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Research into the activity of coaching has been gradually increasing over the last two decades 
and there is now a developing evidence base for the subject. In addition there are academic 
journals dedicated to coaching, as well as a growing number of subject specific journals that 
publish on the topic. Much of the research to date has been practitioner led and is focused on 
exploring how coaching works in certain, mainly organizational, situations or on distinguishing 
coaching from other applied helping and/or learning approaches in an attempt to carve a distinct 
niche for coaching.

However, there are still many gaps in the coaching research and the development of the aca-
demic debates necessary to grow the profession is slow. This is partly because coaching is 
multi-disciplinary and little funding is available to support collaborations between university 
departments, corporate sponsors, practitioners and professional bodies in order to begin to cre-
ate interdisciplinary discussion and research into coaching itself. So there is a strong need 
within the discipline for coherent, well-managed programmes of research that can add to the 
body of academic knowledge. Such research would, of course, need to take account of the 
cross-disciplinary nature of coaching in order to provide a greater understanding of complex 
dilemmas impacting on the field and it might include investigating the contributions of different 
disciplines and exploring new theories, paradigms and methods of research. This necessarily 
means that research into coaching is either published in the coaching journals or is somewhat 
marginalized in journals from the disciplinary source. The task of supporting an interdiscipli-
nary research agenda requires coaches and researchers to be aware of the challenge and to work 
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across the separate disciplines, championing interdisciplinary collaboration and integrating 
ideas from different subject areas.

Our chapter begins by giving a short overview of recent research on coaching in order to 
draw out implications for research design. This allows for discussion of a number of methodo-
logical and other issues and leads to exploration of how what we perceive as a major gap might 
begin to be addressed through the use of some little used research methods. We conclude with 
some thoughts on the way ahead for coaching research. Our aim is to broaden researcher and 
practitioner perspectives on what is possible in order to encourage further research and debate.

Overview of current coaching research

Whilst undertaking a review of the literature we were struck, like many commentators, by the 
growth in the number of publications of coaching research in the last decade. We cannot discuss in 
detail the work and concepts contained in over seven hundred scholarly articles and dissertations 
recently estimated to be available from the literature (Grant, 2010). Instead we must look to some 
general themes to allow us to make sense and meaning from this wealth of information: our focus 
specifically will be to explore how knowledge is developing to serve practitioners in the field.

The most recent reviews (Fillery-Travis & Passmore, 2011; Passmore & Gibbes, 2007; Grant, 
2013; Grant & Cavanagh, 2007) have all been concerned with the overall development of the 
coaching research base, the type of studies reported and the quality of the evidence produced. 
Specifically they lament the paucity of empirical studies and the small number of rigorous stud-
ies, especially those that use a randomized controlled trial design. Some authors even identify 
this perceived deficit as holding back progress in the professional practice of coaching 
(Orenstein, 2006). Before we discuss methodological issues in detail we will look at what 
research is currently available and how it has emerged. First, we consider what the literature has 
to say concerning what happens as a result of coaching by looking at outcome studies, and then 
we move to explore what actually happens in the coaching sessions and the factors which are 
important to their design and conduct, through reviewing process studies.

Outcome studies – what is the outcome of coaching  
and whose outcome is it?
The large growth in the market for coaching has been a significant driver for outcomes research 
and the development of appropriate evidence for efficacy (Bennett, 2006). Specifically, buyers 
of coaching are asking what outcomes should be expected from coaching and what is the return 
on investment? The first attempts at an answer were through practitioner case studies with 
measures such as client satisfaction surveys. These commonly identified high levels of satisfac-
tion (>90%) (Fillery-Travis & Lane, 2006) and large estimates of the return on investment 
figures; in one case greater than 400% (McGovern et al., 2001). Grant (2013) identified 234 
outcome studies that had been published between 2000 and 2011.

