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Understanding the factors that determine workplace coaching effectiveness: A 

systematic literature review* 

 

Abstract 

 

Meta-analytic results have established that workplace coaching is effective, however, little is 

known about the determinants of coaching effectiveness. This paper reports an inclusive 

systematic literature review, covering the quantitative and qualitative research on workplace 

coaching. We focus on seven promising areas in the current workplace coaching literature that 

emerged by the synthesis of 117 empirical studies: self-efficacy, coaching motivation, goal 

orientation, trust, interpersonal attraction, feedback intervention, and supervisory support. The 

major contribution of our paper is the systematic integration of well-established theoretical 

constructs in the workplace coaching context and the new insights we provide in the synthesis 

of these literatures. Based on our review we provide specific recommendations to be 

addressed in future research, including recommended research methodologies, which we 

propose will significantly progress the field of workplace coaching theory and practice. 

 

Keywords: Coaching; Coaching Effectiveness; Learning and Performance; Professional 

Development; Systematic Literature Review 
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Workplace coaching effectiveness: An introduction  

 

Workplace coaching is a one-to-one custom-tailored, learning and development intervention 

that uses a collaborative, reflective, goal-focused relationship to achieve professional 

outcomes that are valued by the coachee (Smither, 2011). 

Coaching is a learning and development approach that places the learner at the centre of the 

learning experience. The popularity of coaching appears to be enduring, with an estimated 

53,300 professional coach practitioners worldwide (International Coach Federation, 2016). 

Further, a growing number of organizations are applying coaching in a range of formats and 

contexts outside of traditional executive coaching (or leadership coaching) where coaching is 

provided to a client who has managerial authority and responsibility in an organization by an 

external consultant (International Coach Federation, 2016). Therefore, following Jones, 

Woods and Guillaume (2016), we use the term workplace coaching as a more inclusive 

description incorporating coaching provided to all levels of employees by external or internal 

coaching practitioners who do not have formal supervisory authority over the coachee. The 

terms executive coaching, leadership coaching, business coaching and workplace coaching 

are often used interchangeably (e.g., Blackman, Moscardo, & Gray, 2016; Ely et al., 2010; 

Theeboom, Beersma, & Van Vianen, 2014). We use the term 'workplace coaching' as, in our 

view, it attends to the triadic nature of this developmental intervention (coach, coachee, 

organization), and reflects the intended outcomes of coaching in an organizational context. 

Coaching is described as providing the employee with the time, mental space, support and 

guidance the employee may need to make sense of the information available to them and 

explore how to apply it most effectively in their unique situation (Day, 2000). In this 

challenging, volatile business environment, one-to-one coaching provides an adaptable and 

tailored learning and development solution to facilitate analyzing and comprehension from 
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other more instructional forms of training (e.g., Jones, Rafferty, & Griffin, 2006; Webb, 

2006). This context helps to explain why the use of coaching has seen such a sustained 

increase in recent years. 

 

Despite this growth, there are still a number of unanswered questions related to the 

determinants of coaching effectiveness, such as what key coachee characteristics are 

associated with improved coaching outcomes, what factors within the organizational setting 

promote or hinder coaching success, what factors influence the coach-coachee relationship, 

and how this links to coaching effectiveness (e.g., De Meuse, Dai, & Lee, 2009; Feldman & 

Lankau, 2005; Jones et al., 2016). Therefore, to address this gap, our paper has two goals. 

Firstly, to examine critically the theoretical constructs operationalized in past coaching 

research to provide a deeper understanding of why these factors are important in 

understanding what determines coaching effectiveness. Secondly, to identify and discuss 

fundamental questions to be answered, and appropriate research methodologies that can 

advance workplace coaching research and practice.   

 

To achieve our goals, we conduct a systematic literature review (SLR) in order to understand 

the theoretical constructs that have been operationalized and tested empirically in the 

coaching literature. Our SLR differs from previous coaching reviews as firstly, we provide a 

fully inclusive review incorporating both quantitative and qualitative literatures, as opposed to 

recent meta-analytic reviews (e.g., De Meuse et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2016; Sonesh et al., 

2015; Theeboom et al., 2014) that focus exclusively on quantitative studies and are therefore 

based on smaller sample sizes (k = 8, 17, 26 and 18 respectively). Secondly, unlike previous 

literature reviews (e.g., Feldman & Lankau, 2005; Grant, Passmore, Cavanagh, & Parker, 

2010; Joo, 2005; Passmore & Fillery-Travis, 2011; Peterson, 2010), we adopt a truly 
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systematic methodology by closely following established principles and recommendations for 

conducting a SLR (see Briner & Denyer, 2012; Denyer & Tranfield, 2009; MacPherson & 

Jones, 2010; Nolan & Garavan, 2016). The existing reviews of the coaching literature are 

positioned as either argument/thematic reviews or expert reviews which do not claim to use 

explicit rigorous methods (Briner & Denyer, 2012). 

 

 An exception to this is a recent review by Blackman et al. (2016) who sought to provide an 

overview of the benefits or outcomes of coaching, compare coaching with other techniques, 

explore factors contributing to effective outcomes, and understand coach credibility. Whilst 

this review adopts a systematic search methodology, we argue that as Blackman et al.'s (2016) 

review combines business coaching, supervisory coaching and team coaching studies, the 

conclusions drawn may be problematic due to the conceptually unique nature of each of these 

three coaching interventions. Namely, that coaching when provided by a supervisor may 

impact on the nature of the relationship between the supervisor as coach and the subordinate 

as coachee due to the pre-existing leader-follower relationship (e.g., Dahling, Taylor, Chau, & 

Dwight, 2016; Feldman & Lankau, 2005; Jones et al., 2016). Likewise, team coaching 

contains many unique challenges for the coach not present in one-to-one coaching that could 

influence the validity of conclusions drawn when studies exploring one-to-one coaching are 

combined with studies exploring team coaching. For example, Jones, Napiersky, 

Lyubovnikova and Chretien (2017) demonstrate that team coaching requires the coach to 

demonstrate coaching skills not necessarily required in one-to-one coaching. Such as, 

simultaneously managing multiple perspectives and facilitating the building of trusting 

relationships between the numerous coachees present in the same team coaching intervention. 

By combining studies that examine business coaching, supervisory coaching and team 
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coaching, it is impossible to draw conclusions regarding factors such as the impact of the 

relationship in coaching due to the distinct differences in these different types of coaching.  

 

 To achieve our second goal, by synthesizing the literature on coaching and the wider relevant 

psychological literatures, we formulate a series of future research directions for scholars 

including recommendations on appropriate research methodology and indicate our view of the 

priority for our suggestions. In this respect, the diverse nature of the coaching literature means 

that our paper is likely to be of interest to scholars working in a diverse range of disciplines, 

such as psychology, HR, management, leadership, and organizational behaviour. 

 

Method of review 

 

In conducting our comprehensive review, we adopted a systematic approach as outlined in 

Nolan and Garavan (2016) which builds on the processes advocated by Denyer and Tranfield 

(2009) and by MacPherson and Jones (2010). A systematic review aims to address the 

research objective by identifying, critically evaluating, synthesizing and integrating the 

findings of relevant research (Cooper, 2003). Briner and Denyer (2012) propose that a 

systematic review should be conducted according to a method that is designed to specifically 

address the research questions, explicitly state the review method used, be sufficiently 

detailed so that the review could be replicated, and provide a structured synthesis of the 

results related to the research question. Figure 1 provides an overview of the SLR process 

applied in this study.  

Insert Figure 1 about here 

 

Literature search. In order to identify relevant studies to be included in our review, we 

searched the following electronic databases: ProQuest, EBSCO, Emerald Full Text, JSTOR 
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Business, SAGE Journals Online, Science Direct, Taylor and Francis, Emerald Journals, 

SpringerLink, Wiley Online Library, and Oxford Journals. We also conducted a search of the 

first five pages of Google Scholar for each search term, consistent with the procedure 

suggested by Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi and Herremans (2010) and Arvai, Campbell-Arvai 

and Steel (2012). The following search terms were used: (coaching) and (effectiveness or 

outcome or impact or influence or evaluation). Searching the broad term 'coaching' resulted in 

an automatic return of terms such as 'business coaching', ‘executive coaching', and 'coaching 

research'; thus, ensuring that our search was fully inclusive.  In addition to this electronic 

databases search, frequent contributors to coaching research were contacted directly by e-mail 

to ensure that any unpublished data or work in progress were included in the review. For each 

of these frequent contributors, we also reviewed their ResearchGate and Institutional profile 

pages in order to identify any missing studies. We posted an announcement on the Academy 

of Management OB and Leadership list-servs requesting any unpublished data or work in 

progress. Finally, we manually reviewed the reference lists of all the other reviews and meta-

analyses cited in this paper. The literature search was conducted between September 2015 and 

October 2017. 

