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ABSTRACT

In order to stay competitive, Human Resources Organizational Development (HROD)
requires tools to support the workforce to enhance learning and high performance. This study
assists the field in discovering effective methods in the executive coaching process to aid an
organizational leader’s growth and performance. Executive coaching has become a current
global phenomenon, which aims to improve organization leaders’ performance. Eighty-five
percent of executive coaches use one of the five top assessment tools when working with a client
(Sherpa, 2014). The purpose of this study was to understand how executive coaches learn from
and use these assessment tools in the coaching process. In this qualitative research study, a semi-
structured interview protocol was used with a sample of 15 expert executive coaches. The
interviews of the participants and field notes were analyzed using a thematic analysis method to
understand how the executive coaches learned from and used assessment tools with their clients.

The five main themes that emerged within the findings were: (1) willing to engage in
continuing education to master skills; (2) building trust between the coach and client; (3)

establishing the foundation for the coaching relationship; (4) turning up the volume to produce



results; and (5) ensuring accountability to cultivate change. This study uncovered two
conclusions: (1) the trigger to the learning cycle in the coaching process is the context-specific
data retrieved from the assessment tool; and (2) executive coaches use assessment data to turn up
the volume with their clients and enact relationship-based interventions.

A new relation-based, context-specific coaching model emerged. The model materialized
from the executive coach and client creating a working partnership in which both parties invest
time, effort, and skills in the learning and development of goals for the client using the data from
the assessment tool. Grounded in informal learning, this model proposes that learning happens
within the framework of the coaching relationship and the context-specific data for the coaching

process comes from the assessment tool data results.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The history of coaching goes back to the days of Socrates, who was deemed the first
coach with his philosophy and fascination with investigating the reasons for human existence
and for inner awareness, marking the initial concept of personal and leadership development
(Edward, 2003). The origins of the term coaching come from the Hungarian village of Kocs,
which was known for its carts (coaches) that transported passengers safely through the harsh
terrain between Vienna and Budapest. Coaching can now refer to a human coach helping to carry
a client from one point to another through the harsh terrain of the client’s environment (Stern,
2004; Sparkes, 1976; Underhill, McAnally, & Koriath, 2007).

Executive coaching is a key aspect of advancing individual and organizational
performances (de Haan, Duckworth, Birch, & Jones, 2013; Underhill, McAnally, & Koriath,
2007). As mentioned by de Haan et al. (2013), executive coaches are professionals who
specialize in leadership development, supporting an executive by “imparting actionable
information, instruction and advice” (p. 41). In current academic research, executive coaching
has been the most studied subtopic of coaching and is considered to be the forerunner among
other forms of coaching (Griffiths & Campbell, 2009). Definitions of executive coaching
generally focus on the practice of working with executives one-on-one to assist them in
leadership roles and performance in their organizations. Orenstein (2006) stated that executive
coaching is a “one-on-one intervention with a senior manager for the purpose of improving or

enhancing management skills” (p. 106), whereas Stern (2004) defined it as a one-on-one



interaction that is driven by data and is “an experiential, individualized, leadership development
process that builds a leader’s capability to achieve short and long-term organizational goals” (p.
154). Another definition by Griffiths and Campbell (2009) declared that coaching is more of a
“goal-directed, multi-experience process for enhancing people, work, and life and as well as an
industry” (p. 16). There are common roots in all of these definitions of executive coaching: it is a
process; it is about individuals; and it supports those individuals in achieving their personal and
organizational goals. For this research, Kilburg’s (1996) much-cited definition of executive
coaching, based on review of the literature, will be used:

... a helping relationship between a client who has managerial authority and

responsibility in an organization and a consultant who uses a wide variety of behavioral

techniques and methods to help the client achieve a mutually identified set of goals to
improve his or her professional performance and personal satisfaction and, consequently,
to improve the effectiveness of the client’s organization within a formally defined

coaching agreement. (p. 142)

Kilburg’s definition noted four aspects that are common to many executive coaching
methods, which (a) use a one-on-one collaborative relationship, (b) collect relevant data and
information, (c) use data as a guide to goal-setting and lastly, (d) use feedback (Gregory, Levy,
& Jefters, 2008).

Executive coaches come from various backgrounds and disciplines and represent an even
broader range of credentials and techniques used to improve a client’s performance. The
profession provides services across corporate, governmental, and nonprofit sectors, comprising
more than 25,000 practitioners worldwide (Orenstein, 2006). What does it take to be an effective

coach? Wasylyshyn (2003) discovered that there are three personal characteristics that clients



look for: “(a) the ability to form a strong ‘connection’ with the executive, (b) professionalism,
and (c) use of a clean and sound coaching methodology” (p. 98). The executive coach also needs
to be perceived as respectful, caring, and practical. Additionally, the executive coach must have
credibility and competence when working with clients to implement organizational change or
transform individuals. The assessment phase is one of the major steps in the coaching process,
allowing for the coach to obtain creditability (Diedrich, 1996; Kilburg, 1997).

Even though there are many principles and processes that support the role of executive
coaching in assisting individual development, these principles and processes vary. Feldman and
Lankau (2005) identified four major activities of an executive coach: (1) data gathering; (2)
feedback; (3) implementation (coaching); and (4) evaluation. Linley, Garcea, Hill, Minhas,
Trenier, and Willars (2010) examined the coaching process as three major steps: (1)
identification; (2) assessment; and (3) development of an individual’s strengths. Stern (2004)
states that executive coaches commonly preplan and follow a seven-step process: (1) initial
needs analysis; (2) contracting; (3) data gathering; (4) specific goal setting; (5) coaching; (6)
measuring and reporting results; and (7) transitioning into long-term efforts for the executive and
the company. Kilburg (1996) detailes five components of executive coaching: (1) developing an
intervention agreement; (2) building the relationship; (3) setting expectations; (4) providing
behavior mastery and cognitive control; and (5) evaluation.

Although there are differences in the processes of executive coaching, assessment or data
gathering is a common factor. Best (2010) has stated that “the assessment phase of a coaching
relationship is an indispensable component of the process” (p. 22). During the assessment phase
many executive coaches introduce assessment tools to get a better view of the client. By working

with a coach using an assessment tool, individuals can alter their attitudes and perspectives,



make a shift in consciousness, and increase in energy and leadership effectiveness (iPec
Coaching, 2011). The assessment phase can also can inform well laid out, clear, and actionable
coaching goals that facilitate the client’s effectiveness and performance.
Assessment Tools in Executive Coaching

According to Pardini (2003), executives employ executive coaches to guide them through
the coaching assessment phase in order to find out where problems lie and to improve the
executive’s individual performance as well as to improve the performance of their organization.
Employing assessment tools with the client during the coaching process provides both the client
and coach with a ready framework and a language with which to move forward (Linley et al.,
2010). This common language from the assessment tool can be shared and understood by the
coach and the client, creating a “culture and mindset shift through changing the nature of
conversations” (Linley et al., 2010, p. 166). Assessment tools also provide a clear framework in
which coach and client can locate and understand strengths in context and in practice. In the
absence of a framework, “professional practitioners have to depend much more on their own
intrinsic models of strengths development, while lay consumers are left to make sense of what
can be quite complex information without a guide map to do so” (p. 167). In addition to benefits
to using assessment tools, there are limitations to consider. For example, although there is a
common language that the client and coach can use, the client can also be constrained by the
language of the assessment tool, which is not relevant to their lived experience. Considering that
one third of individuals cannot reliably identify their own strengths, to ask them to be vulnerable
and identify their strengths accurately as a foundation can be a lot to ask of the client (Linley et

al, 2010). Additional concerns to consider are making sure that the appropriate assessment tool is



being used with the client, that the coach is using an assessment tool that is valid and reliable,
and lastly that the coach has skills and experience in using the assessment tool (Peltier, 2001).

The use of assessment tools has benefits and limitations. When the tools are used
appropriately, the client gains more benefit from the coaching process. For executive coaches,
the learning from assessment tools can be of value, giving them further insight into their clients,
allowing them to give clients a fresh perspective on their world, how they interact with others,
and how they perform in their organization.

Assessment Tools in Human Resource and Organization Development

Assessment tools can help individuals see their own strengths and weaknesses, permitting
them to enhance and utilize their strengths and manage their weaknesses (Birkman International,
2007). Research has found that “using one’s strengths leads to a range of positive outcomes
including better goal attainment, higher self-esteem, self-efficacy, vitality and well-being. Those
who know their positive attributes also tend to have higher levels of work engagement, perform
better at work, and are more constructive in their own development” (Linley et al., 2010, p. 165).

The use of assessment tools in human resource and organization development (HROD) is
increasing. Assessment tools can be used by human resource and organizational development
practitioners to assist organizations in determining employee success potential, to explore
whether a person is a good fit for the organization, and to help individuals improve their
effectiveness at work (Diedrich, 1996). The Executive Coaching Survey by Sherpa (2014)
reported that 85% of the executive coaches surveyed used an assessment tool, which was up 5%
from the year before. Birkman (2007) believes assessment tools are being used more due to
increased research on their validity and predictive value and because more organizations are

accepting the research and applying assessment tools. Today, “assessing personal styles at all



levels within a company is becoming best practice, replacing the old trend of assessing only
upper-level employees. This trend supports the assertion that there will be an increased
utilization of personality assessments throughout organizations of all sizes and at all levels” (p.
4). Birkman (2007) has also stated that:

Personality assessments are one aspect of the pre-employment screening process, and

their use is increasing because of their low cost and time savings. Personality assessments

may be better than skill tests for matching a candidate’s strengths with the job’s
responsibilities. Further, it has been stated that companies who use personality
assessments in pre-employment screenings are three to five times more likely to hire the
right person for the job the first time. This finding is evidence of the growing amount of

research that substantiates the effectiveness of personality assessments. (p. 8)

HROD has a “commitment to individual and organizational development” (Fenwick &
Bierema, 2008, p. 25). Feedback from assessment tools contributes to organizational
effectiveness as well as to employee success and development. HROD needs to appreciate that
assessment tools are increasingly acceptable in successful organizations. It is also in the best
interest of HROD to support organizational and individual development in the workplace by
making sure the executive coaches employed are using assessment tools in order to have more
objective information on which to assess and coach employees.

Learning as an Executive Coach

Executive coaches are constantly engaged in learning. The question is what type of
learning are they doing. Research is beginning to reflect that coaches learn mainly through two
forms of learning, formal and informal. Coaches use formal coaching education along with

informal learning experiences, such as their prior work knowledge, mentoring, coaching, non-



formal professional development courses, and interactions with other coaches to learn in order to
coach effectively (Lemyre, Trudel, & Durand-Bush, 2007; Werthner & Pierre, 2006).

Looking at various established learning theories in adult education, executive coaches’
learning can be seen through the theoretical lens of experiential learning, particularly informal
learning. Experiential learning theory defines learning as “the process whereby knowledge is
created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of
grasping and transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). Learning is formal, informal, or
incidental, depending on the intention, awareness, and direction (Marsick, Watkins, & Volpe,
1999). Formal learning is institutionally sponsored, classroom-based, and highly structured
events, such as training. In contrast, informal learning may occur in institutions, but it is neither
classroom-based nor highly structured, it is outside the curricula (Livingston, 2001; Marsick &
Watkins, 1990). Informal learning is based on the idea that learning is “organized around real-
life experience” (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 55) and is “experienced-based, non-routine and
often tacit” (p. 15). Informal learning can occur anywhere at any time, but the motivation to learn
is higher when an individual is confronted with new challenges. The control in informal learning
rests on the learner and is enhanced by critical reflection. Incidental learning is defined as
learning “which occurs as a byproduct of something else” (p. 12) or as a “byproduct” of some
other activity such as task accomplishment, interpersonal interaction, the organizational culture,
trial-and-error experimentation, or formal learning. Informal learning can be deliberately
encouraged, or it can take place despite an environment that is not highly conducive to learning.
In short, incidental learning takes place even when one is not conscious of it (Marsick &

Watkins, 1990, p. 12).



