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      Coaching Psychology Research: A Journey 
of Development in Research                     

     Jonathan     Passmore      and     Tim     Theeboom    

    Abstract     The purpose of this chapter is to explore the developmental journey of 
coaching research. The paper suggests that coaching research, like other areas, has 
migrated through a number of phases. It started with case study papers (phase 1) 
which largely looked at individuals or individual organizations from the perspective 
of the coach (usually a consultant). The second and third phases (phase 2 and 3) 
were more qualitative in nature, and included surveys and more sophisticated 
approaches such as grounded theory. The next phase (phase 4) has been the growth 
in randomised control trails. These papers have offered stronger evidence about the 
effi cacy of coaching as an intervention. More recently (phase 5) there have been a 
number of meta-analysis papers published. For each phase, the authors will illus-
trate their arguments by selecting one or two relevant papers and offering a critical 
review of the paper, as well as specifi c phase of the research journey. The paper will 
conclude with a projected overview of the future of coaching psychology research 
and practice.  

  Keywords     Coaching psychology   •   Coaching research   •   Coaching context   •   Multi- 
cultural coaching  

1       Introduction 

 In this chapter we aim to review the developing journey of coaching psychology 
research, which has emerged over the past two decades from ad hoc, grass roots 
research to dynamic, serious academic study. 

 The chapter explores the theme of coaching psychology research by considering 
its development through a series of research phases. Our selection of phases refl ects 
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how we see this journey of development looking back from 2014. We recognize 
there are other ways the journey could be segmented, and that our view is just one 
perspective. 

 To illustrate these phases we have selected a sample paper from each period that 
we believe illustrates many of the points we are raising about the phase in question. 
By selecting these papers we are not suggesting they are the worst or the best exam-
ples, but rather the example is typical of the research that was being undertaken, 
referenced and quoted in coaching research papers at the time, including by our-
selves. In fact just to balance up the critique of these papers, we have deliberately 
included one paper written by one of us, to show that our own work is not beyond 
criticism or improvement. 

 Our aspiration is that the chapter will provide future students and those studying 
coaching research with a summarized ‘history’ of the development of coaching psy-
chology, which shows its emergence towards a respected strand of psychological 
research. Further, we will argue that such a journey of development is typical for 
most emerging areas of research.  

2     A Brief Review of Coaching Psychology Research 

 As researchers we have both been challenged in the past by practitioners; ‘So why 
is research important? I know it works and that is enough’. For many practitioners, 
that is enough. However, when decisions need to be made about the impact of 
coaching, we would argue as psychologists that companies and individuals need to 
ensure that they can demonstrate that coaching is both the right intervention to 
address the perceived problem and secondly that it actually works – i.e. that it will 
deliver the perceived benefi ts. 

 We would argue that research can provide valuable benefi ts for us as practitio-
ners. Research aims to identify and defi ne the knowledge base upon which practi-
tioners work – what is coaching’s combination of knowledge and skills which 
differentiate what coaches do from other helping and learning interventions? Such 
a differentiation is essential for any consideration of coaching. 

 With the idea of an evolving and developing knowledge base, supplied by appro-
priate research, there comes the potential of enhancing coaching performance of 
current coaches. Training and development therefore becomes a process of continu-
ous professional development for coaching practitioners. 

 Further, with increased demand for coaching, new coaches also need to be 
trained. Formal training too should be based on evidence from research about what 
works and how. Those involved in coach training need to understand what works, 
and why. This knowledge needs to be grounded in research, as well as theory. For 
example do open questions make a difference in coaching? If so how? Are listening 
and empathy enough to help provide a space for refl ection, learning and change? Or 
do support and empathy need to be matched by challenge? Does it matter if the 
coach moves from one approach to another within a coaching session, or is 

J. Passmore and T. Theeboom



29

 consistency in approach important in producing effective outcomes? What 
approaches work best with different presenting issues, for example is Transpersonal 
coaching the most effective model for career coaching and Cognitive behavioural 
coaching most effective for coaching on skill development? When should we coach 
and when should other interventions be used from instruction, or mentoring? These 
are important questions and we still do not know adequate answers to all of these 
questions, although the past two decades have given us a much better insight to the 
process and the experience of coaching. 

 The past 25 years have seen an explosion of coaching psychology research. This 
research has gone through a number of phases, as our understanding of coaching 
continues to grow and the expertise of researchers developed to push the boundaries 
towards as yet unanswered questions. 

 Each phase has required different methodologies and instruments. In the fi rst 
phase the approach was experiential and theoretical. In this phase the focus was on 
individuals sharing their examples of practice and debating the boundaries of an 
emerging domain. In the second phase the case study and survey became popular 
tools for helping to explore the phenomena. Later in phase three and four qualitative 
studies sought to build our theoretical knowledge, while small scale quantitative 
studies, often Randomised Controlled Trials (RCT’s) provided interesting insights 
to specifi c populations. Most recently we believe we have embarked upon a fi fth 
phase where meta studies are providing insights into collections of studies, to pro-
vide a more defi nitive answer to the question, does coaching work? 