Recently some randomized uncontrolled and controlled trials (RCTs) have been undertaken, but 
the numbers of such studies are small. Of the 518 scholarly articles and dissertations published in 
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the last five years (Grant, 2010) only 186 were empirical studies and of these only 11 are of a 
randomized controlled design seeking to test the hypothesis that some performance indicator 
had improved as a result of coaching (Clutterbuck, 2001). The significance of this shift in meth-
odology to RCTs is that this type of study design is generally considered the ‘gold standard’, 
providing generalizable and reliable results (Clutterbuck et al., 2001). But at first glance these 
11 studies are not persuasive in terms of workplace coaching. Predominantly they focus on  
an educational setting (MBA students or college students) or supporting a medical outcome 
(doctors’ professional development or health coaching). Indeed the medical arena has devel-
oped a dominance in outcomes research as they explore the effectiveness of motivational inter-
viewing (DiLillo, Siegfried, & Smith West, 2003) as a particular mode of coaching for change, 
influencing health and well-being. Design of studies in this context is relatively straightforward 
with specific, quantifiable and objective end points (for example, reduction in weight, blood 
pressure or substance misuse). In 2011 alone there were 197 papers cited within PubMed 
examining the application of motivational interviewing in supporting behaviour change in, for 
example, families of asthma sufferers (Garbutt, Highstein, Yan, & Strunk, 2012) and obesity 
management (Pearson, Irwin, Morrow, & Hall, 2012). In support of this work interviewing skill 
effectiveness measures for clinicians have been developed (Torres et al., 2012) to allow consist-
ent practice and comparison within research studies.

In workplace coaching, however, Grant (2010) identified only two studies which met the 
criteria for randomized controlled trials (a PhD dissertation by Deviney 1994 looking at multi-
rater feedback to measure the impact of coaching on supervisor behaviour and Duijts, van den 
Brandt & Swaen (2008) looking at sickness leave reduction). Neither of these studies identified 
significant improvement on the primary measure but significant change was noted in areas such 
as general well-being. De Haan (2011) argues that it is only when the studies are less controlled 
that statistically significant effects are seen. Levenson (2009), for example, reviewed outcome 
studies looking at behaviour change, perceived effectiveness and ‘hard’ performance measures. 
These criteria were selected on the basis that they were progressing along the ‘line of sight’ 
from the clients’ own performance to a measure of the organizational impact of such perfor-
mance. In general there was a positive association for the first two elements although the effect 
lessened as the ‘hard’ measures were considered. Examples are Evers, Brouwers and Tomic’s 
(2006) and Orenstein’s (2005) measurement of leadership behaviours and Wasylyshyn, Gronsky 
and Haas’s (2006) consideration of improvement in emotional competence of high potential 
employees. It is interesting to note that so far there are only a few studies looking at the impact 
of coaching specifically upon women (Starman, 2007).

The instruments most commonly used to collect information on perceived effectiveness are 
customized surveys involving multi-rater feedback (Kombarakaran, Yang, Baker, & Fernandes, 
2008; Smither, London, Flautt, Vargas, & Kucine, 2003; Thach, 2002) although Nowack (2009) 
provides a word of caution about the potential negative impact of the use of these surveys on 
emotions and sustained behaviour change. The use of more validated instruments such as lead-
ership style assessments, as used by Duijts et al (2008) and goal attainment scaling (Prywes, 
2012), is however rare.
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An example of a study using the ‘hard’ measures of productivity is that of Olivero, Bane and 
Kopelman (1997) who identified a positive impact on productivity of public sector managers of 
the use of coaching in addition to training-only provision in a management development pro-
gramme. Trying to formalize such measures into a return on investment figure, however, is 
inherently difficult in human interventions as there are a significant number of factors of poten-
tial impact which are un-quantified or unknown. A relatively recent paper by De Meuse, Dai 
and Lee (2009), however, has undertaken the first meta-analysis study. The paper drew on a 
limited range of studies, six in total – Evers et al. (2006), Luthans and Peterson (2003), Peterson 
(1993), Smither et al. (2003), Togel and Nicholson (2005) and Wolfred (2003) – and identifies 
a return on investment (ROI) of 1.27. However, with such a large range of variation it suggests 
that we will need to wait until there are over one hundred such studies available for comparison 
before statistically significant conclusions can be drawn. The literature into what organizations 
can expect from coaching in terms of outcomes, their specificity and impact is still in its infancy 
as it relies upon us being able to determine what will work for the many in most situations.

