach.

Providing Positive and Corrective Feedback 

By nature, coaching can make people uncomfortable because they feel like they are 

being judged on a personal level. This can be true whether you are coaching someone 

who is under-performing or someone who is a star and is ready for new challenges. To be 

effective as a coach, you need to keep both your tension level and the tension level of the 

person you are coaching at a comfortable level. 

Interpersonal tension is not inherently good or bad. When appropriately directed, it can 

lead to productive relationships. However, when tension is inappropriately directed, 

good communication becomes diffi cult, if not impossible, and the working relationship 

between you and the person you are coaching becomes less productive. 

At its simplest, feedback is useful and relevant information that informs the other person 

about how he or she is doing. But in a coaching conversation, the feedback you provide 

serves a more signifi cant purpose. Feedback provides a person information about what he 

or she needs to do in order to be successful. It is only with this information that a person 

can identify goals and plans for achieving them. 

Giving Positive Feedback

Giving positive performance feedback means recognizing that someone is doing things 

right. While people of all Styles appreciate positive feedback, each responds more 

favorably when that feedback supports their Style.

Giving Corrective Feedback

One of the most challenging tasks you have as a coach is delivering information related 

to an individual’s failure to accomplish objectives, or to behavior that is inconsistent with 

the values of the organization. You can make this type of feedback easier by following the 

tips that follow. 

How to Respond if They Don’t Like Their Feedback 

As in life in general, some of the people you coach aren’t going to like what you have to say 

to them and will react in predictable Style-specifi c ways. This puts you in a particularly 

diffi cult situation because you need to fi nd a way to help them accept your feedback and 

move forward. We’ve already described how people of each Style react when tension is 

high. In the following pages we describe more extreme signs of Backup Behavior that can 

result when people do not like the feedback you’re giving, and how to best handle this 

behavior.
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Building Rapport and Establishing Purpose

To establish rapport with an Amiable Style person, it’s usually helpful if you 

talk about something you have in common. This helps to maintain your personal 

relationship before moving into work issues. As with all people, your interest in 

the person needs to be genuine in order for rapport to be established. 

Explain the purpose of the conversation in general terms and underscore that 

it will be collaborative and move toward mutually agreed-upon goals. These 

individuals will respond positively if you let them know that you are coaching 

them for their personal benefi t and that you have their interests in mind. 

Amiable Style people appreciate the opportunity to talk about their feelings and 

working relationships with others. 

When engaged, Amiable Style individuals are lively and personable, and will 

freely share their opinions. They are active listeners and will communicate to 

you that they are hearing what you’re saying. These individuals are likely to 

disengage if they feel you are pushing too hard for change, unilaterally setting 

goals, or becoming too directive or autocratic. They are not likely to confront 

you, and may simply go along with whatever you are recommending. In these 

situations, they will become less animated, more quiet, and may avoid eye 

contact more than normal. They will be eager to end the conversation.

  Coaching Tip

You can usually stay engaged with Amiable Style people by showing that you 

are open to their input. It might be necessary to ask open-ended questions to 

draw out their opinions, or review the topics you’ve discussed and ask for their 

opinions about those areas. 

Facilitating and Directing a Conversation

Being Facilitative: Amiable Style people will be comfortable when you use non-

directive facilitation to coach them under one important condition – they must 

trust you and feel that you are acting in their best interests. In this environment 

they will feel comfortable expressing their opinions and will be open to your 

input. They like to be cooperative, so will usually feel comfortable answering 

questions and having open discussions.
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Being Directive: You can help Amiable Style people accept your feedback 

by pointing out any impact it may have on them personally and on their 

relationships with other co-workers. In many circumstances one of the goals of 

directive feedback is to improve relationships, so pointing this out will lead to 

greater acceptance. Amiable Style people will also want you to clearly explain 

the reasoning behind your input.

  Coaching Tip

Open-ended questions appeal to Amiable Style individuals since they like to be 

asked about their thoughts and beliefs, and they can use these opportunities to 

share their feelings about the topic.

Giving Feedback

Giving Positive Feedback: Amiable Style individuals prefer positive feedback 

that is warm, sincere and serves to strengthen their relationship with you. They 

particularly like to know that they have made accomplishments that contribute 

to team effectiveness. Like Expressive Style people, they appreciate public 

recognition when appropriate and genuine.

Giving Corrective Feedback: Amiable Style individuals tend to focus on 

relationships and they aim to please. If a decision has to be made that is initially 

disagreeable, clearly explain the reasons why the decision is being made. 

Point out any opportunities for them to contribute within the new situation. If 

providing performance feedback, give examples of how the person is performing 

well prior to bringing up areas that need improvement. Do not press hard for 

immediate change or come across as impersonal. Let this person know that the 

feedback is about their performance in a particular situation or area, and is not 

about your relationship with them. Ask for their input and work cooperatively 

with them to identify specifi c next steps.
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Don't Stop Here… There's More to Discover

A wide variety of additional SOCIAL STYLESM resources are available to further 

improve your performance. SOCIAL STYLE is the best-known Interpersonal 

Effectiveness Model in the world and TRACOM offers tools to help any 

organization, team or person.

Guides in the Working with Style series teach how individuals can apply SOCIAL 

STYLE to specifi c workplace issues. These include:

Managing Confl ict with Style – Studies have shown that managers 
spend up to 42% of their work time dealing with confl ict and non-
productive behavior in the workplace. Managing Confl ict with Style 
provides specifi c advice on how to use Style to anticipate confl icts, 
reduce their occurrence, minimize their impact and repair damage 
after a confl ict occurs.

Coaching with Style – Many organizations have adopted “coaching” 
as an important part of their development efforts. Coaching with 
Style shows how to apply SOCIAL STYLE techniques to any 
coaching process. It provides specifi c advice to help the coach build 
better relationships, improve communications, reduce tension and 
improve workplace productivity. It’s a must-read for anyone starting 
a coaching relationship.

Working in Teams with Style – The use of “teams” has gained 
widespread use in most organizations. A study of Fortune 1000 
organizations showed that 90% used teams to conduct business. 
This has resulted in an increased interdependence on others to 
achieve results. Working in Teams with Style is the fi rst book to 
teach how SOCIAL STYLE skills can improve team performance. 
It provides specifi c advice to help teams quickly and effectively 
take form, undertake their responsibilities and ultimately operate at 
optimal performance. The lessons of this book can be applied to any 
team structure or purpose.

These and additional books in the Working with Style series are available at 
www.tracomcorp.com. See the back cover of this book for additional tools to teach 
SOCIAL STYLE techniques for Managers and Sales Professionals.