 In the following sections we aim to look at each of these phases with a particular 
focus on a single paper which illustrates the phase. We will start by considering the 
fi rst phase, which was dominate during 1990–2005, but has now almost slipped 
from the literature. Of course prior to this there were a number of early studies of 
coaching, staring with (Gorby’s  1937 ) paper (Gorby  1937 ) looking at the impact of 
coaching in a manufacturing setting. This was quickly followed by a second study 
in 1938 (Bigelow  1938 ). 

 In the 62 years following 1937, to the end of the century, there were a total of 93 
articles, PhDs and empirical studies published. The 1937 and 1938 papers were fol-
lowed by a slow trickle of papers. One research paper was published in the 1940s 
(Lewis  1947 ) and this was followed by nine studies in the 1950s, the majority con-
centred in the latter half of the decade. This was followed by three studies in the 
1960s and three in the 1970s. It was not until the 1980s that the fi rst signs of growth 
were seen. Several of these early papers hinted at the potential that coaching may be 
a separate organisational intervention, or as a complimentary intervention to help in 
skills transfer after training. An example is Holoviak’s study (Holoviak  1982 ) that 
examined training programmes in relationship to variations in company productiv-
ity levels in the coal industry. The study used a semi-structured interview method 
and identifi ed that companies which provided greater amounts of management and 
supervisory training, including coaching, achieved higher productivity. It was not 
until the 1990s that coaching research papers became a common occurrence in the 
literature with 41 papers cited by the search engines PsycINFO and Dissertation 
Abstracts International for this period. 
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2.1     Phase 1: Boundaries and Theories 

 There has been considerable debate about coaching and coaching psychology. Are 
they the same thing or different things. Some writers have implied that coaching 
psychology is a different discipline. That is not our view. We hold the view that 
coaching and coaching psychology are parallel disciplines. The evidence appears to 
support this view. In a UK based study of non-psychologically trained coaches and 
coaching psychologists the results indicated that both groups reported employing 
similar behaviours (Jenkins et al.  2012 ). 

 Early in the journey of coaching psychology Grant and Palmer ( 2002 ) defi ned 
coaching psychology as:

  Coaching psychology is for enhancing performance in work and personal life domains with 
normal, non-clinical populations, underpinned by models of coaching grounded in estab-
lished therapeutic approaches. 

 The implication of the defi nition was that coaching psychology was distinctive from 
coaching. Further the defi nition of coaching makes clear that the intervention is one 
targeted at ‘normal’ and non-clinical populations. However, more recently coach-
ing is being extended into new areas including smoking cessation and other health 
related areas. This trend is likely to continue as coaching skills continue to be 
adopted by clinically trained staff for use in medical settings. Secondly, Grant and 
Palmer’s original defi nition suggests that coaching psychology must draw on mod-
els grounded in therapeutic approaches. This potentially limits coaching and 
restricts the development of approaches which are grounded in organisational prac-
tice or are specifi cally developed for coaching. In response to these and other points 
Palmer and Grant updated their defi nition:

  Coaching Psychology is for enhancing well-being and performance in personal life and 
work domains, underpinned by models of coaching grounded in established adult learning 
or psychological approaches, (adapted Grant and Palmer  2002 ). 

 Rather than focusing on process, one of us (Passmore  2010 ) have previous offered 
an alternative defi nition for coaching psychology:

  Coaching psychology is the scientifi c study of behaviour, cognitive and emotion within 
coaching practice to deepen our understanding and enhance our practice within 
coaching. 

 While there remains some discussion about these issues, the trend in coaching psy-
chology research has moved away from defi nitions towards areas of practice and 
impact, specifi cally the use of case studies and surveys. This shift in the primary 
focus is itself a refl ection of a growing confi dence in what the focus of study is. This 
is the theme for the next section.  
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2.2     Phase 2: Case Studies and Surveys 

 In phase two the focus was on case studies and survey based research. These studies 
can be found in the two journals that were actively publishing coaching psychology 
research during the mid 1990s to around 2009. These were  Consulting Psychology 
Journal :  Practice & Research  and  International Coaching Psychology Review  
(from 2006). 

 During this phase papers were focused on the experience of coaching, either 
from the perspective of the coach in the form of a case study, or drawing on the 
experiences of coaches through surveys. One example of the survey-based approach 
that looked at both the views of coaches and coaches was Hall et al. ( 1999 ). This 
paper sought to identify the key behaviours which participants perceived to make a 
material difference in the process. What is most interesting about this paper is that 
looking back the study identifi ed most of the key behaviours subsequently referred 
to in research papers focusing on coach behaviours over the coming two decades. 
While the method may be challenged as being basic, the outcome provided a useful 
platform for future multiple studies on coach behaviour that followed. Tables  1  and 
 2  below provide a summary of the Hall et al. ( 1999 ) study.

    The second popular methodology used during this phase was the case study. This 
type of paper offered the coach (mostly psychologists) perspective on their work 
and on the coaching process. In this sense the approach is limited by the impact of 
attribution bias in reporting our own work. 

