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Advice Giving

“Pros and Cons To Giving Advice”
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Mentor Leadership Training, 2009.

Many Coaching, Mentoring and Leadership Training Courses state that to “give
advice is inadvisable.” This may or may not be true. What I have learned through
most human behavior training programs is that, when talking about human
behavior, there are no absolutes. I would suggest that somewhere between adamant
and reason lies the best approach to this important exploration on “Advice Giving”.

The International Coach Federation (ICF)!, in the United States, has come out with
the statement that, “The client has all of their own answers does not appear
anywhere in the ICF lexicon.” This suggests that the coach is to help the client
whenever possible and may give advice as needed.

Dr. Rey Carr, from Peer Resources in Victoria British Columbia, has suggested a
number of alternatives that will empower the client to come up with their own
solutions in problem solving. He states that, “an effective mentor will use
empowerment questions to help the partner solve his or her own problems.”” He
trains mentors around empowerment; yet, agrees that there are times and
techniques for giving advice on a limited basis.

Dr. David Clutterbuck, from Clutterbuck and Associates in Great Britain, states
that, “this is a double-edged sword.” If you give too much advice too soon, then

' Coachville. Thomas Leonard. http://www.coachville.com/ Newsletter: Article On Advice Giving.
September 2009.

2 Peer Help Training. Dr. Rey Carr. Peer Resources. Victoria, British Columbia. Article On Advice. 2007.

3 Clutterbuck & Associates. Dr. David Clutterbuck. Article On Advice. January 2009.
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you take away the possibility that the partner might solve the problem. To add to
the problem, if the advice doesn’t work, then it is your fault.

In reality, the client doesn’t have all the answers and will need some advice.
However, the client will have some of the answers and will need to have their own
resolve strengthened.

Over time, I have learned that I don’t have all the answers and that I need to seek
out other mentors, coaches and leaders who can help me find better answers or
possible approaches. I have also learned that some of the things that I thought were
correct have turned out to be wrong. By listening to others, keeping my eyes, ears
and opinions open and receptive, that I might in fact learn something knew.

Take for example the research around smoking, during the 1960’s the Tobacco
Companies paid researchers to prove that smoking was not harmful. It was difficult
then to come out with legislation that would ban smoking. Advice was convoluted
by a lack of independent research proving that in fact smoking was harmful. It took
many years for this rhetoric to resolve itself. Finally, clear advice was profound.

How does one go about getting good information? Who is an expert? What
qualifies someone to be an expert? When you seek out advice, how do you know
that it is correct? Do you always have to be your own advocate? How do you know
what you don’t know?* And, then how do you know what questions to ask?

We need to turn to experts for advice because we can’t possibly know everything.
However, we need to learn to trust ourselves as we sort out this information and
make a decision of action. We must learn not to trust everything we hear and to
learn to think for ourselves.

When training mentors, coaches and leaders on how to support others, these
training programs need to include strategies for the mentor to help the partner learn
how to help others think for themselves. Mentors, coaches and leaders need to
learn to have more faith in others and to help them come to their own decisions
because, oftentimes, they will arrive at a different place than anticipated. In fact, in

4 Johari Window. “Cognitive Psychological Perspective.” Joseph Luft & Harry Ingham. 1955.
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the business workplace, it can lead to more creative thinking and possibilities that
we might have otherwise ignored.

When we use the sports coaching approach, there are things that the coach knows
that will guarantee success by the athlete before the event takes place. That
knowledge is crucial to success and ought to be shared. For some things the coach
can only prepare the athlete with a series of possibilities and then the athlete makes
an independent decision during the game.

Oftentimes, the coach, mentor, leader has a larger vision than the partner/mentee.
Advice is sometimes required to get the partner on the same page so he/she can act
in a certain way because of how their actions impact others in the bigger picture.
There may be a specific set of instructions required to make something work right.
Sometimes there is only one right way. At these times advice is necessary. How
this advice is delivered is critical because of its impact on motivation and self-
esteem.

When I visited the Toyota Company in Cambridge Ontario, I was quite impressed
with their Kaizen Model for the development of skills in their employees. At every
station there was a list of skills identified that was clearly laid out so the worker
could see exactly what had to be done. When these skills were achieved in exactly
that way, then opportunities rose to try a different station and learn some new
skills. Rotation from station to station was encouraged for motivation. This clearly
was a coaching model with specific skill sets to learn. There were very few
exceptions or variations possible, just a new list of expectations.

On the other end of the scale, many think that the guidance system for rockets in
space 1s an exact science and that there is only one right way to guide a rocket
through space. In fact, it is not accurate at all. At Nassau, the scientists work from
the premise that any missile in space is off track most of the time and that they
need to continue to adjust its flight path relative to everything else in space and the
ensuing destination.

