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Editorial
Yi-Ling Lai

IT HAS been a tough 18 months for most 
of us whereas Covid-19 impacted our 
work pattern and lifestyle. Majority of us 

have experienced a full work from home 
(WFH) and isolated working environment 
since March 2020. Some of us have been 
trying to maintain the balance between work 
and family life. Thanks to the science and 
technology, our life has come back sort of 
‘normal’ and finally we can meet up with 
friends, family, colleagues and loved ones in 
an ordinary setting we had before. I believe 
we all reflected on this unprecedented crisis 
in human history and developed a coping 
strategy during this period. This also can 
be a great opportunity for us to reassess the 
application and value of coaching in the 
exceptional circumstance.

In the past 18 months, SGCP has been 
continuously making efforts (as usual) to 
promote scientific research evidence in 
coaching practice and development. Here 
are two wonderful news to share with our 
members and readers.

First, we are pleased to welcome the 
re-designation of the Special Group in 
Coaching Psychology (SGCP) to a new Divi-
sion of Coaching Psychology after society 
members voted overwhelming in favour of 
the resolution at the recent BPS Annual 
General Meeting. The current SGCP 
committee is working with the society to 
make the transitional arrangements and it 
is hoped these will be in place by November. 
We look forward to an exciting future for the 
network, its members and the profession. 

Second, we are excited to welcome 
Dr Francine Campone to join us as the 
Editor of ICPR in America. Dr Campone 
was the Director of Fielding Universi-
ty’s Evidence-Based Coaching certificate 
programme and a founding faculty member 

of the coaching programme at the University 
of Texas at Dallas. Her research interests 
include the boundary between coaching and 
psychotherapy, the impact of life events on 
coaches and their coaching practice. It is our 
pleasure to have Dr Campone in our team 
and expand ICPR into a broader interper-
sonal perspective. 

In the second issue of 2021, I am 
delighted to present three review papers 
which scrutinise existing coaching literature 
and models and reassess the sustainability 
of coaching intervention. In addition, this 
issue also includes an empirical study to 
explore in what way coaching impacted on 
adolescents within community settings. The 
first paper by Eva-Maria Graf and Frédérick 
Dionne presents the second part of their 
coaching literature review in 2020. Instead 
of outcomes and effectiveness of coaching, 
the second part of this review focuses on 
the ‘process’ of coaching. Specifically, their 
analysis argues for the necessity to engage 
more in qualitative research to carve out 
the micro-level individual interactions in 
the coaching process. The second paper by 
Éamon McInerney, Sabir Giga and Abigail 
Morris synthesises contemporary research 
evidence of executive coaching and its 
sustainable impacts on leaders’ individual 
level outcomes, including leadership behav-
iours, influencing styles and self-evaluations. 
The third review paper by Leticia Mosteo, 
Terrence Maltbia and Victoria Marsick 
conducts a critical analysis of International 
Coach Federation’s (ICF) Core Competen-
cies by means of Hofstede’s cultural dimen-
sion framework. This analysis indicates that 
inter-rater reliability of ICF competency defi-
nitions and cultural descriptions were concep-
tually clear and coherent. The paper offers 
evidence-based insights for the inclusion  



International Coaching Psychology Review l Vol. 16 No. 2 Autumn 2021	 5

Editorial

of cultural competence in coach educa-
tion, training, and credentialing processes. 
Last, but not the least, a qualitative research 
paper by Rachid Choaibi and Tim Lomas 
investigates the relations between the 
emotions-focused coaching relationship 
framework and vulnerable youths’ psycho-
logical wellbeing. This study offers valu-
able insights into the understudied area 
of Coaching Psychology within community 
settings. The Holding-Containing-Attune-
ment Model and Emotional Attunement 
theory makes a significant contribution to 
the discussion on the need for a dedicated 
theory on the coaching relationship. More-
over, Dr Lilith A. Whiley reviews Introduc-
tion to Coaching Psychology edited by Siobhain 
O’Riordan and Stephen Palmer and suggests 
this is a user-friendly, informative, and acces-

sible text for those interested in a robust and 
engaging to coaching psychology. Specifi-
cally, this book keeps the balance of theory, 
research, and practice.

Finally, we always welcome contributions 
from all coaching researchers and practi-
tioners, please submit your empirical studies, 
theoretical discussions or project reports 
(4500 to 6000 words) and feel free to contact 
us if you have any suggestions and thoughts 
regarding the future improvement of ICPR 
(ICPRsubmissions@bps.org.uk). I hope you 
enjoy this issue. 

Dr Yi-Ling Lai
Department of Organizational Psychology
Birkbeck College, University of London
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Coaching research in 2020 –  
About destinations, journeys  
and travelers (Part II)1 
Eva-Maria Graf & Frédérick Dionne 

After Part I of Coaching Research in 2020 (Graf & Dionne, 2021a) summarised research on the destination(s) 
of coaching in the context of quantitative psychological outcome research, Part II will look beyond outcomes and 
effectiveness. It calls for more research on the coaching process itself, that is, on the journey of coaching and 
its travelers. To this end, we first explore the different research foci in the change-process research paradigm of 
coaching (Wegener et al. (Eds.), 2018). Next, the paper argues for the necessity to engage more in qualitative 
process research to carve out how coach and client locally, that is, on the conversational micro-level, interact 
with each other on a moment-to-moment basis along individual coaching sessions and entire coaching 
processes. We introduce qualitative linguistic coaching process research (Graf, 2015, 2018, 2019). This 
research paradigm addresses the coaching micro-level und investigates how the local effectiveness of coaching 
emerges from the turn-by-turn verbal interaction between coach and client on the basis of the sequentiality and 
the intersubjectivity of the coaching conversation. While coaching research and practice will benefit immensely 
from such an in-depth, qualitative linguistic analysis of authentic coaching interaction, this paper ends with 
a call for research that addresses and relates both the global effectiveness and the interaction of coaching. 
The TSPP (Turn–Sequence–Phase–Process) Model (Deplazes et al., 2018), which integrates concepts from 
quantitative psychological outcome research and qualitative linguistic process research, is presented. This model 
also allows for relating coaching effectiveness and interaction. The TSPP Model also underlies a very recent 
interdisciplinary, mixed-methods research project on questioning sequences in coaching (Graf, Spranz-Fogasy 
& Künzli, 2020), which will be briefly sketched out in the final part. 
Keywords: Coaching process research; coaching interaction; quantitative and qualitative evaluation 
methods; qualitative linguistic coaching process research; interdisciplinary, mixed-methods research.

1 The title is an elaboration of Athanasopoulou and Dopson (2018) and further develops the conceptual meta-

phor of COACHING RESEARCH IS A JOURNEY.	

1. Beyond outcome research – Focusing 
on the journey, but also the travelers! 

THE OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS 
of coaching has been convincingly 
corroborated in the realm of quan-

titative psychological outcome research 
(see Graf & Dionne, 2021a; Part I). While 
outcome research is still very prolific, there 
is a growing consensus amongst coaching 
researchers that we need to turn our 
empirical attention more to the journey of 
coaching and no longer only inquire about 

its destination(s). In other words, we need 
more research into the coaching process 
itself and into the underlying interactive 
mechanisms between coach and client that 
enable and allow for such effectiveness along 
individual sessions and entire processes (de 
Haan et al., 2010, p.110; Theeboom et al., 
2014, p.14; Wegener, 2018, p.23; Graf, 2018, 
p.151f). Such insights are still scarce and 
represent a major research gap in the epis-
temics of coaching: 
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(w)hile considering the evolution of coaching 
research and the tendency to focus on outcomes 
and process, we noticed a gap in the research. 
Little has so far been done to explore the inter-
actions between coach and coachee in vivo. We 
believe that significant research is still needed 
in this area in order to explain the practice 
of coaching. (Fillery-Travis & Cox, 2018, 
p.530)

This need to find out about the ‘how’ of 
coaching, that is, how the effectiveness of 
coaching is achieved, should concurrently 
turn our attention to the travelers who 
embark on the journey together. That is, our 
scientific focus should be directed towards 
coach and client. Coach and client verbally 
and non-verbally co-construct the aspired 
change and development in client’s feeling, 
thinking, and acting and together ‘reach 
the destination’, that is, together achieve 
change for the client. Engaging in coaching 
process research allows for broadening and 
diversifying the scientific knowledge base of 
coaching as we add the ‘knowing how’ to the 
‘knowing that’ (Ryle, 1949) as is established 
in coaching outcome research. 

Beyond scientific curiosity and strive, 
turning towards the coaching process is 
inspired and fueled by the concern of 
coaching practitioners to monitor and profes-
sionalise their work. This was already succinctly 
expressed by Stein about 10 years ago:

What if coaches had a tool where they could 
listen to, or look at transcripts of, their conversa-
tions with clients and be able to name what they 
were doing in every sentence or phrase that they 
said? What if the same tool could help coaches 
be conscious of the choices that they make at 
each moment of a coach-client conversation? 
Such a tool would allow coaches to be more 
self-reflective as practitioners; it would allow 
them to analyse their own conversations, in the 
moment and afterwards, and make judgments 
about what worked and what didn’t work. In 
short, such a tool could provide the information 
to help individual coaches pursue mastery of 
their coaching process. (2009, p.163)

With the help of (inter)action-based insights 
into the ‘waterline of coaching’ (Fillery-Travis 
& Cox, 2018), that is, the point of inter-
vention itself, it will in become possible to 
organise and perform coaching processes 
in more impactful ways (Graf & Ukowitz, 
2020; Loebbert et al., 2018, p.13) and offer 
clients the above mentioned ‘tool’. Yet,  
‘(t)he complex nature of the process, arising 
from the multitude of factors acting upon it, 
cannot be underestimated’ (Fillery-Travis & 
Cox, 2018, p.522) and researchers are still 
struggling with this challenge. 

One suggested solution is to focus on 
common factors alone and to investigate their 
generic influence on the process (Myers, 
2017) as found in a recent meta-analysis 
by Graßmann et al. (2020) (see below). 
Yet again, the mere knowledge of how key 
success factors (such as the working alli-
ance) influence the coaching outcome or 
how frequently certain success factors occur 
are not telling the practitioner enough 
about ‘how’ such a working alliance is really 
‘done’ in the here-and-now of the unfolding 
coaching interaction with the client. To 
come up with concrete, evidence-based 
recommendations for actions and to develop 
helpful feedback tools we need to generate 
in-depth insights into how the outcomes of 
coaching emerge in the coaching interaction 
on a moment-by-moment basis (Deplazes 
et al., 2018). However – as was addressed 
by Fillery-Travis and Cox (2018) above – to 
uncover where and how the effectiveness 
of coaching emerges along the coaching 
process is empirically and methodologically 
challenging: coaching resides in a complex 
reciprocity of the participants’ communica-
tive actions and represents a unique, while 
at the same time communicatively structured 
and systematic, event (see 4.1). 	

In what follows, we will provide an overview 
and the state-of-the-art of available research 
that addresses the coaching process and its 
participants, that is, coach and client. To this 
end, in Section 2, we briefly sketch out the 
paradigm of coaching process research, which 
according to Loebbert et al. (2018) combines 
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the classical and often diverse perspectives of 
quantitative and qualitative research, of subjec-
tive and objective observation, of research on 
outcomes and events, and of process char-
acteristics and subjective experience. In this 
context, we will also juxtapose quantitative and 
qualitative evaluation methods of coaching. In 
Section 3, we will elaborate in more depth 
on qualitative linguistic coaching process 
research as originated in various publications 
by Graf and colleagues. The contribution ends 
with a call for integrating research on the 
effectiveness and the interaction of coaching 
as a possible and very promising next step 
in coaching research. We present the TSPP 
(Turn-Sequence-Phase-Process) Model as 
a theoretical frame to do so and a recent, inter-
disciplinary research project on questioning 
sequences in coaching (Graf, Spranz-Fogasy & 
Künzli, 2020) as a practical realisation.

2. From destinations to journeys and 
travelers: Coaching process research 
2.1. The change-process research paradigm 
of coaching research
Coaching research in many respects 
follows the older and more established 
psychotherapy research. Coaching process 
research, too, has been developed in analogy 
with psychotherapy process research, to be 
more precise in analogy with the so-called 
‘change-process research paradigm’ (Elliott, 
2010, 2012; see Wegener, 2018, pp.23ff). 
Change process research exists in different 
designs, the ‘process-outcome design’, the 
‘helpful factors design’, the ‘microanalytic 
sequential process design’, and the ‘signifi-
cant event research design’. Coaching 
process research is fed by various disciplines 
such as psychology, educational science or 
linguistics and applies both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. 

Quantitatively operating process-outcome 
research targets success factors in coaching, 
which are theoretically and normatively 
developed in established change models 
in psychology. These explicate how clients 
proceed from realising a desire for action 
to taking such action, to evaluating the 

action and to upholding the action (Greif 
& Benning-Rohnke, 2015). The empirical 
focus is, for example, on assessing frequency 
and intensity of success factors across estab-
lished change process phases to measure how 
responsive coaches are regarding the theo-
retical underpinning of coaching (Deplazes 
et al., 2018). The overall goal of research 
in the process-outcome design is to validate 
the causal relationship between process and 
outcome variables (see, for example, Ianiro 
& Kauffeld, 2014): In a recent meta-analysis, 
Graßmann et al. (2020) investigate the 
relationship between working alliance and 
outcomes in coaching. They conclude 
that the relationship seems to be stronger 
in comparison to psychotherapy, which – 
according to the authors – may result from 
different expectations in the two formats: 

Coaching clients may expect less depth and 
necessity to open up and as such tend to 
hold back sensitive but valuable information. 
When the working alliance is strong, clients 
may still share their feelings and thoughts 
with their coaches, which may contribute to 
a stronger working alliance-outcome relation-
ship in coaching. (ibid., p.17)

Helpful factors research, following the paradigm 
of qualitative social research, targets process 
variables of coaching that are experienced as 
helpful, supportive or counter-productive for 
clients’ change (see, for example, de Haan et 
al., 2010; de Haan & Nieß, 2018). Research 
in this design draws on the subjective expe-
rience of both coach and client in ex-post 
interviews or questionnaires and aims at iden-
tifying these (un-)helpful factors as possible 
starting points for in-depth analysis of the 
related process components. Moreover, the 
goal is to build categories of helpful process 
factors and thereby to contribute to theory 
building as regards how helpful factors influ-
ence the overall outcomes of coaching. 

Microanalytic sequential process design – 
located both in the quantitative deductive 
and qualitative inductive research para-
digm – aims to assess established interven-
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tions in coaching, their quality as well as 
clients’ reactions in (short) sequences of 
video-recorded coaching interaction. Its goal 
is to validate assumed or established rela-
tionships between interventions or common 
factors and the effectiveness of coaching. 
Deplazes (2016) developed a category 
system for the analysis of coaching process: 
she started out with an extensive literature 
review on coaching interventions and then 
coded the contributions by both coach and 
client in video-recorded coaching processes 
to corroborate the theoretical assumptions 
regarding coaching interventions and tools. 
The linguistic coaching process research by 
Graf and colleagues can also be attributed to 
the micro-level sequential process research 
(see Section 3). 

The fourth and last research design within 
the change-process research paradigm inves-
tigates significant events along the coaching 
process in qualitative-quantitative studies 
(Significant events design). These events are 
assessed with the help of post-event interviews 
with the participants and in addition with an 
analysis of these events and their develop-
ment along the coaching processes them-
selves. The goal is to advance a theoretical 
foundation of their characteristics as well as 
their processual creation and development. 
The overall goal is to relate significant events 
in the process to coaching outcomes (see 
Wegener, 2017, 2018). 

The biggest setback with existing process 
research lies in its understanding and 
conceptualisation of the coaching process 
itself, which according to Wegener (2017, 
p.35) is oftentimes too simplistic and too 
static. A more realistic perspective sees the 
coaching process as ‘the interaction between 
the coach and the client within a single 
session of the coaching and/or a series of 
coaching sessions’ (Myers, 2017, p.590) 
or ‘the point of the intervention itself’ 
(Fillery-Travis & Cox, 2018, p.527). The 
process is locally co-constructed by coach 
and client on a moment-by-moment basis 
in and through their turns-at-talk as part 
of their coaching conversations. According 

to de Haan and Page (2013), these conver-
sations between coach and clients are key 
to results, or, in other words, they are the 
guarantor of the effectiveness of coaching. 
Concurrently, they are not replicable in 
their singularity and reside in a complex 
reciprocity of the participants’ communica-
tive actions. Analysing the in-situ coaching 
conversations between coach and client 
therefore poses empirical and methodo-
logical challenges and consequently, ‘…with 
notable exceptions… the coaching activity 
itself, the interactions of the dyad, including 
the elements of listening, questioning, clari-
fying, reflecting, challenging and thinking, 
have not been researched’ (Fillery-Travis & 
Cox, 2018, p.527). 

Before we present linguistic coaching 
process research in Section 3, which is 
particularly dedicated and prone to inves-
tigate exactly those interactive phenomena 
in coaching, we want to briefly discuss the 
major differences between quantitative and 
qualitative evaluation methodologies in 
coaching research.

2.2. From quantitative to qualitative 
evaluation in coaching 
While coaching process research cannot be 
equated with qualitative research and quali-
tative research entails various, often-times 
quite diverse research perspectives (cf. 
Flick et al., 2019, p.19), there are substan-
tial differences between investigating the 
effectiveness of coaching from a quantitative 
or qualitative perspective. While the quan-
titative research paradigm is still more 
prominent, there is a recent upsurge in qual-
itative coaching research. As argued by de 
Haan (2019, p.227), ‘(t)here is substantial 
evidence that qualitative research in execu-
tive coaching has come of age in the previous 
decade’. His 2019 systematic review attests 
to such a positive development. Quantita-
tive (coaching) research applies a deductive, 
theory-driven approach and requires large 
data sets to generate statistically reliable 
findings as regards the frequency of certain 
factors or the causal relationship between 
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these factors and the outcome of coaching. 
Qualitative (coaching) research – in contrast 
– (mostly) applies an inductive, phenomeno-
logical approach and requires rich, natural 
data to carve out the participants’ own under-
standing of the processes under scrutiny. As 
such, qualitative coaching research starts with 
the coaching session or the coaching process 
itself, that is, with the interaction between 
coach and client. It aims to evince how the 
participants themselves co-construct what the 
session is about, what is important and what 
should be achieved (Graf, 2015, 2018). This 
means that ‘(t)his form of qualitative research 
stays as close as possible to the events in the 
sessions themselves’ (de Haan, 2019, p.228) 
with the goal to draw an authentic picture of 
what really happens when coach and client 
interactively engage in coaching. 

The gist of the difference lies in the neces-
sary reduction of the complex and unique 
coaching interaction to a single, replicable 
number or a row of replicable numbers in 
the context of large data sets in quantitative 
research as opposed to the in-depth descrip-
tion and interpretation of single moments 
or interactive practices in the context of 
a reduced data set. While the former research 
is thus aiming at validating hypotheses, the 
latter research is (mostly) explorative in 
nature. In very general terms, qualitative 
social research does not approach the data 
with pre-established hypotheses or categories, 
but with an open heuristic to develop catego-
ries inductively from the material itself within 
an exploratory design (Ayaß, 2018; Flick et 
al. (Eds.), 2019). Neither statistical relevance, 
replicability of its findings nor the reduction 
of social reality to variables is thereby aspired. 
The consequences of this principal difference 
lie in the applicability of both methodologies 
as regards diverse research questions, but also 
in the disciplinary acceptance of these para-
digms or of the findings generated:

Although quantitative evaluations (…) are 
habitually considered to be the most rigorous 
evaluation method of coaching results (…), 
many researchers appreciate more in-depth 

information about a coachee’s progress and 
organisational change. Such information 
needs to be collected using qualitative measures 
… or combined methods. (McDowall & Lai, 
2018, p.483)

As argued convincingly in de Haan’s (2019) 
review, research in the qualitative methodo-
logical paradigm allows to answer questions 
that cannot be addressed from the method-
ological paradigm of quantitative research. 
Qualitative research thus adds decisively 
to our overall epistemics of coaching by 
enquiring into how coaching effectiveness is 
achieved or why certain coaching sessions are 
more effective than others (Deplazes et al., 
2018; Graf, 2015, 2018; Graf & Jautz, 2019). 
As already mentioned, generating answers 
to these questions requires the researcher to 
delve deeply into the interaction itself with 
the help of detailed descriptions or record-
ings of the coaching events themselves. 
According to de Haan (2019, p.228), such 
insights offer valuable, yet highly personal 
and provisional answers. As will be argued 
later on in the context of linguistic coaching 
process research, the rigorous methodolo-
gies of Conversation Analysis (CA) do allow 
for generating systematic and stable findings 
in the context of representative examples 
for a specific communicative phenomenon 
beyond such highly personal and provi-
sional answers.

