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Editorial: Coaching psychology coming of
age in the 21st century
Stephen Palmer & Michael Cavanagh
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COACHING PSYCHOLOGY during
2010 to 2011 really did take off around
the world. In a space of under 12

months different psychology professional
bodies held five International Congresses of
Coaching Psychology from London, Dublin,
Barcelona and Stockholm to Pretoria in
South Africa. This year the first congress
event will be held in Sydney sponsored by
the APS Interest Group Coaching Psy-
chology (see announcement on page 137 for
full details). Coaching psychology is certainly
coming of age.

This bumper issue of the International
Coaching Psychology Review covers a range of
topics and debates. In Europe more under-
graduate programmes are including a
coaching psychology module and this is an
area that needs further research. In the first
paper Catherine Steele and Jane Arthur’s
study explored undergraduates’ perceptions
and experiences of coaching psychology
during a 12-week optional module. They
found that on completion of the module
many students indicated that they had an
understanding of how to apply psychological
theory developed a range of skills and felt
better equipped to plan their future career.
In the next paper Ann-Marie Jarzebowski,
Josephine Palermo and Robert van de Berg
note that empirical findings are inconsistent
regarding the motivational effect of feed-
back. Their research starts to address this by
looking into the impact of regulatory fit on
motivation after positive feedback. They
assert that their study is the first to examine
the effect of regulatory fit within feedback
sign on motivation. They found that feed-
back framed to fit the regulatory focus of
coachees is likely to increase the level of
motivation. Therefore in some situations in
coaching where it would be challenging to

frame feedback, the coach could induce a
regulatory promotion focus that could
match the feedback to be provided. They
suggest this could be achieved by asking the
coachee to describe their ideal goal or type
of aspirations they have and the strategies to
support achievement of these ideal goals
(promotion induction). Clearly more
research is needed in this area but the impli-
cations are fascinating for coaching practice
and we look forward to receiving any follow-
up study the Deakin University group may
undertake.

The third paper by John Franklin and
Alicia Franklin reports on a controlled study
researching into the long-term benefits of
coaching. This paper follows up the partici-
pants from an earlier study first published in
this journal (see Franklin & Doran, 2009)
and reports on their academic performance
12 and 18 months after the completion of
the seven-week coaching programme. Those
in the Preparation, Action, Adaptive
Learning (PAAL) programme condition per-
formed significantly better 12 and 18 months
after the completion of the brief coaching
programme. In the next paper, Helen Ogilvy
and Vicky Ellam-Dyson look at line manage-
ment involvement in coaching and ask is it a
help or hindrance? A cross-sectional design
was used to explore coachees’ and line man-
agers’ perceptions of line management
involvement, as well as facilitators and bar-
riers to their involvement. The different fac-
tors are discussed and also the consequences
for transfer of learning.

The fifth paper by Johan Bouwer and
Jacoba van Egmond focuses on the moder-
ating factors of the Van Egmond Coaching
Model (VECM). They found that the most
important moderating factors of the VECM
appeared to be the coachee’s readiness to
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change, the client-coach relationship, the
manager’s role and the coach’s expertise.
The authors recommend conducting follow-
up studies. The final paper in the first sec-
tion of the journal is about the managerial
gap and how coaching can help. Christine
Porter and W. David Rees consider two
models that may help clients identify their
organisational roles and their willingness
and ability to carry out such roles. The first
model considered is that of the Managerial
Escalator which seeks to help individual
employees identify and cope with their likely
accumulation of managerial responsibilities,
particularly dealing with any Managerial
Gap. The second, and linked, model is that
of Role Set Analysis.

After our popular debate issue last year
on developing an agenda for teaching
coaching psychology (see Grant, 2011;
Cavanagh, Palmer et al., 2011) we decided to
publish another special debate issue on a
topical subject. After a brief introduction by
the special issue editors, Michael Cavanagh
and David Lane launch the debate on:
Coaching Psychology Coming of Age: The chal-
lenges we face in the messy world of complexity.
Some of us heard this stimulating paper pre-
viously as it was based on a keynote delivered
at the 1st International Congress of
Coaching Psychology, London, in December
2010. Then, in our debate section, eight dis-
cussants give their feedback. As previously,
the lead authors were given an opportunity
to provide a brief response to the feedback.
The debate issues were intended to produce
stimulating and thoughtful contributions on
matters of interest and importance in
coaching psychology. They certainly seem to
be meeting that goal. If you have a position
on an important topic in coaching psy-
chology and would like to provide a lead
article for another debate issue, please con-
tact one of us (Michael Cavanagh or Stephen
Palmer). 

We finish this issue with an International
Congress report, and the news updates from
the SGCP and IGCP provided by Professor
Mary Watts and David Heap whose task it is
to lead both of our organisations. We wel-
come new International Editorial Board
members, Sarah Corrie, Paula Cruise,
Jonathan Passmore, Catherine Steele and
Lewis R. Stern who bring their knowledge
and experience to the journal. We are very
fortunate indeed to add these people to the
already strong panel of international editors,
and we look forward to their contributions
into the future.
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COACHING PSYCHOLOGY is still a rel-
atively new area of applied psychology.
It has experienced rapid growth

among practitioners as evidenced by the
increasing membership of professional
groups including the Special Group of
Coaching Psychology and the International
Society for Coaching Psychology in the UK.
Increasingly it is developing an international
presence, demonstrated by the 1st Interna-
tional Coaching Psychology Conference
held in 2006 and the first International Con-
gress in Coaching Psychology held 2010.
Postgraduate courses in coaching psychology
are emerging and a wide variety of profes-
sional training courses are available. How-
ever, at the moment the coverage of
coaching psychology in undergraduate pro-
grammes in the UK seems to be limited
(Grant, 2011). This paper aims to explore
the perceptions of coaching psychology held
by undergraduates and to consider their
experiences of studying the subject. As Grant

(2011) suggests ‘if coaching psychology is to
grow and develop, then some kind of educa-
tion and teaching framework will eventually
need to be established’ (p.84). Considering
the perspective of undergraduate students
may go some way to assisting the develop-
ment of such a framework.

Coaching in higher education
Much has been written about the benefits of
coaching within a higher education context
for both student well-being and for student
performance (e.g. Cambell & Gardner, 2005;
Green, Grant & Rynsaardt, 2007; Short,
Kinman & Baker, 2010). However, little has
been written about how undergraduates can
be introduced to this area as a potential
future career. With the changing focus of
higher education there is increasing pres-
sure on universities to ensure their graduates
are employable and have a clear range of
skills to offer to employers. Looking to
organisations there is evidence to suggest

Teaching coaching psychology to
undergraduates – perceptions and
experiences
Catherine Steele & Jane Arthur

Objectives: This exploratory study examines undergraduates’ perceptions and experiences of coaching
psychology during a 12-week optional module.
Design: Qualitative data was gathered through short interviews with students at the start of the module
and personal reflective statements at the end of the module.
Method: Students conducted one-to-one semi-structured interviews at the start of the module. They were also
required to complete a reflective piece of writing outlining their experiences of the module as part of their
assessment. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data.
Results: Students had very little knowledge of coaching psychology prior to completing the module as they
had not seen or heard any reference to it elsewhere in their studies. On completion of the module many
indicated that they had an understanding of how to apply psychological theory, developed a range of skills
and felt better equipped to plan their future career.
Conclusions: As highlighted by Grant (2011) inclusion of coaching psychology on undergraduate
programmes could aid the future of the discipline and, at the same time, provide students with a range of
transferrable skills. 
Keywords: Coaching Psychology; Teaching Coaching Psychology; Coach Training.



that an increasing number are training their
managers in a coaching approach,
employing in-house coaches and using
coaching more widely as part of their devel-
opment programmes (Chartered Institute of
Personnel and Development, 2009).
Coaching in many organisations actually
seems to be an area where expenditure has
been increased despite the financial crisis
(Chartered Institute of Personnel and Devel-
opment, 2011). Spaten and Hansen (2009)
indicated that as the coaching profession
grows there is a need to ensure that psy-
chology postgraduates obtain coaching skills
during their studies. It is argued here that
teaching students about coaching psy-
chology should also be integrated into
undergraduate programmes to enable
students to develop these transferrable skills
that are so desired by employers.

Peer coaching
Many definitions of peer coaching exist and
these have been generated from various per-
spectives. For example, Showers and Joyce
(1996) define it as a relationship between
teachers where learning takes place through
observation and skills transfer based on
shared experiences. They emphasise various
principles of peer coaching including the
importance of avoiding direct verbal feed-
back. This is omitted to avoid supervisory or
evaluative comments being made that would
be detrimental to the coaching process.
Ladyshesky and Varey (2005) describe an
eight-stage model of peer coaching based
around management education. The model
provides a framework for outlining how the
peer coaching relationship develops and
outlines the implications if the objectives
within a stage are not met.

Research evidence considering the effec-
tiveness of peer coaching provides mixed
results. Peer coaches have been perceived to
be less credible than external coaches (Sue-
Chan & Latham, 2004) and less effective
than professional coaches in enhancing goal
progression and commitment (Spence &
Grant, 2006). Despite this there are several

reported benefits from peer coaching
including strengthened protection from psy-
chological distress, knowledge frameworks,
enhanced self-reflection and awareness
(Ladyshewy & Varey, 2005; Short, Kinman &
Baker, 2010). Within the research presented
here peer coaching is used for practical rea-
sons but also some researchers have shown
that this approach also benefits the coach by
developing their interpersonal skills
(Ladyshewsky, 2006).

The study context
At the university where this research was
based, students are able to select coaching
psychology as one of their final year optional
modules. The module is taught over a 
12-week period and incorporates a number
of the core areas of study identified by Grant
(2011). The module employs an evidence-
based approach, introducing students to the
scientist practitioner model. Ethical issues
such as recording and storage of session
notes and client information are considered
alongside CPD, supervision and discussion
of the distinctions and relationships between
coaching and other therapeutic techniques. 

Through lectures and practical sessions,
students are introduced to theories of goal
setting, change and development and the
use of psychometrics in coaching. Students
are taught behavioural and cognitive
behavioural techniques and given the oppor-
tunity to use the GROW and SPACE models
in peer coaching practice sessions. Over the
12 weeks the students take part in eight
supervised peer coaching sessions as coach
and eight sessions as coachee. Evidence sug-
gests that learning coaching skills over an
extended period of time leads to deeper
learning and understanding (Grant, 2007).
It is hoped that scheduling the practical ses-
sions throughout the semester will aid skill
development. Due to the expertise of the
teaching staff and the issues raised by the
students the peer coaching sessions concen-
trate on career and stress management
coaching.
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This study adopts an exploratory qualita-
tive approach, using both interview data and
personal reflective statements. The research
questions to be addressed are:
● What are the perceptions of coaching

psychology as a discipline within an
undergraduate student sample?

● What are the perceived benefits of
undertaking a 12-week undergraduate
coaching psychology module?

Method
Design
Qualitative data was gathered over two time
periods; using semi-structured interviews
during week 2 of the semester by examining
reflective statements written by the students
in week 12 as part of their final assessment.

Participants
The participants were all third-year psy-
chology undergraduate students (N=27).
The mean age of participants was 21
(SD=2.25). The sample consisted of nine
males and 18 females. 

Measures
At the start of the module students were pro-
vided with a short semi-structured interview
template containing two questions with a
number of suggested prompts. The ques-
tions were designed to assess the students’
prior knowledge of coaching psychology.

At the end of the semester, in week 12,
students were required to submit a portfolio
which included a reflective piece of writing
outlining their experiences of the module.
Students were given guidance on reflective
writing and asked to include reflection on
their practical skills, academic knowledge
and overall experiences of the module.

Procedure
At the start of the timetabled session in week
2 of the semester, students worked in pairs to
conduct a short semi-structured interview
using a script provided to them by the tutor.
The pairs were predefined by the module
tutor and allocated alphabetically. At this

stage the students had only received a one-
hour introductory lecture which focused on
the timetable, assessments and general
administrative issues relating to the module.
The students were asked to transcribe their
interviews and submit these anonymously to
the tutor. The interviews were conducted
peer to peer to enhance the free disclosure
of participants’ perceptions. While the inter-
views were taking place the module tutor was
not in the same room as the students.

The participants then attended the
optional module in coaching psychology for
12 weeks consisting of three hours per week
theory and practice. The module focused on
behavioural and cognitive behavioural
approaches and students engaged in peer
coaching. As well as coaching theory and
practical coaching skills, supervision, ethics,
evidence-based practice and careers in
coaching were also considered. At the end of
the module students submitted their reflec-
tive piece of writing as part of their final
assessment. In line with the university’s
policy this piece of writing was submitted
using student numbers not names to ensure
the students felt free to express their views.
All students gave their permission for their
statements to be analysed for research pur-
poses.

Results
Stage 1: Interviews
The interviews were designed to gather
students’ perceptions of the discipline of
coaching psychology prior to commencing
the module. Thematic analysis was used to
analyse each of the questions and the themes
identified were first defined by a researcher
outside of the module teaching team. These
themes were then confirmed by a second
researcher who was one of the module
tutors.

Question 1: Before you started the module
what did you think coaching psychology was?
Four separate themes were identified in the
answer to this question: (1) Helping others
develop; (2) Sports performance; (3) Sim-
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ilar, or the same as counselling; and (4) No
awareness of it. Three out of the four themes
identified suggest that some of the under-
graduates in this group have some idea of
what coaching psychology is but the bound-
aries are blurred with those of other disci-
plines with which they are more familiar,
specifically sport and counselling. The
fourth theme showed that some students
have no awareness of coaching psychology as
a discipline or profession. 

(1) Helping others develop 
Many of the students knew that coaching was
about supporting the development of others,
within this theme statements showed that
students understood that coaching was related
to improving well-being but lacked clarity over
how this would happen or with whom.

‘I had an initial understanding that
coaching was a helping profession.’ 
‘I’d heard of life coaching before as well
so I knew it was something to do with
that, but like I said using ‘erm stuff from
psychology to aid development and help
people you know.’

(2) Sports performance 
Students felt coaching psychology was some-
thing to do with sports performance and a
technique applied exclusively within a
sporting context. 

‘I really didn’t know, I thought it was
something to do with how you use
psychology to coach people in sport, to
improve their performance psycho-
logically or as a team I guess. I just
immediately associated it with sport.’ 
‘I thought it was something to do with
sport, you see there are sports coaches, 
I knew that. Though I didn’t know
specifically what they did. I mean look at
football, the team I follow have a head
coach and not a manager ‘erm but I’ve
never knew how to distinguish between a
manager and a head coach.’

This indicates a misunderstanding of the
terms ‘coach’ and ‘coaching’ within this
sample. 

(3) Similar, or the same as counselling 
There is some overlap between this and the
previous theme as the quotes again indicate
a misunderstanding or confusion over the
boundaries between coaching and closely
related professions. Within this theme the
misunderstanding related to the distinction
between coaching and counselling rather
than sport.

‘I had some knowledge of coaching from
doing counselling modules, I suppose it’s
a more basic model of counselling
dealing with day to day standard issues as
opposed to people who are ill.’
‘I’d put coaching in the same league as
counselling therapy – it’s a similar area.’

(4) No awareness of it 
Finally, several students indicated that they
had no awareness of coaching psychology
and did not know what to expect when they
selected the module. 

‘In two years of studying psychology,
coaching was never mentioned, not even
in the broadest of textbooks.’
‘I knew it was relatively a new area, due to
the fact about A-levels and the first two
years of the degree, you know, I never
heard it mentioned.’

Perhaps this indicates there is a need to con-
sider how coaching psychology could be
integrated into the early parts of the 
psychology degree syllabus or even into 
A-level teaching.

Question 2: Before you started the module
why did you think people went to see a coach?
Three separate themes were identified
within the transcripts in relation to this ques-
tion, similarly to the themes identified in
Question 1, they indicate some confusion
over the boundaries between coaching and
related professions.

(1) Help, advice, direction, for a solution 
Many of the students felt someone would see
a coach for help and advice in the same way
as you might approach a friend or family
member. 

International Coaching Psychology Review ● Vol. 7 No. 1 March 2012 9

Teaching coaching psychology to undergraduates – perceptions and experiences



‘Successful people tend to see coaches as
there is no stigma, if they just need
pushing in the right direction. It’s
expensive though, it’s not on the NHS,
it’s like buying another friend.’

(2) Sports performance 
As indicated in the responses to question
one many of the students felt that coaching
psychology was linked to sport and this is the
reason that someone would approach a
coach.

‘to improve their current level, if they’re
not performing very well.’

(3) Occupational issues 
Interestingly, several transcripts referred to
someone seeing a coach for work or career
related issues. 

‘umm… I suppose I thought it would be
mostly used in organisations, you know to
improve targets, profits, that sort of
thing.’ 
‘to help them in certain things for
example, at a workplace – to help them
develop in their career for better jobs.’

However, this was not indicated in the
answers to Question 1 when asked about
what coaching psychology is.

The answers to the interview questions given
at the start of the module indicate that the
majority of students had limited or no
understanding of the field of coaching psy-
chology. From this, albeit small, sample it
seems to suggest that more work needs to be
done to make undergraduates aware of
coaching psychology as a discipline. Some
students commented that they had not been
introduced to coaching psychology until
their final year of studies. Perhaps this would
be a good place to start, looking to see how
it can be integrated into earlier parts of the
syllabus to ensure students are aware of
coaching as a career choice and as an evi-
dence-based profession from the start of the
studies to allow them the opportunity to
develop skills and knowledge throughout
their time at university. 

Stage 2 – Reflective pieces
The reflective pieces were submitted by
each student after completion of a 12-week
coaching psychology module. These state-
ments were subjected to thematic analysis
and four key themes were identified. As in
Stage 1, the themes identified were first
defined by a researcher outside of the
module teaching team. These themes were
then confirmed by a second researcher who
was one of the module tutors.

(1) Application of psychological theory
A number of students stated that learning
about coaching psychology helped them to
draw together and apply other aspects of
their studies to real world situations. 

‘It has been easier to see the application
of theory, subsequently this has also
increased my understanding in other
areas of my studies.’

The students also recognised that many
coaching psychology techniques are
grounded in mainstream psychological
theory. 

‘Coaching psychology is based very
strongly on theories and is influenced by
behaviourists such as Skinner and Watson
and humanistic psychologists such as
Carl Rogers.’ 
‘I was particularly struck by how coaching
psychology drew on so many other
aspects of psychology, such as the psycho-
dynamic and humanistic approaches.’

It is encouraging to see that the students in
this sample where able to connect their
knowledge of coaching to mainstream psy-
chological theories as this could be said to
indicate an awareness of the evidence base
for the discipline.

(2) Goal setting and career focus
Many of the statements referred to the use
and application of goal setting in supporting
their own career and study plans.

‘I have felt encouraged and motivated by
the theory of coaching to re-think my
own career goals and to think about how
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I could apply these principles in my
future work.’
‘Being involved in being coached is
useful, I came away with ability to set
targets for myself, so gained ability to
coach myself.’
‘Another skill I have learnt is how to set
achievable goals.’

Many students also indicated that the skills
learnt within the module would be trans-
ferrable to their future careers.

‘I will be taking some of the techniques
learnt into my future career as it is likely
that I will use them at some point. I would
think the extra skills I could bring to the
job might impress an employer. I also think
if I was in a job I could utilise the tech-
niques to encourage other employees.’

(3) Practical skills
A number of practical skills were identified
as being developed throughout the module,
for example:

‘I have developed oral and written
communication skills, listening skills,
goal directed and facilitation skills.’
‘The coaching module has significantly
improved my confidence and commu-
nication skills from session one.’

With an increased focus on employability
within higher education themes two and
three suggest that coaching psychology
could provide a platform for the develop-
ment of transferrable skills within the under-
graduate psychology degree.

(4) Self-development
Statements relating to the students self devel-
opment included:

‘I have gained a deeper understanding of
my own strengths and weaknesses.’
‘By nature I am not an outgoing,
gregarious individual and, therefore,
having to work with individuals that I did
not know inevitably made me anxious but
I am grateful that this was an integral part
of the course because it meant that I
could push myself to gain results through
my own personal development’

The final theme of self-development indi-
cates a more personal benefit to the students
from learning about and practicing aspects
of coaching psychology. Again this could be
linked to employability skills but also to indi-
vidual growth for the students.

Discussion
The findings from the interviews conducted
at the start of the module indicate that the
majority of students did not have a clear
understanding of what coaching psychology
was before they started their studies. Many
knew it was related to helping others but a
large number associated it with sports
coaching or counselling. It is not surprising
that there was some confusion over the
boundaries between coaching psychology
and related professions as this seems to be
something that even professional coaches
still grapple with (Grant & Cavanagh, 2007).
Some students indicated that they really had
no awareness of what they were going to
cover within the module. It should be noted
that these findings are from a small sample
(N=27) within one cohort, at one university
in the UK. There is also an inherent bias
within the sample as these students had
already selected to undertake the module;
however it would be useful to consider what
prompted the group to select this module as
their knowledge of the subject area was so
limited at the outset. Despite these sampling
limitations these findings do suggest that
students can enter their third year of study
with little or no awareness of one of the
fastest growing areas of applied psychology.
It would be interesting to assess their aware-
ness of other applied areas as it may be that
the first two years of study are largely theo-
retical and don’t address the application of
these theories in any area. Or it might be
that the more popular areas amongst under-
graduates such as clinical and forensic psy-
chology dominate their thoughts at that
stage.

The themes identified from the students’
reflective writing indicate that they have
identified some real benefits to learning
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about coaching psychology at an early stage
of their careers. Some indicated that it
helped them to apply the theories they have
learned such as humanistic and behavioural
approaches. The development of trans-
ferrable skills was also noted, for example,
communication skills, facilitation, listening
skills. Consideration of future career plan-
ning using goal setting was also indentified
by many as a benefit from completing the
module. Finally a number of students
reported that the module had developed
them as individuals, enhancing confidence
and assertiveness. Again, it is important to
consider the potential bias that may have
been introduced in the reflective statements.
Students may have sought to present an
overly positive perspective of the module as
it contributed to their final grade and was
being marked by module the tutors so there
may be an element of social desirability con-
tained within them. However, these state-
ments are also in line with other studies that
suggest students feel there are benefits to
studying coaching psychology (Grant, 2003;
Short & Baker, 2010).

The current paper set out two distinct
aims. The first was to examine the percep-
tions of coaching psychology as a discipline
within a sample of undergraduate students.
The interview transcripts suggest that
students either have little awareness of the dis-
cipline or their perceptions are a little dis-
torted or inaccurate. Further research to
reveal when and how undergraduate
students’ form their perceptions of the disci-
pline might benefit the development of the
growing number of postgraduate courses on
offer. An examination of student or graduate
perceptions of coaching versus coaching psy-
chology might also be interesting and help to
shape the future of the profession. Finally,
making students aware of coaching psy-
chology at early stages of their studies could
help to encourage more research interest and
practice in the area. The second aim of this
paper was to consider the perceived benefits
of teaching coaching psychology to under-

graduates. The findings from the reflective
statements suggest that there are some tan-
gible benefits in terms of skill development
and enabling the application of theory.
Spaten and Hansen (2009) have indicated
that they see it as necessary to incorporate the
teaching of coaching skills in postgraduate
programmes to enhance employability. The
findings from the reflective statements con-
sidered here suggest that undergraduates may
also benefit from this type of skills develop-
ment. Grant (2011) outlined a suggested
framework for teaching coaching psychology
and the module used in this study incorpo-
rated the majority of these suggestions. Based
on the findings from this study the authors
suggest that a framework should be created
that either embeds coaching psychology
theory and techniques within the core psy-
chology syllabus or sees it an additional sub-
ject area within that syllabus.

In summary this exploratory paper indi-
cates that there is a need to expose under-
graduates to coaching psychology earlier in
their studies. The benefits of this early expo-
sure include the opportunity for students to
gain transferrable skills thus enhancing their
employability, and introducing them to this
area earlier in their studies may aid the
future of the profession.
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FEEDBACK, which is information
regarding individuals’ current levels of
performance, has been shown to influ-

ence motivation, job satisfaction and per-
formance (DeNisi & Kluger, 2000; Gregory,
Levy & Jeffers, 2008). Feedback is particu-
larly relevant in coaching practice where it is
provided to support self-awareness, learning,
and to improve performance. This is the first
study to test the relationship between feed-
back and work motivation in a coaching con-
text. Work motivation has been described as
‘a set of energetic forces that originate both
within and or outside an individual, which
initiates behaviour, directs its form, strength
and duration, thus influencing perform-
ance’ (Pinder, 2008, p.11). Despite frequent

use of feedback in coaching, the empirical
findings are inconsistent regarding the moti-
vational direction (increase versus decrease
of motivation) of feedback. Whilst one
would expect that work motivation would
increase after positive feedback, research
from laboratory studies suggests that empir-
ical findings are inconsistent regarding the
motivational effect and direction of feed-
back (Higgins, 2000, 2005). A meta-analysis
of 131 studies by Kluger and DeNisi (1996)
found that while feedback in general
improved performance, performance also
decreased in 38 per cent of studies and this
was not contingent upon whether positive or
negative feedback had been received.
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When feedback is not enough: 
The impact of regulatory fit on
motivation after positive feedback
Ann-Marie Jarzebowski, Josephine Palermo & 
Robert van de Berg

Objectives: Feedback is widely used in coaching practice, however, empirical findings are inconsistent
regarding the motivational effect of feedback. Positive or negative feedback can be framed in a way that
aligns with an individual’s preferred manner during goal pursuit, that is, their regulatory fit. This study
is the first to examine the effect of regulatory fit within feedback sign on motivation. This study aimed to
investigate the impact of positive feedback framed to fit or not-fit individuals’ regulatory focus on level of
motivation. 
Design: A repeated measures randomly controlled study design was utilised.
Method: Participants comprised 29 coachees undertaking a five-session coaching programme. They were
randomly allocated to two treatment groups whereby positive non-authentic feedback, framed to either fit or
not-fit an individual’s induced regulatory promotion focus was provided on an online leadership skills
activity. In addition, level of motivation was measured pre and post feedback.
Results: A repeated measure anova analysis indicated that motivation was significantly higher after
positive feedback in the regulatory fit condition than in the non-fit condition. There was no relationship
between level of mood and motivation after feedback. 
Conclusions: Findings suggest that feedback framed to fit the regulatory focus of coachees will increase level
of motivation. Implications for coaching practice include that when providing feedback in coaching,
feedback effectiveness may be increased by framing feedback to the individuals’ regulatory (promotion)
focus. 
Keywords: Motivation; Feedback; Regulatory fit; Regulatory focus; Coaching; Promotion focus; Induction;
Australia.



Regulatory Focus (RF; Higgins, 1997,
1998) theory may provide an explanation for
differing effects of feedback by considering
the impact of general motivational orienta-
tions. RF theory has been found to predict
motivation, memory, task enjoyment, cre-
ativity and emotion in non-coaching con-
texts (see review by Förster et al., 2009). 
RF theory addresses the purposes of pur-
suing a goal and considers two sources of
motivation: the need for nurturance; and
the need for security. These needs give rise
to two distinct motivational self-regulatory
orientations (foci), which are considered to
be both dispositional and situational states.
Dispositional focus is developed from dif-
ferent types of early child-caretaker experi-
ences and is commonly measured by
questionnaires. Situational regulatory focus
is temporarily induced from environmental
factors, such as task instructions and goal
framing. The need for nurturance creates a
promotion focus, which is concerned with
aspirations and accomplishment of ideals.
The need for safety creates a prevention
focus, concerned with avoiding mistakes and
fulfilling obligations and (Higgins, 1997). 

When an individual’s motivational orien-
tation is predominantly promotion focused
(by either dispositional or situational influ-
ences), referred to as in promotion focus, the
aim of their goal directed behaviour is to
decrease the distance between their current
state and desired state (success). This entails
a sensitivity to the presence or absence of
positive outcomes or gains (Higgins &
Tykocinski, 1992). Accordingly, in promo-
tion focus, success is represented as the pres-
ence of positive outcomes (achieving goals),
whilst failure is the absence of positive out-
comes (not achieving goals). In contrast,
when an individual’s motivational orienta-
tion is predominantly prevention focused
(by either dispositional or situational influ-
ences), referred to as in prevention focus, the
aim of their goal-directed behaviour is to
increase the distance between current and
undesired states (failures). This entails sensi-
tivity to the presence or absence of negative

outcomes. Accordingly, in prevention focus,
success is represented as the absence of a
negative outcome (not missing a goal) while
failure is represented as presence of a nega-
tive outcome (missing a goal). Consequently,
adhering to negative feedback supports the
avoidance of failure (the undesired state in
prevention focus), whilst adhering to posi-
tive feedback supports the achievement of
goals (the desired state in promotion focus).
Empirical studies found positive feedback
increased outcomes, such as motivation, per-
formance and/or effort for individuals in
promotion focus but not in prevention
focus, whilst negative feedback increased the
same outcomes in prevention focus but not
in promotion focus (Förster et al., 2001;
Förster, Higgins & Idson, 1998; Idson & Hig-
gins, 2000; Idson, Liberman & Higgins,
2000; Medvedeff, Gregory & Levy, 2008; Van-
Dijk & Kluger, 2004; Werth & Förster, 2007).
These studies predict when motivation is
likely to increase following positive or nega-
tive feedback, however, do not suggest how to
maintain or increase motivation when
certain feedback is given.

Regulatory fit
Motivation can be sustained or increased via
regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000). For each regu-
latory focus there is a preferred manner
during goal pursuit (Shah, Higgins &
Friedman, 1998). The nature of this prefer-
ence is derived from the ability of a strategy
to either support gains or prevent losses.
Eagerness strategies such as actively
approaching a goal (approach goals) are
preferred in promotion focus as these strate-
gies support gains or advancements. Vigi-
lance strategies such as carefully avoiding
mistakes (avoidance goals) are preferred in
prevention focus as these strategies prevent
losses. For each preference, it is the ability to
sustain the orientation that is important for
motivation rather than attaining the end
state itself (Freitas & Higgins, 2002). For
example, a student who has a promotion
focussed goal orientation will prefer eager-
ness strategies (and goals for that matter)
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that ensure they will improve on past efforts
(e.g. attaining an A grade after the attain-
ment of B grades in the past). They will be
more likely to be motivated by feedback on a
draft assignment that is framed in such a way
that emphasises how close they are to
achieving the A grade (their ideal state, or
stretch target). This might include feedback
about the proportion of correct answers
achieved as well as the proportion required
to achieve the desired A grade. A student
who has a prevention focussed goal orienta-
tion will prefer vigilant strategies and goals
that ensure the minimisation of errors, in
this case, strategies that ensure they will not
fail on the assignment. They will be moti-
vated by feedback that emphasises how close
they are to meeting a pass standard
(achieving a standards target), or feedback
that emphasises how they carefully avoided
incorrect answers on the assignment.

Regulatory fit occurs when an individual
applies their preferred strategy during goal
pursuit. The effect of fit has been shown to
increase strength of commitment, engage-
ment and motivation towards a goal (Hig-
gins, 2005). Regulatory fit predicts that
individuals will have a higher level of motiva-
tion if they apply an eagerness approach
when in promotion focus or apply a vigilant
approach when in prevention focus, com-
pared to non-fit situations (promotion focus
with vigilance strategies or prevention focus
with eagerness strategies) (Freitas & Higgins,
2002; Higgins et al., 2003). 

Regulatory fit has been examined in
numerous studies outside coaching,
including areas of: policy and tax compli-
ance (Cesario, Grant & Higgins, 2004;
Holler et al., 2008; Leder et al., 2010); mar-
keting (Florack & Scarbis, 2006); smoking
cessation (Zhao & Pechman, 2007); and
health outcomes (Latimer, et al., 2008;
Spiegel, Grant-Pillow & Higgins, 2004).
These studies support the proposition that a
message, information or instruction (spoken
or written) is more effective in regulatory fit
conditions (promotion/eagerness or pre-
vention/vigilance) compared to non-fit con-

ditions (promotion/vigilance or preven-
tion/eagerness). 

Regulatory fit, in combination with
induction methods, was studied by Freitas
and Higgins (2002), who induced partici-
pants to a promotion focus by asking them to
identify and write down a hope or aspiration,
and induced a prevention focus by asking
them to identify a duty or obligation. They
were then instructed to list five strategies
that would ensure achievement of their aspi-
ration or avoidance of failing to meet their
obligations. Next, participants were given a
scenario where they were to identify as many
helpful or harmful four-sided objects as pos-
sible, among different drawn objects. Half of
the participants were instructed that ‘to do
well on the task they needed to be eager to find the
helpful four-sided objects’ (eagerness strategy).
The other participants were instructed that
‘to do well on the task they needed to be vigilant to
eliminate the harmful four-sided objects’ (vigilant
strategy). Supporting the regulatory fit
hypothesis, the study found that inde-
pendent of the actual outcome of the task
(number of objects found), participants who
were assigned strategies that fit their regula-
tory focus reported higher level of task
enjoyment than those in non-fit. 

In a study by Spiegel, Grant and Higgins
(2004) participants were assigned to develop
approach related eagerness plans or avoidance
and vigilance related plans regarding when,
how and where they would complete a
written report. For example, they were
instructed to capture ‘as many details as pos-
sible to make the report vivid and inter-
esting’ (eagerness or approach strategy)
versus ‘avoid forgetting detail and being
careful not to make the report bland and
boring’ (vigilance or avoidance strategy).
Motivation was assessed by whether the
report was returned within four weeks. Par-
ticipants in the regulatory fit condition were
50 per cent more likely to hand in the report
than participants in the non-fit condition.
Where other studies used measures of inten-
tions to infer motivation, Spiegel et al.’s
study used an objective measure, the actual
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return of the completed report, as the
measure of motivation and effect of fit.
Another study by Spiegel and colleagues
(2004), examined the effect of a message
recommending eating more fruit and veg-
etables. Regulatory fit was created by goal
framing (achieving health or avoiding ill-
ness) and type of strategies presented
(eagerness or vigilant). Participants in the fit
condition were found to eat 20 per cent
more fruit and vegetables the following week
than participants in the non-fit condition. A
similar design was applied in an advertise-
ment study for grape juice, with findings
again supporting the motivational effect of
regulatory fit (Lee & Aaker, 2004).

To date regulatory fit has not yet been
examined in relation to feedback framing.
Based upon the consistent findings that
instructional or persuasive messages framed
according to individuals’ regulatory fit
increase motivation, it seems likely that a
similar effect would be found for feedback
messages. Feedback and instructions or per-
suasive messages share the common element
of providing information. That is, feedback
provides an individual with information
about performance whilst instructions pro-
vide information about what will or should
be performed. This study aimed to extend
our understanding of the effect of feedback
to feedback framing and regulatory fit on
motivation in a coaching context. Framing
refers to the instance when the structure,
content and overall goal of a message is kept
the same but alternative versions of that mes-
sage exist. In this study, feedback framing
involved maintaining the overall outcome
information (success) but emphasising, a
promotion goal with eagerness means (you
achieved an ideal score by identifying cor-
rect answers) or a prevention goal with vigi-
lance means (you met standards by avoiding
incorrect answers). These versions empha-
sise different strategic means and goal pur-
poses, modified to fit/not fit the recipients’
regulatory focus 

A measure of mood was included in this
study to test whether the effect of regulatory

fit on level of motivation is independent of
mood. Pre-existing feelings or mood,
although irrelevant to the target of judge-
ment has been found to influence percep-
tion of that target. This suggests that
people’s ability to discriminate between dif-
ferent sources of their mood may be inaccu-
rate (Clore, et al., 2001) and thus could
influence the effect of regulatory fit. How-
ever, previous research found mood to be
independent to the effect of regulatory fit in
relation to the persuasiveness of text
(Cesario, et al., 2004) and monetary evalua-
tion of objects (Avnet & Higgins, 2002; Hig-
gins et al., 2003). 

This study aimed to examine positive
feedback, framed to either fit or not fit a
recipient’s promotion focus. We hypothe-
sised that positive feedback framed in a
manner that emphasises promotion goals
and eagerness means (fit), would lead to
increased levels of motivation compared to
feedback framed in a manner that considers
prevention goals and vigilance means (non-
fit). Secondly, we hypothesised that the dif-
ference between groups would be
attributable to regulatory focus that was
induced rather than dispositional regulatory
focus. Thirdly, we hypothesised that there
would be no relationship between level of
mood and level of motivation following feed-
back.

Method
Research design
This study used a repeated measures
between groups design where motivation was
measured pre- (T1) and post- (T2) positive
feedback provided on a leadership skills
activity. The feedback was framed to fit or
non-fit (between-subject factor) the indi-
vidual’s promotion focus. 

Study setting
Participants were undertaking a Coaching
for Leadership and Motivation (CALM) 
programme offered by Deakin University, 
Melbourne, Australia, in 2010. 
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Description of the Coaching for Leadership and
Motivation (CALM) programme 
The CALM programme aimed to deliver
coaching for leadership development and
utilised a framework based upon the Full
Range Leadership Model (FRLM; Bass &
Avolio, 2004). The programme consisted of
five coaching sessions which occurred during
a period of five to 15 weeks dependent upon
coachee time availability. All coaches held
psychology honours degrees and had under-
taken a strength-based coaching training pro-
gramme prepared by Deakin University staff.
Participants were invited to participate in the
CALM programme as coachees via informa-
tion sessions, posters, emails directed to
students and staff at three universities in 
Melbourne, Australia.

Participants
Twenty-nine coachee participants took part
in this study. The majority were female (22
female, seven male). Participants were
engaged in work or study, and were inter-
ested in developing leadership within these
domains (nine were employed full-time;
nine part-time and seven casual; seven were
unemployed and studying full-time). Partici-
pants were randomly allocated to experi-
mental conditions. There were 17
participants in the fit feedback condition
and 12 in the non-fit condition. Overall the
mean age group of participants was 25 to
under 35 years. The sample age ranged
between 18 to 55 years; five participants were
over 35 years of age.

Procedure
Before the first coaching session, partici-
pants completed an online measure of dis-
positional regulatory focus. The
experimental study, which was conducted
approximately eight weeks later, involved
priming participants into a promotional reg-
ulatory focus, asking them to undertake a
leadership skills assessment activity, and then
offering non-authentic feedback which was
framed to fit or not fit that regulatory focus.
This occurred towards the end of the

coaching programme, between coaching ses-
sions four and five. After coaching session
four, participants were invited to complete
an online activity. This online activity com-
prised: the promotion focus induction; a
Leadership Assessment activity which was the
event about which feedback was subse-
quently provided; feedback framed to fit or
not fit a promotion focus; and pre- and post-
feedback tests for mood and motivation.
They were informed that this was part of
their coaching programme, and would
involve answering questions around leader-
ship goals and strategies, motivation and
effective leadership skills. Participants were
asked to complete the activity in one sitting,
at a time and place convenient to them.
There was no time limit with the estimated
average completion time being 25 minutes. 