 A commonly cited example is Winum’s paper (Winum  2005 ). The paper offers a 
case study of coaching a black American coachee. The fi rst three quarters of the 
paper is presented in a story format, rather than as a classic academic paper or even 
as a business case study. There is little critical refl ection, and little insights as to the 
coaches personal learning from the process. In some senses this style of paper can 

   Table 1    What works best in coaching (Adapted from Hall et al.  1999 )   

 Coaches  Coachees 

 Honest, realistic, challenging feedback 
(positive and negative) 

 Connecting personally, recognizing where 
client is 

 Good listening, sounding board  Good listening, being a sounding board 
 Good action ideas, pointers  Refl ecting 
 Clear objective  Caring 
 No personal agenda  Learning, demonstrating trial and error attitude 
 Accessibility, availability  Checking back, following up 
 Straight feedback  Committing to client success and good 

organizational outcome  Competence, sophistication 
 Seeing a good model of effectiveness  Demonstrating integrity, honesty 
 Coach has seen other career paths  Openness, initiative of client coaching 

 Having good coach/client fi t 
 Knowing the “unwritten rules” 
 “Pushing” the client when necessary 
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be viewed as soft marketing, presenting a rosy perspective of the work undertaken 
by the individual or by the consulting company concerned. Too frequently the 
unspoken implication is ‘ see what we did ,  we can do this for you ’, as opposed to 
‘ see what we did ,  if you learned from our mistakes you could do this even better 
yourself ’. 

 In the Winum paper, the fi nal quarter of the paper, the paper partly redeems itself 
by offering a hand full of insights into the coaching process. These include the 
importance of challenge and candid feedback for the coachee and organizational 
clients, the role of contracting with all of the stakeholders, including coachee, orga-
nizational client and peers who have a view about the outcome, and the role of 
organizational culture in supporting the coaching process. 

 This is not to say that case study papers cannot make a signifi cant contribution to 
the literature, examples such as Freedman and Perry’s ( 2010 ), case study from one 
to one coaching with a client from the nuclear industry offers fresh insights into 
both the coaching process and the coach. Although this paper, suffers the same core 
limitation of not being able to move from the specifi c to the general – for the reader 
to generalise, with any reliability, to their own work.  

2.3     Phase 3: Qualitative 

 The third phase which we have described as qualitative, emerges around 2005 and 
continues to be a feature within the literature. In this phase researchers drew on 
qualitative research methodologies, such as Grounded Theory (Bryant and Charmaz 
 2007 ; Glaser and Strauss  1967 ), Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, 
Thematic Analysis (Smith and Osborn  2003 ; Smith et al.  2009 ). This would also 
include Discourse Analysis, an as yet unused coaching research methodology, but in 
our view one which offers a rich vein to explore, particularly with respect to the role 
of power within the coach-coachee and the coach-organizational client dyads. 

   Table 2    What works least well in coaching   

 Coaches  Coachees 

 Nothing  Being judgmental 
 When recommendations are self-serving for 
the coach 

 Poor timing or impatience regarding executive’s 
readiness 

 When feedback is all negative  Finding the right degree of bluntness and honesty 
for the individual  Feedback only, no action ideas 

 When feedback deals with others’ feelings, 
not results 
 Invasion of privacy 
 When recommended actions seem naive or 
unrealistic 
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 Such methodologies are useful in building theory and also diving deeper to 
understand the personal and less tangible aspects of coaching as a phenomenon of 
human relationships and interpersonal processes. One example of a paper in this 
area is Duff and Passmore ( 2010 ). 

 In this paper Duff and Passmore, apply the Grounded Theory approach to under-
stand coaching decision making with a view to building an ethical decision making 
model. The study used a semi-structured interview design, complemented by a 
focus group of experienced coaches. The study identifi ed key elements used by 
coaching psychologists in making decisions which include ethical principles such 
as those presented in professional codes and relevant literature (see Table  3 ).

   These elements were used to build fi rstly descriptive and later conceptual codes 
and from these a decision-making framework was developed and tested on coach-
ing psychologists. 

 The outcome of the research was an ethical decision making model which the 
authors claimed offered a sequential but non-linear model to guide the subsequent 
decision making of practitioners. 

 Such models offer the opportunity for further testing, for example by assessing 
their value to practice through the use of RCT’s, comparing the model with a pla-
cebo approach to decision making or practitioners who don’t use a model in their 
decision making. 

 Thus, qualitative research methods can provide valuable insights into the poten-
tial benefi ts of coaching, as well as the processes underlying effective coaching 
(Grant  2012 ). Indeed, it has been argued that qualitative research methods are espe-
cially suited for studying individualized interventions such as coaching. First, 
coaching is a client-directed intervention (Grant  2003 ): each coachee has his or her 
own unique problems and/or goals. Thus, the standardization in both the coaching 
intervention and the targeted outcomes needed for quantitative studies is often prob-
lematic. Second, (most) coaching is based on socratic dialogue and is therefore 
non-linear and unpredictable in nature. In this sense, qualitative research methods 
are possibly most suited for capturing the organic nature and the richness of indi-
viduals’ lived experience (Grant  2012 ). 