Watkins and Marsick (1990) have stated that the essential undertaking for learning is to
develop new strategies for enabling an individual to be more effective (p. 207). In the learning
process, gaining experience comes through working and interacting with people. The learning
must take place with “collaboration and joint inquiry” (p. 209). Similar to the definitions of
informal learning, coaching is about individual learning that supports individuals in becoming
more effective in their own lives and in the workplace. Although executive coaching is highly
structured in its learning design, informal learning can take place anywhere and anytime for the
executive coach; learning can even happen from the assessment phase where it can aid the
executive coach to make applicable decisions and choices in the coaching process (Marsick &
Watkins, 1990).

Statement of the Problem

Assessment tools have been utilized for years to predict an individual’s skills, how he or
she will act or react, and how the individual can interact more effectively with others. The
current process of using assessment tools has become a standard of practice for executive
coaches, something that the executive coaches themselves have established and not due to any
regulations by the profession (Sherpa, 2014). This study examines the learning from the
executive coach’s perspective and how the executive coach navigates the coaching relationship
and the coaching process.

Currently, according to a survey conducted by Sherpa (2014), every executive coach uses
some sort of an assessment tool. Although there are no good or bad types of assessment tools,
85% of the executive coaches use one of the top five assessment tools, which include: 360°,
DiSC Profile, Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, Emotional Intelligence, and Strengths Finder

(Sherpa, 2014). When used by an executive coach, the feedback gives the coach, client, and



organization insight into the individual’s behavior. Most assessment tools are used to scrutinize
and understand how the client’s personality connects with his or her performance (Birkman
International, 2007), but presently there is not a lot of literature on the executive coaching
process incorporating the use of assessment tools. In addition, there is a lack of literature that
studies the sources from which the executive coach gleans information, what they learn, and
how they apply what they learn from using assessment tools in the coaching process and
coaching relationship.
Purpose of the Study

In this qualitative study, I interviewed executive coaches to understand how executive
coaches learned from and used assessment tools in the coaching process. The following two
research questions guided the study:

1. What do executive coaches learn from the use of assessment tools in their

coaching process?
2. In what ways do executive coaches use the learning gained from assessment tools to
navigate the coaching relationship?
Significance of the Study

This study builds on the fact that there are few studies on executive coaching. It edifies
the theory and practice of executive coaching and the use of assessment tools along with
supporting the field of Human Resource and Organization Development (HROD). The research
will contribute to the growing profession of executive coaching by determining how assessment
tools can be effective in the executive coaching process. This study will also benefit the field
HROD by supporting the purpose of HROD, which “is to enhance learning, human potential and

high performance in work related systems” (Ruona & Lynham, 1999). In order to stay
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competitive, the HROD field needs to have tools to support the workforce to enhance learning
and high performance. This study will benefit the HROD profession by aiding the field in
knowing what is needed and what is effective when working with and hiring executive coaches
who will navigate the coaching process with their organizational leaders. In general, the
coaching profession does not have a standardized process for using assessment tools; some
coaches use them, some do not. It will also contribute to conversations about the possibility of
regulating coaching processes and improving the requirements for professional accreditation and
certification of all coaches.

Lastly, a review of the literature suggests that currently there is minimal empirical
research on foundational methods, processes, and theories that guide the profession of executive
coaching. A conceptual framework for describing and grounding the profession and process of
executive coaching is presented in Figure 1.1. The framework specifically incorporates adult
learning theory exclusively, informal learning, and assessment tools, which provide corroborated
contextual data. The conceptual framework suggests an integration of these concepts that creates
an opportunity for executive coaching to be grounded in the framework of informal learning and
context-specific operative data. The integration allows preparation for the coaching process
along with establishing the coaching relationship to move the client to success. This integration
is supported by Marsick and Watkins (2014) who stated that informal learning can be impacted
by interactions and the social context from which an executive coaches learns. They speculated
that due to the open nature of informal learning, it allows the executive coach (learner) to find a
“trigger” or to make meaning “from within the personal frames they bring to the situation and the
information they pay attention to in order to focus their learning” (Watkins & Marsick, 2015, p.

4), in this case the “information they pay attention to” would be the context-specific data from
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the assessment tool and the “trigger,” which according to Marsick, Watkins, Callahan, and Volpe
(2006) is ““a catalyst which instigates the informal learning process” (p. 5). In the executive
coaching process, there is a recognition of an issue and the executive coach proceeds to develop

diverse strategies for dealing with it within the coaching process.

Executive Coaching

Figure 1.1. Conceptual framework for executive coaching and use of assessment tools.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The purpose of this study was to understand how executive coaches learn from and use
assessment tools in the coaching process. The following two research questions guided the study:

1. What do executive coaches learn from the use of assessment tools in their

coaching process?
2. In what ways do executive coaches use the learning gained from assessment tools to
navigate the coaching relationship?

This chapter is structured around major themes of executive coaching, assessments,
and learning. For the purpose of this literature review, the research was conducted by reviewing
the literature in multiple databases, including JSTOR, ERIC, PsychINFO, and EBSCO. The
keywords, combination of keywords, and key descriptors that were used during the research
process included: executive coaching, coaching, leadership development, professional
development, assessments, assessment tools, psychometric assessments, experiential learning,
formal and informal learning. The sources that were used for references included academic and
practitioner journals, such as HROD journals, methodology journals, coaching journals, other
relevant journals, and dissertations and monographs published within the past 10 years. A few
supplemental resources were used, such as books and conference proceedings. Abstracts were
consulted initially, and then sources deemed relevant were read in their entirety. The articles
were analyzed and synthesized and then reported by the researcher to develop the

literature review.
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Executive Coaching

In some form or another, coaching has existed for centuries. Socrates could be considered
to be the first coach because the philosopher was absorbed in investigating the reasons for human
existence and inner beings, marking the initial concept of personal development (Edward, 2003).
The term “coaching” originated in Hungary in the 15" century from the village of Kocs, where
covered and very comfortable carriages (coaches) were manufactured that safely carried
passengers through the harsh terrain and elements to their destinations. Since then the term has
come to refer to a human coach who helps as a private tutor to carry someone to new levels of
development and effectiveness. Coaches for decades have helped top athletes and artists improve
their performance. In recent times, business professionals have identified coaching as a means to
assist them in improving their performance personally and organizationally (Pinchot & Pinchot,
2000). This kind of coach, sometimes called an executive coach, supports clients in navigating
through the harsh terrains of their organizational environment and individual development by
helping them develop a skill, enhance performance, or shift their outlook (Goldsmith, Lyons, &
Freas, 2000; Stern, 2004; Underhill, McAnally, & Joriath, 2007).

Executive coaching has evolved over time. The first reference to workplace coaching
emerged in a peer-reviewed journal in 1937 in an article by Gorby in the Behavioral Science
Press (Grant, 2003). The evolution of the coaching profession has progressed since then,
experiencing significant growth in the last 10 years; it is now considered to be a mainstream $1
billion industry (Gladis & Pomerantz, 2008; Grant, Curtayne, & Burton, 2009).

This evolution to becoming mainstream can be described in four phases. The initial phase
lasted for 30 years, starting in the 1950s when consultants intermingled psychology with

organizational development tools. The second phase, the introduction phase, lasted for 15 years,
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starting in the 1980s when consultants began standardizing and professionalizing the field. Some
believe that the term executive coaching was introduced by the Division of Counseling
Psychology of the American Psychology Association in the mid-1980s. The third phase, the
growth phase, started in 1995 when professional organizations and specialist institutions were
established and literature around coaching started to build a presence (Kampa-Kokesch &
Anderson, 2001). Now in its maturity phase and considered to be mainstream, coaching is
rapidly growing and gaining attention as a typical proactive management development tool in the
international management and psychology literatures (Brooks & Wright, 2007; Grant et al.,
2009; Hoffman, 1998).

Executive coaching is considered to be a leadership development tool customized to work
for individualized, one-on-one development (De Haan, Duckworth, Birch, & Jones, 2013;
Underhill et al., 2007). The field of executive coaching has emerged for several reasons. One of
the main reasons is that it was used as an intervention to save the careers of executives who had
been derailed or were otherwise in crisis (Bono, Purvanova, Towler, & Peterson, 2009; Feldmen
& Lankau, 2005; Underhill et al., 2007). It was a softer way for the manager to state that an
intervention was needed when executives were failing due to lacking leadership skills rather than
lacking technical skills (Feldmen & Lankau, 2005). Some have suggested that executive
coaching is repackaging certain practices from consulting and counseling to make the process
more acceptable and less threatening to executives (Tobias, 1996). Another reason for its
emergence was as a response to criticisms of MBA programs for failing to cultivate leadership
and ethics in their graduates, along with the lack of emphasis on cultivating actual management
and leadership skills for managing people, such as interpersonal skills and basic leadership skills

(Gehlert, Anderson, & Swanson, 2013). Organizations have become proactive in seeking
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executive coaches to support their high-potential leaders. They are also seeing the justifiable
investment results in their executives’ output, quality improvements, cost savings, and reduced
turnover (Joo, 2005; Peters, 2009). In order to meet growing demand, higher education
institutions have developed and implemented courses that focus on coaching as a profession
along with teaching students coaching skills and best practices. In addition, some MBA schools
provide executive coaches to support their students’ leadership development.

The growth in executive coaching has become a global phenomenon, due to changing
workplace demands and the need for a “subtler set of competencies,” including interpersonal
skills, adaptability to change, and cultural sensitivity (Joo, 2005, p. 463). de Haan and
Duckworth (2012) found that coaching is commonly an effective intervention, even if the impact
is limited. Although they stated that it is an effective intervention, they also suggested that,
“presently all coaching outcome studies are weak by the standards of psychology and general
medicine” (p. 8).

There are understandable reasons for this young profession to have limited effects, especially
considering that there is little to no funding for major research in the area of coaching. Joo
(2005) also states that, “practice is way ahead of theory” (p. 463) and that there is a lack of
empirical studies that document and support the effectiveness of coaching, in addition to a lack
of data encompassing what makes coaching effective or not.

Executive Coaching Defined

Executive coaching is developing as a cross-disciplinary field (Grant, 2003). In current
academic research on the coaching marketplace, executive coaching has been the most studied
subtopic of coaching and is considered to be the forerunner among the other forms of coaching

(Griffiths & Campbell, 2009). Various fields have significant knowledge bases that are relevant
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to coaching, including counseling and clinical psychology, sports psychology, health
psychology, educational psychology, organizational psychology, and management. Although the
background of coaching comes from various fields, the behavioral sciences seem to form the
foundational body of knowledge since behavioral science focuses on implementing and
maintaining human and organizational change (Grant, 2003).

