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Colin Reeve looks at the conse-

quences to an organisation when

energy is blocked, and how

coaching can help leaders to find

ways to release it.

There is a new imperative for

coaches – and that is to help

leaders and managers understand

how to release the energy of their

people and their teams.

I’m talking here about that sort of

energy that is characterised by

people’s full engagement in work,

by the momentum that becomes

apparent when employees bring a

positive attitude to work, and by

the vibrancy that exists within an

organisation when energy is

flowing freely. Indeed, it is my

contention that there is nothing as

important to a leader as their

awareness of energy and their

ability to help that energy to flow.

Their success or failure should be

judged on nothing less than

whether there is more or less

energy coursing through the

organisation as a result of their

leadership tenure.

Expert coaching can help leaders

and managers to appreciate the

impact of energy in the workplace,

but let us start this module by

ensuring that we are clear about

the different forms of energy that

manifest at work. 

Energy at work

‘Can do’ energy – The first type of

energy that people always bring to

work is one that is very familiar

and which we can identify as

physical energy. This is the energy

that gets people to work in the

mornings and that they use to

fulfil their tasks and their projects.

But leaders and managers cannot

rely on this ‘can do’ energy alone.

On its own, it is limited. You can

compare it to running a race; after

a time your muscles get tired, your

body needs a rest, and if this is

your only source of energy your

performance will, in time, tail off. 
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I liken leaders and coaches who get

used to looking for and addressing

such blocks of energy within their

organisations as practitioners of

verbal acupuncture. Acupuncturists

believe that all the energy that

anyone needs is available to them

at all times. It is their task to

release it by stimulating the

necessary pressure points. A leader

or coach can follow exactly the

same practice, except that in their

case – instead of acupuncture

needles – they can use sharp

questions and directed conversa-

tions with those people who have

responsibility in the areas in which

the energy is stuck. As for what

these questions and conversations

will uncover … perhaps they will

lead to the identification of a

requirement for training, or the

implementation of a new process,

or the re-engagement of the team.

Whatever way the pressure point is

stimulated, the intention behind it

should be to help the company,

team or division to get back into

alignment so that energy can flow

freely once more.

Coaches and energy awareness

Finally, turning my attention to the

coach. When coaches are working

with leaders and managers – either

on a 1:1 basis or providing input

to teams – their own awareness of

energy and their skills in knowing

how to release it are critical.

However, not all coaches are

qualified to work in this way.

Certainly there are some coaches

who have begun to build an appre-

ciation of the role of energy at

work but this is, in truth, a new

and emerging area. For people to

become masters in working with

energy, it is my experience that

they need to learn and practise

how to pay exquisite attention to

what is happening in the present as

well as to what is important. 

There is, I believe, no one way in

which this awareness should be

developed. In my own life the way I

became aware of the power of energy

was through my practice 

as a student and then teacher of

karate – a discipline which has

provided me with some wonderful

ways of understanding how energy is

directly applicable to individuals,

teams and businesses. The practice of

karate continually confronts the

student with both their potential and

their self-imposed limits. It teaches

physical, mental and emotional skills

and encourages practitioners at all

times to be clear about their purpose

as well as to live in, and enjoy, the

present. And it is exactly this level of

deep attention and truth seeking that

coaches need to use with their clients.

So how can you develop your

mastery in this area? If you are a

coach reading this module, then it

is your task to develop such

profound skills on which you can

draw to help your clients. You

don’t need to be an expert in

karate, but you will, I believe, need

to have practised some discipline

that, as a minimum, has taught

you how to be congruent, has

shown you how to be aware of

your own energy alignment, and

has developed your ability to ask

those simple but incisive questions

that help your clients to unlock the

flow of their energy. 

To exemplify the point that energy

is not the province of coaching but

can be drawn from any discipline,

let me finish with a quote by

Martha Graham, the dancer and

choreographer, who had great

insights into the role of energy at

work and who spoke very clearly

about it. Her area of expertise 

was, of course, one where the

expression of energy was

everything and where it had 

an immediate impact on the

audience. She said:

There is a vitality, a life force, an
energy, a quickening, that is
translated through you into action,
and because there is only one of
you in all time, this expression is
unique. And if you block it, it will
never exist through any other
medium and will be lost.

It is my conviction that, in our

own ways, we are all looking to

express ourselves creatively; we all

want our energy to flow. The

coach who is committed to helping

people achieve this aim is already

working with the grain and is in

touch with the deepest of human

ambitions.

How energised or inspired do you feel at work? 
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Key learning points 

◆ Effective leadership enables organi-
sational energy to flow.

◆ When energy is released, then
employees are more vibrant,
purposeful and engaged.

◆ There are four types of energy that
people can release at work: ‘can
do’, ‘will do’, ‘want to’ and ‘must
do’.

◆ Coaches need to help leaders and
managers recognise where energy
is blocked. 

◆ Energy flows most effectively when
the logical levels are aligned.

◆ Coaches must work on their own
congruence and discipline.

References
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Achieving alignment

Being aware of blockages is one

part of the focus that a coach can

bring to a manager or a team, but

to some extent this is fire fighting.