 

Inclusion criteria. To be included in our review, studies had to meet three criteria. First, the 

study had to examine coaching effectiveness within an organizational setting (i.e., studies in 

which coaching was provided with the objective of generating workplace outcomes such as 

performance or skills enhancement). Consequently, studies that measured the impact of 

coaching on non-work outcomes (such as sport or health) were excluded. Secondly, studies 

were included if they adequately described the coaching activity (i.e., one-to-one development 

intervention based on a coach-coachee relationship). Therefore, studies that measured the 

impact of team coaching were excluded. Studies that measured the impact of coaching 
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provided by a supervisor (i.e., managerial/supervisory coaching) were also excluded. As 

detailed above, it has previously been argued (e.g., Dahling et al., 2016; Feldman & Lankau, 

2005; Jones et al., 2016) that the coaching relationship is distinct from formalized 

organizational performance management relationships (e.g., supervisor-subordinate). 

Therefore, it would be inappropriate to group studies that examine the impact of supervisory 

coaching with non-supervisory coaching in a review such as ours. Moreover, supervisory 

coaching is usually informal and often difficult to distinguish from mentoring (Doorewaard & 

Meihuizen, 2000). Finally, studies had to have been published in English. We approached the 

authors of studies that were missing critical information that was essential to: (a) determine 

the study fit within our inclusion criteria (i.e. description of the coaching intervention), and 

(b) identify the determinants or outcomes of the coaching intervention. In cases where these 

data could not be retrieved the study was excluded from our review. 

 

Following Adams, Smart, and Sigismund Huff's (2016) recommendations, we also include 1st 

tier 'grey literature' (e.g., conference proceedings, dissertations and theses) that are 

characterized with significant retrievability and credibility. Incorporating articles published in 

non-ranked peer-reviewed coaching journals coupled with 1st tier 'grey literature' is in line 

with the fitness for purpose inclusion principle (e.g., Briner, Denyer & Rousseau, 2009; 

Gough, 2007; Nutley, Powell & Davies, 2013). This reflects our desire to increase the 

relevance and impact of our review to scholars and practitioners alike by providing a 

sufficiently rich detailed literature review that enhances our understanding of coaching as a 

complex intervention. In order to achieve a balance between fitness for purpose inclusion and 

replicability of our search (Adams et al., 2016), we restricted our search of the grey literature 

to those sources retrievable from the well-established academic databases.  
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As this systematic review was designed to be as inclusive as possible, studies were not 

excluded based on research design or restricted based on publication date as was the case in 

recent coaching meta-analyses (e.g., Jones et al., 2016; Sonesh et al., 2015; Theeboom et al., 

2014). Therefore, both qualitative and quantitative data were included covering a range of 

between and within designs, such as case studies, cross-sectional studies, and quasi-

experimental studies. As the primary objective of our study was to comprehensively review 

the theoretical constructs operationalized in past coaching research, we adopted the approach 

of other authors in recent SLRs whereby the results from quantitative and qualitative studies 

were combined and considered together (e.g., Janssen, van Vuuren, & de Jong, 2015; Nolan 

& Garavan, 2016). Denyer and Tranfield (2009) state that through the synthesis of findings, a 

systematic review should develop knowledge that is not apparent from reading the individual 

studies in isolation. We believe that by combining the quantitative and qualitative coaching 

research with the wider theoretical literatures we are able to successfully achieve this aim.  

 

 

Data set. Our search identified 389,522 studies, of which 117 were considered to be relevant 

following the application of our inclusion criteria. A PRISMA diagram introduced by Moher, 

Liberati, Tetzlaff, and Altman (2009) to illustrate the flow of information through the four 

phases of the systematic review is displayed in Figure 2. All studies included in the literature 

review are summarized in the appendix (available online) and listed in the references marked 

with asterisks (*). 

 

Insert Figure 2 about here 
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Description of variables. The coding of studies was as detailed as possible to provide a 

comprehensive review of the existing coaching literature. All eligible studies were coded on 

the antecedents, mediators, and moderators examined, plus a number of specific variables in 

order to obtain an overview of the research methodology including: source of study, 

publication year, research design (i.e. within or between subjects), sample size, sampling 

strategy (e.g., random, convenience) and measurement strategy (e.g., pre & post-test, cross-

sectional). We also adopted the theoretical framework of coaching outcomes developed by 

Jones et al. (2016) as a mechanism by which to code the outcomes measured in the studies 

identified in our review. Therefore, consistent with this framework we coded outcomes as 

affective (e.g., self-awareness; Bozer, Sarros, & Santora, 2014), cognitive (e.g., solution-

focused thinking; Grant, 2014), skill-based (e.g., safety-oriented communication; Kines et al., 

2010) or results (e.g., sickness absence; Duijts, Kant, van den Brandt & Swaen, 2008). Of the 

studies in our review, 93 explored affective outcomes, 13 explored cognitive outcomes, 57 

explored skill-based outcomes, and 17 explored results outcomes (a number of studies 

explored outcomes across multiple categories). In Table 1 we provide a summary of the types 

of outcomes explored when split by the seven theoretical constructs explored in our review.  

 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

Coding accuracy and interrater agreement. The coding protocol was developed jointly by 

both authors and both authors independently coded data from each study that met the 

inclusion criteria. In order to confirm interrater agreement, our approach mirrored that of 

Wang and Chugh (2014). Accordingly, all studies were cross-checked independently by both 

authors and any discrepancies discussed until an agreement was reached.  
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Assessment of study quality. An essential component of the systematic review methodology is 

an assessment of the study quality for each of the studies included in the review, and an 

overall assessment of the implications of this assessment (Briner & Denyer, 2012). In the field 

of medicine, from which the method of systematic review derives, the GRADE approach is 

accepted as the appropriate method of conducting such assessments (Guyatt et al., 2008). 

However, the GRADE approach assumes that all primary studies within the review are 

conducted from a quantitative perspective and, furthermore, they prioritise randomised 

controlled trials over other research methodologies. Briner and Denyer (2012) highlight that 

an essential component of conducting an assessment of the quality of empirical articles within 

a review is to consider the relative quality based on the research questions in-hand. Therefore, 

when cause and effect is the research question to be addressed, a research design where the 

assumptions of causality are met (such as the RCT) would naturally be assessed as higher 

quality than a research design where causality cannot be inferred (such as a cross-sectional 

study). As the review in-hand is focused on the theoretical constructs operationalized in 

workplace coaching research, and workplace coaching can be classified as a relatively nascent 

field of study, only a small minority of studies utilized the RCT design. Our review is 

comprehensive in nature and, therefore, seeks to include both exploratory and cause-and-

effect empirical studies. As such, the studies in our review adopt both qualitative and 

quantitative research design. Having a theoretical framework underpinning each constructs at 

the outset is essential for applying appropriate data collection methods, choosing analytic 

approaches, and ultimately, drawing conclusions (Walsh & Downe, 2006). In our review, a 

reliance on theory is fundamental to address the pressing question why coaching is effective, 

and thus enhance the credibility of the coaching field. Consequently, in order to assess the 

relative quality of the individual studies within our review, rather than simply ranking studies 

of a higher quality when a RCT design was adopted, we provide an assessment of whether the 
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primary study describes an underlying theoretical construct. We award a score of either 1 for 

yes a theoretical construct is present or 0 for no a theoretical construct is not present.  

 

In order to provide a further assessment of study quality, we adopt the directness and 

consistency ratings which originate from the GRADE approach (Guyatt et al., 2011a, 2011b). 

In the context of medical research, directness refers to “research that directly compares the 

interventions in which we are interested delivered to the populations in which we are 

interested and measures the outcomes important to patients” (Guyatt et al., 2011a, p. 1304). In 

the context of our review, the population is already consistent as this criterion is covered in 

our inclusion criteria (i.e. population must be working adults). However, there is some degree 

of variation in terms of directness of intervention and outcomes.  

 

Regarding directness of coaching intervention, criteria for inclusion in our review specifies 

that studies must utilize one-to-one coaching within the workplace provided by an internal or 

external coach who does not have a formal authority over the coachee (e.g., not the 

supervisor). However, a number of the studies in our review reported the outcomes of 

coaching applied in conjunction with additional interventions, such as leadership development 

(e.g., Bowles, Cunningham, De La Rosa & Picano, 2007; Grant, Curtayne & Burton, 2009; 

Nieminen, Smerek, Kotrba & Denison, 2013), managerial learning and training workshop 

(e.g., Baron & Morin, 2010; Olivero, Bane & Kopelman, 1997; Taie, 2011), multi-source 

feedback (e.g., Kochanowski, Seifert & Yukl, 2010; Luthans & Peterson, 2003; Thach, 2002), 

and team activities (e.g., McGuffin & Obonyo, 2010; Ratiu, David & Baban, 2015; Spurk, 

Kauffield, Barthauer & Heinemann, 2015). In the majority of these studies the accompanying 

activities were embedded in the coaching as part of an organizational development initiative 
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and, therefore, the coaching effects could not be isolated from the other interventions. In the 

context of our review, indirectness in terms of the intervention means that we are unable to 

isolate the unique coaching effects from the overall development. Consequently, there is a 

possibility of confounding variables and threats to internal validity of workplace coaching 

effectiveness (Clarke, 2003). As such, we also rate the studies in our review for directness of 

intervention in that studies were awarded a rating of 1 if the intervention effects could be 

attributed to a sole intervention, and a 0 if the effects could not be isolated to a single 

intervention (possibly because the intervention was part of a multi-modal intervention).  

