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Interviews with “Exceptional” Coaches 
Understanding Effective Coaching Practice 

Summary Report 
 

Dr Gavin R Dagley, 
in association with the  
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Overview 
In 2009 experienced HR practitioners described the differentiating capabilities of 
exceptional executive coaches (Dagley, 2010). The present study reports the findings 
from interviews with the 15 coaches nominated as exceptional by those practitioners. 
The results provide data to better understand the factors that are common to 
exceptional coaches, ways of developing exceptional coaches, and the mechanisms of 
effective coaching practice. 
 
Findings 
 

#1: The only common characteristics of the group were: a commitment to 
continuing professional development, extensive coaching experience, and a 
firm belief in the facilitative (rather than directive) role of coaches. 

#2: Training is a necessary precursor, but insufficient predictor of coaching 
competence. 

#3: Effective coaches represent a combination of accumulated knowledge and 
practice (the “brushes”), and the personal and professional characteristics 
of the practitioner (the “artist”). 

#4: Successful coaching results from a large array of factors that include the 
coach, the executive, the relationship, the environment, the structure of the 
program, and the task and goals of the work. 

#5: Executives need to bring energy to the coaching work, the presenting 
objectives of which were usually described in terms of behavioural issues 
(or opportunities). This creates a tension regarding positioning of coaching. 

#6: The coaching “task” (the underlying reason for engaging) can usefully be 
distinguished from coaching “goals” (which describe outcomes, and which 
frequently evolve and change during the work). 

#7: The core mechanisms of effective coaching are: task, goals, awareness, and 
experimentation/action.  

#8: The mix of these mechanisms and the depth of the work in any given 
assignment varies depending on: the task, the coach, the executive, the 
relationship, the environment, and the contract. 

#9: Effective coaching, therefore, represents an experiential learning process 
coupled to a powerful awareness-building mechanism. 
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1.0 Structure & Participants 
 
This study is the second of three designed to better understand exceptional coaches 
and coaching. The study consisted of fifteen 90-minute interviews with coaches 

nominated as exceptional 
practitioners by HR 
professionals who participated 
in the first study (Dagley, 
2010). The sample size was 
limited by the number of HR 
participants in the former study, 
and therefore could  not follow 
any particular quantitative or 
qualitative sampling guidelines. 
 
There were 5 male and 10 
female nominated coaches, 
two of whom received dual 
nominations. The majority 

described coaching as their primary work and the group averaged around 37 face-to-
face hours per month. The average “regular” charge out rate was $574 per hour (with 
the range from $250 to $1,000). 
 
All the coaches worked in either Sydney or Melbourne or both. Only three of the 
coaches were known to the researcher prior to the interviews. 
 
1.1 Coach Selection 
 
One of the core pieces of information required to evaluate the strength of this research 
is the method used for identifying the “exceptional” coaches who participated. The 
coaches were nominated by HR participants in the “parent” study (Dagley 2010). 
Qualitative sampling protocols around “saturation” in that study indicated that the 20 
HR participants were reasonably representative of the HR/purchaser cohort regarding 
their opinions about exceptional coaching. 
 
These 20 HR professionals had an average of 6.5 years experience working with 
executive coaches (ranging from 6 months to 15 years), and had been responsible for 
coaching programs for an estimated 605 executives (costing approximately $6.2 
million) in the preceding two years. The purchasers as a group estimated that they had 
worked in some capacity with 210 coaches in the last two years, and felt they had 
sufficient exposure to 98 of them to discuss their works. The interviewed coaches – 
the coaches in the present study – represent 15 of that group of 98 coaches. 
 
Seventeen of the twenty HR purchasers nominated “an executive coach who you 
believe is outstanding or exceptional?” There was no evaluation to determine the 
efficacy of the nominated coaches. The only criterion for selection and interview was 
nomination by one of these experienced purchasers. The results reflect the opinions 
expressed by this group of coaches. Some care should be taken in generalising the 
results due to the limitations of the sampling method. 

Numbers

• 15 coaches

• nominated “exceptional” by HR

• 100+ years coaching experience

• 23 hours of interviews
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2.0 “Exceptional” Coach Differentiators 
 
Overview: 
Data from three areas of the interview provided source information about what factors 
differentiate exceptional coaches. Those areas were: 

• commonalities in the coaches’ backgrounds and practices,  
• coaches’ self-descriptions of the distinguishing factors that resulted in their 

nominations, and  
• as part of discussion about the accreditation of coaches, their comments about 

what distinguishes competent from exceptional coaches. 
 
This section describes the commonalities (and non-common factors) in the coaches’ 
backgrounds and approaches, as well as their opinions about what makes them, and 
other coaches, effective. The key outcomes were that (1) the coaches were a diverse 
group, and (2) they provided two lists of factors that they thought differentiated good 
coaches: (a) their capabilities, and (b) the experiences that built those capabilites. 
 
2.1 Commonalities 
 
The coaches had surprisingly little in common. The collected data allowed 
comparison across four areas: training, development, experience and method or 
approach. 
 

Finding #1: 
The only areas that seemed 
common to almost all the coaches 
were:  
1. commitment to ongoing 
professional development (the 
average was more than 60 hours 
per year, and only two did less 
than 15 hours per year),  
2. years of experience working 
as a coach (an average of 8 years, 
with the only two coaches having 
less than 5 years), and  
3. a strongly expressed belief 

about the facilitative (versus directive) role of the coach. 
 
In addition, a small group of factors were common to many (but not most) of the 
coaches. These included: some background in business, people-management 
experience, the use of supervision or peer consultation as part of professional practice, 
a university-level education, and the use of cognitive-behavioural and solution-
focused approaches in their work. 
 
There was little consensus in the group about a large number of areas regarding their 
views, practices and backgrounds. These differences related to: training, experience 
working in senior leadership roles, the ability to clearly articulate foundational 
principles of practice, and the ethical codes to which they ascribed. 
 