A major stumbling block to the design of RCTs is that we do not, as yet, know what needs to 
be controlled, what measures are relevant and validated or how to structure a coaching interven-
tion for consistency across many given its unique focus on the individual. It can be argued that 
this range of unknowns is a contributor to the relatively low impact measured in RCTs to date 
compared to the fulsome descriptions of change consistently obtained from qualitative studies.

It is perhaps not surprising then that researchers are seeking to simplify the environment and get 
some control on factors by measuring a specified outcome of coaching in a defined group e.g. 
improving medical doctors diagnostic skills in one medical condition. The results may be more 
robust from a methodological viewpoint but perhaps less directly relevant to workplace coaching. 
Grant (2013) has also argued that financial ROI is an unreliable and insufficient measure of coach-
ing outcomes and that an over-emphasis on financial returns can restrict coaches’ and organiza-
tions’ awareness of the full range of positive outcomes possible through coaching and even increase 
job-related stress and anxiety. He suggests the well-being and engagement framework (WBEF) and 
goal attainment could give a richer overview of coaching outcomes than financial ROI.

So, if we return to the question of whom the outcomes are for and consider individual clients, 
then we see that we also need to research the ‘helpfulness’ of the intervention (de Haan, Culpin, 
& Curd, 2011) and the nature of the intervention itself (Cox, 2012). In the next section we look 
at this issue by considering how research has focused on the process of coaching.

Process studies
One of the difficulties involved in the design and comparison of outcome studies, including 
RCTs, is the multitude of factors that affect the outcomes by having an impact on the process 
of coaching. Thus the bulk of methodologies and approaches chosen by researchers tend to 
reflect the aim of exploring the phenomenon of coaching as a whole. Researchers often favour 
the collection of qualitative data allowing an exploration of the richness of what is a multi-
dimensional process through, for example, in-depth case analyses using mixed methods, or 
through action research studies of their own practice (for example, McLaughlin, 2013; 
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Cook, 2013). The aim of such studies is to discover factors influencing the process of coaching 
through open exploration of the phenomenon. One of us clustered the potential factors operat-
ing in the coaching interaction in to the following way: a) coach attributes, b) client attributes, 
(c) the coaching practice itself and (d) context (Fillery-Travis & Lane, 2006).

Coach attributes have generally been considered in terms of competencies such as interper-
sonal skills, communication skills and instrumental support for external coaches (Dingman, 
2004; Morgan, Harkins, & Goldsmith, 2006) and relationship building, empowering, facilitat-
ing and courageous leading for manager coaches (Ellinger & Bostrom, 1998; Ellinger, 2003; 
Ellinger, Hamlin, & Beattie, 2008; Graham, Wedman, & Kester, 1993; Wenzel, 2001). Wheeler 
(1978), in particular, has investigated, through case study, how the adoption of such behaviours 
by manager coaches contributes to organizational goal achievement.

The attributes of the coachee have also been explored; specifically the need for an absence 
of any performance issues or psychopathology but also the coachee’s readiness for change 
either for leadership (Carey, Philippon, & Cummings, 2011), or through adherence and interest 
in their own development (Seamons, 2006; Wasylyshyn, 2003). As mentioned issues of gender 
are relatively under researched with only a small number of process studies looking at diversity 
(Passmore, 2008; Ruderman & Ohlott, 2005), the same is also true of coaching of members of 
sexual minorities (Rocco, Landorf, & Delgado, 2009).