To sum up, coaching process research 
applies both quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies to gain insights into the 
coaching interaction or conversation and 
to find out how the attested effectiveness 
of coaching is interactively co-constructed 
by coach and client. Each methodolog-
ical approach is suited to address specific 
research questions in the overall strive 
to create a sound evidence-base for the 
coaching process. Qualitative research is 
particularly suited to explore and describe 
the communicative activities that take place 
during the coaching interaction, that is, 
those activities that Fillery-Travis and Cox 
(2018) term as ‘linguistically rich’ (but also 
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activities such as listening or silences, which 
they term as ‘linguistically poor’). While they 
argue that research into these phenomena 
is still scarce and represents one of the most 
pressing research gaps, they elaborate that 
‘methods for uncovering what happens 
in the linguistically ‘rich’ end of the spec-
trum might involve recordings of speech 
and verbal interaction during the coaching 
session followed by the use of conversation or 
discourse analysis approaches’ (Fillery-Travis 
& Cox, 2018, p.529). 

In what follows, we will describe such 
an approach and document how the use 
of conversation analytic methods allows to 
generate stable insights into the complexity 
of the in-vivo coaching interaction and its 
underlying communicative activities and 
thereby also allows to generate insights into 
the (local) effectiveness of coaching. 

3. Qualitative linguistic coaching 
process research 
3.1. General background, argumentation 
and procedure
Linguistic coaching process research follows 
qualitative social research and its primary 
goal to describe the underlying processes and 
practices used by the participants themselves 
in their co-construction of the social situa-
tion. Premised on the insight that human 
interaction and thus human communication 
is not haphazard, but organised following 
an interaction order as stated by Goffmann 
(1983), its quality and informative value 
come from carving out and interpreting 
representative examples and interactive 
patterns for the phenomenon under scru-
tiny (Voutilainen et al., 2011, p.350).

More specifically, linguistically 
based coaching process research in its 
descriptive-phenomenological stance 
forms part of the ‘microanalytic sequential 
process design’ (see 2.1.) and addresses how 
coaching as interactive and communicative 
process emerges from the verbal, sequen-
tially organised, turn-by-turn interaction 
between coach and client along individual 
coaching sessions as well as entire coaching 

processes. Informed by research in Conver-
sation Analysis on more established profes-
sional helping formats, particularly research 
on psychotherapy, it investigates the local and 
processual co-construction of the coaching 
interaction by coach and client in search 
of answering basic questions such as ‘what 
features of the professional helping conver-
sation between coach and client characterise 
it as coaching (as opposed to, for example, 
a therapeutic conversation?)?’ (Graf, 2015, 
2018, 2019). The analytic focus thereby is on 
structural, interactive and thematic charac-
teristics of these conversations. 

Numerous findings from linguistic 
research on other helping professional 
formats such as psychotherapy convinc-
ingly argue that anything the professional 
and the client do along their conversations, 
is done and understood in the context of 
the other participant’s previous turn(s) at 
talk (most recently Peräkylä, 2019; Graf et 
al. (Eds.), 2019; Pawelczyk & Graf (Eds.), 
2019). In responding or reacting to each 
other, the participants, for example, coach 
and client, convey an understanding of the 
other’s experience as it has been expressed 
and displayed by the others (that is, they 
co-construct intersubjectivity). Because 
turns are tied together by adjacency, in 
responding to the prior action, ‘the partici-
pants inevitably have to orient to and work 
with the understandings of the experience 
that they each bring about through their 
actions’ (Peräkylä et al. (Eds.), 2008, p.16). 
This ‘interplay of understanding’ as regards 
both the content and the relation to the 
co-participant brings the coaching process 
forward and allows for the local effective-
ness of coaching (Deplazes et al., 2018; 
Graf et al. (Eds.), 2019). As summarised 
by Peräkylä (2019) from a CA perspective, 
clients’ transformation of their experience 
can be identified in sequential relations 
between utterances, that is, in the sequential 
organisation of conversations. Furthermore, 
‘the utterance-by-utterance transformation 
contributes to the process of change in more 
macroscopic time, spanning the continuum 
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of psychotherapeutic [or coaching, EG & 
FD] sessions’ (2019, p.257). With the help 
of a microscopic analysis of the interactional 
trajectory of a coaching session/a coaching 
process, namely the build-up of sequentially 
organised and interdependent turns-at-talk, 
we can carve out how clients’ transforma-
tion emerges locally in the context of their 
conversations with the coach. 

What CA research needs for this kind 
of analysis is video- and/or audio-recordings  
of authentic coaching processes (that is, not 
staged for training, research, or illustration 
purposes), which are linguistically transcribed 
following the transcription guidelines of CA 
(see Jefferson, 2004). Such linguistic tran-
scription goes well beyond verbatim protocols 
used for most other types of process research. 
Instead, linguistic transcriptions reproduce 
the recorded talk as closely as possible by 
focusing – beyond the verbal content part – 
also on interactive phenomena such as (length 
of) pauses, overlaps, repairs, back channelling 
behaviour, minimal responses, pitch, stress 
etc. but of course also on body-posture, gaze 
direction, etc. 

Graf (2018, p.141ff) sketches the 
following rough research schedule for quali-
tative linguistic coaching process research:
1.	 Recording of authentic coaching conver-

sations.
2.	 Transcription of authentic coaching 

conversations.
3.	 Familiarisation with the data (via close 

reading and note taking) and looking for 
patterns.

While CA approaches the data with an open 
eye, such familiarisation with the data is not an 
‘unmotivated looking’ (Stokoe & Smithson, 
2001), but a sensitised perception of what 
is going on geared by ‘sensitising concepts’ 
(Blumer, 1969). These ‘sensitising concepts’ 
are open enough to integrate interaction-type 
specificities, while at the same time they help 
the researcher to develop a more sensitive 
perception of underlying patterns of meaning 
making in the event under scrutiny. As 
mentioned above, in the case of CA-based 

coaching research such sensitising concepts 
stem from CA-based research on professional 
communication in general (Drew & Heritage 
(Eds.), 1992), on helping professions (Graf et 
al. (Eds.), 2014; Graf et al. (Eds.), 2019; Graf 
& Spranz-Fogasy, 2018a; Pick, 2017; Scarva-
glieri et. al., under review) and particularly on 
psychotherapy (e.g. Pawelczyk & Graf (Eds.), 
2019; Peräkylä, 2019). 

4.	 Interpretation of patterns and termino-
logical reconstruction.

Categories in linguistic analysis are abductively 
developed, detailed and adapted according to 
the data at hand. The concrete analysis is 
based on a sequential analysis of the phenom-
enon under scrutiny and on a collection of 
these phenomena; such a sequential anal-
ysis minimally considers the three-part inter-
actional trajectory of target actions in the 
form of (1) initiation (e.g. coach’s question) 
(2) response (e.g. client’s answer) (3) 
third-position action (e.g. coach’s assessment 
of client’s answer). So-called ‘target utter-
ances or actions’ (Peräkylä, 2019) thereby 
refer to any distinguishable action the conver-
sation analyst focuses on. The entire material 
is skimmed through for such target actions, 
these are collected until the collection is satu-
rated, that is, until no more examples of 
such target actions are found in the data. 
Next, the collection of examples is – case-by-
case – sequentially analysed regarding their 
linguistic-discursive and interactive character-
istics. On this basis a typology of the ‘target 
action’ is developed, whose validity is based 
on the representativeness of its examples, and 
a terminological reconstruction frames this 
typology. 

Such methodology allows for the analysis 
to go way beyond a mere description of 
the data at hand: ‘in order to develop anal-
ysis that goes beyond pure description, one 
must look to the wider argumentative and 
interpretative resources of both, speakers 
and analysts, in order to produce analytic 
commentary’ (Stokoe & Smithson, 2001, 
p.238). 
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3.2 Current research foci 
As was outlined above, qualitative linguistic 
coaching process research is still in its 
infancy. In comparison with CA research 
on psychotherapy, many questions have not 
even been posed at this point and for others 
we are just slowly starting to generate first 
answers. The following subsection provides 
information on some of these findings and 
on some of the current questions. 

The Basic Activity Model of Executive 
Coaching (Graf, 2015, 2019)
One of the first results of linguistic coaching 
process research was a model that allows to 
both describe and analyse single coaching 
sessions and entire coaching processes along 
their (inter)active and thematic lines. Based 
on a corpus of nine complete coaching 
processes (around 145 hours of authentic 
coaching conversations), Graf developed an 
activity-based descriptive model of coaching. 
The basic activity approach captures what 
coach and client ‘do’ together, that is, the 
approach focuses on the communicative tasks 
the participants verbally tackle along the 
coaching session and the coaching process 
as well as the discursive practices (such as, 
for example, active listening, re-interpreting, 
asking questions) they use to solve these tasks. 
It thereby, pays tribute to the interactively, 
thematically, and discursively looping nature 
of coaching. The established basic activi-
ties are ‘Defining the Situation’ (with core 
communicate tasks such as ‘Establishing the 
Coaching Realm’ or ‘Methodological and 
Procedural Framing of Coaching’), ‘Building 
the Relationship’ (with core communicative 
tasks such as ‘Establishing the Roles and Iden-
tities of ‘Coach’ and ‘Client’’ or ‘Negotiating 
Hierarchy in an Asymmetrical Relationship’), 
‘Co-Constructing Change’ (with core commu-
nicative tasks such as ‘Diagnosing’ or ‘Inter-
vening’) and ‘Evaluating the Coaching’ (with 
core communicative task such as ‘ Evaluating 
the Coaching Interaction’). Coach and client 
must engage in all of the four basic activi-
ties to be doing ‘coaching’. The individual 
discursive and interactional morphology of 

each coach-client dyad and their ‘coaching 
work’ results from the local, in-situ realisa-
tion of these four basic activities together 
with their communicative tasks, core compo-
nents and applied communicative strategies 
(Graf & Jautz, under review). While certain 
basic activities entail an inherent temporal 
ordering (for example, communicative tasks 
in the context of ‘Defining the Situation’ 
must be tackled before communicative tasks 
in the context of ‘Co-Constructing Change’), 
in others such as ‘Building the Relationship’ 
the participants engage along the entire 
coaching process, yet in the context of varying 
communicative tasks. Current research 
applying this model investigates the inter- and 
intra-activity dimensions of ‘Co-Constructing 
Change’ within individual coaching sessions 
and entire coaching processes (Graf & Jautz, 
2019) and the discursive practices used to 
build the working alliance in coaching (Graf 
& Jautz, under review). 

Research on questioning practices in 
coaching 
Another research focus lies on questioning 
practices in coaching. It is motivated by the 
stark contrast between the claimed omni-
presence and omnirelevance of questions 
across the coaching practice literature and 
their dire research situation (see Graf et al., 
2020; Graf & Spranz-Fogasy, 2018b). This 
circumstance was also recently criticised by 
Fillery-Travis and Cox (2018, p.528):
Blocked quotation

While the little existing research on ques-
tions agrees that ‘effective questioning lies 
at the very heart of the coaching conver-
sation’ (Grant & O’Connor, 2010, p.102), 
questions such as ‘(b)ut what constitutes 
‘effective’ questioning in coaching?’ (ibid.) 
remain unanswered. Existing studies relate 
pre-defined, isolated types of questions, 
whose exact wording is laid out in coding 
schema, to certain effects on clients’ affect, 
cognition, or behaviour. They focus on 
the ‘what’ in coaching and look into the 
frequency of questions, but do not consider 
the sequential and interactive character of 
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(questioning in) coaching along individual 
sessions and entire processes. 

These aspects are at the centre of the 
linguistic research on questioning prac-
tices, which is based on the assumption 
that analysing questions means analysing 
a central, reflection inviting, and thus 
change inducing, communicative practice 
in professional helping interactions (Graf 
& Spranz-Fogasy, 2018b; Graf, Dionne & 
Spranz-Fogasy, 2020; Graf, Spranz-Fogasy & 
Künzli, 2020). The inherent sequentiality 
of questions – questions always cause some 
kind of response – allows the participants to 
co-construct intersubjectivity, which ensures 
the local effectiveness in helping interac-
tions (see 3.1). According to Voutilainen et 
al. (2011, p.348), ‘an analysis that focuses 
on sequences of talk that are interaction-
ally similar offers a sensitive method to 
investigate the manifestation of therapeutic 
change.’ Researching questions from a CA 
perspective therefore entails a necessary shift 
from ‘question’ to ‘question-answer-third 
position reaction sequence’. In this sequen-
tial design, questions help coaches to pursue 
their professional agenda by setting a specific 
kind of response from the client thematically 

and interactionally relevant and by reacting 
to clients’ response via their ‘third position 
action’. This third position action captures 
what the producer of the question (i.e. the 
coach) does in ‘response to the response’ 
due to the professional agenda they follow 
(cf. Peräkylä, 2019, p.262) (see Figure 1). 

Questions are linguistically defined 
according to structural aspects such as lexical 
criteria (wh- questions such as ‘what’ or ‘why’) 
and syntactic criteria (verb-first and declara-
tive questions). Different question types entail 
an inherent asymmetry according to different 
stocks of knowledge in and epistemic rights 
of the participants. Questions manifest the 
questioner’s presuppositions, prospectively 
set the thematic and action-oriented agenda 
and contain a preference organisation for 
the answers. Questions are posed for various 
communicative purposes such as asking for 
information, requesting actions, or inviting 
for reflection and perform a moment-by-
moment informational and relational 
management on the local level of the 
coaching conversation. Finally, questioning 
practices show interaction-type specificity, 
even in relatively ‘close’ interaction types 
such psychotherapy and coaching (see above 

Figure 1: Three-part sequential organisation of target actions (from Peräkylä, 2019).
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Fillery-Travis and Cox’s (2018) argument for 
comparative research). 

In this vein, Spranz-Fogasy et al. (2019) 
analyse and contrast requesting exam-
ples in both psychotherapy and coaching. 
Requesting examples are understood as 
retrospective requests from the therapist/
coach to the patient/client to elaborate their 
directly preceding utterance via an exem-
plary concretisation such as, for example, 
‘Could you give an example?. The findings 
attest to similarities between the two formats 
(such as initiating patients/clients to reflect 
on their perception and action), but also 
to interaction-specific disparities in terms 
of content thematised as well as patients’/
clients’ resistance and/or readiness to 
provide the professionals with examples of 
problematic behaviours and thus to change 
them in therapy and coaching respectively.

More recently, Graf and Kabatnik (under 
review) as well as Kabatnik and Graf (under 
review) set out to analyse solution-oriented 
questions in coaching and to contrast the 
findings with solution-oriented questions 
in psychotherapy. Based on prior work 
on solution-oriented questions in psycho-
therapy (Kabatnik et al., 2019; Marciniak, 
2017; Spranz-Fogasy et al., 2019), these 
specific questioning practices are assumed to 
produce forward-looking awareness, expan-
sion and reorganisation of knowledge as well 
as an increased agency on the clients’ side. 
These procedures are assumed to become 
apparent not only locally in the immediate 
context of solution-oriented questions, but 
also globally in the course of the interaction 
as a whole, that is, along the entire coaching 
process While our linguistic research on 
questions tackles the local change potential 
of this intervention, tackling their global 
change potential requires a close alliance 
between linguistics and psychology as will be 
argued at the end of this contribution. 

3.3. Challenges 
Linguistic coaching process research is 
a convincing and rewarding method to learn 
about the in-situ interaction of coach and 

client in the context of their coaching session. 
Yet, due to its qualitative evaluation prac-
tices, the required data type and the manage-
ability of only relatively small amounts of 
data, it is challenging and challenged in 
many ways. According to Fillery-Travis & Cox 
(2018, p.528),

(i)n fact, what we have termed the ‘waterline’ 
area of coaching is probably not researched 
because it is quite challenging methodologi-
cally and ethically. It may evolve some form 
of interruption to coaching sessions, which 
could be an anathema to researchers and 
participants. It could be obtrusive and it may 
be time-consuming. However, this should not 
discourage researchers when they are in pursuit 
of the reliability or legitimacy of coaching. 

In respect of the ethical issues, the 
video-recorded data is completely 
anonymised as regards names, places, organ-
isations and/or any other recognisable piece 
of information in the process of its linguistic 
transcription. In addition, for publication 
purposes only small, decontextualised parts 
are reproduced as data excerpts and recog-
nition is completely impossible. As regards 
the intrusion into the coaching process, both 
our own experience (Graf, 2015, 2019) and 
those of colleagues (for example, Hutchby, 
2007; Hutchby et al., 2012) found that often 
participants actively integrated the record-
ings of the sessions into the coaching or 
therapeutic process as part of their situated 
interactional work, that is, they sometimes 
discussed the videos and treated them as 
an additional resource in their mutual work 
on clients’ concerns. In order to minimise 
the intrusion, the coaches themselves are 
invited to video-record the sessions as was 
done in the data that Graf collected for her 
research. Still, too few practitioners (and 
clients) are willing to participate in such 
research and provide linguists with record-
ings of authentic coaching material. 

Besides such data generation problems, 
the biggest challenge is the time-consuming 
qualitative analysis (and prior to that, the 
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transcription) that renders the analysis of 
large data sets (nearly) impossible. While 
this is not considered problematic from 
a CA perspective, whose exploratory empir-
ical interest lies in reconstructing the social 
event under scrutiny from the participants’ 
(that is, coach and client’s) own perspec-
tive in a systematic, detailed and bottom-up 
manner, the standards of quantitative 
research – meaning objectivity, validity and 
reliability – cannot be met. 

All in all, as long as we strive for the gold 
standard of double-blind randomised control 
trials, of systematic reviews or meta-analyses 
and consider the empirical value of primary 
studies and case studies low, the ‘waterline of 
coaching’ will remain a black box. We should 
therefore take the results from linguistic 
primary studies on questioning practices or 
other discursive and interactive phenomena 
(as well as other qualitatively operating 
coaching research) as one form of the ‘best 
available evidence’ (McDowell & Lai, 2018, 
p.495) for the underlying coaching interac-
tion and as a (small) part of the overall ‘wide 
agenda of coaching evaluation’ (ibid).

Concurrently, we also want to make a claim 
for interdisciplinary (and ideally transdisci-
plinary) as well as mixed-methods coaching 
research that aligns various perspectives and 
assembles different epistemes around the 
‘common cause’ of coaching (Widdowson, 
2018, p.141) to trespass disciplinary and 
methodological limitations (Graf & Dionne, 
2021b): given that qualitative linguistic 
coaching process research focuses on the 
local effectiveness of discursive practices such 
as questioning sequences, but does not (and 
would have difficulties to do so) relate these 
findings to the overall, global effectiveness 
of the intervention ‘coaching’, a cooperative 
research approach seems promising. We 
will elaborate on these thoughts in our final 
section. 

4. Integrating effectiveness and 
interaction as a possible next step in 
coaching research 
4.1. The appropriate responsiveness 
problem
To briefly summarise all the above, while 
coaching outcome research documents that 
coaching is effective due to certain success 
factors, coaching process research adds 
insights into intensity and frequency of such 
success factors (in the theory-guided psycho-
logical research tradition) and insights into 
the sequentiality of the coaching interac-
tion (in the descriptive-phenomenological 
linguistic research tradition). While inte-
grating effectiveness and interaction is highly 
relevant for our understanding of coaching, 
this endeavor is empirically challenging. 
This challenge, termed ‘appropriate respon-
siveness’ (AR) by Stiles (2013) and Kramer 
and Stiles (2015), refers to how professional 
helpers act in accordance with what is best for 
their clients based on both their professional 
agenda and the interactional context. AR 
may manifest itself in the form of attentive 
listening or asking appropriate questions (cf. 
Stiles, 2013, p.33). For outcome research, AR 
is highly challenging given that it ‘…under-
mines many conclusions based on linear 
reasoning and linear statistics’ (Kramer & 
Stiles, 2015, p.277). Kramer and Stiles (2015) 
suggest qualitative descriptions that engage 
in responsiveness by detailing how therapist 
– or coach – and client respond to each 
other on the micro-level of the interaction 
as one way of empirically addressing this 
‘responsiveness problem’ (ibid, p.283). In 
Conversation Analysis (CA) based psycho-
therapy research, various studies have already 
tackled (and referred to) the problem of 
responsiveness by focusing on the sequen-
tial relations between participants’ utterances 
alongside a therapy session (see 3.1). Yet, 
these linguistic investigations do not link the 
local change potential of questioning prac-
tices, for example, back to the underlying 
professional agenda, the established phases 
of change and the goal attainment, (that 
is, to the global effectiveness of the interac-
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tion; see 3.3). Concurrently, psychological 
outcome research argues for the global effec-
tiveness of coaching through established 
phases of change, while ignoring the sequen-
tially unfolding coaching interaction. This 
current state of affairs results in an incom-
plete picture of how professional helpers 
tailor their behaviour in response to what 
their clients and the intervention need (see 
also Graf, Dionne & Spranz-Fogasy, 2020).