 However, while qualitative approaches may be insightful about the participants 
in such studies, they lack the ability to generalize the results from one sample to the 
wider population or to offer defi nitive answers to questions, such as ‘does coaching 

  Table 3    Ethical principles in 
decision making (Adapted 
from Duff and Passmore 
 2010 )  

 Personal ethics 
 Moral values 
 Duty to society 
 Standards of practice 
 Relevant laws for the region in which they worked 
 Conversations with others such as supervisors 
 Experience, respected others “views” 
 Implicit and explicit contract with clients along 
with boundaries 
 Implications involved with a situation 
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work’ or what behaviours used by coaches create the biggest outcomes. In this 
sense we argue that qualitative studies need to go hand in hand with quantitative 
studies in mixed methods research. Specifi cally, the numerical data provided by 
quantitative studies allows for comparisons with related developmental interactions 
such as mentoring and training (D’Abate et al.  2003 ) and could thus provide a refer-
ence point for the human resource development decisions and strategies for both 
organizations and individual clients. To conclude, both qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies have answers to give, but only by bringing different methodologies 
together can maximum insight be gained by the process in question.  

2.4     Phase 4: Quantitative – RCT Studies 

 The area of quantitative research too has grown over a similar period, from early 
2000s and remains a popular topic of coaching psychology research. In this cate-
gory we consider RCT’s to be the gold standard of research methodology, although 
quasi-experimental design and similar methodologies have also been used. RCT’s 
provide a unique opportunity to control for confounding infl uences that cannot be 
addressed by other research designs (Cook and Campbell  1979 ). Especially relevant 
for coaching, RCT designs allow us to control for selection effects (e.g. coachees 
that participate in a study are strongly motivated for change), placebo effects and 
natural maturation (change that cannot be ascribed to the intervention). Research on 
related interventions such as psychotherapy consistently shows that these factors 
play a signifi cant role in determining the effectiveness of interventions, and even 
are stronger predictors of effectiveness than the specifi c type of intervention used in 
the study (McKenna and Davis  2009 ; Messer and Wampold  2002 ). 

 The exact number of RCT’s in coaching is hard to measure because it depends 
how the literature search categories are defi ned (see Theeboom et al.  2014 ). Anthony 
Grant, who actively maintains a bibliography of coaching research, has suggested, 
there are less than 50 such papers. However, a larger net, collecting papers from 
health and education, as well, business and psychology, is likely to see the number 
of RCT’s rise beyond 100. This refl ects the spread of coaching into health and edu-
cation and the popularity of RCT as a method for use in such domains. These num-
bers are still relatively low when compared to studies in related areas such as therapy 
and mentoring. As Grant notes “ For some observers the small number of randomised 
controlled outcome studies may be considered to be the major shortcoming in the 
literature on coaching effi cacy ” (Grant  2012 ). Table  4  below (adapted from Grant 
 2012 ) provides an overview of the current RCT studies to the knowledge of the cur-
rent authors.

   In the light of the relatively small number of studies, it is encouraging to observe 
that the amount of RCT studies has increased substantially in the period 2001–2011 
(Grant  2012 ; Grant et al.  2010 ). Anthony Grant has been one of the most active 
contributors to the research in this area and has published a number of the RCT 
studies. One exemplary study that combines a RCT design with qualitative research 
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   Table 4    Randomized control trail and experimental design coaching research   

 Study 
 Intervention 
overview  Type of study  Key fi ndings 

 Gyllensten and 
Palmer ( 2005 ) 

 31 participants from 
UK fi nance 
organization 

 Quasi-experimental fi eld 
study (a) coaching group; 
(b) control group 

 Anxiety and stress 
decreased more in the 
coaching group 
compared to control 
group 

 Evers et al. ( 2006 )  60 managers of the 
federal government 

 Quasi-experimental fi eld 
study (a) coaching group; 
(b) control group 

 Coaching increased 
outcome expectancies’ 
and self-effi cacy 

 Green et al. ( 2006 )  56 adults 
(community sample) 
took part in SF-CB 
life coaching 
program 

 Randomised controlled 
study (a) group-based life 
coaching; (b) waitlist 
control 

 Coaching increased goal 
attainment, well-being, 
and hope. 30-week 
follow-up found gains 
were maintained 

 Green et al. ( 2007 )  56 female high 
school students took 
part in SF-CB life 
coaching program 
for 10 individual 
coaching sessions 
over 2 school terms 

 Randomised controlled 
study (a) coaching group; 
(b) waitlist control group 

 Coaching increased 
cognitive hardiness, 
mental health and hope 

 Spence and Grant 
( 2007 ) 

 63 adults 
(community sample) 
took part in SF-CB 
life coaching 
program 

 Randomised controlled 
study (a) professional 
coaching group; (b) peer 
coaching group; (c) 
waitlist control group 