Much of the time, mentoring and coaching requires multiple skills of knowing
when to and when not to give advice. If giving advice, know how to do it
effectively and affectively so as to empower the partner. It may be too costly to
allow the partner to make business decisions that are clearly wrong.
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Therefore we need effective coaches, mentors and leaders simply because of their
knowledge base. In addition, they also have an accumulation of wisdoms about
business that only comes from experience. In business, there is this notion of “once
right the first time” which adds pressure to the client, partner, mentee, and protege.
There is a feeling in business that we can’t afford to make mistakes. However,
some of the best learnings come from mistakes.

The CEO from IBM, during the 70’s when there was a risk that they were going
into receivership, he turned to his staff and said, “You are not making enough
mistakes!” He knew that if he gave them permission to make mistakes, then they
were more apt to think out of the box and come up with some new ideas. That is
exactly what happened and they broke out into some new concepts that lifted the
company back up again. Instead of thinking inward as in a recession, they allowed
themselves to think of possibilities and find new opportunities.

Mentoring is about the affective empowerment of individuals within effective work
teams.> Should the client not be ready to receive or understand advice, then giving
advice would clearly be an error. First determine if the client is ready to receive.
Sometimes, [ would simply ask the client if they are ready to consider possibilities
or alternatives.

Determine the risk of wrong action. Is the following action critical to the overall
operation of the organization? Sometimes it is essential to simply outline actions
that are required and/or a sequence or pattern that is fixed. If there are no decisions
to make, then “just do it” as they say in the Nike commercial.

As with most mentoring, however, there are many possibilities. Therefore taking
the time to consider the partner, mentee, protege is the right thing to do. Use
questions to help the partner brainstorm possibilities, select an option for trial and
then act on it. Take some time to re-evaluate the decision and action. Then decide if
it was the right one. Empowering the partner in the process becomes part of his/her
learning. This then becomes entrenched in his/her knowledge base and later part of
his/her personal wisdom base.

5 Mentor Leadership Training. Wayne Townsend. Peer Mentor.net. Kitchener, ON. CA. N2B 3M2. 2009.
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Psychologist and Therapist Carl Rogers had no place for “giving advice” in his
therapy procedure. His approach was referred to as the “Rogerian Model” or
“Client Centered.”® He depended on the strength of the question to empower the
client. Later, Thomas Gordon, in his “Parent Effectiveness Training’’ divided
“Roadblocks To Communication” up into 12 categories. He, too, outlined how
giving advice becomes a roadblock to effective communication. When advice is
given randomly, it would typically make the person on the receiving end feel
defensive, accused, blamed, patronized, admonished, blamed, etc. This certainly
does not help improve the relationship. And, it is so difficult to recover from this.

Advice is often thrown out there when the mentor, coach or leader is feeling
inadequate and that the agenda is not moving forward quickly enough. Resist this
temptation to give advice. It should be well thought out with an intentional
approach that is helpful to the partner.

Many times in a mentor/partner relationship, the partner will ask the mentor for
advice. A red flag should come up right away and the mentor should resist
answering too quickly. First clarify the question being asked. Look for underlying
motivations and purposes. Ask the partner if they think it would be helpful to hear
some other experiences that may be similar. In this way, another story may be up
for interpretation. It does not assume that it is the only way to respond. The
receiver needs to see if the story example is transferable. In this way, the receiver
feels supported without being disempowered.

Another approach might be to share how you handled that situation in the past. Be
quick to add that it might not work for you because the time, place and
circumstances may be different. In this way, the receiver needs to interpret the
characteristics of the response as it fits this other scenario. They take from it,
safely, what may or may not work. They still have to personalize it and work it out
for themselves.

By adding another question, the mentor can check out what was received and how
it was received. It is always wise to use questions to clarify what and how much of

6 Rogerian Theory. Carl Rogers. http://www.novicecounselor.com/2009/04/27/the-concept-of-self-
esteem-in-rogerian-theory/ Revised. 1986.

7 Parent Effectiveness Training. Thomas Gordon. http://www.gordontraining.com/drthomasgordon.html
1962.
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the message gets through. From my story, what information do you think is useful
to your situation? The purpose here is to encourage the advice-seeker to honestly
react, respond, reject, or modify the advice giver’s statement without disrupting the
relationship.

The real key to both effective and affective mentoring is to listen to the message
both for its content and what lies underneath the content. Note that 80% of the
message is delivered non-verbally. Only by asking powerful questions can one
determine where the conversation is going. Good questionning can help the
partner, mentee, protegé clarify what is important and what direction the
conversation needs to go. If the mentor controls the agenda too much, then the
partner doesn’t learn in the way he/she needs to grow. The mentor should help the
partner determine and follow the agenda for his or herself.

Advice giving should be avoided, or at least put in its place with training and not
eliminated. There are times when it is necessary. At those times the mentor needs
to have a set of strategies to manage how that advice is delivered so that it
continues to empower the partner, mentee, protegé. Advice giving has a set of risks
attached to it. When entering that area, it is wise to do it with caution and a plan.

This is the greatest need for Mentor Leadership Training Programs. When mentors,
coaches and leaders are trained in how to work with their partners and how to
empower them both effectively and affectively, then the overall climate of the
workplace is improved significantly.
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