 

Regarding directness of coaching outcomes, our review has identified that the primary studies 

in our review utilize a vast range of quantitative and qualitative outcomes from a wide variety 

of sources. In the context of medical research, the GRADE criteria refer to the use of 

substitute or surrogate endpoints in place of the outcome of interest as one component of 

indirectness. Translating this to the current review, we argue that we are interested in 

obtaining an unbiased understanding of the influence of theoretical factors on coaching 

outcomes. Accordingly, when these outcomes are assessed by either objective means, such as 

sales performance, or by ratings from external sources of coachee's performance, such as 

supervisor or peers, we can be more confident that a demonstrable change following coaching 

has been observed and, as such, measurements of this type would be classified as having high 

directness and consequently awarded a score of 1.0.  

 

Outcome data collected from the coachee (i.e. self-report data), we propose, could be ranked 

as moderate and assigned a score of 0.5 as whilst the coachee themselves may be best placed 

to identify change in outcomes at certain levels, such as affective outcomes, it could also be 
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argued that it is difficult to disassociate the coachee's perception of the impact of coaching 

from factors such as the placebo effect. Another possible risk of bias may occur when 

coachees perceive that it is in their personal interest to report positively on the coaching 

outcomes after they have devoted time and effort engaging in coaching, and their 

organizations have sponsored and coordinated the coaching (De Meuse et al., 2009).  

 

Finally, primary studies that utilize outcomes from the coaches' perspective can be classified 

as a surrogate endpoint (Guyatt et al., 2011a, 2011b) and, therefore, these studies should be 

classified as low directness and assigned a score of 0.0 for this element. This is because we 

would suggest that data collected from the coach has a low level of directness regarding 

demonstrable change following coaching as the coach is potentially less likely or able to offer 

a fully objective assessment of outcomes following coaching that they have provided. Further, 

our review included only coaches who did not have a formal supervisory authority over their 

coachees, therefore, there might be job-related measures, such as skill-based and performance 

outcomes, that are not suitable to be assessed by the coaches. Another potential bias in the 

coaches' effectiveness ratings might derive from their self-interest to demonstrate their 

professional success as reflected by positive coaching outcomes.  

 

The final criterion which we used to assess study quality was applied at the theme level rather 

than for individual studies and this was consistency. Consistency in the context of the 

GRADE approach refers to “inconsistency in the magnitude of effect” (Guyatt et al., 2011b, 

p. 1294). The GRADE guidelines recommend that consistency is marked down when the 

inconsistency across findings is large and unexplained. Whilst the GRADE approach focuses 

on a statistical assessment of consistency, we adopt a similar approach to Rees et al. (2016) 
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and assess consistency across the seven themes identified in our review. Accordingly, for a 

theme which demonstrates relatively high heterogeneity of findings, we rate consistency as 

low and assign a grade of 0 whereas for themes that demonstrate relatively high homogeneity 

of findings we rate consistency as high and assign a grade of 1.  

 

Table 2 provides an overview of the seven theoretical constructs identified in our review, the 

mean quality rating was the average taken from the scores awarded on theoretical framework, 

consistency of evidence, directness of intervention, and directness of outcome. The individual 

study assessment ratings for quality (inclusion of a theoretical framework), directness of 

outcome and intervention can be found in the table in the appendix available online. 

 

Insert Table 2 about here 

 

Identification of theoretical constructs. The next stage in a systematic literature review is the 

synthesis of the primary papers and the identification of themes around which the presentation 

of the review will be provided. In contrast to quantitative meta-analysis, Wolf (1986) argues 

that qualitative synthesis is not about averaging or reducing findings to a common metric, 

instead the focus is on enlarging the interpretive possibilities of findings and constructing 

larger narratives or general theories. Additionally, Thomas and Harden (2008) state that this 

stage of a qualitative synthesis is the most difficult to describe and is, potentially, the most 

controversial, since it is dependent on the reviewers' judgement and insights. In order to 

identify the themes around which our discussion is structured, we focused on the theoretical 

constructs examined in the extant literature and we inductively identify the theoretical 

constructs that have been most frequently operationalized in the studies in our review. To 
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identify these theoretical constructs, both authors independently reviewed each of the studies 

identified in our review and coded the studies based on the theoretical constructs each study 

operationalized. Following this independent coding, each author independently identified the 

most frequently operationalized constructs. Both authors then discussed their independently 

created list of constructs until an agreement was achieved in relation to which constructs to 

discuss in the paper. In agreeing on constructs, the authors sought to achieve a balance 

between including the most frequently operationalized theoretical constructs and the ability to 

discuss each construct in sufficient detail within the paper. Consequently, it was not possible 

to explore in detail all of the constructs identified in the primary studies, a point which we 

will return to in the discussion of limitations in our conclusion. This process resulted in 

identifying seven theoretical constructs: self-efficacy, coaching motivation, goal orientation, 

trust, interpersonal attraction, feedback intervention, and supervisory support. We discuss 

these theoretical constructs in the subsequent sections of our paper. We structure the results 

and discussion as follows: first, we introduce and discuss the relevant theoretical construct. 

Second, we summarize the findings from the studies in our review in relation to this construct. 

Next, we extend these findings by integrating the general discussion of theory with the 

coaching research in order to explain how the theoretical construct adds to our understanding 

of workplace coaching. Finally, we conclude each section with recommendations for future 

research including suggested methodologies and our view on the priority of each research 

category.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Self-efficacy. 
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Social cognitive theory highlights self-efficacy as a central mechanism with a wide 

explanatory power on diverse phenomena (Bandura, 1982). Research on self-efficacy has 

focused on how individuals' self-judgments of efficacy affect either their acquisition of 

knowledge and skills or execution of action (Gist & Mitchell, 1992). Research indicates that 

individuals higher in self-efficacy have strong beliefs in their task-related capabilities and set 

more challenging goals than those with lower self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986).  Occupational 

self-efficacy has been shown to directly relate to job satisfaction, greater attention and efforts 

to overcome failure and obstacles and, ultimately, to work-related performance (Judge & 

Bono, 2001; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). Self-efficacy has emerged as a powerful predictor 

of motivation, engagement behaviour and performance in the realm of learning and 

development (e.g., Choi, Price & Vinokur, 2003; Tannenbaum, Mathieu, Salas & Cannon-

Bowers, 1991).  High perceived self-efficacy as a learner is associated with investment of 

cognitive efforts and superior learning. In the wider context of training, self-efficacy as a 

psychological trainee characteristic can be regarded as an independent variable, a process 

variable, or a desirable outcome (e.g., Colquitt, LePine & Noe, 2000; Quiñones, 1995).  

 

Studies in our review investigated coachee self-efficacy as both an independent variable and 

an outcome of coaching with the quality of evidence rated as relatively high (see Table 2). 

Coachee self-efficacy has been found to be an important antecedent of affective coaching 

outcomes as reflected in perceived coaching effectiveness (de Haan, Duckworth, Birch & 

Jones, 2013; de Haan, Grant, Burger & Erikkson, 2016), and improved coachee self-

awareness and responsibility (Gegner, 1997). Additionally, coachee self-efficacy has been 

found to be an antecedent of skill-based outcomes as reflected in improved self-reported job 

performance (Bozer, Sarros & Santora, 2013), and transformational leadership (Mackie, 

2015a). Coachee self-efficacy has also been conceptualised as an affective coaching outcome 
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(e.g., Baron & Morin, 2009, 2010; Baron, Morin & Morin, 2011; Dingman, 2004; Finn, 

Mason & Bradley, 2007; Grant, 2014; Grant, Studholme, Verma, Kirkwood, Paton & 

O’Connor, 2017; Ladegard & Gjerde, 2014; Libri & Kemp, 2006; Moen & Allgood, 2009; 

Moen & Federici, 2012a; Moen & Skaalvik, 2009; Tooth, Nielsen & Armstrong, 2013).  