Commonalities

1. Commitment to professional development (average 60+ hours pa)

2. Years of work (generally at least 5 years)

3. Expressed belief in facilitative role

… that’s all!
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The question “What principles and 
beliefs form the bedrock of your 
approach to your work with executives 
(including your theoretical 
foundations)?” caused a number of the 
coaches to struggle. Five of the 
coaches indicated they needed time to 
think. Although a few offered succinct 
answers, the majority gave relatively 
long and complex answers that seemed 
to be a list of approaches rather than a 
coherent set of principles. For 
example, interspersed through one 
answer were the following comments and exclamations; 
 
“ouch! … good heavens! … it is hard to spell them out … my mind has gone 
completely blank … gosh!” 
 
The only common theme was the (previously discussed) central belief about 
executives being able to come their own solutions. The issue for the coaches seemed 
less about the existence of the beliefs and principles, than about being able to 
articulate those ideas coherently and concisely.  
 
Purchasers frequently use similar questions (regarding method) in interviews with 
potential coaches. The difficulty experienced by the coaches in this study casts some 
doubt on how effective this question is in differentiating good coaches from good 
salespeople. During such an interview recently, an HR practitioner noticed the issue 
and commented, “it’s really like asking you how you walk, isn’t it?” 
 
2.2 Differentiating Factors 
 

 The coaches’ answers to 
questions about what 
distinguishes exceptional 
coaches were compared 
to the list of eight factors 
described by HR 
professionals (in prior 
research – Dagley 2010). 
  
Coaches endorsed all 
eight of the factors. 
Although some factors 
received only limited 
direct support (in 
particular, working to the 
business context), all the 

factors received some direct comment. The following are a few of the relevant quotes: 
 
 

Un-Commonalities
minority of coaches had:
• coach-specific training
• senior leadership experience
• psychology/therapy background
• method clarity
• full-time versus part-time practice

little agreement regarding:

• knowledge-based foundations
• tools
• ethical code
• professional memberships

“Exceptional Eight” factors

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

SupportedFactor

8. skilful challenging
7. a philosophy of personal responsibility
6. works to the business context
5. approach flexibility and range
4. diagnostic skill and insight
3. holding the professional self
2. empathy, respect, connection
1. credibility
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Credibility:  
“The first differentiator is the peer-to-peer style relationship that they work with. 
When I’m talking about executive coaching I’m talking about working with senior 
executives. Having learned models and skills is not enough to put you in a room with 
someone who controls millions of dollars in budget and thousands of staff in terms of 
their responsibilities for outcomes and to establish that really strong basis of trust 
that is needed when you work as a coach. I think you have to earn the right to be an 
exceptional executive coach.”  
“It’s a bit like the exceptional leader. An exceptional coach can walk into a room and 
there is something about their presence – being both confident and humble.’”  
 
Empathy, respect, and ability at connection:  
“People trust me. God knows they shouldn’t, but they do. They get to a position of 
trusting me very quickly and I’m not sure why that happens, except that I do honour 
the principle of adult choice, and the sovereignty of the person as an adult in the 
world.” 
“No matter what is the trigger for starting an assignment, my preferred first question 
is ‘how does it feel to be in your shoes today?’”  
 
Holding the professional self:  
“It’s also about keeping my own shtick or issues out of the way.” 
 
Diagnostic skill and insight:  
“[What differentiates me is] case-conceptualisation. Essentially it’s about an ability 
to notice and identify the internal dynamics of the client situation and an ability to 
work with the client to identify those dynamics in a way that is socially and 
emotionally acceptable to the client. The rest just falls out.” 
 
Approach flexibility and range: 
 “I … have a good professional underpinning to my work. A lot of so-called coaches 
have a fairly thin underpinning to their work and to their professional experience,” 
“I’ve got a very sound and broad-based conceptual kit bag to build off” 
 
Work to the business context: 
“Executive coaches should give a return on investment. I’m not sure lesser coaches 
do that.” 
 
A philosophy of personal responsibility:  
“At the end I let go. I have no real attachment to the outcomes. At least at one level I 
have no attachment to the outcome. It’s not my ‘fault’ if they don’t get the outcome. I 
create the environment where they can do the work successfully, but I am not a 
rescuer. I don’t worry about clients between sessions. It’s up to them.”  
 
Skilful challenging: 
“I strive to get the balance between support and challenge. There is a quote I like 
which I’m not sure I’ve got quite right but is something like ‘be tough in words and 
empathic in process.’”  
“I do ask quite challenging questions. I’m not fearful of asking the hard question.” 
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3.0 Coach Accreditation and Development 
 
Overview: 
One of the key areas for investigation in the study was how to develop competent and, 
ultimately, exceptional executive coaches. The nominated coaches answered two 
questions regarding the training, development and accreditation of coaches. Those 
questions were: 

• If you could mandate it, what would you require in terms of (1) training and 
(2) experience as the minimum for a professional accreditation as an executive 
coach? and 

• In your opinion, can anyone be an excellent coach with appropriate training? 
 
Their answers indicated two points of consensus. Firstly, that specifying the detail of 
what constituted adequate training was not something the group could agree on, and 
in many cases, even attempt to specify. Secondly, the coaches were clear that there 
were characteristics of the individual, as separate from the training, that were 
powerful determinants of performance as a coach. That is, effective coaches were a 
product of both professional and personal development. 
 
 
3.1 Training 
 
A number of the coaches indicated that they found it difficult to answer the question 
about training minima. The coaches were clear, however, that some standard was 
desirable from both a professional and a purchaser point of view. The themes that 
emerged from the responses, although not unanimous, indicated that prospective 
coaches should undergo: 
 

1. an extended period of training (usually a number of years), including a 
significant period of supervised practice, and  

 
2. that the educational component should draw on a range of disciplines, and 

include, in particular, psychology and adult learning, coaching-specific skills, 
and theory and practice regarding leadership and organisations. 

 
3.1.1 Training Claimed by the Coaches 
The responding coaches’ own training came from a range of sources (which is 
unsurprising given the relative youth of the discipline). The only common theme was 
that a majority had some form of university-level education. 
 