 Professional coaching 
more effective in 
increasing goal 
commitment, goal 
attainment and 
environmental mastery 

 Duijts et al. ( 2008 )  Dutch employees 
assessed for the 
effectiveness of a 
preventive coaching 
program on sickness 
absence due to 
psychosocial health 
complaints and on 
wellbeing outcomes 

 Randomised controlled 
study (a) 6 month course 
of preventive coaching; 
(b) control group 

 Signifi cant 
improvements in health, 
life satisfaction, 
burnout, psychological 
wellbeing but no 
improvement in 
self-reported sickness 
absence 

 Spence et al. 
( 2008 ) 

 45 adults 
(community sample) 
took part in 
mindfulness-based 
health coaching over 
8 weeks 

 (a) Randomised 
controlled study: SF-CB 
coaching followed by 
mindfulness training 
(MT); (b) mindfulness 
training followed by 
SF-CB coaching; (c) 
health education only 
control group 

 Goal attainment greater 
in coaching than in the 
educative/directive 
format. No signifi cant 
differences were found 
for goal attainment 
between the two MT/
CB-SF conditions 

(continued)
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Table 4 (continued)

 Study 
 Intervention 
overview  Type of study  Key fi ndings 

 Fielden et al. 
( 2009 ) 

 Nurses from six UK 
Health Care Trusts 
were allocated to a 
coaching group 
( n  = 15) or a 
mentoring group 
( n  = 15) 

 Quasi-experimental fi eld 
study (a) coaching group; 
(b) mentoring group in 
6-month coaching/
mentoring programme. 
Qualitative and 
quantitative data at (T1 = 
baseline, T2 = 4 months 
and T3 = 9 months) 

 Mentoring was 
perceived to be 
‘support’ and coaching 
was ‘action’, both 
reported signifi cant 
development in career 
development, leadership 
skills and capabilities, 
mentees reported the 
highest level of 
development with 
signifi cantly higher 
scores in eight areas of 
leadership and 
management and in 
three areas of career 
impact 

 Franklin and 
Doran ( 2009 ) 

 First-year students: 
co-coaching with 
preparation, action, 
adaptive learning 
coaching or 
self-regulation 
coaching PAAL 
( N  = 27) or self-
regulation ( N  = 25) 

 A double-blind random 
control trial in which 
participants were 
randomly allocated to 
either a preparation, 
action, adaptive learning 
(PAAL), or a self- 
regulation co-coaching 

 Both co-coaching 
conditions produced 
signifi cant increases in 
self-effi cacy and 
resilience, however, 
only those in the PAAL 
condition performed 
signifi cantly better on 
decisional balance, 
hope, self-compassion, 
the incremental theory 
of change, and 
independently assessed 
academic performance 

 Grant et al. ( 2009 )  41 executives in a 
public health agency 
received 360-degree 
feedback and four 
SF-CB coaching 
sessions over 
10 week period 

 Randomised controlled 
study (a) coaching group; 
(b) waitlist control group 

 Coaching enhanced goal 
attainment, resilience 
and workplace 
well-being and reduced 
depression and stress 
and helped participants 
deal with organisational 
change 

(continued)
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Table 4 (continued)

 Study 
 Intervention 
overview  Type of study  Key fi ndings 

 Aust et al. ( 2010 )  Seven intervention 
units ( n  = 128) and 
seven non- 
randomized 
reference units 
( n  = 103) of a large 
hospital in Denmark 
participated in an 
intervention project 
with the goal of 
improving the 
psychosocial 
working conditions 

 Quasi-experimental fi eld 
study (a) coaching group; 
(b) control group 

 In the intervention units 
there was a statistically 
signifi cant worsening in 
six out of 13 work 
environment scales. The 
decrease was most 
pronounced for aspects 
of interpersonal 
relations and leadership. 
In comparison, the 
reference group showed 
statistically signifi cant 
changes in only two 
scales. Process 
evaluation revealed that 
a large part of the 
implementation failed 
and that different 
implicit theories were at 
play 

 Cerni et al. ( 2010 )  14 secondary school 
principals: all school 
staff in the 14 
schools were invited 
to rate their school 
principal using the 
MLQ (5X) 
questionnaire 

 Pre-test, post-test 
control-group research 
design (a) coaching 
group; (b) control group 

 This study provides 
initial evidence that by 
creating changes to 
rational and constructive 
thinking, it is possible to 
increase coachee’s use 
of transformational 
leadership techniques 

 Grant et al. ( 2010 )  44 high school 
teachers were 
randomly assigned to 
either SF-CB 
coaching or a waitlist 
control group 

 This study was both an 
experimental (randomly 
assigned) and a WS 
(pre-post) study 

 Participation in 
coaching was associated 
with increased goal 
attainment, reduced 
stress, and enhanced 
workplace well-being 
and resilience. Pre-post 
analyses for the 
coaching group 
indicated that coaching 
enhanced self-reported 
achievement and 
humanistic-encouraging 
components of 
constructive leadership 
styles 

(continued)
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Table 4 (continued)

