
THE VALUE OF COACHING IN 
ACADEMIC MEDICAL CENTERS 

FOSTERING GROWTH:



Academic medical centers (AMCs) are pillars of innovation in 
healthcare, housing top doctors, researchers, and 
educators. However, the demanding environment can lead 
to burnout, hinder career development, and stifle the 
potential of both seasoned professionals and rising stars. 
Coaching can be a powerful antidote to these challenges.

Burnout is prevalent in almost every industry. However, the 
staff at academic medical centers have experienced a higher 
degree of stress for decades, leading to increased rates of 
burnout. The job of academic physicians has always been 
stressful, but according to a study by AMA, the burnout rate 
significantly increased to almost 63% in 2021 from 38% in 
2020.i That’s not surprising when you consider that Covid-19 
was rampant during that time, but when you consider labor 
shortages and extensive shifts in technology, it’s also not 
surprising that stress and burnout remain constant 
challenges in AMCs today.  

The high degree of stress can negatively impact students, 
faculty, and patients. Academic physicians may even 
experience a decline in their own health, leading to poor 
patient outcomes, reduced engagement, and sometimes a 
desire to leave the organization or the profession altogether. 
All these issues combined can pose a threat to the success 
of healthcare organizations.ii
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When organizations make a concerted effort to leverage coaching 
throughout the organization, it fosters a coaching culture. The 
International Coaching Federation (ICF) defines a coaching culture 
as one that uses effective coaching practices and skills to help 
leaders and managers develop and maximize their teams' 
potential.iii  An organization that adopts a coaching approach to 
develop people uses coaching at all levels, from first-time 
managers to senior leaders.iv

In organizations where coaching is valued, 
65% of staff are highly engaged. 

ICF/HCI Research
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Culture shapes behaviors within an organization. And a coaching 
culture focuses specifically on the behaviors of nurturing and 
developing talent to deliver results. When an organization adopts a 
coaching culture that is ingrained throughout the organization, it 
often sees employees who:
• Give and receive feedback with positive intent
• Prioritize asking questions over telling others what to do
• Empower people to solve their own problems 
• Focus on growth and development
• Work with shared goals and clear roles

ICF has shown in studies that when organizations support a 
coaching culture, they reap many benefits on several key metrics:v



“How could we not endorse 
coaching and support people who 
want to be great humans?”

Linda Love
Director of UNMC Faculty Development 
University of Nebraska Medical Center

HOW THE UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA MEDICAL CENTER             
BUILT A COACHING CULTURE
Determined to invest in and retain the best and brightest talent in academic medicine, 
UNMC chose a personalized and creative approach—coaching. At first, UNMC engaged 
local coaches but quickly realized the value and efficiency of having coaches who truly 
understood the nuances of a career in academic medicine.

About 7 years ago, UNMC invested in adding coaching to its portfolio of opportunities to 
grow people. “We have had a great deal of interest in people desiring more training and 
practice in coaching.  Roughly a half-dozen talented faculty leaders pursue coaching 
training each year.  We currently have about 20 coaches in our faculty community,” said 
Linda Love, Director of Faculty Development at UNMC. Each year, UNMC adds coaches 
who attend the Core Skills for Coaching: Academic Medical Centers program offered by 
Spiro Coaching Institute, a firm that specializes in coaching at academic medical centers. 

Not only was a coaching approach driven by Love and her team, but there was a 
commitment from UNMC's top leaders including the chancellor. Now there is a strong 
national movement across academic medical centers to develop coaching skills..

WHAT WE DID
Started a community of practice so people have a place to go when they need a coach. 
Love built a cadre of coaches to meet the growing needs of staff who were interested in 
working with a coach. The coaches volunteered to go through training and be available to 
coach in addition to their daily duties. “It is their way of giving back,” Love shared. Coaches 
are enthusiastic volunteers, committed to making UNMC a great place to grow a career.

There is also a national community of practice that gathers people who are coaching or 
interested  in coaching.  This network helps coaches across medicine to more broadly 
connect, discuss trends, and evaluate coaching approaches, elevating the impact of 
coaching.  UNMC values being a part of the national dialogue for enriching our humans.



OUR GOAL
Working toward making it possible for every single person in the organization to be able to use 
coaching skills, no matter their rank or role. 
“We want every single person in our organization to be able to use coaching skills. I don't care about 
rank. I don't care what role you play. That’s our goal,” said Love. “We also wanted people to engage 
differently in our hallways, in collaborations, and in everyday interactions.  Asking better questions and 
intently listening – foundational coaching skills – yield great rewards. Shifting to a coaching mindset 
over a "diagnosing" mindset is a worthwhile advancement for connecting with others,” stated Love.

Typically, anyone at UNMC who asks for a coach fills out a brief questionnaire about why they want a 
coach and what they want to talk about in the coaching conversation. The coachee can ask for a 
specific coach, but the questionnaire also helps staff match the coachee to the right coach if they 
don’t have a preference. Love also takes into account the coach’s workload before assigning 
coachees. 

IMPACT
Our goal was to support employees in new, personalized, and creative ways. The world has changed 
and we didn't want to rely on 1980s approaches.

Reduced conflict/improved productive conversations
Coaching has helped to bring down the temperature in conversations. It definitely changes the 
kinds of conversations that you have and  the structure and aims of difficult conversations.

Provided a tool to help staff suffering from burnout and/or work/life balance stressors
Coaching has helped faculty have greater agency when experiencing balance, burnout, or other 
pressure points.  Trends in coaching requests help UNMC respond to workforce needs in 
academic medicine.