There has, as yet, been no comprehensive study of the individual components of the coaching 
process although three elements are readily identified from the literature as impactful: (1) the 
coach-client relationship, (2) duration of the process and (3) an identification of both purpose 
and model of practice. The coach-client relationship is a strong voice within the literature with 
contributions from de Haan particularly, using critical incident methodology (de Haan & 
Stewart, 2011; de Haan, 2008a, 2008b). Research in this area is also reviewed by Baron and 
Morin (2009) in their field study of the relationship and its complimentarity with the concept 
of the ‘working alliance’. This coherence is also noted more generally (Berry, Ashby, Gnilka, 
& Matheny, 2011; Cox, 2010; Kampa-Kokesch, 2002). Baron, Morin and Morin (2011) go on 
to explore this relationship further in relation to self-efficacy using a pre-post test study design 
of 30 coachees and their internal coaches. Such studies of relationship have also included 
manager-as-coach interactions (Gregory & Levy, 2011). All agree on the pivotal role of the 
relationship and indeed how it can outweigh factors such as the model of coaching itself (de 
Haan, Culpin, & Curd, 2011).

The duration of the coaching relationship and the process of its ending (Cox, 2010) is often 
assumed within studies with a seemingly arbitrary selection of length of coaching (ranging from 
one phone call to 12 months of structured work). There are a few longitudinal studies exploring 
either the sustainability of behaviour change after coaching (Grant, Green, & Rynsaardt, 2010) 
or the duration of coaching for optimal impact (Grant, 2003), which found significant change 
after 6 months but diminishing return at 12 months. Both studies were small scale and are not 
generalizable.

There is also a significant part of the literature describing, if not testing, coaching models and 
a few studies comparing those in a specific field or context. For example, coaching models for 
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leadership development are reviewed in Carey et al. (2011). However, there is still a strong  
case for delineation of the theoretical orientation of coaching when reporting a study as it is not 
clear what the impact of a diverse range of models has or will have on outcomes and process 
(Spence & Oades, 2011).

What constitutes appropriate evidence and to whom is also a critical question. It is a com-
mon dilemma that the more relevant to practice the research is the more difficult it is to 
design an academically rigorous enquiry. The number of factors that need to be taken into 
account in the ‘real world’ will often confound the most elegant design. This relevance/rigour 
debate should not be an either/or debate but more like a spectrum within which we should be 
clear how we place our research designs and how we discuss them so practitioners can clearly 
identify where ‘trade offs’ have occurred and how they impact the usefulness or ‘actionabil-
ity’ of the results. As Grant (2013: 33) confirms ‘well-conducted qualitative research into 
coaching can provide important insights that are simply not possible with quantitative 
approaches’.

The evolution of coaching research

Above we have discussed how in the coaching field there is an evolving empirical literature that 
uses a multitude of research approaches and produces many forms of evidence concerning the 
outcomes and the process of coaching. We would like to suggest that research is developing as 
we might expect for an emerging field. This has already been noted by Grant et al. (2010) who 
compared coaching research to the research literature of Human Resources Management 
(HRM). Specifically, as with coaching, HRM practice is described as: outstripping theory, hav-
ing a perceived lack of a research base, drawing from a range of related disciplines and par-
ticipating in ‘territory’ disputes as it explores its contribution in organizational contexts. We 
have also looked at the history of counselling research as being a close comparator as it has the 
added similarity of dealing mainly with one-to-one interactions; led by the agenda of the client 
and looking to effect behaviour change (Hill & Corbett, 1993).

The first research in the counselling field from the 1950s was naturalistic process research 
seeking to answer the question ‘what is happening in a counselling session?’ This was over-
taken by outcomes research as counselling sought to justify the investment in it (driven by the 
post WWII need for therapy), process research then went into the laboratory to be conducted 
under controlled conditions (analogue research) and finally came out into practice again 
through the use of case studies and qualitative methods to explore practice as performed.

We suggest coaching is undergoing a similar journey as practitioners have initially sought to 
establish a defined field of practice through sharing their own experience and that of their cli-
ents, in case studies and other small scale enquiries. This work appealed to other coaches keen 
to develop their own professional tool kits. The criterion for such evidence was relevance and 
resonance with their practice plus efficacy for their client base. As coaching grew in popularity 
and with it the financial investment by organizations, there was a real driver for outcomes and ROI 
research appropriate to warrant large-scale investment by organizations. We see a corresponding 
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increase in the quantifiable and generalizable nature of the evidence sought and with it the scale 
and controlled nature of the studies. Other factors at play here are the original disciplines of 
researchers and hence how they view the criteria for quality of evidence. Psychologists, for 
example, have a rich tradition of quantitative studies seeking generalizable evidence whereas 
educationalists have a mixed tradition of both qualitative and quantitative studies, as do man-
agement and HRM.