 Study 
 Intervention 
overview  Type of study  Key fi ndings 

 Kauffeld and 
Lehmann- 
Willenbrock 
( 2010 ) 

 Spaced and massed 
training are 
compared using 
behavioural and 
outcome criteria. 64 
bank employees 
( n  = 32 in each 
training group) 

 Quasi-experimental 
follow-up research 
design with a sample of 
64 bank employees 
( n  = 32 in each training 
group) is used 

 Spaced rather than 
massed training practice 
resulted in greater 
transfer quality, higher 
self-reports of sales 
competence, and 
improved key fi gures. 
Spaced training did not 
surpass massed training 
in terms of transfer 
quantity 

 Kines et al. ( 2010 )  Foremen in two 
intervention groups 
are coached and 
given bi-weekly 
feedback about their 
daily verbal safety 
communications with 
their workers 

 A pre-post intervention- 
control design with fi ve 
construction work gangs: 
Foremen-worker verbal 
safety exchanges 
(experience sampling 
method,  n  = 1693 
interviews), construction 
site safety level (correct 
vs. incorrect,  n  = 22,077 
single observations), and 
safety climate (seven 
dimensions,  n  = 105 
questionnaires) a 
measured over 42 weeks 

 Coaching construction 
site foremen to include 
safety in their daily 
verbal exchanges with 
workers has a 
signifi cantly positive 
and lasting effect on the 
level of safety, which is 
a proximal estimate for 
work-related accidents 

 Kochanowski 
et al. ( 2010 ) 

 Experimental group 
of managers received 
individual coaching 
several weeks after 
attending a feedback 
workshop. The 
control group of 
managers also 
attended a feedback 
workshop but did not 
receive the follow-up 
coaching 

 Quasi-experimental fi eld 
study (a) feedback plus 
coaching group; (b) 
feedback only control 
group 

 Coaching signifi cantly 
increased the use of 
collaboration with 
subordinates, but results 
for the other three 
“core” tactics were 
mixed 

 Leonard-Cross 
( 2010 ) 

 Investigated the 
impact and process 
of developmental 
coaching evaluating 
coaching which took 
place over a 2-year 
period 

 The study used action 
research (Lewin 1946) 
and a quasi-experimental 
method. Coachees and 
the comparative group of 
non-coached staff 
completed questionnaires 

 Participants that had 
received developmental 
coaching ( N  = 61) had 
higher levels of 
self-effi cacy than the 
control group of 
participants ( N  = 57) 
who had not received 
coaching 

(continued)
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methods is a study by Grant et al. ( 2009 ). In their study, 41 executives in an 
Australian public health agency were randomly allocated to either a coaching con-
dition (half-day workshop plus four individual solution-focused coaching sessions 
over 10 weeks) or a wait-list control condition (half-day workshop only). The quan-
titative data showed that coaching enhanced goal-attainment, resilience and well- 
being and decreased stress and depression as compared to the control condition. The 
qualitative data indicated that coaching also fostered self-confi dence, personal 
insight and helped the managers to develop their managerial skills. In our view, 
studies such as these refl ect the ongoing development of coaching as a fi eld over the 
past decades and contribute substantially to the evidence-base of coaching. 

 All in all, the amount of rigorous and methodologically sophisticated quantita-
tive studies seems to be on the rise. This is good news for scholars and practitioners 
alike. In order to establish coaching as evidence-based practice and respected aca-
demic fi eld, we need to recognize and embrace the diversity of research methodolo-
gies (as well as practice-based insights) that can capture the equally diverse ways in 
which coaching is applied as a change methodology. At the same time, this rise of 
RCT studies also poses new challenges. In this sense, the use of RCT’s in coaching 
refl ects the common challenges of applying interventions in non-health based and 
specifi cally in organizational settings. 

Table 4 (continued)

 Study 
 Intervention 
overview  Type of study  Key fi ndings 

 Passmore and 
Rehman ( 2012 ) 

 The study 
investigated the 
effi cacy of learning 
methodologies, 
comparing a blended 
coaching and 
instruction approach 
with an instruction 
approach 

 Randomized control trial, 
involving 208 
participants drawn for the 
armed services 

 Participants in 
instruction and coaching 
group (104 participants) 
had reduced learning 
period and higher level 
of pass rate than the 
instruction group (104 
participants) 

 Passmore and 
Velez ( 2012 ) 

 The study 
investigated driver 
behaviour in HGV 
drivers, comparing 
blended coaching 
and instruction with 
an instruction 
method for a 1 h 
refresher course for 
327 HGV drivers 

 Randomized control trial 
involving 327 
participants and 12 
coaches and 12 
instructors 

 Participants in the two 
groups reported similar 
speed convictions and 
similar occurrence of 
accidents 
 Results may be due to 
limited 1 h of coaching 
or instruction, neither of 
which led to a 
behavioural change in 
long-term driver 
behaviour over the 
forthcoming 12 month 
period 

Coaching Psychology Research: A Journey of Development in Research



40

 Firstly, most of the coaching papers published draw on small sample sizes, often 
30, but usually less than 50 in each condition. Secondly, the most common samples 
consist of students based in educational settings. These two aspects refl ect that 
accessing students and working with small, contained groups, is substantially easier 
than working with samples of 100 or more in organizational settings. Thirdly, given 
the samples, the focus of the RCT studies has often been towards exploring psycho-
logical dimensions such as goal setting, hope or resilience, in contrast with leader-
ship dimensions or personal work based performance. Once again such dimensions 
are more challenging to collect and to maintain a group where meaningful compari-
son over time can be achieved. 