4.2. The TSPP Model of Coaching
The goals of fully understanding appropriate 
responsiveness and the development of 
change (that is, both local and global effec-
tiveness) in coaching can only be reached 
through interdisciplinary work among 
psychological and linguistic researchers. The 
design and publication of the Turn-Sequence-
Phase-Process (henceforth TSPP) Model of 
Coaching by Deplazes et al. (2018) is a first 
successful result of such a collaboration. The 
model links the established phases of change 
to the sequentiality of conversations by inte-
grating both the action logic of interactions 
and of change. The smallest conversational 
units, turns, combine into sequences due to 
conditional relevance and thematic connec-
tions, and from these sequences emerge 
complex phases. These phases – ‘Initiating 

the dialogue’, ‘Formulating the concern’, 
‘Defining goals’, ‘Co-constructing change’, 
‘Generating measures of action and securing 
transfer’, ‘Evaluation’, and ‘Concluding 
the dialogue’ – incorporate the theory on 
phases of change discussed in psychological 
research (see Figure 2). 

During the coaching, helping profes-
sional and client build a working alliance 
upon which the entire helping interac-
tion rests. The coach is responsible for the 
‘processual lead’ and ‘conversational lead’ 
of the interaction: this means that, following 
their professional agenda, the coach initi-
ates, processes and finalises the phases of 
the process as they take place in the helping 
conversation. 

Concretely, the TSPP Model has the 
potential to shed light on ‘what’ (for example, 
a success factor), ‘how’ (the sequential char-
acter of this success factor in the unfolding 
coaching conversation), ‘where’ (success 
factors in the context of specific phases of 
coaching) and ‘how often’ (how often do 
certain success factors occur in the various 
phases) and connect the obtained results 
to the intervention’s global effectiveness. In 
this sense, the model allows insights into 
coaches’ appropriate responsive behaviour 
in terms of both professional agenda and 

Figure 2: The TSPP Model (adapted from Deplazes et al., 2018).



18	 International Coaching Psychology Review l Vol. 16 No. 2 Autumn 2021

Eva-Maria Graf & Frédérick Dionne

micro-level interaction with their clients (see 
also Graf et al., 2020).

Besides such general usability to address 
the appropriate responsiveness problem, 
the model underlies a current international 
DACH (Germany – Austria – Switzerland) 
coaching research project that aims to assess 
the local and global change potential of 
questioning sequences by carving out their 
coaching endemic functions as well as their 
occurrences and frequencies along phases, 
sessions and entire coaching processes (Graf, 
Spranz-Fogasy & Künzli, 2020). The project 
Questioning Sequences in Coaching (Austrian 
Science Fund (FWF): I 49990 – G) builds on 
an interdisciplinary, mixed-methods research 
design that integrates qualitative and quanti-
tative methods from the realms of psychology 
and linguistics and works with authentic, 
video-taped and linguistically transcribed 
coaching processes whose overall, global 
effectiveness is concurrently be assessed via 
a reduced and simplified Goal Attainment 
Scaling GAS. 

5. Conclusion
Coaching Research in 2020 – About Destinations, 
Journeys and Travelers (Parts I & II) offers an 
extensive up-to-date overview of coaching 
research in 2020 and summarises both 
existing coaching outcome research (Part 
I, Graf & Dionne, 2021a) – metaphorically 
framed here as research on the destinations 
of coaching – and coaching process research 
(the current contribution, Part II) – meta-
phorically framed here as research on the 
journeys and travelers of coaching. 

The current contribution, Part II on the 
coaching process started out with detailing 
the change-process research paradigm, origi-
nally developed for psychotherapy research, 
and then moved on to elaborate on linguistic 
coaching research as one possible way of 
engaging in coaching process research. This 
qualitative research paradigm focuses on 
what coach and client ‘do together’ when 
they engage in coaching (as elaborated 
in the Basic Activity Model of Executive 
Coaching) and more specifically on the local 

turn-by-turn co-construction of the coaching 
conversations by coach and client. As such it 
allows to carve out how the in-situ sequen-
tial interaction of coach and client in the 
context of the basic activities accounts for 
the local effectiveness of coaching. 

We ended the state of the art in coaching 
(process) research with sketching out the 
necessary next step in coaching research 
to understand how the global effective-
ness of coaching emerges in and through 
the local coaching interaction. To do so, 
we as researchers must trespass discipli-
nary and methodological boundaries, 
draw on epistemes from various disciplines 
and engage in interdisciplinary meaning 
making. This was illustrated with the TSPP 
Model (Deplazes et al., 2018) where quali-
tative linguistic coaching process research 
joined forces with quantitative psychological 
outcome research. A model was developed 
that builds on turns, sequences, phases, and 
processes and allows to address the research 
foci ‘what’, ‘how’, ‘where’ and ‘how often’ 
against the backdrop of the assessment of 
the global effectiveness of analysed coaching 
processes. While this model was theoreti-
cally developed to overcome the appropriate 
responsiveness problem, it also underlies 
a very recent, international, and interdis-
ciplinary coaching research project (Graf, 
Spranz-Fogasy & Künzli, 2020). This project 
sets out to establish the first evidence-based 
typology of coaching questions and to assess 
their local and global change potential in the 
context of authentic coaching processes. To 
do so, it applies a mixed-methods research 
design that draws on qualitative linguistic 
coaching process research and qualitative 
and quantitative psychological coaching 
process-outcome research. While this 
research design was developed to analyse 
questioning sequences in coaching, its inter-
disciplinary and mixed-methods approach 
will hopefully also help to address and 
investigate other processual phenomena in 
coaching in the future and thereby add to 
our understanding of both the effectiveness 
and the interaction of coaching. 
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Does it last? A systematic review of the 
enduring effects on managers from 
executive coaching 
Éamon McInerney, Sabir Giga & Abigail S. Morris

This systematic review explores the enduring, individual effects on managers following executive coaching, which 
is a widely used, expensive intervention. To date, short-term effects appear largely positive, although the medium 
and long-term individual effects are largely under-investigated. The data for the review comprise primary studies 
published in peer-reviewed journals reporting individual outcomes on managers from executive coaching where data 
were collected at least one month after the end of the coaching. Evidence of enduring outcomes from the 16 retained 
studies was integrated using narrative synthesis. Research insights from the studies were integrated using techniques 
of meta-synthesis. The synthesis of evidence suggests that effects in the cognitive, behavioural and affective domains 
persist in the months following the coaching and that some effects may emerge only after the intervention has ended. 
The insights from the retained studies suggest that enduring outcomes involve two key sub-processes occurring within 
the overall coaching process: ‘psychological resourcing’ and ‘leader identity development’.Overall, the systematic 
review highlights the paucity of research on how the effects of executive coaching unfold over time and the absence 
of a theoretical framework to guide research in this area. Specific knowledge gaps are identified and future research 
strategies are proposed.
Keywords: executive coaching; coaching psychology; effects; outcomes; systematic review.

COACHING became popular in organi-
sations in the US in the 1990s (Brock, 
2018), in the UK from the early 2000s 

(Passmore et al., 2018) and continues to 
grow in use (Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 
2018). Total annual expenditure on profes-
sional coaching worldwide was estimated 
at $2.9 billion in 2019, with executive and 
management clients as principal benefi-
ciaries (ICF, 2020). 

Executive coaching (EC) is a professional 
relationship between a client who has mana-
gerial responsibility in an organisation and 
a consultant who uses various behavioural 
techniques to help the client to achieve 
mutually defined goals to improve profes-
sional performance and personal satisfac-
tion and thereby to improve the effectiveness 
of the client’s organisation (Kilburg, 2000). 
There is, however, considerable semantic 
confusion around the word ‘coaching’, even 
in the scientific literature. Terms such as 

‘executive’, ‘leadership’, ‘management’, 
‘business’ and ‘workplace’ coaching are 
often used interchangeably, sometimes to 
designate different interventions (Ladegård 
& Gjerde, 2014). 

While outcome research on EC has 
advanced significantly in recent years (Pass-
more & Tee, 2020) two major gaps exist at 
the core of this study field: there has been 
no systematic review (SR) of the effects of 
coaching specifically on managers nor of the 
persistence of these effects over time. This 
is surprising, given that the intervention is 
construed primarily as a method of manager 
and leader development and, despite its high 
cost (ICF, 2020), has become one of the most 
frequently deployed tools to this end (Atha-
nasopoulou & Dopson, 2015). This situa-
tion is due to manager-specific outcomes not 
being readily identifiable within the litera-
ture (Ladegård & Gjerde, 2014) and the 
fact that most coaching outcome studies use 
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data collected immediately at the end of the 
intervention. This SR seeks to address these 
two weaknesses by focusing specifically on 
(a) the outcomes of executive coaching on 
managers and (b) the persistence of these 
effects over time.

Executive coaching outcome research 
to-date 
Meta-analyses are largely silent on the 
long-term effects of EC specifically on 
managers. They have addressed the short-term 
effects on performance and skill improve-
ment (De Meuse et al., 2009), performance/
skills, wellbeing, coping, work attitudes and 
goal-directed self-regulation (Theeboom et 
al., 2013); behaviour change, personal atti-
tude change, work-related behaviour change, 
cognitive outcomes and relations with others 
(Sonesh et al., 2015); affective, cognitive, 
skill-based and changed performance (Jones 
et al., 2016). To-date, no meta-analysis has 
addressed medium or long-term effects of 
EC. Only one meta-analysis, based on six 
studies, with a cumulative sample of N=764 
participants (De Meuse et al., 2009), inves-
tigated outcomes specific to managers. This 
work found an overall positive effect for EC, 
noting that effect sizes were greater in studies 
based on self-reports (Cohen’s d=1.27) 
than when reported by others, peers, team 
members and/or line managers (d=0.5). 
Theeboom et al. (2013) included 18 studies 
and found significant positive effects on 
performance, skills, wellbeing, coping, work 
attitudes and goal directed self-regulation. 
Effect sizes were large, Hedges g 0.5 or 
higher for the wellbeing, coping and atti-
tudes categories. Performance/skills showed 
the weakest effects, from 0.1 to 0.3. The 
meta-analysis of Sonesh et al. (2015) used 
24 studies. The inclusion criteria speci-
fied studies on ‘leadership, business or 
executive coaching’ (Sonesh et al., 2015, 
p.78) but the data show that non-manager 
coachees (N=2151) greatly outnumber 
managers (N=999) in the included studies, 
with some students (N=367) also included 
in the sample. This meta-analysis concluded 

that coaching was significantly associated 
with changes in all categories except for 
‘cognitive outcomes’, where the number 
of primary studies was small. Most effect 
sizes (Cohen’s d) were weak: behavioural 
change (0.19), work-related attitude change 
(0.18) and personal attitude change (0.08), 
with the strongest effect for relations with 
others (0.32). The meta-analysis by Jones et 
al. (2016) included 17 studies and showed 
a positive impact for coaching on all investi-
gated categories. Across the included studies 
the combined effect of coaching on all 
criteria 0.36. The effect was strongest (1.24) 
for individual performance improvement 
and affective outcomes (0.51) and lowest for 
skill-based outcomes (0.28). 

Several systematic reviews on coaching 
effectiveness have been published, including 
Kampa-Kokesh and Anderson (2001), 
Grover and Furnham (2016), Bozer and 
Jones (2018), Athanasopoulou and Dopson 
(2018) and de Haan (2019). Effects specifi-
cally on managers and effects beyond the 
end of the coaching are not addressed in any 
of these SRs. Taken together, the existing SRs 
offer strong evidence for positive effects of 
coaching in work contexts in the short-term. 
Athanasopoulou and Dopson (2018), for 
example, included 84 studies, quantitative 
and qualitative, and found over 70 positive 
effects from EC. 

Challenges in investigating enduring 
effects of EC
Most studies use pre- and post-measures 
applied just before and just after the 
coaching, or they use retrospective designs 
(Grover & Furnham, 2016). This is for good 
reason, as establishing cause-effect relations 
over time is particularly challenging (Atha-
nasopoulou & Dopson, 2018). The extant 
outcome research on coaching makes two 
implicit assumptions, that outcomes are 
manifested immediately and that these 
outcomes are sustained over time (Spence et 
al., 2019; MacKie, 2014; Fischer et al., 2017; 
Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 2018). However, 
outcome data collected only at the end of 
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an intervention will miss both persistence 
of outcomes and any effects which become 
visible only after a latency period (Grover & 
Furnham, 2016). 

The question of which effects, if any, 
persist over time is an important part of 
a decision to invest in EC relative to other 
management development actions (Dagley, 
2006). Following psychotherapy conventions, 
‘long-term’ is understood as two years or 
more after the end of the intervention (Gibby 
et al., 2017). ‘Medium-term’ is defined as 
one month after the end of the intervention 
up to two years. For parsimony of language 
the terms ‘persisting’ and ‘enduring’ are 
used when no distinction is made between 
medium and long-term effects within the 
studies. To the knowledge of the authors 
this is the first SR of peer-reviewed studies 
on the medium and long-term effects of EC 
specifically on managers and leaders. The 
aim of this review, therefore, was to explore 
the individual effects of EC on managers 
where outcome data were collected at least 
one month after the end of the coaching. 
The independent variable was executive 
coaching, as defined above. The population 
of interest is managers, defined as people 
with responsibility for the work of at least 
one other person. 

Methods
Design
The review takes an approach described as 
an interpretation meta-synthesis (Athanaso-
poulou & Dopson, 2018, following Hoon, 
2013) in order to bring together extant 
knowledge meaningfully on the ‘what’, ‘why’ 
and ‘how’ of EC over time. The specific 
objectives of the review were to:
a.	 identify relevant empirical studies;
b.	 synthesise the evidence they offer on 

enduring outcomes (the ‘what’ ques-
tion); and

c.	 synthesise research insights from these 
studies into meaningful theoretical 
constructs to explain the reported 
phenomena (‘how’ and ‘why’ questions).
The review has been conducted using 

the Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guidelines 
(PRISMA: www.prisma-statement.org/). 

Philosophical underpinnings
The predictive goal of positivist research 
is an inadequate frame for the study of 
human development over time. The world-
view informing this systematic review is 
characterised by openness to many kinds 
of knowledge, on the assumption that the 
different insights may converge to produce 
stable and useful explanations (Miles & 
Huberman, 2002). The paradigm is thus 
essentially post-positive (Hoon, 2013) in that 
it construes the research process as discovery 
of social phenomena and realities which are 
more than transient social constructions. 
Creating this kind of knowledge involves 
bringing together findings from multiple 
primary studies of the phenomenon of 
interest in a process of accumulation and 
interpretation (Hoon, 2013). 

Eligibility criteria
Table 1 presents the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria. To be eligible, primary studies 
needed to report individual outcomes 
on managers from EC where data were 
collected at least one month after the end 
of the coaching. No time limits regarding 
publication were applied and only papers 
published in English, French, German, 
Dutch, Spanish or Italian in peer-reviewed 
journals were eligible. There were no criteria 
relating to study design, methodology or 
quality of the overall research process. EC is 
still a young research field and much of the 
extant primary research has been carried 
out by coaching practitioners who did not 
always use recognised research approaches 
(Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 2018). 

Search strategy
A literature search drawing on 21 databases 
was conducted in March 2020. The databases 
included Scopus, ABI/INFORM Global, 
Social Sciences Citation Index and PsycARTI-
CLES. The all-text search terms were: ‘exec-
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utive coaching’ OR ‘leadership coaching’ 
OR ‘work* coaching’ AND ‘effect*’ OR 
‘outcome’. Earlier pilot searches indicated 
that identifying studies reporting specifically 
on long-term outcomes was not feasible at 
the search stage. The initial search returned 
563 papers. Four leading researchers were 
asked for advice on relevant studies, yielding 
three additional papers. 

Data extraction
Data were extracted from the retained studies 
to the following predefined categories: 
a.	 Time from end of the coaching interven-

tion to collection of data on outcomes
b.	 Participants 	
c.	 Hours of coaching received or number of 

coaching sessions (where given)
d.	 Setting	
e.	 Design	
f.	 Methods	
g.	 Outcomes 

h.	 Other findings	
i.	 Theoretical insights
j.	 Implications for practice.

Synthesis of results
Synthesis of outcomes reported in the included 
studies
The synthesis of outcomes combined 
elements from Popay et al. (2006) and 
Hoon (2013). The narrative approach 
of Popay and colleagues (2006) was used 
to develop a conceptual framework of 
outcomes reported in the different studies. 
The outcomes operationalised in studies 
with hypotheses (N=7) provided the basis 
for an initial categorisation. These were: 
change in different behavioural variables, 
core self-evaluations and developmental 
readiness. Next, the conceptual framework 
of outcomes was completed using thematic 
analysis of the Results and Discussion sections 
in all studies (N=16) which generated  

Inclusion Exclusion

Studies with empirical evidence of effects of EC 
the individual (coachee) level beyond the end of 
the intervention

Opinion pieces and studies where outcomes were 
assessed only at the end of the intervention

Coaching in a work setting Laboratory or study settings

Coachees were managers, defined as holding 
management responsible for the work of at least 
one other person

Non-managers or students as coachees

Coaching provided by trained, professional 
coaches, whether working inside the 
organisation or contracted in

Coaching provided by line managers or peers 

Intervention purely or predominantly coaching; 
in the case of complex interventions, studies 
which assessed the specific effects of the 
coaching component

Coaching as an add-on to another, non-coaching 
intervention, where the coaching outcomes were 
not separately assessed

Coaching on leadership / management 
competencies 

Life coaching; coaching focused exclusively on 
specific workplace skills; coaching on health 
practices; other non-management coaching

Texts in languages which the authors could read 
(English, French, German, Dutch, Spanish, Italian)

Texts in languages that the authors could not 
read (following de Haan, 2019)

Published in peer-reviewed journals, no date 
limits

Studies using any design or methodology

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria.
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Figure 1: Screening process flow.
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the following additional categories: 
a strengthened sense of self, self-reflective 
skills and insight and strengthened leader 
identity. Emergent themes were discussed 
and agreed by all authors (EM, SG, AM). 

Synthesis of explanatory constructs evoked in 
the included studies
The meta-synthetic approach of Hoon 
(2013) was used to integrate researchers’ 
insights from all the studies in an effort 
to make an overall theoretical contribution 
while respecting the unique context of each 
study (Yin, 2009). Meta-synthesis builds on 
insights of the original researchers based on 
their interpretation of the data. The elabo-
rated insights of the researchers constitute 
in effect the data of meta-synthesis. (Hoon, 
2013). The meta-synthesis involved three 
steps: 
1.	 The principal explanatory constructs 

evoked in each study were identified; these 
include theories underlying supported 
and partially supported hypotheses, 
insights offered by researchers in the 
discussion sections of papers and insights 
offered by participants in qualitative 
studies.

2.	 Common themes were noted across 
studies and merged to generate unifying 
themes or meta-insights.

3.	 The results were linked to the wider liter-
ature on psychology and management.

Results
Screening process
The search identified 566 papers of which 
16 were retained following application of 
the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Figure 
1 presents an overview of the screening 
process in four phases following the PRISMA 
model proposed by Moher et al. (2009). 
Decisions were discussed and agreed by all 
three authors. The included studies are 
marked with an asterisk in the references. 

Quality appraisal of the included studies 
Table 2 presents an overview of the 16 
included studies and the categories of data 

extracted from each. Seven studies2,3,7,9,12,13,14 
were qualitative. Five studies4,5,6,11,16 use pre- 
and post-measures. Only one6 study reported 
effect sizes. In two studies11,12 the persis-
tence of effects over time (one year later) 
was a specific aim of the research. In seven 
studies4,5,7,12,13,14,15 the researcher was involved 
directly or indirectly in the coaching inter-
vention. Eight of the included works used 
case-study designs2,3,7,9,10,12,13,14. While no 
study was excluded on language grounds, all 
of the retained works were written in English 
(N=16).

Findings
In line with the objectives, the findings of the 
systematic review are presented in two parts: 
1.	 Synthesis of evidence from the retained 

studies on enduring individual outcomes 
(the what question).

2.	 Synthesis of the constructs evoked in 
these studies to explain the reported 
outcomes (the how and why questions).

Enduring individual outcomes
Table 3 presents an overview of all individual 
outcomes reported in the studies, organ-
ised into a conceptual framework using an 
approach based on Popay et al. (2006). The 
outcome categories are: changed behav-
iour, a strengthened sense of self, increased 
readiness to learn and change, improved 
self-reflective skills, insight and strengthened 
leader identity. 

Changed behaviour reported by others
Five studies1,4,8,11,14 found evidence of behav-
iour change reported by line managers, 
peers or team members one month or more 
from the end of the coaching. Rekalde and 
colleagues (2017)8 surveyed 99 Spanish 
managers who had taken executive coaching 
in the previous years and 122 HR managers 
involved in purchasing and evaluation of 
coaching. The HR managers were asked 
to rate the effectiveness of coaching rela-
tive to other HR interventions to bring 
about sustained, observable change in 
management behaviour. Change was meas-
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ured using a scale adapted from Ely and 
Zaccaro (2011), comprising eight indicators 
assessing whether the coachee’s behaviour 
had changed and if any changes were 
sustained over time, although the interval 
was not specified. Findings suggest a ‘strong 
capacity’ (Rekalde et al., 2017, p.2155) of 
executive coaching to modify managerial 
behaviour. In an Australian study using the 
Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Bass 
& Avolio, 1997), MacKie (2014)4 found that 
transformational leadership behaviour of 
coachees continued to improve in the four 
months after the coaching stopped. Data 
came from participants, their line managers, 
direct subordinates and peers. 

