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Introduction to the Special Issue on 

Advances in the Psychology of Workplace Coaching 

 

Abstract 

This article introduces a special issue of Applied Psychology: An International Review 

that focuses on recent advances in the psychology of workplace coaching. In the initial 

section, we briefly describe the current state of workplace coaching research, and we then 

outline the aims and objectives that had driven our motivation in editing this special issue. 

We set out two objectives for this special issue.  Firstly, to ensure that each of the 

contributions started with relevant theoretical framework, and secondly, that the papers in this 

special issue utilized rigorous research design and methodology. In the next section we 

provide an overview of each of the five articles making up the special issue, detailing their 

respective contributions to advancing workplace coaching research and theory. We conclude 

with recommendations for future workplace coaching research, building on the contributions 

in this special issue. We propose scholars should focus on three key areas: future coaching 

research should adopt a ’start with theory‘ approach; that rigorous research design and 

methodology is prioritized, specifically in relation to utilizing multiple data sources and 

increasing the range of objective (hard) data as coaching outcome measures; and for coaching 

scholars to pay attention to and explore non-significant effects. 

Keywords: workplace coaching; applied psychology; theoretical frameworks; input factors; 

process factors; contextual factors; coaching outcomes; coaching effectiveness. 

 

 

 



Introduction to the Special Issue on 

Advances in the Psychology of Workplace Coaching 

There has been extensive growth in the academic literature related to workplace 

coaching, including executive, leadership and business coaching over the past three decades 

(Jones, Woods, & Guillaume, 2016). Workplace coaching is described as a one-to-one 

custom-tailored, learning and development intervention that uses a collaborative, reflective, 

goal-focused relationship provided to all levels of employees by external or internal coaching 

practitioners who have no formal supervisory authority over the coachee (Bozer & Jones, 

2018).  Recent meta-analyses have established that coaching is an effective development tool 

(e.g., Burt & Talati, 2017; Graßmann, Schölmerich, & Schermuly, 2020; Jones et al., 2016) 

and as such research has shifted from simply considering the effect of coaching towards 

research that explores the mechanisms, processes and factors that determine effectiveness, 

and explain how the desired change following coaching occurs.  Two necessary requirements 

of research with this focus is that it is based on a theoretically solid foundation and is 

conducted utilizing rigorously robust research methods.  

Until recently, the workplace coaching literature was dominated by practitioner-led 

research, published predominately in niche coaching journals and 'grey literature' (see Bozer 

& Jones (2018) for a comprehensive review); this led many scholars to regard workplace 

coaching as a practice-based field. However, recent publications in high-ranking scientific 

journals indicate a shift is occurring in the literature on workplace coaching, with a move 

towards scientific rather than practitioner led research (e.g., Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 

2018; Bachkirova & Borrington, 2019; Blackman, Moscardo, & Gray, 2016; Bozer & 

Delegach, 2019; Bozer & Jones, 2018; De Haan, Gray, & Bonneywell, 2019; Graßmann et 

al., 2020; Jones et al., 2016). This shift aligns with a broader trend in applied psychology 

towards rigorous evaluations of workplace interventions (e.g., O’Connell, O’Shea, & 



Gallagher, 2016). It is this important shift that has driven our motivation for this special issue 

on the advances in the psychology of workplace coaching. We hope that the timely 

publication of this special issue will positively contribute to shaping the direction of 

workplace coaching research into a field that is widely regarded as being scientifically 

rigorous. We firmly believe that applied psychology theory can offer key theoretical 

frameworks and important insights for investigating the factors, mechanisms, and processes 

which can explain how and why coaching works. This theory-based knowledge is timely and 

essential to ensure a maximized and sustained impact of this popular learning and 

development intervention. 