However, only if studies are clear about how their findings are applicable in practice, through 
rigorous reporting of each element of the design and research activity, can practitioners invest 
in changing their own practice to embrace the results. The development of such pragmatic 
reporting would enable practitioners to take evidence through the complete research cycle by 
‘testing’ it within their practice and then contributing to knowledge by reporting innovations 
and requirements in the field of practice (Cox, 2011). Following a pragmatic approach apparent 
truths are ‘tested’ against practice or action and the evidence from application then ‘mapped’ 
back to relevant theoretical origins, asking: ‘was the recommendation made by the original 
theory “true” and in what ways should it be modified to meet particular needs?’ Such practice-
based evidence would complement and enhance research and drive a pragmatic development of 
the body of coaching knowledge whose criteria for inclusion is robustness in the field of prac-
tice and the field of enquiry.

We suggest that researchers and practitioners alike need to take responsibility for their pub-
lished research, ensuring it contributes to current debates and the literature as whole and design-
ing studies within a theoretical framework to enable comparison with other studies. Such 
considerations apply as veraciously to smaller studies using qualitative data collection and 
analysis as they do to quantitative studies. Indeed the issues of potential rigour are just as chal-
lenging. Greater coherence and synergy can be achieved by gaining better agreement on the 
measures we use. Robustness can be enhanced by gathering multiple perspectives; for example, 
coach, coachee, reports, managers – as well as using several measures self-reports, behavioural 
or assessments. We also need to clearly identify the theoretical bases and techniques used within 
any coaching study and the researcher’s adherence to it.

Addressing a gap in coaching research

In this section we now consider whether the two realms of outcomes and process research as 
presented earlier are a complete story of coaching or whether we are missing a perspective in 
our exploration of coaching.

From looking at the range of outcome and process research it can be seen that the focus of 
has been on:

x� the context – often using organizational case studies
x� the benefits and outcomes of coaching
x� how coaching achieves certain outcomes for the client
x� the qualities, abilities or skills of the coach
x� the improvement of coaching practice and models.
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However, the research is relatively silent on a critical part of coaching practice – the interven-
tion or what happens within the coaching relationship itself. Current studies have concentrated 
upon building a theory of how coaching is used, its utility and payback and even how coaching 
can be improved for different purposes. For example, studies focus on how coaching works in 
different contexts and with different groups of people, there are attempts to discover how coach-
ing can change behaviours and attitudes and how coaching can help people achieve goals (their 
own and those of their organization). There are also studies that look at the motivations and 
reactions of coaches and clients but in general they stop short of investigating the interaction 
itself. There is almost no research that focuses on the coaching interaction as a learning inter-
vention with the power to generate powerful changes in thinking.

Using the metaphor of an iceberg we can show how existing research has focused – above 
and below the ‘waterline’ of coaching, but not at the waterline, i.e. not at the point of inter-
vention itself. In Figure 31.1, the waterline is the point at which the current consciousness 
of the client and coach come together and interact. They both bring their own values, beliefs 
and motivations, and it is important to study those, and they are operating in particular cul-
tures and societal settings, and these are vital to study also. But coaching research also needs 
to focus specifically on what the two people are actually doing together. However, in the 
research there is little to inform our understanding of the coaching interaction. In de Haan’s 
(2008) study of critical moments in coaching the findings have the potential to get close to 
‘waterline’ activity, but the research stops short of exploring moments in detail. In Cox 
(2012) the focus is on these issues, but the discussion is conceptual and not followed up with 
research.