 Last but not least, we hope that future research will be theoretically enriched. 
Coaching is frequently defi ned as a change methodology ultimately aimed at 
enhanced well-being and functioning (Grant  2003 ). By incorporating seminal psy-
chological theories on for example individual change (e.g. self-regulation and adult 
learning) and its’ ultimate aims of well-being and functioning (e.g. Self- 
Determination Theory; Deci and Ryan  1985 ) we can gain insight into the question 
how coaching works rather than if coaching works (Latham  2007 ; Spence and 
Oaedes  2011 ). These insights could be used to develop both existing and new 
coaching interventions as well as the development of the cumulative knowledge 
framework needed to advance coaching psychology as a fi eld of practice and an 
academic discipline.  

2.5     Phase 5: Meta Research 

 As mentioned above, the literature on coaching has grown substantially over the 
past two decades. This growth has mainly been driven by (scientist-) practitioner. 
Most of this research focuses either on a specifi c type of intervention (e.g. cognitive- 
behavioural solution-focused coaching) or outcome (e.g. burn-out) that is of interest 
to the researcher and/or sponsors of the research such as the companies hiring 
scientist- practitioners. As a result, the current literature is somewhat fragmented 
and this has resulted in a mixture of scepticism and confusion with regard to coach-
ing psychology as a domain of practice and research (Theeboom et al.  2014 ). 

 In response to this increasing scepticism and confusion, several excellent quali-
tative literature reviews have been published over the years (e.g. Brock  2008 ; Grant 
et al.  2010 ; Feldman and Lankau  2005 ; Kampa-Kokesch and Anderson  2001 ). In 
addition to these qualitative reviews, recent meta-analytic reviews form a welcome 
addition to the literature for two interrelated reasons. First, meta-analyses use statis-
tical methods rather than narrative reviews in order to synthesize data from multiple 
individual studies. In this sense, meta-analyses can provide a more objective review 
of the literature (Wilkinson  1999 ). Second, meta-analytic reviews can provide 
insight into the between study variability and the generalizability of results 
(Borenstein et al.  2009 ). In this way, meta-analyses can shed light on potential theo-
retical (e.g. number of sessions) and methodological (e.g. study design) moderators 
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of coaching effectiveness. Identifying these moderating factors can have strong 
implications for future research on coaching. At the time of writing, four meta ana-
lytic studies have been published and will be discussed below (De Meuse et al. 
 2009 ; Theeboom et al.  2014 ; Jones et al.  2015 ; Sonesh et al.  2015 ). 

 In the fi rst meta-analysis in the fi eld of coaching, De Meuse et al. ( 2009 ) used 
meta-analytic techniques to estimate the effects of executive coaching interven-
tions. They identifi ed six studies that met their four criteria for inclusion: (1) coach-
ing was targeted at executives (2) coaching was provided by external coaches (3) 
the methodological design included pre and post coaching ratings and (4) the statis-
tical information provided was suffi cient for estimating effect sizes. As an outcome 
variable, they took an average of all outcome variables included in the studies under 
analysis. Furthermore, they distinguished between self-ratings by the coachee, and 
ratings by others (managers and/or peers). 

 According to the standards of Cohen ( 1988 ), effect sizes less than 0.30 can be 
considered to be small, an effect size between 0.31 and 0.50 would be moderate 
and effect sizes above 0.50 would be considered large. The results of their analysis 
showed that coaching can have moderate to large positive effects depending on 
who was responsible for the ratings. The estimated population effect sizes were 
much larger when the outcome was rated by the coachee (1.27) rather than by oth-
ers (0.50). This was in line with the results of a study by Peterson ( 1993 ) that 
showed that relative to the estimates of others (e.g. supervisors), coachees tend to 
overestimate the effectiveness of coaching interventions. Furthermore, the results 
showed that the effectiveness of coaching was highly inconsistent. In other words, 
there were major between-study differences in effect sizes. In addition to the small 
number of studies, the authors identifi ed several factors that might have contrib-
uted to this inconsistency: differences in outcome criteria, characteristics of the 
coaching intervention (e.g. type of coaching) and methodological rigor of the 
studies. 

 These factors were explicitly addressed in a recently published meta-analysis by 
the second author of this chapter and his colleagues (Theeboom et al.  2014 ). The 
team used similar inclusion-criteria for our meta-analysis as De Meuse et al. ( 2009 ) 
with two notable differences. First, the team focused on all studies investigating the 
effects of coaching interventions in organizational settings (thus not only coaching 
targeted at executives). Second, the team only included studies in which the infl u-
ence of other interventions (e.g. when coaching was part of a broader leadership 
development program) could be ruled out. This resulted in a total of 18 studies 
included in the fi nal analysis. 