In workplace coaching research, we now have countless examples of interesting 

phenomena for which no theory (or at best under-developed theory) has been provided. Early 

research has established, for example, the importance of the coachee’s commitment to change 

for coaching outcomes (e.g., Kombarakaran, Yang, Baker, & Fernandes, 2008); that a 

trusting, confidential relationship between coach and coachee is important for coaching 

outcomes (e.g., De Haan, Culpin, & Curd, 2011); that the neutrality of the coach is essential 

(James-Ward, 2013); that an important element of the coaching process is the feedback 

provided to the coachee by the coach (e.g., Rekalde, Landeta, & Albizu, 2015), and we could 

go on. Overall, for each of these observed phenomena recorded in the coaching literature, we 

have very little theorizing as to why these components are important. We know that they 

make a difference, however we do not have clear theories that explain why and how they 

make a difference. Consequently, our first objective in publishing this special issue was to 

ensure that each contribution starts with a relevant theoretical framework(s). Shaw (2017) 

advocates a ’start with theory‘ approach, arguing that it offers advantages to our scholarship 

including more refined, accurate, and comprehensive construct definitions; strong alignment 

between construct definitions and measurement and a robust study design including the 



features necessary for testing the underlying theoretical mechanisms. We believe that for 

workplace coaching research to advance to the next stage, we, as coaching scholars, need to 

take heed of the ’start with theory‘ message. We are pleased that all of the five papers in the 

collection of diverse papers on workplace coaching in our special issue, share a ’start with 

theory‘ approach. Specifically, each article adopts an established psychology theory and 

constructs and applies them to the workplace coaching context. For example, Fontes and 

Dello Russo (2021) apply psychological capital (Luthans, 2002) and goal-setting theory 

(Locke & Latham, 1990), Schermuly Wach, Kirschbaum and Wegge (2021) use transactional 

stress theory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and Lai and Smith’s (2021) research is informed by 

social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). 

The second objective of our special issue was that the collection of papers would 

implement rigorous research design and methodology. In this context, the articles include a 

number of key features, such as operationalizing well-defined variables, thorough and 

appropriate data collection and measurement strategies, and valid statistical or qualitative 

analyses. These features are all essential to reducing the risks of biased results, so that 

ultimately, a solid evidence base can be produced. The research studies in our special issue 

all meet the demanding requirements of a stringent scientific research, so that they can be 

regarded as ‘low risk’ studies (Grover & Furnham, 2016). For example, studies in our special 

issue include two randomized controlled trials in realistic workplace settings (Fontes & Dello 

Russo, 2021; Jones, Woods, & Zhou, 2021), hard objective measures (Schermuly et al., 

2021), and the incorporation of multi-stakeholder data (Fontes & Dello Russo, 2021; Jones et 

al., 2021; Kotte, Diermann, Rosing, & Möller, 2021; Lai & Smith, 2021).  

In this special issue we present five papers from an international field of scholars who 

have responded to our call to establish a stronger connection between research in applied 

psychology and workplace coaching by conducting theoretically sound, methodologically 



robust research. We believe that the studies in this special issue contribute to the generational 

transition that has occurred in the workplace coaching literature over the last decade, moving 

from a research that is concerned with the question: ‘does coaching work?’ and ‘what types 

of outcomes does it generate?’, towards research that is concerned with the question: ‘how 

and why does coaching work?’ Specifically, this special issue provides important insights 

into, and understanding of, the factors, mechanisms, and processes associated with workplace 

coaching outcomes. 

 In the first article, Jones, Woods, and Zhou, explore how differences between 

individual coachees impact on coaching effectiveness, as reflected in coachee job 

performance. Drawing on the attribute-treatment-interaction framework from the training and 

learning literature, Jones et al. conduct a randomized controlled trial in a UK-based non-

profit organization to examine the interaction effects of individual coachee differences, 

namely, the ‘Big Five’ personality traits, core self-evaluations, and goal orientation, on 

coachee’s performance improvement. By theorizing and examining how coachee input 

factors interact with coaching intervention features, the rigorous experimental design in this 

study improves our understanding of who is more likely to benefit from coaching, and why.  