If leaders want to be truly effective,

then they need to start thinking in

terms of the whole system. In this

context a useful model for both

leaders and coaches is the ‘logical

levels’ model. See Figure 1. 

This model consists of a six-rung

ladder where the top rung

represents the organisation or team

vision. Vision is all to do with our

connection to our purpose, and

reflects that when we get in touch

with our dreams we get inspired.

Below this level is the rung that

represents mission, which can be

seen as the way in which we pas-

sionately apply ourselves to our

dream. Then there is the rung of

our personal beliefs and values

which, as said earlier, is key to our

motivation. These three top rungs

represent the area where effective

leadership needs to be applied. The

bottom three rungs, which

represent skills/capabilities,

behaviour and environment, are

areas which are more the province

of management.

The point to be made here,

however, is that the clear flow of

energy is dependent on alignment.

If a leader has declared a powerful

vision but people working in the

company don’t believe in it, then

one of the rungs in the ladder will

be out of alignment. This means 

the energy will not be flowing as

required. In the workplace the way

this might then appear is in people

being cynical, not supporting one

another, working slowly or perhaps

even looking to move out of their

current job and into other roles in

which they feel more comfortable. 

Similarly, if a team has a vision, 

has the beliefs in place that support

that vision, but does not have the

skills in place to implement it or

the resources to achieve it, then

again lack of progress is bound 

to show up within the organisation 

in terms of poor results and 

disappointing performance.

‘Will do’ energy – This is why the

second type of energy, motivational

energy, is so vital at work. We can

identify this as ‘will do’ energy, and

when it occurs you can be sure that

people or teams are working in line

with their values and beliefs. And, of

course, when people are motivated by

what they believe in, then their

performance is not only more focused

but far more sustainable than when

they are using their physical energy

only. In simple terms, it takes them

much further. 

‘Want to’ energy – The third form of

energy is ‘want to’ energy, and is

accessible when people are in touch

with that work that engages their

heart and mind. The well-known

training programme Fish!1 captures

the essence of this energy. Based

around a bunch of guys who work

long hours in a fish market in Seattle,

this programme shows what happens

to energy when people choose their

attitude to work, how this act of

choosing can impact profoundly on

the enjoyment they get from their

work, and how that, in turn,

transforms their engagement with

others. In short, when this level of

energy is released, work becomes

effortless and energy levels are

extremely high. Terms like ‘passion’

and ‘play’, ‘freedom of choice’ and

‘ownership’ characterise this form of

energy.

‘Must do’ energy – And, finally, there

is inspirational energy. This is ‘must

do’ energy, and by that I mean it is

compelling. It arises when people

recognise exactly how they can

change their world, and it is charac-

terised by people living their mission

to bring their dream about. When

you come across people who are

inspired in this way, you will find that

they often seem tireless. In essence,

what has happened is that their vision

has become the source of their energy,

they derive meaning from being

connected into a larger purpose, and

almost everything they do is seen in

the context of that vision.

But are all these forms of energy

really available to leaders? It is my

contention that they are. On the

courses I run, I have asked thousands

of people how much more they think

they could bring to their work if only 

they felt passionate and inspired.

Typically the least amount by which

people say they could improve their

performance is by 30 per cent, and

many people feel confident that they

could more than double their impact,

given the right circumstances and

motivation. This, of course, is an

enormous untapped resource – and

for leaders and managers it should

immediately point to the question

‘How can I help people to access such

levels of discretionary energy?’

Too much control blocks energy

Unfortunately, too many managers

block motivation, passion and inspi-

rational energy by taking too much

control, by insisting that they make

all the decisions themselves, and by

communicating poorly. In this respect,

the first coaching lesson that I want

to highlight is that sometimes

managers and leaders need to learn

that the best thing they can do is just

to get out of the way.

Coaches must master energy
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Fig. 1: The logical levels

Claire was the manager of a retail
store, and her approach to managing
her team had always been very 
hierarchical. Every Monday morning,
Claire would arrive at her team
meeting with a large file of financial
analyses and she would go through
the results in detail with her staff.
Her intentions were good. She
wanted better performance. But she
was trying to manage her team
through ‘can do’ energy represented
by hard measures. People were
working in the way she was asking,
but there was no improvement. So
were they motivated? I don’t think
so. Indeed, as her briefcase of quan-
titative measures became ever
bigger, the energy and initiative of
Claire’s people seemed to shrink until
it became quite clear that a new
approach was required. 

My encouragement to Claire was to
consider the motivational energy
that was locked up in her team. How
could she access it? She needed to
be more skilful in her management
approach, and so she started coming
to these meetings with no notes, just
the intention of listening and talking
to her staff. And, to her surprise, it
wasn’t long before things began to
loosen up. People started to share
ideas and get excited about what
they could do to improve
performance. In this simple way,
Claire discovered that she had
unlocked some of the ‘will do’
energy in her team. This, of course,
gave her more confidence, and
when she went to work on a project
abroad she decided to ask her team
to look after the business
themselves. To her delight, she
noticed that in her absence there
was a further transformation in
morale and results. And why was
this? Because she had given her
people the opportunity to bring
more of themselves into their work.
They wanted to contribute and now
were motivated to do so. 

Case study – Claire
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