Organisational
Culture or Climate Organisational

Context

Individual
Consciousness

and
Motivation

Working
personas and

observable
behaviours

Rational plans,
choices, expressions

Outcomes

The Coaching Interaction

Figure 31.1 The coaching interaction – a neglected area of research
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So, researchers have begun to explore: contexts of coaching; behaviour change and measur-
able behaviours; changes in attitudes, preferences of the client and some elements of process. 
But rarely has anyone looked at the interaction – the part of the coaching process where the 
choices, goals and plans are actually discussed and made. The focus on the interaction is glar-
ingly missing from a recent summary of the progress made in coaching research between 2008 
and 2012 (Stern and Stout-Rostron, 2013. As suggested, some research looks at the relationship 
and addresses how coaches and clients interact with each other. But the coaching activity itself, 
the interaction of the dyad including the elements of listening, questioning, clarifying, reflect-
ing, challenge and thinking have simply not yet been researched.

Figure 31.2 illustrates a range of activities that take place during coaching and which, it could 
be argued, need more study. As a profession, for example, we need to find out more about how 
and when coaches use questions as well as their influence on the client; we need to explore how 
the coach listens and how reflection and thinking are encouraged. In researching these elements 
of coaching we might also examine how they differ from their use in other helping approaches 
such as counselling and mentoring.

Listening

Reflecting

Asking Questions

Responding/
Relating a story

Paraphrasing

Giving Feedback Offering Advice
Silences

Thinking

Challenging

Deciding

Non-verbal
Communication

Linguistically Poor Linguistically Rich

Figure 31.2 Interactions in the coaching process

Research methods to explore the coaching ‘waterline’

Having established that there is more research to be done in this area, we now move to explore 
what methods we might use to inform studies of the interaction. Sommer and Sommer (2010: 12) 
have suggested that in social science four techniques – observation, experiment, questionnaire 
and interview – account for more than 90% of the articles in the journals. However, although 
observation is well-suited for researching what people do in public; experiments help decide 
between alternative explanations or approaches to a phenomenon; action research is appropriate 
for developing new models and questionnaires and interviews are acceptable for finding out 
peoples’ attitudes and perspectives, researching a private, confidential, interpersonal interaction 
is difficult. We may need new methodologies in order to help us explore exactly what happens 
in the coaching interaction.

In fact, what we have termed the ‘waterline’ area of coaching is probably not researched 
because it is quite challenging methodologically and ethically. It may involve some form of 
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interruption to coaching sessions, which could be an anathema to the researcher and the par-
ticipants. It could be obtrusive and it may be time-consuming. However, this should not dis-
courage researchers when they are in pursuit of the reality of coaching. It may just be that we 
need new research strategies in order to research at the dyad interface.

In Figure 31.2 we also show how the varieties of interaction in coaching can be placed on a con-
tinuum from those that are linguistically rich – such as asking questions, responding or giving feed-
back, to those that are linguistically poor – like listening, reflecting, silence, thinking and deciding.

These linguistic distinctions suggest that we need at least two different approaches to 
research. Methods for uncovering what happens in the linguistically ‘rich’ end of the spectrum 
might involve recordings and videos of speech and interaction during the coaching session fol-
lowed by the use of conversation or discourse analysis approaches. Such analysis usually only 
involves the researcher in interpreting the data. At the linguistically ‘poor’ end of the spectrum 
research will require self-observation methods, which involve the participants in reporting (and 
possibly analysing) their own practice, often in situ.

Two methods that we consider appropriate for researching the ‘linguistically poor’ interac-
tions are Systematic Self-Observation (Rodriguez, & Ryave, 2001) and the Experience 
Sampling Method (Hektner, Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2006). These methods could also 
augment linguistic methods and enrich a study.

Examples of research designs that could incorporate these methods might be:

x� using experience sampling as part of a Grounded Theory study to contribute towards a theory of phenomena, such 
as questioning;

x� using individual Case Studies and systematic self-observation to explore listening or video vignettes to examine 
non-verbal communication;

x� using phenomenological approaches to describe coach and client experiences of paraphrasing;
x� designing an Action Research study to explore silence, reflectivity or non-verbal behaviours with co-researchers 

over time;

Research is still needed about peripheral phenomena such as, outcomes, the coaching context, 
the models and the emotional or perceptual changes in clients, but the elements of coaching that 
are constructed at the point of the interaction also need urgent attention from researchers. We 
hope that these ideas will prompt further research.