Improved relationships with patients 
Coaches told UNMC that the skills they have learned through coaching have also changed their 
relationships with their patients. Now they approach conversations and the kinds of questions 
they ask differently. 

Facilitates career transitions
A career in academic medicine will likely have many opportunities, transitions, and promotions. 
Coaching has provided faculty with a thinking partner as they navigate these important changes.



Academic physicians can use coaching skills in their day-to-day 
work to develop their leadership skills as well as empower others. 
As experts in their respective medical fields, they are used to 
providing all the answers. That is what has gotten them where 
they are.

When they are balancing a myriad priorities, it is hard to solve 
everyone’s problems too. Often, their office door feels like a 
revolving one with people poking their heads in to ask a question 
or hear their opinion. This leads to longer hours and poor work/life 
balance.

Academic physicians who have learned coaching skills approach 
conversations with a coaching mindset, and no longer feel they 
have to provide every answer. Instead, they use their coaching 
skills to encourage others to find their own answers. The 
academic physician spends less time determining solutions and 
more time asking questions with curiosity, listening with 
intention, and leveraging each other’s strengths to find the 
solution. The coachee is empowered to figure out their solution 
and takes ownership to solve the problem themselves—a win-win 
for both the coachee and the academic physician coach.  
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“As a coach, I have transitioned 
from a hands-on problem solver 
always doing the work of others, 
to a leader.”

Bronwyn Bryant
Associate Professor, Pathology and 

Laboratory Medicine
The University of Vermont Medical Center 



MY REASON FOR ATTENDING
If I'm going to do something, I always want to do it to the best of my ability. 
As a leader, I was informally coaching people, but I wasn’t sure I was doing it 
well. I wanted to learn what it means to be a coach and how to do it 
effectively so I could be more useful to the people that I serve.

As I was talking with a physician colleague, I mentioned that people came to 
me frequently in my Chief of Staff role and I was coaching them, but I wasn’t 
officially trained. He said, “Jay, you should get trained. I just attended Core 
Skills for Coaching and it is perfect for you. You would get a lot out of it.” 

THE IMPACT
My colleague was right. Core Skills for Coaching provided me with a simple 
coaching framework I could immediately apply, and it produced powerful 
results. 

In the past, I believed that I was there to solve people's problems when they 
sought my help. However, the program completely changed my 
perspective. As a coach, my role is to act as a mirror and help people 
understand their issues more clearly and find their own solutions. Initially, 
this came as a surprise to me. In my clinical role as a cancer surgeon, I am 
sought out as a world expert, and people often approach me for answers. 
But now in my leadership role, I’ve learned to listen and ask questions, 
instead of immediately providing answers. Interestingly, I thought people 
would think I’m less helpful, but I've found the opposite to be true. I’m 
frequently told ‘thank you, that was so helpful’ after a coaching 
conversation. 

The program also helped me become a better listener. Now, I’m able to 
listen patiently, without solving others’ problems and without interrupting. 
When I think I’m finished listening I listen some more. In fact, even in my 
clinical role, now I ask my patients to repeat what we’ve discussed—one of 
the listening skills— and I am constantly amazed at how often there is a 
large gap between what I think we’ve discussed and what the patient has 
understood. This realization allows me to clarify things for the patient in 
the moment and ensures that they leave with a better understanding of 
their situation. 

What I've learned from Core Skills for Coaching is that coaching is not just a 
skill set that you turn on and off, it is a philosophy of life that prioritizes 
open-mindedness and humility in the service of others.

HOW A CHIEF OF STAFF MADE 
COACHING A WAY OF LIFE

JAY SHAH, MD 
Chief of Staff, Stanford 
Health Care
Associate Professor, 
Department of Urology
Stanford University 
School of Medicine



Core Skills for Coaching: Academic Medical Centers is 
designed specifically to help participants leverage 
coaching skills to expand their leadership skillset and 
their impact. 

When participants develop and implement coaching 
skills such as mindfulness, listening, and curiosity, 
they elevate the engagement and performance of 
their colleagues and team members. Coaching skills 
help them make the critical transition from the leader 
with all the answers to the leader who empowers 
others to find the answers. Not only does this alleviate 
some of their stress, but this also creates more 
trusting relationships, higher levels of innovation and 
creativity, improved patient care practices, and better 
bench strength within their team. 

At the end of the program, participants will be able to:
– Demonstrate core skills and methods for coaching.
– Assess when to use coaching appropriately and 

effectively.
– Apply coaching skills within academic medical 

center settings.
– Articulate the values in which coaching is 

grounded.
– Implement 2-3 specific actions to improve their 

ability to coach

ABOUT CORE 
SKILLS FOR 

COACHING
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ABOUT THE SPIRO COACHING INSTITUTE
WE DEVELOP PEOPLE WHO SERVE HUMANITY.

Our highly experienced industry experts develop leaders in higher education, academic 
medical centers, and nonprofits. We believe the best way to create meaningful social change 
is by focusing on these sectors that positively impact society. Together, we catalyze the 
social sectors' impact on humanity.

The Spiro Coaching Institute grew out of a collaboration between Kramer Leadership and 
Penfield Consulting Group, two organizations renowned for providing exemplary support to 
leaders in social sectors. Since 1998, our team of expert faculty, coaches, and administrative 
leaders has been dedicated to providing world-class executive coaching, leadership 
development, consulting, and coach training.

1% of our profits go to support the Education Fund of The Leadership Conference on Civil & 
Human Rights.

CONTACT US TODAY!

To register or to learn more, please contact us:

EMAIL: info@spirocoaching.com

WEBSITE: www.spirocoaching.com

mailto:info@spirocoaching.com
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