Although it is rapidly growing and gaining attention in the management and psychology
literatures (Brooks & Wright, 2007; Kampa-Kokesch & Anderson, 2001) and gaining
widespread interest, there does not seem to be one single agreed-upon definition of executive
coaching (Brooks & Wright, 2007; Brotman, Liberi, & Wasylyshyn, 1998; Joo, 2005). Some
define executive coaching at a general level, while others focus more on the individual or
organizational levels. Most include the ideas that coaching is one-on-one and there are common
themes of learning and development that are linked to performance improvement (Bluckert,
2005). Orenstein (2006) states that executive coaching is a “one-on-one intervention with a
senior manager for the purpose of improving or enhancing management skills” (p. 106). Stern
(2004) defines it as a one-on-one interaction that is driven by data and is “an experiential,
individualized, leadership development process that builds a leader’s capability to achieve short
and long-term organizational goals” (p. 154). Another definition by Griffiths and Campbell
(2009) declares that coaching is more of a “goal-directed, multi-experience process for
enhancing people, work and life and as well as an industry” (p. 16). Gehlert et al. (2013) state
that it is a method used in business programs to develop high-functioning executives while Bono
et al. (2009) view executive coaching as “a custom tailored, individual training intervention” (p.
361). Joo (2005) sees it as a “consultation focused on managers and senior leaders in

organizations” (p. 462). Ratiu and Baban (2012) call executive coaching “an effective action on
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change and development, whose results depend on coachee’s participation and involvement in
the process” (p. 139), whereas de Haan et al. (2013) and de Haan and Duckworth (2012) say that
it is “a form of leadership development that takes place through a series of contracted one-to-one
conversations with a qualified ‘coach’” and that it “aspires to be a form of organization and
leadership development that results in a high occurrence of relevant, actionable, and timely
outcomes for clients” (de Haan & Duckworth, 2012, p. 41). David and Matu (2013) state that it
is “an effective leadership practice facilitating the learning process of the employees for
performing better and being more effective; thus, the employee benefits the most from the
managerial coaching process, together with the manager and the organization” (p. 498).
Benavides (2008) suggests that it is “a leadership modality” (p. 3). The Executive Coaching
Handbook (2008) characterizes it as “typically done one-on-one, mutual trust and respect are
needed to protect the confidentiality of the leader, and the information discussed in the coaching
session and most often the coach is employed by the organization in order to positively impact
the coach and organization” (p. 8). Brooks and Wright (2007) could not find consensus around a
definition of the term “executive coaching.” Like Joo (2005), Grant et al. (2009), and Stachowiak
(2011) drew from Kilburg’s (1996) much-cited definition from review of the literature, of
executive coaching:
a helping relationship between a client who has managerial authority and responsibility in
an organization and a consultant who uses a wide variety of behavioral techniques and
methods to help the client achieve a mutually identified set of goals to improve his or her
professional performance and personal satisfaction and, consequently, to improve the
effectiveness of the client’s organization within a formally defined coaching agreement.

(p- 142)
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Kilburg’s definition has four aspects that are common to many executive coaching
definitions: (a) it is a one-on-one collaborative relationship; (b) relevant data and information are
collected; (c) data are used to guide goal setting; and (d) feedback is used (Gregory, Levy, &
Jefters, 2008). For the purposes of this research, Kilburg’s definition, perhaps the most cited in
the literature, will be used to define executive coaching.

What Executive Coaching Is Not

Executive coaching is considered to be a helping relationship profession. Helping
relationship professions include coaching, mentoring, and therapy. What these professions have
in common as helping professions is that they work together with the client by “one person
assisting another in exploring feelings, gaining insight and make changes in his or her life” (Hill,
2009, p. 4).

Executive coaching, although in the same category, is different from its other helping
relationships partners, executive coaching can be considered as an intervention for self-mastery,
where an individual seeks the coach to increase their performance and leadership skills (Hayden
& Whitwoth, 1996). Mentoring is about “cultivating fruitful relationships, one that includes
actions as well as words” (Daloz, 2011, p. 78). Griffith (2013) states that it is a popular
relationship building tool in organizations to “build competency, networks, and train future
leadership within an employee base” (p. 24). Although in executive coaching a “fruitful
relationship” is cultivated between a client and coach, it is a more short-term relationship that is
focused on working with the client to be task focused and structured on well-defined goals (Hart,
Blattner, & Leipsic, 2001) and not on “modeling, counseling, supporting, advocating,

introducing and sheltering (D’abate, Eddy, & Tannebaum, 2003, p. 376).
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Although coaching and therapy are interventions that support behavioral change, therapy
is considered and used for one identifiable and diagnosed condition under the medical field
criteria. Another difference is that coaching is about the present time and action-oriented to
improve one’s performance and skills, whereas therapy deals with the unconscious, historical
issues of the client (Hayden & Whitwoth, 1996).

Executive coaching has set itself apart to be considered a helping relationship that deals
with present day concerns of the client with a structured game plan to create results and master
skills and modify behavior.

Diversity of Coaching Styles

Coaches are increasingly entering the coaching profession from many different
professional and educational backgrounds (de Haan & Duckworth 2012), including management,
education, leadership development, personal development, and especially psychology (Grant,
2003). These different backgrounds bring different knowledge bases, theoretical frameworks,
and practices to the field. Each area wants to claim ownership of the field of coaching, but no
single group of knowledge dominates the field, although psychology claims a large portion of the
literature (de Hann et al., 2013; Grant, 2003).

There are numerous sub-categories of coaching. The majority (88.1%) of professional
coaches are engaged in leadership development. Other popular areas include life coaching, career
coaching, and team development coaching. Two-thirds of coaches work in two or more of the
areas mentioned (Brooks & Wright, 2007). In career coaching, the client and coach work
together to support the client in identifying career goals and making decisions around these
goals. The primary focus is on the client’s short- and long-range career objectives, and the role of

the coach could include helping the client plan, seek, or change career direction (TECF, 2008).
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In some cases, coaches will administer an assessment to support the client in identifying a career
path (Underhill et al., 2007). The objective of life and personal coaching is to support clients in
accomplishing goals in different aspects of their lives, rather than improving business
performance (Underhill et al., 2007). The main focus of this type of coaching is on the client’s
personal goals. The coach also works with the client to develop actions and new thought patterns
to have their thoughts, feelings, and actions match what they want to achieve in their personal
effectiveness and satisfaction (TECF, 2008). Although career and life/personal issues and
concerns may arise in executive coaching, Stern (2004) states that executive coaching differs in
its distinct style for it has a twofold focus: to develop executives as leaders, while at the same
time helping them to produce sustainable results for the organization.

Characteristics of an Executive Coach

There are many key characteristics of an effective executive coach to bring about
successful coaching outcomes with the client. There are three personal characteristics that
Wasylyshyn (2003) states clients look for: “(a) the ability to form a strong ‘connection’ with the
executive; (b) professionalism; and (c) use of a clean and sound coaching methodology” (p. 98).
The executive coach also needs to be perceived as respectful, caring, and practical (Diedrich,
1996). The executive coach must have credibility and competence when working with clients to
implement organizational change or transform individuals (Kilburg, 1997).

Executive coaching is being labeled as an “emerging competency” (Kilburg, 1996, p. 59)
that is a sought out intervention that promotes professional development (Maynard, 2006). One
reason for this is because executive coaches come to the field with diverse backgrounds in
occupation and knowledge base. Executive coaches come to the field from various backgrounds,

disciplines, and credentials and an even broader range of techniques may be used to improve
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clients’ performance. The profession provides services across corporate, governmental, and
nonprofit sectors, exceeding 25,000 practitioners worldwide (Orenstein, 2006, p. 106). A study
by International Coaching Federation indicates that 99.9% of coaches come to executive
coaching from a prior professional background. The majority of respondents in the study were
from management roles (67.8%), followed by professional services/consultancy (28.8%), human
services (15.3%), and small business owners (6.8%) (Brooks & Wright, 2007). Additional
backgrounds included business consultancy, teaching, workplace training, social work,
journalism, learning and development, organization development, clinical, counseling, and sports
coaching. These different backgrounds offer richness and diversity to coaching approaches, a
positive aspect of the field. However, they also create different theoretical frameworks and
practices in the field, generating a need to have quality training and rigor in order to produce
competent coaches (Brooks & Wright, 2007; de Hann et al., 2013; Grant, 2003). The lack of
clarity and consistency for coaching backgrounds, practices, training, and outcomes has created a
quandary for organizations in attempting to select capable coaches (Bono et al., 2009).
Competencies of an Executive Coach

There is debate in the literature surrounding whether having psychological training makes
a meaningful difference to coaching practice (Gehlert et al., 2013). The research of Bono et al.
(2009) showed, however, that educational background alone did not predict a coach’s
philosophy, process, behavior, or effectiveness. Bono et al. (2009) discovered that psychologists
who were coaches (consistent with their education and training) tended to use multiple methods
of assessment and evaluation, but they did not necessarily make better coaches. Therefore, using
academic background as selection criteria for coaches was not recommended. Their research

suggested that the focus should be directly on asking questions such as, “What are the
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knowledge, skills, and abilities coaches need to help individuals gain insight and motivation?”’
and, “What coach behaviors are the best predictors of long-term behavior change in the
individuals they coach?”” (Bono et al., 2009, p. 394).
Effectiveness of Executive Coaching

de Hann et al. (2013) systematically examined how several dynamics contribute to
coaching effectiveness and based effectiveness of coaching on the client’s perception of
coaching effectiveness. In such a definition of effectiveness, the key factor is the client-coach
relationship or “working alliance.” Personality factors played less of a role, and they found that
“an executive coaching intervention will be tailored not only to the needs and interests of the
individual client or ‘coachee’ but also to those of the individual coach, given his or her particular
background, theoretical orientation, and interests” (p. 41). Gehlert et al. (2013) also agree that
good coaching outcomes depend on a strong interpersonal connection and stated that, “a positive
working relationship between coach and participant has been found to be one of the most
important factors for effective executive coaching” to build trust and rapport (p. 79). Gehlert et
al.’s assertion has been supported by the work of several other authors (de Hann et al., 2013;
Ratiu & Baban, 2012; Tobias, 1996; Wasylyshyn, 2003). In addition, Bierema’s (1999) study on
executive women’s learning and development demonstrated an important need for
interconnectedness to create a democratic process for learning. Creating rapport also allows the
coach to pay attention to the readiness of the clients, their stages of change, and their particular
developmental needs (Ratiu & Baban, 2012). Good coaches also exhibit emotional intelligence
and create an environment where they can use their interpersonal skills to elicit personal sharing,

inspire participants to try new things, and encourage the client’s own self-awareness (Gehlert et
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al., 2013). Additional skills coaches use are goal setting, developing alternative perspectives, and
encouraging problem solving (Roche & Hefferon, 2013).
Reasons for Enlisting an Executive Coach

The need for organizations to stay competitive has created a need to identify leaders with
leadership potential. It is important that individuals are provided with leadership development
opportunities (Kim, 2007). To fill this need HROD professionals need to consider the notion of
using developmental activities, in order to enrich learning and boost high performance to have
the leaders that support the organization to stay competitive.

Executive coaching is considered to be a developmental activity, a leadership
development tool. Organizations identify the need for executive coaching as an important and
popular leadership development tool (Weller & Weller, 2004). It is estimated 50% of executives
who use conventional interventions for professional development fail (Keil, Rimmer, Williams,
& Doyle, 1996). Executive coaches are making a positive impact on the executives in the
organization by improving leaders’ self-awareness, decision-making skills and interpersonal
relationships (Kaye, 2006).

Human Resource Organization Development (HROD) professionals have a “commitment
to individual and organizational development” (Fenwick & Bierema, 2008, p. 25) focusing on
training and development, organization development, and career development. HROD is using
executive coaching as a learning and development solution to develop skills for executives (Joo,
2005). Executive coaching is becoming a solution for the demanding workplace and is a valid
intervention for HROD objective of training and development when it comes to cultivating and

strengthening talent management.
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Executive coaching is on the rise and is used by many HROD departments in
organizations as a form of leadership development intervention to develop high-performing
executives (de Haan et al., 2013; Gehlert et al. 2013, Hoffman, 1998; Joo, 2005; Weller &
Weller, 2004) and contribute toward their positive growth (Grant et al., 2009). It is used by top
business programs to “enhance and speed the development of executives” (Gehlert et al., 2013,
p. 78) and to foster a “constructive developmental tendency toward the fulfillment of one’s
capacities and the fulfillment of one’s potentials” (Linley & Harrington, 2006, p. 45). The
customary purpose of executive coaching can be condensed down to the following functions:
developing leadership efficacy by enhancing wellbeing; shifting behaviors and attitudes;
fostering self-awareness to identify strengths and weaknesses; improving leadership skills;
preparing strategies to improve performance, success and efficiency in career advancement;
increasing organizational performance; and facilitating individual and organizational change
(Baban 2012; Benavides, 2008; Bono et al., 2009; Grant, 2003; Grant et al., 2009; Joo, 2005;
Koonce, 2010; Linley et al., 2009; Ratiu & Baban, 2012).

