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Introduction

This paper presents the results of an interview study undertaken with ICF researchers to determine the current state of research on the effectiveness of coaching.  The intent of the study was to distill common denominators in research studies of evidence-based coaching.  Client self-reporting on a range of variables, as a measure of coaching effectiveness was the most noticeable factor that was frequent amongst research studies.  Some self-reporting was quantitative, and much of it was more qualitative in nature.

Other recurring themes that were brought out during the interviews centered on professional issues with regard to establishing coaching as a legitimate and respectable discipline. Concepts which were repeated across the board included the need to construct a comprehensive theoretical foundation for coaching models and outcomes, for educating new coaches in theory and scientifically researched processes, the need for more process-oriented as well as evidence-based coaching research, and the importance of enrolling coach-practitioners in becoming educated about current research and research methods.

In regard to the last issue, the author suggests that research findings be made more user-friendly for the larger coaching industry, both by composing secondary papers or articles that are more comprehensible to that audience, and by generating more visibility for findings through expanded avenues for publication of those articles.

Seeking research outcome common factors

This paper is a result of a promise undertaken at the 2004 ICF Research Symposium’s Charette, an exercise at the end of the symposium in which participants were asked to take action on questions generated by the charette’s discussions.  The author agreed to interview those researchers who had submitted papers to the symposium that year in an attempt to distill some common denominators amongst research findings and publish them to the wider coaching audience.  As a coach-practitioner without the benefit of researcher background, she found she had made some mistaken assumptions about the direction and content of coaching research.

Rather than looking for quantitative evidence of coaching effectiveness, much coaching research is instead centered on what makes up the process of coaching and how it relates to existing theory in various disciplines such as a multitude of branches of psychology, quality-based management, adult learning, human and organizational development, and business consulting.  Additionally, as Laske (2004, p. 41) states, “increasingly, both types of research are combined, leading to a mixed quantitative-qualitative methodology as grounding of a profession in the making.”

For those studies that intended to evaluate coaching effectiveness, a common denominator was the use of the client’s positive perception of the process and outcome of coaching as qualitative evidence. These studies were designed so that the assessment of coaching effectiveness was determined through client self-reporting.  Those assessments targeted a number of areas including the client’s own progress, level of self-esteem, or their opinion of the coaching relationship.  
One of the more significant reasons for this may be that the aim of the coaching process derives much of its value from the eye of the client.  Thus, it has a more flexible orientation, meaning that through the coaching process original goals may substituted for newly crafted or perceived goals that are more closely aligned with the client’s freshly examined meaning of success and sustainability.  Certainly, if the measure of the intervention’s success is the client’s sense of satisfaction, fulfillment, or happiness, evaluation will often be more qualitative than quantitative in nature, and self-reporting is crucial to that measurement.  As Moore (personal phone interview, March 3, 2005) illustrated in the interview, in regard to wellness coaching:
Wellness coaches help clients choose behavioral goals that connect with a heartfelt vision, often different or less than health behavior guidelines. Clients then declare success when they have succeeded at making lasting change in behaviors and self-concept. The healthcare expert role of asking people to meet behavioral guidelines, often beyond an individual’s reach, can actually harm his/her interest and commitment to improve health and wellness.
To date, many studies have been largely qualitative, providing rich and valuable data about the field but lacking an abundance of quantitative data over a larger scale that will be needed to establish effectiveness and link coaching to specific gains.  

Overview of effectiveness studies
Approximately half of the papers submitted for the 2004 ICF Research Symposium sought to find effectiveness based on some form of evidence.  While these included mostly qualitative measures, evidenced through self-reporting methods such as structured personal interviews, even some of the more quantitatively-oriented measures utilized self-reporting formats such as Likert scales and Intrinsic Motivation Surveys to derive their results.  

McCready’s (2004, p. 95-96.) research at Manpower Canada asked the question, “How does coaching as a management capability at Manpower contribute to employee engagement?”  Part of the data set she used to research this question was based on employee responses to a series of questions which assessed a level of engagement and perceived value of the coaching experience. The study’s findings indicated that coaching positively impacted the level to which employees’ strengths and values were aligned with the organization’s strategic goals, leading to a culture of engagement.  The quantitative results reached were obtained through surveys of subjects being asked questions such as to what degree being coached made them feel like they contributed to the organization, contributed to their success, motivated them to achieve their goals, aligned with their personal values and aligned their work to the vision of the organization.

