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Abstract

The following paper briefly reviews identified changes in the coaching field as a result of the First ICF Coaching Research Symposium in November of 2003. The paper proposes policy recommendations based on the perspective that coaching’s development as a profession requires its foundation in evidence.  The paper is organized into five main sections: a definition of coaching research, a definition of research evidence relevant for coaching, a discussion of the relevance of coaching research for coach training, varieties of existing and potential coaching research, and an outline of directions in which to re-think the coaching field. Emphasis is placed on the reform of coach training in the direction of evidence based instruction as a fundamental priority for the future of the field.

Introduction

In this paper, we discuss several important topics in the domain of Evidence Based Coaching (EBC), and issue a call for action to coaches and coach schools, including all ICF membership. We do so as a consequence of the First ICF Coaching Research Symposium held in Denver in 2003, which defined a new direction for coaches. This new direction is the hallmark of a second phase in the evolution of coaching as a profession, leading from coaching as a largely improvised service to a full-fledged profession with its own, internationally shared knowledge base. This paper is a call for action to coaches and coach schools  to renew themselves by assessing the evidence on which their work is based, whether in practice or training. We issue this call, believing coaching’s future is as an evidence-based discipline on a par with professions such as psychology, law, medicine, and others. 

In most general terms, this paper summarizes where coaching presently stands as a profession, and where it is going. It is the goal of the paper to make coaches more highly aware of, and familiar with, existing research and to suggest new directions of research to follow. Given current coach training models, another goal of the paper is to encourage training schools to aid their students in becoming scientist-practitioners of coaching by adding training in evaluating and/or conducting coaching research. 

More specifically, the paper centers upon five topics, each one dealt with in a section of its own, and defining important aspects of EBC: 

1.
definition of coaching research

2.
definition of evidence (relevant to coach training and coaching practice)

3.
relevance of coaching research for coach training

4.
varieties of existing and potential coaching research

5.
outline of the re-orientation needed in the coaching field.

Definition of Coaching Research

We see coaching research as the proper foundation of coaching as a helping profession that is grounded in the existing network of the social sciences, philosophy, adult learning, and economics/business systems. Coaching research is thus a synthesis of theories and methodologies already in existence, applied to an activity meant to promote clients’ mental, emotional, and social growth and learning. Coaching research is systematic, hypothesis based, and may be quantitative and qualitative in method and outcomes. It uses theoretical frameworks, hypotheses, and observations to arrive at empirical evidence about the coaching process, its preconditions, limits, outcomes, and embeddedness in larger systemic environments such as teams, organizations, communities, and cultures. Such research may also focus on the parties to the coaching, their potential for behavioral change, and developmental advance. 

Coaching research is generated by scientist-practitioners of coaching, and is used by coaches who have been educated to read, interpret, and integrate research outcomes into their work, both to develop new perspectives on clients, and to guide their clients’ development and work life. 

Through inclusion of coaching research, coach training itself is transformed, and becomes applied research. That is, what happens (or does not happen) in coaching itself becomes material for further research. Equally, how coaching is learned and mastered as part of coaches’ personal development becomes a research topic. As a result, coach training begins to contribute to an applied social science of human growth, with a focus on helping both coaches and clients realize their developmental potential. 

Definition of Evidence Relevant to Coach Training and Coaching Practice

Empirical evidence is typically not something that is simply “found.” Rather, it is constructed, and it derives from theoretical models that determine the perspective and interpretive analysis of findings. There exist as many possible models of coaching as there are definitions of human being. For instance, a behavioral approach will focus on different aspects of the person being coached (such as performance, or learning) than a developmental approach (which may focus on potential capability). Importantly, research evidence must be replicable by using the methodology originally used to put it in place. The more answers research provides to inquiries that consider multiple viewpoints, the richer it is.  

Two further topics are relevant in defining evidence: focus and method. Focus is selective. In coaching research, we can focus on the coach, the coach-client relationship, or the client, and regarding the latter, we can pay attention to internal aspects such as development, external aspects such as performance, and systemic aspects such as the client’s larger environment. Regarding method, similar distinctions apply. Research evidence can derive from surveys using quantitative formulations of outcome (research “on” coaching), or from interview based qualitative studies (research “in” coaching). These two methods can also be linked, leading to a mixed, quantitative as well as qualitative, methodology. 