Benefits of Executive Coaching

There is little empirical evidence that supports the results of executive coaching. de Haan
and Duckworth (2012) found, however, that coaching is “generally an effective intervention even
if some effect sizes are small” (p. 14) ). Bougae (2005) found in a study that asked executive
leaders: “What is the impact of executive coaching from the perspective of the executive leader
in a multinational telecommunications organization?” (p. 4) that the executives stated
improvements in areas of interpersonal skills, self-awareness, decision-making skills, team-
building, organizational skills, personal performance feedback and positive personal impact and

they testified to enhanced interpersonal relationships. Grant et al. (2009), Gehlert et al. (2013),



25

Joo (2005), and Benavides (2008) found that coaching supports clients in increasing their
performance, self-awareness, clarity and attainment of goals, and ability to deal with change and
uncertainty in the context of the organization. Coaching contributes to greater workplace well-
being and resilience (reduced stress and depression), increases self-confidence and insight, and
cultivates management skills (Benavides, 2008). Linley et al. (2009) and Joo (2005) agree that it
helps develop strong leaders who have a higher degree of idea sharing, improves attitudes, and
broadly increases organizational performance at individual and institutional levels. The benefits
and outcomes from the perspective of the client depend on perceptions of the relationship
between client and coach, client self-efficacy, and how the range of coaching techniques is
perceived. As discussed above, the key factor is the client-coach relationship since it mediates all
other possible effects (de Haan et al., 2013).
The Executive Coaching Experience

Executive coaching is unique because the coach is a “facilitator of learning, change, and
peak performance” to support the client (Ratiu & Baban, 2012, p. 140). The executive coaching
process is “shrouded in mystery” (Bono et al., 2009, p. 362), and there is no common standard of
practice (Kampa-Kokesch & Anderson 2001). Due to the many different approaches and
practices, any successful coaching engagement needs a foundation of clear and actionable
coaching goals, and the end result should be measurable (de Haan & Duckworth, 2012; Koonce,
2010). Engaging the coachee in a well-planned and intentional process ensures that coaching is
productive and impactful (Nelson & Hogan, 2009). McNevin (2010) stated that there is “little
uniformity in practices” (p. 13), but it is clear that the basis of practice should include “listening,
reflecting, and questioning, with an apparent attention to the personal growth of the client” and

not just on the “business-related outcomes” (p. 15).
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Executive coaching process. The process of executive coaching involves a progression
of activities, opening with the initial assessment of discovering the client’s strengths and
weaknesses (Sherman & Frea, 2004). Although steps and approaches for emphasis vary, there
seem to be actions that are common among authors in the literature (Diedrich, 1996; Keil et al.,
1996; Kilburg, 2000; Peterson, 1996; Richard, 1999; Saporito, 1996; Sperry, 1993; Tobias, 1996;
Witherspoon & White, 1996). Benavides (2008) stated that the coaching process should be
“client-focused, client-oriented, performance-focused, and performance driven” (p. 16). Both the
coach and the coachee need to be fully engaged in the bi-directional relationship to produce
long-lasting results. There needs to be a commitment to the process to help the likelihood of
success, which leads to higher satisfaction for the coach and client (Ratiu & Baban, 2012). Table
2.1 displays a few empirical studies that discussed the role and process of executive coaching.
Kilburg (1996) detailed five components of executive coaching: developing an intervention
agreement; building the relationship; setting expectations; providing behavior mastery and
cognitive control; and evaluation. In 2001, Kampa-Kokesch and Anderson identified six stages:
establishing the coaching alliance; assessment; feedback; goal-setting; actual coaching; and
follow-up. Gehlert et al. (2013) focused on the first step of the coaching process: matching. They
argued that matching has a significant impact on outcomes and is a crucial part of the process.
They suggested a four-step method to improve matching (pp. 81-82). Joo (2005) shared a
conceptual framework process that is central, including coaching approach, coach-client
relationship, and feedback receptivity of the client.

Although coaches may use different tools and processes, Bono et al. (2009) discovered that

coaches who tend to use multiple methods of assessment and evaluation, have a “richer picture



of a client’s needs and more rigorous outcome evaluation” (p. 394). A discussion of the top

assessment tools used by executive coaches and their effectiveness follows.

Table 2.1

Empirical Studies of Roles and Process in Executive Coaching

Author, Date | Methodology/ Theoretical Key Findings
and Title Sample Framework

Bono, Web-based No framework | Discovered that competencies
Purvanova, survey to 1,260 | discussed viewed as important by psychologist
Towler and self identified and non psychologist coaches; skills
Peterson, executive such as the ability to build rapport,
(2009), A Survey | coaches. and listening and counseling skills
of executive were key coach competencies.
coaching
practices.
Brooks & A survey was No framework | The study focused on the under-
Wright (2007), | mailed to134 discussed studied nature of the executive
A survey of executive coaching industry in New Zealand;
executive coaches with a no consensus around a definition of
coaching 46% response the term 'executive coaching' - they
practices in new | rate. use Kilburg's definition of "a helping
Zealand. relationship..." (30)
Grant, Quantitative Cognitive- Emphasizes the role of coaching in
Curtayne & and qualitative | behavioral helping to deal with change and
Burton (2009), | measures. solution-focused | uncertainty; aids goal attainment,
Executive Assessed 41 approach contributes to greater workplace
coaching executives who wellbeing and resilience, increase
enhances goal received 360- self-confidence and insight, cultivate
attainment, degree management skills.
resilience and feedback.
workplace well-
being: a
randomised
controlled study.
Ratiu & Baban | Quantitative, Transtheoretical | "The coaching intervention
(2012), 87 executives | model. maximizes its efficiency by
Executive and managers. adjusting itself to the developmental

coaching as a
change process:
An analysis of
the readiness for
coaching.

needs of the coachee" (140) -
improves "leadership skills,
behaviors, attitudes, strategies [...]
performance, efficiency in work and
career success." (140-141)
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Assessments
Assessments have been used and discussed in various capacities across different fields from
education, management, and psychology to sports and coaching. One thing that is similar in all
the areas is that effective assessments help to better understand the individual and to be able to
support decisions that impact their advancement, placement, and instructional needs. Good
assessments have evidence of validity. They also measure the purpose of the assessment for
which they are being used. Another characteristic of good assessment is its consistency or
reliability (Dietel & Knuth, 1991).
In education, sports, and some other areas, assessments are used mainly for the purposes of
evaluation. In education, student learning is evaluated and feedback is given to students through
assessments (Boud & Falchikov, 2006). Boud and Falchikov (2006) have a specific vision of
assessments in education as “learning-oriented assessment.” Such assessments have three
purposes, and they emphasize the undervalued nature of the last objective: (a) assessment for
certification and marking achievement (summative); (b) assessment to assist current learning
(formative); and (c) assessment to “foster learning throughout life” (sustainable) (pp. 400-405).
They emphasize the role of assessments as a tool to assist all future learning, called “sustainable
assessment.” Assessment is important beyond the academy, and higher education plays a
fundamental role in contributing to a “learning society” (p. 400). If assessments are
“contextualized, participatory, and relational” (p. 408), they will be able to “effectively equip
students for a lifetime of assessing their own learning,” and in this way assessments can be

judged on their ability to contribute to the formation of a conscious citizenry (p. 400)
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A Starting Point: The Assessment

In the field of management, assessments are used for various reasons including “to take
into account career development, training needs, retirement plans, workforce diversity,
succession planning, and mentoring programs” (Kim, 2003, p. 534). First, assessments may be
used in management for the purpose of succession planning, since “employee assessments of
retirement plans can provide significant information in terms of workforce changes that require
succession planning” (Kim, 2003, p. 543).

Assessments can also be conducted in the form of a needs assessment, which can
evaluate how employees’ knowledge, skills and abilities are being utilized in the performance of
their individual duties” (Kim, 2003, p. 543). Currently 80% of midsize and large companies use
personality and ability assessments for pre-employment or new-employee orientation tools.
Human resources training and development leaders use assessments as an opportunity to assist
professionals in self-reflection and self-evaluation so that they fit well with their positions and
organizations (Gutner, 2008).

The use of assessments has risen; in Sherpa’s (2014) The Executive Coaching Survey it
was reported that 85% of the executive coaches surveyed used an assessment tool, which was up
five percent from the year before. This is a consistent growth. The use of assessments had risen
34% in 2005 to 65% just a year later (Birkman International, 2007). Birkman believes
assessments are on the rise because of increased research on their validity and predictive value
and because more organizations are accepting that research, and as a result, opting to utilize
assessment tools. Birkman (2007) also states that:

personality assessments are one aspect of the pre-employment screening process, and

their use is increasing because of their low cost and time savings. Personality assessments
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may be better than skill tests for matching a candidate’s strengths with the job’s

responsibilities. Further, it has been stated that companies who use personality

assessments in pre-employment screenings are three to five times more likely to hire the
right person for the job the first time. This finding is evidence of the growing amount of

research that substantiates the effectiveness of personality assessments. (p. 8)

Organizations are also seeing the applicability of using assessments for more than just
one-on-one personality assessment. Outcomes such as high performance, career satisfaction, and
advancement are proof that assessment centers are successful tools in selecting employees and
predicting their success. Assessment centers support the development process because they are
rooted in the organizations’ competencies and job analysis, behaviors, which are closely
associated with real job performance and culture. They are standardized, focusing on “behavioral
and performance-based exercises, measuring multiple skill dimensions using multiple exercises”
and they “have the capacity to measure unique characteristics of human capital and match them
to organizational strategy and culture” (Garavan, 2007, p. 151).

Assessment tools have had a controversial history in predicting performance, and
research has discounted the extent to which the client’s personality determines coaching success.
Seen as having low validity historically, in the 1990s, some assessment tools became more
accepted. Currently, “research is now oriented towards a more thorough understanding of the
nature of the relationship between personality and different aspects of types of performance”
(Stewart, Palmer, Wilkin, & Kerrin, 2008, p. 33).

In the past, higher-level management positions have primarily been the main focus of
assessment and development. Currently, “assessing personal styles at all levels within a company

is becoming best practice, replacing the old trend of assessing only upper-level employees,”
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supporting a growing “utilization of personality assessments throughout organizations of all sizes
and at all levels” (Birkman International, 2007, p. 4).
Assessment Phase in Executive Coaching

A successful executive coaching engagement requires the development of clear and
actionable coaching goals that become the foundation of work with the client (Koonce, 2010).
Sudermen’s (2012) research discovered that “coaching goals could be developed to assist the
leader” (p.56). Motivational Systems Theory states that the main task for coaches is to support
their client to “align their core personal goals with their choices and behavioral investments”
(Henderson, 2009, p. 244).

Koonce (2010) states that the one should use the assessment phase to support the client
by identifying areas requiring coaching and goal setting. Even though there are differences in the
processes of executive coaching, the assessment phase (data gathering) is still a common tool to
form coaching direction. Although approaches vary, most executive coaches have in common the
five-step process for coaching: trust building; contracting; assessment; intervention; and follow-
up (Barner, 2006; Best, 2010; Feldman & Lankau, 2005; Linley et al., 2010; Stern, 2004). The
critical part of engaging a client in the coaching process is the assessment phase (O’Neill, 2000;
Tabias, 1996), which is an important “starting point for developing an understanding of the
person” (Tabias, 1996, p. 89) and for exploring strengths (Roche & Hefferon, 2013).