Smither et al. (2003)11 used the 
multi-source feedback system in a large, US 
based, global firm to investigate the effect 
of executive coaching on three variables: 
overall management performance, setting of 
specific (as opposed to vague) goals for team 
members and soliciting ideas for improve-
ment. The quality of goal setting was assessed 
by the researchers qualitatively based on 
texts supplied; ad-hoc, non-validated scales 
were used to measure the other variables. 
The design was quasi-experimental: 400 
participants received coaching between feed-
back rounds; approximately 800 managers 
served as a control group. There was almost 
one year between the coaching intervention 
and the second feedback round. Analysis of 
the feedback (N=286) showed that managers 
who had been coached were more likely 
to set specific goals and to solicit ideas for 
improvement from their supervisors. 

Overall, managers who were coached were 
judged by supervisors and team members 
to have improved more than non-coached 
managers but the effect size (d=0.17) was 
small. Anthony (2017)1 surveyed 75 leaders 
and 188 followers in US firms to assess the 
relationship between coaching and three 
outcome variables: individualised considera-
tion for team members, delegation and close 
supervision. Individualised consideration 
was measured using Avolio and Bass’ (2004) 
Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire, dele-

gation using a scale based on Schriesheim 
and colleagues (1998) and closeness of super-
vision using a scale adapted from George 
and Zhou (2001). The interval between the 
end of the coaching and data collection was 
longer for some participants than for others. 
Results showed that coaching had a positive 
association with individualised considera-
tion. Individualised consideration, in turn, 
had a positive association with delegation and 
a negative association with close supervision. 
Results were significant at the level of p=< 0.05. 
Trevillion (2018)14 analysed semi-structured 
interviews with coachee-supervisor dyads 
with the objective of identifying behaviour 
changes which both coachees and their 
line managers agreed resulted from execu-
tive coaching. Alongside attitudinal changes 
there was agreement that the coachees had 
improved presentation and influencing styles.

Strengthened sense of self 
Seven studies5,6,10,12,13,14,16 found evidence 
of improvement in coached managers’ 
self-confidence, core self-evaluations, 
self-efficacy and self-perceived perfor-
mance. These outcomes are assigned to 
a conceptual category ‘strengthened sense 
of self’. Four studies10,12,14,16 describe behav-
ioural improvement beyond completion of 
the coaching but perceived by coachees only. 
Wasylyshyn (2003)15 surveyed 106 high-level 
US managers, 85 per cent male, who had 
been coached at different times during the 
previous 16 years. Sixty-three per cent of 
participants reported sustained behaviour 
change as an outcome of their coaching. 
Smith and Brummel (2013)10 analysed 
semi-structured interviews with 30 high-level 
US managers (70 per cent male) approxi-
mately 18 months from the end of coaching. 
Participants provided examples of how 
their performance had improved through 
coaching in areas such as strategic thinking, 
decision making, communication, interper-
sonal skills and leadership. Spence et al. 
(2019)12 used a similar retrospective study 
design to investigate outcomes eight to 12 
months after a coaching intervention among 
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15 US managers (80 per cent male). As well 
as change in confidence and self-reflection, 
participants reported significant improve-
ment in their communication style and in 
a range of management behaviours, assigned 
by the authors to a category of ‘performance 
foundations’. 

Williams and Lowman (2018)16 analysed 
data from supervisors as well as self-reports 
from 64 coached senior managers in the 
US five weeks after their coaching. Partici-
pants reported strong increases in leader-
ship competencies and continuing use 
of the acquired competencies. However, 
these improvements were not visible to 
the supervisors of the coached managers. 
MacKie (2015)5 found that managers’ core 
self-evaluations (Johnson et al., 2008), 
including self-efficacy, locus of control, 
neuroticism and self-esteem, continued 
to improve in the four months following 
the intervention. In two studies6,13 the 
authors interpret increased self-confidence 
as strengthened self-efficacy. Self-reported 
increases in confidence in four more 
studies10,12,14,16 can be interpreted as an 
increase in self-efficacy.

Developmental readiness 
MacKie (2015)5 investigated change in levels 
of ‘developmental readiness’ using the Brief 
Coaching Readiness Scale (BCRS; Franklin, 
2005), a 14-item questionnaire based on 
Prochaska and DiClemente’s (1986) work 
on stages in clinical change. MacKie (2015) 
found that developmental readiness did not 
increase during the coaching but increased 
significantly in the four months afterwards, 
which provides some support for a latency 
effect.

Self-reflective skills and insight
Five studies2,7,12,14,15 identify self-reflection 
and insight as enduring outcomes. In a study 
from South Africa, Brand and Coetzee 
(2013)2 report, in a participant’s words, 
that coaching was ‘a significant positive and 
magical process. Initially, it seems uncom-
fortable and tough, because you have to face 

yourself honestly, discover yourself’ (Brand 
& Coetzee, 2013, p.254). The sole participant 
in Rathmell, Brown and Kilburg’s (2019)7 US 
case study says ‘I was helped tremendously 
by learning to recognise what style I was 
using and what voice I was drawing from.’ 
(p.149). Spence and colleagues (2019)12 

applied narrative analysis to rich descrip-
tions of coaching experience of 15 managers 
to conclude that ‘the coaching process 
greatly enhanced their capacity to reflect 
on aspects of self, others and the environ-
ment. For some participants, the purposeful 
reflection encouraged in coaching was 
entirely new and even revelatory’ (Spence 
et al., 2019, p.134)12. Wales (2002)14, using 
a phenomenological approach to analyse 
the experience of 16 coached UK managers, 
identified self-awareness as the key outcome 
of the intervention, on which all further 
development was predicated. Wasylyshyn’s 
(2003)15 US survey of former coachees iden-
tified increased understanding of self and 
personal insight as the second most valued 
outcome, after behaviour change.

Strengthened identity as leader
The formation of a leadership identity 
(DeRue & Ashford, 2010) is reported as an 
outcome in four studies3,7,9,12. Freischlag’s 
(2019)3 personal account stresses that in 
coaching she learned to be ‘true’ (p.174) to 
herself in her leadership role: her changing 
dress style is a metaphor, first dressing to 
fit in with her new work environment, later 
finding a style that was hers. The coachee 
voice in Rathmell et al. (2019)7 states ‘At 
the end of six months… I could step into 
many foreign situations, able to be me’ 
(p.147). Skinner (2014)9 interviewed 11 
women in senior management positions in 
the US who had taken executive coaching 
in the preceding two years. Interviews were 
analysed using grounded theory techniques. 
A core finding was that coaching helped the 
women to form and refine their identities 
as leaders in settings where male leadership 
norms were dominant. Spence et al. (2019)12, 
using narrative enquiry, found evidence of 
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‘profound leader identity change’ (p.136) 
eight months to one year after coaching, 
noting that this effect emerged only after 
‘a period of incubation’ (p.136), that is, it was 
not present at the end of the intervention.

Explanatory constructs evoked in the retained 
studies
Table 4 presents an overview of the 
meta-synthesis of theoretical constructs 
evoked in the studies. The initial analysis 
identified 51 researcher insights involving 
explanation of the outcomes reported. In 
a second step these study-specific insights 
were merged into six meta-insights on the 
basis of unifying themes, as follows:
1.	 Intrinsic motivation
2.	 Identity work
3.	 Mental reframing of relationship to 

subordinates
4.	 Coach as teacher
5.	 Building confidence 
6.	 Metabolising the learning.

A further synthesis of these researcher 
insights using higher-level unifying themes 
suggests that the EC interventions investi-
gated in the retained studies comprised two 
dominant dimensions, as follows:
a.	 Leader identity formation (Intrinsic moti-

vation, Identity work, Mental reframing 
of relationship to subordinates), and 

b.	 Psychological resourcing (Coach as 
teacher, Building confidence, Metabo-
lising the learning).

Discussion 
Findings from the SR offer limited evidence 
of individual positive effects persisting after 
the end of the intervention. These effects 
involve changed behaviour, a strengthened 
sense of self, increased developmental readi-
ness, improved self-reflective skills, insight 
and manager/leader identity formation. 
There is evidence that some individual 
effects begin to operate only after a period of 
latency or incubation. Synthesis of theoret-
ical constructs evoked in the studies suggests 
that the reported enduring effects reflect two 

principal dimensions of EC: leader identity 
development and psychological resourcing. 

Discussion of outcomes reported in the studies
Improvement in the eye of the coachee:  
self-delusion or self-efficacy?
When the coachee is the sole supplier of 
data the outcomes appear to be more posi-
tive (de Haan et al., 2013) and authors 
of systematic reviews and meta-analyses 
regard self-reported improvement as unre-
liable data (Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 
2018). However, Nieminen and colleagues 
(2013)6 found that improved self-perception 
by coachees at one point in time was an 
antecedent of substantive changes later 
in the developmental process and express 
caution against simply dismissing uncorrob-
orated self-reports. They studied coached 
and non-coached managers, both of whom 
received feedback from supervisors, peers 
and team members. The only significant 
difference initially was in the self-perception 
of the coached group, who felt they were 
performing better than the non-coached 
managers. However, regression modelling 
suggested that participants’ self-ratings at 
one time point predicted improvements 
seen later by others, thus construing this 
effect as a possibly important transitional 
effect of EC. This suggestion is in line with 
findings in psychology that biases such as 
over-confidence may be self-protective and 
on occasion even adaptive for human func-
tioning (Gigerenzer, 2000). 

Only one5 study employed psychometric 
tools measure effects in the period after 
coaching. MacKie’s (2015)5 finding that core 
self-evaluations and developmental readi-
ness improved in the four months after the 
end of the coaching is suggestive of changes 
in psychological functioning linked to EC.  
In the wider literature, improved self-efficacy 
is a common outcome at the end of coaching 
(Baron & Morin, 2009; Bozer & Jones, 2018; 
Moen & Federici, 2012). Self-efficacy may 
have an added importance for leaders as 
it appears to have a direct effect on atti-
tudes and motivation of followers (Chemers 
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et al., 2000). Future research is therefore 
warranted to measure self-efficacy pre-, 
post- and at regular follow-up intervals to 
explore whether these effects are sustain-
able within ongoing management practices. 

Discussion of theoretical constructs evoked 
in the studies
Executive coaching as leader identity 
development
Derue et al. (2009) construe leader identity 
development as a process involving resolu-
tion of ambiguity related to performance 
of leader roles. Resolution of leadership 
identity issues was reported as an enduring 
outcome of EC in three studies3,7,9. Two 
further studies12,13 conclude that EC 
involved transformative learning, an over-
lapping construct with identity change 
(Illeris, 2014). Identity development or 
‘identity work’ (DeRue & Ashford, 2010) 
involves testing provisional identities and 
refining them based on feedback, both 
self-generated and from the social environ-
ment (Lord et al., 2016). When successfully 
implemented it harmoniously links ‘the 
past and present to the future’ (Lord et 
al., 2016). Lackritz and colleagues (Lackritz 
et al., 2019) describe coaching as a means 
to gain agency over identity develop-
ment. Transformative learning (Mezirow, 
1978, 2000) proposes that, by engaging 
meta-cognition (thinking about thinking), 
the way the learner experiences the world 
can be transformed, in contrast to ‘instru-
mental’ learning which aims to help the 
learner control and manipulate the world 
(Habermas, 1984; Mezirow, 1978). These 
findings reflect the emergence in manage-
ment literature of identity as central to lead-
ership. Effective performance of the leader 
role is associated with strong leader identity 
(Day & Sin, 2011) and internalisation of 
a leader identity, a process which is social 
as well as individual, is proposed as central 
to becoming a leader (Haslam & Ellemers, 
2011; Lord et al., 2016).

Executive coaching as creation of 
psychological resources
Psychological resource theory (Hobfoll, 
2002) is part of a set of overlapping theo-
ries which address motivation in the 
context of psychological self-regulation 
(Gregory et al., 2011) and build on the 
idea of ‘cognitive appraisal’ in Folkman & 
Lazarus’ (1984) seminal work. These include 
social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001, 
2005), goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 
2013), and self-determination theory (Deci 
& Ryan, 2012). All assign a central impor-
tance to two sub-processes, feedback and 
goal-setting, which are evoked directly or 
indirectly in six studies2,7,10,12,14,15. Feedback, 
defined as awareness of discrepancy between 
one’s performance and one’s standards 
(Kluger & DiNisi, 1996), has been proposed 
as an essential ingredient of coaching 
(Kilburg, 2001; Joo, 2005; McDowall & Mill-
ward, 2010; Bozer & Jones, 2018). Gregory 
et al. (2011) propose that the negative feed-
back control loop is a primary motivational 
mechanism used in executive coaching, i.e. 
helping the coachees to realise that their 
performance falls short of their own stand-
ards. Self-generated feedback appears to 
enhance motivation strongly (Bandura & 
Cervone, 1983; Gist, 1987), while feedback 
from others is more complex i.e. negative 
feedback can result in a loss of motivation 
and negatively adjusted goals (Kluger & 
DeNisi, 1996). Careful handling of feed-
back, especially when negative, is suggested 
as a core contribution by the coach towards 
building coachee motivation (Gregory et al., 
2011). 

Goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 
2013) proposes two main factors as influ-
encing the goals people set, the perceived 
importance of the goal and the person’s sense 
of self-efficacy. Grant (2012) suggests that 
coaching helps people align their lower 
order goals with their higher order goals. 
Thus, work-related goals (lower order) gain 
in value through becoming associated with 
life values. Self-efficacy is a central construct 
within social cognitive theory (Bandura, 
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2001) and is a psychological resource which 
shapes people’s motivation to act and protects 
in case of setback. Improved self-efficacy as an 
enduring outcome of coaching is identified 
inductively by the researcher in two of the 
included studies6,13, is objectively measured in 
one5 and can be inferred in four others10,12,14,16. 
This finding is in line with previous research, 
for example Baron and Morin (2010) and 
Moen and Federici (2012). Bozer and Jones’ 
(2018) SR concluded that self-efficacy is a ‘key 
psychological variable’ in understanding how 
coaching works (Bozer & Jones, 2018, p.348). 

Knowledge gaps 
Table 5 summarises the main knowledge 
gaps and, building on the work of Athana-
sopoulou and Dopson (2018), offers sugges-
tions on appropriate research strategies in 
each case. These specific knowledge gaps 
co-exist with an absence of overarching 
theory on how executive coaching works 
(Theeboom et al., 2017). 

Two research domains merit special 
mention because of their importance at the 
level of organisations and wider society: well-
being and gender. 

Wellbeing
There is a significant body of literature 
supporting a link between executive and 
workplace coaching and improved well-being 
immediately at the end of the intervention. 
The evidenced positive outcomes include 
resilience, well-being and stress (Grant et al., 
2009; Ladegård, 2011), hope and purpose 
(Green et al., 2006), reduced turnover 
intention and increased trust in subordi-
nates (Ladegård & Gjerde, 2014) and posi-
tive affect, autonomy and motivation (Yu 
et al. (2008). Nevertheless, the persistence 
of these important effects over time for 
coached managers appears not to have been 
investigated. 

Gender
There is evidence that women and men 
experience the formation of a leader iden-
tity differently (Bonneywell, 2017; Debebe, 

2011; Ely et al., 2011), reflecting the possi-
bility that leadership may still be defined by 
masculine norms and symbols. Lackritz et 
al. (2019) suggest that executive coaching 
has unique advantages among development 
programmes in helping women to appro-
priate leader roles. Skinner (2014)9 found 
that executive coaching supported her 
study participants, all female managers, in 
satisfying these needs. She invokes social 
identity theory (Hogg, 2016; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979) to explain a specific contri-
bution of coaching to women leaders, 
arguing that an organisational context with 
male-imbued leadership values and symbols 
cannot nourish adequately the acquisition 
of a leadership identity by women. Skinner 
(2014)9 found evidence that executive 
coaching offers what Debebe (2011) calls 
a safe environment for women’s leadership 
transformation. The personal stories of 
Freischlag (2019)3 and Rathmell et al. 
(2019)7 echo Skinner’s (2014)9 conclusion 
that executive coaching is particularly valu-
able to women in the process of developing 
identities as leaders.

Conclusion
The studies included in the present review 
(1) offer some evidence of enduring cogni-
tive, behavioural and affective changes in 
managers associated with EC and (2) asso-
ciate two processes within EC with achieve-
ment of these outcomes: ‘Leader identity 
formation’ and ‘Psychological resourcing’. 
Nevertheless, the existing literature is 
limited and does not offer sufficiently robust 
data either to demonstrate convincingly that 
the positive short-term effects on managers 
are sustained over time or to explicate fully 
the processes involved in achieving enduring 
effects for managers from this intervention.
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Coaching for cultural sensitivity: Content 
analysis applying Hofstede’s framework 
to a select set of the International Coach 
Federation’s (ICF) Core Competencies
Leticia P. Mosteo, Terrence E. Maltbia  
& Victoria J. Marsick 

Grounded in a selective integrated literature review, this study analyses select ICF core coaching 
competencies, critically reviewed by an established competency modeling architecture and Hofstede’s Five 
Cultural Dimensions Model. Qualitative content analysis methodology was used by three independent 
evaluators. The objective is to provide evidence as to the competencies effectiveness across different cultures. 
The aim is better understanding the specific interplay between modes of cultural programming and basic 
coaching competencies, to offer evidence-based awareness for the inclusion of cultural competencies in coach 
education. Our analysis shows that directionality shifts depending on behavioural indicators associated 
with each competency – suggesting the application of cultural competence in coaching is both dynamic 
and complex. Our results show inter-rater reliability was highest where both competency definitions and 
cultural descriptions were conceptually clear and coherent. Specific cultural assumptions embedded in the 
ICF competency model are revealed. The paper offers evidence-based insights for the inclusion of cultural 
competence in coach education, training, and credentialing processes. 
Keywords: coaching competencies; cultural competence; competency modelling; coach education and training.

EXECUTIVE COACHING is one of 
five top best practices helping leaders 
respond to challenges and opportuni-

ties associated with globalisation, technology, 
demographic diversity, and cross functional 
and cross-cultural teamwork (WanVeer & 
Ruthman, 2008). Differing perceptions of 
what constitutes coaching core competencies 
by academic and coach preparation programs, 
credentialing associations, and practitioners 
have obfuscated clarity of definition, roles, 
and implementation (Maltbia et al., 2014). 
Boundaries within coaching serve several 
purposes, most notably they provide clarity for 
practitioners around acceptable practice and 
support them in discerning what is expected 
of them (Sime & Jacob, 2019). Coaching itself 
is a professional helping relationship since 
the process mainly relies on reciprocal actions 

between the coach and coachee (Lai & Pass-
more, 2019). We particularly understand 
coaching as a process of learning, develop-
ment and human performance. 

In this concern, coaches need to 
enhance cultural competence and cultural 
awareness capabilities (Plaister-Ten, 2009), 
yet coaching competency models: (a) are 
embedded in Western cultural assumptions 
because of their origins; and (b) do not 
explicitly address the cross-cultural applica-
bility of their models. These models origi-
nated in North America during the 1990s and 
are now being applied globally to prepare 
professional coaches, accredit training and 
education providers, and certify individual 
coaches. This paper’s purpose is to: examine 
the level of cultural sensitivity embedded in 
the widely-used International Coach Federa-
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tion (ICF) competency model; and identify 
implications for decision makers, practicing 
coaches, and researchers regarding educa-
tion, credentialing, and service delivery. 

Study design and objectives
We undertook a selective integrated liter-
ature review (Torraco 2005) combined 
with a qualitative content analysis (Krip-
pendorff, 2013). We applied Hofst-
ede’s cultural dimension framework to six 
of ICF’s 11 core coaching competencies to 
examine embedded cultural assumptions. 
Content analysis is a flexible method for 
analysing text data that describes a family of 
analytic approaches ranging from impres-
sionistic, intuitive, interpretive analyses to 
systematic, strict textual analyses.

Methods
An integrated critical literature review was 
carried out. We selectively reviewed three 
areas: (1) executive coaching to situate the 
concept of culturally sensitive coaching; (2) 
cultural competence to operationalise the 
central construct under investigation; and 
(3) competency modeling to examine the 
cultural basis of ICF’s competency model. 

Executive and organisational coaching
The ICF, the largest professional association 
for coaches, provides a generalist definition 
of coaching (www.coachfederation.org/): 

…partnering with clients in a thought-provoking 
and creative process that inspires them to 
maximise their personal and professional poten-
tial – coaches honor the client as the expert in 
his or her life and work and believe every client 
is creative, resourceful and whole.