Only two coaches mentioned supervision, one as part of ongoing practice and the 
other during training as part of a psychotherapy qualification. (Other former therapists 
in the group were likely to have had similar supervised experience during training.) 
Responding to a question about the most valuable aspects of their training, no coaches 
mentioned supervision as one of those experiences. 
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Qualifications claimed by nominated coaches related to their coaching 
 

 
Qualification 
 

 
Number of coaches* 

 
University degree in social sciences 

 
7 

Post-graduate study in social sciences 6 
University business-related degree 5 
Coaching-related courses 7 
Career experience 6 
Personal development/therapy 3 
No formal qualification claimed  
 

2 

 * of the 15 participants 
 
 
Finding #2: 
Although the broad content was agreed, there was little agreement about what specific 
courses met minimum requirements. In addition, coaches commented that training 
was a necessary but insufficient precursor to demonstrable competence.  
 
“You could have someone who can jump through all those hoops and will still be 
crap. You can’t make rules that will ensure competence.”  
 
In addition to coaching-related training, about half of the coaches also spoke of the 
need for experience in business –  
 
“The minimum? They need to have had a role with financial accountability - that is 
revenue or profit responsibility. It is hard for someone with just HR experience 
without that line accountability experience. They will have had to have managed 
teams and managed managers - probably even at a division level - so they know how 
hard these things are. Therefore there has to be an amount of life experience, which is 
not available to someone in their 20s.”  
 
Other aspects that coaches indicated had a bearing on competence included age and 
life experience, the ongoing supervision and professional development of the qualified 
coach, and the extent of personal development work undertaken. 
 
“At a meeting of a coaching panel … I saw a lot of people so focused on their 
personal need to feel needed or important, and the result was they tended to 
pathologise people. Training is important, but training will not get to that - those 
paternalistic or maternalistic traits.” 
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3.2 Can anyone coach? 
  
The answer was “no.” Of 15 interviewed coaches, only one expressed the belief that 
“most people” could be excellent coaches – and that coach qualified the response by 
saying the candidate coach would need to have the motivation, if necessary, to 
undertake quite substantial personal development.  
 
Finding #3: 
The coaches indicated that there was a distinguishable difference between the 
technical capability and knowledge to coach – the tools of coaching – and the ability 
of the person wielding those tools.  
 
 
3.3 Coach Development Components 
 
The coaches identified a substantial list of factors that influence coach development. 
The list below presents all of those factors: 
 
 

“Growing” coaches

The components listed so far for a “development” model:
1. Raw materials
2. Experiences
3. Self-development
4. Knowledge and techniques
5. Coaching hours
6. CPD – knowledge & reflective practice
7. Motivations
8. Developmental maturity
9. Artist vs brushes

 
 
 
3.4 Model of Coach Development 
 
In an attempt to improve understanding of how these factors relate to each other, they 
have been organised into a speculative model built around three “identities” that 
individuals bring to their work as coaches. These identities are: 
 

1. where I start (i.e., the interaction of “raw materials” and experiences) 
 

2. what I bring (to my work as product of processing those experiences), and 



Exceptional Coach Interviews 
Dagley, 2010 

9 

 
3. who I am as coach (incorporating separately the techniques, tools and 

knowledge – the “brushes,” – and the professional who makes use of those 
brushes – the “artist”). 

 
The first level, “where I start,” identifies the factors that coaches bring that result 
from both “nature” and “nurture” – that is, their physical aptitudes and limitations and 
the developmental experiences (both within and outside the work environment).  
 
The second level of the model, “what I bring,” recognises that, during their lives, 
prospective coaches develop patterns of responding, and that those patterns develop 
because they have been “effective” ways of dealing and coping with their experiences 
in the past. As these coaches reflect and work on their personal development, these 
ways of responding became more mature, conscious, intentional, flexible and 
reflective. 
 
 

personal raw 
materials

life & work 
experiences

situational 
savvy & cred

“effective”
responding

developmental 
maturity

coaching 
hours

“the brushes” “the artist”

knowledge & 
skills training

reflective 
practice

where I 
start

what I 
bring

who I am 
as coach

aspirations and 
motivations

personal 
development

 
 
 
 
The patterns of responding determine key elements of what coaches bring of 
themselves to their work (and represent the “what I bring” level): 

• situational savvy and credibility – how well the coach can “read” or 
understand more than just the superficial aspects of a situation, and how 
credible they appear to others regarding being effective in that situation, 

• aspirations and motivations – the beliefs, values and personal drivers that 
bring a person to working as a coach, and that are present during coaching 
work, and 
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• developmental maturity – the level of refined consciousness and intention 
that the coach is able to maintain (including emotional intelligence), 
particularly in challenging situations. 

 
This composite of components (that is the coach as an evolved person) is then 
exposed, in varying degrees, to three specific coach development processes: 

• the acquisition of coaching-related knowledge and skills, 
• a volume of hours practising as a coach, and 
• reflection on the work he or she has completed to better understand what is 

and is not effective in that work (often achieved through supervision). 
 
These development processes, with differing degrees of influence, build the efficacy 
of the coach in relation to the two metaphoric components, “the artist” and “the 
brushes” (the third level of the model). These two elements represent the composite 
of what the coach brings to coaching, and the training and development work she or 
he has undertaken as a coach. In particular, the elements reflect that, despite extensive 
training and work as a coach (i.e, a really wide range of high-quality “brushes”), an 
individual may not have the artistry to be effective doing complex work. Likewise, an 
artist of genius can remain relatively ineffective without good equipment. 
 
The model reflects a number of points. The model:  

• indicates that excellent coaching is a product of more than just excellent 
training. As one coach indicated (using a musical metaphor) you can teach 
someone scales but you can’t teach musicality. Excellent coaches produce a 
combination of skills and artistry.  

• highlights the personal components regarding developmental maturity that 
need to be present (and constantly refined) to practice as an excellent coach. 
This personal development element may well represent the aspects of 
“artistry” that fall outside a skills-development-focused coach training model.  

• identifies that aspiration and motivation are key elements to both the desire 
to undertake the professional and personal development work to become an 
excellent coach, and, separately, the coach’s efficacy as an “artist.”  

• highlights the four areas in which coaches can develop their practices – 
knowledge and skill acquisition, hours of coaching practice, reflective 
practice, and personal development work – and that coach development has 
no endpoint. That is, the model applies equally to novice coach development 
and to the continuing professional development of established coaches. 
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4.0 Mechanisms of Effective Coaching Work 
 
Overview: 
Attempting to describe the mechanisms of effective coaching is necessarily fraught. 
The coaches involved in the study, as has already been demonstrated, represent a 
diverse group in terms of backgrounds, training, orientations and approaches. The 
following section represents an attempt at synthesis of areas of agreement within this 
diverse group. 
 