A thorough debrief of the activity was
conducted in the subsequent coaching ses-
sion by their allocated coach. The coaches
received a script to assist this debrief, which
included the purpose of the study, reason for
deceptive feedback and information on how
to find available support if needed. Based
upon the positive nature of the deceptive
feedback provided, negative consequences
were not anticipated and were not reported. 

Regulatory Focus Induction. The experimental
RF induction procedure used by Freitas and
Higgins (2002) was modified to fit the
coaching context. It has been used success-
fully in numerous studies (for example,
Cesario et al., 2004; Leder et al., 2010; Lock-
wood, Jordan & Kunda, 2002) and was
chosen based upon the similarities to typical
reflections undertaken in a coaching session.
Promotion focus was experimentally
induced in all participants.

Promotion induction:
You have now spent a few weeks focusing
on a particular goal relating to your
leadership style development. Now, you
are asked to think about an additional
goal. Please think about something you
ideally would like to do in relation to
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your leadership development. In other
words, please think about a hope or
aspiration you currently have. 

Participants were asked write down their
goal (an aspiration or hope), along with the
description of five strategies which would
support achievement of that goal (approach
strategies). In alignment with previous
studies, participants were asked to spend
approximately 10 minutes on the goal and
strategy selection. A summary of goals and
strategies offered by participants as part of
the promotion induction is displayed in the
Appendix. Participants’ responses reveal
that they were able to identify an additional
goal and indicate strategies to achieve that
goal. This may have been heightened by the
fact that they had been working on leader-
ship development goals in their coaching
programme and so the activity was highly rel-
evant and salient to them.

Leadership Skills Activity. A 15-item multiple
choice leadership skills activity1 was used to
represent the leadership factors included in
the FRLM (Bass & Avolio, 2004). Response
options ranged from 1 (not at all) to 4 
(frequently, if not always). Actual performance
was not examined as the aim of the study was
motivational effect following feedback,
rather than level of leadership skills knowl-
edge. Importantly, the leadership skills
activity was chosen to address the lack of rel-
evant performance tasks in existing RF liter-
ature. The leadership skills activity was
considered relevant for two reasons: (a) par-

ticipants were likely to be interested in devel-
oping their leadership skills as they had vol-
unteered to undertake the CALM
programme without remuneration and in
their spare time; and (b) the leadership skills
activity contained statements which related
to common leadership situations and experi-
ences, thus likely to have been encountered
by participants in their leadership roles. 

Feedback. Positive feedback refers to the infor-
mation about an individual’s performance
which is in the desired direction towards, or
equal to, a goal (London, 2003). To test the
prediction that regulatory fit increases moti-
vational effect of feedback, two differently
framed versions of the same non-authentic
positive feedback message were constructed.
The structure, length and core content (a
score of 90 per cent2) of the text was held
constant, whilst messages were tailored to
emphasise the different foci using words
sourced from previously discussed RF litera-
ture. Fit feedback emphasised promotion
focused goals (ideal score and accomplish-
ment) and eagerness related means
(finding, considering full range of options).
Non-fit feedback emphasised prevention
focused goals (meeting standards) and vigi-
lance strategies (carefully avoiding). Consis-
tent with the characteristics of effective
feedback (McShane & Travaglione, 2008)
the feedback message and delivery was devel-
oped to be specific, timely, credible and rel-
evant. The two types of feedback are
presented below.
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2 A challenge in the present study was to determine the specific score that would be believable to the partici-

pant. The risks of setting the score too high or too low would result in lack of credibility for the prevention
and promotion framed version, respectively. Individuals tend to set different levels of goals dependent upon
focus (Higgins & Tykocinski, 1992). Maximal or ideal goals are preferred in promotion focus, while minimal
or ‘meeting standards’ goals are preferred in prevention focus. As the purpose of this study was to examine
the motivational effect of positive feedback, the performance score had to be identical in both framing con-
ditions to allow assessment of level of motivation based on different framing and not on different scores. 
A qualitative pilot study (N=10) was conducted to examine the two versions of the feedback message. Findings
indicated that the initial use of 80 per cent to indicate level of performance on the leadership skills activity was
set too low to be considered an ‘ideal’ score, particularly as the sample was to be drawn primarily from a uni-
versity population, where performance may be higher than amongst the general population. Based on the
pilot study the score to be provided was raised to 90 per cent, thereby replicating the success criterion used by
Förster et al. (1998).



Fit feedback
Congratulations, you have achieved an
ideal score on the Leadership Skills test
by successfully finding the majority of
correct answers. You have achieved 90
per cent of the correct answers. 

Your score indicates that you are
considering the full range of leadership
behaviours in order to achieve an
optimal match between your skills and a
particular situation.

Non-Fit feedback
Congratulations, you have met the
performance standard set by the test
producers and successfully avoided most
of the incorrect answers. You avoided 
90 per cent of incorrect answers. 

Your score indicates that you are
carefully considering which type of
leadership behaviour is appropriate for a
particular situation in order to avoid
substandard performance.

Both feedback versions were provided as text
as well as a visual scale indicating the band in
which participants’ achieved performance. 

Measures
Motivation. Motivation was measured before
and after feedback. Two items were adapted
to fit the coaching context from studies by
Van-Dijk and Kluger (2004) and Freitas and
Higgins (2002): ‘How much effort have you
invested in your leadership development so
far?’; and ‘Would you like to continue this
coaching for leadership programme for
another five sessions?’. An additional two
items were also included: ‘How motivated
are you right now about your leadership
development?’; and ‘Would you like to have
your leadership skills assessed?’ Consistent
with Van-Dijk and Kluger’s study, the
response scales were 11-point Likert scales,
ranging from –5 (i.e. not at all/definitely not) to
+5 (i.e. very much/definitely). 

The same questions were used post feed-
back, but changed from present to future
tense. The pre-post measure of motivation

enabled reduction in error variance associ-
ated with individual differences present
before the intervention. The pre-feedback
motivation items and the post-feedback items
were combined to a single scale of pre-moti-
vation (α=.83) and post-motivation (α=.80).
The scale had a high correlation with self-
determined motivation (pre-motivation r=.78,
post-motivation r=.62) from the Motivation
and Work Scale (MAWS; Deci & Ryan, 1985).
The MAWS measures type and degree of
motivation (Forest et al., 2010) and was
included in the present study as a means to
examine concurrent validity of the four moti-
vation questions. The MAWS was not included
in further analyses due to its inappropriate-
ness as a measure of motivational strength in
this study. The MAWS measures the nature of
motivation on a continuum from extrinsic to
intrinsic motivation, whereas the motivational
measures used in feedback studies in the past
and replicated in this study (Freitas & Hig-
gins, 2002; Van-Dijk & Kluger, 2004) measure
the strength of motivation.

Mood. Four items previously used by Idson et
al. (2000) were used to assess mood pre- and
post-feedback. The response scale ranged
from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). Two items
(happy; relaxed) related to the degree partici-
pants experienced positive mood (i.e. How
happy do you feel right now?). These were com-
bined to a single scale (pre-feedback α=.81;
post-feedback α=.81). Two items (tense; dis-
couraged) related to the degree participants
experienced negative mood (i.e. How dis-
couraged do you feel right now?). These were
combined to a single scale (pre-feedback;
α=.75; post-feedback α=.76). 

Regulatory Focus Questionnaire (RFQ). The 
11-item RFQ (Higgins et al., 2001) is a
measure of individuals dispositional regula-
tory focus. It assesses participants subjective
past success with using either promotion-
related eagerness or prevention-related vigi-
lance and was completed prior to the
commencement of the coaching pro-
gramme. The response scale ranged from 1
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(never or seldom/certainly false) to 5 (very
often/certainly true). Five items contributed to
the prevention scale, i.e. ‘Not being careful
enough has gotten me into trouble at times’
(α=.79). Six items contributed to the pre-
vention scale i.e. “I feel like I have made
progress toward being successful in my life”
(α=.59). The RFQ was included to assess
whether there were any differences in regu-
latory focus between groups prior to the
induction procedure. The Cronbach alpha
in this study was somewhat lower than in Hig-
gins et al.’s (2001) study (promotion α=.73,
prevention α=. 80). Therefore, item number
11 was excluded to increase the reliability of
the promotion scale (α=.66). The exclusion
was deemed justifiable based upon the item
being different to other items, relating to
behaviour in a defined area (hobbies) com-
pared to behaviour in general. The RFQ is
scored by subtracting the prevention score
from the promotion scores. Zero or a nega-
tive score indicates prevention focus and a
positive score, a promotion focus.

Results
Initial data screening revealed that the Kol-
mogorov-Smirnov test of normality for the
four items of motivation before and after
feedback was met (p<.001) and there were
no univariate, multivariate outliers or
missing data. Mean and standard deviations
for the measures of mood and motivation
before and after feedback for the two feed-
back conditions are presented in Table 1. 

Preliminary One-way Analyses of Vari-
ance (ANOVA) were conducted to examine
potential group differences prior to the
introduction of the independent variable.
No significant differences were found
between groups in any of the following vari-
ables: motivation (T1) (F(1,27)=2.55,
MSE=11.23, p=.12) or positive mood (T1)
(F(1,27)=.96, MSE=3.46, p=.34) or negative
mood (T1) (F(1,27)=.89, MSE= 3.20, p=.35). 

Pearson correlation analyses were con-
ducted to examine if mood was related to
level of motivation. No significant correla-
tions were found between mood (positive or
negative) and motivation feedback (before
or after) in either feedback conditions (fit or
non-fit), neither between mood and motiva-
tion scores when the groups were combined.
The Fischer’s transformation revealed no sig-
nificant correlations across time (T1 and
T2). In line with previous findings (i.e. Hig-
gins et al., 2003), this indicates that mean
scores of motivation after feedback were
independent of individuals’ level of mood
and that any differences would be due to
random fluctuations. 

Pearson correlation analyses were con-
ducted to examine the relationship between
dispositional regulatory focus (prevention or
promotion) and level of motivation. No sig-
nificant correlations were found between
dispositional promotion focus, (r=–.01,
N=29, p=.94) or prevention focus, (r=–.06,
N=29, p=.74) and motivation scores after
feedback. Based on the lack of significant
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Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviations for motivation and mood scores
before and after feedback.

Fit (N=17) Non-fit (N=12)

T1 T2 T1 T2

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Motivation 7.63 2.41 8.43 2.25 8.90 1.53 8.90 1.52

Positive mood 6.12 1.93 6.33 1.90 5.42 1.84 5.71 1.67

Negative mood 3.89 2.09 3.24 1.86 3.21 1.59 3.21 1.79

Note: T1=before feedback; T2=after feedback.



correlations with the dependent variable,
mood and dispositional regulatory focus
were not included as covariates in the pri-
mary analysis.

To test the main hypothesis, a repeated
measures ANOVA was conducted to assess
the effect of positive feedback (fit and non-
fit) on level of motivation (Time 1 and Time
2). Preliminary analyses were conducted to
ensure there was no violation to the assump-
tion of normality, linearity, homogeneity of
variances and covariance. The ANOVA
results showed that there was a significant
interaction between time and type of feed-
back, (Wilks Lambda=.79, F(1,27)=7.14,
p<.05), with a small effect size of partial eta
squared=.21, observed power=.73. There was
a significant main effect for time, (Wilks
Lambda=.79, F(1,27)=7.14, p<.05), with a
small effect size of partial eta squared=.21,
observed power=.73. There was no main
effect for type of feedback, (F(1, 27)=1.32,
p=.26, partial eta squared=.05). This finding
suggests that mean motivation scores

increased in the feedback fit condition but
not in the non-fit condition at Time 2 com-
pared to Time 1 (see Figure 1). 

A paired sample t-test revealed a signifi-
cant increase in motivation scores in the fit-
condition between T1 and T2 (refer back to
Table 1 for descriptive data), (t(16)=–3.56,
p<.01 (two-tailed)). The mean increase in
motivation scores was .79 with a 95 per cent
confidence interval ranging from .32 to 1.27.
The eta square statistics indicated a large
effect size (.48). There was no increase in
motivation scores in the non-fit condition,
from T1 to T2, (t(11)=.00, p=1.00). 

To explore whether the effect of feed-
back and time on strength of motivation
would be present if individuals were grouped
according to their dispositional regulatory
focus (promotion or prevention), a mixed
design ANOVA was conducted. It comprised
one between group factor (Disposition) and
one within group factor (Time), each with
two levels. Means and standard deviations
are presented in Table 2. 
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Figure 1: Mean scores of motivation level for Fit (N=17) and Non-Fit (N=12) conditions
before and after feedback.



There was no significant interaction
between dispositional RF and time (Wilks
Lambda=.97, F(1,27)=.88, p=.37, partial eta
squared=.03). There was a main effect of
time (Wilks Lambda=.75, F(1,27)=9.14,
p<.01, partial eta squared=.25). There was 
no main effect of dispositional regulatory
focus (F(1,27)=2.21, p<.15, partial eta
squared=.08). This suggests that there was
no difference in the increase in mean scores
on motivation between the dispositional pro-
motion and prevention focused groups. 

Discussion
This study aimed to examine the motiva-
tional effect of positive feedback, framed to
either fit or non-fit an individual’s induced
regulatory promotion focus in a coaching
context. The results supported the
hypotheses that regulatory fit increases the
motivational effect of feedback. As pre-
dicted, the level of motivation increased fol-
lowing feedback that contained promotion
goals and eagerness means (fit) compared to
feedback that contained prevention goals
and vigilance means (non-fit). In addition,
the effect of fit was unrelated to the level of
mood experienced after feedback. That is,
level of motivation was not higher in individ-
uals that reported higher level of positive
mood. 

Regulatory fit occurs when an individual
applies their preferred goal pursuit strategy
and a subjective sense of ‘feeling right’ about
the goal-directed behaviour is experienced,
observed as an increase in motivation, enjoy-
ment or commitment (Higgins, 2000, 2005).
The findings of this study suggest that

framing the content of a feedback message
according to individuals’ preferred goal pur-
suit strategy (eager) and preferred type of
goal (achieving ideals) may increase the
value of the feedback, consistent with
increased motivation. 

Regulatory fit within feedback sign has
not previously been examined, however, the
results from this study are consistent with
persuasion, instruction and marketing
studies (for example, Florack & Scarbis,
2006; Holler et al., 2008; Leder et al., 2010;
Spiegel et al., 2004). Specifically, Freitas and
Higgins’ (2002) findings indicated that indi-
viduals who received instructions framed to
fit their induced regulatory focus evaluated a
search task as more enjoyable and were more
likely to repeat the task than those who
received non-fit instructions. This study pro-
vided feedback whereby the overall message
of a positive performance of 90 per cent was
kept constant between conditions. However,
the message was framed to fit either preven-
tion type goals and pursuit strategies or pro-
motion goals and pursuit strategies. While
the current study focused on motivation, as
compared to level of enjoyment in Freitas
and Higgins’ study, both studies examined
whether an individual would undertake the
activity again as assessed by the question
‘would you like to take the leadership skills
test/search task again’? 

It would be expected that receiving posi-
tive feedback, particularly when it describes
high achievement, may increase the recip-
ient’s level of positive mood, and thus
increase level of motivation. However, no
positive correlation was found between
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Table 2: Means and Standard Deviations for motivation scores before and after feedback
according to Dispositional Focus.

Dispositional Focus Motivation Motivation
T1 T2

Mean SD Mean SD

Promotion (N=19) 8.60 1.92 8.97 1.67

Prevention (N=10) 7.30 2.40 7.98 2.41



mood and motivation, That is, level of moti-
vation was not higher in individuals who
reported higher level of positive mood,
regardless of whether they received fit or
non-fit feedback. This supports the hypoth-
esis that the effect on motivation was due to
feedback framing and not due to the
achievement of a score of 90 per cent
leading to an increase of positive mood. This
is consistent with previous research where
effects of regulatory fit on motivation were
found to be independent of mood in rela-
tion to persuasiveness of text (Cesario et al.,
2004) and monetary evaluation of objects
(Avnet & Higgins, 2002; Higgins et al.,
2003).

Another interesting finding in this study
was that a regulatory fit effect was found
when level of motivation was assessed
according to individuals’ induced but not 
dispositional regulatory focus. This finding is
consistent with RFT literature whereby
induction methods have been used to
induce a predominate focus (for example,
Cesario et al., 2004; Leder et al., 2010; Lock-
wood et al., 2002). The finding supports the
validity of the induction method and sug-
gests that an individuals’ motivational orien-
tation is relatively easily influenced by
external influences. The induction method
by Freitas and Higgins (2002) was adapted in
the current study by focusing on leadership
goals and goal attainment strategies as
opposed to general goals and strategies. 
A promotion focus was induced by asking
participants about their aspirations and
strategies to achieve these. The use of this
induction method can be applied in organi-
sational and coaching settings as it can be
conducted in a relative short time period (10
minutes), is easily adapted to a particular
context, and is aligned to common questions
and considerations in daily work practices. 

Some features of this study differ from
previous studies. Firstly, previous studies on
the motivational effect of feedback from a
RF theory perspective have examined the
effect of positive versus negative feedback in
relation to individuals’ regulatory focus (for

example, Förster et al., 2001; Idson et al.,
2000). This study is unique in that no pre-
vious feedback studies have examined feed-
back framing, that is, the motivational effect
of feedback considering the concept of reg-
ulatory fit within type of feedback. 

Secondly, previous feedback studies com-
monly used outcome feedback, such as a
short statement of ‘you succeeded’ or ‘you
failed’ (for example, Van-Dijk & Kluger,
2004). This type of outcome feedback is
insufficient according to the general feed-
back literature (McShane & Travaglione,
2008). The present study aimed to ensure
the feedback provided was specific and rele-
vant by providing participants with their spe-
cific performance data and comments
relating to their strategies used. The inclu-
sion of comments on strategies also ensured
that the regulatory framing was achieved. 

Thirdly, the current study used a more
encompassing measure of motivation than
previous feedback studies. For example, in
the study by Van-Dijk and Kluger (2004) only
one item ‘How motivated do you feel right
now’ was included to assess motivation. To
be consistent with previous research this
item was included in the present study, along
with Freitas and Higgins’ (2002) item refer-
ring to whether individuals would like to
repeat the task with an additional two items.
The motivation measure used had good
internal consistency and correlated highly
with self-determined motivation (Forest et
al., 2010), which suggests the measure and
current findings are valid.

Finally, compared to numerous previous
studies involving RF theory, this study pro-
vided feedback on a highly relevant per-
formance task in an authentic context.
Previous studies have, for example, provided
feedback on anagram performance (Förster
et al., 2001, 1998; Idson & Higgins, 2000) or
provided instructions for the search of four-
sided objects (Freitas & Higgins, 2002) in
laboratory settings. It can be argued that
these tasks have little relevance to the indi-
vidual, and bear little resemblance to tasks in
organisational settings. In contrast, the lead-
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ership skills task used in this study is likely to
be highly relevant as participants chose to
take part in the coaching for leadership pro-
gramme and had, with support of their
coaches, been engaging in their own leader-
ship development. Therefore, it is suggested
that the regulatory fit findings may be rele-
vant to coaching contexts in general and in
particularly those related to coaching for
leadership development.

Limitations
Findings need to be interpreted in light of a
number of limitations. Firstly, the lack of an
objective motivation measure may have
reduced the validity of this study. While the
current study comprised a valid task (leader-
ship skills activity) on which feedback was
provided, the motivational measure was
based upon participants’ subjective
responses. Since motivation is linked to per-
formance (Pinder, 2008), an objective
measure could have involved observed per-
formance data, for example the amount of
additional leadership training undertaken
by participants or whether they actually
attempted the leadership skills test again.
This may have illuminated the link between
motivation and performance. However, it
should be noted that performance is
affected by many factors other than motiva-
tion (i.e. current level of knowledge or time
restraints) and thus the use of a perform-
ance measure may also have confounded the
primary research aim, to investigate the
motivational effect of regulatory fit.

The applicability of the induction
method for regulatory fit needs to be con-
sidered when generalising the findings in
this study to situations where feedback may
be given as part of coaching or managing
performance. Due to the nature of the
tightly controlled experimental design used
in this study, feedback framing was worded
specifically to, in the fit condition, empha-
sise an approach goal with eagerness strate-
gies, and in the non-fit condition, to
specifically emphasise an avoidance goal and
vigilance strategies (meeting standards and

carefully avoiding mistakes). Positive feed-
back framed in a way that emphasises vigi-
lance and avoidance goals may in particular
seem at odds with common parlance used in
a coaching or managing performance set-
ting. Therefore, it may be difficult to apply
feedback framing whilst also appearing
authentic in the coaching relationship. How-
ever the following section offers some impli-
cations for coaching practice that coaches
may find useful when giving feedback or
coaching others on the utility of feedback.
We recommend that further research in
applied settings could also test alternative
types of framing to suit different feedback
situations and organisational settings. 

Similar limitations arise about the gener-
alisability of results to applied settings out-
side of the CALM coaching programme
utilised in this study. The coaching pro-
gramme was conducted within a university
community (although did not necessarily
involve only students). Nevertheless, the
findings of this study may not be generalis-
able to workplace coaching programmes,
which tend to be characterised by organisa-
tional goals, rather than personal goals. 

Finally, whilst this study found that fit
feedback increased level of motivation com-
pared to non-fit feedback, the lack of control
group limits our ability to determine if the
impact of fit feedback was above, lesser than,
or equal to the impact of no feedback on
motivation. 

Directions for research
This study found a regulatory fit effect fol-
lowing positive feedback in individuals in
promotion focus. It would also be interesting
to explore whether this effect occurs in pre-
vention focus, and whether it is present fol-
lowing negative feedback. Based upon the
current findings and the general RF litera-
ture, it is expected that both positive and
negative feedback framed to fit an indi-
vidual’s regulatory focus would lead to
increased motivation compared to non-fit
framed feedback. If the effect of regulatory
fit in relation to feedback framing is con-
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firmed, this would provide an understanding
of how both negative and positive feedback
may be framed to ensure optimal impact on
motivation.

Implications for coaching practices
There are important implications of this
study for coaching practice. Findings suggest
that feedback effectiveness may be increased
by framing feedback to the individuals’ regu-
latory (promotion) focus. When providing
feedback, with no change to feedback sign
or actual performance score, a coach may
emphasise a certain aspect of the perform-
ance goal and a certain type of goal pursuit
strategy to provide a match to the individ-
uals’ present regulatory focus.

In situations where it would be difficult or
impossible to frame feedback, the coach may
induce a regulatory promotion focus that
would match the feedback to be provided.
This could be achieved by asking the partici-
pant to describe their ideal goal or type of
aspirations they have and the strategies to
support achievement of these ideal goals
(promotion induction). Importantly, as evi-
denced in the study, promotion focus can be
primed prior to providing eagerness strate-
gies related to a goal, and this only need to
take 10 minutes of the coachees’ time.

Understanding that regulatory focus is
easily induced by contextual influences may
assist the coach to better understand the
coachee in terms of their goal orientation. It
is likely that organisational policies, proce-
dures, leadership, communication and cul-
ture that the coachee is exposed to will
induce a certain motivational focus. For
example, a prominent safety culture in an
aviation context and an innovative design
culture in a marketing context may induce
prevention and promotion focus, respec-
tively. The organisational context may pro-
vide cues for the coach about the coachee’s
goal orientation and how to frame feedback
to increase motivation accordingly. This may
ultimately lead to increased motivation to
pursue a goal, and subsequently increased
effectiveness of coaching practice. 
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The long-term effects of coaching 

IN THE SPACE OF little more than a
decade coaching has gained a significant
foothold in many areas of change man-

agement. Numerous journals have been
founded and university courses established
on the basis of a growing evaluative litera-
ture. Despite this impressive growth, to date
only six studies have been published which
involve random assignment to one or more
coaching conditions (Franklin & Doran,

2009, Greif, 2007). Regrettably, only the
studies by Willms (2004), Green, Oades and
Grant (2005), Spence and Grant (2005),
Finn, Mason and Griffin (2006), and
Franklin and Doran (2009) have incorpo-
rated non-treatment control conditions.
Only the studies of Sue-Chan and Latham
(2004) and Franklin and Doran (2009) have
utilised independent assessors, and in only
the latter study were the assessors blind to
the participants being involved in coaching.

The long-term independently assessed
benefits of coaching: A controlled 
18-month follow-up study of 
two methods
John Franklin & Alicia Franklin

Objectives: An earlier study by Franklin and Doran (2009) provided the first evidence that coaching
benefits objective performance as assessed by evaluators’ blind to participation in coaching. This study
examines the efficacy of two coaching programmes on independently evaluated academic performance 
12 and 18 months after the completion of coaching.
Design: A double-blind controlled trial in which participants were randomly allocated to either a
Preparation, Action, Adaptive Learning (PAAL), or a Self-regulation co-coaching programme with blind
assessment of subsequent academic performance. A third no-treatment condition was used for additional
comparison and control of expectancy effects.
Methods: Two structurally identical seven-week co-coaching programmes were run. The Self-regulation
condition focused on the development of study and coping skills, whilst the PAAL condition additionally
focused on preparation for change and adaptive learning. Fifty-two volunteer first-year university students were
randomly assigned to either a PAAL (N=27) or Self-regulation (N=25) co-coaching programme. Academic
results 12 and 18 months after completing the brief coaching programme are compared with a control group of
students (N=2183 at 12 months, 2063 at 18 months.) who did not participate in the programme. 
Results: Relative to the no treatment control group, PAAL participants consistently performed some 10 per
cent better in independently assessed academic performance at both the 12-month follow-up (71.04 per cent
vs. 61.29 per cent) (p=<.001, d=.60), and the 18-month follow-up (70.97 per cent vs. 60.48 per cent)
(p=<.001, d=.66). The Self-regulation coaching participants performed some two per cent better than the
controls at both the 12-month follow-up (62.98 per cent vs. 61.29 per cent) (p=NS, d=.10) and the 
18-month follow-up (62.11 per cent vs. 60.48 per cent) (p=NS, d=.11).
Conclusion: Both co-coaching conditions were associated with increases in blindly assessed academic
performance, however, only those in the PAAL condition performed significantly better 12 and 18 months
after the completion of the brief coaching programme. The effects of the PAAL coaching method need to be
evaluated in other areas where outcomes may be objectively and blindly assessed.
Keywords: Coaching; maintenance; follow-up; RCT; Double Blind Randomized Control Trial; academic
performance.



The value of such designs cannot be over-
estimated as they form the bedrock of any
practice seeking to demonstrate its evidence-
based credentials. 

In a recent review of the evidence base
underpinning coaching, Grant and
Cavanagh (2007) emphasised the need for
longer follow-ups in order to determine the
durability of its effects. This paper reports on
the 12- and 18-month follow-up of two
coaching programmes, which utilised dif-
ferent coaching methods in the hope of pro-
moting independently assessed academic
performance. The full details of the study at
the six-month follow-up period were given in
Franklin and Doran (2009). The study
involved an evaluation of the effects of two
brief seven-week co-coaching programmes
titled Preparation, Action, Adaptive
Learning (PAAL) and Self-regulation. Both
methods were found to be associated with
significant increases in self-assessed self-effi-
cacy and resilience, but only those in the
PAAL condition experienced significant
increases in decisional balance, hope, self-
compassion and belief in the incremental
theory of change. Compared with the Self-
regulation condition, participants in the
PAAL condition experienced significantly
greater increases in six of the seven
dependent variables. With respect to blindly
assessed academic performance, PAAL par-
ticipants performed some 10 per cent better
in independently assessed academic per-
formance (71.45 per cent vs. 61.59 per cent)
(p=.0003, d=.61). The academic perform-
ance of those in the Self-regulation coaching
condition was not significantly better than
that of controls (63.32 per cent vs. 61.59 per
cent) (p=NS, d=.11). Across the seven
dependent variables the average effect size
for the PAAL condition was d=.93, while the
Self-regulation condition averaged d=.43. 

This paper follows up the participants in
the above study and reports on their aca-
demic performance 12 and 18 months after
the completion of the seven-week coaching
programme. Data relating to the self-report
measures was not collected. Full details of

the original study and evaluation can be
found in Franklin and Doran (2009).

Method
Participants
Participants were 52 first-year university
students (21 male and 31 female) from a
metropolitan university in Sydney, Australia.
Participants were recruited on a voluntarily
basis though lecture announcements and
pamphlets to participate in a free co-
coaching programme titled ‘Successology
101’. The participants were aged between 17
and 56 years (M=24.44, SD=8.90). Seventy-
one per cent of the participants reported
English as their first language. 

All of the original 52 first-year university
students (PAAL=27, Self-regulation=25)
were available at the 12-month follow-up, but
only 49 were enrolled and thus available for
analysis at the 18-month follow-up
(PAAL=25, Self-regulation=24). The control
condition consisted of 2183 first-year
students at 12-month time point, and 2063
second-year students at the 18-month time
point. There were no differences between
the experimental and control subjects in the
pattern of their enrolment, their age, or
gender balance.

Measures
The average mark was selected as the best
measure of academic performance as it
offered results on a 0 to 100 scale as opposed
to reliance on less sensitive grade point aver-
ages (GPA). Each participant’s academic
performance was measured by calculating
the sum of their total grades for each subject,
and then dividing this total by the number of
subjects they completed, to produce an
average mark. All academic markers were
blind to whether or not the students had par-
ticipated in any programme designed to
boost their academic performance.

In the earlier report on the study
(Franklin & Doran, 2009), results were pro-
vided of a number of additional outcome
and process measures. These measures of
Self-Efficacy, Resilience, Hope, Self-Compas-
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sion, Growth Mind Set and Decisional Bal-
ance were not collected at the 12- and 
18-month follow-ups and are thus not
reported here. This follow-up study was
expressly designed to determine if the long-
term academic performance of participants
was differentially affected by inclusion in the
two coaching and the no treatment control
condition.

Materials 
Participants in both coaching conditions
were provided with co-coaching study and
coping skills workbooks. This workbook set
the coaching within a self-regulation frame-
work and covered the following areas:
Making the transition to university, goal set-
ting, time management, study skills, note
taking, reading and comprehension, exam
preparation and managing stress and anx-
iety. The workbook included a wide range of
quizzes and assessment devices to identify
strengths and weaknesses, together with
planning and self-monitoring forms. The
content of the programme drew on the work
of Cottrell (2003) and Paulk and Owens
(2005). Participants were asked to form into
pairs and meet together at least once each
week for the seven weeks leading up to the
exam period. Drawing upon the workbooks,
participants were each encouraged to set
three goals and focus on coaching each
other to develop, implement and monitor
the plans necessary to achieve these mastery
goals within a self-regulatory coaching
framework. Participants in both conditions
were provided with clear instructions on how
to coach each other over the seven weeks
during which they meet. Co-coaching was
modelled in a series of three training ses-
sions. 

Participants in the PAAL condition were
provided with additional material derived
from the PAAL model of change motivation
and adaptive learning. The PAAL Model
assisted participants to clarify their current
study skill set, identify their ultimate objec-
tive, undertake a cost-benefit analysis con-
cerning the achievement of this objective,

identify and remove any barriers to change
(including establishing a growth mindset
and developing self-compassion), identify
the skills necessary for success, and finally
understand how these skills translated into
goals which could be progressively devel-
oped via adaptive learning within a co-
coaching self-regulatory framework.
Identical training was provided on the
process of co-coaching within a self-regula-
tory framework to participants in both
coaching conditions. Only the focus differed
between conditions.

Design and procedure
The initial participants (N=52) were ran-
domly assigned to either the Self-regulation
condition (N=25) or the PAAL condition
(N=27). The slightly unequal numbers arose
from participants not necessarily being able
to attend on the day in which the other con-
dition was run. A no treatment control con-
dition was formed from students attending
university for the first time who did not par-
ticipate in either of the coaching pro-
grammes (N=2183 at 12 months, 2063 at 18
months.). Analysis of academic marks was
initially conducted on the full sample of 52,
with analysis being restricted to those who
attended all sessions and completed all pre
and post measures. Unfortunately only 49 of
the original 52 were enrolled and thus avail-
able for analysis at the 18-month follow-up
(PAAL=25, Self-regulation=24).

Participants were advised that there were
two coaching conditions, but were blind to
the condition to which they were assigned,
and the differences between conditions. 
A questionnaire seeking demographic infor-
mation and the above scales was emailed to
all participants to be completed before
attending the first session. The first two ses-
sions were conducted as training workshops
(total contact time equalled nine hours) and
commenced in week 7 of the 13-week first
semester. During weeks 9 to 13 of the
semester participants were requested to
meet weekly in pairs to coach each other in
the development of the skills necessary to
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achieve the three goals they had identified
for themselves. At the conclusion of the pro-
gramme, participants completed the same
battery of measures completed at the com-
mencement of the programme. The pro-
gramme was approved by the University
Human Ethics Committee. 

Results
Analysis of the academic results of partici-
pants in the three conditions at the three
time points are contained in Table 1, and
presented graphically in Figure 1.

An initial two-way between subjects
ANOVA with condition and time as the
between subjects variables and average mark
as the dependent variable was run. As
expected, a significant main effect was found
for condition (F[2,2232]3.808, p=.022) but
no significant effect was found for time. 

Subsequent pairwise analysis revealed that at
the 12-month follow-up, the PAAL condition
achieved a significantly higher average mark
than the no treatment control group
(t[2208]=4.87, p<0.001, d=.60) and the Self-
regulation condition (t[50]=2.73, p<0.01,
d=.76). At the 18-month follow-up, partici-
pants in the PAAL condition achieved a
higher average mark than participants in the
control condition (t[2086]=5.04, p<0.001,
d=.66) and participants in the Self-regulation
condition (t[47]=3.04, p<.01, d=.81). Consis-
tent with the previously reported results at
the six-month point, participants in the Self-
regulation condition did not achieve a
higher average mark than those in the no
treatment control group at either the 
12-month follow-up point (t[2258]=0.76,
p=NS, d=.10) or 18-month follow-up point
(t[2085]=0.78, p=NS, d=.11). 

John Franklin & Alicia Franklin 

Table 1: Changes in academic marks over time by coaching condition.

12-month Significance Effect size 
follow-up (2 tailed) (d)

Mean SD

CONDITION

PAAL 71.04 10.52 (1) p<.001 (1) .60
(2) p<.01 (2) .76

Self-regulation 62.98 10.99 (3) p=.76 NS (3) .10

No treatment control 61.29 16.34

18-month Significance Effect size 
follow-up (2 tailed) (d)

Mean SD

PAAL 70.97 10.26 (1) p<.001 (1) .66
(2) p<.01 (2) .81

Self-regulation 62.11 10.14 (3) p=.78 NS (3) .11

No treatment control 60.48 16.07

PAAL=Preparation, Action and Adaptive Learning condition
(1) PAAL vs. No treatment control; (2) PAAL vs. Self-regulation; (3) Self-regulation vs. No treatment control
Effect sizes: Small=.2; Medium=.5; Large=.8
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Discussion
This study was undertaken in response to a
call by Grant and Cavanagh (2007) for more
longitudinal studies of the effects of various
coaching interventions. Consistent with the
earlier reported findings at the six-month
follow-up, participants in the PAAL coaching
condition maintained their 10 mark advan-
tage in academic performance at the 12- and
18-month follow-up points. The fact that the
alternative Self-regulation condition resulted
in a consistent but non-significant two mark
performance advantage emphasises that not
all coaching methodologies are equal, and
that the content and process of coaching are
worthy of closer attention. These long-term
benefits are even more impressive when it is
considered that the participants received no
booster sessions following the cessation of
the original brief seven session coaching pro-
gramme. All participants were provided with
a detailed coaching resource manual, but
beyond their meeting on a weekly basis the
precise use they made of this material is not
known. As Grant and Cavanagh (2007) pre-
dicted, further long-term follow-ups utilising
random allocation and blind assessment will
greatly enhance the rigor and thus reputa-
tion of coaching research.

The enduring long-term results of this
study have many implications for future
research and practice. The results provide
further evidence that a relatively simple low-
cost coaching intervention can have very 
significant effects on the academic perform-
ance of students. This is consistent with the
earlier well-controlled coaching research by
Green, Oades and Grant (2005), Spence and
Grant (2005), Sue-Chan and Latham (2004)
and Willms (2004), and indicates the return
on investment which may be derived from
coaching. Encouraging as these long-term
results are, it is important to recognise that
this is just one study and that the numbers
involved were small. Clearly these results
need to be replicated in other settings,
which allow for the independent assessment
of behaviour and performance change. 
Particular attention needs to be focused on
the processes and context within coaching
which are predictive of lasting behaviour
change. The possibility of creatively deliv-
ering coaching to larger numbers in a more
cost effective manner also needs to be inves-
tigated as it would be difficult to utilise con-
ventional methods to reach the many
thousands of students who enrol in tertiary
studies on an annual basis. 

An 18-month follow-up of coaching

Figure 1: Changes in academic marks over time by coaching condition.
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Notwithstanding these caveats, the strong
effect size found in this study adds to a
growing body of well designed studies sup-
portive of the enduring benefits of coaching.
It would appear that appropriate content
delivered within a theoretically sound
coaching framework is able to materially
assist students by having a significant and
lasting effect on their academic perform-
ance, and hopefully their life prospects. 
A 10 per cent point difference in perform-
ance can probably open many doors, both
academically and professionally and materi-
ally enhance the life prospects of partici-
pants.
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THE USE OF executive and internal
coaches by organisations to improve
employee performance is increasing

(Sherman & Freas, 2004). This increased pop-
ularity has made coaching an accessible and
widely used development option (Williams &
Offley, 2005). However, few studies have inves-
tigated what makes the coaching process
effective (Bacon & Spear, 2003; Stewart et al.,
2008). There are still unanswered questions
about how to ensure coaching is successfully
delivered and what role organisational stake-
holders such as line managers should play in
the coaching process.