In the assessment phase, the information gathered usually includes background data on
the client’s work history, organizational culture, preferred leadership style (set of behaviors that
the client typically employs when managing team members and negotiating with peers and

superiors), current work setting, and goals (Barner, 2005).
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The assessment interview is an important part of the overall coaching process. If the
assessment interview is customized properly, it allows for a better understanding of the client,
their aspirations, and challenges. An effective assessment interview can provide the executive
coach with a wide range of information, meeting the “unique requirements” of whether the client
needs transitional, developmental, or remedial coaching (Barner, 2005, p. 105). Using
information from the interview data and assessment tools also permits the coach to give a
“dispassionate third-party perspective” on the client, which can support the coach in planning
and implementing effective coaching interventions (Barner, 2005, p. 105).

Characteristics of an effective assessment phase include: validity, clear purpose and
communication, positive participant experience, great feedback, focus on key actions,
management support, business analytics, sustained development, and strong connection to
business context (Paese & Sinar, 2014).

As stated by Best (2010), “the assessment phase of a coaching relationship is an
indispensable component of the process” (p. 22). The assessment phase assists the executive
coaching by providing information to better understand their client by knowing their aspirations,
and challenges. In addition, the assessment phase, a major step in the coaching process allows
the coach to gain creditability. Executive coaches require some basic knowledge, and some key
foundational element of coaching in individual assessments (Stern, 2004, p. 156). Diedrich
(1996) believes that today it is important to use the process in order to be considered “value-
added” practical (p. 62).

Assessment Tools in Executive Coaching
Kilburg (2001) holds that coaches created behavioral changes in their clients. In order to

coach them effectively, the coach needed to include specific behavior modification methods.
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These methods include among others, corrective feedback, behavioral contracting, reinforcement
techniques, and commitment enhancement techniques. Kilburg (2000) states that there needed to
be techniques for a coach to use in order to facilitate growth and minimize resistance during
coaching sessions. Referring to the use of assessment tools, he proposes that, “using other
techniques and tools of organization development, psychotherapy, behavior modification, and
education” (p. 117), was a means to that end.

Successful assessment tools make potential leaders aware of their own strengths and
weaknesses, permitting them to enhance and utilize their strengths and manage their weaknesses
(Birkman International, 2007, p. 9). Furthermore, assessments are used in organizations to
determine employee success or explore whether a person is a good “fit” for the organization, and
as developmental tools to help individuals function effectively or improve their effectiveness
(Diedrich, 1996, p. 61). Research finds that “using one’s strengths leads to a range of positive
outcomes including better goal attainment, higher self-esteem, self-efficacy, vitality and well-
being” and that “those who know their positive attributes tend to also have higher levels of work
engagement, perform better at work, and are more constructive in their own development”
(Linley et al., 2010, p. 165).

As in many helping interventions, a range of tools and techniques are used. The context
in which the tools and techniques are used and for what purpose are what separates coaching
from other helping professions. In the assessment process phase, coaches may utilize an array of
the 75 assessment tools that executive coaches use ranging from Myers-Briggs Type Indicator to
multi-rater feedback instruments (Sherpa, 2014; Tobias, 1996). Hanson (2014) states that the
level of development needed would determine the assessment type and assessment strategy to

assist development goals. The real-time data that are gathered from using assessment tools can
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help leaders with feedback that supports their effectiveness (Koonce 2010). Roche and
Hefferon’s (2013) study established that using assessment tools in the context of the coaching
relationship is very important for gaining the benefits of coaching. Henderson (2009) reviewed
the use of the Assessment of Personal Goals and states that coaches need to be able to connect
the client’s feelings and experiences, requiring them to have “ideas for how to translate their self-
knowledge into productive and therapeutic action” (p. 245), which is what a good assessment
should be able to do.

Roche and Hefferon (2013) emphasize that structured follow-ups are important in the de-
briefing process of an assessment tool. This provides for more extensive development, and
conducted properly it can contribute to “goal-attainment, self-efficacy and psychological
development” and can “give coaching some of its much needed credibility by providing a
consistent and evidence based framework™ (Roche & Hefferon, 2013, pp. 31-32).

Benefits and limitations of assessments. Even though there are benefits and limitations
to using assessments tools, because one-third of the population cannot reliably identify their own
strengths, assessments do offer both client and coach a ready framework and a language with
which to move forward (Linley et al., 2010, p. 166). The main advantage in using assessment
tools is that there is a common language that can be shared and understood by the coach and the
individual creating a “culture and mindset shift through changing the nature of the conversations
that people have, moving from their often inherent negativity bias to the “positivity payoft”—the
idea and evidence that there are multiple positive outcomes that flow from paying more attention
to the positive aspects of human experience” (Linley et al., 2010, p. 166).

A further advantage of what the assessment tools provide is a clear framework in which

coach and client can locate and understand strengths in context and in practice. In the absence of
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a framework, “professional practitioners have to depend much more on their own intrinsic
models of strengths development, while lay consumers are left to make sense of what can be
quite complex information without a guide map to do so” (Linley et al., 2010, p. 167).

Although there are advantages, there are some limitations. One limitation is making sure
that the executive coach is grounded and educated in the assessment tool to be able to give
productive feedback to the client. Hooijberg and Lane (2009) discovered that coaches except an
active role from the coach, being able to provide the interpretation of the results and being able
to identify patterns along with recommend action steps. These action steps are very important for
them to stay focused and take action. Other limitations are the measurement methods used by the
assessment tools, if the assessments are measuring what they intend to measure (i.e., personality,
competency, performance, etc.), and if the items used in the survey are valid. Boyatziz (2006)
discuss the need to be able to measure the results of the assessment and how they link to the
impact to the organization. Hooijberg and Lane (2009) learned that the organization and the
client themselves caused limitations as well when fulfilling on the action or development plan
from an assessment tool. The lack of time and organizational support to support the client was a
complication. The client themselves was a restriction, having to overcome their own habits and
personality.

Variety of Assessment Tools

There are more than 75 different types of assessment tools that executive coaches can use
with clients, and they range from multi-rater (360°) surveys, multi-rater (360°) interviews,
personality inventories (Myers-Briggs), cognitive ability tests, and behavior-based interviews
(Barner, 2005; Sherpa, 2014). Each tool measures a competency at some level, but each differs

substantially in the nature and quality of the information gathered. For example, “simulations
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provide the most in-depth and direct competency information because they allow experts to
observe an individual’s behavior relative to specific competencies” (Brown, 2003, p. 5). On the
other hand, personality and cognitive ability tests are aimed at gathering underlying trait-type
data that add to the understanding of behavior. These assessment tools can allow for “a deeper
awareness of one’s underlying emotion(s) and one’s self-defeating tendency while under stress”
(Brown, 2003). In addition, they can help re-direct one’s inner energies, giving the client more
inner freedom and mental power (Kaluzniacky, 2004, p. 97). Because attitude is subjective, they
can be altered. By working with a coach using an assessment tool, individuals can alter their
attitudes and perspectives, make a shift in consciousness, and increase in energy and leadership
effectiveness (iPec Coaching, 2011).

Most assessment tools are used to examine and understand how the client’s personality
connects with his or her performance (Birkman International, 2007). Currently, according to a
survey conducted by Sherpa (2014), every executive coach uses an assessment tool. Although
there are no good or bad types of assessment tools, 85% of the executive coaches use one of the
top five assessment tools (Figure 2.1) which include: 360°; DiSC Profile; Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator; Emotional Intelligence; and Strengths Finder (Sherpa, 2014). The most commonly
used and cited assessments indicated in Birkman’s (2007) research and Sherpa’s (2014) research
are Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) and the DiSC Assessment. Another assessment type
that is popular among executive coaches and organizations is the 360 Degree Assessment, a
multi-rater assessment that focuses on the client’s performance and the development needed,
allowing the executive coach to assess the client and create goals for improvement (Koonce,

2010).
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Goal assessments. Henderson (2009) reviewed the use of the Assessment of Personal
Goals and states that goal assessments play a crucial role in coaching interventions geared
toward behavior change and altered decision-making, since they are “designed to bring
unconscious goals into consciousness” (Ford & Smith, 2007, p. 156).

Psychometric assessments. Sudermen (2012) conducted research to evaluate the
effectiveness of using a psychometric assessment tool for a new organizational leader and team
development. An assessment tool was used with brand new organizational leaders when they
started their new jobs and again at the end of their first year. He found that the results from the
assessment tool provided substantial benefits. The data gathered using the assessment tool gave
the new leaders useful insight into their leadership development gaps. He discovered that it was
useful to use an assessment tool in coaching situations to assist in attaining organizational and
individual changes. Overall, he stated that using an assessment tool “demonstrated strong value

as a coaching tool” (p. 57).

Top 5 assessments

360 Emotional Myers Strengths DISC All others
Intel Briggs Finder

Figure 2.1. The top five assessments executive coaches use (Sherpa, 2014).
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Even while assessment tools seem to be generally effective, they are source of

disagreement among executive coaches. Coaches differ in whether they use assessment tool

results to “develop insight” into the client or “facilitate goal setting or action-oriented planning”

(Bono et al., 2009, p. 363). In addition, Hanson (2014) state that assessments need to be linked to

development, viewing this as “the big synergy opportunity” (p. 3) for an “integrated

architecture” (p. 4). According to Hanson, there ultimately needs to be a “fully integrated

assessment-development architecture” (p. 8).

Assessment tools are and will certainly be used increasingly in the field of executive coaching.

Executive coaches are well-served to use assessments to glean further insight into clients,

supporting them through fresh perspectives on their world, their means of interacting with others,

and how they perform in their organizations. Table 2.2 illustrates a small number of empirical

studies that discovered the benefits of assessments as well aa strategies for learning.

Table 2.2

Empirical Studies of Assessments and Strategies for Learning

Author, Date and | Methodology | Theoretical | Key Findings

Title / Sample Framework

Griffiths & Qualitative Grounded The findings showed how the coaching
Campbell (2009), | study, 13 Theory process used learning theories which
Discovering, coaches were helped to deepen and accelerate the
applying and interviewed. learning of the client.

integrating: The

process of learning

in coaching.

Hooijberg, R. & | Qualitative Grounded Found clients wanted coaches who
Lane, N. (2009), study Online | Theory interpret results, makes recommendations,
Using multisource | survey, sent inspire action and conduct themselves
feedback coaching | link in an professionally, the client is more
effectively in email to 700 committed to take action. Also found the
executive participants. obstacles that that hindered action, the
education. client themselves and organization.
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Roche & A qualitative | Positive The study found participants benefited
Hefferon (2013), | study using Psychology | from having a structured debriefing after
The assessment semi- completing a strengths assessment.

needs to go hand- | structured Emphasizes that structured follow-ups are
in-hand with the interviews important in assessments. If conducted
debriefing: the with thematic properly can contribute to "goal-
importance of a analysis with attainment, self-efficacy and

structured 20 psychological development" (32)...and
coaching participants of can "give coaching some of its much
debriefing in middle and needed credibility by providing a
understanding and | senior consistent and evidence based

applying a positive | managers. framework." (31)

psychology

strengths

assessment.

Tait (2004), Nine officers | Qualitative | The study discovered the top two learning
Officers as who were Critical strategies were learning from others and
mentors within the | exemplar Incident learning from experience. In the study, all
national guard mentors. Interviews. | but one manager learned solely through

context.

informal methods.

Executive Coach as a Learner

The recent evidence-based studies on coaching come mainly from behavioral sciences

and business with some linkage to adult education and lifelong learning. When delivering change

using the coaching process, there is an innateness of learning, thus connecting the coaching

process to the recognized bodies of the learning theory (Griffiths, 2005). Adult learners tend to

participate in multiple types of learning (Livingstone, 2001). Experience is an essential part of

what, when and why adults learn, as explained by the theory of andragogy, which is the art and

science of facilitating adult learning (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998; Merriam & Caffarella,

1999). Learning is formed by our experiences and an individual is always engaging in learning,

whether formally or informally.
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How Executive Coaches Learn

The executive coach’s learning is influenced by many factors. Research reflects that
executive coaches learn both formally and informally. Executive coaches learn more effective
coaching methods and practices through formal coach education along with informal learning
experiences such as their prior work knowledge, mentoring, coaching, non-formal professional
development courses and interactions with other executive coaches (Lemyre,, Trudel, & Durand-
Bush, 2007; Werthner & Pierre, 2006).