As the title suggests, the subject of Bush’s paper, Client Perceptions of Effectiveness in Executive Coaching (2004), utilized interviews with subjects to determine what established effectiveness from the subject’s perspective.  Interestingly, one of the top measures of effectiveness was the client’s own recognition of their openness to and desire for coaching.  Other findings of effectiveness drawn from these interviews were the coach’s contribution, including background, experience, personal characteristics, ability to read the client quickly, and a willingness to be flexible, responsive, and supportive; a structured program using standardized assessment and feedback instruments; enrolling others in the coaching process; the rapport with the coach, and results that were personally or professionally beneficial to the client, and which the client could use to benefit their organization.

Mondejar-Dy (2004) investigated the effects of group coaching intervention on CEO burnout and decreasing commitment to their respective organizations in Filipino executives.  The pretest and posttest evaluations used an instrument which allowed the executives to describe their burnout and rate the risk factors for it.  Thus, coaching effectiveness was determined by the reduction of CEO burnout from pretest to posttest, and based on the subjects’ perceptions.  While this is not a measure of the coaching process itself, it is a gauge of effectiveness of the intervention based on the subject’s perception, and the study’s results in this regard were significant.  Interestingly, the frequency and intensity levels of depersonalization amongst the subjects did not decrease from pretest to posttest, and levels of personal accomplishment did not significantly increase as a result of the intervention, both of which might be explained by variables which were not addressed in the intervention.

Pfeifer’s (2004) study of Self-Directed Motivation System demonstrated that this telecoach-based management training delivery method was as effective as instructor-led workshop delivery at a fraction of the cost.  One measure of effectiveness was the Intrinsic Motivation Survey, which measured self-reported intrinsic motivation levels toward training content before and after training.  Of the results, this measure and a skill transfer measure were found to be statistically significant.  The findings suggest that the personalized, one-on-one praise of the telecoach approach may have increased levels of receptiveness and increased motivation.  Additionally, from a skills transfer perspective, spaced delivery of online instruction blended with the telecoach format suggested increased levels of success over a massed delivery and practice.

A study of a pilot coaching program for native studies students (Ellington and Page, 2004), utilized both a quantitative and qualitative approach to determine the effectiveness of the coaching program.  Two of the four criteria were self-reporting measures including improvement in self-esteem and reports of a positive experience in coaching.  One of the most salient questions this study asked was whether there would be an improvement in student self-esteem and academic performance.  Due to a printing and scheduling error related to the study, there is a lack of quantitative evidence.  However, students reported positive results from the coaching intervention in the structured interview.

Abbott and Grant (2004, p. 25) conducted their case studies with the frame of reference that “the coaching aim of the interaction is improved performance and satisfaction for the client”.   Their paper, while not measuring either indicator, discussed the similarities and differences between executive coaching and action research, as well as the opportunities available by viewing executive coaching as action research.

Coming to conclusions of another sort

During the course of conducting the interviews, I noticed that there were a number of common themes raised by most of the researchers, which are shared below.  I also became disconcertingly aware of my own lack of knowledge regarding coaching theory and application, as well as rigorously determined evidence of effectiveness. It was apparent that this was indicative of lack of this curriculum among the three large and well-known coach training organizations through which I had received training.  As those researchers who were grounding coaching in established theory described their work, it had the effect of illuminating and providing a broader and deeper perspective on the education I had received.  

It was also obvious that the number of institutes of higher learning offering coaching certificates is mushrooming.  This appears to be a factor of the growing recognition of coaching as a viable avenue for improvement.  Coaching is becoming more publicly recognized as a professional service.  More print media are publishing articles about executive and life coaching and are featuring more advertisements or comics which in some way refer to or feature coaching or coaches. Broadcast media are airing more talk and reality shows featuring coaches.

Almost all of the interviewed researchers had common refrains that were hard to argue with.  It is in our best interests to mature from a cottage industry into a true discipline to build trustworthiness in the eyes of the public. To do that, we need to anchor coaching in a foundation of academic strength and empiric reliability, to create the legitimacy and respectability that much of the world, especially those who can pay our fees, will find credible.  
As more and more universities develop their own coaching curricula and certifications independent coaching schools not on board with this effort through defining, articulating, and referencing their methodologies will soon lose ground.   

While up until recently many coaches have found that few, if any, of their clients inquire as to what certifications they may hold, it is inevitable that they will notice a change over then next few years.  Increasingly, we are finding that more of our prospective clients want assurance of experience, training, and expertise.  The certifications which will be well-regarded will be through more widely known and respected institutions.  While certification may not be always be a measure of mastery, in the public’s eye it increases the likelihood of reliable service.  

Even if this trend may not seem to serve some of us as individual coaches, it will more significantly “put us on the map” as a profession.  It will enhance the public’s perception of the value of the service of coaching, making that service more attractive and desirable to pursue, thereby increasing the viability of coaching as a livelihood for all coaches. 