 

These findings in the coaching literature, supported by the general self-efficacy research, 

position coachee self-efficacy as a key psychological variable in coaching. Given the 

centrality of behavioural and cognitive processes in coaching, such as feedback information, 

planning and goal-setting, the links demonstrated by Bandura (1986) between self-efficacy, 

challenging goals, greater application of attention and efforts in the face of challenges to goals 

(Judge & Bono, 2001; Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998) explain why high pre-coaching self-

efficacy is an antecedent to coaching outcomes. Higher self-efficacy indicates that the 

coachee is more likely to set more challenging goals, has a greater belief in his or her ability 

to achieve the goals, and will experience sustained internal motivation, focus, and persistence 

in the face of obstacles in the pursuit of these goals. According to Bandura (1982), self-

efficacy is malleable and can be increased via four processes including enactive mastery, 

successful model replication after overcoming difficulty, verbal persuasion, and emotional 

arousal. The coaching literature reviewed suggests that these four processes are integral 

components of coaching.  For example, an aim of coaching is to build coachees’ self-

awareness and sense of responsibility for change in order to encourage learning, goal 

achievement and, ultimately, performance improvement (Whitmore, 2002). An underlying 

assumption of this premise is that all individuals have the ability to achieve their goals 

(Gallwey, 2002). By questioning faulty assumptions, re-examining the reality based on the 

evidence, and promoting insight into personal strengths, coachees’ self-efficacy in relation to 

their goals is indirectly targeted, with the research findings that position post-coaching self-
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efficacy as an outcome of coaching, supporting this premise (e.g., Baron & Morin, 2010; 

Ladegard & Gjerde, 2014; Moen & Allgood, 2009).  

 

Future research in relation to self-efficacy and coaching should further understand the 

importance of task versus generalized self-efficacy on coaching outcomes. The studies in our 

review conceptualised self-efficacy as a generalized global personality construct (Schwarzer, 

1994; Shelton, 1990). However, self-efficacy can also be considered as a domain-specific 

variable (e.g., Schwarzer & Fuchs, 1995) and as a task-specific variable to predict 

circumscribed behaviour (Bandura, 1977; Pajares, 1996). In the coaching context, when 

coachees are unfamiliar with the specific tasks and challenges that they will face during their 

engagement in coaching, coachees' domain specific self-efficacy may provide greater 

explanation and predictive value of behaviours and outcomes than their general self-efficacy. 

Accordingly, future research should understand the influence of global self-efficacy beliefs 

(i.e. general belief in ability to generally develop knowledge, skills and abilities to achieve 

outcomes) compared to domain-specific self-efficacy (i.e. belief in ability to develop the 

knowledge, skills and abilities necessary from coaching to achieve outcomes) and task-

specific self-efficacy (i.e. specific belief in ability to develop the knowledge, skills and 

abilities necessary from coaching to achieve task level outcomes).  

 

A limitation of the existing research into self-efficacy and coaching effectiveness is that self-

efficacy has generally been measured at one time point only. If future research is to explore 

domain or task-specific self-efficacy, then alternative research methodologies will need to be 

utilized. One such appropriate method in this context would be the use of diary studies. 

Previous diary studies have demonstrated that employees' day-level self-efficacy had a 

positive effect on performance as reflected in job crafting behaviours (Tims, Bakker, & 
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Derks, 2014), work engagement (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009), and 

job performance (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Heuven, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2008), at the 

intra-individual level of analyses. Coaching effectiveness research could benefit from tracking 

the impact of changes in domain or task-specific self-efficacy beliefs and subsequent 

outcomes from coaching. Particularly, this domain would benefit from research utilizing 

outcomes as assessed by third-party or objective sources and with particular focus on 

outcomes other than those at the affective level given the heavy reliance in the existing 

literature in this respect (see Tables 2 and 3 for an overview). Given the very clear links in the 

literature between self-efficacy, performance and training outcomes, we would mark the 

future research in this category as an urgent priority.  

 

Coaching motivation. 

 

Salas and Cannon-Bowers (2001) suggest that training motivation is an important antecedent 

to successful training. They describe training motivation as the "direction, effort, intensity, 

and persistence that trainees apply to learning-oriented activities before, during, and after 

training" (p. 479).   Research has found that trainees’ motivation to learn and attend training 

has an effect on the subsequent skills acquisition, retention and willingness to apply the newly 

acquired knowledge, skills and abilities on the job (e.g., Martocchio & Webster, 1992; 

Quinones, 1995). Colquitt, LePine and Noe (2000) suggest that training motivation is 

multifaceted and influenced by a set of individual (e.g., cognitive ability, self-efficacy, 

anxiety, age, conscientiousness), and situational characteristics (e.g., climate, support).  

 

Studies in our review conceptualize coaching motivation in a variety of ways. For example, 

Audet and Couteret (2012) refer to coachees’ motivation as a receptivity to coaching and 
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commitment to the coaching relationship; Bozer et al. (2013) adopt Colquitt et al’s (2000) 

definition of pre-training motivation in the context of coaching and refer to the direction, 

intensity and persistence of learning directed behaviour in training contexts and MacKie 

(2015a) refers to the developmental readiness of the coachee. Whilst the coaching studies in 

our review that explored these concepts utilize a range of terminology, in our view, all of 

these coaching motivation concepts can be adequately classified according to the definition of 

training motivation provided by Salas and Cannon-Bowers (2001).  The majority of studies in 

our review explored coaching motivation qualitatively, with findings indicating that coaching 

motivation was an antecedent to coaching outcomes when assessed from the perspective of 

the coachee (Bush, 2004; Hill, 2010; Rekalde, Landeta & Albizu, 2015; Salomaa, 2015); the 

coach (Audet & Couteret, 2012; Hill, 2010; Kappenberg, 2008; Rekalde et al., 2015; 

Salomaa, 2015); and HR professionals (Rekalde et al., 2015; Salomaa, 2015). Fewer studies 

utilized quantitative analysis to examine the impact of coaching motivation on coaching 

outcomes. For example, MacKie (2015a) found that coaching readiness was a significant 

predictor of skill-based outcomes as reflected in improved transformational leadership 

behaviour (as rated by self and others such as line manager, peers and subordinates) after 

coaching for sample one, although the findings for sample two were not significant. In a 

sample of 89 coach-coachee dyads, Sonesh et al. (2015) found that there was no significant 

relationship between coachee motivation, goal attainment and coachee insight. Whereas 

Bozer et al. (2013) found that coaching motivation was a significant moderator between 

coachee learning goal orientation and coaching effectiveness. Our overall rating of the quality 

of evidence in relation to coaching motivation and coaching effectiveness is relatively high 

(see Table 2). 
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The implication of the findings that position coaching motivation as an important antecedent 

of coaching outcomes is consistent with the extant training motivation literature (e.g., 

Martocchio & Webster, 1992; Quinones, 1995). As with training, if coachees are not 

motivated to invest effort and persistence towards change in attitude, skills and performance 

following coaching, then the coaching is unlikely to have the desired impact. However, 

positioning coaching motivation purely as an antecedent is perhaps too simplistic. Salas and 

Cannon-Bowers (2001) suggest that training motivation applies before, during, and after 

training. The extant literature examining coaching motivation has focused on pre-coaching 

motivation. It may also be important to consider coaching motivation as an affective outcome 

of coaching. For example, popular definitions of coaching suggest that coaching enhances 

coachee's personal growth by providing the tools, skills and opportunities he or she needs to 

develop themselves and become more effective (Bono, Purvanova, Towler & Peterson, 2009; 

Kilburg, 1996; McCauley & Hezlett, 2002; Peterson & Hicks, 1996; Smither, 2011; 

Witherspoon & White, 1996). The focus on continued self-development, even after the 

coaching intervention has concluded, highlights the emphasis in coaching on encouraging the 

coachee to take responsibility for their own professional development and have the sustained 

ability to apply the tools, skills, and opportunities addressed in coaching to new situations that 

arise post-coaching. This would only be possible if the coachee was to continue with a high 

level of coaching motivation after the coaching has completed; that is, a high level of 

"direction, effort, intensity, and persistence that trainees apply to learning-oriented activities" 

(Salas & Cannon-Bowers, 2001, p. 479). In order to explore this, future coaching research 

should more consistently adopt longitudinal methodologies.  

 

Only a few studies in our review explored the impact of coaching over an extended period of 

time at multiple time points. Furthermore, as coaching motivation is generally treated as an 
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independent variable, even when multiple post-coaching measures are collected, coaching 

motivation is not measured after coaching has completed. Collecting longitudinal data in 

relation to coaching motivation would increase our understanding of the impact and 

sustainability of this variable across various stages of the coaching intervention. The concept 

of coaching motivation is also important to consider in the context of a range of other 

theoretical constructs explored here, for example, the related topics of goal orientation (see 

next section) and self-efficacy. The coaching literature has yet to adequately examine how 

coaching motivation is related to, or the interaction between, the coachees’ goal orientation or 

self-efficacy and the impact of these relationships on coaching outcomes. For example, only 

one study identified in our review (Bozer et al., 2013) tested the moderating effect of 

coaching motivation on the impact of coachees’ learning goal orientation and coaching 

outcomes. Bozer et al.'s findings lend support to the idea that the theoretical constructs 

explored in our paper have a complex and interlinking effect on coaching outcomes. Thus, 

more research is needed to fully understand both, the explanatory and predictive power of the 

interaction effects of coaching motivation, self-efficacy, and learning goal orientation that 

might either promote or hinder coaching effectiveness. Given the proximal nature of coaching 

motivation to the coachee and the assumed importance of this variable on outcomes based on 

the training literatures, we suggest that future research within this category is of a high 

priority. 