The role of line managers in the
goal setting stage of coaching
Line managers are considered to be one of
the key stakeholders in the coaching process,
with the support they provide suggested to

be critical to the success of coaching (Joo,
2005). However, research has paid little
attention to understanding exactly how line
managers can or should support coaching
within the workplace. A small amount of
research has focused on the role of line man-
agers in the goal setting stage of coaching.
Two NHS evaluation studies by Sinclair et al.
(2008) found that objectives were set by
coachees with some facilitation from their
coach, but that line managers had no
involvement during this stage. The coaching
objectives set centred on improving personal
capability, which coachees believed would
lead to the achievement of business benefits.
The lack of accountability at an organisa-
tional level regarding the objective setting
stage of the coaching programme may have
resulted in personal capability taking prece-
dence over business objectives. An Institute

Line management involvement in
coaching: Help or hindrance? 
A content analysis study
Helen Ogilvy & Vicky Ellam-Dyson

Objectives: This study investigated the involvement that line managers have when their direct reports are
receiving coaching from either an internal or external coach; what line managers and coachees report
hinders and facilitates line management involvement; and in what ways does line management
involvement affect the outcome of coaching. 
Design: A cross-sectional design was used to explore coachees’ and line managers’ perceptions of line
management involvement, as well as facilitators and barriers to their involvement. Content analysis was
used to code the data.
Method: 18 coachees and 12 line managers participated in semi-structured interviews. Content analysis
revealed that the involvement of line managers varied.
Results: Factors reported to inhibit involvement included cognitions that it was a personal process, and
management involvement was not necessary. Factors reported to facilitate involvement included managers’
beliefs that coaching was valuable and their understanding of how coaching worked within their
organisations. Line management behaviours found to facilitate coaching comprised five clusters:
supporting, collaborating, informing, management style and challenging. Behaviours found to hinder
coaching comprised two clusters: restrictive and passive. 
Conclusions: This study provides a useful insight into factors that influence line management
involvement, the type of management behaviours that facilitate and hinder coaching outcomes, and the
consequences for transfer of learning. 
Keywords: Line manager involvement; coaching outcomes; learning transfer.



of Employment Studies (IES) evaluation of a
public sector coaching programme identi-
fied similar issues with the focus of coaching
goals. It found that, of the 88 coachee action
plans it analysed, only 17 per cent contained
objectives that were aligned to organisa-
tional outcomes. Again, line managers had
little or no involvement in the objective set-
ting stage of the coaching process (Carter,
2004). Neither this study nor the one by Sin-
clair et al. (2008) investigated why managers
had such a low level of involvement.

Where there is a lack of evidence from aca-
demic research, coaching practice relies on
developing processes based on the experi-
ences of practitioners. It has been suggested
by some practitioners that coaching is most
effective when line managers are actively
engaged in the process (Boanas, 2006) and
that adopting a three-way contracting approach
will ensure the organisational perspective is
reflected in the coaching relationship (Pop-
pleton, 2008). Three-way contracting involves
the line manager, coach and coachee agreeing
the overarching goals for the coaching before
the coaching begins. The coachee’s manager
is expected to represent the organisation’s
interests. As such, they have a role to play in
ensuring that the coaching focuses on
improving the coachees work-related per-
formance, and that this is aligned to organisa-
tional effectiveness and business needs.
Three-way contracting has been proposed as
an antecedent to effective coaching and many
organisations are adopting these practices
(Hay, 1995). However, initial research has sug-
gested that even when a three-way contracting
approach is adopted managers of coachees
rarely play an active role (Carter & Miller,
2009). The reasons for this lack of involve-
ment are not understood and the factors that
may facilitate or inhibit line manager involve-
ment have not been investigated.

Influence of line manager involvement
on learning transfer and coaching
outcomes 
The coaching literature has started to look at
the influence of manager support beyond

the initial goal setting stage of coaching. 
So far manager support has been linked to
higher coachee satisfaction with outcomes
(Carter & Connage, 2007) and shown to pos-
itively influence coaching success
(McGovern et al., 2001; Olivero, Bane &
Kopelman, 1997; Wasylyshyn, 2003). In a
small-scale study of public sector workers
Olivero et al. (1997) identified managerial
support as one of seven facets of a coaching
process that had a positive impact on
coaching outcomes. The overall coaching
process was found to increase productivity of
coachees by 88 per cent. However, the level
to which line manager support contributed
to this was not calculated. The study was also
not able to identify which specific aspects of
managerial support were important. In a
much larger scale study by McGovern et al.
(2001) coachees identified line manager
support as enhancing the effectiveness of
their coaching. Managers’ endorsement of
the coaching was identified as important, as
was their encouragement to make time for it. 

The research discussed thus far has
found managerial support to positively influ-
ence coaching outcomes and transfer of
learning. However, it has told us little about
the type of managerial involvement that is
important, nor about the behaviours that
facilitate and hinder successful coaching out-
comes. Stewart et al. (2008) developed and
tested a model of coaching transfer to look
at if and how learning from coaching was
subsequently used in the workplace. Their
findings replicated and extended the find-
ings of other studies that had explored
coaching outcomes (Olivero et al., 1997;
McGovern et al., 2001; Wasylyshyn, 2003).
They found psychosocial support from man-
agers, coachee motivation and organisa-
tional factors to influence coaching transfer.
Effective managers assisted coachees in
implementing their development, inte-
grating coaching objectives with work priori-
ties and providing feedback on progress.
The absence of the line manager posed the
main barrier to transfer, and a lack of posi-
tive psychosocial support was also found to
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inhibit transfer. When the model was tested
a positive correlation between manager sup-
port and application of learning was found.
However, a relationship was not found
between this and maintenance of learning. 
It was suggested that once development had
been implemented coachees either required
no further support from their managers or
managers ceased to provide support. 

Learning from training research
Theoretical knowledge and research from
the training field can inform coaching
research (Stewart et al., 2008). The training
literature has identified a number of man-
ager behaviours that can facilitate and
hinder training transfer. When managers
build strong relationships with trainees
before, during and after training this facili-
tates positive learning transfer (Brinkerhoff
& Montesino, 1995). Transfer is increased by
pre-course discussions between trainees and
managers, being encouraged to apply
learning (Huczynski & Lewis, 1980), rein-
forcing the value of learning (Rouiller and
Goldstein, 1993) and providing positive
feedback (Martocchio & Webster, 1992).
Barriers to transfer include lack of reinforce-
ment (Clarke, 2002) and negative feedback
or absence of feedback (Martocchio and
Webster, 1992; Clarke, 2002). Previous
research has not tested whether the manage-
ment behaviours identified by training
research as facilitators and barriers are appli-
cable to coaching transfer. 

Learning from wider employee
development research
Another area of research literature which
may inform coaching research and, in par-
ticular, the search for managerial behaviours
that facilitate and inhibit coaching transfer,
is that of employee development. This
research base has recognised the pivotal role
managers play in supporting learning
(Salaman, 1995) and consideration has been
given to the barriers that prevent managerial
support of learning. For example, barriers
that have been identified include managers’

perceptions that staff will gain little from
engaging in developmental activities, con-
flict between operational and developmental
duties, and cultures where mistakes are not
tolerated (Hyman & Cunningham, 1998;
Skruber, 1987; Storey, 1992). 

Recently research attention has turned to
look more specifically at the managerial
behaviours that facilitate and inhibit staff
development (Beattie, 2002; 2006; Hamlin,
2004; Hirsh et al., 2004; Ellinger, 1997). In a
qualitative study by Beattie (2002) a critical
incident technique was used to identify man-
agerial behaviours that either inhibited or
facilitated staff development. Facilitative
behaviours identified included being
approachable, providing constructive feed-
back, empowering, challenging, advising
and assessing. Inhibitory behaviours
included being controlling and task-orien-
tated, unassertive, withholding information
and being dogmatic. Hamlin, Ellinger and
Beattie (2006) carried out a comparative
analysis of research in this area and found a
high degree of congruence between the
behavioural categories identified by studies.
Their analysis suggests that managers that
have embedded coaching style behaviours
into their management practices are particu-
larly effective at supporting learning. A
coaching style was said to include advising
and guiding staff, creating and promoting a
learning environment, providing feedback
and identifying development needs. The
study is one of the first cross-cultural com-
parisons to be done and as such its findings
support the generalisability of the research
in this area. Previous research has not tested
whether the behaviours identified to facili-
tate and inhibit wider employee develop-
ment are applicable to coaching transfer.

Current study
The research review demonstrates that the
literature concerning the role of line man-
agers as a stakeholder of the coaching
process is limited. Much of the literature that
does exist is practice-based and a-theoretical.
Although the influence of line managers
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forms a small part of the coaching transfer
model developed by Stewart et al. (2008) no
theories or models have focused specifically
on the role of line managers throughout the
coaching process, nor have they been devel-
oped to explain what factors influence man-
agerial involvement. 

The aim of the current study was to inves-
tigate the line manager’s role in their direct
reports coaching and examine the impact of
this on coaching effectiveness. The experi-
ences of line managers and coachees were
explored to gain a better understanding of
how line managers can support coaching,
and the factors reported to hinder and facil-
itate their involvement. The impact of their
involvement on coaching outcomes, in par-
ticular transfer of learning to the workplace
was also investigated. The following research
questions were explored: (1) What involve-
ment do line managers have when their
direct reports are receiving coaching from
either an internal or external coach? 
(2) What do line managers and coachees
report hinders/facilitates line management
involvement in their direct report’s
coaching? (3) In what ways does line man-
agement involvement affect the outcome of
coaching?

Design
A cross-sectional design was used to explore
the nature and impact of line management
involvement in coaching. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted to investigate the
involvement of line managers in the
coaching of their direct reports by third
party coaches. Participants had either
received coaching within the last year, or had
managed someone who had been coached
during that time. The study was conducted
in five central UK Government departments.
Content analysis was used to code the data
from the interview transcripts. 

Participants
The sample consisted of 12 line managers 
(7 male, 5 female) and 18 coachees (8 male,
10 female). All 12 of the line managers inter-

viewed had one report involved in the study.
Six coachees had no line manager involve-
ment in the study.

Procedure
The line manager and coachee interview
schedules were designed to elicit informa-
tion relating to two themes: the involvement
that line managers had when their direct
reports were receiving coaching from either
an internal or external coach, and the effect
the line manager’s involvement had on
coaching outcomes. 

Conventional content analysis, also
described as inductive content analysis
(Mayring, 2000), was used to analyse the
interview transcripts. This approach was
chosen because the existing theory and cur-
rent research literature regarding line man-
ager involvement in coaching is limited
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The length of
coding units varied between a single word
and a paragraph in length. Each coding unit
contained a single piece of information or
one idea (Tesch, 1990). Codes were added as
new insights emerged and some codes
revised because they did not work for the
text. When new categories emerged they
were given a formal definition when they
contained between six and 12 data frag-
ments (Locke, 2002). These categories were
reviewed in detail to ensure that they were
mutually exclusive, exhaustive and an appro-
priate level of measurement to fit the data
(Neuendorf, 2002). Inter-rater reliability was
assessed by checking agreement with a
second researcher. Reliability was found to
be 85 per cent, again this is considered an
appropriate level of agreement (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). The researchers dis-
cussed anomalies arising out of the test for
inter-rater reliability with overlapping cate-
gories or cases of doubt and resolved any dif-
ferences. 

Results
Type of involvement by line managers
Line managers were involved in their direct
reports coaching in a number of ways. The
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majority of line managers reported dis-
cussing the coaching with their direct report
(N=10). Fifty-five per cent of coachees
(N=10) reported that their line managers
were involved in their decision to have
coaching, as did 58 percent of line managers
(N=7). Managers who had recommended
coaching had done so because they thought
coaching would be beneficial. All the man-
agers in question had either been coached
or worked as internal coaches and this expe-
rience had positively influenced their beliefs
about coaching and its value. 

When line managers were involved in
goal setting this involvement took two forms;
direct and indirect. A third of line managers
(N=4) and just over a tenth of coachees
(N=2) reported that line managers had a
direct involvement. This involved an explicit
discussion about areas for development and
what the coaching should focus on. These
discussions took place prior to coaching and
not as part of a three-way contracting
process. When asked how the formal
coaching process had involved the line man-
ager none of the participants identified man-
ager involvement in contracting. Indirect
involvement was more common (N=10). This
occurred when the line manager discussed
with the coachee areas for general develop-
ment and/or gave them feedback on their
performance. This information was used by
the coachee to inform their coaching goals.
An example is given below:

‘I picked my goals for the coaching myself. But
like I said, it was a longer term development
want that I’ve got, so we’d actually discussed
developing those sorts of skills before.’
(Coachee 21, lines 79–81)

Table 1 outlines the frequencies of different
types of line manager involvement. Partici-
pants were not directly asked about line
management involvement in the decision to
end coaching or in its evaluation. It is notable
that these two aspects of the coaching
process were hardly mentioned during the
interviews. This suggests that they were
aspects of coaching that were given little con-
sideration by participants.

Barriers to line management
involvement
A number of factors were reported to hinder
line management involvement in coaching
as shown in Table 2. Cognitions and
behaviours of both coachees and line man-
agers played a key role. Inhibitory cognitions
appear particularly influential. The majority
of line managers (N=11) felt that coaching is
a personal process, something between the
coach and coachee. They considered that
line managers should not intrude in the rela-
tionship, and their doing so could be detri-
mental. A number of coachees (N=9) said
that given the personal nature of their
coaching they would have found it unhelpful
if their line manager had insisted on being
involved. Although this confirms some line
managers’ fears about intruding, half of
coachees did not identify coaching as a 
personal process, indicating that perhaps
line managers were more concerned with
this than they needed to be. 

‘It’s not something I would have felt
comfortable discussing with her (line manager)
at that sort of personal level. We have a good
working relationship, but for me, coaching is
going down to a quite introspective level.’
(Coachee 4, lines 33–35)

The findings showed that line management
involvement in the process as a whole was
considered unnecessary by the majority of
coachees (N=16) and by just under half of
line managers (N=5). Coachees cited a
number of reasons for this. Some felt their
line managers were set in their ways and
would not be open to the things they were
working on in coaching. Others enjoyed
having the autonomy to work with the coach
by themselves and felt nothing would be
gained from involving their manager, as the
following extract illustrates:

‘I found the coaching enough… I found the
coach supportive and there when I needed them,
just what I needed. Yes, if it had been, then I
also have to talk to my line manager, I also have
to do all this other stuff, it would have been like,
for God’s sake, when am I actually going to get
my job done.’ (Coachee 8, lines 107–111)
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A smaller number of coachees (N=3) and
line managers (N=3) cited their poor rela-
tionship with the other (coachee/line manager
relationship) as a barrier to the managers
involvement. All three coachees sought
coaching because of this poor relationship,
either to work on improving the relationship
or to identify ways they could be effective
despite their poor relationship. 

Of the inhibitory behaviours identified
the two that were most influential were did
not seek involvement and brought coaching up for
information only. Over two-thirds of partici-
pants (N=21) identified both the coachee
and line manager not seeking the involve-
ment of the line manager in the coaching as
an important inhibitory behaviour. In addi-
tion to this inhibitory behaviour, often when

coaching was raised by coachees it was
brought up for information purposes only
(N=10). Both behaviours were closely linked
to cognitions about the personal nature of
coaching and the involvement of line man-
agers being unnecessary. 

Facilitators of line management
involvement 
Less than half of participants referred to cog-
nitions that facilitated line management
involvement in coaching (Table 3). Of the
cognitions identified, line manager’s under-
standing of how coaching worked (N=5) within
their organisation and valuing it as a develop-
ment tool (N=8) were reported to be factors
that facilitated their involvement. Under-
standing how the coaching system worked

Category/code Total frequency Frequency of Frequency of 
of code line manager coachee

interviews interviews
containing containing
code (%) code (%)

Type of involvement

No involvement 32 2 (16.6) 7 (38.8)

Decision to have coaching
Involved 31 7 (58.3) 10 (55.6)
Not involved 36 5 (41.6) 8 (44.4)

Recommended a coach 10 3 (25) 2 (11.1)

In goal setting
Involved 31 8 (66.6) 8 (44.4) 

Direct 14 4 (33.3) 2 (11.1)
Indirect 17 4 (33.3) 6 (33.3)

Not involved 27 4 (33.3) 10 (55.5)

Discussion
Informal discussion 52 10 (83.3) 8 (44.4)
Formal discussion 46 9 (75) 10 (55.5)

Decision to end coaching
Involved 2 2 (16.6) 0 (0)
Not involved 2 0 (0) 2 (11.1)

Evaluation of the coaching
Involved 1 1 (8.3) 0 (0)
Not involved 2 2 (16.6) 0 (0)

Helen Ogilvy & Vicky Ellam-Dyson

Table 1: Type and frequency of line management involvement in coaching.



International Coaching Psychology Review ● Vol. 7 No. 1 March 2012 45

Title

enabled managers to suggest coaching as a
developmental tool and to identify people
who could coach their direct report. Man-
agers who understood the coaching process
and valued it as a development tool often
had previous coaching experience, either
working as internal coaches or having been
coached themselves. 

A key behaviour reported to facilitate line
management involvement was that of initiating
conversations about the coaching (N=17). Some-
times coaching came up naturally in conversa-
tion when line managers and coachees were
discussing day-to-day work activities. On other
occasions it was specifically raised by partici-
pants. When raised by coachees this was often
because they wanted their managers to know
how it was going, how the coaching process

felt for them, that they were working on
addressing particular development needs in
coaching. When raised by line managers this
was often done informally to check how the
coaching was going, how the coachee felt
about it, were they finding it useful.

‘Between my coaching sessions there was no
point at which he (line manager) and I were
kind of meeting up and saying, ‘How’s it
going?’ Informally he was just sort of checking,
‘Is it going ok? Are you finding it useful?’
(Coachee 6, lines 81–83)

When coachees and line managers discussed
general development (N=13) this facilitated line
management involvement. For example, par-
ticipants talked about raising coaching as a
topic for discussion in formal one-to-one and
appraisal meetings.

Line management involvement in coaching: Help or hindrance? A content analysis study

Category/code Total frequency Frequency of Frequency of 
of code line manager coachee

interviews interviews
containing containing
code (%) code (%)

Barriers to line management involvement

Cognitions – inhibitory
Personal process 72 11 (91.6) 9 (50)
Involvement not useful 36 5 (41.6) 16 (88.8)
or necessary
Unsure how manager 18 7 (58.3) 6 (33.3)
should be involved
Willing to help if asked 7 4 (33.3) 0 (0)
Coachee/Line manager 12 3 (25) 3 (16.6)
relationship

Behaviours – inhibitory
Did not seek involvement 49 9 (75) 12 (66.6)
Task-orientated 5 0 (0) 1 (5.5)
Brought coaching up for 22 2 (16.6) 8 (44.4)
information only

Inhibitors – other
Lack of time 14 4 (33.3) 5 (27.7)
Logistics 5 3 (25) 0 (0)
Manager for only part 17 3 (25) 4 (22.2)
of the coaching
Coaching process 1 1 (8.3) 0 (0)

Table 2: Barriers to line management involvement in coaching.
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These behaviours were often linked to
the facilitative cognitions. For example,
coachees wanted to involve their manager (cog-
nition) so initiated conversations about the
coaching (behaviour). Line managers valued
coaching as a development tool (cognition)
so were supportive of their direct reports coaching
(behaviour).

Line manager impact on coaching goals
Fifty coaching goals were identified during
the interviews (Table 4). Of the 50 goals, it is
notable that none were directly aligned to
organisational outcomes, such as improving
organisational efficiency. Forty-eight were
indirectly related to business needs (N=29) and
two were personal goals (N=2). Goals were
classified as indirect when an implicit
assumption that they would lead to

improved performance against business
objectives could be made. These goals
included improving time management,
building confidence, developing better
working relationships with colleagues and
stakeholders.

Line management involvement in goal
setting varied. No matter what level of
involvement managers had, the majority of
goals set were indirectly related to business
needs. Line managers direct involvement in
goal setting did not result in goals that were
directly aligned to organisational objectives. 

Direct and indirect management involve-
ment provided coachees with valuable per-
formance information which helped shape
their goals. However, these goals were
focused on personal effectiveness and career
progression, not business objectives.

Helen Ogilvy & Vicky Ellam-Dyson

Category/code Total frequency Frequency of Frequency of 
of code line manager coachee

interviews interviews
containing containing
code (%) code (%)

Facilitators of line management involvement

Cognitions – facilitative
Wanted to involve 9 2 (16.6) 5 (27.7)
manager
Understand how coaching 8 4 (33.3) 1 (5.5)
system works
Value coaching as 13 5 (41.6) 3 (16.6)
development tool
Coachee/Line manager 9 4 (33.3) 2 (11.1)
relationship

Behaviours – facilitative
Initiated conversations 30 7 (58.3) 10 (55.5)
about the coaching
Discussed coaching when 5 4 (33.3) 0 (0)
raised by the other party
Supportive of coaching 20 6 (50) 7 (38.8)
Discussed general 18 8 (66.6) 5 (27.7)
development

Table 3: Facilitators of line management involvement in coaching.
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Management behaviours that facilitated
coaching 
A number of management behaviours were
identified by participants as facilitating their
coaching. These behaviours will be dis-
cussed, along with the affects highlighted by
participants.

Facilitative behaviours comprised five
clusters: supporting, collaborating,
informing, management style and chal-
lenging. Supporting was the most frequently
cited cluster (Table 5). Over three-quarters
of participants (N=24) talked about encour-
agement from line managers positively influ-
encing the coachee’s decision to have
coaching and to continue to use it for as long
as they needed. The following example illus-
trates this:

‘When he (line manager) spoke about it, and
he was so enthusiastic about it, and explained
it to me, what it would involve, and I kind of
thought well maybe it can help me.’ (Coachee
20, lines 144–146)

Other supportive behaviours identified
included being approachable (N=5), providing
reassurance (N=9), and actively listening (N=8)
to coachees. Being approachable meant
coachees felt able to discuss their coaching
with their managers. Providing reassurance
helped encourage coachees lacking in confi-
dence to put into practice the new skills they
were learning.

Informing was another cluster of
behaviours identified by many participants

as important. Providing feedback (N=15) was
the most frequently cited behaviour in this
cluster. This behaviour provided coachees
with valuable information which they used to
inform their coaching. As previously men-
tioned feedback on performance was used
by coachees when setting their coaching
goals. It was also used during the coaching
process as a source of confirmation that the
coaching was working and as a way of
refining its focus. 

Three behaviours fell under the cluster
management style: coaching (N=9), giving the
coachee space (N=5) and being open (N=5).
Adopting a coaching style provided coachees
with a second source of coaching. This rein-
forced the coaching and helped coachees to
think through and identify solutions to
issues arising during learning transfer. For
some coachees it was important they were
given space by their managers to work
through their coaching alone. For others it
was important that their line managers were
open to new ideas and let them try new ways
of working. They identified this openness as
supporting their learning transfer. 

The final behaviour identified was pro-
viding challenge (N=7). This involved chal-
lenging coachees’ limiting beliefs,
encouraging them to experiment and take
risks and applying gentle pressure to moti-
vate coachees to stretch themselves. This
behaviour also helped coachees to transfer
their learning.

Line management involvement in coaching: Help or hindrance? A content analysis study

Category/code Total frequency Frequency of Frequency of 
of code line manager coachee

interviews interviews
containing containing
code (%) code (%)

Type of goals set

Business goals indirect 48 12 (100) 17 (94.4)
Career development 14 5 (41.6) 8 (44.4)
Personal effectiveness 34 7 (58.3) 14 (77.7)

Personal goals 2 0 (0) 2 (11.1)

Table 4: Line management involvement in setting coaching goals.
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Management behaviours that hindered
coaching 
Two clusters of behaviours, restrictive and pas-
sive, were identified as barriers to effective
coaching outcomes (Table 6). Restrictive
behaviours included managers not using a
coaching management style (N=2), being critical
(N=3) or unwilling to accept new ideas and
in one case not allowing time (N=1) for the
coachee to undertake coaching actions.
These behaviours stopped coachees dis-
cussing their coaching with managers, which
in turn hindered or slowed learning transfer.
Although these behaviours did not make the
coaching less effective, coachees had to be
more resilient or resourceful to achieve pos-
itive coaching outcomes. No line managers
identified these behaviours as barriers. 

The passive cluster of behaviours
involved line managers not taking an active
interest in coaching, not giving regular or
effective feedback, and/or taking an
unstructured approach to the coaching. The
majority of line managers (N=10) identified
taking an unstructured approach, for
example, not agreeing a time commitment,
nor outlining what the line managers role
should be, as a barrier to effective coaching
outcomes. 

Just under a quarter of coachees (N=4)
talked about their line managers disinterest in
their coaching. This perceived disinterest
resulted in the coachee not discussing their
coaching and being less diligent when it
came to transferring their learning. The 
following example illustrates this:

Helen Ogilvy & Vicky Ellam-Dyson

Category/code Total frequency Frequency of Frequency of 
of code line manager coachee

interviews interviews
containing containing
code (%) code (%)

Management behaviours that facilitated coaching

Supporting
Allowing time to have 31 7 (58.3) 12 (66.6)
the coaching
Encouragement 73 11 (91.6) 13 (72.2)
Approachable 7 4 (33.3) 1 (5.5)
Reassuring 15 3 (25) 6 (33.3)
Listening 13 5 (41.6) 3 (16.6)

Collaborating
Talking through things 32 9 (75) 4 (22.2)
together

Informing
Providing feedback 33 7 (58.3) 8 (44.4)
Providing guidance 17 6 (50) 4 (22.2)
Modelling 7 2 (16.6) 1 (5.5)

Management Style
Coaching 18 5 (41.6) 4 (22.2)
Giving the coachee space 11 1 (8.3) 4 (22.2)
Open 10 3 (25) 2 (11.1)

Challenging
Providing challenge 25 4 (33.3) 3 (16.6)

Table 5: Management behaviours that facilitated coaching.
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‘I don’t feel, as I said, that she’s interested in
the overall development, ongoing development
throughout the year, so, therefore, I don’t feel I
should or need to update her… If she had
shown a more active interest then I would have
done, and we could have talked about the
issues that I’d discussed with my coach and
how they feed back into work… I haven’t
transferred as much as I could have done from
the coaching to the real world, as it were.’
(Coachee 10, lines 64–72)

Four coachees perceived their managers to
be disinterested. Of this group, three of their
managers were also interviewed. All three
managers reported being interested in the
coaching and willing to help the coachee if
they wanted this (a cognition identified as
inhibitory under factors affecting involve-
ment). They all hoped the coachee would
know they could ask for help, but did not
offer it because they did not want to intrude
on something that may be personal. It is
therefore interesting to note that on occa-
sions where a manager has been respecting a
coachee’s privacy, this has sometimes been
perceived by the coachee as disinterest and
has negatively impacted learning transfer.

Discussion

Factors influencing line management
involvement in coaching
Previous research has investigated factors that
prevent managerial support of learning but
has not specifically focused on coaching. To
the researcher’s (HO) knowledge this is the
first study that identified factors that influ-
ence line management involvement in
coaching. Some of the inhibitory factors iden-
tified by this study correspond to the findings
obtained by research investigating support of
learning (Salaman, 1995; Hyman & Cun-
ningham, 1998; Skruker, 1987). Chiefly, these
were identified as: (1) conflict between oper-
ational and developmental duties/lack of
time/logistics; and (2) managers perceptions
that staff would gain little from engaging in
developmental activities/task-orientated man-
agement behaviour. The factors applicable to
both general learning and coaching were not
factors with the greatest influence on mana-
gerial involvement in coaching. 

Barriers to involvement fell predomi-
nantly into two categories; cognitions and
behaviour. Three key inhibitory cognitions

Line management involvement in coaching: Help or hindrance? A content analysis study

Category/code Total frequency Frequency of Frequency of 
of code line manager coachee

interviews interviews
containing containing
code (%) code (%)

Management behaviours that hindered coaching

Restrictive
Critical/closed 12 0 (0) 3 (16.6)
Non-coaching style 5 0 (0) 2 (11.1)
Time not allowed 1 0 (0) 1 (5.5)

Passive
Laissez-faire 3 1 (8.3) 0 (0)
Disinterested 10 0 (0) 4 (22.2)
Did not formalise 19 10 (83.3) 3 (16.6)
coaching/unstructured

Inadequate feedback 4 0 (0) 3 (16.6)

Table 6: Management behaviours that hindered coaching.



identified were: (1) coaching is a personal
process; (2) manager involvement is not nec-
essary; (3) uncertainty about how managers
should be involved. The data indicate that
these cognitions heavily influenced the
inhibitory behaviours. For example, the
behaviours of ‘not seeking involvement’ and
‘bringing coaching up for information only’
were both linked to cognitions that coaching
was a personal process and involvement from
line managers was not necessary. The cogni-
tion ‘willing to help if asked’ was also closely
related to cognitions about coaching being a
personal process. A third of managers were
happy to support the coaching, but, because
they perceived it to be personal, did not want
to offer support for fear of encroaching on
the coachee’s personal space. 

Recommendation 1: To reduce or remove
the personal process barrier, it is recom-
mended that coaches encourage line man-
agers and coachees to discuss and agree a
coaching psychological contract before the
coaching begins. This contract should set
out how the line manager will be involved
and what support they will provide. 

Being unsure of the role that managers
should play in the coaching process was a
barrier to line management involvement,
resulting in both coachees and managers not
seeking managerial involvement. The uncer-
tainty about the role of the manager was
often due to the lack of knowledge and prac-
tical coaching experience of the coachees
and/or line managers. 

Recommendation 2: To reduce or remove
this lack of understanding it is recom-
mended that coaches either provide line
managers and coachees with guidance which
explains the role line managers can play to
support coaching or discuss this with them
before the coaching starts. 

In addition to identifying a number of
inhibitors this is the first research to
examine factors facilitating line manage-
ment involvement. The initiation of conver-
sations about the coaching, by either the

coachee and / or the line manager, was a
behaviour central to the involvement of line
managers. Understanding how the coaching
system worked, valuing coaching as a devel-
opment tool and wanting management
involvement were all cognitions that sup-
ported the initiation of coaching related
conversations. For example, understanding
the coaching system enabled line managers
to initiate conversations about its use as a
development tool and to recommend a
coach to their direct report. Valuing
coaching as a development tool enabled line
managers to initiate conversations where
they encouraged and supported coachees
with their coaching.

Recommendation 3: When possible internal
coaches are recommended to meet with the
line manager and coachee before the
coaching begins to outline the benefits of
management involvement and to explain
how coaching is managed within the organi-
sation. It is recommended that external
coaches meet with the coachee and line
manager at the start of coaching to explain
how the coaching process works and the
benefits of line managers being involved. 

The impact of line managers on the
goal setting stage of coaching
Past research has indicated that issues exist
at the goal setting stage of coaching. For
example, line managers have been found to
have little or no involvement in goal setting
and the percentage of business objectives set
in these studies was very low (Sinclair et al.,
2008; Carter, 2004). The current study found
that even when line managers were directly
involved in goal setting this did not result in
business objectives being set. One of the five
organisations that took part in the study
advocate a three-way contracting process is
adopted. This approach appears to have had
no impact on the involvement of managers
in the goal setting stage of coaching or the
type of goals set. However, it would be wrong
to assume that there are no benefits to line
management involvement at the goal setting

50 International Coaching Psychology Review ● Vol. 7 No. 1 March 2012

Author nameHelen Ogilvy & Vicky Ellam-Dyson



stage of coaching. Where line managers can
and do add value is in providing coachees
with performance feedback which they can
then use to set appropriate coaching goals. 

Recommendation 4: It is recommended that
coaches advise coachees to seek feedback on
their performance and areas for develop-
ment from their manager before their first
coaching session.

The impact of line managers on
coaching outcomes
The type of line management involvement to
facilitate and hinder successful coaching out-
comes was investigated. The findings echo
those of other studies that have found mana-
gerial support to positively influence
coaching transfer (Olivero et al., 1997;
McGovern et al., 2001; Wasylyshyn, 2003;
Stewart et al., 2008). Line management
behaviours found to facilitate coaching com-
prised five clusters: supporting, collabo-
rating, informing, management style and
challenging. Behaviours found to hinder
coaching comprised two clusters: restrictive
and passive. 

Many of the managerial behaviours
found to support coaching have been identi-
fied in past employee development research.
Encouragement from line managers was key
when coachees were deciding whether to
have coaching and in continuing with their
coaching once started. This behaviour is sim-
ilar to the management endorsement of
coaching identified as important by
McGovern et al. (2001) and managers
needing to be explicit about what coaching
is and its value, identified by Wasylyshyn
(2003). Here there is also a cross-over
between coaching and training, where
research has found managers who reinforce
the value and importance of learning have a
positive impact on training outcomes
(Rouiller & Goldstein, 1993). 

Providing feedback was another facilita-
tive behaviour identified. The current study
found coachees used management feedback
to monitor their progress during coaching

and refine the focus of future coaching ses-
sions. The need for managers to provide
feedback on progress has been identified by
other coaching research (Stewart et al.,
2008; Wasylyshyn, 2003). 

Creating an environment where
coachees are able to put into practice the
skills they are developing is important. 
A number of behaviours were identified by
this study as playing a role here. Being
approachable, listening and reassuring were
all behaviours that helped coachees to
implement their development. Talking
things through together, providing coachees
with challenge and being open to new ways
of working were also important. Similar
behaviours have been identified by other
coaching studies. For example, Stewart et al.
(2008) found managers who assisted
coachees to implement their development
had a positive impact on coaching transfer. 

There is crossover between many of the
behaviours identified by this study to support
coaching transfer and the behaviours identi-
fied as facilitating wider employee develop-
ment (Beattie, 2002; Hamlin et al., 2006).
Chiefly these behaviours are: (1) being
approachable; (2) providing challenge; (3)
coaching and (4) advising. This suggests that
managers who are good at supporting wider
employee development should also be good
at supporting employees having coaching.

Recommendation 5: It is recommended that
if coaches are able to meet with managers
before the coaching starts they explain that
management engagement in the process can
facilitate positive coaching outcomes. In par-
ticular explaining that managers can help
coachees to make time for their coaching;
continue to provide feedback to coachees
after they have started their coaching; and
provide coachees with opportunities to put
the new skills they are learning into practice,
where possible allowing coachees to practice
new ways of working. If coaches cannot meet
with the manager it is recommended that
they encourage the coachee to involve their
manager where appropriate. 

International Coaching Psychology Review ● Vol. 7 No. 1 March 2012 51

TitleLine management involvement in coaching: Help or hindrance? A content analysis study



One behaviour identified as unique to
this study is that of giving the coachee space.
For some coachees it was important they
were able to work through their coaching
alone, with no management involvement.
Again this highlights the importance of
agreeing a coaching psychological contract.

In addition to facilitative management
behaviours this study also identified a
number of management behaviours that
inhibited coaching transfer. To the
researcher’s knowledge only one previous
study has investigated the negative impact
line managers can have on coaching out-
comes. Stewart et al. (2008) found that the
absence of line managers was a barrier to
transfer. Ineffective managers did not pro-
vide opportunities for coachees to practice
the skills they were developing and blocked
development plans. The restrictive and pas-
sive behaviours identified by the current
research are comparable to those found by
Stewart et al. (2008). Here ineffective man-
agers were seen to be critical of new ideas or
ways of doing things; did not allow coachees
the time to work on coaching actions; did
not have a coaching management style.
These behaviours made it harder for
coachees to achieve successful coaching out-
comes. 

Inadequate feedback and managers not
formalising coaching are behaviours compa-
rable to the lack of psychosocial support,
which included a lack of partnership for
development action between managers and
coachees and lack of feedback, identified by
Stewart et al. (2008). The disinterest identi-
fied by the current study is comparable to
the lack of development champion identi-
fied by Stewart et al. (2008). However, this
lack of development champion appears to be
due to actual disinterest in the coaching,
whereas the current research found that in
some cases what coachees perceived to be
disinterest was instead linked to the personal
process and ‘willing to help if asked’ barriers
to involvement, with line managers not
wanting to intrude on something that they
perceived could be personal.

Recommendation 6: If the coach is able to
meet with the line manager before coaching
begins it is recommended that they explain
the kind of manager behaviours that can
have a negative impact on coaching out-
comes. 

Strengths and limitations
This research study had some methodolog-
ical limitations. It was based on a conven-
ience sample. This type of sample is more
likely to suffer sampling bias than a random
sample (Loewenthal, 2001). It is possible
that the less involvement a line manager had
in their direct reports coaching the less likely
they were to respond to the request for par-
ticipants, perhaps feeling they would have
little to contribute to the study. This possible
response bias may have distorted the results,
making line management involvement
appear greater than it actually was. 

Multiple sources of data, line manager
and coachee’s perspectives, were collected
and participants came from different func-
tional areas, organisational levels and five
UK Government departments. Whilst these
factors will increase the transferability of the
findings, it should be noted that the majority
of participants were White/British and all
worked in central Government. Although
there are differences in the organisational
cultures of the five Government depart-
ments, these differences are unlikely to be as
wide as those between Government depart-
ments and voluntary and private sector
organisations. As a result the findings are
limited in generalisability. 

Recommendations for future research
This study highlights a number of interesting
areas for future research. First, this research
should be replicated in different sectors and
industries to test the transferability of the find-
ings. Second, further research is needed to
uncover why line management involvement in
coaching was considered unnecessary. Was it
linked to the personal nature of goals or were
there other reasons for this? Third, the rea-
sons coachees engaged with coaching should
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be investigated. This may highlight motiva-
tions of a higher order than goals, informing
our understanding of manager involvement
and the lack of an overt relationship between
goals and business outcomes. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study extended coaching
research by providing a valuable new insight
into the factors that facilitate and hinder line
management involvement in coaching. It
also provided robust evidence to support
prior studies that have identified managers
as a factor to influence coaching transfer
and highlighted alternative variables of
interest to be explored by future research. 

The study has implications for organisa-
tional practice and coaching research. 
In particular it highlights the need for guid-

ance for managers and coachees about the
role of managers in the coaching process
and the management behaviours that can
facilitate and hinder successful coaching out-
comes. 
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COACHING can increasingly be consid-
ered a profession because of its social
recognition, registration systems and

professional associations prescribing profes-
sional and ethical codes for their members.
However, there are signs that coaches increas-
ingly feel the need to build their practice in a
solid theoretical basis and empirically vali-
dated models (Grant & Cavanagh, 2004).
Apparently, the demands of organisations
regarding the trustworthiness of coaches and
their services force them to expand the
boundaries of their professionalism. Conse-
quently, coaching has entered a post-profes-
sional phase, according to Drake (2008). 

Whereas in the professional phase the
focus was placed predominantly on
researching the role and identity of
coaching, the (application of) coaching
interventions, the underlying theories of
these interventions and the conditions for –
and development of – self-steering, in the
post-professional phase the focus is placed
on questions such as ‘What works when and

how well for whom?’ and ‘How and why does
it work?’ and ‘Is there any room for improve-
ment?’ (Drake, 2008). Coaches are chal-
lenged to start working evidence based. The
unclearness about the different roles
coaches could play in actual practice and the
related urge to specialise have increasingly
prompted coaches to provide all stake-
holders with ‘proof’ of the effectiveness of
their interventions and to account for the
choices they have made with regard to their
interventions. In addition, coaches appar-
ently need not only to reflect about their
work (focusing on theory and practice of
their profession), but also to reflectively ask
themselves ‘Why do I do what I do?’, ‘What
could I do more effectively?’ and ‘How do
theory and practice affect me?’ 