Other productive recommendations made by scientist-practitioner interviewees: 

Coach training institutions may want to: 

· Develop their own theoretical base for their specific coaching methodology.  Utilize research consultants or coaching research doctoral students to complete some evidence-based coaching studies based on their methodologies.  Drake (personal phone interview, February 7, 2005) urges “more honesty and awareness regarding foundations and assumptions about coaching in general.”
· Collaborate with an accredited institute of higher learning to develop, redesign, and/or academically ground and strengthen their curricula and certification processes, as well as widen the market and reach for their programs. 
· Incorporate courses and other curricula to train coaches about how to conduct research, inform them as to recent and current research studies, and make small or informal research projects a mandatory aspect of some certification tracks.  “How does the process of coaching actually help?” asks Page (personal phone interview, February 1, 2005), “What about it has helped?”
· Cooperate with each other to cultivate the development of a common perspective on coaching so that they can synergistically advance the profession rather than solely compete with each other for business.  “We must recognize the importance of developing an academic field that can be the center and the shepherd of the ongoing community conversation,” says Page (personal phone interview February 1, 2005).
Coaches may want to: 

· Become aware of and release resistance to the notion that the industry of coaching is about to become more academic in nature and more rigorous as a discipline.  “If coaching is not going to be a fad,” says Stober (personal phone interview, March 21, 2005), “we have to grow up to making it more rigorous.”
· Engage in experimentation with your own informal research, such systematically recording the gist of coaching conversations through notes, focus forms, and client evaluations of progress, and reviewing the results, or establishing goals and benchmarks and evaluating them at various intervals, for example.  

· Ask yourself what coaching techniques you use and how you use them.  More importantly, explore why they work.  What is it specifically about the technique that makes it effective?  
· Stay up-to-date on developments in the coaching industry through joining associations such as the ICF and the IAC, attending conferences and local meetings, reading industry periodicals, and interacting with coaches with training other than your own.  Page (personal phone conversation) exhorts coaches to “not hesitate to have the courage to enter the community conversation that research is just a part of.”
· Read books in related disciplines including psychology, adult learning theory, philosophy, organizational development, and change management, as well as those in personal development to grow your own knowledge base.  These will not only make you more generally informed, but you’ll also be more confident and articulate about the service you provide.  “Using intuition alone will only get you so far, but using it along with the broader knowledge and more than your own individual experience gives you so much more power and leverage to help your clients,” says Stober (personal phone interview, 2004).
· Be coached regularly, from coaches utilizing varying methodologies, to broaden your perspectives and enhance your mastery.  “Don’t limit your approach, don’t be narrow,” Abbott (personal phone interview, March 11, 2005) suggests, “look for something of value in every form of coaching.”  Palus (personal phone interview, February 8, 2005) encourages being “aware of the broader repertoire that’s available to you.”
· Additionally, instead of simply buddying with equally experienced coaches, seek out coaches who far surpass you, both developmentally and in expertise.  If you want your clients to grow and stretch themselves, you’ve got to be willing to be a model of it.  Edwards (personal phone interview, February 9, 2005) advises that “it’s important for a coach to be in the process of becoming in order to help others do so.”  
Accessibility of coaching research 

Laske (2004, p. 42) urges “transforming coaches into scientist-practitioners who are critical consumers as well as active users of coaching research.  Stober (2004, p. 19) asserts “the time has come for us to move beyond the artificial divisions of practice and research and adopt the 20/20 vision afforded by the scientist-practitioner model.”  

To that end, coaching researchers may want to keep in mind the non-academic and non-researcher coaching population. When publishing papers, they may want to compose secondary versions or articles which use fewer technical terms and less research-based languaging, so as to make their findings and discussions more accessible to that audience.   Many, if not most, coaching practitioners come from backgrounds which have offered few opportunities to be knowledgeable about supporting theories, frameworks, methods, and protocols.  As a result, most will find it difficult to follow papers or sustain interest in this crucial area of development until discussion of studies are written so as to be within their grasp. As Stober (2004, p. 18) writes:
The impact of our research, both within the coaching community and in the
 broader world, will increase as we learn to speak more plainly.
Researchers into the field of coaching may also want to encourage more involvement in and readership of journals and other research publications amongst the general coaching population by creating more visibility for those journals and papers through more directly targeting that population.  Publishing secondary articles in coaching association websites and newsletters, general coaching publications that are printed, web-based or email in nature, coach training organization newsletters, teleclasses, chapter conferences, and special interest groups are all viable methods for broadening reach.
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· Coach U Certified Graduate

· CoachVille Certified Coach

· CoachVille Certified Mentor Coach

· IAC Certified Coach Professional  (was the first person to pass the Step 1 online exam)

· Certified Teleclass Leader through teleclass.com
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