 

Goal orientation. 

 

Using social cognitive theory as a framework, researchers (e.g., Brett & VandeWalle, 1999; 

Dweck, 1986) have presented a mental model of motivational processes that influence 

individuals' interpretation and response to achievement situations. Dweck's (1986) theory of 
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goal orientation suggests two different goal orientations that individuals pursue in 

achievement settings, namely, performance goal orientation and learning goal orientation. 

Individuals who are learning goal oriented believe that their abilities are malleable, and 

therefore generally focus on ways to increase their learning and/or task competence, acquire 

and develop new knowledge and skills, seek challenges, and persist to attain desired results in 

the case of failure.  In contrast, individuals who are performance goal oriented hold the belief 

that ability is fixed, therefore, they focus on the outcomes of their performance and do not 

strive to learn but rather to demonstrate their current ability (e.g., Button, Mathieu, & Zajac, 

1996; Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Although some researchers perceive goal orientation as a 

single two-ended construct, with learning orientation at one extreme and performance 

orientation at the other (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), more recent research (e.g., Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001; VandeWalle, 1997 suggests that the same individual might have high levels 

of both learning orientation and performance orientation. 

 

In a training and learning context, learning goal orientation is considered to be a major 

individual motivational factor that influences the allocation of effort to learn, perform, and 

facilitates training transfer (Fisher & Ford, 1998; Kafner, Ackerman, Murtha, Dugdale & 

Nelson, 1994). That is trainees with a learning goal orientation are more likely to make 

sustained efforts (Hertenstein 2001), seek feedback (VandeWalle and Cummings, 1997), 

possess high self-efficacy (Kozlowski et al., 2001), and have greater performance in training 

interventions (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002). Studies in our review investigated coachee goal 

orientation as antecedent of coaching effectiveness and, overall, the studies within this 

domain can be rated as high quality (see Table 2). Specifically, coachee learning goal 

orientation was positively related to skill-based outcomes as reflected in improved self-

reported job performance (Bozer et al., 2013; Jones, 2015) and in self-reported professional 
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development focus (Scriffignano, 2011). The positive link between learning goal orientation 

and coaching outcomes is consistent with the underlying assumption in coaching that 

individuals have the ability to change and achieve their goals (Ennis, Otto, Goodman & Stern, 

2012). A learning goal orientation indicates that a coachee is more likely to hold the belief 

that they are able to change, this belief will then influence the individual’s focus on their goal, 

likelihood to seek challenging goals and persistence towards desired results, even in the face 

of failure. 

 

 Future research should explore whether conceptualising goal orientation in alternative 

frameworks such as the four-factor framework proposed by Elliot and McGregor (2001) offer 

additional insights into understanding the importance of goal orientation and coaching 

outcomes. Also, given the importance in coaching in encouraging the coachee to take 

responsibility for their own professional development and to have the sustained ability to 

apply the learning gained via coaching to new situations after the coaching intervention has 

concluded, future research could also position goal orientation as an affective outcome of 

coaching. The studies in our review conceptualised goal orientation as a stable, trait like, 

individual-difference characteristic. However, given the debate in the literature regarding the 

conceptualisation of goal orientation as a trait or state (Colquitt & Simmering, 1998; Payne, 

Youngcourt & Beaubien, 2007), it follows that if it is assumed that goal orientation is a state, 

then coaching would be an ideal intervention through which to foster a learning goal 

orientation. Accordingly, longitudinal methodologies measuring goal orientation at multiple 

time points would be appropriate for future coaching motivation research. As with self-

efficacy theory, given the extensive evidence to indicate the importance of goal orientation in 

relation to performance and training outcomes, we suggest that research in this category is an 

urgent priority. 



25 
 

 
 

 

Trust. 

 

The significance of trust in relation to the leader-follower relationship has received extensive 

research attention (e.g., Dirks, 2000; Dirks & Ferrin, 2000), and has also been explored in the 

context of mentoring relationships (e.g., Erdem & Aytemur, 2008; Wang, Tomlinson & Noe, 

2010). Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer (1998) define trust as “a psychological state 

comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the 

intentions or behaviour of another” (p. 395). Dirks and Ferrin (2000) sought to provide a 

theoretical framework which could be utilized to make sense of the alternative explanations 

available in relation to leadership and trust. Dirks and Ferrin suggest that there are two 

opposing theoretical perspectives to viewing trust in leadership. The first perspective focuses 

on the nature of the leader-follower relationship, with trust in leadership described as 

operating according to a social exchange process (e.g., Konovsky & Pugh, 1994; Whitener, 

Brodt, Korsgaard & Werner, 1998). Followers see the relationship with their leader as more 

than the standard economic contract, such that the parties operate on the basis of trust, 

goodwill, and the perception of mutual obligations (Blau, 1964). Researchers have used this 

perspective in describing how trust in leader-follower relationships elicits citizenship 

behaviours (e.g., Konovsky & Pugh, 1994). The second perspective focuses on the leader’s 

character and how it influences a follower’s sense of vulnerability in a hierarchical 

relationship (e.g., Mayer, Davis & Shoorman, 1995). Consequently, trust-related concerns 

about a leader’s character are important because the leader may have authority to make 

decisions that have a significant impact on a follower and the follower’s ability to achieve his 

or her goals. Examples of research using this perspective include models of trust based on 

characteristics of the trustee (Mayer et al., 1995), research on perceptions of supervisor 
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characteristics (e.g., Cunningham & MacGregor, 2000), and research on some forms of leader 

behaviour (Jones, James & Bruni, 1975).  

 

We propose that the character perspective to understanding leader-follower trust is most 

relevant to understanding coach-coachee trust. For example, in a coaching relationship, the 

coachee needs to believe that they can trust their coach, so that they can allow themselves to 

be vulnerable and transparent (to explore their weakness and limitations) as, via the coaching 

intervention, the coach will have an impact on the coachees’ ability to achieve his or her 

goals. In the leadership literature, this character perspective to trust focuses on how the 

perceptions of the leader’s character affect a follower’s vulnerability in a hierarchical 

relationship. Mayer et al. (1995) propose a model suggesting that when followers believe their 

leaders have integrity, capability, or benevolence, they will be more comfortable engaging in 

behaviours that put them at risk (e.g., sharing sensitive information). In the context of 

mentoring, Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995, 1999) suggest that this psychological safety 

experienced by the protégé can be described as a willingness to engage in risk taking actions 

and being vulnerable to the action of the mentor. 

 

The concept of trust is well documented in the coaching studies in our review. Generally, 

these studies have adopted the character perspective to understand coach-coachee trust, 

although the majority of these studies have implicitly applied this theoretical perspective, this 

is reflected in the lower rating of quality of theoretical underpinning as shown in Table 2. For 

example, Boyce, Jackson and Neal (2010) explored the coachees’ level of trust in the coach 

and the coaches’ perceptions of the coachees’ honesty and candidness in the coaching 

conversations. Boyce et al. found that coachees’ ratings of trust were a significant predictor of 

affective outcomes in the format of coachees’ ratings of satisfaction/utility and success of 
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their coaching programme. However, coachee perceptions of trust were not a significant 

predictor at the skill-based outcome level for self-reported improvements in leadership 

performance following coaching. From the coaches’ perspective, perceptions of the coachees’ 

honesty and candidness were significant predictors of affective outcomes in the format of the 

coaches’ perceptions of the success of the coaching intervention. However, in a sample of 172 

coachees, Gan and Chong (2015) found that trust was not a significant predictor of perceived 

coaching effectiveness. Qualitative studies in our review  highlight the importance of the 

coachees’ perceptions of trust (Alvey & Barclay, 2007; Bush, 2004; Gyllensten & Palmer, 

2006, 2007; Hill, 2010; Jowett, Kanakoglou & Passmore, 2012; Kappenberg, 2008; Rekalde 

et al., 2015; Salomaa, 2015). Particularly, these studies highlighted the importance the 

coachees placed on trusting that the coach would maintain their confidentiality, therefore 

supporting the proposition that when trust is present, the coachee is more likely to engage in 

vulnerability behaviours such as sharing sensitive information.  

 

Future research should address the issue of understanding the theoretical character perspective 

of trust more explicitly in the context of coaching. For example, what characteristics in 

particular are more likely to lead to the coachee developing strong perceptions of trust in their 

coach? When a high level of trust has been established, what is the impact on behaviours 

within the coaching conversations; for example, is an increase in vulnerable behaviours (such 

as sharing sensitive information) observed and if so, what impact does this have on the 

content of discussion in the coaching conversation? What is the nature of the interaction 

between trust in the coaching relationship and the other constructs discussed in this review? 