Table 1 provides sample definitions for exec-
utive coaching that reveal several themes 
– executive coaching is a process (focused 
on learning, choice, change, growth); 
a partnership (between coach and executive); 
a balance between individual and organisa-
tional needs; a way of working; the new face of 
leadership for the 21st century; a goal-focused 

form of customised leadership development, 
performance improvement and skill enhance-
ment support; a vehicle for systematic feed-
back; a form of executive consultation; and 
enabled via Socratic dialogue. 

We undertook content analysis of 
selected ICF core coaching competencies, 
using a research-based cultural framework, 
to examine implications for what execu-
tive coaches might need to operate across 
cultural boundaries – a key requirement in 
global workspaces. 

Cultural sensitivity and cultural competence 
The word culture derives from the Latin word 
colere, meaning ‘to build’, ‘to care for’ or ‘to 
cultivate’. However, like coaching, definitions 
of culture vary and may include diverse ideolo-
gies (Harrison, 1972), a coherent set of beliefs 
and basic assumptions (Schein, 1985), and 
‘collective programming of the human mind’ 
(Hofstede, 2005). A number of person-made, 
collective and shared artifacts, behavioural 
patterns, values or other concepts, taken 
together, form the culture as a whole.

Cultural intelligence (CQ) is defined 
as ‘an individual’s capability to function, 
interact, and manage effectively in cultur-
ally diverse settings and with others from 
diverse backgrounds’ (Early & Ang, 2003). 
Further, cultural competence is defined as 
a set of aligned behaviour and attitudes that 
creates a system or organisation, and enables 
effective cross-cultural work – expanding 
the concept beyond individuals to include 
inter-personal spaces, systems, communities, 
and even countries (Hampden-Turner & 
Trompenaars, 2000).

We adopt the orientation expressed 
by intercultural sensitivity expert Milton 
Bennett (2004), who noted that ‘as people 
become more inter-culturally compe-
tent, they move from ethnocentrism – the 
experience of one’s culture as the center 
of reality, to ethno-relativism – the expe-
rience of one’s own beliefs and behaviors 
as just one view of reality among many 
viable possibilities’ (p.62). In fact, to move 
away from ethnocentrism, Bennett (2004) 
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suggests three Ethno-centric pitfalls to over-
come (Denial, Defence and Minimisation) 
and then three Ethno-relative approaches 
(Acceptance, Adaptation and Integration). 

While there are many approaches to 
understanding cultural orientations, we 
employ Hofstede’s (2005) framework because 
it: (1) includes five cultural scales (compared 
to other models that include as few as two 
dimensions or over 10); and (2) has been 
used in nearly 600 studies, with over 200,000 
individuals, for over three-decades (Taras et 
al., 2010). According to Hofstede (2005), 
miscommunication and misconceptions in 
the global environment are often the result 
of ethnocentric thinking, frequently conse-
quence of poor cultural self-awareness. He 
argues that ethnocentrism is to people what 
egocentrism is to individuals, of incorrect 
assumptions about other people’s values and 
standards being made with our own cultural 
codes in mind as an ideal reference point.

Hofstede (1980) mapped cultural orien-
tations in over 50 countries to identify work 
values, on which he based five cultural 

dimensions that have become foundational 
for understanding cultural variation (see 
Table 2.) Hofstede (2005) further opera-
tionalised cultural dimensions by including 
indicators that help make distinctions across 
the sub-dimensions (see Table 3).

Competency modeling and core coaching 
competencies 
Given our interest in coaching competen-
cies, we review competency modeling liter-
ature and its application in professional 
coaching. Competencies specify success 
factors (i.e. knowledge, skills, and other char-
acteristics) necessary for achieving results in 
a job, work role, or professional practice 
(Singh Chouhan & Srivastava, 2014). The 
competency construct dates back to David 
McCleland who advocated use of skills sets 
related to performance based on criterion 
sampling as an alternative to intelligence 
testing (Cardy & Selvarajan, 2006).

Competency modelling distinguishes 
top performers from average performers; 
includes descriptions of how required capa-

Source Definitions and purposes

Kilburg 
(1996)

A helping relationship formed between a client who has managerial authority 
and responsibility in an organisation and a consultant who uses a wide variety of 
behavioural techniques and methods to help the client achieve a mutually identified 
set of goals to improve his or her professional performance and personal satisfaction 
and, consequently, to improve the effectiveness of the client’s organization within a 
formally defined coaching agreement (p.142). 

Hall, 
Otazo, & 
Hollenbeck 
(1999)

A practical, goal-focused form of personal, one-on-one learning for busy executives 
and may be used to improve performance or executive behaviour, enhancing a career 
or prevent derailment, and work through organisational issues or change initiatives 
(p. 40). 

Sperry 
(2008)

A form of executive consultation in which a trained professional, mindful of 
organisational dynamics, functions as a facilitator who forms a collaborative 
relationship with an executive to improve his or her skills and effectiveness in 
communicating the corporate vision and goals, and to foster better team performance, 
organisational productivity, and professional–personal development (p.36). 

Passmore & 
Filler-Travis 
(2011)

A Socratic based dialogue between a facilitator (coach) and a participant (client) 
where the majority of interventions used by the facilitator are open questions which 
are aimed at stimulating self-awareness and personal responsibility of the participant 
(p.74).

Table 1. Illustrative definitions of executive coaching (in chronological sequence).
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bilities change or progress across level; is 
linked to objectives and outcomes (individual 
and organisational); and may consider future 
job requirements (Campion et al., 2011). 
A competency model generally includes: (1) 
categories of competencies; and (2) a clear 
architecture (i.e. target population/classifi-
cation; competency; definitions or descrip-
tors; and criterion-referenced behavioural 
indicators – competency modelling applies 
to a wide range of human systems in organi-
sations – as such the validity and reliability 
of the selected method for modelling must 
satisfy contextual demands. 

Competency modelling in professional 
coaching
Maltbia et al. (2014) note that coach compe-
tency models and related credentialing 
processes used by professional bodies do not 
explicitly cite theories or related research 
supporting these approaches in publically 
available documentation; and do not provide 
conceptual clarity regarding cultural compe-
tence in coach education and training, nor 

the procedures employed in developing 
competency models. 

Maltbia et al. (2014) conducted 
a multi-year, systematic literature review to 
ground 10 of ICF’s 11 core coaching compe-
tencies. The 11th competency – ‘meeting 
ethnical guidelines and professional stand-
ards’ – was excluded because it did not meet 
operational definitions of ‘competency’. Key 
findings revealed: 

	■ There is both theoretical and empirical 
support for what we labelled as conver-
sational, relational, and facilitative 
ICF competencies (i.e. ICF #5 – active 
listening, 6 – questioning, 3 – trust & 
intimacy, 4 – presence, 7 – direct commu-
nication and 8 – creating awareness – 
all clearly coach capabilities that we 
included in our analysis, as reported in 
the next section);

	■ For the competencies that we labelled 
ICF ‘structural’ competencies, there is 
support for inclusion in the education, 
training and credentialing of coaches 
(or ICF #2 – coaching agreement, 10 – 

Dimension Descriptions 

Individualism Degree to which people of a society understand themselves as individuals, as apart 
from their group; degree to which action is taken for the benefit of the individual 
or the group (pp.74–78). 

Power 
distance 

Degree of equality, or inequality between people that is acceptable, or excepted, in 
society; the degree to which inequality or distance between those in charge and the 
less powerful (subordinates) is accepted (pp.45–46).

Uncertainty 
avoidance

Degree to which people in a society feel uncomfortable in unexpected, surprising 
and unknown situations; the extent to which people prefer rules, regulations and 
controls or are more comfortable with unstructured, ambiguous or unpredictable 
situations (pp.164–168).

Masculinity Degree the society reinforces, or not, the traditional competitive masculine work 
role model; the degree to which we focus on goal achievement and work or quality 
of life and caring for others (pp.116–120).

Time 
orientation 

Degree people attach importance to a future oriented way of thinking rather than 
to a short-term oriented one; the degree to which we embrace values oriented 
toward the future, such as perseverance and thrift, or values oriented toward the 
past and present, such as respect for tradition and fulfilling social obligations 
(pp.208–210).

Table 2: Hofsetde’s (2005) Cultural Dimensions.

Source: Author’s (2014) adaptation of concepts found in G. Hofstede (2005, 1980).

Leticia P. Mosteo, Terrence E. Maltbia & Victoria J. Marsick
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planning and goal setting, 9 – designing 
action and 11 – managing progress and 
accountability). However, they describe 
the coaching process rather than coach 
capabilities – and thus are NOT included 
in our analysis; and

	■ There appears to be conceptual confusion 
about what constitutes factors related: 
to mindset (i.e. ethics, for example) vs 
competencies (capabilities that reside 
in the coach) and process (partnership 
work with the client, yet not necessarily 
focused on coach capabilities).

To summarise, coaching competency models 
are aggregates of capabilities – with compe-
tency defined as an underlying charac-
teristic that is causally related to superior 
performance (Spencer & Spencer, 1993, 
p.9) – that, when applied across the entire 
coaching process, create synergy and add 
value to clients. Cultural competence refers 
to integration of key dimensions of the 
client’s cultural identity into theories, tools, 
and practices that guide one’s coaching 
approach with the intent of providing clients 
of all socio-demographic backgrounds with 
relevant services focused on achieving 
desired results (Maltbia & Prior, 2012).

Analysis
A content analysis was conducted by three 
independent evaluators in four different 
rounds. Each evaluator is from a different 
culture; they were chosen for their intercul-
tural profiles and their extensive expertise 
on cultural diversity. One is an American 
of Czechoslovakian heritage. In earlier work 
experience she had the opportunity to live 
and work in India, Nepal, Bangliadesh, Thai-
land, Malaysia, the Phillipines and Indonesia. 
Another is Spanish, with a strong influence 
from German culture. She worked for several 
years in Germany, and has also lived and 
studied in a number of places in EEUU and 
United Kingdom. The third evaluator is an 
American with wide expertise on intercul-
tural intelligence and cultural diversity. 

The three of them received the same 

particular instructions: They should inde-
pendently compare the definition of each 
of the six selected ICF core competencies 
identified for this analysis, with the defi-
nitions of each of Hofstede’s five cultural 
dimensions. For the six competencies, each 
author: (1) should review the content from 
the two sources to first determine if there was 
a degree of alignment between the compe-
tency definition and each cultural dimen-
sion; and (2) should record their ‘judgment’ 
in a matrix. Then they would engage in 
an inter-rater reliability discussion to deter-
mine the level of agreement resulting from 
dependently coding the two constructs at the 
definitional level of analysis. Concretely, they 
proceed as follows: 

	■ In the first round, the three evaluators 
independently analysed definitions of 
each of the six ICF coaching competen-
cies to determine if there is likely an 
interaction with each of Hofstede’s five 
cultural dimensions using the coding 
matrix in Appendix A.

	■ Second, the evaluators then compared 
ratings and came to agreement as to 
which coaching competencies are likely 
to be affected by which dimensions.

	■ In the third round, two of three evalu-
ators independently analysed indica-
tors for each coaching competency to 
determine if there is likely an interac-
tion with each of Hofstede’s five cultural 
dimensions. They used a continuum to 
characterise the polar opposites of each 
of Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions 
drawn from the Culture in the Work-
place Questionnaire’s (CWQ) technical 
manual to refine the analysis. A higher 
score would thus indicate a preference 
for the orientation on the left side of 
the continuum, and a lower score 
a preference for the orientation on the 
right side of the continuum. In each cell 
of the matrix, the raters noted observa-
tions to support their judgment (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994 pp.239–286).

	■ In the fourth round, all three evalua-
tors examined output from the third 
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round to reach agreement about which 
coaching competencies and indicators 
are likely to be affected by which of 
Hofstede’s dimensions, as further char-
acterised using the CWQ continuum of 
polar opposites.
The level of agreement on the whole 

analysis ranged from 66 per cent (or two of 
three) to 100 per cent (or three of three). 

Findings
Findings are presented by displaying 
a cultural profile for each of the six ICF 
core coaching competencies selected for this 
content analysis based on our application of 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. Note, each 
ICF competency is aligned with a related 
competency cluster (see Table 4). 

Competency and cultural dimension 
definitions: Level one and two analysis
Appendix A revealed the following results of 
Rounds One and Two of Analyses. Specifi-
cally, findings indicate unanimous agree-
ment that:

	■ power distance likely affects all six 
selected ICF competencies (i.e. each 
competency is sensitive to difference 
along the ‘hierarchical’ to ‘participative’ 
continuum); 

	■ masculinity likely affects five of the six 
selected ICF competencies (i.e. all compe-
tencies – with the exception of ‘trust and 
intimacy’ – appear sensitive to difference 
along the ‘achievement’ to ‘quality of 
life’ or ‘femininity’ continuum); 

	■ uncertainty avoidance likely affects three 
of the six ICF competencies – ‘ques-
tioning,’ ‘direct communication’ and 
‘awareness’ (i.e. these three competen-
cies appear sensitive to difference along 
the ‘need for certainty’ to ‘tolerance of 
ambiguity’ continuum;

	■ individualism likely affects two of six 
selected ICF competencies – ’direct 
communication’ and ‘awareness’ (i.e., 
these two competencies appear sensitive 
to difference along the ‘individualism’ to 
‘collectivism’ dimension); and

	■ time likely affects two of six selected ICF 
competencies – ‘trust and intimacy’ and 
‘questioning’ (i.e. these two competen-
cies appear sensitive to difference along 
the ‘long term’ to ‘short term’ dimen-
sion).

When looking across rows in the Appendix 
A matrix, all three authors unanimously 
agreed that four of five Hofstede dimensions 
do likely affect three of the ICF compe-
tencies (‘questioning,’ ‘direct communica-
tion, and ‘awareness). Inter-rater agreement 
ranged from moderate (or 66 per cent agree-
ment) to high (or 100 per cent agreement) 
for the 30 cells in the coding matrix. We 
assumed differences were due in part to lack 
of conceptual clarity of competency defini-
tions and cultural dimensions of constructs. 
We expected higher levels of agreement 
during the next round because competency 
indicators would include specific behaviours.

Cluster ICF Competencies 

Co-creating the relationship #3. Establishing trust and intimacy with the 
client 

#4. Coaching presence 

Communicating effectively #5. Active listening 

#6. Powerful questioning 

#7. Direct communication 

Facilitating learning and results #8. Creating awareness

Table 4: Competency Clusters for Select ICF Competencies.



58	 International Coaching Psychology Review l Vol. 16 No. 2 Autumn 2021

Leticia P. Mosteo, Terrence E. Maltbia & Victoria J. Marsick

Competency indicators and related cultural 
dimensions: Level Three and Four Analysis
Appendix B displays levels of agreement at the 
‘cultural description’ level for each compe-
tency, during our first inter-rater discussion 
(i.e. analysis level 2 – ‘dark green’) and 
any modifications made during our second 
inter-rater discussion (i.e. analysis level 4 
– ‘light green’), in order to clearly docu-
ment shifts in our thinking as we progressed 
through various levels of coding and analysis. 

During our third and fourth rounds of 
analysis, we assessed, for each sub-competency 
indicator: (1) the likely influence of a cultural 
dimension on a given coaching competency 
using the summary definition; (2) whether 
that influence fell on the left or right sides 
of the cultural dimension’s polar opposites 
continuum; or (3) whether that influence 
included dimensions on both sides of the 
continuum (middle); or (4) did not seem 
to apply at all (using a dash). The data in 
Appendix B show areas of absolute agree-

1	  For example, the ‘position’ for the masculinity dimension for ‘trust and intimacy’ is 20; i.e. two of the five indicators coded ‘middle’ or 2 x 50 = 100; + two of 

the five indicators coded ‘right’ or 3x0=0, 100/5=20, where ‘b’ and ‘f’ were  coded ‘N/A’ for this cultural dimension, so not included in the calculation. This 

is an expected result given that raters coded the directionality of this competency to the right at the description levels for both the competency and cultural 

dimension.

ment (highlighted in green in each cell), 
as well as variance among raters. Discus-
sions in these rounds enabled us to visu-
ally depict connections between selected 
cultural dimensions and competencies using 
the following decision rules: 

	■ limit the cultural composite for each 
competency to those cultural dimensions 
where there was unanimous agreement 
(i.e. highlighted in ‘dark’ or ‘light’ green 
at the top of the coding matrix for each 
competency); 

	■ determine the directionality for each 
cultural dimension linked to each related 
competency indicator); and 

	■ calculate the directionality of each 
cultural dimension for each competency 
based on the result of step 2. By so doing, 
we estimated a preference score for 
cultural dimensions for each competency 
– leaning to the left, right or middle 
of the continuum, by adapting the algo-
rithm used to calculate CWQ results1. 

Figure 1: ICF Competency #3 and Activated Cultural Dimensions.
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ICF #3: Creating Trust and Intimacy. See 
Figure 1. This composite cultural profile 
indicates that three of five dimensions 
(‘Power Distance,’ ‘Masculinity’ and ‘Time’) 
are activated by six indicators that make up 
this competency. The directionality of these 
three cultural factors suggests that coaches 
adhering to this competency when building 
and maintaining relationships with clients 
would have a tendency to:
a.	 take a highly participative stance and treat 

the client as an equal (i.e. as reflected in 
the score of ‘0’ based on all factors being 
coded to the right); 

b.	 place attention on the ‘client’s’ 
expressed needs and wants, compared 
to goal achievement (i.e. a score of 25 
suggests a moderate orientation toward 
femininity, vs a score of 50 that suggests 
balanced interaction between relation-
ship and achievement);

c.	 place attention on the ‘client’s’ 
expressed needs and wants, compared 
to goal achievement (i.e. a score of 25 
suggests a moderate orientation toward 
femininity, vs a score of 50 that suggests 
balanced interaction between relation-
ship and achievement); and 

d.	 focus on the present and move toward 
the future (score of 56 indicates present 

time orientation moving slightly in the 
direction in the future, given that 50 is 
the midpoint). 

There was high consistency between the 
summary definition and supporting opera-
tional competency indicators for two of three 
cultural dimensions (i.e. ‘power distance’ 
and ‘time’), and moderate consistency for 
‘masculinity.’ The cultural profile raises 
questions as to how coaches might adjust 
their stance when interacting with clients 
with a different cultural orientation, along 
one or more of these dimensions.

For example, how might the coach need 
to flex the assumptions embedded in indica-
tors for the competency of trust and intimacy 
with clients who hold strong masculinity 
cultural assumptions, where the basis for 
trust might emphasise task accomplishment 
vs the relationship (i.e. the coach demon-
strating an ability to help the client achieve 
tactical goals vs personal connection)? 

ICF #4: Coaching presence
See Figure 2. This composite cultural profile 
indicates three of five dimensions (‘Individu-
alism,’ ‘Power distance,’ and ‘Masculinity’) 
are activated by seven indicators comprising 
coaching presence. The directionality of 

Figure 2: ICF Competency #4 and Activated Cultural Dimensions.



60	 International Coaching Psychology Review l Vol. 16 No. 2 Autumn 2021

Leticia P. Mosteo, Terrence E. Maltbia & Victoria J. Marsick

these three cultural dimensions suggests 
that coaches adhering to this competency, 
when co-creating relationships with clients, 
should:
a.	 be guided by coach’s self-awareness 

and high predominant internal moti-
vational processing (i.e. score of ‘90’ 
indicates prominent individualistic 
orientation moving very slightly toward 
client’s benefit, given that ‘50’ is the 
midpoint); 

b.	 interact with the client in moderately hier-
archical ways (i.e. as reflected by score of 
‘67’ where ‘50’ would show consideration 
for both direction and equality); and

c.	 place attention early in the interaction 
on the quality of relationship, rather 
than goal attainment (i.e. a score of ‘33’ 
suggests moderate orientation toward 
femininity).

There was low consistency between summary 
definition and supporting operational 
competency indicators for one of three 
cultural dimensions (i.e. ‘individualism’) 
and consistency with ‘power distance’ and 
‘masculinity.’ Previous research on pres-
ence as a relational competency (Maltbia 
et al., 2011) implies a capacity to access the 
client’s complexity by being fully conscious 
in the moment of one’s own reflexivity to 
multiple client dimensions. Bearing that 
in mind, how might the coach adjust to 
clients who hold strong collectivistic cultural 
assumptions, wherein the basis for presence 
might emphasise ‘being here for the benefit 
of the ‘group’ and not oneself as client’? 

ICF #5: Active listening
See Figure 3. This composite cultural profile 
indicates three of five dimensions (‘Power 
distance,’ ‘Masculinity,’ and ‘Time’) are 
activated by eight indicators comprising this 
competency. Directionality of these cultural 
dimensions suggests that coaches adhering 
to this competency, when striving to commu-
nicate effectively with clients, would likely:
a.	 be highly interactive in attending to 

client messages, striving to engage them 

as equal partners (reflected in score of 
‘14’);

b.	 place emphasis on the meaning of what 
is, or is not, said by the client, compared 
to emphasising goal attainment (i.e. 
score of ‘36’ suggests moderate orienta-
tion toward femininity); and

c.	 stay in the present moment attending 
to client’s short term aims (i.e. score of 
‘38’ indicates short-term orientation vs 
long-term one).