This section covers first a description of the range of factors that affect coaching 
outcomes. For the purposes of this brief report, only the factors related to the 
executives themselves are discussed in any detail. One strong (and probably 
controversial) theme around the executive factors was the description of work on 
ineffective behaviours as a central factor in both successful and unsuccessful coaching 
work. 
 
Goals, awareness-building and skill-building have generated a substantial volume of 
coaching-related literature. The coaches answered a series of questions regarding how 
these factors interacted in effective coaching work.  Key themes arising from the 
answers included: (1) that there may be different forms of objectives – “goals” and 
“tasks” – with identifiable distinguishing characteristics, and (2) that skill-building 
seems not to occupy the same central space as goals, task, awareness-building and 
action experimentation.  
 
 
4.1 Factors affecting coaching outcomes 
 
Coaches responded to three questions regarding the factors that influence the success 
of coaching work they undertake. Those questions were: 

• What are the factors that seem to have the largest impact on the success of an 
assignment? 

• What factors tend to predict poorer coaching outcomes for you? and 
• What situations are the most challenging for you in the executive coaching 

context? 
 
Finding #4: 
The coaches indicated that there are a large number of factors that affect coaching 
outcomes (including whether coaching is the correct intervention), as the following 
quote illustrates: 
 
“It’s a little bit like counselling or therapy in that the impact of technique or method 
is very low. Rapport is the key - the coaching alliance. The executives themselves and 
their willingness to bear the pain of doing the work they need to do is also important, 
along with a whole raft of external circumstances that can have an impact. And the 
culture around development that exists in the organisation is also important. If the 
executive’s line manager is genuinely interested in the development it is much more 
likely to result in change than where it’s about the executive and the coach and ‘it 
doesn’t affect us.’  I think people often get sent for coaching where other approaches 
would be more suitable.” 
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Responses to these questions clustered under headings related to the: 

1. executive coachee 
2. coach 
3. relationship between executive and coach 
4. workplace and coaching environment 
5. set-up and structure of the assignment 
6. coaching task and goals 

 
These clusters supported the model produced from earlier research (Dagley 2006 – 
see below). They also added to that model by differentiating the effects of tasks and 
goals in the formation of the coaching relationship, and, ultimately, the outcomes 
from the work.  
 

Executives

Delivery 
structures

RelationshipCoaches

ReportingEnvironment
Organisational
performance

Individual 
development

Dagley, 2006 (IGCP)

incl. task
& goals

reprise Executive Coaching

 
 
 
4.2 Executive-related factors 
 
Comments on executive-related factors were the only area discussed by every coach 
in the study as powerful determinants of coaching outcomes. Key executive-related 
factors were: 

• preparedness to engage, and 
• personal style and defensive behaviours. 
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4.2.1 Preparedness to engage 
The executive’s preparedness to engage in the coaching work, included: readiness, 
energy, commitment, motivation, curiosity, appetite for change, openness to feedback, 
self-awareness and ability to see self-in-situe, courage, openness to learning, fear, and 
intelligence. The following represent some of the coaches’ responses, particularly 
related to energy and commitment: 
 
“Good question - the readiness of the executive [is one of the key factors], but that 
has a lot of exceptions … actually [it can be] the ‘readiness’ or the ‘pain.’ They can 
come kicking and screaming as long as they have pain.” 
 
“I get a lot of clients with issues around aggression and competitiveness. I think I get 
those because I get good results, and what I like about that is that I like the energy 
they bring. Those who don’t bring energy (by denying there is an issue or finding 
ways to justify themselves etc) are harder. The energy is really important.” 
 
“A crisis or challenge that is close - that is, within sight - seems to matter more than 
anything else. It’s when the issue seems to be glaring, and there is a need for change, 
either with an internal or an external locus. It is probably the biggest single 
predictor.” 
 
Finding #5: 
A common thread running through many of these comments was that the coaches 
consistently identified themes of the executive clients having both ineffective 
behavioural patterns that could usefully be modified and the motivation (be that 
voluntary or mandated) to engage. The majority of the case studies supplied by the 
coaches (19 of 30, both successful and unsuccessful) described the presenting reason 
for engaging in coaching as ineffective or problematic executive behaviours playing 
out as relationship issues within the organisation.  
 
This supports findings from earlier research (Dagley 2010) that the primary outcome 
from executive coaching (from an HR perspective) is behaviour change – with the 
clear implication that the existing behavioural set is inadequate. This results in a 
tension between the need to address behavioural inadequacies and the importance of 
setting the coaching within a positive framework.  
 
Both the HR practitioners in the previous study and coaches in the present study 
indicated this was not an “either/or” proposition. That is, successful work resulted in 
behavioural change and addressed the issues underpinning the goals, but that the 
experiences for the executives, although challenging, appeared to be fundamentally 
positive. 
 
4.2.2 Personal style and defensive behaviours 
The second grouping relates to executive personal style and defensive behaviours 
including: a victim mentality, avoidant behaviours, procrastination, narcissism, and 
disordered personality. The following quotes provide illustrations: 
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“It’s also about conscientiousness in a psychological and personality sense of the 
word, as well as the individual’s psychological-mindedness, which needs to be there 
at least to some degree.” 
 
“I have only limited success with people who are very defended - particularly 
narcissistic personalities.  And often those are the ones who are sent!” 
 
Whereas the “preparedness to engage” group of executive factors seems to relate to 
the ability of the executive to engage in the task, the personality and style-related 
factors may be related to the reason a person has been encouraged to take up 
coaching. The presence of any of these factors in the executive did not necessarily 
seem to preclude success in coaching. That is, with sufficient engagement, 
difficulties with personality and style may be overcome, as the following quotes 
illustrate: 
 
“[Regarding factors in the executive that tend to predict poorer outcomes -] I am 
tempted to say a lack of emotional intelligence. I don’t quite know what that means, 
but sometimes I am surprised. That is, a poor degree of personal-awareness can 
predict poor outcomes, but I am sometimes surprised at how far some people can go 
in spite of that.” 
 