For example, it seems likely that high levels of trust would also foster high levels of 

engagement with the coaching intervention as the coachee perceives that the coach will have 

the ability to help them through coaching to achieve their goals. Therefore, high perceptions 
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of trust may indicate higher levels of coaching motivation. Higher levels of interpersonal 

attraction (see next section) at the outset of the coaching relationship may accelerate the 

development of the coachees’ trust in the coach, therefore accelerating the rate at which 

positive outcomes from coaching are observed. Further, consistent with the role of trust in 

mentoring relationship (Eby et al., 2013), it is proposed that coachees with high levels of trust 

in the coach will be more open and receptive to feedback provided by the coach during 

coaching and this is likely to increase affective outcomes of coaching (e.g., self-awareness, 

self-efficacy). To examine these questions, the methodology by which coaching is examined 

will also need to develop to enable coach-coachee interaction analysis. For example, to 

understand the impact of trust on behaviours during the coaching conversation fully, 

observational studies of actual coaching conversations (e.g., videotaped coaching dyads) will 

need to be completed, rather than the heavy reliance of self-reported questionnaire data of 

coaching impact that is characteristic of the existing coaching studies. This recommendation 

would also address the lower rating of directness of outcome in this domain shown in Table 2 

by complimenting coach ratings of outcomes with external source ratings. The concept of 

trust has been operationalized frequently in a range of studies identified in our review, 

however we suggest that future research with an increased theoretical focus as suggested here 

is a high priority. 

 

Interpersonal attraction. 

 

Interpersonal attraction as a social integration concept is well documented in the psychology, 

management and sociology literature and has been investigated at both the dyad and group 

levels of analysis (e.g., Hogg & Turner, 1985; Tsui & O'Reilly, 1989). Within this concept, 

similarity paradigm or homophily has been highlighted as a mechanism to explain why 
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human beings have a natural tendency to identify and attract with individuals perceived 

similar to themselves. Similarity paradigm or homophily refers to the preference for 

interaction with similar others based on actual or perceived similarity on given personal 

attributes (e.g., demographic, ascribed and attitudinal) (e.g., Byrne, 1997; Harrison, Price & 

Bell, 1998). Similarity of personal characteristics implies common values, perspectives and 

interests and therefore fosters relationships of mutual trust and effective interpersonal 

communication. Research on similarity paradigm in related developmental fields (e.g., 

learning, mentoring) indicates benefits in interpersonal comfort, process engagement and, 

ultimately, successful outcomes (e.g., Armstrong, Allinson, & Hayes, 2002; Lyons & 

Perrewé, 2014; Mitchell, Eby, & Ragins, 2015; Varela, Cater, & Michel, 2011). 

 

It is commonly believed that a high level of interpersonal attraction, otherwise described as a 

good coach-coachee match or coach-coachee compatibility, is essential for an effective 

coaching relationship, which is fundamental for successful coaching outcomes (e.g., de Haan 

et al., 2013). In the coaching literature, matching is described as the attempt to identify and 

pair a coach who is aligned with his or her coachee needs (Wycherley & Cox, 2008). 

However, few empirical studies have directly examined the possible predictors of a good 

coach-coachee match (e.g., Boyce et al., 2010; Bozer, Joo & Santora, 2015; de Haan et al., 

2016; Toegel & Nicholson, 2005). The studies in our review examine coach-coachee actual 

and perceived similarity (also referred as commonality) as an antecedent to coaching 

outcomes. Specifically, same gender coaching dyads were positively related to affective 

coaching outcomes as reflected in coachee increased self-awareness (Bozer et al., 2015), and 

skill-based outcomes as reflected in greater improvement in coachees’ multisource ratings 

(Toegel & Nicholson, 2005). Additionally, coach-coachee perceived similarity based on 

attitudes, values, and beliefs as rated by the coach was positively related to skill-based 
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outcomes as reflected in greater improvement in coachees’ supervisory rated task 

performance (Bozer et al., 2015). In contrast, Boyce et al. found no significant differences 

between dyads when matched on commonality in personal characteristics or experiences, 

compatibility in behavioural preferences, and coach credibility scores compared to randomly 

assigned dyads in affective and skill-based outcomes as measured by satisfaction with the 

coaching program and leadership performance. De Haan et al. (2016) found no significant 

relationship between perceived coaching effectiveness and personality matching of coach-

coachee. The inconsistency of evidence in relation to this domain is reflected in the lower 

ratings of quality shown in Table 2.  

 

Given the non-definitive and limited findings on the impact of matching based on coach-

coachee similarity on coaching outcomes, coupled with the lack of agreement in the literature 

on the matching criteria to be used (Peterson, 2010), future research is needed to clarify 

whether and how actual or perceived differences or similarities in coach-coachee dyads 

account for coaching relationship and impact on coaching outcomes. Further, the case can be 

made for a curvilinear relationship between coach-coachee similarity and coaching 

effectiveness. That is, that dyad similarity has a positive additive effect on coaching in the 

initial stages of the coaching relationship (e.g., in the contracting and data collection/analysis 

steps) as coachees may experience increased levels of interpersonal comfort and engagement. 

However, as the coaching intervention progresses to subsequent stages (e.g., development and 

implementation of action plans and progress monitoring), similarity between coach and 

coachee may have decreased importance or actually lead to a reduction in the quality of 

coaching relationship, potentially hindering or even decreasing coaching outcomes. In the 

subsequent stages of coaching, where coachees are required to question their assumptions and 

experiment with new behaviours, coachees may benefit from having dissimilar coaches who 
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are perhaps in a better position to challenge their coachees, engage and support them in 

getting out of their comfort zone and offer them an alternative perspective. Therefore, studies 

with a more nuanced approach that separates perceived coach-coachee similarity into discrete, 

operationally definable criteria are warranted. We suggest that the need for a more nuanced 

approach to future research in this domain is further warranted given the inconsistency of 

findings despite the high level of theoretical underpinning to research studies in this area and 

the relatively high directness of outcome (see Table 2), suggesting that other important factors 

are yet to be identified. 

 

Future research should also examine how coach-coachee similarity in other characteristics, 

such as cultural background and goal orientation, are related to coaching outcomes and the 

importance of these factors through the various stages of the coaching intervention. As with 

our recommendations for research methodologies in exploring trust, we suggest that an 

appropriate methodology for understanding the influence of interpersonal attraction on 

behaviours during the coaching conversation is observational studies. Particularly, to monitor 

the potential curvilinear relationship between interpersonal attraction and coaching outcomes, 

multiple observations should be conducted across different stages of the coaching 

intervention. Whilst further research is required in this category, we suggest that interpersonal 

attraction research is a medium priority when considered in the context of the other categories 

explored in our review. 

 

Feedback intervention. 

 

Utilizing behavioural feedback to aid professional development and improve employee 

performance has become a popular organizational practice (DeNisi & Kluger, 2000). The 
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opportunity for gaining an understanding of how one is perceived by others in the 

organizational context is seen as important to leadership and managerial effectiveness (e.g., 

Atwater, Ostroff, Yammarino, & Fleenor, 1998; Goleman, 1998). Research has supported 

feedback receptivity, acceptance, and response to feedback as essential facets of feedback 

effectiveness that are dependent upon the feedback recipient's characteristics, the nature of the 

message delivered, and feedback source characteristics (e.g., Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979).  

Despite the popularity of feedback intervention as a development practice, evidence on 

feedback effects are relatively weak and inconsistent (e.g., Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Smither, 

London, & Reilly, 2005).  

 

There is general agreement regarding the central role that feedback processes play in coaching 

(e.g., Joo, 2005; Kochanowski et al., 2010; Sonesh et al., 2015). A coach most often uses 

multi-source feedback data to gain insight and a comprehensive understanding into the 

coachee and his or her organization. The coach's feedback information is aimed at enhancing 

the coachees’ awareness of how his or her behaviour affects others, and assisting the coachee 

in setting specific behavioural objectives and developing a personal development plan 

(Feldman & Lankau, 2005).  Consequently, several studies in our review conceptualized and 

examined feedback as a mechanism of effective coaching. Specifically, coach credibility as a 

feedback source characteristic was found as an antecedent of coaching effectiveness (Bozer et 

al., 2014). The prevailing literature tends to emphasize the role of the coach as a feedback 

source and communicator however underestimates the role of the coachee as a feedback 

recipient. For example, a coachees’ receptivity to feedback was found to be a moderator of 

coaching outcomes (Bozer et al., 2013). We recommend further investigation into the 

coachees’ process skills (e.g., active listening, reflection) that are essential for feedback 

effectiveness, in order to recognize the contribution that both coach and coachee bring to the 
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feedback process. Observational studies may be suitable for this purpose, enabling researchers 

to explore the coaching rhetoric and identify both coach and coachees’ skills that facilitate or 

hinder effective feedback in the context of coaching. 