In the second article, Fontes and Dello Russo investigate the role of coachee 

psychological capital (PsyCap) in workplace coaching outcomes. Drawing on the PsyCap 

theoretical construct (e.g., Luthans, 2002; Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007), the 

authors suggest that PsyCap can be used as a mediator to explain how a coaching intervention 

exerts its effects. Following the principles of goal-setting theory (e.g., Locke & Latham, 

1990; Seijts & Latham, 2005) and conservation of resources theory (e.g., Hobfoll, 

Halbesleben, Neveu, & Westman, 2018), the authors design a coaching intervention that aims 

to enhance coachee PsyCap as a means to achieve coachee job attitudinal changes and 

performance improvement. The proposed coaching intervention is tested empirically through 



a randomized controlled trial among the employees of a digital marketing agency in Portugal. 

In addition to the theorizing and empirical examination of PsyCap as a mediating mechanism 

in coaching effectiveness, this study responds to important methodological concerns raised in 

previous research. Specifically, this study complements coachee self-report ratings with 

organizational multi-source feedback data that are collected at three time points (pre-post-and 

four months upon coaching completion). 

The third article, by Lai and Smith, aims to improve understanding of the factors that 

promote a three-way joint coaching identity between coach, coachee and organizational 

stakeholders. The authors perform multi-perspective in-depth interviews with UK-based 

coaches, coachees, and organizational stakeholders, focusing on the critical incidents drawn 

from the personal coaching experience of the interviewees. The authors use social identity 

theory (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1985), which draws on the notion of workplace coaching 

relationships as a group-based identity, thus providing a framework for analyzing 

negotiations between coach, coachee, and organizational stakeholders with the ultimate 

objective to reach identity alignment. Consequently, this study expands the dyadic 

conceptualization of the coach-coachee working alliance to focus on coaching relationships 

as a group-based affiliation. This group-based affiliation is shaped by multiple stakeholders 

who generate a wider social space that facilitates critical coaching processes such as 

contracting, trust building, collaboration, and change motivation. 

In the fourth article, Kotte, Diermann, Rosing, and Möller focus on the emerging 

domain of entrepreneurial coaching (EC), which is increasingly used to support entrepreneurs 

at different stages of their businesses. The authors introduce a conceptual EC framework that 

is based on multi-perspective interview data collected from early-stage entrepreneur coachees 

and coaches in Germany. Consistent with input-process-output frameworks of workplace 

coaching (e.g., Ely et al., 2010; Greif, 2013; Joo, 2005), and training evaluation frameworks 



(e.g., Kirkpatrick, 1994; Kraiger, Ford, & Salas, 1993), the proposed EC framework identifies 

input, process, contextual factors, and outcomes. This study advances workplace coaching 

research in two aspects, first by focussing on the specific context of entrepreneurial coaching 

that is  targeted at early-stage entrepreneurs, this study responds to recent calls to move 

beyond the ‘one size fits all’ assumption by differentiating coaching for specific target-groups 

(e.g., Bozer & Jones, 2018; Cooper, 2019). Secondly, this study contributes to EC theory by 

defining and mapping distinct EC characteristics and comparing them with closely related 

developmental interventions that are used frequently in the entrepreneurial context, including 

consulting and mentoring, and by positioning EC within the general forms of coaching (i.e. 

workplace, and executive coaching). 

The final article, is a research note by Schermuly, Wach, Kirschbaum, and Wegge, 

and focuses on coaching a specific target group of insolvent entrepreneurs. In the context that 

business insolvency is an extreme stressor for entrepreneurs, the authors draw on the 

transactional stress theory (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) as a framework for coaching 

intervention to improve coping resources and their proposed health-related outcomes. The 

authors conduct a pre-post-test-within-subject design study to examine the effect of coaching 

on coping resources, health, and cognitive performance in insolvent entrepreneurs. Drawing 

on the theoretical construct of working alliance, which is rooted in psychotherapy (e.g., 

Bordin, 1979) and was recently supported as explanatory mechanism in coaching literature 

(e.g., Graßmann et al., 2020), these authors propose the coach-coachee working alliance as a 

moderator between coaching intervention and improvements in the proposed outcomes. This 

article makes a notable contribution to the field by integrating objective outcome measures 

(i.e., cortisol and cortisone stress hormones, and a cognitive performance test) that add to the 

external validity of the findings. Similar to Kotte et al. (2021), the authors respond to the call 

for taking a closer look at coaching as a context-sensitive intervention by examining the 



impact of coaching on a specific target group in a specific context, namely, coachee 

entrepreneurs who face business insolvency.   