There was high consistency between the 
summary definition and supporting opera-
tional competency indicators for one of 
the three cultural dimensions (i.e. ‘power 
distance’), with moderate consistency for 
‘masculinity’ and ‘time.’ Interactive listening, 
as a context-dependent competence in service 
of communicating effectively with clients 
(Maltbia et al., 2010), raises questions as to 
how the coach might adjust his/her stance 
when attending to clients with a different 
cultural orientation along one or more of 
these dimensions. For instance, how might the 
coach modify his/her approach when hearing 
a client’s concerns, whose strong respect for 
authority combined with high task orientation 
might mean the client wants the coach to give 
him/her directions on goals and task accom-
plishment vs expecting the client to determine 
direction himself with coach support?

ICF #6: Powerful questioning 
See Figure 4. The composite cultural profile 
for questioning indicates all five cultural 
dimensions are activated by four indicators 
comprising this competency. Directionality 
suggests that coaches enacting this compe-
tency, when communicating effectively with 
clients, would have a tendency to:
a.	 focus on their inner awareness to inform 

questioning that helps understand clients, 
and their situation, for maximum benefit 
of clients and coaching relationships (i.e. 
score of ‘50’ suggests balance between two 
extremes of individualism-collectivism 
continuum);

b.	 be highly interactive with emphasis on 
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inquiry (i.e. reflected in score of ‘0’ based 
on all factors being coded to the right);

c.	 display comfort in working with ambi-
guity, possibility thinking, and learning 
from/with the client (i.e. score of ‘25’ 
shows moderate level of tolerance for 
ambiguity vs need for certainty); 

d.	 attend to both quality of space created 
through communication and goal attain-
ment (i.e. score of ‘50’ suggests balanced 
orientation between relational and 
accomplishment aspects of interaction); 
and

e.	 inquiry into present, near term and 
long-term as basis for comprehensive 
communication (i.e. score ‘50’ highlights 
the midpoint).

There was high consistency between the 
summary definition and supporting opera-
tional competency indicators in four of five 
cultural dimensions and moderate consist-
ency for ‘uncertainty avoidance.’ Consid-
ering this profile and research positioning 
questioning as a conversational compe-
tency, along with listening (Maltbia et al., 
2010), queries arise about how the coach 
might flex his/her communicative stance 
with clients who differ in cultural assump-
tions. For instance, how might the coach 

adapt when interacting with clients high 
in ‘power distance’ and ‘uncertainty avoid-
ance’ who consider coaching useful when 
coaches provide ‘answers’ and clear direc-
tion vs asking questions that may evoke the 
client’s inner reflection and discovery? 

ICF #7: Direct communication
See Figure 5. Communication involves people 
expressing themselves, which in cultural 
terms can range from direct communication 
(i.e. preference for using precise, explicit 
language to state needs, or wants – which 
aligns with ‘low context,’ i.e. the meaning is 
in the ‘message’); to indirect communication 
(i.e. circular approach, emphasising protec-
tion of public honor – aligns with ‘high 
context – meaning resides ‘outside’ of the 
verbal message and is linked to the situation, 
including prior experience or reputation). 
It seems important that the word ‘direct’ 
characterises preferred ‘communication’ in 
defining this competency. The composite 
cultural profile indicates all five indicators 
comprising this competency are activated, 
i.e. above 80 and far to left of 50 (midpoint, 
indicating balanced cultural orientation). 
Collectively, direct communication is 
defined by strong individualistic behavioral 
patterns, high regard for authority, emphasis 

Figure 3: ICF Competency #5 and Activated Cultural Dimensions.
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on predictability, and outcome-focus. Direc-
tionality suggests that coaches enacting this 
competency:

a.	 use clear, concise and direct language 
when requesting and providing feedback;

b.	 ‘reframe’ the essence of what clients 
experience to broaden perspective;

c.	 confidently state coaching objec-
tives, session agenda, and/or intent of 
suggested approaches, with focus on 
client as individual (vs the group); and

d.	 increase clarity by focusing on outcomes 
and success indicators. 

The profile’s directionality implies that, if 
the coach establishes a personal connection, 
as reflected in the ‘right’ orientation of the 
competency trust and intimacy, he/she will 
have effectively ‘earned-the-right’ for direct 
communication. It is less clear how coaches 
might adapt when interacting with clients 
with strong preferences for indirect modes of 
communication – Should he/she use discre-
tion in voicing goals vs stating them explic-
itly; or strive to understand self in context of 
others, tradition, and obligation? Indicators 
for this competency show alignment of only 
one (‘e’ –use of ‘metaphor’ and ‘analogy’) 
with indirect forms of communication. 

ICF #8: Creating awareness 
See Figure 6. The composite cultural profile 
indicates four of five dimensions (all except 
‘Time’) are activated by nine indicators 
comprising this competency. Directionality 
suggests that coaches, enacting this compe-
tency in service of facilitating learning and 
results with clients, would be inclined to: 
a.	 help clients discover interrelated factors 

that affect identity and related behavior 
(i.e. score of ‘33’ reflects moderate 
collectivistic orientation);

b.	 facilitate client learning through partici-
pative stance that treats client as equal 
(i.e. reflected in score of ‘21’ on the 
right-side of power distance continuum); 
and

c.	 maintain balance between complexity/
ambiguity and certainty-seeking while 
evaluating multiple sources of informa-
tion (i.e. score of ‘56’ shows slight orien-
tation toward need for certainty); and

d.	 balance attention between quality of 
learning space created with client and 
results fulfillment (i.e. score of ‘50’ 
suggests balanced orientation between 
relational and achievement aspects of 
interaction).

Figure 4: ICF Competency #6 and Activated Cultural Dimensions.
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There was moderate-high consistency 
between the summary definition and 
supporting operational competency indica-
tors in one of five cultural dimensions (i.e. 
‘uncertainty avoidance’); and lower consist-
ency for other three cultural dimensions 
(i.e. ‘individualism,’ ‘power distance,’ and 
‘masculinity’). How might this composite 
score affect adjustment of the coach’s cultural 
orientation vis-à-vis this competency? For 
instance, how might limited self-social aware-

ness influence the coach’s scope of aware-
ness or how he/she interprets what clients 
need or want to achieve agreed-upon results? 

Discussion
We conclude by summarising observations 
and related implications. First, consistent with 
competency modeling research, our results 
show inter-rater reliability was highest where 
both competency definitions and cultural 
descriptions were conceptually clear – 

Figure 5: ICF Competency #7 and Activated Cultural Dimensions.

Figure 6: ICF Competency #8 and Activated Cultural Dimensions.
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implying that a framework for understanding 
cultural dynamics is foundational for devel-
oping coach cultural competence. Adapting 
coaching competency models (and related 
credentialing processes) for increased cultural 
sensitivity requires meeting rigorous psycho-
metric properties of validity (i.e. construct, 
discriminant, and criterion-related) and reli-
ability – both contribute conceptual clarity 
and utility (i.e. credibility).

Figure 7 – the composite cultural profile 
of six ICF competencies included in this 
analysis – is an artifact of collective cultural 
assumptions embedded in the ICF compe-
tency model. Table 5 lists specific competen-
cies that influenced overall directionality of 
each cultural sub-dimension. Our analysis 

shows that directionality shifts depending 
on behavioral indicators associated with 
each competency – suggesting the applica-
tion of cultural competence in coaching is 
both dynamic and complex. Membership 
in multiple identity groups means several 
layers of mental programming, and corre-
spondingly different levels of culture (e.g. 
national, regional, ethnic and/or religious, 
gender, generational, social class, profes-
sion), are activated simultaneously.

Implications include:
	■ coaches might complete the CWQ (or 

related measure) to increase awareness 
of cultural programming and consider 
implications for applying ICF compe-
tencies to explicitly attend to cultural 

Figure 7: Composite Profile: ICF Competencies and Hofstede’s Five Cultural Dimensions.

Sub-dimension  ICF Competencies 

Moderate preference for 
individualism 

Coaching presence, questioning, direct communication & creating 
awareness

Moderate participative 
orientation 

Trust and intimacy, coaching presence, active listening, powerful 
questioning, direct communication, creating awareness

Low need for certainty Powerful questioning, direct communication, creating awareness

Low femininity orientation Trust and intimacy, coaching presence, active listening, powerful 
questioning, direct communication, creating awareness

Low short-term preference Trust and intimacy, active listening, power questioning

Table 5: Cultural Dimension and ICF Competencies.
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dynamics during coaching engagements; 
	■ the ICF could commission research with 

a global sample to better understand 
interplay between modes of cultural 
programming and coaching competen-
cies; and 

	■ researchers could: (1) replicate this study; 
and (2) conduct additional studies (using 
CWQ and interview data) with global 
samples of matched-coach-client-pairs to 
extend preliminary findings.

Conclusions
Finally, while this study’s cultural profiles 
may not be exact, Hofstede’s cultural dimen-
sions are likely embedded in both definitions 
and indicators of the six ICF competen-
cies – which raises questions about whether 
cultural competence should be separately 
added or embedded into existing competen-
cies. We recommend:

	■ embedding cultural competence in 
existing competencies given: (a) cultural 
assumptions already appear in existing 
models; (b) doing so could enhance 
cultural sensitivity by making existing 
competencies less ethnocentrically 
grounded and more ethno-relatively 
oriented; (c) this approach requires 
reexamining competencies and ensuring 
related indicators reflect the full range of 
each cultural dimension; 

	■ identifying clear foundational capabili-
ties needed to develop cultural compe-
tence and disseminating guidelines to 
coach training/education providers to: 
(a) assess cultural self-awareness and 
capability; (b) establish cultural knowl-

edge base; (c) build skills to communi-
cate, listen and coach cross-culturally.

This last set of recommendations requires 
cultural courage. Doing so activates 
‘cultural guards,’ who have created, and/
or benefit from, existing competency model 
and credentialing systems. Yet – given the 
relevance of developing coach cultural 
competence for today’s global diversity – we 
contend it is less a question of ‘if,’ but rather 
‘when and how.’ 

We live in an increasingly global world, 
and also one in which there is greater aware-
ness, sensitivity and social equity orientation 
in face of exploitation, racism and other 
forms of inhumane treatment of other 
people. Coaching is a profession that is built 
on respect for the people we coach and 
a value of supporting their empowerment 
and growth. Cultural sensitivity and deep 
respect for one another’s cultures is key to 
those aims and values.
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Appendix A.
ICF Core Coaching Competency Definitions 
and Definitions of Hofstede’s 5 Cultural 
Dimensions Coding Matrix 

The results from our first round of 
coding are presented in the table below. 
During this first round of coding, the three 
evaluators independently compared the defi-
nition of each of the six selected ICF core 
competencies identified for this analysis, 
with the definitions of each of Hofstede’s 5 
cultural dimensions. For the six competen-
cies, each author: (1) reviewed the content 
from the two sources to first determine if 
there was a degree of alignment between 
the competency definition and each cultural 
dimension; and (2) recorded their ‘judg-
ment’ in a matrix similar to the table below, 
then emailed the completed matrix to each 

other. Then they engaged in an inter-rater 
reliability discussion to determine the level 
of agreement resulting from dependently 
coding the two constructs at the definitional 
level of analysis. The result below show the 
level of agreement ranged from 66 percent 
(or two of three) to 100 percent (or three 
of three).  

Hofstede’s five cultural dimension are 
positioned along a continuum with the label 
of for each dimension on the left of the scale 
(or 100) and its opposite on the right end 
of the scale (or 0); with 50 representing the 
middle of the continuum. For example 100 
on the Individualism scale would suggest 
a high preference for that orientation and 
a low preference for its opposite collectivism; 
whereas 50 on that same continuum would 
suggest a moderate preference for both. 
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Appendix B.

ICF Core Coaching Competencies and 
Hofstede’s 5 Cultural Dimensions Coding 
Matrix 
The results from two additional rounds of 
coding and analysis are presented on the 
following pages. Here two of the three 
authors used the coding matrix on the 
following pages to independently docu-
ment their assessment of levels of alignment 
between indicators for each ICF competency 
and each of Hofstede’s 5 cultural dimen-
sions. For this round of coding, each rater 
used the indicators provided for the two 
sub-dimensions related to Hofstede’s 5 
cultural dimensions (found in the technical 
manual for a measure of Hofstede’s cultural 
dimensions), resulting in a more refined 
level of coding and analysis. In each cell of 
the matrix, the raters noted their observa-
tions to support the judgment made during 
this round of independent coding. 

The results from their independent coding 
were combined into a single matrix to inform 
the second inter-rater reliability discussion. 
This discussion was facilitated by the third 
author, the most experienced researcher of 
the three to help guide the interpretation of 

results emerging from this second round of 
analysis work. During this conversion, areas 
of absolute agreement where discussed and 
confirmed first. Note each rater’s results were 
colour coded and the initial level of agree-
ment at the ‘description’ level is indicated 
by the ‘dark green shading,’ yet adjustments 
to the level of agreement that resulted from 
the facilitated discussion is indicated by the 
‘lighter green shading.’ Realising a higher 
level of conceptual clarity at the description 
level for each dimension and related coaching 
competency provided a stronger foundation 
for reaching informed agreement at the indi-
cator level of each ICF competency. 

The data in the following tables reflect: 
(a) the level of agreement between the 
two raters during this analysis task; and (b) 
the level of agreement resulting from the 
facilitated inter-rater reliability discussion, 
including interpretative input from the senior 
researcher. The table for each of the select 
ICF competencies also ‘high-light’ interpreta-
tive data used for select cultural dimensions 
more strongly ‘activated’ by various indica-
tors related to each of the ICF competen-
cies included in this analysis. These data 
matrixes informed the analysis presented in 
the ‘finding’ section of the paper. 

*Mosteo: Red
*Maltbia: Blue
*Areas of Agreement: GREEN

*100% Agreement 1st round
*100% Agreement 2nd round
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Appendix C

ICF Core Coaching Competencies and Hofstede’s 5 Cultural Dimensions Coding – Composite 
Matrix
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Coaching vulnerable youths for positive 
change: A coaching relationship model 
for promoting adolescent interpersonal 
relationships with trusted adults
Rachid Choaibi & Tim Lomas

Objective: Despite the growing research in Coaching Psychology, there is little literature on the psychology 
of coaching adolescents within community settings. This study aimed to explore youth work practitioner 
experiences to gain insights into how vulnerable adolescents are supported in their emotional wellbeing 
within the domain of Coaching Psychology. 
Methods: The study explored, through semi-structured interviews with 13 qualified youth practitioners how 
emotional wellbeing may be promoted in adolescents within existing positive development and Coaching 
Psychology theoretical frameworks.
Results: The findings, using Grounded Theory methods presents a Holding-Containing-Attunement Coaching 
Model that conceptualises the coaching relationship processes for promoting an authentic, communicative 
environment to enhance adolescent interpersonal relationships with trusted adults. The emotions-focused 
model informs a coaching relationship framework based on the environment provided by participants 
(holding), their way of being (containing) and perceived emotions-related outcomes (attunement). 
Discussion: The Model forms the basis of a framework for promoting emotional wellbeing in adolescents 
and an emerging Emotional Attunement theory on the coaching relationship that can be further researched 
and used to coach positive adolescent development. 
Conclusions: The findings of this study go some way to addressing the gap in current adolescent coaching 
research, and provides valuable insights into the understudied area of Coaching Psychology within 
community settings. The Holding-Containing-Attunement Model and Emotional Attunement theory makes 
a significant contribution to the discussion on the need for a dedicated theory on the coaching relationship. 
Keywords: emotional wellbeing; adolescence; Coaching Psychology; positive youth development; Grounded 
Theory; Emotional Attunement theory.

Introduction

IT IS RECOGNISED that socially compe-
tent adolescents who can understand and 
regulate their emotions have improved 

mental health, enhanced life chances and 
achieve higher academic success (Weare 
& Gray, 2003) due to Emotional Wellbeing 
positively impacting on adolescent motiva-
tion, self-esteem and behaviour (Coughlan, 
2010). This study explores how youth 
work practitioners in community settings 
promote emotional wellbeing in adoles-
cents, and examines their approaches 

and experiences in relation to researched 
emotional wellbeing and coaching theo-
retical frameworks. The study identi-
fies approaches used by qualified youth 
workers to encourage emotional wellbeing; 
including emotional, behavioural, social 
and cognitive attributes (DCSF, 2009). In 
doing so, this study asks the two questions; 
what are the experiences and realities of 
youth work practitioners in promoting 
emotional wellbeing. Secondly, how do 
their delivery models relate to existing 
coaching psychological theories.
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The study rests on the premise that 
supportive adults can empower young 
people to build a range of internal and 
external socio-emotional regulatory skills 
that promote prosocial behaviour, and 
emotional and psychological wellbeing 
(Rose et al., 2015). Bowers and colleagues 
(2012) found that non-parental adults, such 
as youth work practitioners are influential 
contributors in the development of positive 
traits and behaviours in adolescents. Bandu-
ra’s (1997) study showed that developmental 
antecedents of self-efficacy; a learned trait 
defined as ‘people’s beliefs in their capabili-
ties to produce desired effects by their own 
actions’ (p.vii), include verbal persuasion by 
influential, trusted and expert other people. 
Lopez et al. (2019) claim that self-efficacy 
highlights the important role powerful 
figures such as parents and teachers, and 
arguably youth work practitioners can have 
on adolescent personal development and 
emotional wellbeing. There is evidence that 
high self-efficacy in such powerful figures 
can endorse similar levels of the trait in 
young people. Yet there are very few studies 
that research promoting self-efficacy and its 
role in promoting emotional wellbeing in 
adolescents beyond parents and teachers. 

Whilst there is existing literature on 
validated youth work programmes, mostly 
in schools with middle class, white adoles-
cents, there is scarce research on the role 
and experiences of youth work practitioners 
working with more vulnerable youth from 
lower socio-economic and minority ethnic 
backgrounds within community settings. No 
grounded theory studies were found that 
explore the experiences of youth workers to 
gain insights into their realities in the domain 
of Coaching Psychology and emotional 
wellbeing. This research study uses existing 
psychological theoretical frameworks to define 
and explore participants’ views on emotional 
wellbeing, although there were inevitably 
orientations to other related concepts of 
psychological and social wellbeing. 

Positive youth development
Most psychology research on adolescence 
focuses on the problems of youth and how 
they can be fixed (Lerner et al., 2013), 
although more recent research in North 
America and Australia (Lerner et al., 2013) 
has focused on positive youth development 
in schools (Rashid et al., 2018). Positive youth 
development advocates demonstrate that the 
focus on addressing problems young people 
face has overshadowed attempts to under-
stand and promote positive growth (Lerner 
et al., 2013). Positive youth developmentalists 
have used resilience and Positive Psychology 
findings to create youth programmes and 
activities that support the development of 
adolescents by helping them utilise their 
personal strengths and environmental assets 
(Lopez et al., 2019). Positive Psychology 
and Coaching Psychology in their applied 
form both draw on a shared body of theo-
ries and practice in relation to wellbeing and 
human flourishing, despite holding distinc-
tive features (Lomas, 2020).  Positive youth 
development adopts a youth work approach 
that views adolescents as having the potential 
to flourish through systematic change, and 
that their trajectories are not fixed (Lerner et 
al., 2013). Positive youth scholars have looked 
at the positive traits and outcomes of young 
people and adolescents and studied the natu-
rally occurring personal and environmental 
resources that support young people to cope 
and overcome life’s challenges (Lopez et 
al., 2019). There has been a lack, however, 
of studies exploring positive youth work in 
different social identity circles despite this 
being of high significance (Lopez et al., 
2019). It is conceivable that different popula-
tions and communities contain and provide 
different developmental assets. Sellers et al. 
(2006) found that strong ethnic identity in 
young people was related to positive charac-
teristics such as higher self-esteem. 

The Penn Resiliency Programme prepares 
adolescents to handle the daily stressors and 
challenges of life by fostering youth’s individual 
strengths in resilience related areas such as 
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emotional competence, self-control, problem 
solving, social competence, self-efficacy, and 
realistic optimism (Reivich & Shatt´e, 2002). 
The programme has been evaluated in nine 
studies when taught by teachers, counsel-
lors and clinicians (Parks & Schueller, 2014), 
but not community-based youth work practi-
tioners. The Positive Psychology Programme 
focuses on helping adolescents ‘develop an 
increased capacity for positive emotions, build 
close relationships, and engage in meaningful 
activities’ (Parks & Schueller, 2014, p.312). 
Specific approaches and programmes such 
as those described above are valuable in the 
emotional wellbeing domain, but Bundick 
(2011) found that even more general extra-
curricular activities typical of generic youth 
work in community settings can promote 
the emotional wellbeing of young people. 
Bundick demonstrated that community lead-
ership activities and volunteering opportuni-
ties promoted a sense of purpose in life and 
greater life satisfaction. 