These reflections require coaches to be
prepared to account for the foundation of
their professionalism and, consequently, to
take steps that go beyond the available know-
how, which is based on what is termed 
‘pop psychology’ regarding personal devel-

Moderating factors of the
Van Egmond Coaching Model (VECM)
Johan Bouwer & Jacoba van Egmond

Objectives: Identifying those (moderating) factors that are instrumental in the successful completion of a
coaching trajectory that is based on the Van Egmond Coaching Model (VECM). 
Design: Qualitative.
Methods: Data were collected by means of three questionnaires: a semi-structured questionnaire for the
clients; a semi-structured questionnaire for the clients’ managers; and a regular evaluation form for the
coach. The authors of this paper analysed the data manually, first independently from each other and then
again, in a joint session.
Results: The most important moderating factors of the VECM appeared to be the client’s readiness to change
(will), the client-coach relationship, the manager’s role and the coach’s expertise. 
Conclusions: Most of the outcomes of this study were (structurally) congruous to those of earlier studies.
Remarkably, ‘relationship’ and ‘will’ were valued higher in this study, and managers assumed their own
roles in the success of coaching to be more significant than was perceived by clients. Follow-up studies,
particularly into the role of managers, the precise nature and role of the will of clients, the assessment of the
client-coach relationship in various contexts, the effects and role of the coach’s gender and the extent to
which familiarity with the theoretical building blocks of the VECM has an influence on interpreting the
coaching effects are recommended.
Keywords: Moderating factors; Evidence-based coaching; Triangle model; Relationship; Will.
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opment (Grant & Stober, 2006, p.5). Know-
how based on empirical studies (e.g. the
effectiveness of their coaching interven-
tions) and the coach’s scientific ‘minded-
ness’ will have to further broaden the
professional expertise, explore the princi-
ples of coaching as a discipline, mark the
boundaries with related disciplines, such as
counselling, mentoring and supervision, and
reinforce and increase their credibility for
managers.

In order to meet these challenges, empir-
ical and scientific studies in the field of
coaching have boomed over the past years.
In this context, the focal points were first
and foremost internal coaching by man-
agers, external coaching by professionals,
coaching as an instrument for determining
psychological mechanisms and processes of
change in individuals and organisations, and
the results, and/or effects and outcomes, of
coaching, particularly with an eye to deter-
mining return on investment (ROI) (see
articles by Evers & Brouwers (2006), Greif
(2007), Gyllensten & Palmer (2007), Mackie
(2007) and Paige (2002), for example). Fol-
lowing that, it becomes necessary to focus on
the moderating factors of coaching (or a spe-
cific coaching model) to complement and
broaden the (stakeholders’ and profes-
sional) demands pertaining to effectiveness
and outcomes of coaching. 

To make a contribution – within the
Dutch-speaking region – to the development
of a theory on evidence-based work in
coaching, a study was conducted by Bouwer
and Van Egmond (2009) with regard to the
assessment of various aspects of the Van
Egmond Coaching Model (VECM). This
study primarily aimed to identify the instru-
mental factors for realising a successful
coaching trajectory. The VECM has been
developed by Van Egmond (self-employed
coach) and has been used (to the apprecia-
tion of clients) in coaching trajectories
between 2004 and 2009. This paper will first
provide a brief introduction to the VECM.
Subsequently, it will discuss the set-up,
results (limited to the effects and moder-

ating factors of the model), major subjects of
discussion and conclusions of this study. 

The Van Egmond Coaching Model
(VECM)
This section discusses the theoretical
building blocks and methodology of the
VECM.

Theoretical building blocks
View on coaching. In the VECM, coaching is
viewed as a learning process that comprises
the ‘whole’ individual (his/her values, stan-
dards and convictions). The overall purpose
of coaching is to facilitate people in
becoming active which, in turn, leads them
to change in such a way that they become
more effective in solving their problems. The
substantive purpose of coaching is that: 
(a) the client’s goals are achieved; and (b)
the client functions in a happier and more
effective way, both as a person and as an
employee. In this context, the client is
responsible for his own learning process,
while the coach performs the role of partner
in dialogue, assists in identifying appropriate
goals and suitable solutions, bolsters confi-
dence and promotes personal development.

View on learning. Learning is understood to
mean a process with more or less permanent
results and, subsequently, creating new – or
changing old – behavioural patterns in the
client (Van Parreren, 1971). Learning, there-
fore, means learning new behaviour and
unlearning old behaviour.

Dilts’ psychological levels. According to Dilts
(1990), six levels serve as a structuring prin-
ciple for learning, (personal) change, com-
munication and solving problems. These
are: environment; behaviour; ability; convic-
tion; identity; and spirituality (see also
O’Connor & Seymour, 1993). The VCEM
focuses predominantly on the first four levels
because of its focus on improvement and
change. Major questions in this context
include: What plan provides the most effec-
tive support? How can actual results be
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achieved? What are the obstructing or facili-
tating convictions that stand in the way of
positive results?

Transactional Analysis (TA). TA is based on
the philosophy that people determine their
own fate by taking decisions that can be
changed again (Stewart & Joines, 1987).
Working with contracts and open communi-
cation (transparency) are major principles
in this approach. The TA learning process
takes place within a triangle contract, in
which the coach, client and manager partici-
pate. Each triangle contract has three layers,
i.e. the procedural layer (frequency, dura-
tion of sessions, investment, payment and
meeting place), the professional layer
(agreements on goals, results, and roles of
the three participants) and the psychological
layer (underlying dynamics in the contract
between the three parties on the basis of
which the hidden agendas can be made
explicit). Within the VECM, the managers’
roles are not limited to the contracting
phase, but expanded to two or three evalua-
tion moments during the trajectory. The
objective is to make explicit the implicit
expectations of the three parties and to har-
monise them with eachother. The success of
a coaching trajectory is tested first and fore-
most against the progress and development
of set objectives and results.

The GROW model. In each session, the
working method of the VECM is determined
on the basis of four basic principles of
GROW (Goal, Reality, Options and Wrap-
ping up; Whitmore, 2002). In addition, goals
are formulated as the desired result in
behavioural terms. 

Maslow’s learning cycle. Maslow introduced
four phases in his learning model, i.e.
unconscious incompetence, conscious
incompetence, conscious competence and
unconscious competence (Maslow, 1954).
The VECM aims to increase the client’s con-
sciousness by, for example, identifying
obstructing convictions or letting the client

collect his own feedback on his own per-
formance. Key elements are ‘becoming con-
scious’ (of survival mechanisms) and
‘unlearning and learning’ (of old and new
behaviour). The phenomenon of ‘reflection’
also deserves attention. This is understood to
mean reflecting on one’s actions and steps to
be taken as well as on one’s own presupposi-
tions, expectations and intentions. The
related reflection reports enable the client to
observe, steer and understand (obtaining
insight). It is essential that the client makes a
link between understanding and taking
action.

Mobilising the will. The will is one of the most
crucial factors for a coaching trajectory to be
successful. This understanding is derived
from the range of thoughts of psychosyn-
thesis, founded by Roberto Assagioli (Fer-
ruci, 1991). Mobilising the will stimulates the
client’s own responsibility and self-steering.
During the entire coaching trajectory, the
VECM checks and mobilises the client’s will
by repeatedly determining – in consultation
with the client – what the next step will be,
explaining the method to be used and always
letting the client make choices with regard
to intended actions. 

Methodology
The methodical structure of the VECM is as
follows.

The client: (a) Intake; (b) recurring elements
in each session include determining goals,
becoming conscious and translating these
goals into reality, which results in proposed
decisions with regard to new behaviour; and
(c) evaluation. The evaluation, in its turn,
consists of three elements:
● Intake and the client’s related individual

plan;
● Reflection and action report (on lessons

learned and proposed decisions on new
behaviour);

● Evaluation of coaching results (checking
the development process and achieve-
ment of goals), the process (the coach’s
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contribution and other factors, such as
duration and number of sessions) and
the need for further development.

The client’s manager: (a) Intake; (b) interim
evaluation; and (c) evaluation after comple-
tion of the coaching trajectory.

The coach: After each session, the coach
writes evaluation reports and sends these to
the clients for reasons of comparison and
stimulation of their learning process.

A coaching session lasts two hours on
average. A coaching trajectory takes six ses-
sions on average, with an intervening period
of at least one month. This period is usually
required to put lessons learned into practice. 

Study design
We describe the study design by reviewing
objectives and questions, the nature of the
method, respondents, instruments, proce-
dure and analysis. 

Objectives and questions
The study objective was to identify the moder-
ating factors of the VECM. The related ques-
tions and subquestions were as follows.

Main question: What factors contribute to a
successful completion of a coaching trajec-
tory which is based on the VECM?

Subquestions: What are the theoretical
building blocks of the VECM? According to
which method does the VECM work? How
do clients, managers (i.e. the client’s super-
visors) and coach assess the coaching trajec-
tory? Which aspects of the model can be
considered moderating factors?

Method 
Our study was conducted by sending semi-
structured questionnaires to respondents
and their managers after completion of a
coaching trajectory. The trajectories were
monitored in the period from September
2008 to October 2009.

Respondents 
We asked four clients and their managers to
complete the questionnaires. One duo
worked for the municipality of a medium-
sized town, one with an international
accountancy firm, and the other two for a
regional training centre (ROC) in the
Netherlands.

The clients were two men and two
women. Their average age was 43.25 years.
The managers were also two men and two
women.

Instruments
As stated above, the data were collected by
means of three questionnaires: a semi-struc-
tured questionnaire for the clients; a semi-
structured questionnaire for the clients’
managers; and a regular evaluation form for
the coach.

The developed questionnaires for clients
and supervisors were based on the regular
evaluations of the VECM, the interview list
used by Gyllensten and Palmer (2007, p.177)
in their study of client-coaching relationship,
and Mackie’s (2007, p.317) evaluation
methodology of the coaching process. 

Questionnaires characteristics
Client’s questionnaire: This questionnaire con-
sisted of 94 items, 14 of which were assess-
ments on the Lickert-type scale and the
remainder of which were open questions.
The questionnaire was divided into the fol-
lowing main categories: biographical infor-
mation, reason to participate in a coaching
trajectory, client, coach, manager, character-
istics of coaching, coaching process,
coaching method, results, overall evaluation
and assessment of the coaching trajectory
and major factors that led to the achieve-
ment of the formulated goals.

Manager’s questionnaire: This questionnaire
consisted of 14 items with the following main
categories: evaluation of the coaching
process, coach, reason to participate in a
coaching trajectory and factors that led to a
successful completion of the coaching trajec-
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tory. Two questions were assessments on the
Lickert-type scale and the remainder were
open questions.

Coach’s evaluation form: The questionnaire
used by the coach to evaluate the trajectories
consisted of 16 questions with the following
main categories: general information, result
of the coaching trajectory, coaching process
and the client’s further personal develop-
ment.

Procedure 
After completion of the coaching trajectories
(i.e. during the coach’s end evaluation, in
which it became apparent that the coaching
trajectories were completed with a high level
of appreciation, so we can speak of successful
trajectories), clients and their supervisors
were asked whether they were prepared to
participate in this study. Upon receiving
agreement from the clients and their super-
visors, we sent the questionnaires to the
respondents by email, one week after com-
pletion of the coaching trajectory. The com-
pleted lists were returned by email as well.

Analysis 
The authors of this paper analysed the data
manually, first independently from each
other and then again, in a joint session.
Answers to open ended questions – espe-
cially with regard to the perceived moder-
ating factors – were analysed on the basis of
the ranking (in importance) allocated to
them by the respondents. 

Results
As stated above, the results portrayed here,
are limited to assessments of the perceived
positive effects of the coaching trajectory and
the related moderating factors. Only scores
and ratings with an 80 per cent+ value are
represented below. The views of each of the
three parties in the VECM (client, manager
and coach) will be discussed next.

The client 
From the data, we abstracted the following
information on the effects and moderating
factors of the coaching trajectory.

Effects of the coaching trajectory
(a) The respondents gave themselves an 83

per cent chance that they will not revert
to their old, unlearned, behaviour. They
indicated they could better deal with
problems, had more self-confidence and
a greater understanding of their
behavioural patterns. Feedback from the
(working) environment confirmed
changes in various areas (e.g. improved
communication, more efficient
behaviour, more assertive in contacts and
setting limits).

(b)100 per cent felt they had grown as a
person (autonomy). 

(c) 100 per cent felt their stress levels had
decreased. Some experienced physical
changes (fewer headaches). Others
experienced less stress and were much
more relaxed and at ease than before.
This was also the case in their home
environment. 

(d)100 per cent perceived that set goals had
been achieved. 

(e)Negative effects were not given. One
respondent, however, stated there was a
risk of dependency on the coach.

Moderating factors
According to the clients, the most important
(generic) moderating factors were as follows
(average valuation in brackets).
(a) The client’s personal commitment

(working hard) (91 per cent)*.
(b)The client-coach relationship (90 per

cent).
(c) The readiness to change (will) (88 per

cent)*.
(d)The coach’s skills (85 per cent).

*One could argue that the readiness to
change (c) forms an integral part of the
client’s personal commitment (a). In other
words, the will is the motivation to work hard
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so as to achieve set goals. When combining
the two, the client-coach relationship would
be considered the most important moder-
ating factor and personal commitment
would follow in second place, with only a
very small difference (0.5 per cent).

On a methodical level, the clients stated several
factors as important interventions for
achieving their goals. These were as follows.
● The direct way in which the problem is

confronted.
● Learning to formulate questions and

solutions independently.
● Taking time to recognise one’s own

instruments and lessons to be learned. 
● Practical exercises (interventions) used

by the coach when discussing the effects
of the interventions.

The clients’ manager
Effects of the coaching trajectory 
According to the managers, the coaching
trajectory had the following effects.
(a) The client is more relaxed as a person,

has more control over his own emotions,
is more at ease and more cheerful.

(b)With regard to work, the client shows
more initiative, has more self-confidence,
has more problem-solving abilities and is
more conscious when dealing with the
‘warm’ side of others.

In addition, the managers estimate the
chance that clients would not revert to their
old and ineffective behaviour 73 per cent.

Moderating factors 
According to the managers, the major mod-
erating factors are as follows.
(a) The client’s readiness to change.
(b)A supporting supervisor.
(c) The client-coach relationship*.
(d)An expert coach*.

In this context, it should be noted that the
managers valued the impact of their own
involvement and/or role in a successful
coaching trajectory of their employees with
an 82 per cent score. The clients, however,

valued the impact of their managers’ role
with a 60 per cent score. 

*Please note in this context that one of the
major tasks of an (expert) coach is to build
up a good relationship with clients. If these
two aspects (c) and (d) were combined, the
relationship may have ranked second place. 

The coach
Effects of the coaching trajectory 
A high degree of congruity to the study data
can be seen when comparing the evaluation
forms the clients completed at the coach’s
request after completion of the coaching tra-
jectory. This applies particularly to the
effects on a personal and functional level,
the importance of personal commitment
and the perception that the coaching trajec-
tory meets the learning needs. 

Moderating factors
The coach finds the following factors essen-
tial for an effective or successful coaching
trajectory.
(a) The client’s readiness (will) to change.
(b)The relationship.
(c) The coach’s own expertise and

professionalism.
(d)Linked to (c), monitoring the process.

Target-oriented working is essential in
this context.

Discussion
A striking element in this study is that each
of the three parties considered the major
success factors for achieving the set goals to
be the client’s readiness (will) to change and
his full commitment, the client-coach rela-
tionship and the coach’s expertise. The
clients’ managers added a fourth factor (and
valued it very highly), i.e. their own role in a
successful coaching trajectory.

The manager’s role. This aspect has never
before been explicitly included in a study in
the Netherlands. However, due to the extent
to which the clients themselves valued this
factor, it cannot be ranked in the top five of
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moderating factors of coaching trajectories.
In studies conducted in English-speaking
countries, however, this aspect has been
identified as a major item with regard to eval-
uating professional development. Guskey
(1991) has stated that ‘organisational sup-
port’ is an essential element of professional
development (see also Paige, 2002, p.66).
The reason for the low valuation of their
supervisions’ roles in the success of clients’
professional development may be the spe-
cific authority structures in Dutch organisa-
tions (egalitarian), the labour laws of this
country (high level of employee protection)
and its culture of individualism (autonomy
and responsibility). At any rate, contrary to
Guskey’s (1991) study, Dutch clients do not
indicate that they do not feel supported by
their organisations or supervisors. They
apparently experience support, but the valu-
ation of their managers’ specific roles is
rationalised. 

The will. This aspect is congruous to, for
example, Greif’s analysis (2007, p.243). He
regards clients’ ‘change readiness’ and ‘per-
sistence’ as two important factors for
achieving their goals. This will have to be dis-
cussed explicitly in future studies for many
studies on coaching results aim predomi-
nantly to generate information on overall
outcomes such as the extent to which set
goals have been achieved. Some studies,
however, also focus on measuring changes in
affect, subjective well-being and happiness
with life. In addition, researchers also focus
on specific outcomes such as understanding
and self-reflection, individual, social and
functional characteristics, and the valuation
of effects on an individual level (Greif, 2007,
pp.224–226). So far, however, they have
somewhat neglected the conative aspect (the
will). The present study into the VECM cor-
relates with Greif’s analysis and shows that
the clients’ will and readiness to change are
regarded as essential by all respondents. 

On all sides, the relationship is regarded as
an essential moderating factor in any
coaching trajectory. In this context, trust and

transparency are considered key coordinates
(Gyllensten & Palmer, 2007, p.174). In the
area of psychotherapy, the relationship in
coaching situations has been studied to a
large extent. One of the findings was that the
therapist’s qualities, facilitating conditions
(e.g. empathy) and the relationship are
major factors that influence the outcomes of
therapies (O’Brion & Palmer, 2006). Mackie
is of the opinion that the study of psy-
chotherapy outcomes cannot be applied to
coaching uncritically. He refers particularly
to the methodology used to determine the
outcomes (randomised, controlled trials
versus case studies) (2007, pp.316–317).
Coaching will have to build up its own body
of knowledge. However, the few studies that
have been conducted within the domain of
coaching still show that an open, supporting,
and healthy coach relationship is a major
success factor (Schmidt, 2003). This has also
been confirmed in the present study, the
relationship being linked mostly to trusting
the coach and having a ‘click’ with the
coach. 

The coach. In the literature, the personal and
professional characteristics of an effective
coach are mostly linked to the skill of estab-
lishing a strong connection between client
and coach, the coach’s professionalism and
the use of an unambiguous method
(Wasylyshyn, 2003). Greif adds to this that
the coach’s professional credibility and the
coach’s ability to make the client’s goals and
expectations explicit are key aspects for an
eventual coaching success (2007, p.243). In
the present study, the coach was praised par-
ticularly for her empathy and genuine
interest, ability to listen, methodical
approach (having clients do exercises), good
timing and professionalism. Seventy-five per
cent felt that gender also played an impor-
tant part in the success of coaching. With
regard to the coach’s role as a moderating
factor, earlier studies are, therefore, con-
gruous to the present study. 
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Conclusions and recommendations
Due to the size of the cohort of respondents,
the results cannot be generalised. However,
attempts to optimise reliability were made by
first conducting two analyses independently
from each other, followed by a joint analysis.
Various aspects of the analyses are consistent
with earlier studies. For example, the client’s
readiness to change, the client-coach rela-
tionship and the coach’s professionalism as
important moderating factors of coaching. 
A striking aspect of the current study is that
readiness to change is valued higher than in
any other study. Another striking aspect is
the way in which managers rank their own
role in a successful coaching trajectory. This
is not congruous to earlier studies. At any
rate, it is not entirely clear what exactly they
wish to communicate by that. 

We recommend conducting further
studies into the following.
(a) A substantiation of the perceived role of

managers (c.q. supervisors) as a
moderating factor of the VECM.

(b)The precise nature and role of the will of
clients with regard to achieving set goals
in a coaching trajectory.

(c) The causes and effects of the fact that the
client-coach relationship as a success
factor was valued higher in this study
than in, for example, the Wasylyshyn
study (90 per cent and 83 per cent,
respectively).

(d)The effects and role of the coach’s gender
in successful coaching trajectories. 

(e)The fact that each of the three parties
drew virtually the same conclusions with
regard to the nature of coaching, the
coach’s characteristics and methodology.
There is a strikingly high level of
consistency between these conclusions
and the theoretical building blocks of the
VECM (which in itself may be interpreted
positively, but it may also be an indication
that desirable answers were given). 

To conclude
Against a background of increasing pressure
on coaches to work evidence based, this
paper discussed results of a study that was
conducted into identifying the moderating
factors of the Van Egmond Coaching Model
(VECM). Coaches are increasingly prompted
to provide managers with proof of the effects
of their coaching model. First, the paper
explained the seven building blocks and
methodology of the VECM. The building
blocks comprise views on coaching and
learning, the ranges of thoughts of Dilts,
Stewart and Joines, Whitmore, Maslow, and
Assagioli. The methodology shows a clearly
demarcated structure in which the standard
is to work with reflection and evaluation
reports. Subsequently, the design of the study
(objectives and questions, method, respon-
dents, procedure, results of analysis and con-
clusions) was discussed. As stated above, this
study aimed to identify the most important
moderating factors of the VECM. For this
purpose, the three parties of this model
(client, manager and coach) completed
semi-structured questionnaires after comple-
tion of four coaching trajectories. The most
important moderating factors of the VECM
were the client’s readiness to change (the
will), the client-coach relationship, the man-
ager’s role and the coach’s expertise. When
discussing the results, we established that
most of the outcomes were (structurally) con-
gruous to those of earlier studies. The will as
a key factor was particularly evident in this
study, more so than in any other study. We
recommend conducting follow-up studies,
particularly into the role of managers, the
precise nature and role of the will of clients,
the assessment of the client-coach relation-
ship in various contexts, the effects and role
of the coach’s gender and the extent to
which familiarity with the theoretical
building blocks of the VECM has an influ-
ence on interpreting the coaching effects. 
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FOR MUCH of the past decade or more
there has been an emphasis on leader-
ship development which has sometimes

led to the neglect of the key area of manage-
ment training and development (Rees &
Porter, 2008b). The development of mana-
gerial expertise is a crucial area that enables
managers to cope with evolving critical man-
agerial responsibilities. Often they accumu-
late such responsibilities with little or no
preparation. Such acquisition is normally
because of their specialist rather than mana-
gerial expertise (Rees & Porter, 2005). This
article explains two models related to mana-
gerial activity in organisations: that of the
Managerial Escalator, and the related one of
Role Set Analysis. The models of the Mana-
gerial Escalator and the technique of Role
Set Analysis are potentially useful tools to
bring to the attention of both coaching psy-
chologists and their clients wishing to
analyse routes into management and effec-
tive behaviour in managerial roles. The
implications of these concepts for those
involved in management and coaching are
also discussed. Both frameworks are poten-
tially useful in helping the individual and the
coaching psychologist identify the skills and
capabilities that are within the would-be
manager, enabling them to use their mana-
gerial skills more effectively. By this means,
both organisational and individual effective-
ness are increased, as well as hopefully the

ability of clients to cope with their manage-
rial responsibilities. A range of core manage-
ment skills is also identified in this article.

Routes into management
With the current emphasis on leadership
development, the key area of managerial
training can be given insufficient attention
in organisations or even ignored, unless it is
subsumed under the title leadership devel-
opment. Neglect of the need to develop
managerial expertise can be particularly
unfortunate given the likelihood of there
being a significant Managerial Gap in organ-
isations. The Managerial Gap is the differ-
ence between the amount of time that those
with managerial responsibilities should be
spending on appropriate managerial activi-
ties and time actually spent which is often
considerably less than is needed, resulting in
neglect and organisational ineffectiveness.
Even when the gap is recognised it may not
be dealt with effectively. The existence of this
gap may be partly due to the way most
people with managerial responsibility
acquire such responsibility. Managers are
likely to have started off as specialists and
then to have proceeded in an escalator type
progression up the organisation hierarchy.
This may mean that managers move away
from their, often cherished, specialisation
into less congenial but often more important
managerial work. Most management work is

The Managerial Gap and how coaching
can help
Christine Porter & W. David Rees

This article considers two models that could potentially be useful to coaching psychologists as they seek to
help clients identify their organisational roles and their willingness and ability to carry out such roles. The
first model considered is that of the Managerial Escalator which seeks to help individual employees identify
and cope with their likely accumulation of managerial responsibilities, particularly dealing with any
Managerial Gap. The second, and linked, model is that of Role Set Analysis. This is a particularly effective
technique to help clients identify their evolving role and priorities. 
Keywords: Managerial Gap; Coaching; Supervisory; Managerial Escalator; Hybrid managers;
Leadership; Role models; Role Set Analysis; Evaluation.



likely to be undertaken by ‘hybrids’ who nec-
essarily have to combine specialist and man-
agerial work. Ironically staff may even rise to
very senior positions with little or no effec-
tive management training and development. 

The reason that the area of management
development activity requires continued
attention is that most people who have mana-
gerial responsibility are likely to have worked
as specialists first. Their entry into manage-
ment is likely to have been gradual and most
may not have had any prior management
training. The need for training and develop-
ment in this area may not even be recognised,
especially for ‘hybrid managers’ who may
already have had many years of specialist
training. Staff may first acquire supervisory
responsibility over other specialists and then
the overlapping designation as ‘manager’.
Coaching, both informal and formal, may be
an important way in which the management
training and development needs created by
this type of progression can be effectively met. 

Because of the way in which individuals
become managers, those with managerial
responsibility may need to improve their
skills in this area. Even those in very senior
positions may lack some key managerial
skills. However, it can be particularly impor-
tant that those who are given managerial
responsibilities not only have the aptitude
but are also prepared to undertake such a
role as opposed to expecting the benefits of
promotion whilst clinging on to most of
their previous job. The technique of Role Set
Analysis can be a very effective way of
showing disparities between what those with
managerial responsibilities actually are
doing and what they should be doing.

The Managerial Escalator 
In a survey conducted in 2004 (Rees &
Porter, 2005), it was found that most people
with managerial responsibility have acquired
it as a result of their specialist expertise,
which they may well have developed over a
number of years. This will have enabled
them to assume managerial or supervisory
responsibility in their specialist area. It is

usually impractical for people without the
relevant specialist experience to assume such
responsibility. The concept of the Manage-
rial Escalator was developed by Rees in the
1970s (Rees, 1984) initially in the context of
nurse training for the Royal College of
Nursing. Sadly, surprisingly little attention
has been given to this phenomenon subse-
quently, despite the fact that it affects most
organisations. Subsequent to the Salmon
Report (Report of the committee on Senior
Nursing Staff Structures, 1966) drastic
changes were made to nursing career struc-
tures. Previously nurses had clinical career
structures but, as a result of Salmon, job
descriptions were issued giving nurses above
a certain grade almost exclusively manage-
rial responsibilities. Nurses are typical there-
fore of the hybrid nature of most managers’
backgrounds. They usually go into their spe-
cialist training with a vocation for clinical
activities. They then find that in order to
progress up the hierarchy they need to
largely relinquish these responsibilities and
concentrate on managing others. However
the switch from carrying out clinical tasks
themselves to ensuring that others carry out
these tasks can be difficult to accept from an
emotional perspective. A coaching psycholo-
gist may be able to help staff to identify the
new demands that are made of them and
adapt to these in order that they can carry
out their managerial tasks effectively.

Although the initial circumstances in
which this model was developed occurred
many years ago, this phenomenon of
employees being promoted untrained and
inexperienced into management on the
basis of their specialist expertise has con-
tinued. The findings of research carried out
by Rees and Porter (2005) showed 47 out of
50 people with management or supervisory
responsibility surveyed had previously been
specialists. Their involvement in manage-
ment is likely to have been gradual – people
do not normally go straight into a full-time
management job but have an escalator-type
progression as shown in Figure 1 (Rees &
Porter, 2008a, p.5).

International Coaching Psychology Review ● Vol. 7 No. 1 March 2012 65

The Managerial Gap and how coaching can help 



The exact way in which people acquire
managerial responsibilities will vary from
person to person. Figure 1 should not, there-
fore, be seen as a rigid template but as a sim-
plified illustration of the progression into
management that most people are likely to
have had. The amount of time spent on man-
agerial activity is shown on the vertical scale
on the left-hand side of the diagram. The bal-
ance of activity, likely to be mainly specialist
activity, is calculated by subtracting the man-
agerial activity from 100 per cent. The Mana-
gerial Gap is calculated by comparing the
amount of time that should be spent on man-
agerial activity with the amount of time that is
actually spent. In most cases it is found that
not enough time is being spent on manage-
rial activities, though sometimes it can be the
other way around because of ‘over-manage-
ment’ (Rees & Porter, 2005). Individuals
and/or those responsible for succession plan-
ning may also find it useful to speculate
where they or others are likely to be on the
escalator in future years, and the preparation
needed to be effective in those new positions.

Many of those on the escalator will never
become full-time managers but will stay, and
want to remain, as hybrid managers com-
bining specialist and managerial work. Even
with hybrid managers there may a reluctance

to get involved in management and a desire,
as one IT specialist put it, to remain as 
‘thoroughbreds’. However, the needs of the
organisation are likely to be as explained
below: 

Everyone is crying out for project
managers, desktop service managers – to
keep the system up and running and to
talk through problems – and call centre
managers… They are looking for the
hybrid manager: someone who has more
than just technical skills, but knows how
to create a customer-orientated culture
within an organisation. (Coles, 1997)

The organisational dilemma is usually that
competent specialists are needed to manage
other specialists. The reward structure is usu-
ally such that those with the responsibility for
managing other specialists receive a better
reward package. Therefore, if employees
want promotion they need to move away
from their area of expertise and their ‘com-
fort-zone’ into, for them, the relatively
uncharted areas of management. Given this
it is not surprising that many specialists with
managerial responsibility are reluctant man-
agers and do more specialist work than is
necessary and do not spend enough time
doing managerial work.
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Figure 1: The Managerial Escalator – the relationship between managerial and
specialist activity over time (Rees, 1984).
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The need for management training and
development
This escalator process demonstrates how a
key management training and development
need arises. Most people with management
responsibility may have had little prior
formal management training and that which
has been received may not have been very
effective (only 12 out of 50 in the survey,
Rees & Porter 2005). Despite the passage of
time this unfortunately fits with the following
observation:

Management after all, was held by the
British to be akin to parenting, a role of
great importance, for which no training,
preparation or qualification was
required: the implication being that
experience is the only possible teacher
and character the only possible
qualification. (Handy, 1991, p.122)

There are a number of ways in which man-
agement training and development can
occur – which are not necessarily mutually
exclusive. It is acknowledged that those
without prior formal management training
may have acquired management expertise by
means such as on the job coaching. An
important method can be by coaching by the
immediate boss. Another can be by coaching
by a person, if necessary from outside the
organisation, and a trained coaching psy-
chologist could obviously have an important
and useful role to play here. 

The role of coaching in management
training and development
Management coaching is, we believe, a more
specific activity than leadership development
where so much can depend on what is meant
by the term ‘leadership’. In any case much
leadership development may need to involve
a considerable amount of management
development, (Rees & Porter, 2008b). Key
factors which will affect whether or not
coaching can be effective and how it may be
undertaken include organisation and
national culture, career pathways and the
extent to which existing managers can act
both as suitable role models and coaches. 

The identification of who needs coaching
and how it is to be undertaken may not be
straightforward. There may, for example, be
little point in management coaching if the
organisational climate is hostile, or if the
person who ostensibly needs coaching is not
motivated to take it seriously or can signifi-
cantly benefit from it. A related issue is who is
to provide the coaching: the boss, another
internal provider, an external provider or a
combination of these? This also needs also to
be integrated with other developmental
strategies. The coaching psychologist could
have a particular role to play here in that they
will have the skills to help the manager to
confront the tensions that he or she is expe-
riencing in their role. This would be particu-
larly the case where the manager feels
reluctant to relinquish some of their spe-
cialist expertise or where they feel ill-pre-
pared for the role they have taken on.

Likely substantive managerial training needs
Once there has been an appropriate
matching of coach (or coaches) and the
person to be coached, a key need is likely to
be the identification of the managerial con-
tent of the job a person needs to be doing.
An advantage of coaching is that develop-
ment can be tailored to fit individual needs.
A problem with previous training and devel-
opment can be that it has not been targeted
and if only for that reason may not have
been very useful. Whilst needs will vary from
individual to individual, the activities that
those with managerial responsibility are
likely to be involved in include the following: 
● Role identification;
● Prioritisation;
● Delegation;
● Motivation of employees;
● Communication;
● Staff selection;
● Counselling;
● Disciplinary handling;
● Negotiation;
● Chairing meetings;
● Budgeting;
● Client-customer relations.
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Individuals may not need coaching in all of
the above, be it because they are competent
in the area, the issue is not a high priority, or
it is not practical in current circumstances.
However, the fact that staff may have senior
managerial positions is by no means a guar-
antee that they are proficient in key man-
agement skills. This can easily arise if a
person has been promoted just because of
their specialist expertise, without their man-
agerial aptitude and potential being taken
into account. The potential gain on invest-
ment is likely to be higher, the more senior
the manager is because of their likely
increased impact on organisational perform-
ance. With some senior people, one-to-one
coaching may be the only practical way of
remedying managerial deficiencies, particu-
larly because it can be handled with discre-
tion and in confidence. Some of the skills
may need developing in group situations but
evaluation of performance may be possible
though by the coach being an observer in
live situations and/or by post-event evalua-
tion. The range of skills that need devel-
oping may be such that more than one coach
needs to be used. Coaches need though to
have an aptitude for coaching, the inclina-
tion to do it and expertise in the area or
areas that need developing. There is not
much point in being given a coach who does
not have relevant substantive knowledge.

Role Set Analysis
The second technique to be considered is
that of Role Set Analysis. The concept of a
role set was established by Merton in 1957
(Merton, 1957) and the idea that a manager
is part of a social network that constrains his
or her behaviour was discussed at least 
10 years prior to this (Newcomb, 1943).
Unlike an organisation chart, a role set will
reflect external stakeholders with whom the
role holder has to interact. Such interactions
may be more crucial to managerial effective-
ness than interactions with internal con-
stituencies. Tsui (1984) utilised the concept
of Role Set Analysis to explore managerial
effectiveness from the point of view of mana-

gerial reputation. She proposed that man-
agers gain the reputation of being effective
by meeting the self-interested expectations
of role set members. Reputationally effective
managers were found to be more successful
in their careers than the least reputationally
effective managers.

It can be particularly important for those
with managerial responsibility to identify
their role and priorities correctly. It can also
be important for those involved in their
recruitment and selection to identify these
issues accurately. There is a particular
danger in organisations with a strong spe-
cialist culture (for example, in banking) that
the need for managerial expertise is ignored
at the managerial appointment stage. Role
Set Analysis – which can be undertaken on
an individual or group basis – is a potentially
useful technique for prioritising work for
those who already have management respon-
sibility. However, this can be a particularly
sensitive area for discussion because of the
inner conflicts a person may have about what
they do and what needs doing.

A relatively straightforward example of a
Role Set Analysis is shown in Figure 2 for
ease of explanation. In practice it is likely
that the role set will be more complicated
with bigger differences between what work is
done and what needs to be done.

The key activities and groups or individ-
uals with whom the job holder has to interact
are identified. In this case the analysis has
been carried out by the job holder himself
but there is an argument for the job holder
seeking out the views of the other people fea-
turing in the role set to see what their expec-
tations (realistic or otherwise) are of them.

The Role Set Analysis in Figure 2 is drawn
showing actual percentage times spent with
each significant activity or individual or indi-
viduals, with the figures in brackets being the
model time allocations to be aimed for. 
In this case the total time actually spent adds
up to 100 per cent. However, the actual job
holder in the case study to which this relates
realised that he needed to have some
thinking time for himself and planned to allo-
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cate four per cent of his time for that in the
future after carrying out the Role Set Analysis
exercise. The other model times that he set
for the future were primarily to spend more
time with the line managers in the organisa-
tion (25 per cent instead of 16 per cent) with
compensating reductions elsewhere.

Role Set Analysis can be a very effective
way of thinking strategically about a job. The
concept of Role Set Analysis can be of par-
ticular use in helping a person with manage-
rial responsibilities consciously think about
their priorities. That is why in Figure 2 the
members of the role set are also identified
numerically – according to their priority
order. Further emphasis can be given in a
diagram by having the length of the line
between the job holder shorter or longer
according to the role set member’s impor-
tance. Importance can be crudely defined as
how much damage can be done to the job
holder if the needs of an activity or indi-
vidual are neglected. This way a conscious

prioritisation can be achieved rather than,
for example, a random one. Managers are
likely to be asked to do significantly more
than there is time for, especially in an era of
value for money, budget cuts and increasing
competition. It is better to ensure that where
economies have to be made they are in low
priority rather than high priority areas. How-
ever, it is also important to recognise that pri-
orities can change, both long term and in
emergency situations. Consequently a
person’s role set time allocations may need
to be regularly reviewed. It may be particu-
larly useful when a person starts a new job. A
further application is to check on the
strategic allocation of resources within a unit
or the whole of an organisation. An example
of this is the resources allocated to health
cure compared with health care within a
health service. Another example is the allo-
cation of resources in a police service to
crime prevention compared with crime
detection.
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Figure 2: Role Set Analysis: Head of Human Resources of a professional organisation
(Rees, 1996).
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On the job coaching
Opportunities may arise quite naturally on
the job for coaching to be given in a rela-
tively informal way. 

An example is that of a supervisor who
brought a potential but, on the face of it,
relatively minor disciplinary situation to
the attention of their manager. The
manager needed to avoid the temptation
of taking responsibility for handling the
issue himself but instead coach the
supervisor in how to handle the situation
for themselves. This may have been all
the help that the supervisor wanted
anyway.

The recommended approach in the above
example avoids the twin traps of reducing
the supervisor’s responsibility and encour-
aging them to take such issues to the man-
ager for resolution in the future. The same
logic applies when senior managers have
issues brought to their attention by man-
agers who report to them.

Another set of circumstances in which
coaching may be given on the job may be
when the job incumbent may be occupying
such a crucial role that they cannot be
released from the job – even for relatively
short periods of time.

The Director of Education in a London
Borough was parachuted into his job at a
particularly crucial time and had relatively
little managerial experience. The solution to
this problem was to have an external coach
shadow him and discuss managerial issues
soon after ‘ live’ situations. In practice this
also involved an element of mentoring.
Coaching and mentoring may be conceptu-
ally different but in practice the distinction
may be and may need to be sometimes
blurred. (Rees, 1992, Local Government
Management.)

Coaching evaluation
The final stage in the management coaching
process will normally need to be evaluation.
This could be undertaken by the individual,
with or without the coach, or with the sub-
ject’s boss. Ideally this will be accompanied

by a follow-up process to see if any change in
behaviour has lasted, or if significant new
needs have emerged. This also gives an
opportunity to review how effective the
coaching arrangements have been. Ideally
this will include a cost-benefit analysis, even
if the data cannot easily be quantified. Com-
parison may also be necessary of alternative
ways of meeting such needs in the future and
whether the role of coaching should be
amended, reduced or expanded. 