 Regarding the differences in outcome criteria encountered by De Meuse et al. 
( 2009 ), the team used both a bottom-up (looking at available data) and top-down 
(looking at well-known outcomes in the broader psychological literature) approach 
to categorize the various outcomes into fi ve clusters: performance and skills (e.g. 
transformational leadership behaviour), well-being (e.g. mental health), coping 
(e.g. problem vs. emotion focused coping), work attitudes (e.g. job satisfaction) and 
goal-directed self-regulation (e.g. goal attainment). The results showed that coach-
ing had positive effects on all of these categories (see Table  5 ). In line with the 
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results of De Meuse et al. ( 2009 ) however, the team also found that effect sizes dif-
fered considerably between studies – even when comparable outcome measures 
were clustered into the fi ve categories mentioned above.

   In order to check whether the between study variance could be attributed to fac-
tors related to either characteristics of the coaching intervention and/or the method-
ological design of the studies included in the analyses, we performed two different 
meta-regressions. Regarding the characteristics of the coaching intervention, the 
team tested whether the number of coaching sessions had an infl uence on coaching 
effectiveness. Somewhat surprisingly, the team did not fi nd an effect. In other 
words, the number of coaching sessions seemed to be unrelated to the effects of 
coaching interventions on the coachees. Two possible explanations were proposed 
by the authors. First, it could be that in the studies included in the analyses, the 
number of sessions was related to the severity of the problems that the coachees 
were coached for. If this were the case, more severe problems would require more 
sessions to attain a similar effect (rather than having a larger effect). A second pos-
sibility is that the lack of differences between studies with more or less coaching 
sessions was due to the nature of the type of intervention in the majority of studies. 
Most of the coaching interventions were solution-focused in nature and solution- 
focused coaching (derived from solution focused brief therapy) is well known for its 
quick results and its ability to ‘jump to the heart of things’ (Kim  2008 ). From this 
perspective, the fact that there was no difference in effectiveness between studies 
using more or less sessions may simply refl ect a psychological equivalent to eco-
nomics law of diminishing returns (Theeboom et al.  2014 ). 

 The team performed a meta-regression in order to check whether the method-
ological design of studies impacted the effectiveness of in the studies included in the 
analysis. Specifi cally, the team checked whether there were differences in effect 
sizes for studies incorporating a control group (mixed within between subject 
designs) and thus controlled for additional sources of bias (see above) as opposed to 
studies lacking a control group (within-subject designs). The Theeboom team found 
that effect sizes in the latter were signifi cantly larger, hinting at the idea that con-
founding factors such as natural maturation of coachees and placebo effects should 
be a concern in future studies addressing the effectiveness of coaching 
interventions. 

 The Jones et al. (2015) study has provided a number of interesting insights, both 
supporting and challenging the fi ndings from the other two studies. Jones and her 
team found that coaching had a positive effect on affective, skill-based and indi-
vidual level outcomes. Secondly, contrary to their prediction, Jones et al. (2015) did 

  Table 5    Summary of effect 
sizes  

 Outcome category  Effect size 

 Performance/skills  0.60 
 Wellbeing  0.46 
 Coping  0.43 
 Self-regulation  0.74 
 Work attitudes  0.54 
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not fi nd signifi cant discrepancies in effect sizes between the different types of 
research design analysed. This result confl icts with the result from Theeboom et al. 
( 2014 ), and raises the question why is there a difference, and more importantly, 
which is correct? Thirdly, the study found that the period of coaching had no infl u-
ence on coaching effectiveness. This appears to be counter-intuitive, as one would 
expect to fi nd a gradual increase in the impact of coaching over several sessions, 
before the effect plateaued. 

 In sum, the three meta-analytic studies reviewed in this chapter show that coach-
ing can be an effective change-methodology, but that additional (methodologically 
rigorous) research is needed to build an evidence-base for coaching and to explore 
some of the new questions raised by these studies. Furthermore, the meta-analysis 
by Theeboom et al. ( 2014 ) indicated that the coaching literature and (meta-analytic) 
estimates of overall effectiveness might be susceptible to publication bias: an over 
representation of studies displaying signifi cant positive results in the literature. 
Although the problem of publication bias is by no means limited to the fi eld of 
coaching research, it is worth mentioning explicitly since the estimated $2 billion 
yearly global revenue on coaching (International Coach Federation  2012 ) seems a 
potent precursor for wishful thinking regarding its effectiveness. To conclude, the 
meta-analytic research up to date seems provide a fruitful starting point for future 
research.   

3     Conclusion 

 This chapter has briefl y reviewed the journey of coaching psychology research. We 
have argued that coaching psychology research has transitioned from small scale 
and highly personal to larger studies and meta-analysis. This journey echoes coach-
ing psychologies own journey from a emergent discipline within psychology to a 
discipline which is growing in maturity and an evidence basis.     
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