The review of existing literature high-
lighted a lack of research on the roles and 
experiences of youth work practitioners in 
the field of promoting emotional wellbeing, 
particularly in informal, community settings. 
The present study therefore addressed this 
research gap by investigating approaches and 
experiences of youth practitioners, and the 
impact they may have on the emotional well-
being of adolescents. It investigates whether 
youth workers identify with emotional well-
being constructs defined below, and what 
approaches are used, regardless if the partici-
pants consciously promote it under a specific 
theoretical model or not.

Emotional wellbeing and coaching 
theoretical frameworks
Although there is no single agreed upon 
definition of emotional wellbeing, it is closely 
linked to social wellbeing, and broadly refers 
to the way one feels and thinks about them-
selves and others. emotional wellbeing is 
a multi-layered concept that involves indi-
vidual and social competencies. How indi-

viduals report on overall life satisfaction 
and happiness is often used for measuring 
emotional wellbeing (Freiler, 2008; Jeba & 
Premraj, 2017; Sabatier et al., 2017). Due 
to the multifaceted developmental stages of 
children and adolescence, the way in which 
their emotional wellbeing is portrayed in 
their feelings, thoughts, and behaviours 
is significant but differs across the ages, 
however no single measure of emotional well-
being can be accurately used for all adoles-
cents (Jeba & Premraj, 2017). psychological 
wellbeing is linked to emotional wellbeing. 
Ryff (1989) defined objective approaches 
to understanding psychological wellbeing, 
providing a framework for conceptualising 
positive functioning. Ryff (1989) includes 
six components of positive functioning that 
form her model of psychological wellbeing: 
self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in 
life, environmental mastery, autonomy, and 
positive relationships with others. Together 
with theories of subjective wellbeing; indi-
viduals’ self-appraisal of emotional wellbeing 
and happiness, objective measures of psycho-
logical wellbeing provide a more complete 
picture of mental health (Keyes, 2009). 

The theories of emotional intelligence 
and emotional resilience are closely linked 
to the promotion of emotional competence 
and emotional wellbeing, and underline 
many interventions used to promote adoles-
cent emotional wellbeing in schools and 
community settings (Sabatier et al., 2017). 
Concepts such as emotional intelligence, 
emotional literacy, emotional resilience and 
emotional regulation are today commonly 
used, not only by clinical professionals but by 
youth work practitioners in youth centres and 
community settings (Sabatier et al., 2017). 
Emotional competence is conceptualised as 
the social skill to recognise, interpret and 
respond positively to one’s owns emotions 
and others’ (Sabatier et al., 2017). Emotional 
intelligence is the self-perceived ability to 
assess and control emotions in one’s self and 
others (Mayer & Salovey, 1997). Emotional 
resilience refers to the aptitude to cope with 

Coaching vulnerable youths for positive change: A coaching relationship model
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adversity and to bounce back to normal 
functioning (Catalano et al., 2002), and can 
be promoted through emotional support. 
(Sabatier et al., 2017). 

It is this emotional support and protec-
tion of adolescence that this research study 
explores by investigating the experiences of 
youth work practitioners. Emotional resil-
ience research provides youth work practi-
tioners with what might help adolescents cope 
with life challenges, but it does not provide an 
exact method for the operation of resilience 
(Luthar et al., 2000).  Fostering resilience 
within youth work may be about promoting 
good adaptation (Lopez et al., 2019), however 
although researchers agree external adapta-
tion; meeting the social, cultural and educa-
tional needs of young people is a defining 
factor in resilience, academics disagree 
whether internal adaptation; positive psycho-
logical wellbeing is also necessary. This raises 
the important question of whether bouncing 
back is inevitably linked to emotional adapta-
tion (Lopez et al., 2019), and whether youth 
work practitioners can promote emotional 
toughness to prepare youths for challenges 
in the absence of adversity. Possibly the 
only universal truth about resilience is that 
a caring adult, such as a youth worker, coach 
or mentor can support a young person adapt 
to adulthood and society (Lopez et al., 2019). 
Of relevance to this study is Masten and 
colleagues’ (2009) list of protective factors 
for psychosocial resilience in youth, in which 
they suggest participation in prosocial organi-
sations, such as youth centres, is an impor-
tant factor in helping youths build emotional 
competencies. 

Coaching adolescents
Although non-adult coaching literature 
mainly focuses on raising educational attain-
ment in schools, two studies (Campbell & 
Gardner, 2005; Green et al., 2007), albeit 
with small sample sizes, have demonstrated 
that coaching can contribute to adolescents 
developing coping skills and mental resil-
ience, as well as the specific concepts of 

hardiness and hope. Importantly, Passmore 
and Brown (2009) in their multi-school site 
longitudinal study suggest that coaching, 
even when working on educational perfor-
mance can provide longer term benefits 
for adolescent personal development by 
equipping them with coping skills needed 
to manage times of stress through building 
resilience and hope, which in turn protects 
them during their transition to adult life 
and their eventual self-identity as an adult. 
Relevant to the present study of vulnerable 
youths in community settings, their paper 
further proposes that coaching young 
people, if targeted, can be influential in 
addressing inequality and reducing social 
disadvantage (Passmore & Brown, 2009).

Emotion Coaching, based on empathy 
and guidance is a relational and skills-based 
approach clinically observed to promote 
young people’s emotional self-regulation 
and social skills (Rose et al., 2015). Emotion 
coaching addresses emotional empathy, 
which involves recognising, classifying and 
validating an adolescent’s emotions, not 
behaviour, so to promote awareness of 
emotions (Rose et al., 2015). The emotion 
coaching approach encourages coaches to 
accept adolescent internal emotional states, 
therefore creating a context of responsive-
ness and security that supports young people 
to engage with positive solutions (Rose et 
al., 2015). Particularly relevant to youth 
work practitioners is the claim that emotion 
coaching provides professionals with 
a relational model to support their work and 
promotes empathic ways to manage behav-
iour and build resilience and confidence. 
The narrative provided by emotion coaching 
creates a communicative setting for adoles-
cent emotional experiences to be clearly 
and meaningfully processed within an inter-
personal adult-child dyad (Gottman et al., 
1997) emotion coaching, as is generic youth 
work, is built on the premise that learning 
and teaching are relational interactions and 
positive relationships play a major role in 
promoting happiness (Rose et al., 2015).
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Design 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 13 community-based youth practitioners 
with a UK National Vocational Qualification 
(NVQ) Level 2 Award in Youth Work Prac-
tice or above. Participants were recruited via 
emails sent to London local authority youth 
service departments and invitation messages 
using the LinkedIn professional networking 
site. A Grounded Theory strategy of seeking 
data, describing events, answering funda-
mental questions about experiences, and 
developing theoretical categories to under-
stand them was used. Data was analysed using 
Grounded Theory techniques; interviews 
were transcribed for substantive coding and 
theoretical coding purposes, and conceptual 
memoing used between data analysis and 
collection. Data analysis examined whether 
theoretical codes and connected concepts 
yielded hypotheses that explain the rela-
tionship between youth practitioners and 
emotional wellbeing.

Participants
A purposive sample of 13 qualified youth 
practitioners was recruited. Participants had 
at least an NVQ Level 2 youth work qualifica-
tion and worked in community settings with 
adolescents they viewed as being vulnerable 
or at risk, based on the pre-interview ques-
tionnaire. An NVQ Level 2 Award in Youth 
Work Practice is a standard UK accredited 

youth work qualification that embraces the 
National Occupational Standards for youth 
work. Although many youth work practi-
tioners are qualified up to a Master’s degree 
in Youth Work or Informal Education, the 
varying degrees of qualifications, experience 
and expertise between youth workers makes 
it challenging to study this group. To address 
this, a purposely sampled participant group 
ensured participants had comparable levels 
of capability so that the study gained insights 
from practitioners who would have likely 
reflected on their work and be confident 
in discussing their roles and experiences. 
Unqualified sessional youth workers and 
volunteers were excluded from this study, as 
were youth practitioners who had no experi-
ence in informal, non-statutory community 
settings. Therefore, Youth Offending Team 
officers, Pupil Referral Unit workers, and 
Social workers with no generic youth work 
experience were not included in the sample. 
As themes emerged in the study, further 
purposive sampling techniques were used 
to recruit participants from who had certain 
expertise or experience in a particular area 
such as coaching and/or mentoring.

Data collection
Ethical approval to collect data for this 
study was obtained from the University of 
East London Psychology Research Ethics 
Committee. Three participants were recruited 

Coaching vulnerable youths for positive change: A coaching relationship model

Participants

Gender Male: 10 (76.9%) Female 3 (23.1%)

Age 25-34yrs: 10 
(76.9%)

35-44yrs: 3 
(23.1%)

Ethnicity Caucasian: 3 
(23.1%)

Black & Ethnic 
Minority: 10 
(76.9%)

Qualifications PhD: 1 (7.7%) Masters: 2 
(15.4%)

Postgraduate 
Diplomas: 2 
(15.4%)

NVQ level 2/3: 8 
(61.5%)

Table A: Participant demographics.

Methods
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via an invitation email to two London local 
authority youth service departments, who 
were asked to share information on the 
proposed study with their qualified youth 
workers. Each email included a participant 
invitation letter, introducing each youth 
worker to the researcher, supervisor and 
study, and invited them to participate volun-
tarily. Those who agreed to participate in the 
study were then sent a Pre-Interview Ques-
tionnaire to gain demographic data, infor-
mation on accreditation and frameworks 
used in their field of work. A further 10 
participants were recruited using LinkedIn. 
Those who showed interest to a message like 
that emailed to local authorities, were asked 
for personal email addresses and the same 
recruitment procedure as above was used.

A semi-structured interview format was 
used with a pre-determined set of inter-
view questions during initial interviews.  
Questions initially explored youth work 
approaches before probing questions about 
how this may impact on how young people 
viewed their selves, others and their aspi-
rations. When participants were not so 
forthcoming about emotional wellbeing, 
I encouraged them to open up and reflect 
on when and how adolescents spoke about 
moods, emotions and behaviours, sometimes 
relating to my own experiences and showing 
an understanding of what interviewees were 
expressing. On completion of each interview, 
the participants were debriefed verbally and 
provided with a debrief letter. All interviews 
were held face-to-face or over Skype and 
recorded using a Dictaphone. The recorded 
information was then uploaded to the Temi 
online software for transcription. Each inter-
view was transcribed for coding purposes 
before conducting the next interview with 
a new participant.

Data analysis
A Grounded Theory approach was used 
to analyse the data, with the overarching 
objective throughout the coding being to 
explore and understand how participants 

promoted emotional wellbeing in adoles-
cents. I attempted to develop a grounded 
theory of the approaches and methods 
used by coding participant responses. Using 
Grounded Theory methods of conceptual 
memoing; moving forward and backwards 
between data analysis and collection was 
adhered to in this study. Two types of coding 
were used to analyse data; substantive coding 
and theoretical coding. During the initial 
four interviews, substantive coding took 
place; a line by line analysis of the data 
using open coding practices allowed for the 
emergence of core categories and concepts 
(Charmaz, 2014). Using the emergence of 
these categories and concepts to catego-
rise tentative themes meant they could be 
explored during later interviews with refined 
questions and areas of enquiry. Codes that 
were not used often or were subsumed by 
other codes were deleted. 

The analysis gradually shifted away 
from a descriptive stance and towards 
a conceptualisation and emergence of core 
data categories that eventually produced 
delimiting data collection and coding to 
core concepts (Charmaz, 2014). During the 
process of conceptual memoing and data 
analysis, data sets were constantly compared to 
capture the study’s ideation of the emerging 
theory. Via the constant comparison of data 
sets and indicators found in the data, axial 
coding explored the core properties and 
dimensions of given codes were produced 
and eventually yielded the interchangeability 
of indicators (Bryant & Charmaz, 2011). 
When the interchangeability of indicators 
had been reached at the 12th interview, this 
indicated that theoretical saturation had been 
achieved, and that no fresh dimensions from 
the data were likely to emerge (Charmaz, 
2014). One further interview was conducted 
to ensure this was the case. Broad and deep 
coverage of developing categories made for 
relative accuracy and theoretical credibility 
of analysis (Charmaz, 2014). The analysis 
of the data in the next section explains the 
experiences of youth workers and forms the 
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foundation of an emerging theory on how 
they promote emotional wellbeing.

Ethics
Ethics approval for this study was granted by 
the School of Psychology at the University 
of East London. Full ethical considerations 
were taken throughout the research to mini-
mise risks and protect the anonymity, confi-
dentiality and privacy of both participants 
and the young people they support. Rele-
vant documents used in this study to ensure 
ethical practice are included in the Appen-
dices section. Data collection involved partic-
ipants discussing their past work with young 
people and other adults, which revealed rela-
tively sensitive yet anonymous information.  
Where, participants named their organisa-
tion or other information that may identify 
them, this was omitted from transcriptions. 
The participant invitation letter, presenting 
a clear description of the study’s aims and 
any potential risks provided sufficient time 
for participants to consider the implications 
of them participating. 

Since only qualified youth workers took 
part in the study, risks of managing chal-
lenging material or sensitive topics was 
reduced as participants were familiar with 
discussing such topics during feedback and 
supervision sessions with senior staff.  None-
theless, during and post interviews, partic-
ipants were encouraged to speak to their 
supervisor, senior member of staff, or the 
research supervisor of this study if for any 
reason they found anything unmanageable or 
disturbing. This was explained in the debrief 
letter, the invitation letter and consent form. 
Participants were fully advised on their right 
to withdraw from the research at any point 
up until a specified date. They were made 
aware that their choice to withdraw any data 
– whether it be partial excerpts or the whole 
interview – did not have to be justified in any 
way and would not disadvantage them. All 
participants were given a unique participant 
number attached to their data to protect 
their anonymity and allow for their data to 

be withdrawn if necessary. The researcher 
was the only person to know names of partici-
pants but did not use this information for 
any purpose beyond the that of this study as 
agreed with participants. All audio files of 
interviews were stored securely on a password 
protected system that only the researcher 
could access during the transcribing stage 
before deleting them. All transcribed data 
has been stored digitally for up to four years 
on a password protected system, as explained 
to all participants in the invitation letter, 
consent form and debrief letter.

Reflexivity
The epistemological framework of the 
research followed a constructivist approach 
that both theorises the interpretive approach 
of youth work practitioners and acknowledges 
that resulting theories are an interpretation. 
In doing so, this study recognises the research-
er’s subjectivity and reflexivity; the research 
was conducted under pre-existing conditions 
and partially influenced by my views, perspec-
tives, and own past experiences. Although 
within constructivist Grounded Theory 
research a reflexive stance is often explic-
itly recommended (Smith et al., 2009), as 
a previous youth practitioner with close inter-
ests in the studied phenomena, I consistently 
considered my views may be affecting the 
development of theory and to ensure meth-
odological rigour. I acknowledge that my 
insider perspective may have produced an etic 
perspective, in that I was not totally detached 
from the data and that this may shape some 
content. I shared examples and experiences 
of my youth work practice, such as challenges 
of getting young people to express emotions 
during interviews to encourage participants to 
relate to myself and the research topic being 
explored, allowing for more reflection and 
richer data. This emic standpoint meant my 
subjectivity may have provided deeper means 
of viewing, engaging, and interrogating data 
to generate unique interpretations of a tacit 
phenomenon (Charmaz, 2014). 

Coaching vulnerable youths for positive change: A coaching relationship model
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Results
The interviews produced 173 pages of tran-
scripts. The open coding stage of analysis 
resulted in 344 initial codes, 113 of which 
were related to emotional wellbeing. These 
codes were further classified through axial 
coding, which produced 23 codes used in 
this study. Further selective coding created 
a rational classification of codes into 11 axial 
categories. These categories were arranged 
into seven thematic categories and resulted 
in three theoretical categories that formed 
this study’s model and emerging grounded 
theory of promoting emotional wellbeing 
through a coaching relationship.

Only few of the research participants 
declared their primary role to be promoting 
emotional wellbeing, but all interviewees 
reflected that managing emotions was of 
paramount importance, once probed. Inter-
viewees highlighted that it was a complex 
issue that was not easy to promote, and very 
few had training to do so. Several partici-
pants stressed that emotional wellbeing was 
a prominent and current ‘buzz word’ or 
‘current agenda’ and meant different things 
to different people. The themes below were 
consistently described when managing 
emotions and promoting wellbeing.

Safe space and trusted adult
Many participants stated the most important 
aspect of their work was providing a safe space 
where young people could be with a trusted 
adult and share their concerns. Providing 

authentic, albeit often informal conversations 
was frequently specified as the most used and 
natural method to support adolescent chal-
lenges and promote emotional wellbeing.
Participant 1:

We provide an environment which is a safe 
space for listening… youths are more willing 
to talk to us due to building trust and (us) not 
seen as statutory workers. 

Most youth practitioners were conscious that 
most of the adolescents they worked with did 
not have other trusted adults or safe places 
to talk about their emotions other than with 
them or their colleagues. 
Participant 6:

Many of these young people don’t have adults 
at home or school they can open up to and 
discuss their real emotions. We build trusting 
relationships by being transparent and open, 
keeping everything confidential and consist-
ently being there for them.

The notion of trust was a key factor in 
creating a place adolescent felt safe and 
could speak about emotions, although it was 
highlighted that trust wasn’t always easy to 
build or maintain.
Participant 2:

Some of these kids are troubled, and they take 
a long time to trust you, you have to be 
consistent.

Rachid Choaibi & Tim Lomas

Thematic theme Participant number 

Safe space 1, 6, 13

Trusted adult 2, 6, 11

Authentic relationship 3, 5

Active listening 8, 9, 12

Meaningful conversations 4, 7

Reflection 10, 13

Positive choices 1, 9

Table 1: Themes.
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Participant 13: 

You can easily break that trust in their eyes 
if you don’t constantly open up a space their 
conformable in.

Many practitioners were conscious that for 
most adolescents they were the only adult 
they could trust and talk to about emotions, 
despite feeling young people generally 
found it difficult to talk about them.
Participant 11:

They want to have better emotional wellbeing 
but they find it difficult to deal with this. 
I have to find indirect ways to help them 
manage emotions.

Authentic relationship
Participant 3 stated that holding youths in 
positive regard was essential to effective work 
with adolescents, and that he often shared 
with them the value he was also receiving from 
talking to them. Authentic relationships were 
often created via a role modelling, mentoring 
and coaching approach. Creating trust and 
rapport by demonstrating empathy and 
sharing their own mistakes and journey into 
adulthood through meaningful conversations 
was often used to gain young people’s trust 
and build authentic relationships.
Participant 5:

I often relate my own teenage struggles to 
demonstrate empathy and understanding. 
This creates an authentic two-way relationship 
where I can model to young people what they 
may be able to do, but also create an authen-
ticity for connection.

Participant 3 spoke about reflecting on their 
own transition to adulthood and their own 
emotions when creating authentic relation-
ships because young people saw them as role 
models and mimicked their responses and 
coping mechanisms to challenges. Impor-
tantly, participants were aware that they had 
to be authentic about their own emotions to 

effectively manage youth’s emotional well-
being.
Participant 3:

I think something that is missed a lot is actu-
ally the wellbeing of youth workers…the well-
being of staff to be able to promote wellbeing…
healthy youth workers results in healthy young 
people, as they feed off our energy. 

Active listening and meaningful 
conversations 
Listening using coaching techniques rather 
than leading by example was used to assess 
the needs of adolescents; factors around their 
peers, family, school and community were 
described as dynamics that were explored 
during conversations and active listening. 
Probing questions allowed young people to 
reflect on their position in society. Partici-
pant 8 said, ‘promoting wellbeing is all about 
listening carefully and actively to young 
people through meaningful conversations’. 
Participant 9:

Listening is the key ingredient. Sometimes you 
have to read between the lines and probe skil-
fully- this opens up emotions.

Participant 12:

It’s easy to get caught up in the traditional role 
model youth worker mode and give answers, 
but often just really listening to their needs is 
vital.

Key to meaningful conversations was the 
social interaction with adults, learning expe-
riences and social wellbeing gained by inter-
acting positively with adults. It was evident 
that many activities used regularly, such 
as residential trips, play and sports often 
involved authentic conversations, active 
listening, and story-telling, which allowed 
practitioners to work closely with adolescents 
and address their emotional needs. 

Coaching vulnerable youths for positive change: A coaching relationship model
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Participant 4:

Going on residential trips with young people 
allows us to have real, authentic conversa-
tions to ascertain articulation, confidence, 
self-esteem, and independence.

Reflection 
Youth practitioners’ role in helping with 
managing conflict, stress, anxiety, anger, 
risky behaviour, and relationship issues 
featured prominently in the data collected. 
Youth practitioners often got adolescents 
to acknowledge and ‘voice their emotions’, 
particularly the notion of happiness and to 
reflect on this to create solutions and goals. 

Participant 10 used ‘non-intrusive 
Solution-Focused Brief Therapy’ to address 
the meaning adolescents gave to events and 
to ‘drive positive affirmations’. Story telling 
was also used by him to share his own adoles-
cent journey:
Participant 10:

Stories of suffering are important because rela-
tionships are a two-way thing and you can’t be 
a true professional without being authentic 
and consciously sharing ‘I am human like 
you’. I help them get away from inhibitions 
and make new discoveries… giving them credit 
for coming up with the answers.