 

Research also indicates that other follow-up activities that support and compliment the 

feedback process can enhance the benefits of the feedback intervention (e.g., Walker & 

Smither, 1999; Yukl & Lepsinger, 1995). This premise forms the theoretical underpinning for 

several studies in our review that examined feedback data as an outcome of effective 

coaching. These studies posited coaching as a follow-up facilitation intervention to 

multisource feedback for learning and development (Gegner, 1997; Goff, Guthrie, Goldring & 

Bickman, 2014; Kochnowski et al., 2010; Luthans & Peterson, 2003; Nieminen et al., 2013; 

Smither, London, Flautt, Vargas & Kucine, 2003; Thach, 2002; Toegel & Nicholson, 2005). 

In these cases, it was suggested that a coach plays a pivotal role as a feedback facilitator who 

performs proactive influence tactics (Yukl, Seifert, & Chavez, 2008), offering the coachee 

(the recipient of feedback) assessment, challenge, reflection, and support (e.g., Toegel & 

Nicholson, 2005). Specifically, the coach assists the coachee in processing and interpreting 

feedback, raising awareness, taking responsibility for change, challenging assumptions and 

gaining a new perspective, setting inspiring personal development goals, and staying 

accountable for actions to achieve goals despite discomfort and setbacks (e.g., Nieminen et 

al., 2013).  

 

Future research should test at which stage incorporating feedback into coaching is most 

impactful. We suggest that feedback is often utilized at the start of a coaching intervention, 

however are there benefits in incorporating feedback through all of the coaching stages? Also, 

is the feedback direction (either positive or negative feedback) important, for example, does 
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incorporating positive feedback from others have a positive impact on coaching outcomes 

whilst incorporating negative feedback has a negative impact? What is the interaction 

between feedback in coaching and coachee goal orientation, for example, is feedback only 

beneficial for those coachees with a learning goal orientation rather than a performance goal 

orientation? Finally, given the relatively low quality rating for research in this domain (see 

Table 2) primarily due to the indirectness of intervention, further research should seek to 

provide direct data on the incremental benefit of feedback in coaching by comparing coaching 

only with coaching plus feedback intervention conditions. These questions are particularly 

urgent given that the recent meta-analysis by Jones et al. (2016) found a significantly smaller 

effect size of coaching on generalized outcomes when coaching was provided in conjunction 

with multi-source feedback compared to coaching alone. Therefore, we suggest that a 

focused, theory-informed exploration of the conditions under which feedback plus coaching 

has a beneficial impact on coaching outcomes is an urgent priority.  

 

Supervisory support 

 

Research findings have consistently confirmed the positive impact of supervisor support on 

variables such as pre-training motivation and skills transfer (Awoniyi, Griego, & Morgan, 

2002; Facteau, Dobbins, Russell, Ladd & Kudisch, 1995; Gumuseli & Ergin, 2002; van der 

Klink, Gielen, & Nauta, 2001). For example, trainees who reported high levels of perceived 

workplace support experienced better training transfer compared to trainees with low levels of 

workplace support (e.g., Burke & Hutchins, 2008; Kontoghiorghes, 2004). As several 

researchers have argued (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; House, 1986; Lim, 2001), supervisory 

variables impose a critical influence on personal outcomes and on the likelihood of successful 

skills transfer. Lim (2001) noted that among the many people-related organizational climate 



35 
 

 
 

factors for transfer, three factors appeared to influence transfer more than others: discussion 

with a supervisor about implementing new learning, positive feedback from the supervisor, 

and the supervisor’s involvement in or familiarization with the training process.  

 

Within the coaching literature, Baron and Morin (2009, 2010) found positive associations 

between supervisory support as perceived by the coachee and coach-coachee working 

alliance. Further, they found working alliance as a mediator of work-environment support (as 

measured by organizational openness to change, supervisor and peer support) and affective 

coaching outcomes as reflected by increased coachees’ self-efficacy. Baron and Morin (2009, 

2010) suggested that the support of the supervisor might reinforce the perceived value of the 

coaching process and therefore encourage the coachees’ efforts to develop. In support of this, 

Smither et al. (2003) found that employees that participated in coaching were more likely to 

solicit ideas on how to improve their multisource feedback ratings and achieved improved 

performance as rated by their direct reports and supervisors. Similarly, Ladegard (2011) found 

that coachee insight was related to increased social support, which was associated with 

reduced stress. Ladegard (2011) proposed that increased insight into own strengths and 

weaknesses may make individuals better able to utilize social resources in their daily work, 

which contributes to better stress management. Qualitative studies in our review also 

highlight the importance of supervisory support from the coachees’ (Bush, 2004; Hill, 2010), 

coaches’ (Kappenberg, 2008), and HR professionals’ perspective (Salomaa, 2015).  

 

Future research should understand exactly what types of supervisory support behaviours are 

important to encourage learning and performance outcomes from coaching. For example, is 

the frequency and timing of these behaviours in relation to the coaching process important 

and how important are supervisory support behaviours in relation to other environmental 
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factors? Our review also identified that the coaching literature is theory-light in respect of 

supervisory support, which is reflected in the relatively low overall quality in this domain (see 

Table 2). In the training literature, leader-member exchange (LMX) is one theory that has 

been proposed as an explanation for understanding the influence of leader interactions on 

training transfer. LMX posits that through different types of exchanges, leaders differentiate 

the way they treat their followers (Dansereau, Graen & Haga, 1975) leading to different 

quality relationships between the leader and each follower (Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee 

& Epitropaki, 2016). In the context of training effectiveness and transfer of training, Scaduto, 

Lindsay and Chiaburu (2008) propose that a broad focus on exchanges with the leader is 

important for creating more inclusive models off training effectiveness. We argue that this 

detailed understanding of the LMX is equally as important to understand factors determining 

coaching effectiveness. Our review found that, to-date, no researchers have directly explored 

LMX in the context of coaching effectiveness.  

 

We suggest that LMX is an important direction for future research to further understand the 

influence of supervisory support on coaching effectiveness. Following the recommendations 

provided by Martin et al. (2016) for future investigation of LMX, we suggest that cross-

lagged panel designs would be a suitable research methodology in order to help detect 

changes in both LMX quality across the duration of the coaching intervention and beyond. 

We classify future research into supervisory support on coaching effectiveness, and in 

particular, LMX, as a high priority given then scarcity of current research in this area. 

Adopting a theoretical underpinning such as LMX in this domain would enhance the quality 

of theory for studies here. Further, by utilizing outcomes from third party or objective sources 

and ensuring the directness of the coaching intervention would provide greater confidence in 

relation to the important of supervisory support in ensuring coaching effectiveness. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this paper, we set out to achieve two goals. Firstly, to examine critically the theoretical 

constructs operationalized in past coaching research to provide a deeper understanding of why 

these factors are important in understanding what determines coaching effectiveness and 

secondly, to identify and discuss fundamental questions to be answered and appropriate 

research methodologies that can advance workplace coaching research and practice.  

Our SLR identified a total of 117 studies that matched our inclusion criteria and focused 

exclusively on formal one-to-one coaching by coach practitioners in an organizational setting.   

Our review focused around a critical discussion of seven of the most frequently 

operationalized constructs that are proposed as determining the effectiveness of workplace 

coaching: self-efficacy, coaching motivation, goal orientation, trust, interpersonal attraction, 

feedback intervention, and supervisory support. Whilst a number of the theoretical constructs 

explored in our paper are shared with the training literature, we argue that the key for future 

research, is to progress towards an understanding of the interaction between these constructs 

in the coaching context. Gaining a greater understanding of the unique contribution of 

coaching to learning and performance compared to other interventions such as training or 

mentoring will advance theory and practice in workplace coaching. For example, the majority 

of the theoretical constructs discussed in our paper have been explored in isolation, therefore 

we know very little in relation to the unique exploratory power in explaining coaching 

effectiveness or whether there is some redundancy in the coverage of each of these theoretical 

constructs. Furthermore, whilst some of the constructs discussed (such as self-efficacy and 

goal orientation) benefit from voluminous literature in the wider training context, other 

constructs explored in our review such as trust and interpersonal attraction are generally 
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absent within a normal training context. As these constructs have only been explored in 

isolation, we are yet to determine how these constructs interact and develop over the course of 

a coaching intervention. We propose that in order to understand the unique contribution of 

coaching to learning and performance outcomes, the most promising avenues for future 

research will be to examine these interactions in detail. 

 

To guide this future research, we formulated a series of research directions for scholars, and 

highlighted the priority of the area as a whole for future research. Based on the knowledge 

gaps highlighted in our synthesis, we also made a number of suggestions in relation to 

necessary advances in terms of the research methodology currently utilized in coaching 

research. We summarise the suggestions for future research, including suggested 

methodologies made throughout our paper in Table 3.  