Grounded in everyday learning, informal learning, experiential learning and action
science are “partnering concepts” (Bennett, 2012, p. 24), with experiential learning providing the
conceptual framework for informal learning.

Experiential learning theory suggests a profoundly distinct view on the learning process.
It is considered to be a “holistic model” and highly interdisciplinary theory, addressing learning
in diverse fields (Kolb, Boyatzis, & Mainemelis, 1999, p. 2). The theory blends “experience,
perception, cognition and behavior” (Kolb, 1984, p. 21). What is central to experiential learning
is “reflection (intention) on an experience from multiple perspectives while integrating the
learning” (Bennett, 2012, p.25). Kolb defines the experiential learning process as “the process
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from
the combination of grasping and transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984, pp. 25, 41).

The intellectual origins of the theory can be traced to the 1930s in the work of Dewey,
Follett, (educational philosophers), Lewin (social psychology), Piaget (cognitive-developmental
genetic epistemology), Knowles (andragogy), Kolb, and others who expanded on the work of

these pioneers (Conlon, 2004; Enos, Kekrhahn, & Bell, 2003; Kolb et al., 1999).
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To understand the intellectual lineage and historical context of informal learning, it is
necessary to begin with John Dewey (1938) and his foundational influences on experiential
learning. Dewey made a significant contribution to theories of learning based on his personal
experiences. He believed that education should address reflective thought. His influence can be
seen in many who have researched informal education and Kolb drew on Dewey’s work
extensively. One of Dewey’s key influences on informal educators was his belief that education
must engage with and enlarge one’s experience through exploration, thought, and reflection
(Dewy, 2011). Reflective thoughts can support an individual by helping them to reframe the
nature of a situation where the expected outcomes may not align with what actually occurs in
reality (Marsick, Watkins, Callahan, & Volpe, 2010).

Kurt Lewin (1947) is known for bringing together theory and practice, better known as
action research. Action research is a process in which a program is identified, an experiment is
conducted, results are monitored, reflection is undertaken on the process, and results are used to
reformulate the problem, ultimately initiating another cycle of inquiry. Coghlan and Brannick
(2010) expand on the definition by providing the characteristics of action research which are
“research in action, rather than research about action, it is a collaborative democratic partnership,
the research is concurrent with action and there is a sequence of events and an approach to
problem solving” (p. 4). O’Neil and Marsick (2014) added that it involves action and reflection
to solve a problem within a small group in the case of this study, the executive coach and client.
In addition, Stringer (2007) outlined the action research framework that includes “research
planning, information gathering, data analysis, communication, and actions” (p. 21).

Much contemporary literature on experiential learning references David Kolb, who was

also influenced by Lewin. Kolb’s work on experiential learning supplies additional insights into
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learning from experience. He presents the process of experiential learning in a four-stage model.
The model suggests that the learner experiences something, engages in reflection on the
experience, and then develops a presumption from the reflection. The learner then creates an
action plan in order to create new behaviors, thus forming a new experience in the cyclical
process of learning continues.

Four abilities are required in order to learn from experience: (a) an openness to involve
oneself in new experiences in order to gain new concrete experiences (concrete experience); (b)
observational and reflective skills so these new experiences can be viewed from a variety of
perspectives (reflective observation), (c) analytical abilities in order to create integrative ideas
and abstract concepts from their observations (abstract generalization),; and (d) decision-making
and problem-solving skills so these ideas and concepts can be used in actual practice (active
experimentation) (Kolb, 1984, p. 31; Merriam & Brockett, 1997; Wilson & Hayes, 2000).

Chris Argyris and Donald Schon (1974, 1978) promoted the idea that no one deliberately
sets out to fail or create errors. They proposed that there was a gap between implementation and
formulation. They formulated the concepts of single-loop and double-loop learning. Single-loop
learning results in a behavior change and modification, if the change or modification does not
occur, then double-loop learning occurs as the learner does critical reflection to learn from the
mistake and correct the structure, strategy or goal of the assignment. The learner reviews and
“examines values, assumptions and beliefs that influence how a situation or problem is framed”
(Marsick et al., 1999, p. 7). Argyris and Schon (1974, 1978) have brought important dimensions
to the concepts of informal and learning. First, learning takes place under the element of surprise.
Second, critical reflection is needed to be able to dig deep and reframe beliefs and assumptions.

And finally, professionals learn more than rules but learn to “think like a...” where skills are
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being learned in addition to background learning, which shapes the individuals like incidental
learning (Marsick & Watkins, 1990).

Informal learning has been defined as “any activity involving the pursuit of
understanding, knowledge or skill which occurs without the presence of externally imposed
curricular criteria” (Livingstone, 2001, p. 4). Marsick and Watkins (1990) conceivably have the
most often cited definition and well-known model of informal learning, which is based on a
practical, useable approach to problem-solving in real life, day-to-day situations. The leaders in
the area, Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins (1990), defined the theory of informal and
incidental learning in this way:

Informal and incidental learning both speak to learning outside formally structured,

institutionally sponsored, classroom-based activities. As a result, both informal and

incidental learning often take place under non-routine conditions, that is, when the
procedures and responses that people normally use fail. Informal and incidental learning,
however, are not exactly the same. Incidental learning is defined as a byproduct of some
other activity, such as task accomplishment, interpersonal interaction, sensing the
organizational culture, or trial-and-error experimentation. As such, incidental learning is
never planned or intentional, whereas informal learning can be planned or intentional, as
for example, in self-directed learning or help consciously sought from coaches or

mentors. (pp. 6-7)

They introduced their conceptualization of informal learning theory in the workplace in
1990 (Cofer, 2000; Marsick & Watkins, 1990). In the process of developing their theory, they

have referenced theorists such as John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, and Chris Argyris, and Donald
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Schon to validate critical reflection as a basis of informal learning. They attributed Argyris and
Schon’s action science as the primary influence on their model.

The framework for informal and incidental learning was adopted by Argyris and Schon in their
basic framework of action research and single- or double-loop learning. To ground both learning theories
in application, Watkins and Marsick (2003) have incorporated Argyris’s action learning in their
continuous learning model. The model is designed to test individual and collective assumptions: “the
continuous learning model is generally positioned as a learning model using critical reflection as its basis
for action and inquiry into problems, and therefore how to solve them” (Chenhall & Chermack, 2010, p.
597). The principles of action learning that are part of the continuous learning process are: (a) the
learning is centered around a problem and the resolution is of high importance to an individual,
team, or organization; (b) the core entity is a team, such as an executive coach and the client; (c)
the process involves insightful questioning and reflective listening; (d) the problem is acted upon
and the action is implemented; (e) there is a commitment to learning by applying learning; and
(f) an executive coach guides the process (O’Neil & Marsick, 2014; Sanders & Thiagarajan,
2001).

Informal Learning

Executive coaches might agree that their learning is formal or informal on the intention,
awareness, and direction (Marsick et al., 2010). Barth, Godemann, Rieckmann and Stoltenburg
(2007) found that formal as well as informal learning situations are significant when it comes to
developing competencies for sustainable development. There is a large body of research that
discusses formal learning as it relates to adult learning. Formal learning consists of the traditional
forms of institutionally sponsored, classroom-based, often highly structured teaching and

training. Although formalized coach training is a common form of training and learning to aid
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executive coaches to gain expertise, it has been demonstrated that only 70% of what is actually
learned comes from a formalized environment (Marsick & Watkins, 1990).

Learning that happens outside of the customary form of the structured classroom
environment, where the learning is practical, meaningful and connects with the learner’s desire
to grow and develop has been of interest to many (Tait, 2005). In the literature, this form of
learning has been viewed as experiential learning, non-formal learning, self-directed learning,
informal, and incidental learning. Informal learning is based on the idea that learning is
“organized around real-life experience” (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 55) and is “experienced-
based, non-routine and often tacit” (p. 15). Schugurensky (2000) differentiated informal learning
by developing a taxonomy which suggests using two main categories (intentionality and
consciousness) and three types of informal learning: (1) self-directed learning, where an
individual takes on learning projects without the assistance of a ’resource person/educator’ both
intentional and conscious. (2) incidental learning, which is learning that happens without an
intention of learning from an experience; there is awareness after the vent that learning did take
place; unintentional but conscious; and (3) socialization/tacit learning, the internalization of
values, attitudes, behaviors, skills, etc., that arise for the learner during everyday life. The
learning happens in a retrospective; unintentional and unconscious manner.

Informal learning can take place anywhere at any time, outside of a curricula and the
motivation to learn is higher when an individual is confronted with new challenges. The control
of learning rests on the learner and is enhanced by critical reflection (Livingstone, 2001, Marsick
& Watkins 1990, p.12). Informal learning can be deliberately encouraged, but it can still take
place in an environment not highly conductive to learning. In short, learning takes place even

when one is not conscious of it (Livingstone, 2001, Marsick & Watkins 1990; Schugurensky,
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2000). Although informal learning has not been recognized by formal institutions and
organization (Schugurensky, 2000), it has been researched in the workplace by Education
Development Center, Inc. (EDC) and others who discovered that 70-90% of job-related
workplace learning was learned through informal learning of employees (Cofer, 2000; Conlon,
2004). Marsick and Watkins (1990) validate that traditional training and development sessions
need to focus on helping individuals by using informal learning, stating that “the potential exists
to help people learn more effectively in the workplace by focusing on real life rather than on
prescriptions, examples, and simulations” (p. 4).
Executive Coach Learning Through Informal Learning

Informal learning occurs when the learner has “the need, motivation, and opportunity for
learning” (Marsick & Watkins, 1990, p. 28). Gola (2009) define them as “any individual practice
or activity that is able to produce continuous learning; it is often non-intentional and non-
structured learning” (p. 334) and outside of curricula (Livingstone, 2001).

Marsick, Volpe, and Watkins (1999) characterize informal learning as (a) integrated with
work and daily routines, (b) triggered by an internal or external jolt, (c) not highly conscious, (d)
haphazard and happens by chance, (e) an inductive process of reflection and action, and (f)
linked to learning of others (p. 90). Although, informal and formal learning are intertwined
(Marsick, 2009), there is a need to differentiate between them due to the rise of corporate
universities and training programs (Bennett, 2012). Marsick and Watkins (1990) contrast
informal and formal learning:

Formal learning is typically institutionally sponsored, classroom-based, and highly

structured. Informal learning, a category that includes incidental learning, may occur in

institutions, but it is not typically classroom-based or highly structured, and control of
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learning rests primarily in the hands of the learner. Incidental learning is defined as a
byproduct of some other activity, such as task accomplishment, interpersonal interaction,
sensing the organizational culture, trial-and-error experimentation, or even formal
learning. (p. 12)

Gola (2009) stated that “informal learning is often experiential learning which occurs in a
particular context” (p. 344). Cseh (1998) also found that context was a significant factor.
Marsick and Watkins (2001) validated that informal learning “takes place without much external
facilitation or structure” (p. 30). To enhance this type of learning, three conditions are proposed:
critical reflection to surface tacit knowledge and beliefs; stimulation of proactivity on the part of
the learner to actively identify options and to learn new skills to implement those options or
solutions; and creativity to encourage a wider range of options.