Participant 13 stated practitioners often dealt 
with anger by addressing anger, rather than 
getting young people to ‘reflect on what they 
can have, like happiness’. Adolescents, it was 
noted, grasped the concept of happiness 
far more easily than other more complex 
notions, and he often addressed happiness 
when asking questions and story-telling to 
reframe perceptions of happiness. He used 
questions such as; ‘What would make you 
happy now?’ and ‘How would being happy 
feel like?’ 

Importantly, youth workers perceived 
themselves to be adopting a mentoring and 
role model approach because they felt that 

young people benefited most when youth 
practitioners shared their own mistakes, and 
young people learnt from them by reflecting 
and imitating their coping strategies. Partici-
pants claimed to use mentoring to aid reflec-
tion with all age groups but expressed its 
effectiveness with younger adolescents who 
had less life experiences and needed more 
guidance. 
Participant 13:

Nothing works better than a combination of 
informal education mentoring and coaching 
(for reflection)… the problem with coaching 
younger people is there’s less life experience. 
Coaching is very specific, it’s led by the client…
and many young people cannot lead. I think 
the mentoring and role model element is just 
super important because we’ve been there, 
you’ve got a bit more knowledge and walked 
that (adolescent) path. 

Positive choices
All participants predominantly saw their over-
arching role as one that facilitated positive 
ideas, positive attitudes, and positive choices 
in adolescents. A key role highlighted by most 
participants was helping young people to 
overcome challenges and barriers to promote 
better informed choices, decision-making 
and ultimately positive lifestyles. 

Participant 1, who had a youth work qual-
ification and Integrative Counselling degree 
referred to herself as an ‘integrative thera-
pist’ in her work within youth centres. 
Participant 1:

I use counselling and coaching with young 
people to assess factors impacting on emotional 
wellbeing, and to help them forward through 
goals focused coaching… I change unwanted 
habits.

‘Positive engagement’, ‘positive activities’ 
and ‘positive experiences’ (participant 9) 
were also concepts viewed as significant 
elements of informal education. Community 
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participation and volunteering were often 
cited as being effective ways to promote 
adolescent autonomy, self-esteem, assertive-
ness and sense of identity. These constructs 
were named as being important for future 
emotional wellbeing in adult life. Partici-
pant 9 stated that ‘we can’t talk about values 
without identity… those who nurture chil-
dren can instil values that aren’t productive’. 

Many participants used a coaching, 
goal-setting approach to ‘break things down 
to sizeable action plans’ (participant 1). 
Youth workers believed promoting positive 
choices in particularly older teenagers some-
times required a directive approach that was 
led by young people and focused on their 
aspirations. Again, active listening was often 
cited as an important method to identify the 
needs and ambitions of adolescents. Ques-
tions using scales to determine emotional 
wellbeing needs were highlighted by partici-
pants 1 and 9 to identify needs and obsta-
cles, facilitate reflection and to create goals 
and action plans, what many participants 
referred to as ‘positive choices.’ 

Discussion
Figure 1 above captures the results 
of his study in the form of a three-stage 
holding-containing-attunement model 
that represents a new framework for youth 
coaching. Results of the study established 
how being a trusted adult in a safe, holding 
and containing environment allowed for 
emotional attunement between adolescents 
and practitioners to be conceptualised under 
the constructs of ‘holding’, ‘containing’ and 
‘attunement’. The emotions-focused model 
informs a coaching relationship framework 
based on the environment provided by 
participants (holding), their way of being 
(containing) and perceived emotions-related 
outcomes (attunement). 

When comparing the participants’ 
approaches and processes it was evident that 
youth practitioners used directive, mentoring 
and role-modelling techniques to create the 
holding environment, and Solution-Focused 
coaching approaches in the containing 
stage of preserving the holding relationship. 
Grounded in cognitive-behavioural theory, 
solution-focused cognitive-behavioural 

Figure 1: Holding-Containing-Attunement Model.
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coaching techniques are the most validated 
in coaching literature, and used to build 
personal strengths, as well as define and 
achieve practical solutions to problems (Grant 
& Atad, 2021). Participants in this study also 
alluded to a similar approach to facilitating 
adolescent goal attainment by helping them 
appreciate the mutual relationships between 
the world around them and their thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviour before organising 
them in new ways to support change and goal 
attainment (Grant et al., 2010).

Findings further demonstrated that the 
final emotional attunement phase, where 
the practitioner-adolescent relationship was 
at a greater emotional state of consciousness, 
involved increased coaching psychology 
methods to aid reflection, set goals, and 
promote positive choices – a process that can 
be described as promoting self-efficacy or 
confidence in one’s own abilities. Bandura 
(1997) demonstrated that developmental 
antecedents of self-efficacy can be enhanced 
through verbal persuasion by influential, 
trusted and expert other people. Grant and 
Atad (2021) found that participants involved 
in Coaching Psychology exercises experi-
enced additional benefits in self-insight, goal 
attainment, solution-focused thinking, and 
psychological wellbeing. Similar processes 
may have been in play in the findings of 
this study, in that these positive outcomes 
in adolescents may be attributable to the 
collaborative, action-oriented coaching rela-
tionship between youth workers and clients. 
An influential tenet of the coaching relation-
ship and its processes is the ability to foster 
goal-focused self-regulation to improve 
personal agency (Grant & Atad, 2021). 

The findings of the present study also 
found that a consistent containing provi-
sion of youth work based on authentic rela-
tionships produced attunement between 
practitioner and client that promotes deep 
reflection, appreciation of adolescent 
emotions, and leads to positive life choices. It 
may be argued that this coaching approach 
to youth work provision is significant in 
promoting the emotional wellbeing of young 

people. Harris (2011) states; ‘the capacity 
for empathy and attunement occurs in the 
context of a reliably attached relationship 
within which the child feels protected…. in 
a setting where the safely attached relation-
ship is itself safely held so that emotions and 
feelings can be effectively contained’ (p.96). 

Holding
The holding environment here refers to the 
psychological safety provided by practitioners. 
It was only when this was established and 
maintained that the foundations were laid 
for the containing process that fosters an 
authentic relationship. Our findings relate 
to the safe holding space described by 
Pearson and Wilson (2012), who define an 
effectual ‘holding space’ as a setting where 
a practitioner: ‘feels integrated, cohesive and 
effective, and a client experiences an inte-
grating space that is comforting, and devoid 
of reminders of emotional turmoil.’ (p.12). 
Although the scope of this study meant it 
did not determine whether emotional well-
being was promoted, its findings demonstrate 
a concerted effort by youth practitioners to 
create and maintain an authentic, trusting 
relationship that provides psychological safety 
and secure attachments that can positively 
address emotions. Positive social learning 
often occurs best in reliable, trusting environ-
ments where adolescents feel protected and 
safe from harm and psychological distress 
(Harris, 2011). Secure attachments often 
provide attuned, empathic relationships 
with adults, resulting in emotionally healthy 
adolescents who can empathise with feelings 
of others (Gerhardt, 2004; Schore, 2009). 

Containing
This study found youth workers encourage 
emotional wellbeing by promoting personal 
and social development that contains and 
protects the trust created within a safe space. 
Exploring the concept of meaningful rela-
tionships and conversations allowed for the 
themes of active listening, having positive 
regard and goal-setting based on individual 
emotional needs to emerge in this study. 
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Building relationships through this process 
may be essential to maintaining trust and the 
ability to promote emotional regulation and 
resilience. As found in the earlier literature 
review, researchers have defined emotional 
regulation as the ability to increase and 
reduce emotions as necessary (Sabatier et 
al., 2017). Participants in this study provided 
meaningful conversations that helped 
adolescents to think positively (cognitive 
resilience), assert control over their behav-
iour, such as anger, and received emotional 
support- the three stages researchers have 
found to promote emotional resilience 
(Sabatier et al., 2017).

Our findings show that youth practi-
tioners built and maintain authentic rela-
tionships in a way that relates to theories and 
models of Coaching Psychology, despite many 
participants alluding to a role-modelling and 
goal-setting, mentoring approach. Coaching 
Psychologists often provide authentic feed-
back within a supportive and facilitative envi-
ronment in a way that is potential-guided, 
in that it recognises failures but focuses on 
future achievement (Linley & Harrington, 
2006). Youth work delivery in this study 
often followed a similar transformational 
coaching approach to provide positive activi-
ties and reflection. Participants cited that 
they often addressed negative emotions 
and moods such as anger to encourage 
young people to reflect and reframe nega-
tive attitudes. Building trust and facili-
tating authentic conversations often meant 
helping adolescents find strength and resil-
ience from negative life events. Using active 
listening, probing questions and allowing 
young people to both relate to their needs 
and establish future goals for themselves is 
typical of a Positive Psychology Coaching 
approach that increases awareness in people 
about ways they look after their wellbeing 
and that of others by focusing on positive 
components such as strengths, optimism and 
motivation. (Biswas-Diener, 2020).

Youth practitioners, through a containing 
process may promote emotional wellbeing 
using meaningful conversations as a positive 

narrative reframing approach on current 
needs rather than fixing problems for a better 
future. Flynn et al.’s study (2018) found 
that an integrated coaching-counselling 
Personal Consultancy model of being heard, 
finding your balance, moving forward and 
supporting was effective in promoting posi-
tive emotional and cognitive-behavioural 
changes in young people. These changes 
were likely due to the goals-focused 
coaching techniques, and may indicate that 
an emotions-informed coaching approach 
found in this study may also enhance the 
sense of self-esteem, autonomy and inter-
personal relationships that promote imme-
diate emotional wellbeing (Fredrickson & 
Branigan, 2005). Results of this study did not 
find that youth workers had the theoretical 
knowledge or expertise in using Coaching 
Psychology techniques to promote emotional 
wellbeing, but this could be further explored 
in future research and encouraged in the 
youth work profession.

Attunement
Authentic relationships between partici-
pants and adolescents allowed for mean-
ingful conversations that encouraged deep 
practitioner-adolescent emotional attune-
ment and produced meaningful reflections 
on client emotions so they could make posi-
tive choices in their lives. Attunement is 
defined as an embodied experience that 
includes a psychological and emotional state 
of consciousness often accompanied with 
enhanced perception, appreciation and 
understanding (Maslow, 1964). Coaching 
Psychology studies have often presented 
a correlation of this therapeutic relation-
ship or working alliance with coaching 
outcomes, particularly affective and cogni-
tive coaching outcomes. (de Haan et al., 
2016; Graßmann, et al., 2020). Although 
most coaching research has assessed exec-
utive coaching in the work place, there 
are parallels with the interpersonal and 
contextual processes in play in our findings 
that formed practitioner-client emotional 
attunement. Sun et al. (2013) describe 
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this as the ‘real relationship’ based on 
an authentic experience of each other. It 
may be contended that the holding and 
containing processes found in this study 
resulted in youth worker-adolescent attune-
ment that further creates an environment 
for greater trust, positive regard and the 
basis to promote emotional wellbeing. 

Learning to navigate the complexi-
ties of teenage life through working with 
trusted, non-judgmental adults can invari-
ably promote autonomy, self-esteem, positive 
aspirations and attunement in adolescents 
(Eichas et al., 2017; Warren et al., 2016). 
This study did not evidence whether the 
process of holding-containing-attunement 
promoted emotional wellbeing or emotional 
regulation in adolescents, but it may be 
reasoned that providing positive experi-
ences, building self-esteem and autonomy 
through emotion-focused coaching inter-
ventions may result in attunement to their 
emotions and others (Coughlan, 2010), and 
that this may result in improved emotional 
wellbeing. Attunement formed the basis to 
develop the capacity to translate emotions 
into words so that they can be communi-
cated at sophisticated levels (Harris, 2011), 
and therefore would encourage adolescents 
to further talk about difficult emotions. This 
finding is particularly significant for future 
research in promoting adolescent emotional 
wellbeing because adolescents, as found in 
this study, may not naturally express difficult 
emotions but may do so with trusted adults in 
informal settings if attunement is nurtured 
and preserved. Further empirical knowledge 
is needed to establish a robust theory that 
advances the concept of emotional attune-
ment within a coaching relationship in 
promoting adolescent emotional wellbeing. 

Limitations
Many of the participants in the sample 
studied had specialist training and more 
likely to have a theoretical grasp of the 
concept of emotional wellbeing compared 
to other less qualified practitioners. Purpo-
sive sampling for this study is likely to have 

resulted in gaining data from those who 
have addressed emotional wellbeing and 
adequately express their experiences, there-
fore excluding the significant views of less 
qualified youth practitioners who are more 
representative of the profession (Hefferon 
et al., 2017). Participants of this study may 
have also been more likely to highlight posi-
tive aspects of their work and less willing to 
convey less positive features.

My own understanding of youth work and 
grounding in coaching psychology concepts 
may have prejudiced the way interviews 
were conducted and the probing questions 
used to illicit responses on the construct 
of emotional wellbeing. Nonetheless, this 
emic perspective and insider knowledge may 
have proved influential in encouraging the 
research participants to reflect on their work 
and rationale behind it, therefore extracting 
richer data than may have otherwise been 
the case. However, the environment, sample, 
and process used in this study were inher-
ently uncontrolled, meaning the study 
cannot be exactly replicated, nor the find-
ings generalizable (Hefferon et al., 2017). 

Recommendations for future research
The proposed Emotional Attunement 
Coaching Theory that promotes adolescent 
emotional wellbeing makes a significant 
contribution to the discussion on the need 
for a dedicated theory on the coaching rela-
tionship (Henderson & Palmer, 2021). The 
Model demonstrates that Positive Psychology 
Coaching approaches can play a major role 
in promoting adolescent happiness and 
thriving. This is an area that needs further 
research to validate the Model’s efficacy in 
promoting adolescent emotional wellbeing 
before being part of an established frame-
work within future youth work training and 
provision. The Model should be researched 
and tested using controlled trials and quan-
titative methods to test its efficacy in devel-
oping adolescent emotional wellbeing within 
youth work settings, and to further establish 
the Emotional Attunement Coaching Rela-
tionship theory.  
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If youth practitioners are to be compe-
tent in promoting emotional wellbeing, 
there is a need for evidence-based coaching 
models that are grounded in theory to 
be researched, validated and adopted in 
community settings. We claim that informal 
youth settings are ideal environments for 
validated Coaching Psychology and Positive 
Psychology interventions to be used. Youth 
work, as are Coaching Psychology methods 
is built on the premise that learning and 
teaching are relational interactions, and 
that positive relationships play a major role 
in promoting happiness and human flour-
ishing (Rose et al., 2015).

Conclusion
This study found that an emotions-focused 
Holding-Containing-Attunement Coaching 
Model using evidence-based coaching 
psychology methods is used as an opera-
tive model within youth work to provide 
an authentic communicative environment 
that can promote emotional wellbeing in 
adolescents. The study showed that youth 
workers consistently provide safe, holding 
and containing environments that foster 
authentic and meaningful relationships 
with adolescents, and that this plays a major 
function in supporting their emotions 
and encouraging adolescent self-efficacy, 
an under-researched domain in coaching 
psychology. The findings provide valuable 
insights from a specific population of prac-
titioners that can offer a contextualised 
understanding of promoting emotional 
wellbeing through coaching psychology in 
young people, as well as offering some expla-
nations that can inform coaching relation-
ship processes and theory. It is hoped the 
study can go some way to contributing to 
the applied practice and research that the 
field of coaching psychology and positive 
psychology is becoming more renowned for 
(Lomas et al., 2014b). 

The Holding-Containing-Attunement 
Coaching Model informs an operative 

framework and emerging Emotional Attune-
ment theory that contributes to a concept 
on the coaching relationship that can be 
further researched and used to successfully 
coach positive youth. In addition, these 
new insights into the coaching relationship 
have wider relevance to coaching beyond 
the youth focus of this study and provides 
a theoretical and practical approach for 
exploring and extending our understanding 
of the coaching relationship in other fields 
of coaching.
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Book Review

Introduction to Coaching 
Psychology 
Siobhain O’Riordan & Stephen Palmer 

ISBN: 9780415789080 (2021)  
UK: Routledge

Reviewed by Lilith A. Whiley

O’RIORDAN AND PALMER (2021, 
p.205) share with their readers that 
a key aim in writing this book was 

to contribute by introducing key topics in 
the field in an ‘accessible and informative 
way’. This, they have accomplished, and also 
succeeded in inspiring readers further. The 
book opens with a foreword by Professor Sir 
Cary Cooper that sets the scene against the 
backdrop of the pandemic, which serves to 
reinforce the up-to-date publication date. 
In part 1, Siobhan O’Riordan and Stephen 
Palmer begin the book with a helpful over-
view that introduces coaching psychology 
and positions this distinct branch within the 
broader psychological discipline. Alanna 
Henderson and Stephen Palmer then 
explain the complexities of the coaching 
relationship, in particular, by spotlighting 
the coaching alliance, boundaries, and 
real-world issues. These discussions are 
important and narrated in a way that teases 
out some common complexities without 
overstretching readers with more niche 
debates.

In part 2, Rachael Skews, Stephen 
Palmer and Alison Whybrow introduce and 
explain core knowledge must-haves, such 
as evidence-based models, frameworks, and 
approaches, in a user-friendly and engaging 
manner. Catherine Steele then closes part 

2 by outlining the assessment process and 
tools that coaches may use to gain a deeper 
understanding of coachees. Importantly, 
Catherine Steele also stresses how important 
it is for coaches to develop the appropriate 
level of expertise prior to using some special-
ised assessment resources.

Part 3 begins with a very interesting 
and insightful overview by Gisele Dias, 
Siobhain O’Riordan and Stephen Palmer, 
of the different specialisms that are avail-
able in coaching psychology. This should no 
doubt be helpful in exposing readers to the 
different options that are available for their 
careers should they wish to specialise. The 
table on page 88 that summarises coaching 
techniques and their intersections is espe-
cially useful in visualising where exactly these 
different tools may ‘sit’ vis-à-vis their under-
lying philosophies. Siobhain O’Riordan and 
Stephen Palmer then differentiate organisa-
tional coaching while Ole Michael Spaten 
focuses on the intricacies of youth coaching 
– arguably a very complex sub-discipline of 
coaching because coachees are still emerging 
adults. Sheila Panchal, Siobhain O’Riordan 
and Stephen Palmer conclude this part by 
providing a snapshot of generalised life and 
personal coaching.

Adrien Myers and Tatiana Bachkirova 
start part 4 with some sobering but crucial 
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topics including boundaries, ethics, and 
supervision in coaching. They aptly estab-
lish the importance of ‘rigorous training, 
foundational knowledge, and continued 
professional development’ to the best prac-
tice of coaching psychology – all of which 
are much needed to ground and profes-
sionalise this branch of psychology even 
further. Ho Law’s chapter on diversity was 
extremely insightful, especially the attention 
to intersectionality. Yi-Ling Lai and Stephen 
Palmer’s chapter on coaching psychology 
research was informative and engaging, and 
even inspires readers towards directions 
for future research, which is likely to be of 
great help to emerging researchers who are 
exploring topics for their dissertations.

The final and fifth part showcases different 
case studies by Siobhain O’Riordan, Stephen 
Palmer, Lizz Fields-Pattinson, Kristina 
Gyllensten, Hugh O’Donovan and Per-Olaf 
Eriksson, which really bring to life several of 
the key concepts discussed in the book thus 

far. Filomila Papakonstantinou then focuses 
on in-house organisational coaching, and 
Siobhain O’Riordan and Stephen Palmer 
close the book with some reflections on the 
pandemic and the future of coaching.

Overall, Introduction of Coaching Psychology 
is a user-friendly, informative, and acces-
sible text for those interested in a robust 
and engaging introduction to coaching 
psychology. I especially appreciated the 
balance of theory, research, and practice. 
The authors explained concepts, models, 
and frameworks, and then highlighted and 
discussed relevant empirical work. The 
authors also illustrated key points via helpful 
case studies and examples. The discussions 
on diversity and intersectionality are also 
noteworthy – more plurality of voices and 
approaches please!

Reviewed by Dr Lilith A. Whiley 
Department of Organisational Psychology at 
Birkbeck, University of London.
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Call for papers – Special Edition 

Coaching in Education: Special issue of ICPR

Coaching has a strong educational element which is evident in practice.

The psychological practice in coaching is guided through selected systematic learning steps 
to achieve expected coaching outcomes. Coaching is included in the school curriculum and 
coaching psychology is emerging as a qualification through taught course/programme in the 
higher education sectors.

This special issue is calling for papers and short reports on coaching in education (either 
coaching for staff or students). This can be empirical evidence-based papers, theory-driven 
discussion papers, short reports on coaching in education practice, and policy-related reports 
on coaching in education.

Submission deadline: 31 January 2022
All queries and submissions should be submitted to the editors via ICPRsubmissions@bps.org.uk
All research submissions will be subject to blind peer review.
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