“It’s probably where the executive won’t or struggles with taking responsibility for 
the outcome - where they want to ‘blame.’ I see that as the challenge, but it makes the 
work harder. I see the challenge is to get responsibility back where it belongs. Also, 
where people have not exercised personal courage. They are great to coach into that 
space, but they make it harder. … For me personally, those situations are the most 
challenging and the most rewarding, because implied in that is the opportunity for 
enormous personal growth.” 
 
 
4.3 Goals, awareness and skills 
 
Coaches answered a series of questions about goals; goal modification; the 
interactions between goal-focused work, skill-building and awareness-building; and 
the roles these factors play in effective coaching work. 
 
Although there was some variation in the sequencing of those components, the 
coaches expressed a broad consensus on a range of points. These were: 
 

1. The three components (goals, skill-building, and awareness-building) 
interact and are interdependent. They cannot easily be separated. The 
relationships between the three are complex and fluid. 

 
“[They are related] to a very high degree, and they occur simultaneously. The 
coach’s job is to weave these together. So a wee nudge of awareness will lead 
to a small shift in skill, and a small amount of progress towards the goal. It’s 
movement by stealth, weaving them together. I think logically that the goal 
comes first, but what really happens? But if I had to choose, it would be the 
self-awareness piece first.” 
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2. One of the differences between beginning and exceptional coaches may be the 
coach’s ability to take a non-mechanical approach to working with all three 
components at once in a fluid and flexible manner. 

 
“The three factors are intimately linked. Often people can attain goals without 
skill development, because they have the skills already but don’t have the 
awareness, and then it becomes a meaning-making issue. Superficial 
approaches to coaching try to deal with these things as separate issues.” 

 
3. Goals are important to have focus in the work, despite the fact that discovery 

or clarifying of the goals may constitute a major part of the work. 
 

“The goals and awareness interact because the goals give us a place to start - 
a place to dig the spade in. The awareness brings forth the goals that are 
truest to ourselves - our true goals.” 
“Often you can’t create awareness until you have a goal. ‘This is what I need 
to do.’ That goal leads to both the skill-building, and the awareness-building.”  

 
4. Awareness-building is a central component to any substantial change. 

 
“Awareness-building is the key one. Skill-building shifts from that as people 
become more aware. Goals can shift as a result of self-awareness too. The 
awareness is the core and the other two shift around that, but the other two 
interact. If the skill is blocked then the awareness will shift that to let the 
person move in another direction.” 

 
5. Skill-building is often not central to work (nor at times even necessary). At 

other times skill-building may be the central focus of the work, and sufficient 
to achieve coaching goals. 

 
“I don’t think I do a lot of skill-building. Executives can usually sort that bit 
out. That is the easy bit.”  
“[I need to work out is the executive] ‘doing this because of a lack of 
awareness or a lack of skill?’ Where you can identify through the goal that 
there is a skills gap, then I will help them to look for how they can acquire that 
skill.” 

 
6. The amount of skill-development work may be related to the seniority of the 

executive and the differences in the issues that coaches work with at the 
various levels in the organisation. 

 
“The skills piece - it depends on the particular skill. For example, a coaching 
skill can be very helpful for people achieving a goal even if they only have a 
reasonably low level of awareness. That is, skills are often enough to bring 
change by itself. But for senior executives, particularly without an awareness 
platform, the skills aren’t going to stick.” 
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7. Although skill-building may not be central, practising new behaviours 

appears to be essential to behavioural change. That is, there appears to be a 
difference between working on skill development per se and working on trying 
out new approaches and behaviours. 

 
“Often, awareness and skills are interwoven, as the ‘doing’ often makes more 
sense to executives - doing helps them to understand what’s going on. But all 
three parts are critical. In my coaching, ‘skills’ is the lesser of the three - 
marginally less. It depends what we are working on I guess.  Awareness is 
usually the blocker. The work is less about developing leadership skills, than 
leadership insights and practices. Yes, I prefer the word ‘practices’ to 
‘skills.’” 

 
 
4.4 “Goals” vs “task” 
 
Coaches responded to two questions about goals –  

1. How important is having clear outcome goals at the outset of the coaching? 
and 

2. How often, and to what extent, do these goals clarify or change during the 
work? 

 
Regarding the first question, coaches’ views seemed to fall into one of three 
categories – a “soft” approach – where clear outcome goals were not central; “hard” 
– where the coach sought clearly defined goals at the outset; and “depends” – where 
the coaches gave a qualified answer that indicated such a question might be too 
simplistic. 
 
“Soft” 
“[The goals] are a ‘rear-view mirror.’ I am happy to work with clear outcome goals 
if HR need them. But they don’t guide the work. You look back and see you have 
achieved them. What drives the work is what is foreground - what has the most 
potence or meaning in the moment. That’s what has to be in the front. I am happy to 
work with clear outcomes as the work will always relate to them as you look back.” 
 
“Hard” 
“Very [important]. Initially when I started, I was less clear about that, and I would 
drift - and so would the executive. Then I worked with a very goal-oriented 
person/executive who said ‘I don't know where we are going.’ So I learned.” 
 
“Depends” 
“I do find it is important.  It may not ultimately be where the focus is though. If the 
program has come about on the basis of ‘hey, you're an executive now, here is a 
coach,’ – it’s not focused enough and does not often result in satisfactory outcomes. 
Having something that the organisation and the individual want to do is important. 
How we go about it may change, however. In the end it may not look like the original 
goal.” 
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The “depends” answers frequently were qualified either as to goals changing as the 
work progressed (as in the above quote), or as to timing of goal establishment.  
 

The second of the questions 
expanded on the idea of 
goal flexibility and change. 
The coaches’ answers 
indicated that the polarities 
demonstrated in answers to 
the first question might not 
be so clear cut. For 
example, one of the coaches 
who described “hard” goals 
responded that “I have had 
people get clearer on their 
goals and that is not 
unusual,” whereas another 
coach who described soft 
goals indicated that “[The 

goals of the work] are being clarified all the time. I don’t know that they change 
much. Sometimes they change though.” That is, despite these two coaches having 
very different views of the importance of clear, upfront goals, they both indicated 
that the core or underlying work didn’t change much, but that the process of 
coaching often involves a clarification and development of what the “real” work 
is about. 
 
