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How Does Coaching Work? A Mixed Method Analysis  

What is Executive Coaching: Executive coaching refers to a “one-on-one 
relationship between a professional coach and an executive (coachee) for the 
purpose of enhancing coachee’ s behavioral change through self-awareness 
and learning, and thus ultimately for the success of individual and 
organization” (Joo, 2005, p. 468).  

Empirical work is scarce: Reviews of academic and practitioner literature 
have alluded to the notion that despite the popularity of coaching in the 
business world, peer reviewed empirical work on executive coaching is scarce 
(Feldman & Lankau, 2005).  The majority of coaching research is 
uncontrolled and anecdotal (Dagley, 2006).   Although behavior change is at 
the core of most executive coaching engagements, the psychological 
mechanisms through which behavior change is achieved is under-explored.  

Role of coaching relationship: While the coaching relationship is argued to 
be the primary explanatory mechanism undergirding the differential 
effectiveness of different coaching engagements (Hoojberg & Lane, 2009; 
Kowalski & Casper, 2007; McNally & Likens, 2006; Joo, 2005), the specific 
interpersonal (e.g. trust, rapport, chemistry) and intrapersonal variables (e.g., 
information processing, motivation changes) that precede successful coaching 
outcomes are relatively unexplored (Feldman & Lankau, 2005).  De Haan et 
al. (2013) report that the strength of the coaching relationship is the most 
powerful predictor of coaching outcomes.  Nonetheless, the ways in which 
such relationships are achieved are still unknown.  

Research Aims:  
 1. What coaching techniques contribute to trust and rapport and other  
important relationship constructs?   
 2. What techniques help coachees uncover their deepest issues and  help 
them self- reflect?  
 3. What factors influence coachee goal attainment? 
 

Background Survey Results 

Interview Results 
Figure 1 
Effect of Coaching Behaviors on Coachee Behaviors 

Method 
Interview Procedure  
• We  interviewed 18 executive coaches from a variety of 

backgrounds, nationalities, and industries. 
• We developed a semi-structured interview protocol and conducted 
• Critical incident technique –e.g. most effective and least effective 

coaching engagement 
Interview Analysis 
• Analyzed using a grounded theory approach and coding for both 

emergent themes and causal links 
• We identified overarching themes and more specific meaning units or 

‘codes’ (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) and categories that share 
commonalities (Krippendorff, 1980).  

• Identified causal links as explicitly or implicitly insinuated by 
interviewees 

Survey Procedure  
• We employed a dyadic survey approach in both field and academic 

settings with 2 versions (coach perspective and coachee perspective) 
and six major sections: 

 Coachee inputs (e.g. Motivation)  
 Coach inputs (e.g. coaching behaviors, psychological mindedness)  
 Interpersonal coaching variables (e.g. conflict, alliance, trust)  
 Intrapersonal coaching variables (e.g. insight, engagement, 

information sharing) 
 Coaching outcomes (e.g. information processing, goal attainment).  
Survey Analysis 
• Examined the dyadic correlations of survey constructs  

 
 

Coachability 

Motivation 
A desire or willingness 
to behave in some way 

Ego strength 
Coachee humility and 

self-worth 
 

Intrinsic 
A desire to 

learn and self 
develop 

“He soaked it 
up like a 
sponge” 

  

Extrinsic goal 
A desire to 

achieve a specific 
coachee goal 

“She was eager to 
be promoted”  

Extrinsic social 
Mandated vs. 

voluntary coaching  
“He was afraid that if 
he didn’t achieve the 
coaching goals that 
his boss would fire 

him” 

Self Confidence 
“Due to self confidence 

issues he  was hesitant to 
try new ideas generated 

during coaching” 
 

Emotionally 
Vulnerable/Fragility 
“Coachees who are more 

fragile require extra 
effort” 

 

Inner core of 
strength 

“He was willing to be 
challenged and want 

it straight good” 

Coaching schema 
Attitudes or understanding of 

what coaching entails 

“He felt like this 
was some kind of 

‘fix it [because] I'm 
broken’ and he 

seemed to resent 
it.”  

 

“He didn't trust me 
– he thought I was 
gathering data on 
him and feeding it 
to the CEO to get 

him fired” 

“You may enjoy 
talking to me and 
that's nice but this 

really isn't a 
friendship and I'm 
not your therapist”  

 

Coaching 
behaviors 

Relationship 
building 

Generating 
content 

Coaching authentically  
“Being sincere and 

consistent, avoiding ulterior 
motives, and genuinely 

caring for the needs of the 
coachee.”  