In summary, coaching research evidence is a diverse body of insights that are limited by the methodology used and the focus selected. Understanding and interpreting such evidence requires knowledge of research techniques and their methodological limits. Applying such evidence to coaching presupposes a reflective and flexible stance regarding one’s own approach to clients, while applying such evidence to training means basing instructional designs on available findings relevant to the topic of instruction. 

Relevance of Coaching Research to Coach Training 

Since coach training and certification regard the future of the coaching profession, it is vital that research evidence be incorporated. (The same holds for the “core competencies” and “proficiencies” stipulated by certifying bodies.) An initial challenge exists in grounding current coaching models in theory and evidence, given the variety of models used by different training organizations.  This is difficult to accomplish in a cultural environment populated by a large number of commercial training schools using more or less proprietary materials. As a result, there is a need for developing guidelines to determine minimal requirements for inclusion of research for training to be designated as evidence based.

What would evidence-based training require?  Training needs to be grounded in existing theories and research, and be informed by research as it becomes available.  At a fundamental level, practitioners need instruction in basic research methodologies such that they can critically evaluate research evidence and apply valid evidence to their practice.  This could be termed a professional-scientist model whereby coaches are trained thoroughly enough to recognize potential limitations or significant findings of particular research.  A scientist-practitioner model, similar to clinical psychology’s Boulder model (Raimy, 1950), would go farther, training coaches in both scientific/theoretical and practical/applied arenas. These are important issues that should be  supported by the coaching community, for instance, in the form of creating a working group to recommend training guidelines for a scientist-practitioner model.  A further development might be an Institute for Coach Training Research. The quality of work done by such an institute could decide the prospects of coaching as an evidence-based profession.  In addition to adopting a training model which includes training in research (or at least critical thinking about research), there is a pressing need for individuals who have the expertise to teach and carry out research to become engaged in coach training.  Without these individuals, a research base in which to ground coach training and practice is impossible to attain.

In addition, it is an important question to ask what kind of research is primarily relevant to coach training.  Are quantitative and qualitative research equally important? How are research findings to be interpreted for inclusion in coach training programs? What definitions of “coaching” should research use in generating relevant empirical outcomes? What is “relevant” in coach training? Which of the existing research methods best lend themselves to inclusion in research on how coaching is learned and practiced?  Which models of coach training provide for the most effective coaching, and further, in which situations?  In the area of coach certification, the core competencies and proficiencies stipulated are at this point theoretical only, but ultimately are topics for specific empirical study.  For example, to what extent is active listening a necessary condition for effective coaching?  Certification itself would do well to be evidence-based.  We realize this will take time. These questions and more are requisite discussions for the further development of coach training.   

In short, research on learning to become a coach and inclusion of research evidence in coach training is presently a no-man’s land. This is an important frontier of the coaching profession requiring exploration. The development of coaching as a true profession depends on initiatives taken to map this no-man’s land. 

Varieties of Existing and Potential Coaching Research

In his lucid review of existing coaching research, A. Grant found 125 peer reviewed papers and dissertations in the psychological literature that are candidates for an incipient knowledge base for coaching following the scientist-practitioner model (Grant, 2003a, 2003b). Most of these writings have accrued during the 1990s. Most of them consist of empirical case studies and tests of methodological frameworks. In the majority of cases, they privilege external over internal coaching. Very few studies are systemic, considering points of delivery of coaching such as managers, HR staff, and peers. 

Given the fact that coaching is, in terms of content, a fusion of consulting, training, mentoring, and counseling (Kleinberg, 2003), and in terms of method, a form of process consultation (Schein, 1987), there are multiple, overlapping areas of potential coaching research. In terms of the foundations of coaching as a human growth profession, the following research traditions seem to be most relevant:

1.
cognitive-behavioral research

2.
cognitive-developmental research

3.
adult learning theory and theory of “transformative learning”

4.
motivation theory and theory of “emotional intelligence”

5.
cultural studies

6.
theories of management

7.
models of organizational behavior and development

8.
theories of spirituality  

Overall, given that coaching is a complex social phenomenon, research on coaching would seem to benefit from principles of systems theory.  

