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Dave D'Alessandro, who will become president of John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance Co. in January, is a rising star in the organization. But a few years ago he had a problem: subordinates said he did not listen to them. Rather than deal with the issue internally, the company assigned D'Alessandro an outside consultant - behavior specialist Marshall Goldsmith. 

"I had a tendency to cut people off, to think that what they were saying couldn't be that important," says 

D'Alessandro. "But I'm much better at it now. Actually, I get some of the best marks in the company in that area in feedback from people who work with me." 

Increasingly, executives are turning to outside consultants for personal advice on how to run their careers. Part psychologist, part rent-a-friend, part information specialist, these private coaches or mentors try to steer their clients through the choppy waters of workplace politics. 

Because hired mentors are not involved in promotion and salary decisions, managers say they can be far more open with them about their concerns. Coaching advice is not cheap: a personal mentor may cost up to US$250,000 a year. For that reason, most companies will foot the bill only for their most promising executives. Sun Microsystems Inc., which believes strongly in the effectiveness of personal coaching, has offered the service to fewer than 20 managers over the last three years. 

Ironically, the high price has served to boost executives' desire for private mentoring. "It has come to be seen almost as a status symbol - a sign that the company has you in mind for bigger things," says Thomas Moore, head of executive education at the Babson business school in Wellesley, Mass. 

Private coaches are becoming so popular that business schools and consultants say they can't keep up with corporations' requests. The Fuqua School at Duke University says it plans to recruit staff with a background in organizational behavior - a cross between psychology and management theory - to meet demand. 

Mentors have a wide variety of specialties. Some aim to help executives balance conflicts. Others are sounding boards for new ideas. The area that has been growing most rapidly is behavioral consultants, who help managers handle workplace relationships. 

The work differs from that of a psychologist, because coaches are interested mainly in the way others see their client, rather than the client's own sense of well-being. 

Consultant Allan Cohen says one case he handled involved a woman who was nervous about a co-worker's resentment of her promotion. Although the executive was strong-willed, she was soft-spoken and mild-mannered. "He felt he should have got her job and wanted to show her up," says Cohen. "We worked on ways to tap his expertise and make him feel valued without letting him walk all over her." 

Exactly what is driving the demand for mentoring is not clear. In part, it may have been triggered by the growing prestige behavior therapy is enjoying in psychology circles. Another factor may be that executives work such long hours, they feel they have few friends outside the office to help them with their problems. In the past, many could depend on a "corporate wife" to advise them on interpersonal relationships. "Corporate wives once spent a lot of their time sizing up their husband's work colleagues and giving him advice about how to handle certain situations," says consultant Beverly Kaye. "Now, she is caught up with her own career and may not even know the personalities involved." 

Because of downsizing, superiors have less time to spend mentoring subordinates. It is lonelier than ever at the top, with chief executives often brought in from other companies rather than groomed for the job over a period of years. The rise in status of "creative" executives may also boost the need for outside coaches. 

Is the interest in coaching a passing fad? Perhaps. For the time being, though, companies find the expense worthwhile. 

Says D'Alesssandro: "Anyone who has used a good coach knows how useful it can be." 