To close this introductory note to our special issue on the advances in the psychology 

of workplace coaching, we provide three recommendations for future research. We hope that 

our recommendations will guide researchers in building further on the contributions made in 

the papers in this issue. Firstly, we urge workplace coaching scholars to continue the work 

presented in our special issue and to ensure that future coaching research adopts a ’start with 

theory‘ approach. We propose that a significant contribution can be made in explaining the 

underlying mechanisms of coaching phenomena by applying established theory. Importantly, 

scholars should take on board the observation by Shepherd and Sutcliffe (2011) that a simple 

theory is a better theory. Theories should be testable; therefore it is important that they do not 

contain any summative units (Dubin, 1969). Summative units, which are global, complex 

units that bring together a number of different properties in a single description, are found far 

too often in the coaching literature; common offenders include ‘client-coach relationship’ 

(Kilburg, 2001) and ‘coach characteristics’ (Joo, 2005). These units often mean a great deal, 

although much of this is ill defined or even unspecified. For these reasons, Dubin (1969) 

concludes that summative units have no place in theories as they cannot be directly tested. 

We propose that what is now needed, is for coaching research to include simple, testable 

theory that has strong explanatory power to increase our understanding of the underlying 

processes in coaching.  

Secondly, based on the studies in our special issue, we prioritise research design and 

methodology in future workplace coaching research. An important consideration for future 

research is the collection of multiple sources of data among key stakeholders in the coachee’s 

environment (e.g., coach, line manager, subordinates, peers, human resource development 

personnel) to overcome or reduce the risk of bias associated with self-reported ratings. This 



recommendation becomes highly important as qualitative studies (e.g., De Haan, 2019; Lai & 

Smith, 2021; Myers & Bachkirova, 2018) demonstrate how the multi-purpose and 

multifaceted nature of coaching is reflected in varied agendas and objectives among coaching 

stakeholders in the three-way joint coaching alliance (i.e., coach, coachee, sponsor 

organization). Another important consideration that can further strengthen research rigor and 

increase the range of coaching measures is collecting objective (hard) data that complements 

the subjective data. We anticipate that this recommendation will become increasingly feasible 

as wearable technology and digital forms of data collection become more accessible and 

widely used throughout society (e.g., monitors to measure sleep quality, heart rate and 

physical activity). Moreover, given recent advances in tracking and diagnostic instruments, 

capturing the dynamic effects and longitudinal patterns and trends in coaching outcomes over 

and beyond specific points in time (i.e. pre-during-post coaching) becomes viable and 

valuable measurement and assessment strategies for future quantitative research. 

Finally, we encourage scholars to pay close attention to and explore non-significant 

effects. In the five studies in our special issue, we noticed that some of the most interesting 

contributions came from the discussion of these non-significant effects. For example, Jones et 

al. (2021) explore the non-significant effects of coaching in relation to supervisor ratings of 

coachee performance. They explore these non-significant effects in relation to the importance 

of utilizing a control group in coaching intervention research and the ability of the supervisor 

to provide accurate performance ratings. Fontes and Dello Russo (2021) discuss the lack of a 

mediating role of psychological capital on changes in job performance following coaching. 

They propose that this may be due to the need for more time for behavioural changes such as 

these to unfold. Finally, Schermuly et al. (2021) explored the non-significant effects of 

coaching on stress hormones and propose that future research should utilize measures of both 

long-term stress and short-term fluctuations in stress. While we appreciate that any discussion 



of non-significant findings must be tentative in nature, we do suggest that such discussions 

can highlight trends in non-significant findings across studies that will both help inform 

theory building and highlight potential interesting avenues for further exploration. We hope 

that scholars who will continue to pay attention to and explore non-significant effects will be 

duly supported by editors and reviewers, so that a full and healthy debate of all research 

findings, whether those are significant or not is encouraged. 
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