There are advantages of informal learning. A combination of the right environment and
context can support and impact a learning environment (Cofer, 2000). Through focused
reflection and action, informal learning can support the executive coach in various ways when
using assessment tools, in particular by opening the learner to change. Executive coaches can use
informal learning to shift old behaviors, negative mindsets, and behaviors that may have held
them back and resulted in adverse consequences in their coaching process. The executive coach
can use informal learning “to obtain help, information or support, learn from alternative
viewpoints, gain ability to give greater feedback, consider alternative ways to think and behave
(planned or unplanned), reflect on processes to assess learning experience outcomes, and to
make choices on where to focus their attention” (Conlon, 2004, p. 287) when working with a

client after an assessment tool has been administered.
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Informal learning can also be used as a strategy when incorporating mentoring, coaching,
networking, modeling, effective leadership and facilitation, interrelational aspects of teams, and
individual characteristics and capabilities to support the learner’s growth and development
(Marsick & Watkins, 1990). Additional benefits of informal learning in workplace identified by
Dale and Bell (1999) included: “flexibility, employability, adaptability of learning to context,
rapid transfer to practice, resolution of work-related problems through regular review of work
practices and performance” (p. 1). Drawbacks to informal learning are few, but may include
“narrow, contextual focus; learning bad habits or wrong lessons; accreditation challenges; and
the fact that such learning is so well integrated with work that it may not be recognized”
(Marsick, 2009, pp. 265-266).

As discussed, learning can happen in different environments. When executive coaches
are questioned about how they have learned something, most of them will state that they learned
it in a formal learning situation (i.e., coaching training program). Eventually, when questioned
further, they may also state that they learned from an informal learning environment (Merriam,
Caffarella, & Baumgarttner, 2006), such as their prior work knowledge, mentoring, coaching,
non-formal professional development courses, and interactions with other coaches to learn in
order to coach effectively (Lemyre, Trudel, & Durand-Bush, 2007; Werthner & Pierre, 2006).
Executive coaches can use the learning from the assessment process and assessment tool to
support their coaching processes by learning more about their client, to support them in
achieving their outcomes and supporting them to learn more about themselves to enhance their

performance and effectiveness in their organization.
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Chapter Summary

Executive coaching is a growing field that is emerging as the business terrain changes
and executive leaders are asked to be more efficient and effective as leaders to increase
productivity and profit for their organizations. Although coaching can be traced back to the days
of Socrates, there seems to be a lack of one definition and most agree that executive coaching is
considered to be a leadership development tool, customized to work for individualized, one-on-
one development (de Haan et al., 2013; Underhill et al., 2007).

Bierema (2002) stated that organizations play a large role in creating a context for
learning and for developing the workforce. In order to support and retain high potential
employees in organizations, it is necessary for Human Resource Development professionals to
create targeted opportunities for learning and personal development (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons,
2010). Executive coaching is the method that can give executives the opportunity to learn and
develop by improving interpersonal skills, self-awareness, decision-making skills, team-building,
organizational skills, personal performance feedback, positive personal impact, and enhanced
interpersonal relationships.

Although there are variations of the coaching process, the phase in the process that is
referenced extensively is the importance of conducting an assessment of client characteristics
and practices using various resources and tools to gather data. When analyzed, the assessment
data will inform a plan for the executive coach to assist the client in meeting their goals. Coaches
have used assessment tools for decades to help top athletes and performing artists to improve
their performance; business professionals can now use coaching to assist them in improving their
performance personally and organizationally (Pinchot & Pinchot, 2000). Executive coaches have

increased the use of assessment instruments to predict how an individual will act or react and
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how that individual can interact more effectively with others, which gives the executive coach,
client and the organization insight into that individual’s behavior. Most assessments are used to
examine and understand how the client’s personality connects with her or his performance.
Assessments also support the clients so they can recognize the difference between their own
perceptions and subjective evidence of how they impact those around them (Birkman
International, 2007; Witherspoon & White, 1996). Assessments are a way for the executive
coach to coach more effectively using objective data to inform the client’s development plan
(Berr, Church, & Waclawski, 2000; Bush, 2004).

Executive coaches are always learning formally or informally, depending on their
intention, awareness, and direction (Marsick, et al., 2010). The executive coach can learn from
the assessment phase or use of assessment tools to support their clients to achieve their outcomes
and enhance their performances and effectiveness in their organizations.

In conclusion, executive coaches provide a valuable service to executives who require
development guidance. A key part of the executive coaching process is the assessment phase,
where the executive coach can learn to understand how their client “reacts” and “acts” and
therefore being able to “navigate” the coaching process. Executive coaches use various
assessment tools depending upon client needs. Due to the nature of working as an executive
coach in the fast-paced world of business, it is essential that the executive coach learns in various
ways to adapt in an agile manner to the client and the client’s environment to meet their needs
along with the organization needs more effectively. Therefore, the gap in the literature that this
research will fill is giving to the field of executive coach how using assessment tools can
strengthen the coaching relationship along with the coaching process. Also, how using

assessment tools can be used to make the coaching process effective and efficient. In addition, it
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will also fill the gap of how executive’s coaches can support HROD field by supporting the
leadership development of their leaders that is data based, helping them to be partners with
organization to stay competitive. Lastly, it will fill the gap of the shortage of empirical data to
support the field of executive coaching by providing it a theoretical framework in which the field

can ground itself, the coaching process and ways to regulate the process and profession.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to understand how executive coaches learn from and use
assessment tools in the coaching process. The following two research questions guided the study:

1. What do executive coaches learn from the use of assessment tools in their coaching

process?
2. In what ways do executive coaches use the learning gained from assessment tools to
navigate the coaching relationship?

This chapter is organized into six sections: (1) research design; (2) sample selection; (3)

data collection; (4) data analysis; (5) validity and reliability; and (6) subjectivity.
Research Design

In conducting research, the goal is to engage in a systematic process to learn more about
something about which we do not know (Merriam & Simpson, 2000). There are several research
methodology approaches to engage in this process — quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-
methods. Which approach used depends on the epistemological stance of the researcher along
with the intent of the research. There are four broad categories in which the researcher can locate
their position: “postpositivism, constructivism, advocacy/participatory, and pragmatism”
(Creswell, 2003, p. 6). The researcher and the study are focused on understanding the executive
coaches’ experiences in learning from and using assessment tools to navigate their coaching
relationships with their clients. Qualitative research is the best research methodology for this

study due to its constructivist approach in which the researcher will investigate how the research
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subjects construct meaning (Crotty, 1998, Merriam, 1998, Ruona, 2005). Specifically,
researchers use qualitative research methods to study how research participants make meaning of
their worlds, navigate social relations, and construct their identities (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).
As well, qualitative research allows researchers to comprehend the meanings participants
themselves make of their experiences in the context of their environments (Merriam, 1998).

This study was a basic interpretive qualitative data study. Basic interpretive qualitative
analysis is the most commonly used method across disciplines and fields of practice, from
education to business (Merriam & Associates, 2002). An interpretative study demonstrates all the
characteristics of qualitative research, the main focus being that the researcher is able to uncover
and understand how a participant makes meaning of a situation or phenomenon (Merriam &
Associates, 2002). In this study, I was primarily interested in using an interpretive approach in
order to understand (1) how executive coaches interpret their experiences, (2) how they construct
their worlds, and (3) the meanings they attribute to their experiences (Merriam, 2009). This
method was selected in order to generate rich, descriptive data surrounding the ways coaches
learn from and use assessment tools in navigating the coaching process.

Although there are some primary characteristics that are commonly held in all
qualitative research, Merriam (2009) offered four characteristics that characterize interpretive

qualitative research in particular.

The first characteristic of qualitative research is to strive to understand the meaning the
participants have constructed about their experiences and world. The second characteristic is
that the researcher is the primary instrument to collect and analyze data. It is important to
understand that the researcher may operate with some shortcomings or bias. Rather than trying

to eliminate them, it is important to identify them, and account for and monitor them to
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determine how they may influence the data collection and analysis. The third characteristic is
that the process is inductive. In this process, researchers often use the data collected to gather
evidence in order to establish concepts, theories and hypotheses. The findings are presented in
the form of themes, categories, typologies, concepts and tentative hypotheses. The final
characteristic is that the product of the research is richly descriptive. When presenting the
outcomes, it may be presented in a highly descriptive manner, in the form of words and pictures

rather than numbers. (Merriam, 2009; Merriam & Associates, 2002).

Sample Selection

The sample in this study consisted of a group of 15 executive coaches who served as “a
portion, piece, or segment that is representative of a whole” (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007, p.
281). Qualitative studies usually focus in depth on moderately small samples, with participants
specifically selected in order to provide information that cannot be obtained from other subjects
(Maxwell, 2005). For this study, purposeful sampling was used to identify and collect
information-rich cases (Patton, 2002) strategically. The goal of purposeful sampling is to focus
on particular characteristics of a group that will best support answering the research questions
(Creswell, 2009). Moreover, purposeful sampling would allow me to choose from among those
practicing executive coaching to acquire the most knowledge in order to discover, understand,
and gain insight for the study (Merriam, 1998). Purposeful sampling was used in this study so
that the participants were carefully selected with the expectation that the researcher would
generate the greatest insight and understanding on the phenomenon of learning from and using
assessment tools by executive coaches in their coaching processing. Merriam (2002) validates

this by stating, “it is important to select a sample from which the most can be learned” (p.12).
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Qualitative research aims to sample broadly and interview deeply such that all the
variations of the study are captured. Instead of generalizing specific population values, specific
characteristics of the sample are used to gather data that are relevant to the study (Elliott &
Timulak, 2005). To learn the most, expert executive coaches were interviewed. Experts are better
at carrying out aspects of their job and are vital resources to understanding what qualities,
strategies, and resources are needed (Stough et al., 2001), along with being able to use intuitive
observation skills and experience to make decisions that are relevant to the client (Dreyfus &
Dreyfus, 1980). Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980) also stated individuals become more skilled as they
gain experience, that “skill in its minimal form is produced by following abstract formal rules,
but that only experience with concrete cases can account for higher levels of performance” (p. 5).

To satisfy saturation, the most common sampling strategy, purposeful sampling, was used
in this study to recruit expert executive coaches who use assessment tools in their coaching
process. The following criteria define an expert executive coach: (a) currently practicing as a
self-identified full time executive coach; (b) minimum of six years executive coaching
experience; (c) uses assessment tools while working with clients; (d) minimum of five years of
supplementary professional work experience; (e) self-reported evidence of higher education and
participation in continuing education.

The first criterion was that the participant must have been a practicing self-identify full
time executive coach. For this study, an executive coach was defined in Kilburg’s (1996) much-
cited definition of executive coaching:

a helping relationship between a client who has managerial authority and responsibility in

an organization and a consultant who uses a wide variety of behavioral techniques and

methods to help the client achieve a mutually identified set of goals to improve his or her
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professional performance and personal satisfaction and, consequently, to improve the

effectiveness of the client’s organization within a formally defined coaching

agreement. (p. 142)

The second criterion was that each participant must have been in practice for at least six
years at the time of recruitment into the study. This was selected as the minimum amount of
executive coaching experience because research has concluded that expertise is associated with
years of experience (Berliner, 2001). Ericcson (2006) recommends that repetition and practice
are significant in becoming an expert. He states that 10 years of experience or 10,000 hours’ of
practice are the benchmarks of becoming an expert in one’s field. In this study six years was
used as a minimum, aligning with the minimum amount of time it may take someone to reach
2,500 hours of practice (hours logged coaching) as needed to meet the ICF Master Coach
Certification (MCC) criteria.

The third criterion was that each participant must have been reporting using one or more
assessment tools in their coaching process. Flexibility was allowed in the use of assessment tools
in participants’ coaching processes since the particular type of assessment tool is not significant
for the study.

The fourth criterion was that each participant must have had a minimum of five years of
supplementary professional work experience. Research indicates that it takes three to five years
of professional experience to demonstrate competence (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Although the
participants did not need to have a particular type of professional experience, the valid
experience would support their competence.