Conclusions
Lack of managerial expertise and/or incli-
nation to do such work even if it is part of
one’s job can easily cause both individuals
and organisations to seriously under-per-
form. Even very senior managers may be
deficient in key skills. The way in which man-
agers tend to gradually acquire their respon-
sibilities is likely to be an important factor
causing under-investment in this area and
the emergence of a major Managerial Gap.
For specialist jobs the career entry is likely to
be much more clearly defined and under-
stood. It may come as a great surprise to
many specialists that after having acquired
specialist skills, often after years of study,
they are increasingly absorbed in managerial
activities, for which they may have had little
or no effective training and development.
They may also have little aptitude or appetite
for such work, however crucial it may be.
The notion of the Managerial Escalator
seeks to encapsulate this phenomenon.

Management coaching is one way of
reducing the scale of the above problem.
However, it is unlikely to be effective if
people are given managerial responsibilities
that they are unwilling or unable to under-
take. Where coaching is appropriate some
may need to be undertaken by the bosses of
those with managerial responsibility and
much may be undertaken informally as the
need arises. Advantages of this are likely to
be effective targeting of needs and low cost.
Ideally, organisations should have a culture
where this is the norm and not the excep-
tion. The skills that need developing are
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often not sophisticated but can nevertheless
be crucial. A key skill is often effective pri-
oritisation so managers do what is needed, as
opposed to what is easiest or most enjoyable.
Role Set Analysis can be a way of achieving
this. Some coaching may best be done infor-
mally but there will be occasions when
coaching is best done ‘off’ the job by an
internal or external provider or providers.
This can be particularly appropriate with
senior managers, where not only may the
‘pay-off’ be greatest but where confidence
and discretion are essential. The coaching
psychologist will have an important role to
play in helping managers to reflect on the
problems they are facing using the Manage-
rial Escalator and Role Set Analysis tools as
frameworks.

Possession of even a senior managerial
job is no guarantee that the incumbent pos-
sesses key managerial skills – especially if
they have been appointed primarily or even
totally because of their professional reputa-
tion. This may increase the need (and poten-
tial pay-off) for individual coaching. As with
any other training initiative there needs to
be an evaluation of how effective the process
has been. It is unlikely, for example, that

those with managerial responsibility will ben-
efit from coaching if they have little aptitude
or desire for managerial work. The tech-
niques explained here could be useful how-
ever in helping coaching psychologists and
their clients to work out how managers can
optimise their effectiveness in the organisa-
tional situation should they so desire.
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THE STUDY AND APPLICATION of
complexity as a theoretical and practical
construct that may assist in developing

our understanding of our world, our context
and our practice is an established area of
enquiry. There are many theoretical and
philosophical underpinnings to coaching
psychology practice that can be easily
mapped across to concepts and debates
within complexity science. For example,
existentialist approaches, approaches and
ideas rooted in personal construct psy-
chology, solution focused approaches,
systems theory to name a few. Coaching 
psychologists have actively used these
approaches in their practice for a number of
years (e.g. Palmer & Whybrow, 2006; Palmer,
O’Riordan & Whybrow, 2011). 

The zeitgeist of complexity theory con-
tinues to manifest as the world as a living
system is evident at macro and micro levels,
old concepts of power and control are dissi-
pating in areas where they seemed solid and
reassuring only a few months ago. The need
to understand how to work with what is
emerging for the client, the coach and as our
practise develops is clear. To the experienced
coaching psychology and coaching practi-
tioner this has always been the case.

The broad aim in putting this issue
together was to enable and encourage a
critical debate, exploring many diverse per-
spectives and views concerning complexity
theory and its’ application to coaching psy-
chology that would make a contribution to
the underpinning, expanding knowledge
base and which also offered insight to
coaching and coaching psychology practice.

Surprisingly, complexity theories and
models of complexity have received scant
attention in the Coaching Psychology litera-
ture, despite a wealth of practice-based
approaches that are conceptually aligned, at
least in part. The lead article, by Michael
Cavanagh and David Lane, suggests there is
hope that Coaching Psychology will emerge
as a new discipline that can embrace rigour
and the chaotic. The paper draws on the
work of Stacey and particularly an adapta-
tion of his Certainty/Agreement Matrix
(Stacey, 1999). This application of Stacey’s
model rather paradoxically suggests the pos-
sibility of a rational construction of com-
plexity. One of the core suggestions in the
article, that we don’t live in a simple,
rational, predictable and controllable world
in the way that these terms often imply, is
likely to be met with agreement from the
coaching and coaching psychology commu-
nity. Cavanagh and Lane argue strongly that
coaching psychology is well positioned to
embrace concepts of complexity, albeit, still
behind other fields of enquiry and research. 

It would be curious to explore how
Coaching Psychology theory and practise has
already extended into the space of grappling
with complexity, embracing new forms of evi-
dence and integrating learning across disci-
plines. In their paper, Cavanagh and Lane
encourage Coaching Psychology to look at
developments in other fields for insight into
non linear and emergent models of practice,
this creative approach is likely to bring fresh
perspectives. Taking these two ideas
together, we have invited comment on this
lead article from experts in the field of com-
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plexity and experts from within the field of
Coaching Psychology with the express inten-
tion of developing the theoretical underpin-
nings and pragmatic learning that we might
take forward.

Professor Ralph Stacey is an eminent
figure in the field of complexity, well known
for his work exploring how the complexity
sciences might provide a new way of under-
standing stability and change in organisa-
tions. In his paper he takes the reader
straight to local interaction as the point at
which things happen, removing any notion
of omnipotence on the part of the coach. He
articulates the need for the coach to have
developed to a level that they are reflecting
in action, that is, reflecting on how they are
thinking and how they are thinking together
with their client. Stacey no longer uses the
Certainty/Agreement Matrix to avoid its
application as a rational tool. Stacey presents
the concept of self organisation as a process
that exists independently of any external
notion of control. From his perspective, the
co-created, emergent nature of all human
interaction is evident. Stacey’s analysis and
conceptual insight deepens the under-
standing of this field of debate. Critical of
the lead paper at a conceptual level, Stacey
affirms that the task of the coach is to hold
multiple possibilities in mind and take action
that maximises the ability to respond flexibly
as outcomes emerge.

Each subsequent paper amplifies a par-
ticular area of the debate, together offering
a rich volume. Dr Tatiana Bachkirova points
to the body of underpinning evidence that
personalised coaching designed to elicit a
profound reflection on personal values and
behaviours works for individual clients,
teams and organisations. She reinforces the
importance of the tailored one-to-one inter-
vention. Bachkirova urges Cavanagh and
Lane to be clearer in the position that they
are alluding to and make strident points in
relation to the development of the profes-
sion of coaching psychology. Her perspective
goes beyond the suggestions in the lead
paper pushing for the view that allows a

potential learning space as a whole profes-
sion rather than an inherent assumption
that actually the professional framework
itself is ‘complete’ and ‘OK’.

Paul Atkins teases apart the ‘lumping
together’ of rationality and linearity, arguing
for their different purposes in this debate –
whilst we may agree things are not linear, we
may strongly argue against the idea that
reason and sound judgement are not in evi-
dence. This paper asks us to consider some
of the implicit assumptions upon which our
thinking (and, therefore, practice) is based.
Atkins argues against the value of elemental
realism, and instead for pragmatic contextu-
alism as a very rational (not linear) way of
working as a coach that is a shift in emphasis
recognised by the experienced practitioner.
A pragmatic and philosophical challenge is
presented.

David Drake introduces the term post-
professional to the debate, and brings a fresh
critique that argues for a clearer definition
of story and reminds the reader of the wealth
of narrative coaching literatures, and the
work on the structure and function thereof.
Further, Drake reminds us of the seminal
work by Winnecott (1971) and the nature of
the ‘holding environment’ that the coach
might provide. A thoughtful challenge is
presented in the form of how a coaching psy-
chology/coaching practitioner might draw
from the debate housed in Cavanagh and
Lane’s paper in their practise. 

Professor Bob Hodge, with a strong pro-
file covering a wide interdisciplinary range
of fields including cultural theory, and chaos
theory brings fresh perspective and concepts
from the world of complexity and chaos that
might be usefully considered, for example,
that of fractals. Hodge notes that one of the
benefits of the style of Cavanagh and Lane’s
article is to introduce some complex con-
cepts in a way that is more accessible to those
unfamiliar with them. As a newcomer to the
field of Coaching Psychology, Professor
Hodge notes that the rapid emergence of
Coaching Psychology as a subfield may be
chaos theory in action.
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Describing herself as ‘always interested in
the human condition’, Lesley Kuhn offers a
philosophically rich and enticing paper.
From a practice perspective, Dr Kuhn sug-
gests that there are some habits to learn that
can help us develop complexity thinking
rather than linear thinking. This paper
offers five critical insights in to the paper by
Cavanagh and Lane that resonate in part
with those presented in Stacey’s work. Kuhn
reminds of a quote from Ball (1995), where
theory itself functions as a catalytic agent of
change. 

Julie Allan picks up on the concepts of
professionalism, empiricism and appropriate
from the lead article. Professionalism it is
argued, goes beyond idea of protected
knowledge, to issues of judgement and
praxis, linking with the article offered by
Atkins. Questioning the idea that psychology
has only been informed by linear models,
Allan refers to her enquiry into wisdom as an
emergent property of a complex system.
Introducing the work of Clarkson (1995)
and connecting with our full ways of
knowing, there is a resonance shared with
the lead article on what constitutes evidence
based practice. 

The last paper in this Special Issue is
authored by Gordon Spence, which builds
on the themes of interdisciplinary working.
Spence invites us to consider both the bene-
fits and embedded challenges in working in
a multidisciplinary environment. The paper
brings to mind how we construe success.
Working and learning from an interdiscipli-
nary perspective is likely to bring fresh
insight and influence the future develop-
ment of the coaching and coaching psy-
chology field.

The authors of the lead article are given
an additional 1500 words if they wish to
respond to the discussants, given the rich-
ness of the debate sparked, this invitation
has been taken up by Cavanagh and Lane
and their response is included in this issue.

In closing, we would like to thank the
Editorial Board for supporting this partic-
ular Special Issue, and each of the authors
for their valuable contribution. Taken
together, the articles open up important
questions and numerous possibilities. We
hope readers find this issue does indeed
approach the topic of complexity from a
range of original perspectives, and offers
new insight and learning. We would welcome
comments and feedback. 

Alison Whybrow, Anthony M. Grant,
Stephen Palmer & Travis Kemp
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WE LIVE in a complex and compli-
cated world. We are continually
reminded of the increasingly rapid

rate of change. We experience the growing
demand to do more with less. Electronic
media means that many of us are on call or
‘at work’ for a much greater percentage of
our waking hours than was the case 10 or 20
years ago. We are buffeted with information
overload, just in time delivery, market
demands, and what appears to be the
increasing bureaucratisation of our public
and organisational interactions. The people
we coach make decisions, act, and react in
the face of multiple competing agendas, rap-
idly changing circumstances, and the emer-
gence of new and unpredictable problems
and issues. It is indeed and complex and
complicated world – and if we add issues
such as global climate change, peak oil, the
war on terror or the Global Financial Crisis –
it starts to look positively chaotic!

So how do we as coaching psychologists
manage in this increasingly messy and
unpredictable world of complexity – and
more to the point, how do we help our
clients to manage in this world? What does
coming of age, or ‘growing up’ in this world
look like for us as practitioners, researchers
and as a profession? 

In order to answer these questions, it is
first helpful to define some of our key terms
– in particular, the difference between three
types of systems: simple, complex and chaotic
systems. In complexity theories these terms
have particular meanings that differ some-
what from their common meaning. 

A simple system is a system that is know-
able or understandable. A hot air balloon,
for example, is a simple system involving a
balloon, basket and heat source and associ-
ated ropes and weights. Their functions and
interrelationships are understandable and
predicable – i.e. heat the air in the balloon
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and it rises, cool it and it descends. Simple
systems can be very complicated (this is dif-
ferent from being complex). For example, 
a jet aircraft is a complicated system. However,
the functions of each of the aircrafts compo-
nents and their inter-relationships are know-
able and predictable. For most practical
purposes, both simple and complicated
systems can be thought of as governed by
linear causation. 

A complex system, on the other hand, may
have few parts or subsystems, or it may have
many. Regardless of how complicated it is,
complex systems do not function in the same
way simple systems function. In simple
systems each part has its function (or set of
functions) and they operate in standard and
predictable ways. Complex systems are recur-
sive, not linear. Responses and outcomes are
not fixed, but change depending on what
has gone before. This is most easily seen in
complex adaptive systems. Complex adaptive
systems are systems in which the system
members are agents in their own right, thus
allowing them to adapt to system inputs in
unpredictable and novel ways. For example,
while a jet aircraft is a complicated system –
it operates in knowable and predictable ways
– the flight crew of that plane form a com-
plex adaptive system. Each crew member is
able to adapt their behaviour according to
their own goals, desires, personal character-
istics, and predispositions stemming from
their personal histories, DNA and the func-
tioning of their own biological subsystems. 

This capacity to adapt means the causal
structure of complex adaptive systems is non-
linear. Responses are not simply mechani-
cally repeated, but chosen, altered and
adapted based on what has gone before and
what is expected to happen in the future. In
other words, they are governed by recursive
feedback and feedforward loops. This makes
behaviour in complex systems iterative
rather than repetitive. Unlike the workings
of a machine, a complex adaptive system
may respond to a given set of circumstances
in one way at one time, and very differently
to those same circumstances at another time.

For example, a co-pilot might challenge a
decision made by the captain on one flight,
but not do so in similar circumstances on
another flight. A flight crew may chose to
believe the accuracy of the cockpit instru-
ments on one day, and ignore or disbelieve
them on another. Importantly, these
responses are not completely predictable
nor the conditions that govern them fully
knowable. The difference that makes the dif-
ference in these choices may only be guessed
at (and then often only in hindsight).
Attempts to deal with this through training
(Cockpit Resource Management) has a long
history (Weiner, Kanko & Helmreich, 1993).
Most air accidents have more than one con-
tributing factor. As a Bureau of Air Safety
Investigation (BASI) study has shown while
over 70 per cent of the accidents involved
pilot factors they frequently have their ori-
gins in systemic or organisational failings
(Bureau of Air Safety Investigation, 1996).
We similarly see this complexity in a range of
disasters (Taylor & Lane, 1991).

Chaotic systems are a type of complex
system – or rather, chaos is a phase that com-
plex systems often go through. Contrary to
the common understanding of the term
chaos, chaotic systems are not without order.
Rather, they are systems in which change
appears to be so unpredictable and unstable
as to be almost random. Examples of such
systems include the weather, the turbulence
of rivers, economies, and markets. While
these systems do show ordered patterns of
behaviour when viewed from a distance (e.g.
the regularity of the seasons, general move-
ments in bull markets and bear markets) the
level of stability and predictability of these
systems is low when viewed in a fine grained
way. For example, while we might be reason-
ably guess that midsummer’s day is likely to
be warmer than midwinter’s day, we cannot
accurately predict what the temperature,
wind or cloud cover will be like on those days
next year. (Neither can we predict the occur-
rence of extreme weather events, like storms,
floods or snow in summer. In fact, with all
our records and supercomputers, we cannot
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accurately predict weather more than a few
days in advance!)

Ralph Stacey (1999) presented a matrix
that can help us understand the different
phases, or space a complex system and its
subsystems may occupy, using the dimen-
sions of certainty of prediction and level of
agreement (see Figure 1). The matrix iden-
tifies a range of spaces delineated by the
level of agreement about what should or
could be done, and the degree of pre-
dictability of outcome should that course of
action be followed. A system can be said to
be chaotic when there is little or no agree-
ment about how to act, and little or no pre-
dictability about what might happen should
that action be taken. However, under condi-
tions where there is high agreement and
high predictability, then management using
rational decision making, or decision
making based on linear models of cause and
effect, is most appropriate. 

Between the rational and chaotic spaces
is a complex adaptive space – sometimes
called the edge of chaos – where the system
requires self-organisation and adaptation in
order to meet the challenges of organisa-
tional life. Human systems, and indeed most

natural systems tend to function within this
space, and are characterised by self-organisa-
tion and emergence (to which we will return
shortly). 

In recent years Stacey and colleagues
have revised their support for the certainty-
agreement matrix, eschewing the language
of complex adaptive systems. Stacey and col-
leagues hold that conceiving organisations
and people as systems that can be charac-
terised as simple, complex or chaotic is ulti-
mately unhelpful in that it reifies a dynamic
ongoing process. Instead they hold that
human organisations and the creation of
knowledge are best thought of as complex
responsive processes – a ongoing conversa-
tion that is best thought of, not as a thing,
but as an ever unfolding process of respon-
siveness to an ever-changing context (Stacey
2001, 2007). 

While we agree with the thrust of Stacey’s
argument, we nevertheless see some value in
using an adapted version of Stacey’s earlier
matrix as a way highlighting certain features
of the dynamic nature of organisational con-
texts – namely self organisation and emer-
gence – and their implications for coaching. 
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Emergence, self-organisation, diversity
and anxiety
Systems are not the sum of their parts, nor
are their characteristics merely a reflection
of the characteristics of the system member.
Emergence is a term used to denote the
process by which the characteristics of a
system emerge from the interaction of the
system parts, and not from those parts them-
selves. A useful analogy here is water. The
constituent elements of water are hydrogen
and oxygen. Both are explosive gases. How-
ever, when combined together in the right
way, they form water – a substance which
does not burn, and may be used to quell
fires. The properties of water emerge from
the interaction of hydrogen and oxygen atoms
(and the subsequent interaction of the water
molecules formed by them – not from the
features of those atoms or molecules them-
selves). 

The same is true of human systems. The
properties of a human system are not simply
due to the characteristics of its members – a
champion team is more than a team of
champions! Rather, they emerge as a result
of the interaction of the parts of the system.
This is an important point that is rarely
recognised or incorporated into leadership
and change theories. Most theories of lead-
ership and change focus on the members of
the group as individuals. Systemic
approaches are less interested in the individ-
uals and more in the pattern of interaction
between them.

Emergence is itself a process charac-
terised by increasing connectivity, net-
working and feedback (e.g. Stacey et al.,
2000). As Morrison (2006, p.3) eloquently
explains:

Connectedness requires a distributed
knowledge system; knowledge is not
centrally located in a command and
control centre (e.g. a principal’s office or
a central government department).
Rather it circulates throughout the
system, and communication and
collaboration are key elements of
complexity theory (Cilliers, 1998). Self-

organisation emerges and is internally
generated … rather than being the
product of external control. Order is not
imposed; it emerges spontaneously, of
itself, whether we like it or not; it is
control that is imposed. 

We experience emergence all the time. For
example, we have all been involved in groups
that seem to bring the best out in us, and
others that seem to bring the worst out in us.
We have been involved in groups that have
high energy and where creativity abounds,
and others in which even the simplest tasks
seem impossible and creativity is but a dis-
tant memory. The difference is not simply
down to the characteristics of the members.
Rather it is a function of all the forces
shaping behaviour, both within the group
and outside the group. 

In human systems, an enormous range of
properties emerge from the interaction
within the system. These include:
● Behaviour;
● Roles;
● Processes;
● Outcomes (both intended and unin-

tended, physical and emotional).
Self-organisation refers to the way in which
system members co-ordinate their behaviour
without overt control or management by
central leadership. Examples of self-organi-
sation abound in our world. They include
the way markets respond to events, or
workers respond to novel circumstances, or
the way traffic responds to the changing con-
ditions. 

In contexts marked by unpredictable
change, self-organisation is a critical compo-
nent of adaptation to the environment. Even
in a relatively stable environment, self organ-
isation is the grease which keeps the organi-
sation moving. Workers must continually
adapt to the vagaries of the working environ-
ment in order to meet organisational goals.
A failure to adapt quickly disables an organi-
sation. This is vividly seen in industrial dis-
putes where workers deliberately stop taking
initiative and ‘work to rule’. Complex
systems require ongoing adaptation. 
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The features of complex adaptive systems
There are few, if any, genuinely simple, or
even simply complicated, organisations in
our world. For example, once we add the
human element to a jet aircraft (a compli-
cated but simple system), the whole system
now becomes a complex one. At the level of
the whole system, human systems are always
complex adaptive systems. This is easy to see
if we consider the adaptive behaviour of a
flight crew maintaining normal flight across
a range of weather conditions, or when
responding to emergencies for which their
training and experience has equipped them.
At particular points in time, human systems
may enter into chaotic phases marked by
instability, confusion or even breakdown
(e.g. a flight crew when required to respond
to multiple overwhelming emergencies or
situations outside the scope of their training
or experience.) However, it should be noted
that at these times, the process of adaptation
or responsiveness continues, albeit with
highly unpredictable outcomes. At still other
times, the system as a whole may appear to
operate as a very stable, linear simple system
(e.g. flight while on autopilot). Even here
the whole system remains a complex adap-
tive system, because at any time circum-
stances may arise that require adaptive
responses. 

While all human systems are complex
adaptive systems, it is nevertheless sometimes
useful to distinguish between systems that
are functioning in straight forward, pre-
dictable ways, displaying complex self organ-
ising patterns, or occupy a more chaotic
space.

Understanding human systems in this
way poses three difficulties for us as practi-
tioners, researchers and professionals.
Firstly, most of the models of leadership and
change we use as practitioners are built on
the assumption that our clients and the con-
texts in which they work, can be treated as if
they are linear systems – governed by simple
(or complicated) linear chains of cause and
effect – and hence are only really useful in
systems that are functioning in straight for-

ward, predictable ways. Secondly, most of the
methods we employ as researchers,
(including our statistical approaches)
require us to assume the objects of our
research behave in ways that are stable pre-
dictable and linear – and that they live in a
stable predictable linear world. Finally, a
foundational assumption of all professions,
including psychology, is that the members of
a profession have privileged access to knowl-
edge which enables prediction and practice,
and which can be developed and controlled
within the profession. In a world governed
by complexity, these assumptions do not
always hold true. 

We would like to suggest that, rather than
living in a simple, rational, predictable and
controllable world, we live and work in a
world characterised by a dynamic mix of
simple, complex, and chaotic spaces. Some
aspects of our world are amenable to simple
rational understanding and intervention.
Others require a view and process that
enables emergence and self-organisation.
Still other aspects of our world require us to
work with chaotic and radically unpre-
dictable dynamics. The non-linear nature of
the systems in which we work has implica-
tions for how we should think about what we
do, and how we should go about doing what
we do. Each of these spaces require different
models and skills. As the rate of change
increases, our ability to recognise and
respond appropriately to the system
dynamics at play will become ever more
critical to our success and the success of our
clients. 

Implications for coaching practice
Understanding the world as a complex adap-
tive system has far reaching implications for
the practice of coaching psychology. We do
not have space here to list them all, and will
focus on the implications for the application
of theory and our relationship to evidence. 

Theories and models typically seek to
describe and explain some aspect of the
world. Our theories and models are stories
we hold about the world and the way it
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works. They are maps that guide action and
shape expectations and understanding. Like
all stories, they open us to some possibilities
and close down others. (Corrie & Lane,
2010) For example, the language of linear
rationality promotes a focus on clarity, cer-
tainty and control, while at the same time
tacitly (or explicitly) invalidating other
approaches as woolly, irrational and uncer-
tain. 

Seeing the world as a complex dynamic
matrix of different spaces also has implica-
tions for our approach to evidence in
coaching practice. Coaching psychology has
led the charge for evidence based practice in
coaching. However, as currently conceived,
evidence based practice refers to empirically
tested models of practice, and is most at
home in the linear rational space. 

Coaching in rational space – evidence-based
coaching
Evidence-based practice seeks to build up a
reliable and common stock of stories (i.e.
theories and models) that can be used (at
least at a functional level) as exemplars of
the individual and unique client stories we
encounter in the real world. Their function
is to guide prediction and action. For

example, Trevor approaches a coach com-
plaining of anxiety over presenting to mem-
bers of the board of his company. The
cognitive behavioural approach has a model
of social anxiety that can be used to explain
and make sense of Trevor’s experience. This
understanding, in turn, guides both the
coach and Trevor in selecting some actions
or interventions and rejecting others. 

The intervention selected is evidence
based to the extent that the exemplar story,
and the indicated treatment, have been sub-
ject to validation via empirical testing with
many other clients who also demonstrate
presentation anxiety. To the extent that an
individual client’s story conforms to this
empirically validated story, it is useful. To the
extent that the client story is not captured by
this common or stock exemplar, it can be
misleading, or even unhelpful. 

A fundamental unstated assumption in
the above approach to practice, and in most
psychological theories is assumptions that
there is a chain of cause and effect that is rel-
atively stable, can be known and can be used
to predict and control outcomes. Such an
approach fits most closely with the rational,
linear space indicated in Figure 2. 
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In those aspects of our world where
stable, identifiable and testable relationships
generally hold true, this rational empirical
approach is functional and indeed may be
enormously useful. Great advances in the
treatment of mental health conditions,
methodologies for education and training,
goal setting and performance enhancement
have been made precisely using the rational
empirical approach and these are of great
utility in coaching (Cavanagh, 2005). Done
well, it is a valid and rigourous approach to
practice, and should not be lightly disre-
garded. 

However, when we are faced with new
and unique situations, or where chains of
cause and effect are ambiguous, unknow-
able, or unstable, then evidence-based
practice becomes problematic or even
impossible to maintain. 

Coaching practice on the edge of chaos
When faced with complex, non-linear
dynamics we need models that enable us to
function in the space on the edge of chaos.
This space is characterised by ambiguity and
anxiety due to the lack of predictability and
agreement. It is a space in which behaviour
tends toward self-organisation (unless other-
wise constrained) and where the ongoing,
self-organised interaction between actors
leads to the emergence of new and often
unexpected outcomes.

In such spaces we need models or stories
that take seriously the notions of non-linear
causation and radical unpredictability, and
the ‘ground up’ nature of emergent
processes. Such emergent models enable us
to engage with the diversity present in the
system. In the linear empirical approach,
multiple irresolvable pathways of causation
are unwanted. Linear models seek to reduce
these sources of ‘noise’ – they seek what is
common, not what is different. However, on
the edge of chaos, it is precisely the tension
created by the diverse responses in the
system that stimulates emergence of creative,
innovative responses. 

Emergent models of practice see the
issues and challenges faced on the edge of
chaos as unique and irreducible. They do
not seek to reduce or resolve difference and
ambiguity. Rather, emergent models seek to
engage diversity in order to create multiple,
new and unique solutions commensurate
with the irreducible uniqueness of the issue
being faced. In coaching, the solutions-
focused approach and strength-based and
mindfulness-based approaches have devel-
oped in an attempt to partially meet this
need (see Cavanagh & Grant, 2010; Grant &
Cavanagh, 2011; Spence, Cavanagh & Grant,
2008).

Nevertheless, psychology is not replete
with such emergent models. Our theories
tend toward empirical reductionism. At their
heart, they seek prediction and control,
rather than engagement with ongoing,
unpredictable emergent processes. Where
prediction and control are possible, this is
appropriate and useful. However, in the
ambiguous space on the edge of chaos,
attempts to constrain possible solutions to
only those underpinned by linear empirical
stories are likely to lead to inferior and unsat-
isfactory outcomes. In practice this is recog-
nised by competent practitioners, who
attempt to adapt their behaviour and models
to the unique circumstances of the moment.
However, these adaptations vary in their
effectiveness and always sit uneasily with the
certainty seeking of the empirical linear
approach. The preference in psychology
towards propositional rather than implica-
tional knowledge (Teasdale, 1996) or as
Bruner (2002) defines it, the paradigmatic
rather than the narrative is part of this
uneasy relationship. (See also Corrie &
Lane, 2010.) 

Non-linear and emergent models of
practice are being developed in other fields
such as diverse as chemistry (Prigogine,
1997), management (Stacey, 2007), sys-
temics (Watson, 2005), and education
(Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 2008). Tech-
niques and processes such as Theory U
(Scharmer, 2009) World Café (Brown &
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Isaacs, 2005) and dialogue (Kahane, 2007)
are being developed and used outside of the
field of psychology to address the complex
problems and issues faced by individuals and
groups in today’s world. A range of decision
making aides and processes for complex
problems are also available These include
scenario planning, (Sunter, 1992), robust-
ness analysis (Rosenhead, 1989b), group
decision support systems (GDSS) (Huxham
1996), and a range of problem structuring
methods (Rosenhead 1989a, 1996). 

Techniques such as these, and many
others can be used to promote the climate or
conditions for emergence-through-self-
organisation. They do this by fostering dia-
logue, creativity, ensuring openness to
diversity, the development of connectivity
and feedback, and by recognising that adap-
tive order can emerge in the absence of cen-
tralised control. Adaptive order emerges via
ongoing, iterative, bottom-up development. 

While ahead of other areas of psycholog-
ical practice in taking up such models,
coaching psychology remains well behind
other fields in addressing the difficulties of
practice posed by complexity. 

Coaching practice in the chaotic space
– developing structured stories that
enable emergence
The chaotic space is characterised by
extremes of unpredictability and little or no
agreement about what might be done.
Unlike the stable zone of rational linearity,
which tends to resist disturbance and return
to normal functioning quickly, even small
disturbances in the chaotic space can lead to
movement away from the normal function,
and this movement can in turn generate fur-
ther unpredictable divergence. Hence, this
space is often characterised by confusion,
overwhelming anxiety, and/or a lack of trust
in other agents within this space. 

What is the task of the coaching psychol-
ogist in this space? We would suggest that the
primary task of the coach here is to help
create the conditions in which the system
can move toward more adaptive self-organ-

ising functioning. In order to do this, effec-
tive meaning must be created amidst confu-
sion. Overwhelming anxiety must be
contained, and brought back to manageable
levels, and a platform of trust built to sup-
port the dialogue and connectivity needed
for self-organising activity. 

By the creation of effective meaning
amidst confusion, we mean that the client
must find meaning that is capable of helping
them to structure their experience in ways
that open up pathways to adaptive change.
In other words, they must be assisted in
developing structured stories that enable the
process of collaborative understanding and
decision making to occur. 

Amidst the anxiety and confusion of
chaotic spaces, there is a tendency to grasp at
any story that holds potential to ameliorate
the discomfort and pain being experienced.
This is true for the client and the coach.
Clients are vulnerable to suggestion in such
places – witness the myriad of quack cures
for cancer that attract otherwise sensible
people. Amidst the confusion of not
knowing, it is also easy for coaches to seek to
retreat to the comfort of what is known, and
offer, or impose understandings drawn from
their own stock of standard stories. In the
rush to resolution of ambiguity, important
features of the client’s situation may go
unnoticed, or ignored.

The process of creating structured stories
in the chaotic space requires mindful, reflec-
tive responsiveness rather than reactivity.
The task here is for the coach and client to
notice and reflect on the qualitative themes
present in the client’s situation, and to think
through together the possible trajectories of
outcome that any action might precipitate.
This is not to suggest that the coach or client
should seek to predict with any degree of
certainty, what might unfold. Rather, the task
is to hold those multiple possibilities in mind
and design actions that maximise the ability
to respond flexibly as outcomes emerge.

Under conditions of ambiguity and confu-
sion, inflexible responding or unreflective
adherence to a single understanding or course
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of action, can lead to disaster. For example, in
2001, the flight crew of Air Transat Flight 236,
enroute from Toronto to Lisbon, noticed an
imbalance in fuel loads between the starboard
and port wings. Following a well-rehearsed
protocol for such events, they attempted to
remedy this by transferring fuel between
tanks. They continued this course of action
despite instrument readings that showed fuel
loss, which they interpreted as due to faulty
instrumentation. Unknown to the crew, a fuel
line to the starboard engine was leaking, and
the transferred fuel was in fact being vented
outside. The crew’s failure to adequately con-
sider alternative scenarios eventually led to
complete loss of fuel in the mid-Atlantic, and
required the crew to glide for 120 kms, crash
landing in the Azores. Sixteen people on
board were injured, two seriously (Ladkin,
2004). 

The challenge for coaching psychology
in the chaotic space is to continue to develop
models of practice that assist clients to make
sense of unpredictable and ambiguous chal-
lenges without seeking to oversimplify, or
control via the imposition of past solutions
and standardised models that assume the
dynamics and trajectory of the present will
be the same as those of past challenges. 

In this endeavour psychologists should
recognise that they are not alone. Openness
to, and application of, cross-disciplinary
knowledge is critical to solving the complex
problems that beset our clients. Self organi-
sation within systems requires collaborative
connectivity. Innovation emerges from the
tension created by diverse and distributed
perspectives and knowledge. Hence, part of
the challenge facing us as practitioners is to
remain open to, and genuinely engage with,
other perspectives – particularly those that
seem furthest from our own. Innovation
occurs in the synthesis of this dialectic, and
not in the repetition of past understandings.
This is a fundamental challenge for a new
area such as coaching psychology as it tries to
build its place within psychology. To be at its
most useful to clients, coaching must reach
out beyond psychology rather than codify its

practice solely within traditional features of
the discipline.

Implications for research 
Research in the rational space
As might be guessed from the preceding dis-
cussion, acceptance of complexity has a
range of implications for research. We would
like to start by strongly asserting that linear,
reductive research, such as used by most
quantitative psychological research methods,
is an important source of knowledge and evi-
dence and should be continued (see Grant
& Cavanagh, 2007). Much of our world is
stable, with patterns of causation and predic-
tion quite possible. The statistical methods
used in quantitative research both assume
and reflect this linear stability. Standard
empirical research remains a key foundation
stone of the psychological enterprise and
provides coaches with a critically important
evidence base for dealing with those aspects
of client experience that demonstrate sta-
bility of cause and effect. 

Even at the edge of chaos, and in chaotic
spaces, order is to be found. Unpredictability
does not mean utter randomness. Instability
is not absolute. Complexity theory recog-
nises this through the concept of bounded
instability. Events my play out in a range of
unpredictable ways, but these trajectories are
not entirely random. They tend to fall within
a bounded set of possible trajectories, which
may be wider or narrower depending on
how far from equilibrium the system is, and
how extreme the adjustments of the system
members. Hence, while outcomes may be
unpredictable, they are nevertheless likely to
fall within a range of possible outcomes, and
hence probabilistic models of research have
a place here also. 

Difficulties arise when we start to think
that the only valid form of evidence is that
gained from linear quantitative method.
When we limit the definition of evidence
based practice to practice which is supported
by randomised controlled trials, we drasti-
cally reduce our ability to engage with the
complex problems faced by our clients.
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When we are dealing with the edge of chaos,
the utility of statistics becomes the tyranny of
the p-value!

Rather than linear reductive models of
research, researching phenomena that plays
out on the edge of chaos requires an
approach to research that is emergent and
integrative (see Figure 3). In other words, it
requires an approach which is able to adapt
to the emergent outcomes and follow these
over time. It also requires methodologies
that are capable of integrating multiple out-
comes and perspective. 

There is a paucity of research method-
ologies in psychology able to deal with non-
linear systems. Outside of psychology,
methods for analysing systems have been
used and developed for some decades.
These include social network analysis
(Freeman, 2006), with its strange metrics
such as Betweenness, Centrality, Cohesion and
Reach. Other forms of analysis used in
systems research include Soft Systems
Methodology (SSM; Checkland, 2001). 

Qualitative methods are also useful in
developing an evidence base for coaching in
the non-linear space. However, this would
require us as researchers and practitioners to
think of evidence in ways which incorporates
analogy and anecdote, rather than excludes
them. Similarly, practice-based evidence is
important in dealing with non-linear phe-
nomena. However, this would require the
development of models of practice-based
research, and practitioner training in them,
in order to ensure appropriate rigour of
interpretation. 

There is also a paucity of models in psy-
chology for investigating chaotic phe-
nomena. The research methods available to
us seek to reduce sources of variance, so as to
discover the underlying causal structure of a
phenomena. They assume that ‘any variation
about predicted values results from as yet
unexplained causal factors, and as we under-
stand more about what is going on the
residual random element will be progres-
sively reduced (Rosenbaum, 1998). However,
in chaotic spaces, and on the edge of chaos,

it is the complex of tiny differences that
makes the difference, most of which are
unknowable in advance. Probablistic, cross
sectional models of research are unable to
capture this. Rather, what is needed are
models of research based on ongoing and
iterative engagement in reflective and
exploratory analysis (see Figure 3). In this
way we are engaged in a process of double
loop learning. Indeed we learn to learn from
chaos.

As traditional models of research and
knowledge transmission are found wanting
for understanding the complex and chaotic
problems, other models of learning and
supervision have emerged. For example,
communities of practice are one way in
which groups of stakeholders engage with
each other in order to understand their own
context, and to maintain rigour of under-
standing and practice. Cross-disciplinary dia-
logues also appears to be growing. Practice
Research Networks (Goldfried & Eubanks-
Carter, 2004) and other methods for
‘learning for tomorrow’ (Lane & Corrie,
2006) are possibilities. These are welcome
developments as they help us to engage with
complexity in ongoing dialogical ways.

The foregoing brief discussion of
research and practice in complex settings
highlights the importance of our notions of
what constitutes valid evidence upon which
to build theory and practice. Our models of
evidence will enable some forms of practice
and research, and disable others. We believe
that reflecting on the models of evidence we
use in the light of understandings about
complex systems is important for the devel-
opment of the field of coaching psychology.
Although difficult, such a discussion may
lead to a broader understanding of evidence-
based practice, and open up new and useful
avenues to help our clients. 

Implications for coaching psychology as
profession
Traditionally, professions are seen as desig-
nated carriers of rational knowledge in their
field. They are the keepers (and owners of) 
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a common knowledge base in their field and
the reliable source of knowledge creation in
that field. The other markers of traditional
professions include the requirement for
members to have formal academic qualifica-
tions; adherence to an enforceable, self reg-
ulated, code of ethics; practice licensed only
to qualified members (and achieved through
hours served and accreditation); compliance
with applicable state-sanctioned regulation;
(Spence, 2007, p.261). In the helping pro-
fessions, service to client, narrowly defined
as the individual receiving services, consti-
tutes the primary professional relationship
of interest. (This section is also discussed in
Lane, 2011.)