 

Insert Table 3 about here 

 

Additionally, we have two generalised suggestions in relation to future research that we 

propose are an urgent priority. Firstly, our review has identified that the impact of the 

theoretical constructs on coaching outcomes varies dependent on the criterion measured. This 

is supported by the meta-analytic finding of Jones et al. (2016) that showed different effect 

sizes for the various outcomes in their framework of workplace coaching outcomes. Future 

research should examine the unique impact of the theoretical constructs explored here at the 

different outcome levels. Further theorising is also needed in order to understand why the 

different theoretical constructs interact at the different outcome levels in this way. Secondly, 

the definition of coaching utilized here specifies that coaching is a reflective, goal-focused 

relationship (Smither, 2011). Given the fundamental importance of reflection and goal-setting 
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in coaching, it is noteworthy that we were unable to include a discussion of these theoretical 

concepts in our paper. This is because no studies identified in our review directly examined 

the influence of either reflection or goal-setting in relation to coaching outcomes. We suggest 

that this is a significant gap in the literature that urgently needs addressing.  

 

We also acknowledge that our strict boundary conditions (i.e., inclusion/exclusion criteria) 

may be a double-edged sword, as there may have been studies that were excluded from our 

review due to incomplete reporting of the coaching intervention and context (e.g., goals, 

approach taken or procedure). Our recommendation is therefore that a more thorough 

reporting of the coaching intervention in coaching research can increase the scope of future 

SLRs and, ultimately, achieve a more effective integration of coaching literature. A further 

potential limitation of our study relates to the seven theoretical constructs explored. During 

the coding stage of our SLR, we adopted an inductive approach and both authors 

independently identified the most frequently operationalized theoretical constructs and 

reached agreement upon which to include in our review. As can be seen in the appendix 

(available online), there are other theoretical constructs operationalized in the primary studies 

identified in our review that we have not been able to explore in detail here, for example 

working alliance. Through our inductive analysis of the primary studies in our review, we 

believe that we have been able to focus on the seven key theoretical constructs, however as 

further primary studies are conducted that explore some of the other theoretical constructs, 

future SLR’s may turn to focus on these additional constructs. 

 

We are confident that our paper can make a meaningful contribution to workplace coaching 

theory and research. We have mapped out the theoretical constructs operationalized in the 

coaching literature and summarised the findings from these studies. We have further extended 
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this contribution by explicitly linking the evidence from the coaching literature to the wider 

psychological theory and research in a way that the current body of coaching research fails to 

do. This is particularly important as our review takes a significant step towards understanding 

the important theoretical constructs that explain the factors that determine workplace coaching 

effectiveness. Furthermore, our paper has provided specific, theory and research informed 

recommendations for future research that could significantly progress the field of workplace 

coaching theory and practice.  
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Table 1. Summary of coaching outcomes measured split by theoretical construct 

 

 Outcome  

Construct Affective Cognitive Skill-based Results 

Self-efficacy 23 4 9 3 

Coaching motivation 15 2 6 2 

Goal orientation 4  1  

Trust 13  2  

Interpersonal attraction 3  3  

Feedback intervention 9  8  

Supervisory support 8    

Note: Some studies measured multiple outcomes across different categories 
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Table 2. Overview of assessment of quality for each of the seven theoretical constructs 

 

Theme Design quality 

(explicit 

theoretical 

underpinning) 

Consistency 

of evidence 

Directness of 

outcome 

Directness 

of 

intervention 

Overall 

assessment 

of quality 

Self-efficacy 0.92 1 0.56 0.71 0.80 

The evidence to indicate the presence of self-efficacy as both a predictor and outcome of 

coaching is relatively robust with consistent evidence across the studies in our review. 

However, there is only a moderate level of confidence in relation to directness of outcome as 

the majority of outcomes are self-reported at the coachee level rather than from third-party or 

objective sources. 

Coaching 

motivation 

0.76 1 0.59 0.82 0.79 

The evidence suggests that coaching motivation is an important antecedent of coaching 

outcomes with studies in our review yielding consistent results. However, as with self-

efficacy, there is only a moderate level of confidence in relation to directness of outcome as 

the majority of outcomes are self-reported at the coachee level rather than from third-party or 

objective sources. 

Goal 

orientation 

1 1 0.75 0.75 .88 

There is strong evidence to indicate that coachee goal orientation is relevant to understanding 

coaching outcomes. This variable has been investigated using primarily quantitative research 

designs with a greater number of studies utilizing outcomes measured by third-party or 

objective sources. 

Trust 0.54 1 0.46 0.92 0.73 

Whilst the evidence consistently indicates that trust in the coaching relationship is important 

across studies exploring this construct, the overall quality of studies is moderate due to the 

reliance on surrogate outcomes (i.e. coaches ratings) and a paucity of theoretical underpinning 

in these studies.  

Interpersonal 

attraction 

1 0 .75 0.75 0.63 

The findings regarding the importance of interpersonal attraction are relatively inconsistent, 

however the quality of theoretical underpinning of studies exploring this variable is high and 

there are also a greater number of studies utilizing outcomes measured by third-party or 

objective sources. 

Feedback 

intervention 

0.71 0 0.79 0.43 0.48 
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The overall quality of studies exploring the importance of feedback intervention in coaching 

is relatively low. This is partially attributable to the low directness of intervention, as 

frequently when feedback intervention is investigated with coaching, the two interventions are 

combined, without a comparison group. On the other hand, this theme does included a 

relatively high number of studies utilizing outcomes measured by third-party or objective 

sources. 

Supervisory 

support 

0.75 0 0.44 0.63 0.46 

The overall quality of studies exploring the importance of supervisory support in coaching is 

relatively low. This is primarily due to the inconsistency in findings across studies, the 

reliance on self-report measures of outcomes and the high number of studies in this group 

with a low level of directness of intervention.  

 

Note: For study design and consistency, a score of 1 indicates on average most studies within 

this theme included an explicit underpinning theoretical framework and demonstrate high 

levels of homogeneity in findings. A score of 0 indicates on average most studies within this 

theme do not include an explicit underpinning theoretical framework and demonstrate high 

levels of heterogeneity in findings. For directness of outcomes, a rating of 1.0 indicates high 

directness evidenced by outcomes gathered from objective measures or third-parties, a rating 

of 0.5 indicates moderate directness evidenced by self-reported (coachee) outcomes, and a 

rating of 0.0 indicates low directness evidenced by outcomes gathered from ‘surrogate’ 

(coach) outcomes. For directness of intervention, a rating of 1 indicates high directness 

evidenced by an isolated one-to-one coaching intervention whereas a rating of 0 indicates low 

directness evidenced by one-to-one coaching combined with another intervention. Study 

design and directness are mean scores calculated from the ratings provided for individual 

studies shown in the supplementary info table in the appendix available online. The overall 

assessment of quality is the mean of the other scores provided here and is provided on a scale 

from 0.0 to 1.0. 
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Table 3. Summary of recommend future research directions and suggested research 

methodology 

 

Research question Research methodology 

Self-efficacy  

What is the relative influence of global self-efficacy beliefs 

compared to domain-specific self-efficacy and task-specific 

self-efficacy on coaching effectiveness? 

Diary studies 

Coaching motivation  

Is coaching motivation an affective outcome of workplace 

coaching? 

Longitudinal design 

Goal orientation  

Is learning goal orientation an affective outcome of 

workplace coaching? 

Longitudinal design 

Trust  

What characteristics are more likely to lead to the coachee 

developing strong perception of trust in their coach? 

Experimental design 

Once trust is established, what is the impact on participant 

behaviours during coaching conversations? 

Observational studies 

Interpersonal attraction  

What is the relative importance of actual and perceived 

coach-coachee similarity/differences on coaching outcomes 

throughout different stages of the coaching intervention? 

Observational studies 

Is there a curvilinear relationship between coach-coachee 

similarity and coaching outcomes? 

Observational studies 

Feedback intervention theory  

At which stage is incorporating feedback into coaching most 

impactful? 

Experimental design 

What is the comparative impact of utilizing positive versus 

negative feedback in coaching? 

Experimental design 

Supervisory support  

What types of supervisory support behaviours are important 

to encourage learning and performance outcomes from 

coaching (i.e. frequency, timing)? 

Longitudinal design 
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Research question Research methodology 

What is the impact of leader-member exchange on coaching 

effectiveness and does leader-member exchange quality 

improve over the duration of the coaching intervention? 

Cross-lagged panel designs 

Interaction of theoretical constructs  

What is the unique contribution of coachee self-efficacy, 

coaching motivation and goal orientation on coaching 

effectiveness? 

Longitudinal design 

What is the nature of the interaction between trust in the 

coaching relationship, coaching motivation and interpersonal 

attraction? 

Experimental design 

Does a high level of trust in the coaching relationship lead to 

increased coachee self-efficacy through a mediating role of 

feedback receptivity?  

Experimental design 

What is the interaction between feedback in coaching and 

coachee goal orientation? 

Experimental design 

 