The way ahead for coaching research

In this chapter we have highlighted how research, by necessity, has lagged behind practice as 
coaches were faced with working in ambiguous and uncharted territories. But coaching research 
has now reached a level of maturity where it has something meaningful to say to practitioners 
about their practice and can help inform them as to what constitutes effective and ethical coach-
ing. Maintaining the dialogue between practice and research is critical to producing a robust 
body of evidence. Coaching journals such as the International Journal of Evidence Based 
Practice; Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice; International 
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Journal of Mentoring and Coaching; Mentoring and Tutoring and the International Coaching 
Psychology Review all publish practitioner-based research and are excellent sources of evidence-
based practice.

However, the role of research gatekeepers, such as universities, journal editors and funding 
bodies may need to be monitored. As mentioned earlier there is a growing number of coaching 
journals that currently publish a range of quantitative and qualitative research, but a problem 
may arise as those journals mature and seek a more elite status that they cease to acknowledge 
the value of publishing exploratory, qualitative studies. Then a difficult situation arises for an 
applied field like coaching. A disjunct occurs between theory and practice. Papers with a clear 
exploratory stance and some practical application can sometimes be rejected by journals on the 
grounds that they do not have a large enough sample size or that they have not used a control 
group. Similarly universities may only support research by academics who produce papers for 
the elite journals, while funding bodies are notoriously only interested in large-scale, quantita-
tive studies, rather than practitioner-based research.

Our review of the coaching literature further suggested that current research can be catego-
rized as either outcome or process studies and that broadly outcome studies tended to use quan-
titative methods, although few were RCTs and process studies used a more qualitative approach. 
To overcome this lack we consider that the enhancement larger quantitative studies will only 
occur from genuine dialogue with the smaller qualitative studies that are exploring coaching 
and allowing factors and variables to emerge from practice. Similarly the results of RCTs 
require challenge out in the field of practice. Research is not an end in itself but a way of con-
structing an evidence base for practice.

Whilst considering the evolution of coaching research and the tendency to focus on outcomes 
and process, we noticed a gap in the research. Little has been done to explore the interactions 
between coach and coachee in vivo. We believe that significant research is needed in this area 
in order to justify the practice of coaching.

If we look at what could usefully be the focus of research in the future, as well as exploring 
elements of the interaction in order to understand what constitutes coaching, there also appears 
to be a significant need to test the entire model of coaching. Specifically coaching suffers from 
the same issue as therapy – our clients are not uniform. Addressing this ‘uniformity myth’ we 
might adjust the oft-cited comment by Paul (1967: 11) to relate to the coaching context: ‘what 
coaching, delivered by whom, is most effective for this client with that specific issue and under 
which set of circumstances?’

Getting to grips with such a range of variables in order to study coaching is a mighty task and 
one which requires a range of methodological approaches. However, the diversity of the 
approaches will add to the depth of our understanding of coaching only if they are fully reported 
in terms of the research activity. For example, it should be clearly identified what kind of coach-
ing was carried out, from what theoretical perspective, in what manner and to what purpose. 
Otherwise we are in danger of comparing apples with pears from a research process perspec-
tive. This further requires practitioners to be aware of coaching models and philosophies so that 
they can generate and contribute to rigorous debate.
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FURTHER READING

Three useful reviews of coaching research:

Stern, L. & Stout-Rostron, S. (2013). What progress has been made in coaching research in relation to 16 ICRF focus areas 
from 2008–2012? Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice, 6(1), 72–96.

Grant, A., Passmore, J., Cavanagh, M., & Parker, H. (2010). The state of play in coaching today: A comprehensive review 
of the field, International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 25, 125–67.

Grant, A. (2013). The efficacy of coaching, in Passmore, J., Peterson, D., & Freire, T. (Eds), The Wiley-Blackwell handbook 
of the psychology of coaching and mentoring. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 15–39.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

x� From the perspective of the development of a coaching profession, what is the most important area that coaching 
research should focus on?

x� How could practitioners undertake rigorous research on their own practice and then report and share their findings?
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