While the traditional model of profes-
sions in society is long established, it is now
under increasing challenge. A number of
factors are seen as undermining this tradi-
tional position. The challenge to the idea
that professionals in training need to com-
plete a certain number of hours to be
accredited has been under assault from the
move to competence models. If someone
can show that they are competent why
should they have to serve an artificial
number of hours in an apprenticeship
model? The speed of change of knowledge

has directed professions to consider the
implications of the position that once quali-
fied you can be seen as forever competent –
hence the need for a serious evaluated
approach to CPD (rather than merely a log
of hours completed) and renewal of licence
to practice through reaccreditation every
five years as suggested in some fields such as
medicine and psychology at the European
level. The demand for consumer voice and
client autonomy has changed the basis for
commissioning of services. The state and
insurers are demanding a say in standards
and service model rather than this being a
matter of professional control. The move of
professionals from partnerships and self-
employment to employee relationships (e.g.
in-house lawyers), has also altered the factors
influencing professional service standards
and the definition of the client relationship.
(Corrie & Lane, 2010)

This is affecting many professions. 
A recent review of 50 professions (Lane et
al., 2010) across several countries found that
many seeking to renew their license to
practice based on:
● Position of client;
● Autonomy of client;
● Profession as social contributor.
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So what has happened to professions to cause
this? Increasingly the challenges we face
require rapid, cross-disciplinary responses.
The concept of the profession has itself
become fragile. Professionals have been
losing their monopoly of knowledge. Knowl-
edge has become something that evolves in
specific communities of practice. Knowledge
is no longer a list of facts that is stable, but it
is contextualised and relational. The body of
knowledge is growing and knowledge is
democratised by being accessible through
channels open to everybody, mainly through
the internet. In that sense there is no profes-
sion that has exclusive ownership over the
knowledge base in specific areas of expertise.
So the professions of the future may look very
different from those of the past.

What does this mean for coaching
psychology?
Recently Cavanagh and Lane (2010) have
argued that different models of professional
practice are likely to emerge in response to
the challenges of an increasingly complex
world. Drawing on Stacey’s work on com-
plexity (1996) they present three possible sto-
ries for professional practice (see Figure 4).

Professions in the rational space:
the Traditional Profession
In a world in which there are high levels or
agreement about what to do and high pre-
dictability that we can achieve defined out-
comes, we can, perhaps, work within the
traditional rational models of the profes-
sions. It assumes we can agree its basis and
conform to our own professional body or
state regulated codes. It assumes a clear rela-
tionship with the client that works for the
clients benefit. Sanctions for breeches for
that client relationship can be defined in
terms of a prescribed code because practice
can be codified accordingly to rational cri-
teria that are stable and predictable. Our
identity as professionals is generated by
membership of a defined body. We are, for
example, psychologists because the British
Psychological Society or the Health Profes-
sions Council says so. This is also the frame-
work that has informed much of the debate
about the role of supervision in developing
future practitioners – the expert/apprentice
model. Hence, to supervise psychology
students in training you must be registered
as a qualified practitioner by the HPC if your
student is to be eligible for registration once
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they qualify. It is all codified, predictable and
rational and proceeds through a linear
process. In coaching, the ICF adopt a similar
position – students need to be supervised by
an ICF recognised practitioner in order to
attain ICF accreditation.

Professions in the emergent space:
Post-professional and cross-disciplinary 
In our current complex world, we often face
issues that, due to their uniqueness and com-
plexity, require cross-disciplinary knowledge
or an unusual synthesis of ideas and
approaches. We are often unable to rely on
codified knowledge from within one profes-
sional sphere alone and are confronted with
limited levels of agreement about what to do,
and limited predictability of outcome. Pro-
fessionals faced with these complex prob-
lems are increasingly required to enter into
iterative, responsive dialogue with multiple
stakeholders, co-creating new interventions
that may depart from the traditional
approach of their profession. In complex
worlds we are required to surf the edge of
chaos. 

Our traditional orthodoxies struggle to
meet the challenges of such fluid spaces.
Our traditional body of knowledge often
does not tell us what to do, nor does the
research base help us predict with any
degree of certainty what outcomes might
emerge from our new interventions. This
leaves us looking more and more toward
diverse communities of practice to explore
both standards and quality and to generate
creative and practical solutions. 

Our relationship to the client and to our-
selves as professionals also changes in this
space. We are faced with multiple complex
patterns of client relationships. We might
indeed be negotiating the relationship client
by client (Lo, 2006) rather than relying on
the traditionally defined professional client
relationship. Our own identity is likely to
become more diffuse and fluid – an ‘identity
generated in practice’ (Lo, 2006) rather
than an identity generated by membership
of a professional group. This more emergent

framework has been called post-professional
(Drake, 2010) and is marked by its cross dis-
ciplinary nature.

Professions in a chaotic space:
Multiple disconnected stakeholders 
What about the chaotic space – this is where
pathways to effective agreement about how
to respond to challenges appear lost, and
predictability of outcome is equally low. Such
a space may be populated by diverse and dis-
connected stakeholders each operating for
their own ends, often highly anxious and
without trust in the predictability of other
stakeholder’s responses. In such a world it is
difficult to proscribe any frameworks – all is
contestable and dialogue has broken down. 

In some ways this is reminiscent of the
world of professional coaching from which
we are slowly starting to emerge. There were
(and remain) many organisations contesting
the space – seeking power to define
coaching and the profession (sometimes
imposing their definition on the whole pro-
fession, and sometimes seeking only to
define themselves). This space has been
marked by overwhelming diversity of
practice, a lack of dialogue, anxiety and dis-
trust. 

What might a professional stance look
like in the context of a chaotic space, and
how might a professional identity emerge
from amidst the chaos? At the very least, pro-
fessional practice requires us to engage in
dialogue in a way that helps hold (not con-
trol) anxiety about practice in order to work
with diversity and move to a self-organising
stance. Dialogue enables stakeholders to use
this diversity to map and discuss the bound-
aries of emerging frameworks of practice so
as to enable the process of ongoing respon-
sive action. Attempts to solidify practice into
traditional models of practice (or to create
new ‘traditions’) are likely to lead to poor
outcomes in a rapidly changing and complex
world.
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Conclusions
We have argued that in a rapidly changing
world coaching psychology needs to be able
to deal with the complexities that face our
clients. This requires us to go beyond the tra-
ditional linear models which have informed
our discipline so far. It is not our position
that these models have no value. It is in the
nature of the world in which we operate that
periods of chaos and periods of order inter-
play creating space in which it is both pos-
sible and valuable to work with our clients to
explore short term cause and effect relation-
ships so that effective programmes of change
can be designed. However, these represent
moments in a fluid environment that is in
dynamic interaction. Hence, we must be
alert to the ambiguity and sense of
unknowing that can prevail. This means
developing ways of working with clients that
deal with the rational linear space, the
chaotic space and the intriguing space
known as the edge of chaos where creativity
and innovation can flourish. 

This has implications for our practice
and the research we undertake. As a profes-
sion this creates an interesting paradox.
Coaching psychology is increasingly seeking
to find its place within the discipline of psy-
chology. We do this through seeking recog-
nition. Yet that comes at the price of trying to
codify the competencies and knowledge base
we use. We have to show that this is indeed
psychology yet different enough from our
sister psychologies to represent a field in its
own right. Many have passed that way
before – for example, counselling, health,
organisational and forensic psychology.
However, to operate successfully with our
clients we need to both draw upon our foun-
dation within the discipline and look to
others who are operating in similarly com-
plex space for inspiration and methodolo-
gies. Hence, we may need to be a new type of
psychologist, one who embraces cross disci-
pliniarity and who is prepared to collaborate
outside of traditional boundaries. This 
creates as somewhat paradoxical reality in
which we seek the comfort of our place

within psychology yet experience the ambi-
guity of being without it. This is likely to lead
to some interesting times for us! Neverthe-
less we believe we are, as coaching psycholo-
gists, on a journey worth making.

So if coaching psychology is to come of
age some interesting questions emerge for
us as practitioners, researchers and as a pro-
fession. We leave you with some these:
● Is coaching psychology to be a new sort of

psychology that embraces cross
disciplinary engagement?

● How far are we prepared to go to develop
approaches to research that have rigour
but that fall outside of the linear
hypothesis testing frame in which we
trained as psychologists?

● How should coaching psychologists be
trained and developed to be comfortable
and competent working within the
ambiguity and unknowing of complex
systems?

● Can we manage to organise as a
profession in a way which honours the
complex and chaotic contexts within
which we work, rather than seek to codify
the knowledge base so that it conforms to
a traditional linear structure?
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THIS PAPER sets out to explore how exec-
utive coaches help their clients in situa-
tions in which the usual rational linear

models offer little value. The authors conduct
their analysis within a framework adapted
from a diagram that was included in the
second edition of my textbook, Strategic Man-
agement and Organisational Dynamics, which
was published in 1996. This diagram had a
horizontal axis which ranked types of organi-
sational change, or contexts within which
managers have to make decisions and exer-
cise control, in terms of how close or how far
away those contexts were from certainty. The
vertical axis ranked the same contexts

according to how close or how far away they
were from agreement between the agents
involved in decision-making and control. 

The purpose of the diagram was to visu-
ally display and classify the range of decision-
making and control techniques presented in
the literature on organisations and their
management. Some of this literature pres-
ents technically rational methods of decision-
making and monitoring forms of control.
Since these methods are based on the
assumption that it is possible to predict the
outcomes of decisions these methods can
only work in contexts close to certainty and
agreement. Other literature presents polit-
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The authors of the paper, ‘Coaching Psychology Coming of Age’, conduct their analysis in terms of a
diagram which I included in the second edition of my textbook, Strategic Management and Organisational
Dynamics, published in 1996. This presented a number of contexts within which decisions have to be made
and control exerted: conditions close to certainty and agreement produce the stability which makes it possible
to uses technically rational decision-making techniques and control forms; conditions very far from
certainty and agreement make people anxious and they either ignore what is going on or engage in anarchic
activity producing instability; the border between stability and instability has the properties of ‘the edge of
chaos’ found in complex systems and here people have no choice but to rely on unprogrammed decision-
making and political activity. My comment sets out my reasons for no longer using this diagram and why
I think it is highly limiting to try to do so. It leads to conclusions about managers and coaches being able
to decide in advance what context they are operating in and so choose appropriate methods. This misses a
central point about complex systems, namely, the property of escalating small differences to unpredictable,
novel outcomes. This makes it extremely difficult if not impossible to decide in advance what the context is
because we can never know which small differences might escalate. Furthermore, it is striking how people,
their conversations and power plays, their ideologies and choices, totally disappear from the theorising
following from the diagram. A central aspect of the role of coaching is to explore how coach and client are
together thinking about how they are thinking. In other words, I would argue for a reflexive exploration as
the most useful way that a coach can work to sustain and develop the capacity for practical judgment which
is the hallmark of the expert practitioner.
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ical forms of decision-making and control
taking the form of power. Political forms of
decision-making are required when agents
find that they are some way away from agree-
ment with each other, although the outcomes
of decisions once they have been politically
chosen may still be close to certainty. Other
literature describes forms of decision-making
which involve the exercise of judgment,
rather than rational analysis, because the sit-
uation is too far away from certainty to make
technical rationality feasible. This is accom-
panied by ideological forms of control. These
forms were, therefore, placed in a space in
the diagram some way away from certainty
but still close to agreement. All of the above
decision-making techniques are only pos-
sible, in contexts of considerable stability.
When the context is very far from both agree-
ment and certainty, behaviour is likely to be
characterised by anarchy and mass avoid-
ance, a dynamic of great instability. 

However, there was another possibility
suggested by the complexity sciences,
namely, a border area between stability and
instability which is called ‘the edge of chaos’. In
this border area, the dynamic, that is, the
pattern of movement over time, is paradoxi-
cally stable and unstable at the same time. It is in
this dynamic that nonlinear models produce
unpredictable, emergent novelty. I made a
jump from this dynamic in the natural
science modelling to present in the diagram
a border area between stability and insta-
bility and I then classified a number of deci-
sion-making techniques and control forms in
the literature as fitting into this area. These
techniques were: garbage can decision
making; brainstorming; intuition; muddling
through; unprogrammed decision-making;
search for error; and agenda building.

I argued that the nature of the changes
that managers have to deal with is very rarely
anarchic instability but does range from
those close to certainty and agreement, sta-
bility, to those far from certainty and agree-
ment in the border area of stable-instability.
I also argued that this spectrum is present in
every time frame, although the balance shifts

according to whether it is the short or the
long term that is being considered. This
means that managers will find that they are
deploying the whole range of decision-
making and control techniques in every time
frame. I argued that it was only possible to
use technically rational procedures in rela-
tion to aspects of the situations which were
close to certainty and agreement but in rela-
tion to other aspects they would find that
they had no option other than to deploy the
other decision-making and control proce-
dures and that it is quite common for them
not to acknowledge this and continue
talking as if they were using only technically
rational procedures. 

Although I did not make it clear enough
at the time, managers will find it very diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to choose in advance
which techniques to apply in contexts that
are both close to and far from certainty at
the same time. Consequently, I was not pre-
senting the diagram as a kind of tool of con-
tingency theory which could be used by
managers to identify in advance what change
context they are in and then select the
appropriate techniques. Instead, I was pre-
senting the diagram as a device for classi-
fying different decision-making and control
procedures presented in the literature on
the basis of the assumptions about context
that they implied and in so doing placing
them into some kind of relationship to each
other. The purpose was to understand more
clearly the nature of different prescriptions
researchers had made. I was not suggesting it
as a depiction of contingency theory which
managers could use to rationally identify the
context and then choose the most appro-
priate procedure. Furthermore, I specifically
stressed the paradoxical nature of manage-
ment which calls for the use of planning
modes and the opposite of planning modes
at the same time leading to tension and con-
flict. Later it also became clear how contexts
which were paradoxically close to and far
from uncertainty made the rational identifi-
cation of contexts and the rational choice of
methods highly problematic.
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I often used this diagram in my presenta-
tions to workshops, seminars and confer-
ences and it was usually well received by most
audiences in the various countries that I
worked in. However, it was almost always
understood in a way I did not intend and for
some time found quite confusing. It was
immediately used as a contingency frame-
work in the belief that managers could iden-
tify in advance what kind of context they
would be dealing with and then rationally
choose the most appropriate decision-
making and control procedures. Those I was
addressing usually found the diagram a relief
because they usually concluded that they
mostly operated in the safe zone close to cer-
tainty and agreement, although it would
unfortunately be necessary, only very occa-
sionally, to venture forth into the unsafe
border zone where modes of decision-
making and control are rather messy, uncer-
tain and anxiety provoking. This response
continued no matter how much I contested
it. My colleague and co-author, Doug Griffin,
used to listen to me presenting this diagram
and he noticed the response it evoked. He
was highly critical of the diagram and
pointed out how people immediately took it
up in an unhelpful way which ignored the
paradox that it was trying so unsuccessfully
to get at and in so doing blocked further
thought. It took a while but I did eventually
come to agree with him, which is why the dia-
gram has only ever featured in the second,
edition of Strategic Management and Organisa-
tional Dynamics published in 1996. 

The reason for dropping the diagram is
clear: it is taken up as a rational tool for iden-
tifying when contexts are close to certainty
and when contexts are far from certainty
which is completely inconsistent with a key
property of non-linear relationships, namely,
that they escalate tiny differences into unpre-
dictable emergent patterns. It is impossible
for any human to identify all the tiny differ-
ences that may be escalated and this means
that we are incapable of identifying just how
near or how far we are from certainty in
advance of acting. We only find out with the

benefit of hindsight and even hindsight is
open to many interpretations. We see this all
around us. Financiers claimed that they were
making financial markets more stable with
sophisticated financial products that provide
a hedge against risk. Only later, in 2008, did
we all realise that in fact they were making
the financial markets more and more
unstable. Only a few months ago, I imagine
the rulers of Arab states were pretty confi-
dent that they had control of situations close
to certainty and agreement until a tiny event,
the self-immolation of one harassed, poor
market trader, escalated across the Arab
world toppling governments as it escalated.
Although less visibly, the same feature
applies to organisational life. 

However, the diagram took on a life of its
own and has been used quite frequently in
an adapted form as a ‘map’ of change con-
texts and appropriate techniques which
managers can rationally identify and choose
in advance. This, of course, defeats the
whole point that I am trying to get at and this
is why I dropped it. In its adapted forms the
diagram represents, for me, a highly prob-
lematic way of thinking. It is a spatial
metaphor which distracts from our seeing
the responsive processes of actual bodily
human interaction. It reflects systems
thinking with its extremely abstract notions
of the nature of an organisation which
render invisible actual human persons and
what they do together. Such thinking rapidly
loses the ‘as if’ nature of the systems hypoth-
esis and both reifies and anthropomorphises
what are unreflectively taken to be real
systems. 

Returning to the paper on ‘Coaching Psy-
chology Coming of Age’, I would argue that
its reliance on the diagram discussed above
renders its analysis and conclusions rather
dubious. The author’s claim that the use of
this diagram highlights self-organisation and
emergence is difficult to sustain. They talk
about emergence ‘as a term used to denote
the process by which the characteristics of a
system emerge from the interaction of the
system parts’ (p.78) but they do not mention
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that the key element of the definition of
emergence is that it is the arising of global
pattern in the complete absence of a pro-
gramme, blueprint or plan and that the pat-
tern emerging is thus unpredictable. They
then talk about self-organisation as emerging
internally and it is not at all clear what they
mean by self-organisation, although they
seem to be linking it to the spontaneous
emergence of order which is not imposed.
They also talk about a system requiring self-
organisation. This is rather puzzling since, in
the models of the natural sciences, the
system emerges in processes of self-organisa-
tion; this is not a requirement but simply the
process being what it is. Then, the authors
define self-organisation as ‘the way in which
system members co-ordinate their behaviour
without overt control or management by
central leadership’ (p.78). This presents a
dualism with central control at one pole and
self-organisation at the other. However, if
one clearly understands that the term self-
organisation simply means local interaction
then there is no dichotomy because any
attempt to exert central control only has an
effect if it is taken up in local interaction.
Self-organisation is referred to as the ‘grease
which keeps the organisation moving’
(p.78). Later the authors identify the need
for ‘a view and process that enables emer-
gence and self-organisation’ (p.79) in con-
texts where simple rationality cannot work.
This amounts to claiming that there are
special processes of self-organisation and
emergence, as opposed to rational decision-
making and central control, which it is pos-
sible for managers and coaches to enable
when they choose to. However, if we under-
stand that self-organisation is simply local
interaction then it is always going on
whether anyone is trying to enable it or not
– it is simply what human bodies do.

Furthermore, emergence is not some
mysterious process that is present sometimes
and absent at others – patterns in human
interaction are always emerging whether
anyone thinks they are enabling them or
not. This whole discussion somewhat mysti-

fies self-organisation when what it actually
means, in complex adaptive system terms
anyway, is simply local interactions in which
global order emerges without plan, pro-
gramme or blueprint. In human terms,
forms of control imposed by the powerful
arise in local interactions and those forms of
control also emerge. The effect they then
have depends on the responses to them in
many local interactions.

The paper then comes to the implica-
tions for coaching practice. Sharp distinc-
tions are made between appropriate
practices in the different spaces of the
adapted diagram. In the rational space,
existing practices based on evidence are not
seen as at all problematic because of the
device of splitting one ‘space’ from another
rather than trying to understand the
dynamic process in which there can be no
such splits. If there are no splits then the
concept of evidence is questionable in the
dynamic as a whole not just at the ‘edge of
chaos’. Coaching at ‘the edge of chaos’ has
to do with behaviour which tends to be self-
organising unless otherwise constrained.
However, self-organisation as local interac-
tion is always constrained in the sense that
agents impose constraints on each other and
self-organisation does not always lead to the
emergence of the new but also to stuckness
and destruction. They list a number of
existing techniques which they claim ‘can be
used to promote the climate or conditions
for emergence-through-self-organisation’
(p.82). This implies some outside observer
‘controlling’ self-organisation and emer-
gence. This is said to be a bottom up process
but in fact the patterns in human activity
emerge from both bottom up and top down
development. The primary task of the coach
is to ‘help create the conditions in which the
system can move forward toward more adap-
tive self-organising functioning’ (p.82).
There is something quite omnipotent about
this kind of view and it is striking how
people, their conversations and power plays,
their ideologies and choices, have totally dis-
appeared from the theorising.
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I think I have written enough to indicate
how much I disagree with the analysis pre-
sented in this paper and how unhelpful I
find it – particularly because in placing
human persons behind the scenes very little
is actually said about psychology. However,
strangely enough, the authors do reach one
conclusion with which I agree once refer-
ences to ‘spaces’ and ‘structures’ are
dropped:

The process of creating structured [I would cut
out creating structured and simply say
exploring] stories in the chaotic space [I would
drop this chaotic space reference and replace it
with ‘in all situations’] requires mindful,
reflective responsiveness rather than reactivity.
The task here is for the coach and the client to
notice and reflect on the qualitative themes
present in the client’s situation, and to think
through together the possible trajectories of
outcome that any action might precipitate.
This is not to suggest that the coach or client
should seek to predict with any degree of
certainty, what might unfold. Rather, the tasks
is to hold those multiple possibilities in mind
and design [I would drop design and say take]
action that maximises the ability to respond
flexibly as outcomes emerge (p.82).

To this I would add that I think it is a central
aspect of the role of coach to explore how
coach and client are together thinking about
how they are thinking. In other words, 
I would argue for a reflexive exploration as
the most useful way that a coach can work to

sustain and develop the capacity for practical
judgment which is the hallmark of the
expert practitioner. I would also add that I
do not think that this approach is appro-
priate for some ‘spaces’ and not others.
Organisations are patterns of interaction
between human bodies engaged in local
interaction from which population-wide pat-
terns emerge in the interplay of the inten-
tions, plans, dreams and desires of all
involved. Local interaction takes the form of
conversation, patterning of power relations,
ideologies and constrained choices and it is
in the interplay of all these responsive
human processes, not at all apparent in this
paper, that patterns of life emerge. All of this
cannot be split into bits but we do know how
to engage in what we are together creating.
If this is the case then a conversational,
reflexive narrative inquiry is appropriate for
all forms of coaching as an alternative to
restrictive rules and procedures.
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THE AUTHORS of the article suggest
that complexity theories are better
suited for describing the world in which

we serve our clients as coaching psycholo-
gists. If we agree with them they invite us to
consider a number of implications in the
area of professional practice, research and
regulation of the profession. Although I fully
support the main intention of the paper and
see the process that it stimulates as progres-
sive, a small word of caution is necessary. 
I believe that we should not lose sight of the
focus on the individual in our practice and
the first person perspectives in under-
standing and researching coaching. 

Complexity and systems theories are not
new, but are recently becoming more promi-
nent in various disciplines. In relation to
coaching and coaching psychology the
authors made an excellent job in giving a
clear and balanced exposition of this tradi-
tion. The theories themselves represent a
moderate and inclusive stance without aggra-
vating old tensions between the natural
sciences and the humanities as well as
between ‘orderly’ modernist social science
and ‘disorderly’ postmodern social science.
The authors are also careful not to dismiss
traditional values of the knowledge base in
coaching psychology. At the same time a
message that is coming through is about the
need to look beyond our dominant tradi-
tions and to embrace a different picture of
the world. This picture does not describe
new forms of human behaviour. It does, how-
ever, describe ‘a different way of under-
standing how people have always behaved’
(Stacey, 2003, p.278). 

The paper is clearly addressed to practi-
tioners and deals with complex ideas in a
consistent, well structured way with good

examples to illustrate the authors’ logic. At
the same time, this is probably the reason
why they have chosen to describe their posi-
tion rather than to argue for it in compar-
ison to others. For example, in relation to
the modernist stance it appears from further
description that they assume the empirical
‘cause and effect’ story to be a sub-model of
their more inclusive model of the world.
However, in relation to the postmodernist
stance, I believe that their position is weaker.
Although they recognise, as in all complexity
theories, the role of interaction within the
system and the emerging properties of
system as the result of this, these systems and
properties are still treated ‘as given’. This
model of the world is presented from the
third person perspective without explicit
attention to the subjective and intersubjec-
tive nature of the phenomena that we
engage with in coaching. In this sense,
although seemingly most inclusive, these
theories are still a subtle form of reduc-
tionism. 

The authors do not see this as a problem
for the discussion they initiate. They wish to
draw our attention to the implications of
seeing our professional world and the world
of our clients as more complex than some
simple linear models imply. They certainly
succeed in this. However, noticing a growing
acceptance and interest in systems theories
amongst coaches I wish at the same time to
express a concern. As this is clearly a third
person perspective on the world, one poten-
tial implication could be marginalising the
focus on the individual and their world as
personally and socially constructed. For
example, it seems counterintuitive for
coaching that systemic approaches ‘are less
interested in the individuals and more in the
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patterns of interaction between them’ (p.6).
However important these patterns are we
now have a great deal of evidence that per-
sonalised coaching designed to elicit a pro-
found reflection on personal values and
behaviours works not only for individual
clients but consequently – for teams and
organisations. I have also noticed that with
the growing enthusiasm in team coaching
and systems theories as recent trends, they
are sometimes contrasted to the individual-
centred traditions of one-to-one coaching
(Hawkins, 2011). Without minimising the
values of these new developments I believe
that contrasting in this case is not justified.
An extensive range of coaching approaches
tailor-made for individual needs are clearly
one of the strengths of coaching that would
be foolish of us to undermine. I have to say
that the authors of this paper, while advo-
cating systems approaches, are careful in
their propositions and certainly do not
commit this ‘crime’ of cutting the branch on
which the whole field of coaching is sitting.
However, less careful system oriented move-
ments might do just that.

In defending individual approaches in
coaching, I also believe that it is possible to
rise to the challenge of complexity theories
even in our individual-focused work. I agree
with the authors that there should be
‘models of practice that assist clients to make
sense of unpredictable and ambiguous chal-
lenges without seeking to oversimplify, or
control via imposition of past solutions and
standardised models’ (p.14). Moreover,
these models should also help coaches and
their clients to make sense of the unique and
emerging contributions that the clients
themselves bring into their complex situa-
tions. These contributions are made possible
because of the uniqueness of their organisms
as wholes and the way they make sense of
their world. It is also important not to under-
estimate that all perceptions of coaches and
clients are at the same time perspectives that
are embedded in bodies and in cultures and
not just in economic and social systems
(Wilber, 2006).

In fact, a theory of developmental
coaching and a framework for practice that I
recently developed is an attempt to address
all of the above without oversimplifying indi-
vidual coaching (Bachkirova, 2011a, 2012).
In terms of the theoretical platform it is
based on cross-disciplinary knowledge and
suggests a potential way to integrate many
different theories of working with individ-
uals on the basis of the three conceptualisa-
tions of the self. In terms of the framework
for practice, it invites the coach ‘to notice
and reflect on the qualitative themes present
in the client’s situation’ (p.13) with some
degree of predictability of what might
unfold. This predictability is based on the
individual developmental trajectory and also
on discourses of the systems to which the
client belongs to and shapes. 

The strength of the paper under review is
in the attention that the authors draw to
potential implications of taking a stance of
complexity theories on the many aspects of
coaching as a developing field. Good ques-
tions are asked in relation to coaching
practice, research and quality assurance. It
would be good, however, to see what the
authors themselves believe to be examples of
extant theories, research and practice reso-
nant with this stance in coaching rather than
in other fields and most importantly – why?
For example, the authors suggest that ‘a
solution-focused approach and strength-
based and mindfulness-based approaches
have developed in an attempt to partially
meet this need’ (p.11) which seem to be con-
trasted to other unnamed theories that ‘tend
towards empirical reductionism’ and ‘seek
prediction and control’. It is not clear
though what these other models are and
how the authors came to this conclusion.

I strongly agree with the authors about
their inclusive stance for research methodolo-
gies. Particularly important is the need to
address the challenge of integrating multiple
outcomes and perspectives when experi-
menting with more bold methods and
designs. I wished, however, at times that the
authors were less tentative in relation to some
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other issues. For example, their strong mes-
sage about the changing nature of professions
could lead to more radical suggestions in
terms of training and accreditations. It could
be acknowledged that accreditations as a
method of ensuring the quality of our profes-
sional work is static, past-oriented and
inevitably oversimplifies the complexity of
coaching practice (Bachkirova, 2011b,
Bachkirova, Jackson & Clutterbuck, 2011). It
could be substituted by a more dynamic and
responsive system of professional supervision
which is live, continuous and truly interactive.

On the whole, I am glad to see this paper
being a focus of an open review process
which should stimulate an interesting and
useful discussion about many important
questions for coaching and coaching psy-
chology. The authors are obviously model-
ling the message that they wish the coaching
community to hear and engage with. I am
looking forward to the dialogue.
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THERE ARE many ways in which I agree
with the target article: The world is com-
plex, approaches to coaching based on

simplistic ideas of cause and effect are inad-
equate, we need to learn to be comfortable
with uncertainty in the face of complexity,
and be open to the unpredictability of
unfolding dialogue and multiple perspec-
tives. Complexity science and its associated
metaphors such as feedback loops have con-
tributed to changing the way we view both
natural and human systems. For example,
the idea that small changes can have big,
reinforcing effects and big changes can have
small, dampening effects has prompted
useful questioning of assumptions in areas as
diverse as business (Pascale, 1999), climate
change (Sterman, 2008), family dynamics
(Pincus, 2001) and social policy (Tenner,
1996). 

But while I am in broad agreement with
the thrust of the article, I was left wondering
whether applying metaphors from com-
plexity science to coaching psychology will
ever change what coaches actually do. My aim
in this commentary is to try to clarify assump-
tions that might be impeding the application
of complexity science to psychological
research and practice. I begin by distin-
guishing between rationality and linearity,
before exploring the implicit epistemology
of the target article and pointing to a stance
that I think might be rational, non-linear,
and helpful for improving coaching practice.

Rationality and linearity are different
In building upon Stacey’s early work (e.g.
Stacey, 1999), the target article repeatedly
discusses ‘rational linear models’ and ‘linear

rationality’. I wish to differentiate between
these terms: In my view, coaching psychology
needs to retain rationality while questioning
linearity. To be rational is to ‘have or exer-
cise reason, sound judgment or good sense’
(rational, n.d.). To be irrational is to act
without reason. To reason is ‘to think or
argue in a logical manner’, ‘to form conclu-
sions, judgments or inferences from facts or
premises’ and ‘to urge reasons which should
determine belief or action’ (reason, n.d.).
Science is built on rationality and reasoning.
By lumping together rationality with lin-
earity in the target article, and by contrasting
the ‘rational space’ with the ‘self-organising
space’, the target article obscures the nature
of the changes needed in epistemology. We
need to examine and change the core
assumptions of what we do in psychological
research, as I discuss below, but the problem
isn’t rationality, it is the purposes towards
which rationality is directed. 

This might seem like a small terminolog-
ical issue but, like a reinforcing feedback
loop, it can have a big effect. To implicitly
disparage rationality as the old, or simplistic,
way of doing things is to create an unneces-
sary schism with all the other disciplines
built upon rationality. This in turn is likely to
impair the very inter-disciplinarity for which
the article is arguing. Rationality is an impor-
tant part of the scientific process of public
agreement regarding observations. We need
to be very careful we don’t throw the baby
out with the bathwater because it increases
the likelihood that new ways of under-
standing the world will be rejected.

While it is difficult to imagine a version of
science that is irrational or even a-rational, 

Elemental realism and pragmatism in
coaching psychology: Making our
assumptions clear
Paul W.B. Atkins
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it is easy to imagine one that is not linear in
the sense used in this article. Although no
single definition is offered in the article, the
article appears to equate the linear view with
a particular model of causation, where
systems are ‘governed by simple (or compli-
cated) linear chains of cause and effect’. By
contrast with linear systems, non-linear
systems involve feedback loops which make
them more difficult or impossible to predict
(Atkins, Wood & Rutgers, 2002; Target
article, p.3). It is now abundantly clear that
attempts to theorise about the world based
on linear assumptions are limited in
addressing most of the issues that we need to
address in our modern world (e.g. Sterman &
Sweeney, 2002). We do need to develop alter-
natives, and the target article does a good job
of exploring ways in which we might relate to
clients holding our stories about the world
more lightly and living with uncertainty. 

In the next section I explore the question
of how useful it is to think about coaching
psychology in terms of complexity science.
Essentially I argue that complexity science
can be useful for coaching psychology
research and practice, but that it will be
more useful if it is understood through the
lens of a pragmatic rather than realist episte-
mology. 

Coaching psychology through a
pragmatic rather than a realist lens
Articles applying complexity science to psy-
chology have been around for at least four
decades (e.g. Simon, 1973) and have prolif-
erated in recent years (e.g. Uhl-Bien, Marion
& McKelvey, 2007). Yet it is difficult to iden-
tify any psychological or management prac-
tices that have directly evolved from this way
of thinking. Why does the metaphor of
‘social life as a complex system’ seem to have
had so little impact on actual practice? 
I believe it is because we are stuck in assump-
tions about the purpose of science that are
sometimes unhelpful. 

Pepper (1942) distinguished between
alternate worldviews that can helpfully be
applied to understanding the assumptions
and aims underpinning different
approaches to science. For brevity, I will
focus on just two of these worldviews: ele-
mental realism (Hayes, Strosahl & Wilson,
2011)1 and contextualism. The elemental
realist worldview is based on the ‘root
metaphor’ (Pepper, 1942) of the world as a
machine with isolable parts that cause
behavior. The truth criterion for the ele-
mental realist is correspondence, such that the
purpose of science is to attain closer and
closer correspondence between the predic-
tions of science and actual events unfolding
in the world. Theories are true to the degree
that they successfully predict what is actually
observed in the world. Much of natural
science is built upon elemental realist
assumptions, and much of psychology has
tacitly or explicitly imported these assump-
tions. All psychological theories that postu-
late causal linkages between hypothetical
mental constructs, frequently illustrated
using ‘box and arrow’ diagrams, are ele-
mental realist in the sense that they empha-
sise causal relations between hypothesised
parts and are directed towards obtaining
greater and greater correspondence with
what is ‘real’. 

The root metaphor for contextualism is,
by contrast, the action of the whole organism
in context (Pepper, 1942). To understand
the act, we must understand the context,
including the historical and current systemic
influences upon the organism. From a con-
textualist standpoint, the world is under-
stood to be an undifferentiated process, and
the divisions and dichotomies that we
impose upon the flow of experience are
purely functional; we divide up the world in
ways that help us to achieve our ends. The
truth criterion for contextualists isn’t corre-
spondence between model predictions and
actual outcomes, but effective action – does

1 Pepper (1942) called this worldview ‘mechanism’ but along with Hayes et al. (2011) I have used the term 
elemental realism as it is more descriptive of the reductive, realist stance of this worldview.
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this particular way of viewing the world help
us to achieve our ends (Gifford & Hayes,
1999)2? Consider, for example, how we
might theorise about an effective coaching
session. We might say the success of the
coaching was caused by the capabilities or
motivation of the coach, or of the client, or
perhaps it was caused by the organisation’s
efforts to bring about change, the conge-
niality of the room in which the coaching
occurred, the trust built between the coach
and client, a shared language or purpose, or
a culture of coaching within the organisa-
tion, the economic system that supports
coaching, and on and on. Our choice of
explanatory mechanism is fundamentally
guided by our goals in conducting the
analysis. From a functional contextualist
stance, explanations that help us to improve
coaching are more ‘true’ than explanations
that have little impact. 

It is important to realise that elemental
realist and contextualistic assumptions are
just that, they are pre-analytic assumptions
that we bring to understanding the world.
Elemental realism pre-analytically assumes
that if we just keep working away, we will
eventually get closer and closer to the truth,
a complete ontological model of the world.
Contextualism assumes that it would be
more helpful to direct attention to what can
be shown to improve workability. In this
sense, contextualism is a-ontological and
fundamentally pragmatic. Such pragmatism
is of course not new. In 1878, Charles Pierce
argued that ‘only practical distinctions have
a meaning’ (Pierce, 1982) in psychology.
William James argued that ideas ‘become
true just in so far as they help us to get into
satisfactory relation with other parts of our
experience… This is the ‘instrumental’ view
of truth… the view that truth in our ideas
means their power to ‘work’’ (1983,
pp.164–165). But neither elemental realism
nor contextualism can be ultimately justi-

fied, they are a set of assumptions about
knowing that are chosen according to our
values. 

Why is this important for the target
article? Complexity science can be under-
stood either in an elemental realist way (as a
model of the way the world really is, where
the aim is correspondence); or in a prag-
matic, contextualist way (as a call for mul-
tiple perspectives where the aim is impact,
what works?) The target article goes some
way towards this latter perspective but, in my
view, is insufficiently clear about its episte-
mological and ontological assumptions and
this reduces its impact. 

As an illustrative example, we might say
that dialogue is a prime example of feedback
loops in action. A small decision to listen
instead of defend oneself in the midst of an
argument might lead to a positive feedback
loop of increased listening and, ultimately,
more effective outcomes. The metaphor of
the ‘causal loop’ certainly seems plausible
here. But what then do we do with this
insight? We have an elemental realist expla-
nation that feels coherent and plausible but
doesn’t really inform practice. An alternative
way of arriving at a solution of listening more
would be to ask something like ‘given this
context, what behaviors in the past have
moved us towards what we value?’ Such a
question entirely sidesteps debates aimed at
discovering the particular qualities of the
people involved or the situation (e.g.
‘rational linear’, self-organising or chaotic)
and instead goes right to the heart of what
works for what we want to achieve. In my
view, coaching psychology research and
practice will be better served by pragmatism
in the sense outlined by Charles Pierce
(1982) and William James (1983). 

The sort of shift in emphasis I am arguing
for is subtle but profound; and any experi-
enced coach will have a feel for what I mean.
We have all had the experience of a client

2 There are actually at least two varieties of contextualism. Descriptive contextualism is content with exhaustive
descriptions of experience, as in some branches of history. Here I am concerned with functional contextualism
that is inherently pragmatic in nature.
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fruitlessly trying to determine the ‘reality’ of
a situation by asking questions such as ‘am I
competent enough’, ‘does my boss like me’
or ‘is this the optimal course of action that
someone at my level could take in this situa-
tion?’ And we have all also witnessed the
power of the simplest question to cut
through such ‘elemental realist’ delibera-
tions: ‘What do you really want for this situa-
tion and what might you do to move towards
that?’ The solutions-focused approach
(Grant, 2006; Jackson & McKergow, 2002)
evaluates possible action plans not by
whether they are right in some absolute sense
but by whether they are likely to be workable
in context. 

Interpreted from a realist perspective,
complexity science can distract coaching psy-
chologists from doing work that matters,
into fruitless debates about whether a situa-
tion is linear-rational, self-organising or
chaotic. But complexity science can also be
interpreted as a useful pointer to the impor-
tance of the whole act in context, with an
emphasis on purpose and workability.
Although the solutions-focused approach to
coaching is an example of the contextualist
approach in action, coaching psychology
researchers do not appear to have explored
its epistemological or ontological assump-
tions. In this regard, coaching psychology
can learn from such approaches as Accept-
ance and Commitment Therapy, which
makes its roots in pragmatic contextualism
very clear (Gifford & Hayes, 1999; Hayes et
al., 2011). The contextualist theory under-
pinning Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy has now been applied to areas as

diverse as human suffering (Hayes et al.,
2011), education (Strand, Barnes-Holmes &
Barnes-Holmes, 2003), spirituality (Hayes,
1984), compassion (Atkins & Parker, in
press) and, more recently, coaching
(Blonna, 2011). Pragmatic contextualism is
entirely rational, but it is rationality directed
towards a different purpose. 