The fifth criterion was that there would be self-reported evidence of higher education

and participation in continuing education by the executive coach. This would ensure that the
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coach was engaged in enhancing their ability to coach, applying theory to practice. This criteria
also created credibility and trustworthiness with the executive coach and client. Sherpa (2011)
found that training and experience are the top factors listed that make a good executive coach.

Along with criterion-based sampling, snowball sampling was used to identify
participants. The process began with me querying suitable participants: “Who knows a lot about
X? Whom should I talk to?” (Patton, 2002, p. 237). Snowball sampling allows for the sample
size to increase as more and more people are asked to refer potential participants for the study.
As part of the snowball sampling, I requested the use of an existing database of coaches from
International Coaching Federation (ICF) along with Sherpa Executive Coaching. In response to
my request for participants for this study, ICF and Sherpa provided recruitment efforts to obtain
participators. ICF provided support by sending out an email to their database of coaches’
nationwide with the participant criteria, after an extensive approval process with their research
department. Sherpa allowed me to post a request for participants in their LinkedIn group. I
contacted the executive coaches who followed up to the email request or post to determine
whether they met the criteria and to confirm whether they were willing to participate
(Appendices A and B).

Data Collection

In qualitative research, there are three major approaches to data collection — interviews,
observations, and documents (Merriam, 2002). In this study, two methods were used to conduct
the research study. First, an interview protocol was utilized to conduct interviews with the
purposefully chosen participants. Second, document analysis would support the information

collected from the interviews.
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The Interview Process

The qualitative interview design supported this study because it aims to inform concepts,
describe multiple realties (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003), and develop understanding while allowing
for unforeseen themes, ideas, and constructs to emerge (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). In particular,
semi-structured interviews served as the primary method of data collection in this study. This
method was chosen to allow participants to delve deep into their experiences and to allow the
researcher to ask probing questions about participants’ thoughts, feelings, and meanings about
those experiences. The semi-structured interview format included a set of questions that guide
the interview while also allowing flexibility for participants’ responses to lead to additional
insights and probing questions. The interviews followed an interview guide, created to outline a
specific predetermined range of relevant questions (Appendix E). Even though the questions
were predetermined and focused on eliciting unique perspectives of each participant, the format
was flexible, allowing the researcher to initiate or expand on topics that would enrich the study
as they arose (Rouston, 2011).
Collecting Interview Data

The interviews were conducted with participants until data saturation occurred.
Qualitative researchers often use the criterion of saturation for sample size to gather data. This
means that the researcher continues to add new participants to the study to the point that there is
no new information emerging from the participants (Elliott & Timulak, 2005).

When collecting data, I intended to contact potential participants initially via telephone,
email, or in person. Firstly, I asked for their interest in and willingness to participate in the
research project. When a contender agreed to participate, we scheduled a 60-minute meeting at a

convenient time and appropriate place to conduct a face-to-face interview and if needed, a
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telephone interview. I emailed an official confirmation letter explaining the study, detailing the
interview process, and confirming the time and location. A consent form for review and a
demographic form was attached to the email. The demographic form included basic data such as
age, gender, professional background, education background, certifications, and assessment tool
(s) used in coaching. This allowed me to have additional data on each of participant’s
background. The confirmation letter, consent form and demographic questionnaire are found in
Appendices B, C and D, respectively. I requested that the form be completed prior to the
interview and a copy returned to me at the beginning of the interview.

Prior to the interview, I presented two copies of the consent form to the participant again,
explaining the study, detailing the interview and the rights of the participant, and answered any
questions he or she may have had. After the participant and I signed both copies of the consent
form, the participant was given a copy for their records and I took my copy and file it along with
all other information pertaining to the research in a locked file cabinet in my home. The
participants were given pseudonyms, to honor confidentiality. They were requested to give a
pseudonym of their choice, some did and those we did not were given a random name from a list
of name for their gender on the internet.

After I received the consent, I proceeded to the interview protocol consisting of semi-
structured interview questions designed to understand how the participant learned from and used
assessment tools to navigate his or her coaching process. During the interview, I asked questions
from the interview protocol and inquired further with follow-up questions, using probes for
clarification. Throughout the interview, I took field notes while I interviewing the participants to
help supplement the interviews and to provide a more detailed description of the interview

context, personal observations, and reflections during the process (Merriam, 2009). The
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discussions were audio-recorded digitally with the prior written and oral consent of the
participant so that I could have accurate data for verbatim transcription. The recordings were
professionally transcribed and each transcription was verified for its accuracy through a process
of listening to the original recordings along with the written transcriptions.

I worked to ensure the confidentiality of the participants by using the following
techniques: (a) interviews were audio-recorded, and when transcribed, no personally identifying
information was used; (b) participants were referenced by a pseudonym at all times; (c) audio
recordings would be destroyed once the study was complete; (d) transcripts, recordings, and
other documentations were stored in a secure location. I will not release identifiable results of the
study to anyone other than as required by the department at the University of Georgia
responsible for regulatory and research oversight.

Collecting document analysis. Document analysis was also conducted to support the
information collected from the interviews to gain a broader understanding of how executive
coaches learn from and use assessment tools to work with and assist clients. Documents can be
seen as anything that give further insight in analysis of qualitative data (Patton, 2002). They can
be comprised of anything written, oral, visual, or physical artifacts (Merriam & Associates,
2002). For my study, I reviewed the demographic questionnaire that the participants completed,
along with reviewing my field notes and observations to gain a deeper understanding of how the
participants were using assessment tools to manage their coaching processes. Collecting data
utilizing semi-structured interviews and documents analysis provided an enriched informative

view of the data.
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Data Analysis

Bogden and Biklen (1998) describe data analysis as “working with the data, organizing
them, breaking them into manageable units, synthesizing them, searching for patterns,
discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you will tell others”
(p. 157). Data analysis starts when, as Merriam (2002) says, “one begins analyzing data with the
first interview, the first observation, the first document accessed in the study” (p. 14). In general,
qualitative data analysis consists of processing the data by coding, categorizing, and drawing
relationships among themes (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Data analysis in this study was based
substantially on interview data. In addition, my field notes from the interviews, observations
from attending an ICF-GA meeting and the transcripts helped to identify key words and phrases
and to establish any themes or categories (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Merriam, 1998).

I used thematic analysis, a foundational analysis method, to identify, examine and record
themes (patterns) from the data. This enabled me to systematically analyze the frequency of
themes (patterns) from the executive coach’s interpretations. In doing thematic analysis, Braun
and Clark (2006) suggest a step-by-step guide for thematic analysis starting with familiarizing
oneself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing and refining
themes, defining and naming themes, and finally producing the report.

I began my analysis by reading and rereading the literal transcriptions of the recorded data and
my field notes to become broadly familiar with the data. I then created initial codes, searched for
themes, and refined the themes by using qualitative data analysis software NVivo. I then began
an analysis by using a line-by-line reading of responses, allowing for new themes to freely
emerge in the data. This process rapidly generated themes. Themes in coding were identified by

repetition within and across responses, similarities and differences, and a theory-driven approach
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that identified what the literature and hypotheses would predict (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). I
examined and coded the data into broader concepts. This included words, phrases and topics,
which appeared in the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) and that “should come from the exact
words of the participants” (Gelo, Braakmann & Benetka, 2008, p. 276). This permitted me to be
organized, manage and recall data, and also allowed me to examine the data, raise issues with it,
and generate relationships across the data (Strauss, 1987). After coding the data, I interpreted the
information and organized it into similar categories. The central purpose of analysis is to
organize the data into categories and subcategories and then connect them to understand the links
among the categories, allowing the researcher to generalize the consistency and differences
across the data. To enhance the data further, I used the field notes from my interviews,
observation of an ICF-GA meeting and combined them with my interview transcripts to add to
and construct deeper significance within the data.
Trustworthiness

It is important that there is control for validate through the research (Merriam &
Simpson, 2000). A concern for all research is to demonstrate and show validity, trustworthiness,
or authenticity of the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Merriam and Associates, 2002) since
“both producers and consumers of research want to be assured that the findings of an
investigation are to be believed and trusted” (Merriam & Simpson, 2000, p.22). There are many
views on how to conceive of reliability and validity in qualitative research, since such research
relies on subjective data gathered through stories, observations and documents and it often
examines socially constructed interactions of subjects in their many realties of the world
(Merriam, 2002). Nonetheless, measures can be taken to avoid threats to validity in qualitative

research (Creswell & Miller, 2000). According to Merriam and Simpson (2000), there are two
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types of threats to validity, internal and external. Internal validity threats are “those factors which
affect the degree to which the research procedures measure what they purport to measure,” while
external threats “pertain to the extent results of a study are generalizable to other situations”

(p- 59).

To establish credibility, a study must pass internal validity. Maxwell (2005) states that
validity is a “commonsense way to refer to the correctness or credibility of a description,
conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” (p. 106). Merriam and Simpson
(2000) measured internal validity by asking, “how congruent are one’s findings with reality”
(p.101).

In qualitative research, there are several ways to reduce threats to internal validity: (a)
triangulation; (b) member checking; (c¢) thick description; (d) peer reviews; and (e) external
audits, internal and external validity (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Triangulation is a well-known
strategy to enhance validity in qualitative research. Creswell (2002) defines triangulation as “a
validity procedure where researchers search for convergence among multiple and different
sources of information to form themes or categories in a study” (p. 126). Denzin (1970) took the
concept of using of more than one approach to investigate to findings by extending it. He
distinguishes four forms of triangulation: 1) data triangulation, involving gathering data by
several sampling strategies, so that slices of data at different times and social situations, as well
as on a variety of people, are gathered; 2) investigator triangulation, which suggests having more
than one researcher gathering and interpreting data 3) theoretical triangulation, which
recommends using more than one theoretical position when interpreting data; and 4)
methodological triangulation, recommending the use of more than one method when gathering

data. For this study, in order to strengthen the validity of the research and to help maintain my
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bias, I used methodological triangulation by applying multiple techniques of data collection. I
collected data through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, field notes from the interviews and
observations from attending an ICF-GA meeting along with the demographic questionnaire
document obtained from the participants.

As the researcher, it was critical to demonstrate validity by monitoring the possible entry
of any bias or prejudice that may affect data collection, analysis, and interpretation. It was vital
that I accounted for my own subjectivity (Patton, 2002). There were a few details that I could put
into place to show reflexivity and transparence that would lend rigor and credibility to the
research. One way to remain unbiased was to be focused on gathering high quality data (Patton,
2002). Another way to achieve validity and creditability as the interviewer and researcher was to
make sure during the interviews to be an active listener by not speaking too much and displaying
attentive listening. I also made efforts to take accurate notes and record audio. Further, I share
the end document with participants for their review and considered any feedback they offer.
Finally, an additional way of providing credibility was to participate in a bracketing interview.
During this process, my mentor, a master executive coach, conducted a mock interview with me,
using the exact questions that were to be used in the study. This technique allowed me to a) be
aware of my own responses to the questions and bring awareness of my
subjectivity, assumptions, and vested interests; b) consider how the nature and language of the
questions may influence responses; c) ensure that the questions were framed in a way that would
elicit the best data; and d) enable me to review, categorize, and analyze thematic material
(deMarrais, 2001). I believed that employing these methods would safeguard the effects of my

own subjectivity on the data collection and analysis.
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Addressing external validity, thick description also supports increasing the
generalizability of findings. Rich, thick descriptions are the details that ensure transferability of
the findings by describing the settings, the participants, and the themes of the study (Creswell,
2002). To focus on the transferability of the findings, I explained in thick detail the framework
guiding the research, the research questions, and the findings of the themes and threads of the
research. I also kept a journal, documented my actions, and took notes during the interviews to
further guarantee validity and reliability. Merriam Simpson (2000) also states that a study should
provide enough information such that “readers will be able to determine how closely their
situations match the research situation, and hence, whether findings can be transferred” (p. 103).
It is my commi