Finding #6: 
 “Goal” and “task” appear to be separate things. 
The logical extension of these discussions may be that “goal” and “task” are different 
things. All successful coaching work requires a “reason for being” - that reason may 
be a presenting issue, uncertainty regarding an upcoming event (such as a promotion), 
or simply on the instruction of some authority figure. For whatever reason, this 
embryonic “task” provides the (at least initial) motivation for engaging in meaningful 
work. It is the clarification of this 
fundamental reason for engaging that 
becomes the refined, deeper and more 
meaningful description of task.  
 
The “task” may also come with some 
explicit outcome targets – i.e., “goals.” 
The interviewed coaches reported that, 
even where these exist at the start of 
the work, they may be incomplete, or 
inaccurate. In some cases they may be 
entirely absent. A substantial part of 
successful work often is identifying 
and refining these goals.   
 
That is, “task” must exist early in the assignment and will clarify and deepen over 
time, but goals, although ultimately important, can be a something of a “moving 

Goals vs awareness vs skills work
interact .. interdependent .. complex

effective coaches are fluid – non-mechanical 

goals provide focus … locating them is “work”

“goal” and “task” are different things

awareness-building central to substantial change

skill-building not necessarily central – but 
experimenting with new behaviours is

skill-building varies … from ‘not important’ to ‘central’

skill-building component may be related to executive 
seniority

Goals - questions

yes/”hard” depends                            no/”soft”

rarely                                                          frequently
clarify                                                         new/refocus

core                                                            superficial

1. Need clear goals at outset?

2. Do goals change?
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feast.” The best goals grow out of the task and will serve a mixture of functions: (1) 
working as a “guiding beacon” or benchmark for the coaching, and (2) forming a 
substantial part of the work due to the need to locate and adequately define them. 
 
The distinction is not merely semantic. “Task” elaborates the reason to be engaged in 
the work without specifying where that engagement will necessarily lead in terms of 
outcomes. It is a “we-will-work-on-this-stuff-because-it-is-important” statement. 
Goals discuss the end-points of the work – the final points of measurement for 
achievement. A focus on trying to establish goals (outcomes) too early in the work 
could lead to frustration or dysfunction in the relationship. Such a misplaced effort 
may also be a major component of “mechanistic” approaches to coaching that the 
coaches indicated were ineffective. 
 
 
4.5 Interpretation -  central mechanisms of effective work 
 
Finding #7: 
Based on the information provided through the case studies and through the answers 
to specific questions, there appear to be four core mechanisms and one optional 
mechanism in the coaching process: task, goals, awareness-building, experimentation 
and testing out, and skill-building. 
 

Finding #8: 
These elements do not 
appear to contribute 
equally to the efficacy 
of coaching work, either 
in an overall sense, or 
on a case-by-case basis.  
That is, although a clear 
reason for undertaking 
the work must always 
be present, the amount 
and focus of work on 
goals, awareness, and 
experimentation varies 
depending on the task – 
although all of these 

elements are usually present at least to some degree. Skill-building may or may not be 
a central part of any given coaching assignment. The following represents an 
interpretation of how these various factors interrelate to produce coaching outcomes.  
 

1. “task” determines required mix of mechanisms and depth of work 
The emphasis required on each of the mechanisms is determined by the task 
on a case-by-case basis. For example, a mid-level manager, new to an 
organisation, may be struggling to come to terms with an unfamiliar culture. If 
the core coaching task is ultimately identified as an information shortage for 
an otherwise confident and competent performer, then support, along with 
information gathering, and experimentation will likely be central to success. 

task

goals

awareness

experimentation

skill-building

Always Usually Sometimes

Core Mechanisms
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The executive may not need much in the way of specific goals, skill-building, 
or deeply reflective awareness-building.  
 
In contrast, if that mid-level manager is struggling with a fear of failure, then 
that element may take some time to appear. Once the task (working on a fear 
of failure) is identified then the focus of the work may need to have a large 
component of awareness-building (possibly at a very personal level) to be able 
to make the sustainable changes that will resolve or reduce the issue. 
 

2. the relationship, executive characteristics and coach capabilities 
determine what is possible – the achieved mix of mechanisms and depth of 
work 
The ability of the executive and coach to achieve the required mix of the 
components depends not only on the strength of the relationship, but also on 
what the executive can bear, and on what the coach is competent to deliver and 
capable of sustaining. 
 

3. the mechanisms cannot be treated as separate  
The mechanisms represent a complex and interdependent whole. Effective 
coaches weave together the work on each in a seamless and flexible way. The 
respondent coaches differentiated between exceptional and less able coaches 
on the basis that the less able coaches tend to have a mechanistic approach to 
delivery. 
 

4. failure of sufficient of one mechanism effects the others and the outcome 
For example, if awareness-building is a central component that is not achieved 
to a sufficient level, then it is unlikely that other mechanisms can be engaged 
effectively, and it is likely the assignment will be unsuccessful. 
 

5. “task” may clarify resulting in component mix and depth requirement 
change 
As the work proceeds, the true character of the task tends to become clearer, 
and this may affect and alter the mix of mechanisms required to achieve 
success 
 

6. it is possible to achieve awareness without outcomes 
Awareness, without action or experimentation, frequently does not meet the 
coaching mandate from the organisation. (Sometimes, where generating action 
is an issue, the focus of the work may move to awareness-building around a 
reluctance to try new things.) If, however, behavioural change is the primary 
outcome of coaching (as described by the HR purchasers), then behavioural 
experimentation is essential. 
 

7. … but … executives rarely achieve important and sustainable outcomes 
without awareness 
Conversely, it is rare for people to become more deeply self-aware and not 
make some changes. Likewise, if increased self-awareness is not possible then 
the changes achieved tend, necessarily, to be relatively superficial, compliant, 
and short-lived. 
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5.0 Re-Defining Coaching - Interpretations 
 
Overview: 
The four identified central mechanisms of effective coaching described in the 
previous section (task, goals, awareness, and experimentation), along with the beliefs 
around executive responsibility for change, seem to map, albeit loosely, onto the 
factors described as components of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) – an approach 
that is well established in adult learning theory. In addition, the coaches frequently 
discussed the depth of awareness that commonly accompanied the most effective 
programs. The following section draws together the themes from the previous sections 
into an extended definition of coaching.  
 