Outline of the Re-Orientation Needed in the Coaching Field

Given the topics discussed in the above sections, a call to action is upon us.  In order for coaching to move toward an evidence-based profession, a re-orientation is required.  Since coaching occurs in specific cultural settings and under specific social pressures, it is bound, as are many human enterprises, to often unexamined assumptions about human development and about the coaching process itself.  For this reason, re-orienting coaching to an evidence based focus is a matter of transcending cultural biases.  Is coaching a universal enterprise portable into different cultures, or must coaching be developed from the bottom up as a unique cultural manifestation?  For instance, individuals in the present coaching culture tend to focus on performance over development.  This is a North American value that does not take into account that people ARE much more than they happen to DO.  In short, re-orientation in the coaching field begins with adopting a critical stance toward unexamined coaching assumptions about human learning and development within cultures. 

What, then, does it imply to speak of re-orienting coaching to the requirements of an evidence based discipline? There are numerous ways in which re-orientation is an important issue for the coaching field. 
Here are some important ones:

1. Conceiving of coaching as a profession rather than a service 
2. Seeing the professional identity of coaches grounded in a shared knowledge base, rather than in ‘personal experience’ and ‘best practices’ (which are observations)
3. Acknowledging the existence of different evidence-based models of coaching, such as cognitive, constructive-developmental, feminist, transactional, transformational learning, and other models grounded in scientific research
4. Conducting outcome research establishing conclusive evidence of coaching effectiveness, behaviorally, developmentally, and in terms of human capital
5. In outcome research, distinguishing between ”behavioral change” and ”developmental advance,” thereby deepening the discussion of coaching ROI 
6. Researching the effectiveness and structures of the various coach training models, which would require either the coach training organizations to produce research on their methods/model or to share information so that comparisons between different organizations’ training models are possible
7. Exploring competencies and proficiencies as research topics to demonstrate their utility, in order to advance their selection from theoretical and practice-driven to evidence-based
8. Educating coaches as at least educated consumers of research, if not scientist-practitioners of coaching, so they can learn how to gather, interpret, and apply scientific findings
9. Grounding coach training in evidence-based methodologies and procedures taught and practiced throughout curricula with an examination of assumptions upon which they are based
10. Finding a balance, in coach training, between taking into account research “in” coaching (the coaching process) and research “on” coaching (coaching as a discipline considered sociologically, marketing-wise, and statistically)

Among these aspects of re-orientation, four stand out:

· Conceiving of coaching as a profession rather than a service (#1-2)
· Expanding outcome research supporting the legitimacy of coaching and its various models (#3-6)
· Conducting foundational research on coaching competencies and proficiencies (#7)
· Grounding coach training in research methodologies and findings (#8-10).

As indicated, re-orienting coach training to evidence based frameworks is a major initiative needed in the coaching field. Re-orientation means “re-thinking.” The more successful such re-thinking is, and the sooner and more vigorously it is pursued, the better for the future of coaching as a profession.

Conclusion

We have surveyed the contemporary landscape of coaching as a profession, emphasizing the urgent need to reform coach training in an evidence based direction. Noting that social science evidence regarding coaching fundamentals is as plentiful as evidence regarding coaching outcome is miniscule, we have suggested that the time has come for coaches and coaching schools to focus on research, or at least to become versed in interpreting and applying research findings. At this point, it is not clear whether universities and colleges with evidence based coaching programs will overtake commercial coaching schools offering “proprietary” programs. But it is certain that the next several years will be a period of shakeout in determining what is perceived as valid training and acceptable expertise in coaching, and what does not qualify as evidence-based. After this has happened, the coaching field will either have remained a vestige of the North American self-help movement, or will have matured into a knowledge-based profession of helping human beings change and grow. 
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