I am suggesting that the solution to the
problems of linearity lies not just in thinking
about the world as more complex, but in a
deep re-examination of the usefulness of ele-
mental realism. For all the reasons outlined
in the target article, social systems that
involve multiple perspectives and varied ways
of constructing reality do not just require
more complex models of the way the world
really is, they also require a shift in focus
towards the functions of behavior in context.
I am not arguing that a pragmatic, contextu-
alist epistemology is truer than a realist one, 
I am arguing that it is likely to be more useful
in the context of coaching psychology. If, as
James (1983) argued, ‘ideas become true
just in so far as they help us to get into satis-
factory relation with other parts of our expe-
rience,’ then there is a challenge to those
advocating the worth of complexity science
to coaching to show how their ideas might
actually influence practice. 
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THE TITLE for this paper brings to mind
Donald Schön’s observation that, ‘Prob-
lems are abstractions extracted from

messes by analysis… Managers do not solve
problems; they manage messes’ (pp.15–16).
However, the title ends up being a bit mis-
leading in that the generic form of the word
‘complexity’ is used by the authors,
obscuring some of the important distinc-
tions made in the paper itself. Even so, I
commend the authors for bringing this body
of work to bear on deliberations on the
future of coaching as a potential profession.
As one who developed the term ‘postprofes-
sional’ (Drake, 2008a) as a frame for
coaching and its evolution and who has
advocated for an artisan’s view of evidence
and mastery (see Drake, 2011), I welcome
this contribution to the conversation about
the future of coaching psychology. I would
offer four primary reflections on the paper.

At the conclusion of a useful introduction
to some of the key terms, the authors note that
Stacey and his colleagues have moved beyond
their original construct to talk about organisa-
tions as ‘Complex Responsive Processes’. How-
ever, there is no explanation as to why this new
terminology was dropped by the authors in
favour of returning to a modified version of
the original ‘Complex Adaptive Systems’ lan-
guage. I would have liked to see a fuller dis-
cussion of this distinction, the process by
which the decision was reached and the
rationale for it, and the implications of the
choice for coaching, i.e. the relative emphasis
on individuals versus environments. I am also
curious about the role of ‘agency’ in both
models given the emphasis in coaching on
developing greater accountability, new

meaning-making and more productive
actions. Karl Weick’s (1995) work on leader-
ship and decision-making in complex environ-
ments would have been useful here.

A second issue relates to the role of anx-
iety in complex and chaotic environments. I
was concerned when I read in the abstract,
‘In chaotic space we seek to hold our clients
anxiety to enable them to act.’ Given the
work of Donald Winnicott (1971) on 
creating ‘holding environments’ and the
nature of coaching as a ‘decentered’ engage-
ment, it seems precarious to place this
responsibility on coaches. Instead, I see the
role of coaches as noticing or fostering real-
time experiences – within a strong ‘con-
tainer’ or ‘eco-system’ – in which both
parties can notice the points of heightened
anxiety and begin to use them to increase
what attachment theorists describe as their
‘windows of tolerance’ and to create more
adaptive responses. Ultimately it is about
increasing clients’ capacity to self-regulate,
self-express and self-author such that they
can harness their anxiety in service of their
relations and aspirations.

The authors provide some additional and
useful insights on what is missing in how
coaching is often conceived and delivered in
self-organising and chaotic contexts. In
many ways, it appears the authors have taken
their own ‘narrative turn’. However, I see
three significant gaps in what has been out-
lined. One, there is frequent mention of var-
ious types of stories without any real
reference to the narrative coaching litera-
tures (see Drake, 2008b) and its work on the
structure and function of narratives, the
typologies of stories, and the critical issues of
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discourse and power which shape both
people and systems. As such, the paper ends
up using the term ‘stories’ without any real
definitions or distinctions. It also misses a
wonderful opportunity to show how narra-
tive frames would help coaches to make
better sense of what is happening with their
clients as agents in larger systems. 

Two, the authors struggle to model the
very approaches that are being advocated.
Instead, many of the propositions are quite
linear and rational in nature. The authors
would have been well served in this regard to
draw on the works of people like Patricia
Shaw (2002) who has written in an almost
ethnographic fashion what it is like to apply
CAS principles in practice as well as the nar-
rative coaching community who have written
about the importance of the contextual field
in conversations (see Stelter, 2007). In doing
so, the authors could have written about how
coaches can think and conceptualise differ-
ently in chaotic and complex spaces. Other-
wise, as the authors point out, both clients
and coaches will continue to apply mecha-
nistic frames to coaching and ‘grasp at any
story that holds potential to ameliorate the
discomfort and pain being experienced.’ 

Three, I would have liked to see more
practical insights on what all this means for
coaches when they are sitting in front of a
client. For example, how would one apply
the following in coaching, ‘Complex adap-
tive systems are driven by three control
parameters: the rate of information flow
through the systems, the richness of connec-
tivity between agents in the system, and the
level of diversity within and between the
schemas of the agents’ (Barger & Kirby,
1995, p.99)? In addition, what are some of
the corollaries within the theories that sup-
port coaching that would enable coaches to
access this work in their practice? I am also
curious about what a CAS approach has to
say about research given the observation
that, ‘Complex adaptation is characterised
not only by a high degree of interaction
among component parts but also by the way

that the particular nature of this interaction
… generates outcomes not linearly related to
initial conditions’ (Mihata, 1997, p.31).
What are the implications for coaches’ con-
ceptualisations and applications of evidence?

I appreciated the use of Cavanagh and
Lane’s (2010) typology of professional
practice and Lo’s (2006) work on professions
in looking at how coaching could evolve as a
profession capable of working across all three
types of systems. It would have been great to
offer a concurrent set of reflections on how
chaos and complexity are unfolding in
clients’ and coaches’ environments – and
how this impacts the issues clients face and
the approaches coaches take. As it is, the
paper is coach-centric and, therefore, more
limited in its applicability. However, the
insights about professions are used well by
the authors as a springboard for a robust set
of conclusions and an invitation for coaching
psychologists (and coaches more broadly) to
engage in new yet profound conversations
about their future. In particular, I appreciate
that the authors wrestled with the question of
identity for coaching psychology as it seeks to
evolve in a postprofessional world.

The application of the three primary
frames (types of spaces, types of stories, and
types of research) to the same model across
the article provided helpful signposts for fol-
lowing the line of thinking and surfacing
some important issues. I thought that the
conclusion – often a weak point in coaching
papers – was excellent and provided good
food for thought for both those who coach
and those who seek to influence the trajec-
tory of the broader enterprise. At the same
time, I would have liked to see a greater util-
isation of the relevant literature, more link-
ages across the three uses of the model,
more modelling of the approaches being
championed, and more space devoted to the
practical implications for coaches and those
who help them develop. In doing so,
coaching professionals would learn more
about how to "manage" the messes and the
types of systems in which they work.
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IWAS DELIGHTED to be asked to write a
response to this article. First I need to
make some disclaimers. I am biased about

the topic. I have spent 18 years thinking
about these theories and trying to apply
them to problems in the social sciences, so I
applaud the attempt in this case. I am also
largely ignorant about coaching psychology,
so I cannot judge whether this article
demonstrates the case in a way that will be
useful to coaching psychology professionals.

I began in a state of ignorance about this
field. I have now read enough to be excited
by it. I also see many lines of connection with
ideas in chaos and complexity. For instance,
chaos theorist Ilya Prigogine has the concept
of autocatalytic feedback loops. This takes
the cybernetic idea of positive feedback
loops as catalysts which enhance tendencies.
Negative feedback loops damp them down.
They are anti-catalysts. Prigogine (Prigogine
& Stengers, 1984) identified many basic bio-
logical processes which use the output of
one positive loop as input into another posi-
tive loop. Together they form an ‘autocat-
alytic’ (‘self-catalytic’) loop. Biologists
previously emphasised homeostatic loops,
which maintain equilibrium. Prigogine
pointed out that life processes are made pos-
sible by positive feedback. These may be reg-
ulated through negative loops, but even
these loops may be driven by positive chains.

I use this idea to explain why I do not
want to ‘criticise’ this article, as many aca-
demics, myself included, are trained to do.
Criticism tends to be negative feedback. It
restores the status quo. This is true even of
so-called ‘radical’ criticism, which often
achieves disappointingly less change than its
proponents expected. Negative feedback
loops have a place, but only as part of a
system. I feel my position, derived from
chaos and complexity theories, has affinities

with strengths coaching according to Linley
and Harrington. They capture two orienta-
tions in coaching: fixing problems versus
harnessing strengths (2006, p.39). From
chaos and complexity theories I come to a
similar conclusion. It is often better to affirm
and channel strengths rather than impose
directions on a supposedly defective system.

The authors’ opening sentence has been
said so often that it needs to be rescued from
the weight of that repetition: ‘We live in a
complex and complicated world’. If this
article only made this cliché live again and
inspired coaching psychology practice it
would have done a worthwhile job. It
touches especially on the world of the new
kind of client that feeds the new practice:
not anguished dysfunctional patients
needing treatment, but highly functional but
still struggling citizens. 

Such citizens are highly aware of the
authors’ statement as a key fact of their land-
scape. In a recent IBM survey of executives
(2010), the increasing complexity of the
world was the top-rated concern. Yet almost
exactly half these high-achievers did not
believe they personally could manage the
challenge of this complexity. High com-
plexity is very relevant to many clients who
want coaching. Theories of chaos and com-
plexity arguably should be part of the basic
toolkit in the field, as comprehensively
argued by Peter Webb, under the evocative
title ‘inspirational chaos’ (2005).

I admire the authors’ unobtrusively com-
plex and ambitious question: ‘What does
coming of age, or ‘growing up’ in this world
look like for us as practitioners, researchers
and as a profession?’ (p.75). It is complex
because the authors see the division within
the therapist’s self as practitioner and
researcher, and set this complex object in a
layered structure with at least three tiers: the
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personal world of individual clients, the
world of the therapist, and the profession
itself, the sub-field of coaching set in the
larger field of psychology. The authors
explore all these levels, applying ideas of
complexity to them all.

The authors do not use the terms ‘multi-
scalar’ or ‘fractal’ to frame this analysis, but I
recommend them to them. ‘Fractals’, a term
coined by Mandelbrot (1993), has
deservedly become an icon of chaos theory
because it grabs imaginations and has such
heuristic value. The word ‘heuristic’ cap-
tures what chaos and complexity research
does best: not proving universal laws or pre-
dicting future behaviours, but leading flex-
ible empirical enquiries of the kind that
professional do best.

The concept of fractals, irregular self-sim-
ilar but not identical patterns found across
different scales, encourages analysts to ask
whether any pattern they see at any one level
may not have similar but not identical ver-
sions at level after level, in a potentially infi-
nite series. The authors achieve this
movement by using a metaphor, ‘coming of
age’. Metaphors are productive aids to
thought, in similar ways to fractal theory.
Fractal analysis has the merit that it is more
systematic, and can move carefully and much
further in both directions, up and down,
continually asking whether there is a simi-
larity or not and why. Fractal theory as
heuristic method is like metaphors on speed.

The authors’ key complexity theorist is
Ralph Stacey. Stacey has been influential in
management circles, which is useful for this
article given the management contexts from
which many clients come. The authors use
Stacey’s ideas creatively, using the same model
three times for three different contents, con-
texts and levels. This makes it a kind of fractal
theory without the label, able to generate
complexity in a simple framework.

The authors’ use of Stacey may seem
problematic according to some common
ideas of what complexity theory should be.
Stacey’s diagram offered a simplified, static
map of core ideas developed by Prigogine

(Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). As the authors
point out, even Stacey later proposed a more
dynamic process. So the authors, it seems,
have simplified Prigogine back to an earlier,
simpler Stacey.

However, this move back from com-
plexity to greater simplicity is justified in
practical terms for someone seeking to com-
municate these ideas to those unfamiliar
with them. It is also a move in a dialectic
between simplicity and complexity that is
characteristic of good complexity thinkers.
Chaos theorists like Lorenz (1993) and Man-
delbrot (1993) propose minimal determi-
nate systems which still generate complexity. 

The crucial point is that the authors use
this model to think with, to understand mat-
ters Stacey did not specifically have in mind.
I am continuing the process, using this grid
as a static map on which to trace the com-
plex dynamic movement of the multiple
positions taken up in empirical practice. 
I show these (see Figure 1) as a form of what
Lorenz called a ‘strange attractor’ (1993). In
linear science, a ‘point attractor’ is the single
point systems always and predictably con-
verge on. A ‘strange attractor’ is the signa-
ture of the irreducible unpredictability of
chaos. The trajectories form a pattern, yet
they never settle down at a single point.

The authors use Stacey’s map to make
several points. The authors most important
point is that these three states all exist in a
single framework of reality, yet they have dis-
tinct properties. The rational, linear model
remains true of the processes and laws that
describe it, often seen as equivalent to
science. Yet it is important to insist, as 
Prigogine influentially has done, that what
happens in the space of self-organisation
also exists as science, obeying laws that only
apply in this space. Complex Adaptive
Systems, for instance, characterise biological
and social life, yet cannot be deduced from
linear science. They do not cancel the laws of
linearity. They coexist with them. By aban-
doning the aims of certainty and pre-
dictability they greatly expand the scope of
what science can explain.
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Complex Adaptive Systems also have
intrinsic connections with chaos. Chaos is
what they adapt to, as well as they can. They
do so by recognising and harnessing kinds of
order in chaos. I note parenthetically here
that some complexologists imply that this
intermediate territory always produces posi-
tive adaptations. It must be emphasised that
this is a zone of unpredictability, where some
adaptations to their chaotic environment
may be dysfunctional from other points of
view. Complex environments always contain
a potentially infinite number of competing
agents, combinations and outcomes.

I want to suggest how productive this
simple model, in the authors’ version and in
my modified version, is in thinking about the
two main problems the authors address. The
first is the problem for practice, of the
apparent lack of fit for these theories and a

dominant motif in practice, the role of 
‘evidence-based counselling’. The other is the
problem of the ambiguous foundations of the
new sub-discipline. I admire the authors’ hon-
esty in dealing with these so directly, since
both might seem to go against their case for
complexity thinking. In this part of my com-
mentary I suggest a way of clarifying these two
problems within a complexity framework.

The authors associate evidence-based
coaching with linear thinking. On the one
hand they insists that this approach is not
just legitimate, but good: ‘Done well, it is a
valid and rigorous approach to practice, and
should not be lightly disregarded’ (p.81).
They contain the problem by assigning it a
space in their adaptation of Stacey’s map,
but that is only containing it. 

They explore its dimensions by looking at
the case of ‘Trevor’, who has anxiety over
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presenting to the board of his company.
From this description I guess that Trevor is
the boss of this (‘his’) company, so the anx-
iety sounds as though it might have different
sources and effects than if it came from a
more lowly ranked person. I am supposing
that the point of this story is that this might
be the tip of a different iceberg, suggesting a
different analysis and recommendation,
more unique to Trevor and more enabling
across a whole range of his behaviours. The
problem, as the authors diagnose it, is the
tendency in this form of coaching to assimi-
late individual stories to a single, well-sup-
ported exemplar story.

However, one way of resolving this oppo-
sition would be to use the whole Stacey space
as a map for empirical instances, which
would be assigned a place across the three
types of process, with the same individual
possibly occupying more than one place.
Trevor’s presentation anxiety may indeed be
a linear effect of a simple cause, but it may
also be embedded in a complex adaptive
system that needs adjusting for him to be a
more effective boss and happier person. His
case file might include ‘strange attractor’ tra-
jectories, all evidence based, that illuminate
his own case and make his coach more flex-
ible and effective. On this interpretation the
apparent opposition between these theories
and ‘evidence-based coaching’ is an artefact
of the current dominance of linear models
in psychology.

The authors also confront problems of
this emerging sub-field. In the conclusion
they note ‘an interesting paradox’ (p.88):
the tension between increasing attempts to
find a place within psychology, ‘and look to
others who are operating in similarly com-
plex space for inspiration and methodolo-
gies’ (p.88). This is the same tension as
underlies the debate about evidence based
coaching. The fact that they use the Stacey
model to explore both at their different
levels shows the potential explanatory power
of a fractal model, even when it is implicit.

The authors do not discuss the extraordi-
nary success story of coaching psychology,

but it is relevant to this issue. Stephen Palmer
and Alison Whybrow (2006) report the
remarkably rapid emergence of this sub-field,
from initial negotiations in 2002 to an explo-
sion of memberships, from 1600 in March
2005 to nearly 2000 by December 2005.
Exponential growth like that is a sign of the
positive feedback loops of chaos, yet the
result is a stable complex adaptive system.
Whatever theories or practices it espouses, it
is a product of chaos which continually con-
nects with the body of largely linear practices
of the British Psychological Society.

This can be mapped using the Stacey
grid, modified to include a strange attractor,
integrating the three modes, linearity, com-
plexity and chaos. Using this model as a
heuristic device, I am led to ask whether the
next fractal level up, the British Psycholog-
ical Society, may not also be structured across
the three domains. For instance, I was
intrigued by Stephen Joseph’s discussion, in
the inaugural issue of the journal (2006), of
two models in psychology, the medical and
person-centred. He sees the medical model
as dominant, but the person-centred tradi-
tion which he tracks back to Carl Rogers still
flourishes, a main premise in coaching psy-
chology. Joseph’s summary of Rogers ‘actual-
ising tendency’ (2006; p.48) is remarkably
close to the authors’ complexity-oriented
coach, whose primary task is ‘to help create
the conditions in which the system can move
toward more adaptive self-organising func-
tion’ (p.81).

The authors lament that ‘psychology is
not replete with such emergent models’
(p.81). Given the example of Rogers from
the 1960s, I wonder how far this is the case.
To me Rogers seems a complexity theorist
before the name existed, and I suspect there
may be many more, underground currents
waiting for a catalytic event which reveals
them to each other, as a once hidden force
in psychology. The spectacular success of
coaching psychology suggests to me that
there may be some underlying scenario like
this. If so, a coaching psychology organised
around a soft version of complexity theory
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might be something psychology itself really
needs, on behalf of the many clients whose
lives will become better because they have
this option.

For me the merit of the authors’ exposi-
tion is that they doe not introduce a new
Grand Theory designed to replace all pre-
vious theories, or provoke ideological battles
that have proved so divisive on other occa-
sions. They are respectful and inclusive, cre-
ating a space where linearity, complexity and
chaos can co-exist and interact till they form
a stable complex adaptive system. The imme-
diate outcome is tension, contradiction and
uncertainty, but those are signs of com-
plexity at work. 

At this point in the life of coaching 
psychology I feel the authors’ version of
complexity is an optimal framework, encour-
aging multiple connections, creative diver-
sity and flexible coherence. It does not settle
relationships and boundaries once and for
all with linearity or chaos, but inaugurates an
ongoing interaction, from which psychology
and coaching psychology alike should ben-
efit. Practitioners of coaching psychology
will judge whether he has persuaded them. 
I am happy to record that they convinced me
that if I was a psychologist I would like to be
a coaching psychologist in a complexity
framework.

Correspondence
Professor Bob Hodge
Institute for Culture and Society,
University of Western Sydney,
New South Wales 2751,
Australia.
Email: b.hodge@uws.edu.au

References
IBM Corporation (2010). Capitalising on complexity:

Insights from the Global Chief Executive Officer Study.
Somers, NY: IBM Global Business Services.

Joseph, S (2006). Person-centred coaching psy-
chology: A meta-theoretical perspective. Inter-
national Coaching Psychology Review, 1(1), 47–55.

Linley, P.A. & Harrington, S. (2006). A potential-
guided approach to coaching psychology. Inter-
national Coaching Psychology Review, 1(1), 37–46.

Palmer, S. & Whybrow, A. (2006). The coaching psy-
chology movement and its development within
the British Psychological Society. International
Coaching Psychology Review, 1(1), 5–11.

Prigogine, I. & Stengers, I. (1984). Order out of chaos.
London: Flamingo.

Webb, P. (2005). Inspirational chaos: Executive
coaching and tolerance of complexity. In M.J.
Cavanagh, A.M. Grant & T. Kemp (Eds.), Evidence
Based Coaching Handbook. Bowen Hills, QLD: Aus-
tralian Academic Press.

The challenges we face in the messy world of complexity: A response



RGUABLY, the major contribution of
the complexity sciences is that they

provide a different set of organising
principles to those offered by the classical 
scientific paradigm (Kuhn 2007). Over the
past century, mechanistic and linear
thinking, with roots in classical science –
rationalism and empiricism – has dominated
sense making across many discipline areas
including those associated with study of all
matters relating to humans and human
society (psychology, philosophy, sociology,
biology, etc., Bateson, 1979; Jung, 1995;
Tarnas, 2007). However, it is important to
note that simultaneously, various philoso-
phers, psychologists and sociologists have
challenged the efficacy and appropriateness
of linear and mechanistic thinking for study
of humans and human society (Eenwyk,
1997; Flaherty & Fine, 2001; Heidegger, 1956;
Jung, 1995; Letiche, 2000;). The organising
principles identified by the complexity
sciences resonate well with the impetus of
these challenges and may be proposed as
going further in enabling a ‘complexification
of our very mode of perceiving/conceiving
the phenomenal world’ (Morin, 1992,
p.379). Interestingly, Jung’s conception of
human consciousness, though predating the
development of the complexity sciences,
embodies such a complexification of per-
ceiving/conceiving. This is indicated, for
example, when he states:

Our psyche is set up in accord with the
structure of the universe, and what happens in
the macrocosm, likewise happens in the
infinitesimal and most subjective reaches of the
psyche. (Jung, 1995, p.368)

It is exciting then to see in ‘Coaching 
Psychology Coming of Age: The challenges
we face in the messy world of complexity’ that
a complexity approach is explored in relation
to how it may contribute to the development
of the research and practice of coaching psy-
chology. The paper sets out a particular inter-
pretation of a complexity approach to
making sense of the social world and argues
that ‘if coaching psychology is to come of
age’ it needs to go beyond being informed by
traditional linear models to incorporating
complex styles of thinking and modelling.
While I am enthusiastic about how a com-
plexity approach could inform coaching psy-
chology, from my perspective, some of the
discussion of complexity and the implications
of taking a complexity perspective to
coaching psychology as discussed in the
paper are misleading.

Over the past 14 years I have been
thinking and writing about implications and
applications of complexity science for under-
standing social and cultural life and I con-
tinue to find explanatory value in complexity
as an interpretive framework. So, while I am
not a coaching psychologist, I am interested
in the ways by which the authors engage
complexity concepts.

In this response, in the spirit of contin-
uing the process of setting a foundation for
critical reflection on utilising complexity in
coaching psychology, I begin by offering a
brief conceptual introduction to complexity
that elaborates upon that given in ‘Coaching
Psychology Coming of Age’. The appropri-
ateness of a complexity approach for
coaching psychology and some implications
of taking a complexity perspective to
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coaching psychology are then discussed. 
Following this I raise my concerns about
some of the ways that complexity is brought
to coaching psychology in the paper. I con-
clude my response with a brief discussion of
issues to consider in utilising complexity in
coaching psychology.

Complexity 
Developed principally in the fields of
physics, biology, chemistry, mathematics and
computing, the complexity sciences function
as an intellectual successor of other previ-
ously favoured theories for explaining how
novelty, order and evolution are present in
the world (Kuhn, 2007, 2009; Mason, 2008).
Complexity takes a radical relational view
(Dillon, 2000) of the nature and organisa-
tion of organic phenomena (or the natural
world), seeing ‘things’ as thoroughly rela-
tionally organised, as ‘contingent assem-
blages that are a function of a mode of
relating’ (Dillon, 2000, p.9). Complexity
thus construes ‘relationships as a constitutive
part of the phenomena we want to under-
stand’ (Montuori & Purser, 1997, p.9). From
a complexity perspective, it is through local
connections or relationships that macro
behaviour emerges. In describing something
of the nature of these of relationships, the
ontological explanation of complexity is that
‘reality’ (organic phenomena) is self-organ-
ising, dynamic and emergent (Lewin, 1999;
Morin, 2008; Prigogine & Stengers, 1984).

To take a complexity perspective then, is
to conceive of individuals, organisations,
populations and environments as interre-
lating, self-organising, dynamic and emer-
gent, as not reducible to component parts
and forever influencing and being influ-
enced. This perspective has important impli-
cations for how human sense making is
understood. Epistemologically, complexity
can be understood as construing sense
making as likewise being self-organising,
dynamic and emergent.

Thus a complexity perspective, in consid-
ering the world and human sense making as
self-organising, dynamic and emergent, 

signals an epistemologically ambiguous 
orientation. 

In response to such ambiguity, Morin
(2008) and others (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008;
Kuhn, 2007), advocate thinking in a complex
way where we remain aware of the biological,
physical and anthropological foundations of
our sense making. This view resonates well
with a number of philosophical, psycholog-
ical and sociological orientations (Heidegger,
1965; Jung, 1976; Maturana, 1998) which
similarly argue for recognising the interpre-
tive, ambiguous and uncertain character of
human sense making. I am reminded of the
wisdom of Von Bertalanffy: 

Each interpretation of reality is an audacious
adventure of reason, to use Kant’s expression.
There is only the alternative: Either we
renounce any interpretation of the ‘essence’ of
things – which is the well-founded opinion of
science – or, if we venture upon such an
interpretation which is only possible if
patterned after ourselves, we must remain
conscious of its merely metaphorical character.
For we have not the faintest proof that the ‘real’
world is of the same nature as the minute
corner given to us in our own internal
experience. Such an interpretation, therefore,
can have no other value than that of analogy,
an As-If … (Bertalanffy, 1975, pp. 70-71)

Coaching psychology and complexity
A link may be made between coaching psy-
chology and complexity because, in the lan-
guage of complexity, human cultural settings
are always self-organising, dynamic and
emergent. The evolutionary trajectory of
coaching psychology as a sub-discipline of
psychology attests to this. Coaching psy-
chology did not develop as a planned and
constrained research programme that has
progressed in a linear manner. Rather, it
depicts a trajectory of self-organisation (for
example, as individuals and groups decide
educational priorities or focus), dynamism
(for example, in relation to contestation of
discourse) and emergence (coaching psy-
chology at one time did not exist). Further,
coaching psychology continues to dynami-
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cally emerge as those engaged in the field
continue to interact, to critically evaluate the
various philosophical, psychological and the-
oretical traditions that have so far informed
the field, to critically reflect upon practice
and to suggest new theoretical orientations
and practices.

The practice of coaching psychology
explicitly implicates relationships, be these
between a coach and a person or persons
being coached, or between a person being
coached, the coach and an organisation.
Coaching psychology deals with self-organi-
sation, dynamism and emergence of not only
the person being coached, but also of the
coach and the organisation. The working
definition of coaching psychology offered by
Grant (2011, p.89) gives some indications of
this in stating that:

Coaching psychology is concerned with the
systematic application of the behavioural science
of psychology to the enhancement of life
experience, work performance and well-being for
individuals, groups and organisations.
Coaching psychology focuses on facilitating goal
attainment, and on enhancing the personal
and professional growth and development of
clients in personal life and in work domains. 

Concerns 
While recognising the need for humility in
relation to our knowledge claims, including
those for complexity, I believe we still must
be careful in how we engage with the organ-
ising principles and explanatory concepts
(such as the edge of chaos) as identified by
the complexity sciences. 

In this regard I have some concerns with
the perspective taken in the paper. Firstly, as
a complexity approach describes the normal
functioning of the world as complex, messy
and unpredictable, I cannot agree with the
authors’ view that the world is now becoming
‘increasingly messy and unpredictable’. 

Secondly, I am confused about the
author’s depiction and delineation of
‘simple, complex and chaotic spaces’ (as
shown in their Figure 1 and discussed in the
introductory section of the paper). In the

1980s Chris Langdon and Norman Packard
(Kuhn, 2009) each separately discovered
that complex adaptive systems naturally
move towards a region between fixed
behaviour and chaotic behaviour. The term,
‘the edge of chaos’ has since caught on as
the descriptor of this far-from-equilibrium
zone that exists between order and disorder.
That all organic unities, including people,
are characterised in complexity by the organ-
ising principles of self-organisation,
dynamism and emergence, would suggest
that a complexity perspective would not
place people into a ‘Simple/complicated
space’, because according to complexity,
people are inherently complex (i.e. not
reducible to component parts and forever in
a process of influencing and being influ-
enced). So even if people were placed into a
‘simple/complicated space’ (this could only
be a mechanically organised space of some
kind) they would remain complex – self-
organising, dynamic and emergent. 

Further I do not understand the authors’
point that ‘under conditions where there is
high agreement and high predictability, then
management using rational decision
making, or decision making based on linear
models of cause and effect, is most appro-
priate’. I cannot see what the link is that the
authors make between situations (condi-
tions) characterised as having ‘high agree-
ment and high predictability’ and
management utilising ‘rational’ or ‘linear
models of cause and effect’. According to
complexity, living entities are characterised
by non-linearity, so are the author’s referring
to engaging with mechanical phenomena?
The link between ‘high agreement’ and
‘high predictability’ I find similarly curious.
A group of complexity theorists may well be
in agreement about the non-predictability of
certain dynamics.

Thirdly, I am not convinced of the point
the author’s make about their concerns with
adopting evidence based coaching practices
in ‘complex and chaotic spaces’. They argue
that the adoption of evidence-based practice
is predicated on the ‘assumption that there
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is a chain of cause and effect that is relatively
stable, and can be known and can be used to
predict and control outcomes’. There are at
least two issues within their discussion that I
wish to separate out. The first is that in my
view, there are many possible ways to gen-
erate the ‘evidence’ for evidence-based
practice (including qualitative complexity
based methods, such as vortical postmodern
ethnography (Kuhn & Woog, 2005)), albeit
that, as they argue, psychology has histori-
cally favoured ‘empirical reductionism’. Sec-
ondly, they appear to assume that use of
evidence-based practice would lock practi-
tioners into a situation where they were
unable to draw on their own experience or
critical thinking, or to relate to the unique-
ness of the individual. However, I would
expect practitioners to thoughtfully and crit-
ically engage with ‘evidence’ and not to feel
they must deny either their own uniqueness
or the uniqueness of their client. This
second issue then relates more generally to
attitudes brought to use of theory within
certain practice domains and not to the use
or otherwise of a complexity approach.

Critical issues to consider in utilising
complexity in coaching psychology
In utilising complexity in social and cultural
settings there is a range of applications that
may be made. In broad terms, these range
from philosophical (concerning the reason
of things) through to mathematical applica-
tions. Clearly my own experience has been in
utilising complexity in a philosophical sense.
Having said that, it can be anticipated that
those who subscribe to the other end of the
spectrum will find such use of complexity
irritatingly inadequate. 

For me, utilising complexity or any other
framework must be done thoughtfully. To
this end I offer here five critical issues to con-
sider when utilising complexity in coaching
psychology.

1. Do not substitute complexity for thoughtfulness
Complexity presents preferred ways of con-
struing the organisation of the world while

simultaneously demonstrating that we
cannot actually ever ‘know’ with certainty.
This epistemological ambiguity means that
rather than offer ‘recipes’, complexity func-
tions as a catalyst to creative thoughtfulness
by requiring us to generate our own carefully
considered approaches.
2. Develop complexity habits of thought
Rather than merely familiarise oneself with
the principles and metaphors of complexity,
there is a need to work at developing com-
plexity habits of thought. This is necessary
because, as pointed out in the debate paper,
most of us have been immersed in linear
styles of thinking and as in any new learning,
old habits can be difficult to replace as they
can be so taken for granted and invisible.

3. Be careful of confusion between ‘is’ and ‘ought’
In describing a set of organising principles,
complexity is in essence, descriptive rather
than prescriptive. It purports to describe
‘how things are’ rather than ‘how they ought
to be’. Often there is a tendency to transpose
complexity’s description into an injunction,
as for example, when it is suggested that we
can ‘enable self-organisation’. 

4. Recognise that complexity and coaching psy-
chology are differently disposed
As a human activity, coaching is imbued with
values and ethical considerations. Further,
whereas complexity is descriptive, coaching
is goal oriented.

5. Value humility
Throughout history we see time and again
where the certainties of one generation have
become displaced by another. As C.S. Lewis
so insightfully reminds us, a theory or model
represents ‘a serious attempt to get in all the
phenomena known at a given period’ while
also reflecting ‘the prevalent psychology of
an age almost as much as it reflects the state
of that age’s knowledge’ (Lewis, 1964, p.222).
It is through critical consideration of how
complexity (or any other theory) may inform
coaching psychology that those involved con-
tribute to the ongoing evolution of the field.
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Concluding comments
While it is clear that more scholarly discus-
sion and exploration is needed, the authors
are to be congratulated for their discussion
of complexity theorising in the field of
coaching psychology. As Ball (1995, p.266)
reminds us, theory itself functions as a cat-
alytic agent of change:

Theory is a vehicle for ‘thinking otherwise’; it
is a platform for ‘outrageous hypotheses’ and
for ‘unleashing criticism’… It offers a
language for challenge and modes of thought,
other than those articulated for us by
dominant others … The purpose of such theory
is to defamiliarise present practices and
categories, to make them seem less self evident
and necessary, and to open up spaces for
invention of new forms of experience.
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PROFESSIONALISM, empiricism and
the notion of ‘appropriate’ have caught
my attention. They are certainly linked

with each other and they link with com-
plexity, as their presence together in the
target article indicates. I’m also interested by
the links with wisdom, which is a focus for my
own enquiry and practice. I’ll elaborate on
the connections I’m making between them.

Professionalism first. It is indeed a pur-
suit through which a variety of paradoxes
come to the fore. I should declare responsi-
bility for some involvement here, through
the British Psychological Society’s SGCP and
Ethics Committees, as coaching psychology
emerges as a profession within and/or
alongside the profession of psychology in
general. The Professional Associations
Research Network currently holds that there
are three pillars of a profession. These are:
entry standards; complaints and discipline
processes; and CPD, including positive sup-
ports for ethical competence. It’s good to see
that third one, which includes ethics in a way
that relates it to, and differentiates it from,
matters of fact or law. That said, the demon-
stration of ‘ethical competence’ and how it
can be developed is not a simple matter. 
A profession goes beyond the protected
knowledge to which the article alludes to
encompass behaviour, so while it’s good to
have knowledge about this area, it is also an
issue of judgment and praxis. What will be
the differentiators of the profession of
coaching psychology? The conclusion to the
target article forwards a view that we need to
go beyond the traditional linear models
which have informed our profession so far
and I agree in that I’ve long favoured multi-
disciplinary approaches, or at least explo-
rations into overlaps and edge-places. Plus, I
think it’s hard to remove the psychology
from any endeavour that involves human

beings, no matter which discipline is hosting
the viewing lens. So, while I’m not dis-
agreeing that a multiplicity of ways of
working is useful and probably necessary,
I’m just not sure that the profession of psy-
chology has only been informed by linear
models, or if it has, that such linear models
would be traditional. Tradition can seem
quite modern when it only ‘officially’ goes
back to 1870 or so.

Possibly all of which serves to support the
identity paradox highlighted in this article.
To build on their Stacey referencing, the
world could be held to contain (at least) the
three areas mentioned (simple, compli-
cated, complex), so we have a choice to
attend to those characteristics. Or not. To
whom will it matter if coaching psychologists
do or don’t attend to them, or claim they can
or can’t, and the grounds on which they take
their position? I’ll choose to pass on this one.
And yet psychology is coursing through
everything that has a human face or involve-
ment, and the ‘quacks’ alluded to in the
article will keep annoying professionals and
lay folk alike by ducking whatever systems
we’ve decided to set up. Furthermore, there
will be non-professional (or other-profes-
sioned) non-quacks available. 

To link this back in with complexity, and
with an involvement in years gone past with
the complexity programme at the London
School of Economics, I like the move from
CAS to CES (adaptive to evolving) and even
more CCES (e.g. Mitleton-Kelly 2003), com-
plex co-evolving systems. This attempts to
acknowledge in the use of the language that
particularly where the interacting compo-
nents in a complex system are people, they
all have the ability to reflect and learn, and
so co-evolve in a social ecosystem. Of course,
many coachees will appear before coaching
psychologists certain in the knowledge that
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some of their colleagues have no ability to
reflect or learn, which may or may not be
another story. How will coaching psycholo-
gists and coaching and psychology co-evolve
usefully?

Which brings me to wisdom, including
empiricism and appropriateness. When I
spoke in London and Stockholm as part of
the 1st International Congress of Coaching
Psychology I found my fellow professionals
really had considerable energy to engage with
these areas. I view wisdom as an emergent
property of a complex system and I also view
it as coachable. In the psychological literature
on wisdom (and many many other literatures
on wisdom are available, all of which I’m
slowly but gladly embracing), consideration
has been given to what produces wisdom and
what it is for. The well-established Berlin Par-
adigm (e.g. Kunzmann & Baltes, 2005, other
models are available) holds that five areas
need to be present for wisdom to be judged as
there, these being two basic knowledge ones
(of content and of process) and three further
ones concerning understanding of life
stages/contexts/relationships, knowledge
about the presence of different values and pri-
orities, and acknowledgement of life having
many uncertainties (i.e. tolerance of ambi-
guity). This paradigm links with complexity,
in my view anyway, in that its authors highlight
wisdom as being what’s needed where matters
are ‘important but uncertain’. The dynamics
of this particular framework, being empiri-
cally based through research, I have seen
induce several quick steps backwards in
people as they have reacted to juxtaposing
‘wisdom’ with ‘empirical’. These folks have
my sympathy and I don’t disagree.

Yet I think evidence-based practice is a
good thing. I agree that where we can show
that A causes B, then it’s useful to use that
knowledge every time we want B as an out-
come (other things being equal). My diffi-
culties – possibly shared with the article
author if I’ve understood correctly – are
about what counts as evidence. Our empir-
ical methods, quantitative and qualitative,
are often used in ways that privilege certain

types of knowledge over others. We make
choices about this and sometimes the
choices have been hidden or perhaps have
been unconsciously made. For the most part,
and some would argue for an entirety, we
can’t take an objective lens on the world. 
So what to do with this? Well, for example,
Clarkson’s seven discourses (e.g. Clarkson
1995) is a framework that isn’t factually
demonstrated, but if you’re a psychologist
you’ll be able to spot where some consis-
tently observed psychological phenomena
fit. It articulates, and when applied it asks for
consideration of, seven ways of speaking
about our experience. To be taken as multi-
stranded rather than hierarchical, the seven
discourses are: physiological; emotional;
nominative, i.e. labeling/language; norma-
tive, for example, constructions of in- and
out-group; factual; theoretical; transper-
sonal. Whatever you think of this set of areas,
it seems reasonable to say that where we priv-
ilege certain types of knowing over others,
there will be consequences. If we do this
unreflexively then some of the surprises may
not be pleasant. What do coaching psycholo-
gists allow through the door in research and
in practice? Physiology, for example – does it
only count if you measured it with a bit of
kit? Emotion – is it only in if used intelli-
gently in accordance with the metrics?
Transpersonal – well, what’s the meaning of
this, I hear you cry? 