 5.1 Coaching Mechanisms 
 
Finding #9: 
The mechanisms for change through coaching appear to be: 
 

1. experiential learning,  
2. coupled to a powerful engine for developing reflective self-awareness. 

 
 
 
5.1.1  Experiential learning 
Coaches indicated that one of 
the core assumptions of 
coaching is that responsibility 
for learning and for acting 
remains with the executive. 
This implies that such 
responsibility, and the 
associated discovery process, 
provide a powerful means for 
executive self-development. 
These assumptions, along with 
the constructivist and iterative 
characteristics of the 
awareness-building, goal-
formulation, and 
experimentation cycle (i.e., that knowledge is “created” rather than “transmitted” in 
the relationship, and the learning cycles spiral to progressively higher levels of 
knowledge) provide a close match to Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory. 
 
5.1.2  Awareness-building 
The responding coaches indicated that the required awareness-building occurred at 
multiple levels. Those levels were: (1) beliefs and values (or “embedded 
assumptions” or “unconscious drivers” – depending on one’s theoretical orientation), 
(2) choices, (3) choice-enactments (i.e., behaviours), and (4) consequences. Executive 
clients, in relation to a particular issue, usually present with a relatively superficial 
level of awareness.  For instance, in relation to bullying behaviour, the executive may 
have a reasonable level of understanding of consequences, a limited understanding 

i.e.,   it’s Learning

experience

reflect

hypothesize

test

Coaching Assumption:
self-discovery and personal responsibility 
are powerful learning agents.

goal 
formulation

experimentation

awareness-
building

experiential learning theory
Kolb (1984)

task
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regarding the behaviours, and have given little thought to the choices, or the beliefs 
and values that underpin those choices. 
 
The work that the executive 
and coach undertake is to 
deepen awareness to a level 
that is sufficient for the 
person to engage in the 
experiential learning cycle. 
As that cycle proceeds 
awareness may deepen 
further, but is ultimately 
limited by: 

• what the executive, 
the coach, and 
relationship can 
support or bear, and  

• the constraints of the 
environment, and  

• the explicit and implicit coaching agreement. 
 
5.1.3  Coach’s role 
The role of the coach in this process is to co-create (with the executive) a safe enough 
environment (in the form of a genuine and engaged relationship) to: 

1. elicit and direct attention to information, previously not used, that allows 
the executive to reflect, discover and formulate. The sources of such 
information are multiple. Examples include literal feedback, experiences and 
their interpretation, a result of the in-the-moment focus of a session and the 
results of meaning-making efforts.   

2. support, encourage and challenge the executive to do these things (i.e., 
reflect, discover and formulate), and to experiment and act. 

 
 

+ Awareness

enactmentschoicesbeliefs & values consequences

>>> more conscious & explicitless conscious & explicit <<<

awareness-building task

… connected to powerful and progressive 
awareness-building mechanisms
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5.2 Executive Coaching – Re-Definition 
 
 
The following expanded definition of coaching incorporates the concepts described in 
this paper. 
 
 
 

Understanding effective coaching
THE PROCESS
Executive coaching is a learning process based on helping the executive 
exercise progressively more self-aware choice and action.

THE RELATIONSHIP
The work is founded on a trusted, genuine and confidential relationship with a 
coach who has the skills and agenda of a professional helper.

THE WORK
An effective coaching relationship engages the executive to look beyond the 
superficial, and to work with the core tasks that underpin work-related goals.

The depth and the focus of the work varies, and is related to the imperatives 
of the core tasks, what the coach and executive are able to support, and the 
constraints of the coaching environment and contract.

THE OUTCOMES
When coaching is effective, the executive is able to take steps towards a more
aware, and therefore more authentic and aspirational self, and as a result 
become more effective as an executive, and frequently as a whole person.

 
 
 
 
Embedded in this expanded definition are the concepts that: 

1. coaching is a form of adult learning that owes much to the principles of 
experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), 

2. the work is based on a professional helping relationship, with the associated 
skills and relational agendas of such work – hence the easy confusion of 
coaching with other forms of personal helping work, 

3. for substantial change to occur (not necessarily always a requirement), the 
executive will need to engage to the extent necessary with the deeper 
underlying matters that underpin the work-related motivations for engaging 
in coaching. How these are accessed depends on the approach and philosophy 
of the coach, 

4. the depth of the work is not so much related to the theoretical boundary 
between therapy and coaching, as it is to:  

a. the core tasks that need to be addressed,  
b. the limitations imposed by the context of the work,  
c. the explicit and implicit agreements around the coaching contract, and  
d. what the executive, coach and relationship can bear and sustain, 
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5. substantial outcomes are less related to specific goal achievement (although 
important), as they are to increased congruence (in a positive psychology or 
Rogerian sense) between the executives’ behaviours and their authentic and 
aspirational selves,  

6. coaching outcomes can be dramatic or mundane. To be “successful” coaching 
must achieve sufficient to allow the executives to move forward as 
themselves in the roles they choose, and 

7. the changes experienced by the executive frequently result in behavioural 
change both inside and outside the work environment (i.e., coaching is not 
therapy but it may be therapeutic). 
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6.0 Final Comments 
 
Data quality 
What assurance is there that any of these data are representative of the practices and 
opinions of effective coaches? Given the lack of any generally accepted definition of 
effective or exceptional coaching the question is a difficult one to answer. A central 
premise of this program of research (including all three studies in the series) is that the 
only people capable of making a judgement about which coaches are particularly 
effective are those people (a) who are exposed to a broad range of coaches, and (b) 
who can, with at least some objectivity, evaluate how well those coaches achieved 
what was expected of them. Neither coaches nor coached executives can make this 
judgement. In the former case there exists an obvious vested interest, and the latter 
group have not been exposed to a range of coaches so as to be able to make the 
necessary comparisons. 
 