 

Rapport building 
Establishing and 
communicating 

respect, care, and 
positive affect 

Boundary setting 
(1) Clarifying 
coaching (2) 

Defining ground 
rules (3) Focusing 

the Session 

Adapting with 
sensitivity 

Changing the 
overall purpose of 

the coaching 

External 
regulation 

Helping the coachee 
set goals and setting 

accountability 
systems  

 

Open ended 
content 

Asking 
challenging 
questions 

Directive 
content 

Providing coachee 
with competing 
perspectives to 

consider 

Integrated Findings 

Five Key Findings 

 
 

Table 2 Dyadic Data 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
1. Coach perceived goal attainment             
2. Coachee perceived goal attainment .30            
3. Coachee engagement .42 .18           
4. Coachee insight .20 .25 .46          
5. Independent processing -.19 .11 -.04 -.12         
6. Dependent processing .32 -.20 .68 .37 -.04        
7. Joint processing .40 -.09 .39 .16 .28 .74       
8. Working alliance .40 .34 .14 .55 .28 .20 .30      
9. Mean task conflict -.14 .33 .07 .12 .41 -.16 -.10 .02     
10. Mean information sharing .21 -.24 -.04 -.04 -.49 .09 -.00 .03 -.97    
11. Relationship building -.12 .34 -.38 -.23 .28 -.58 -.49 .13 .04 .03   
12. Open ended content .07 .38 .06 -.24 -.05 -.11 -.37 -.05 .09 .02 .47  
13. Regulatory content -.41 .23 -.13 -.03 .50 -.15 -.15 .23 .00 -.11 .24 .10 
NOTE: Italics significant at p<.05, bold at p<.01, and bold italics at p<.001. Underlined correlations marginally significant at p<.10. 
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50% 

Avoiding 
Negative 

Outcomes 

19% 

Coachability Matters 
 39% of experimenting behaviors, 29% of openness, and 16% of avoiding negative 

outcomes can be attributed to coachability. 
Coachability can be molded, particularly through relationship building behaviors 

(coaching authentically, rapport building, boundary setting) 
Be attuned to and increase coachability by clarifying the purpose of coaching, appeal 

to motivators 
Coaches should monitor coachee engagement, as it is significantly related to coachee 

insight and goal attainment 
Open the lines of communication 
 Information sharing is positively related to coach rated goal attainment but not coachee 

rated goal attainment, indicating that information sharing itself is not sufficient, it 
needs to be the right type (e.g. open ended content;  regulatory content) 
 Information sharing helps to avoid task conflict 

Open ended content was negatively related to joint processing but positively related to 
coachee experimentation- it is possible that the intention of open ended content is to 
encourage experimentation through independent processing 

Regulatory content (e.g. goal setting) was also positively related to independent 
processing, indicating that it serves to push for a coachee-centric process 

Tailor coaching techniques to enhance the relationship with the coachee 
Adapt coaching techniques by being sensitive and receptive to coachee needs, set 

boundaries, and build rapport by being respectful, finding common ground, and 
encouraging the coachee 

Relationship building is positively related to coachee rated goal attainment but not 
coach rated goal attainment 

 Future work should parse out the specific relationship building behaviors to see what 
most strongly influences coachee information processing and which types 

 Focus on how coachees process information  
Dependent processing is significantly related to insight and engagement but negatively 

related to goal attainment; it is possible that there is a failure for coachees to see a 
connection between learning and goal accomplishment. 

 To achieve coachee insight, develop an effective working alliance  (e.g. trust, support, 
sense of partnership through shared goals) through relationship building behaviors 

  Manage Conflict to the benefit of the coachee 
Conflict can be advantageous when constructive arguments on how to best achieve 

goals lead to effective solutions 
Conflict was positively related to both coachee rated goal attainment but also coachee 

independent information processing 
When possible tie conflict to goal oriented objectives, and use it to encourage the 

coachee to engage in independent information processing 
 Task conflict is negatively related to coach rated goal attainment but positively related 

to coachee rated goal attainment indicating that coaches may not perceive the distal 
unobservable benefits of conflict. 

Coachability 

39% 

29% 

11% 

9% 

16% 

16% 

16% 

Relationship 
Building 

Openness 
behaviors 

Experimenting 
behaviors 

Generating 
Content 

Trust 

Achieving 
intended 
outcomes 

40% 

17% 

14% 
17% 

39% 

35% 

29% 

59% 

19% 
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