What empirical research often does
afford us is some element of discipline in
defining what we’re referring to, as the rela-
tionship between our understanding of the
world and the language we use to describe it
can be profound – as psychologists (linguis-
tics or otherwise) have helped to illuminate
and as Clarkson’s discourses refer to. But, or
is it And, we also need to go a bit ‘meta’
where, to draw on gestalt psychology (for
example) the whole is greater than the sum
of the parts. We need some flexibility in our
unit of analysis. Psychology of a gestalt
variety has most certainly, I would say,
embraced complexity. Complexity is already
in the discipline.
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So, to turn to another challenge of our
times, also highlighted in the article, on
appropriateness. My working proposition on
wisdom is that it concerns how we re-incor-
porate our full ways of knowing, individually
and collectively, in service of what is needed.
(Allan, 2010). This comes from my slightly
greater interest in the ‘why bother?’ question
than in the ‘exactly what is it?’ question. Psy-
chologists have explored many of the com-
ponents that are associated with wisdom,
such as the different sorts of intelligence,
judgment and decision making, altruism and
moral reasoning, and protocols for this
exploration have been wide ranging and
have extended to the currently on-trend
neuroscience. It is also the case that the
meme of wisdom has been around for thou-
sands of years and, depending on the lan-
guage you choose (in Egypt around 4000
years that can be traced) has included a
notion of ‘good’. 

The article includes an assertion:
‘under conditions where there is high
agreement and high predictability, then
management using rational decision making,
or decision making based on linear laws of
cause and effect, is most appropriate.’ 

I can have sympathy with where this comes
from. But, given the times we live in, I’m
inclined to wonder about it. Agreed and pre-
dictable it may be; appropriate is another
question. How do we decide on what is
appropriate? What is the role of the
coaching psychologist in working with the
economic, social, even ecological challenges
of our time? Somebody or other once said
that if all you have is a hammer then every
problem starts to look like a nail. As
coaching psychology continues to be profes-
sionalised, a few things will get nailed down
but will they be as compelling in a changing
world as the things that don’t? 

I find the notion of appropriateness is a
great one to consider in the light of com-
plexity, professionalism, evidence-based
practice, ethics and wisdom. Even if we have
no shadow of doubt that A leads to B,
whether to take such a route is appropriate is
more than a question of knowing the most
certain, predicatable, effective way of
enabling it. I like to turn to a quote attrib-
uted to an American who was many things
including a ‘founding psychologist’ of the
late 1800s, William James: ‘Behave as if what
you do matters,’ he said, as a result of his psy-
chological and philosophical enquiry. 
‘It does.’ 
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IN THE TARGET ARTICLE, the authors
argue that coaching psychologists (in gen-
eral) are not well equipped for working

amid chaos and complexity because our
theories have tended to be grounded in
linear empiricism and focused on ‘predic-
tion and control, rather than engagement
with ongoing, unpredictable emergent
processes’ (p.81). Part of the remedy, they
suggest, is the development of emergent
models of practice that can help practi-
tioners to make sense of ambiguity and
unpredictability. For this to be accom-
plished, we are urged to embrace ‘cross dis-
cipliniarity’ and open ourselves up to
learning about the messy world of com-
plexity via an array of different perspectives.

These observations are welcomed. The
assertion that psychological science has con-
tributed valuable but incomplete models of
human experience is an important acknowl-
edgement for coaching psychology. If
nothing else it is a humbling reminder that
the perspectives provided by our psycholog-
ical training can both enable us and con-
strain us. In simple terms, we may be
constrained by simply not knowing what to
do next because our client’s story does not
‘fit’ with the mental model(s) we use to try
and make sense of it. In situations like this
the presence of alternative perspectives can
be enormously helpful, making the quest for
such perspectives (beyond the boundaries of
psychology) a worthwhile pursuit. 

The author(s) also make the valid point
that quantitative psychological research
methods remain an important empirical
approach for coaching psychology because
‘much of our world is stable, with patterns of
causation and prediction quite possible’
(p.83). Evidence of this is not hard to find.

For example, Gersick (1991) has observed
that numerous change theories across
diverse literatures (e.g. history of science,
adult and group development) reflect a view
that change is a process characterised by
periods of stability and transition. 

Learning from fossils 
One discipline that has heavily influenced
the adoption of such views is evolutionary
biology and the empirical work of natural
historians like Nils Eldredge and Stephen
Gould, whose analysis of fossil records led to
the Punctuated Equilibrium (PE) model of
evolutionary change (Eldredge & Gould,
1972). According to this paradigm, natural
systems change through cycles of relative sta-
bility (equilibrium) and rapid change (punc-
tuations), rather than the gradualism
proposed by traditional Darwinian accounts
(Morris, 2001). 

In a coaching context, understanding
change through a PE lens has important
implications, primarily because it sits in
opposition to the (widely accepted) organi-
sational view that change is constant, gradual
and best pursued via the pursuit of ‘contin-
uous improvement’ (CI; Bolton & Heap,
2002). Rather, PE proposes that periods of
equilibrium are associated with limited
change because the system’s ‘deep structure’
(i.e. the configuration of factors that help a
system function) remains relatively static
(Gersick, 1991). In essence, this means that
organisations in equilibrium are largely inert
and unlikely to respond to any change initia-
tives direct towards it. 

Although the issue of precisely identifying
when an organisation is in equilibrium or
punctuation is practically difficult, the adop-
tion of the PE viewpoint may lead a coach to
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counsel their client away from change efforts,
if they assess the organisation as being in a
period of equilibrium (by whatever assess-
ment criteria they might select, e.g. stability
of share price, continuity of leadership, etc.).
In so doing, a coach may help the organisa-
tion to avoid the pitfalls of ‘initiative fatigue’
(Bolton & Heap, 2002) that can flow from CI
initiatives and, instead, advocate for the con-
solidation of past initiatives (‘lock in’) that
may both save money and preserve employee
engagement (Bolton & Heap, 2002). 

Simple cross-disciplinarity?
When coaching practice is informed by per-
spectives such as this (obtained beyond the
traditional boundaries of psychology), the
question can be asked ‘to what extent is it
reflective of cross-disciplinarity?’ In the
simple example cited above, it could be
argued that the coach was employing a cross-
disciplinary approach (at the local level)
insofar as s/he used a related discipline –
evolutionary biology – to guide thinking and
action. Indeed, this may be how most
coaches currently engage in cross-discipli-
narity, should they not be participants in
formal research projects or large scale organ-
isational coaching assignments that bring
diverse groups of professionals together. Yet,
the target article seems to be advocating for
something far more substantial than coaches
simply becoming the educated consumers of
research that various professional practice
models promote (e.g. Local Clinical Science
model; Stricker, 2002). 

So, what exactly is meant by ‘cross-disci-
plinarity’? How should this term be under-
stood in the context of coaching amid
complexity? If coaching psychology is indeed
to become more cross-disciplinary, it will be
important for some shared understanding to
be developed about precisely what this
means. Whilst a comprehensive review of
cross-discipliniarity and its related terms is
well beyond the scope of this response, the
following sections will be devoted to briefly
defining some important terms, identifying
some of its potential benefits and discussing

(with reference to empirical findings) some
of its inherent challenges. 

Cross-disciplinarity: How is it to be
understood?
Calls for the translation of knowledge across
disciplinary boundaries are ubiquitous
across diverse literatures (e.g. Choi & Pak,
2006; Collin, 2009; Oborn & Dawson, 2010).
Indeed, it has long been acknowledged that
‘the real problems of society do not come in
discipline-shaped boxes’ (Kann, in Klein,
1990, p.35) and assumed that service provi-
sion within human systems can be enhanced
by efforts that bring diverse people, con-
cepts, theories and practices together for the
purpose of addressing a common
problem(s) (Oborn & Dawson, 2010). 

Various forms of cross disciplinarity
The three forms of between-discipline 
collaboration mentioned most often in the
literature are multidisciplinarity, interdisci-
plinarity, and transdiscipliniarity (Choi &
Pak, 2006). Despite their increasing use,
these terms appear to mean different things
to different people and are often used inter-
changeably. For the sake of brevity, this
paper will adopt the definitions that
emerged from Choi and Pak’s (2006) litera-
ture review of these terms (see Table 1). 

In an attempt to simplify the distinction
between these terms, Choi and Pak (2006)
use food examples to clarify their meanings.
For example, multdisciplinary collaboration is
described as being additive (i.e. serving or
tending to increase) and likened to a salad
bowl, in which the ingredients remain intact
(unchanged) and can be clearly seen. In
contrast, interdisciplinary collaboration is
interactive and involves a blurring of bound-
aries between disciplines (in pursuit of new
common methodologies, perspectives and/
or knowledge), which is likened to the par-
tial (but not complete) merging of ingredi-
ents that occurs in a cooking pot. Finally, it is
proposed that transdisciplinary collaboration
is more holistic in nature and, like the 
production of a cake from its ingredients,
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the final outcome has a reality that is other
and greater than the sum of its parts. Impor-
tantly, Choi and Pak (2006) recommend that
these terms be ‘used to describe multiple dis-
ciplinary approaches to varying degrees on
the same continuum’ (p.359), with no
approach being better than another – just
different – and more or less suitable in dif-
ferent contexts. 

Using the disciplinary continuum
When considered alongside Stacey’s (1999)
Certainty/Agreement Matrix, understanding
cross disciplinarity along a continuum may
help coaching psychologists to determine
what degree is required in different contexts.
For instance, within ‘rational spaces’, where
an environment is relatively stable and pre-
dictable (or in ‘equilibrium’), the degree of
interaction across disciplines may not be
critical because the level of certainty and pre-
diction is sufficient to allow each discipline to
contribute effectively using established
theories and models. In these situations, mul-
tidisciplinary collaboration may be suitable
simply because the environment does not
require greater interaction to produce
acceptable outcomes or solve problems. 

For example, a community-based organi-
sation might wish to improve the health of a
known community by improving lifestyle 
factors and social interaction in public

spaces (using a multidisciplinary approach).
Conditions that might reflect relative sta-
bility...government that has confirmed its
funding for three years, along with low levels
of unemployment and crime within the
target community. In this instance, one can
imagine that the efforts of a cross-discipli-
nary team (which might include nutrition-
ists, biostatisticians, exercise physiologists,
community psychologists, general practi-
tioners, horticulturists, demographers, town
planners and others) could produce desir-
able results without its members needing to
deviate greatly from theories, beliefs and
practices that characterise their respective
disciplines. In other words, the contributors
are able to work towards a shared goal
(improved community health) but do so rel-
atively independently. 

However, in situations where less cer-
tainty and/or prediction exist (i.e. the com-
plex adaptive or chaotic spaces, or during
periods of ‘punctuation’), simple forms of
cross-disciplinary collaboration are likely to
be insufficient and require related disci-
plines to interact more for the attainment of
desirable outcomes (i.e. work in a more inter
or transdisciplinary way). However, as it will
soon be shown, it is a difficult enough job to
bring together sub-disciplines within the
same discipline, let alone bring people
together across vastly different disciplines. 

Gordon B. Spence

Table 1: Proposed definitions for cross disciplinary collaboration.

Term Definition Simple Food
descriptor example

Multidisciplinarity Draws on knowledge from different disciplines Additive Salad bowl
but stays within the boundaries of those fields

Interdisciplinarity Analyses, synthesises and harmonises links Interactive Cooking pot
between disciplines into a co-ordinated and
coherent whole

Transdiscipliniarity Integrates the natural, social and health Holistic Cake
sciences in a humanities context, and in so
doing transcends each of their traditional
boundaries

Source: Choi & Pak (2006).



The benefits and challenges of 
cross-disciplinary collaboration
Several authors have written about the expe-
rience of working along the cross-discipli-
nary continuum (e.g. Choi & Pak, 2007;
Collin, 2009) and some of its benefits and
challenges are worthy of mention. 

Benefits of cross-disciplinary collaboration
According to Collin (2009), the benefits asso-
ciated with interacting across disciplines
include intellectual stimulation and creativity,
the ability to address complex problems that
transcend disciplinary knowledge, the oppor-
tunity to solve pressing problems that are
valued in academia, industry and professional
practice, and the chance to learn and apply
new research technologies and methodolo-
gies. In addition, such collaborations can also
help with the development important career-
related skills, increase networking opportuni-
ties and potentially expand the funding
sources (as many funding bodies favour cross-
disciplinary work). 

Challenges of cross-disciplinary collaboration
A considerable amount has been written on
the challenges and pitfalls of cross-disciplinary
collaboration (for a detailed discussion of bar-
riers, see Choi & Pak, 2007) and will only
briefly be covered here. According to Collin
(2009), these challenges include the need for
collaborators to address basic differences
between themselves in terms of concepts, their
research questions and the perspectives they
take on them, their epistemology and related
methods, etc. It is also important that they
agree on project objectives and protocols, and
communicate in a way that is clear, relatively
free of jargon and via communication systems
that are mutually suitable. Not surprisingly,
the choice of a project leader, allocation of
team roles and constant attention to relation-
ships are other critical elements (Choi & Pak,
2007; Collin, 2009).

A recent case study reported by Oborn
and Dawson (2010) provides a useful insight
into the intricacies of working across disci-
plines and sub-disciplines. Using observa-

tional methods and semi-structured inter-
views, the workings of a cross-disciplinary
team (MDT) within a health context were
investigated (including surgeons, oncolo-
gists, radiologists, nurses, and pathologists
amongst others). One of the key findings
from this study was that the presence of a
formal, structured MDT did not prevent
privileged knowledge from becoming
embedded in the practices of the group.
More specifically, it was observed that the
group seemed to privilege the knowledge of
the surgeons far more than other disciplines,
resulting in non-representative participation
across the group. Paradoxically, rather than
producing an inclusive and open approach,
the MDT appeared to simply strengthen an
existing medical hierarchy, with the surgeons
possessing far more power than the other
disciplines (particularly nurses). Although
some learning did appear to occur within
the MDT, it was concluded that ‘the social
context of interpersonal relations, socialised
professional roles and asserted privilege of
certain knowledge enables some ways of
knowing about a patient to be promoted
with little transformation resulting from
multidisciplinary activity’ (Oborn & Dawson,
2010, p. 1854). 

Cross-disciplinarity: More complexity and chaos
From the preceding discussion it seems clear
that cross disciplinary teams carry all the
hallmarks of being highly complex, and
potentially, chaotic environments themselves
(due to the presence of different conceptual
models, language, methodologies, and social
pressures). This is somewhat ironic given
that such teams are usually assembled as a
way to allow professional people from
diverse (but ultimately related) disciplines to
work more effectively within highly complex,
and often, chaotic environments.

Conclusion
The preceding discussion has responded to
the ideas contained in the target article by
exploring what ‘cross-disciplinarity’ actually
means and drawing on Choi and Pak’s
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(2006) continuum that differentiates three
differing degrees of cross-disciplinary collab-
oration. It is hoped this will help readers
better understand their own (past and
present) collaborative efforts, whilst helping
to clarify the degree of cross-disciplinary col-
laboration that might be desirable within
future environments where working across
disciplines is important. 

Moving beyond a simple monolithic
understanding of this term should also be
helpful for assisting dialogue between col-
laborators and for identifying what chal-
lenges and struggles might lie in wait for
individuals and groups working along all
points on this continuum. For example,
there is an element of ‘letting go’ that is
needed in transdisciplinary collaboration,
which is akin to a detachment from the per-
spectives, beliefs, methods, etc., that consti-
tute one’s professional identity. This is no
easy matter. Indeed, working in this way
would require one to be highly mindful and
engage the process with acute awareness of

one’s ongoing reactions and an open, recep-
tivity to wherever the process might lead
(Cavanagh & Spence, in press). 

Given the presentation of multidiscipli-
nary collaboration as a relatively simple form
of cross-disciplinarity, it seems safe to assume
that many coaching psychologists are already
engaging in cross-disciplinary work of some
forms (and have done for some time). As
such, the first question posed at the end of
the target article might be better restated as
follows: ‘How will coaching psychology
embrace greater degrees of cross-discipli-
nary engagement such that it emerges as a
new sort of psychology?’ 
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FIRST we would like to thank our discus-
sants for the thoughtfulness and detail
with which they have both addressed

the issues we have raised, and the issues we
had left unexplored or underexplored, with
1500 words available we have been able to
respond to no more than a few of the points
they raised. In this response we will concen-
trate on the key issues raised relating to pro-
fessionalism, evidence, and models of
practice.

We start by briefly reminding readers of
what we set out to accomplish. We were not
arguing for the superiority of one approach
(complexity theory) over another. Rather
our purpose was to open a debate on how
our increasingly complex and messy world
challenges professional practice, research
and the notion of a professional itself. Yes, as
Lesley Kuhn points out, the world has always
been complex – but we maintain the impact
of this complexity on professional practice is
becoming more profound due to challenges
that did not exist a generation ago – the
rapid growth and dissemination of knowl-
edge, new modes of communication, and
growing environmental and social system
overwhelm. All this leads to significantly
greater and more rapid impact of local inter-
actions on wider systems. 

We choose to use ideas from complexity
to generate stories to inform this debate – in
particular, Stacey’s Certainty/Agreement
Matrix. In doing so, the aim was not to create
a contingency tool that implied you could
choose in advance (a predict and control
model) the approach to take. We recognise
Stacey’s concerns that his model has been
used in this way and would concur that it is
inappropriate to do so. In our paper we

acknowledged that he has moved on from
this model but our experience of using it
suggests it does enable colleagues to engage
in thoughtful exploration of the issues they
face in practice. Rather than a contingency
tool, our intention was that it be used to
enable a wider range of conversations.

It is on this later point we would take issue
with Stacy’s view that you cannot influence
local interactions and, therefore, there are
no self-organising models that can be
applied. We believe agents can act in ways
that encourage (but not ensure) conversa-
tions that include divergent views and mul-
tiple solutions. Furthermore, ongoing
iterative engagement in such conversations is
more likely to lead to (but again not deter-
mine) creative outcomes. Our models and
theories guide action and shape expectations
and understanding. They, like all stories,
open us to some possibilities and close down
others. Systems dynamics provides a rationale
for non-linear dialogical approaches, Deter-
ministic models tend to lead to reliance on
experts, debate and singular solutions. Both
have their place. 

We turn to the comments by David Drake
who asks a fundamental question about our
responsibility as coaches to hold the clients’
anxiety in the chaotic space. He sees the aim
ultimately to increase the client’s capacity to
self-regulate and that the concept of
‘holding’ places a precarious responsibility
on the coach. We believe the coach, by virtue
of the power they hold in the relationship,
has a particular responsibility in noticing
and shaping the capacity of the coaching
relationship to act the ‘strong container or
ecosystem’ that enables the client to ‘harness
their anxiety in service of their relations and
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aspirations’ (Drake, this issue). This respon-
sibility is commensurate with the expert, ref-
erent and positional power attributed to,
and/or inherent in, the coach’s role. Never-
theless, the role of coach with a client in
chaotic space remains an important debate –
just as exploring the discourses on power is
key in the debate about professionalism (see
Corrie & Lane, 2010).

Turning to the contribution by Julie
Allan, she agrees with our view that coaching
psychology needs to encompass multiple
ways of working. She argues that psychology
is not just linear, and we agree with her. Our
contention is that traditionally psychology
has favoured linear approaches to evidence
and this has marginalised other approaches –
as dominant discourses are wont to do. (This
argument also applies to Kuhn’s response.)
Furthermore, pragmatically the concept of
evidence-based practice has often led to situ-
ations in which practitioners are unable to
draw upon their own experience or the
uniqueness of the individual client. Psycholo-
gists working in evidence based services are
required to operate within a manual which
sets out what is and is not part of the process.
(An example might include, ‘Increasing
Access to Psychological Therapies’ in the
UK.) 

Allan also raises the important question
of appropriateness of practice. Day-by-day we
have to make decisions. We cannot know the
outcome of those decisions in advance even
when the situation appears predictable and
agreed. Given the multiple pathways
through which interactions may unfold we
cannot be sure that our choices are always
appropriate or wise. We can however choose
to act ethically – even if at times the outcome
indicates we made the wrong choices.

We come to Paul Atkins paper. He takes
issue with our linkage of rational and linear.
His point is well made and in an attempt to
be brief we have not properly explored this.
We commend this fuller exposition and wish
we had made more of this point ourselves. 

Bob Hodge takes the way we use the
Stacey model and adapts it using the concept

of fractals. He recommends to us that this
would have aided us in our aim. We agree it
adds elegance and fluidity to the approach
we adopted. We do believe that the variety of
models and techniques that psychology has
developed bring value. Our practice deals
with real issues impacting on peoples’ lives.
We as coaches join with our clients in devel-
oping actions that will make a difference. We
cannot just describe (or await the results of)
local interactions. Sometimes we do
encourage our clients to come to a prescrip-
tive position and work to achieve agreed 
outcomes.

Had we adopted the position of Hodge
some of the issues raised by Lesley Kuhn
would have been addressed. Kuhn argues
that, because humans are complex, the
systems in which they are involved are neces-
sarily complex. In other words simple/com-
plicated system spaces do not apply in
human systems. Perhaps our point would
have been clearer saying that within the
boundaries of a given complex human
system, some of the issues facing people have
features that are simple, some complicated,
some complex and some chaotic. For
example, car ownership engages one in a
complex system. However, within this com-
plex system, fueling the car is usually simple,
fixing it is usually complicated, driving it is
always complex and being caught up in
someone’s road rage may be chaotic. The
pragmatic pathway of response to each of
these issues needs to be different, even if the
outcome remains theoretically unpre-
dictable. 

Contrary to Kuhn, we take the view that
professional practice is increasingly messy
and unpredictable for the reasons stated ear-
lier. Professional practice has always been
complex, however the context in which it is
practiced is pushing professional systems fur-
ther from equilibrium due to increased con-
nectivity, diversity and information flow (see
Drake’s comment on the control parameters
of systems). Nevertheless we find her explo-
ration a helpful reminder that all paradigms
are both built on previous learnings and dis-
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continuous with them. Both need to be
appropriately valued. This chimes with
Tatiana Bachkirova’s appeal to maintain
attention on the subjective and intersubjec-
tive in coaching practice. We would certainly
not wish our view to be seen as one pro-
posing the superiority of complexity theory
over individualised accounts. Both are criti-
cally important. Indeed when we teach this
we specifically include a framework that
looks at individual, interpersonal and
systems based perspectives on change. We
also agree with her that past approaches to
accreditation oversimplify the complexity of
coaching practice. This is part of the
rationale for our call for the field to engage
with the possibility of other routes to gener-
ating professional practice. Currently much
of the debate in the field looks to mimic tra-
ditional forms.

So finally to Gordon Spence who has
chosen to engage with our conversation about
the value of cross-disciplinary approaches. He
engages with this through an exploration of
variety of forms this can take. This exposition
adds much to the dialogue and we certainly
would want to see this broader perspective
incorporated in the conversations. He also
points to the real challenges of incorporating
cross-disciplinary work in teams and can point

to many examples where this has proved
problematic. This issue has been around for
some considerable time. Where differentials
of pay, power and conditions of service or the-
oretical orientations separate professions it is
difficult to cross the divide. The Global Con-
vention on Coaching to which many coaching
psychologists contributed is an example
(2008) of collaboration. 

So we welcome this Special Issue and
thank all contributors for their willingness to
engage in this dialogue and the thoughtful
manner in which they have done so, it bodes
well for the emerging profession.
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THE Coaching Psychologists network in
Sweden in collaboration with the
Swedish Psychological Association had

the honour of hosting the first conference of
‘Coaching Psychology’ on 16 September
2011 as part of the 1st International Con-
gress of Coaching Psychology. Hundreds of
attendees filled Polhems Hall of the City
Conference Centre, Stockholm on a beauti-
fully sunny early autumn day. Coaching Psy-
chologists’ P.O. Eriksson and the Swedish
Psychological Association’s Lars Ahlin
launched the days’ events by stressing the
importance of taking an offensive stance for
psychology’s place in world.

Stephen Palmer PhD, Honorary Professor
of Psychology, City University London and
Director of the Coaching Psychology Unit
and Co-Convenor of the International
Steering Committee for international con-
gresses of psychology coaching events gave his
presentation, ‘The Developing Field of
Coaching Psychology in Europe and Interna-
tionally’. He proceeded to describe how
coaching psychology has developed over the
past ten years to the point of being an ever
more acceptable subject of study at universi-
ties the world over. Palmer’s and Zarris’s
vision of a world congress for coaching psy-
chology is being realised through many small
congresses all around the world. This Swedish
conference served as further confirmation of
this coaching psychologist community taking
shape. Palmer stressed the importance of 
psychologists contributing understanding
and expertise regarding science and theory.
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Jens-Boris Larsen, Copenhagen-based
psychologist and Chair of the Society of 
Evidence-based Practice in Denmark, intro-
duced hope as a factor in a coach’s work with
a client. Our environment is very complex,
and it requires that we see a client in his/her
context.

Magnus Larsson PhD, Psychologist and
Senior Lecturer at the Institute for Organiza-
tion Copenhagen Business School, then
expanded upon this complexity in his presen-
tation titled ‘Playing Outside the Playbook:
Advanced Strategies to Accentuate Hope in
Simple and Complex Coaching Conversa-
tions’. Larsson spoke of a system’s psychody-
namic perspective where no client is isolated
but always part of a system or an organisation.
This theme strongly resonated with the audi-
ence. He gave a brief introduction to role
analysis based upon psychoanalysis and system
theory. A coach’s primary task according to
Larsson is to examine one’s ‘inner picture’ of
an organisation. As a coach, one works with
the clients ‘organisation-in-the-mind’ and how
one relates to this inner picture. The desired
outcome is higher organisational competence
and know-how; clarity and self-awareness; and
increased ability to structurally reflect on one’s
own behaviour in role.

After a lunch break, Julie Allan, psychol-
ogist, organisational consultant and coach,
introduced us to her subject ‘Important but
Uncertain Matters: Towards Coaching for
Wisdom’. Allan is currently researching cor-
porate wisdom, and her presentation was
about identifying the different qualities of
‘wisdom’ which she in turn considers the
most sought after skills for top managers and
executives. According to Allan, wisdom is
‘expertise in the important but uncertain
matters of life’. It is through our experiences
and reflection upon them that our ability to
make wise decisions emerges. By integrating
thoughts, feelings, motivations and relation-
ships, the client can achieve greater insight.
A lack of reflection prevents people from
having such experiencesand we all recog-
nised this from our own experiences of
working within both coaching and therapy. 

Reinhard Stelter, Professor of Sport and
Coaching Psychology at the University of
Copenhagen spoke about ‘Narrative
Coaching Towards Human and Social
Meaning-making and Collaborative Practice’.
The dialogue between coach and client is
central according to Stelter. He also spoke
fondly about coaching in groups where
clients can share experiences amongst them-
selves and an opportunity exists for a peer-to-
peer coaching process to take place. In
Stelter’s view, coaching is a reflective practice,
and in his work with clients he focus on
values, meaning-making and transforming
implicit knowledge to active experiences.
Narrative is a way of organising episodes,
actions and accounts of actions leading the
client to find personal meaning. 

Paul O. Olson specialises in support and
leadership for international and strategic
change and problem solving. Olson
described different leadership models and
how they relate to coaching. He stated that
the key focus is sometimes on individual pro-
ductivity, but it is always about balancing and
leveraging resources in typically complex
systems and projects.

In the concluding panel discussion
regarding challenges facing coaching psy-
chology, Palmer expressed hope that interest
from the academic community will lead to
new advances. Larson pointed out that it is
important not to lose the connection
between coaching and organisational theory.
He saw a danger in coaching just becoming
part of leadership research. Allan was con-
cerned that the ICF (International Coaching
Federation) is more concerned with certi-
fying coaches who have business experience
consequently overlooking the value of a
coach being a psychologist. Olson argued
that psychologists must relinquish therapy.
Palmer responded to this by stressing that
coaching is not therapy. Larson referred to
the organisation psychoanalyst David Arm-
strong, who calls on the coaching psycholo-
gist to always remain open to examining the
coaching process, whether it is about a client
or an entire organisation. Larsson under-
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scored once again the importance of context
and meaning. Finally, Reinhard Stelter made
the argument that psychologists need to
learn how to sell themselves. This final con-
clusion brought us back full circle to Lars
Ahlin’s introductory words about psychology
being more aggressive in its self-promotion.
In short, we need to become coaching psy-
chology entrepreneurs.

This congress gave a good overview of
coaching psychology today. It ran on a tight
schedule, so tight that we would have pre-
ferred to have had a little less one-way com-
munication and more room for reflection
and discussion. We would have also liked a
better balance between male and female
speakers. The overall message received is that
there still exists confusion over what
coaching psychology is as well as what
theories and frameworks are adequate. This
is not necessarily a bad thing as it indicates a

wide variety of possible approaches to choose
from. We would have liked more discussion
on individual coaching, purpose, meaning
and value. What do we psychologists want to
accomplish in the role of coach and why?
There is much focus on methods and theo-
retical frameworks today, but less on the
importance of common approaches and
objectives. This, we fear, can lead to unneces-
sary divisions. We believe it is important to
consider that coaching psychology finds itself
in an organisational and business context,
and this defines its framework and mission.

Overall, the 1st Swedish Congress of
Coaching Psychology was a success and also
served as proof of a growing network of
coaching psychologists in Sweden. We both
got the impression that it will continue to be
a vibrantly growing area for psychologists in
the years to come.
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Letter from the new Chair of the SGCP
FEW DAYS AGO I learnt that I am the
new Chair of the British Psychological

Society’s Special Group in Coaching
Psychology. I anticipate a challenging,
exciting and interesting year ahead as I look
forward to working with colleagues in the
SGCP and beyond. I’m not new to the SGCP. 
I chaired the first Conference Committee,
hosted a couple of conference round table
discussions and have remained a member of
the Conference Scientific Affairs Board.
However, I have watched with admiration
and gratitude the huge amount of good
work done by members of the SGCP, in par-
ticular the Committee members and mem-
bers of the various working groups. 

The SGCP, like the Australian Psycholog-
ical Society Interest Group in Coaching Psy-
chology, is still in its infancy, yet these two
groups, both together and separately, have
created a clear home for coaching psy-
chology. What is great, however, is that this
home, whilst supportive and encouraging,
has provided a platform from which mem-
bers can move out and practice in a vast
array of settings that make a real difference
to the lives of individuals, families and organ-
isations. The development of coaching psy-
chology theory, research and practice has
gathered momentum and has impact as
demonstrated by this and other related pub-
lications; the conferences, workshops and
seminars being held and well subscribed to;
the increasing numbers in the respective
professional groups; and the increasing
range of settings in which coaching psychol-
ogists are employed. 

At the 2011 European Coaching Psy-
chology Conference held at City University
London in December, I sensed a very posi-

tive feeling of purpose and direction and 
I feel very lucky and privileged to be Chair of
the SGCP at this time. It is very good news
that the new Society’s post-qualification reg-
ister for SGCP members who are chartered
psychologists has now been launched but we
must continue to remember and address the
needs of those psychologists who practice
coaching but are not eligible to join this 
register.

To many of you I am still a stranger so I’ll
use this opportunity to say a few words about
myself. I’m a recently retired Professor
Emeritus of City University having formerly
been in the roles of Professor of Psychology,
Pro-Vice Chancellor Learning and Teaching
and Dean of the Health School. I’m cur-
rently an independent executive coach,
coaching psychologist, supervisor and con-
sultant. My grandchildren and my two young

Reports
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labradoodles are my relaxation and I’m cur-
rently devising a coaching and leadership
approach to dog training – with an encour-
aging degree of success!

I guess that many demands will be made
upon the SGCP Committee and its chair
during the year and I hope that my various
life experiences and associated learning will
stand me in good stead and assist me in
working constructively and effectively with
colleagues.

It is some time since I was chair of a
Society committee – formerly I was chair of
the Division of Counselling Psychology and
the Psychotherapy Implementation Group. 
I still hold the work of these groups dear to

my heart, but my work during the last 12 years
has moved me firmly into coaching psy-
chology and without the way of thinking that
goes with this I believe that I could not have
been effective in my work. I believe passion-
ately that coaching psychology can make a
real difference to the well-being of individuals
and society – a belief that I feel sure is shared
by all of us involved with and committed to
the development of coaching psychology.

I look forward to working closely with all
of you and to identifying with you the priori-
ties for the year ahead and working together
towards their implementation.

Mary Watts

Mary Watts
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Reports

Interest Group in Coaching Psychology News
David Heap

IN 2012 the Coaching Psychology Interest
Group will be dominated by our hosting
of the Second International Congress of

Coaching Psychology. This will also be our
biannual Coaching Psychology Symposium. 

After the very successful Congress events
in London in 2010, South Africa and Spain
in 2011, we have taken on the challenge to
meet and hopefully exceed the high stan-
dards set at these events. 

The theme of our Congress event will be
‘The contribution of psychology to
coaching’. Our intent is to highlight the 
central role that psychology and psycholo-
gists play in the intellectual foundations and
practice of coaching. We aim to emphasise
the leadership role psychologists play in
coaching in terms of ethics, research and 
evidence-based practice. 

The Congress will comprise a mixture of
keynote presentations and practical work-
shops. The keynotes will be from interna-
tional thought leaders in coaching such as
Dr Lew Stern and Professor Stephen Palmer
on their interpretation of the contribution
of psychology to coaching. 

These will be complemented by short
practical workshops focused on developing
skills and expertise in areas of coaching
practice such as leadership, coaching in
organisations, health and well being, sports
and performance, education and life
coaching. 

We are hoping to attract a diverse range
of delegates including not only coaching psy-
chologists but also organisational, sports and
performance, counselling, clinical, health
and developmental psychologists as well as
non-psychologist coaches, HR managers and
even coaching clients. Anyone with an
interest in the science and practice of

coaching should be able to find something
of value and interest. 

There are more details on workshop
topics and presenters, online registration
and accommodation options at:
www.groups.psychology.org.au/events/CPIG
conference2012

We are greatly looking forward to wel-
coming delegates from all around the world
as well as our own members. 

As well as hosting the Congress in the
first half of 2012, we will also be launching
the outcome of our work late last year on the
marketing of coaching psychologists. We will
be publishing a Marketing Strategy Workbook for
Coaching Psychologists which will include iden-
tification of ideal customer profiles, seven
core marketing messages, building brand
awareness and generating leads. We will be
holding a webinar to help train members in
developing their own marketing strategy and
this will also be the subject of a workshop at
the Congress. 
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David Heap

In the second half of 2012 we will refocus
our attention on accreditation for coaching
psychologists. The British Psychological
Society Special Group in Coaching Psy-
chology has recently introduced a post-qual-
ification register for its members. The
International Society for Coaching Psy-
chology has offered accreditation for its
members as a central value offer for some
years. Our hope is that in liaison with these
and other coaching psychology associations
from around the world, we are able to
develop consistent international standards
for accrediting coaching psychologists. 

We in the National Committee of the APS
Coaching Psychology Interest Group look
forward to meeting many new colleagues
and friends in May and to working closely
with our members over the rest of the year.

Best regards.

David Heap
Convenor
APS – Interest Group on 
Coaching Psychology.
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International Congress of 
Coaching Psychology  
Sydney �May 2012

10 to 12 May 2012  
Manly Beach  

Sydney Australia

Helping us explore the Congress theme will be 
keynotes from global thought leaders in coaching 
psychology, together with practical, skill building 
workshops. �

Our presenters include:

Prof David Clutterbuck 
Dr David Drake 
Dr Tony Grant 
Dr Suzi Green 
Prof Stephen Palmer
Dr David Peterson
Dr Lew Stern 
Dr Patrick Williams

The APS Coaching Psychology Interest Group 
is delighted to announce 3 days exploring 

“The contribution of psychology to coaching”

Join us at the Manly Pacific Novotel Hotel. www.manlypacificsydney.com.au 

Coaching Psychology. The science of achieving your goals.

For all the latest information on the Congress and to register got to:
www.groups.psychology.org.au/events/CPIGconference2012 

The workshops will be streamed 
into themes of:

• Leadership 
• Coaching in organisations 
• Health and well-being 
• Sports and performance
• Education and 
• Life coaching. 
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SGCP Annual Coaching Psychology 
Conference

Winter 2012

Putting coaching psychology into practice: an evidence based 
approach

The SGCP will be hosting its Annual Coaching Psychology Conference to 
enable sharing and learning from and within coaching psychology. 

CALL FOR PAPERS
We invite you to submit abstracts for papers and posters to present at the 

conference for the opportunity to discuss your work and research with peers.  

We welcome evidence based papers from

Academic Research & Practitioner Experience
in all areas of coaching psychology

(e.g. business, professional, executive, sports, health, personal, educational)

Deadline for submissions is Monday 11th June 2012
For the submission forms and guidelines visit the SGCP website:

www.sgcp.org.uk

All abstracts will be subject to review by the Scientific Board and are not guaranteed 
to be accepted.
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Society CPD events
For a full list of Society CPD events, see www.bps.org.uk/findcpd

www.bps.org.uk/findcpd

The British
Psychological Society
Learning Centre

 EVENT DATE

Experiential introduction to Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) (DCoP) 2 March

Creative approaches to clinical supervision (DCoP) 8 March

Media Training: Introduction to working with the media 12 March

Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) in Research: What, Why, When and How
(DHP)

16 March

Coaching Through Life Transitions: A Particular Opportunity for Developing
Coaching? (SGCP)

16 March

Introduction to Ethics and Professional Practice: Ethical Decision Making
Workshop (DFP)

28 March

Victim Impact Assessment – Promoting Mental Health Recovery While Tackling
Crime (DFP)

29 March

Using Hypnosis to enhance personal or group confidence (DSEP) 17 April

Use and abuse of IQ (DFP) 25 April

Men on the mend: Developing and maintaining empathy with male clients (DCP) 30 April

Media Training: Broadcast interview skills 30 April

Advancing Practices: Outcomes, Clusters and Pathways - What you need to know
(DCP)

1 May

Advancing Practice: Neuropsychological assessment of people who have
intellectual disabilities (DCP)

2 May

Formulation in professional practice – What is the story? (DCoP) 3 May

Doing (and using) practitioner based research (DCoP) 9 May

Thinking Under Fire: Understanding Self Destructive Clients and their Impact on
Staff Teams(DCP)

10 May

Doing Dialogue: How to create change in organisations through conversation
(DOP)

14 May

The Psychology of Sexual Violence (DFP) 15 May
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