Although open to easy and justifiable criticism, the method adopted in this study was 
to ask experienced purchasers to nominate coaches who they believed were 
“outstanding or exceptional.” This relatively unscientific approach to sampling creates 
an important and obvious caveat about how broadly these findings can be generalised. 
The final sample group of coaches amounted to the best 15% of the potential pool 
from which the purchasers could nominate.  
 
Does effective coaching equal “personal development”? 
One of the uncomfortable aspects of the findings from this study is the positioning of 
coaching close to the “personal development and growth” end of the continuum of 
services labelled coaching. For business leaders, the idea of funding (or doing for 
themselves) work that delves below the surface of the issues they face and into the 
personal drivers that might be lurking there may seem too close to therapy for many. 
Indeed, a few of the interviewed coaches expressed just those concerns.  
 
Yet themes of addressing personal drivers as being central to effective work recurred 
in the comments. The case studies, in particular, recounted story after story of the 
personal growth and awareness afforded to executives who had managed to engage 
deeply in the work. Further, the stories of unsuccessful work frequently described 
problematic behaviours that the coach and executive seemed unable to address, but 
that frequently seemed to stem from the same personal style issues that were likely to 
be the trigger for coaching in the first place.  
 
The difference between “coaching method” and executive coaching 
The coaches who responded to these interviews demonstrated great diversity in most 
areas, with the only common elements being their depth of experience as coaches, a 
commitment to regular and extensive professional development, and a common belief 
in the responsibility and ultimate efficacy of the executives with whom they worked. 
This diversity in approach tends to mask a more fundamental confusion in the 
marketplace – the distinction between “coaching method” and coaching “work” (the 
latter being the domain of executive coaching). 
 
Coaching “method” is the central focus of coaching skills training and manager-as-
coach practices. Coaching method is a particular style or approach to interaction that 
values the efforts and the thinking of the coachee as central to achieving goals. It is an 
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approach that underpins much of the work of professional helpers generally and has 
been extensively elaborated in such seminal texts as Egan’s “The Skilled Helper,” and 
is symbolised by the ubiquitous GROW model (Whitmore, 2002). Coaching method 
has had a major impact in organisations due to its effectiveness in building 
collaborative (versus hierarchical) approaches to working with people and achieving 
cultural and business outcomes. It is an applied and increasingly validated method that 
facilitates moves from “command and control” to genuinely more collaborative and 
engaged workplace practices. 
 
Coaching “work” (the executive coaching space) incorporates coaching “method.” As 
evidenced by the coaches in this study, most effective coaches adopt the underlying 
tenets, particularly as regards the valuing of facilitation, discovery and coachee 
responsibility principles. Executive coaching work, however, and particularly the 
coaching of senior leaders, frequently goes beyond coaching method. Coaches who 
are successful are valued because they get to outcomes – individual outcomes in terms 
of executive behaviours – rather than simply applying a single narrow method. These 
outcomes are usually expressed (and frequently poorly expressed) as the work-related 
objectives for undertaking coaching.  
 
Achieving those outcomes seems to depend on choosing the most appropriate process 
(from a range) based on the following factors:  

1. what needs to be done, and at what level or depth, to be able to achieve 
meaningful change or development, 

2. what the executive can sustain or bear, moderated by the qualities of the 
working relationship with the coach,  

3. the abilities, preferences and limitations of the particular coach, and 
4. the limitations imposed by the context of and the (explicit and implied) 

contract for the work. 
 
In some cases successful work may need be no more than the judicious application of 
effective coaching method, without any particular depth, to achieve the work-related 
objectives. In other cases the executive may need to look into deeply held values, 
aspirations, learnings from early life, patterns of responding outside work, and the 
powerful emotions that emerge in particular situations, to develop sufficient 
awareness to make meaningful attempts at quite uncomfortable changes. 
 
The character of the work varies at least as much as the available approaches and the 
ranges of capabilities offered by various coaches. In a pure commercial sense, 
effective coaches are those who get to outcomes. Most effective coaches will 
incorporate coaching method (and the underpinning philosophies) into their 
approaches, but will go beyond a mechanical or narrowly-bounded approach in order 
to help the executive take steps along the developmental path. This is where black-
and-white boundaries between disciplines and methods fade and astute professional 
judgement (about what should and can be done, and how to approach that work) 
becomes the central imperative. 
 
Range of case studies 
Coaches in this study described their most and least successful cases. These cases are 
necessarily at the extremes of their experiences. Although the coaches did answer 
questions related to method and what typically occurs during session time, the most 
compelling stories came from those case studies. Examples of “most successful” cases 
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were stories of powerful and dramatic changes in the face of major difficulties; and 
the “least successful” were remarkably similar stories but where the odds could not be 
beaten despite the best efforts of the coaches. The regular day-to-day work would not 
necessarily include the same depth or power. 
 
The point of this discussion is that coaching at its best can result in dramatic and 
personal outcomes. It doesn’t have to go to such lengths (or depths) in every case to 
be successful, but to limit the description of coaching to that of coaching “method” 
does not capture the range, skill, diversity, or power that is available through 
coaching. Effective coaches are those who, whatever their approaches, are able to 
deliver at the level demanded by the task, and who are sensitive enough to both build 
strength into the relationship to support deeper work where required, and to see what 
must (and judge what can and cannot) be attempted within that relationship. 
 
Reflections 
One of the great privileges of doing this research is the opportunity to spend time with 
people who are at the leading edge of this discipline talking about how they do what 
they do. I find this work fascinating, and I am deeply indebted to the exceptional 
coaches who put themselves out to participate in this study. 
 
And they found the process challenging – at least that was the word (along with 
“thought-provoking” and “unsettling”) that the majority used to describe the 
interview. I guess on one level these individuals were being asked to justify 
themselves to someone with whom they compete, directly or otherwise, knowing that 
their responses will end up in the public domain (albeit anonymously). Most of the 
coaches reported that they enjoyed the experience and found it stimulating. One coach 
asked me to play fair and talk about my background and methods and opinions.  
Another coach, who may simply have been more frank than the rest, described the 
interview as “tedious” and using poorly-directed questions. I can’t help thinking that 
this process of working to describe and better understand areas of our lives that are 
important to us, while working with a person we hardly know, has a strong element of 
parallel process. That is, I suspect our executive clients feel the same pressures. It’s 
not an easy gig from either side of the table. 
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