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Abstract 

In the present study, we expand the boundaries of mainstream leadership research, which seeks to 

provide prescriptions for how to do coaching more effectively. We rather take a step back to 

examine the coaching industry and look at the dynamics that drive the proliferation of coaching 

concepts, products, and services. In order to do this, we conduct qualitative interviews with a 

diverse range of stakeholders - including coaches, representatives from coaching firms and 

associations, leadership development institutes, consulting firms, business schools, and client 

organizations. 
From the analysis of the data gathered, our study maps out a number of ambiguities within the 

coaching business and coaching practice - ambiguities over what coaching is, what the real need for 

coaching is, who gets to be a coach, how to evaluate coaching, and how providers collaborate and 

compete. 
Drawing on elements of sociological research and on Guthey’s production of leadership perspective, 

we argue that the production of coaching consists of the manner in which a variety of stakeholders 

act and interact in ways that define and construct the nature of coaching itself, both as a 

developmental practice or technique and as an industry. We further argue that the production of 

coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process. That is not only because the coaching industry 

is relatively young, but mainly because the stakeholders involved in both the supply and demand 

side will always have a twofold interest in both dispelling and keeping the ambiguities, since they 

suffer and benefit from those ambiguities at the same time. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Opening 

The notion of “leadership industries” suggests that leadership concepts and leadership 

development services are not just best practices that organizations strive to implement. They 

are also viable commercial products subject to the competitive dynamics of supply and 

demand. Within these leadership industries, coaching is a particularly interesting sector, 

because it exemplifies the fact that, while such industries are booming, their central product 

is often ambiguous or even paradoxical. 

 

The spread of the term “coaching”, the number of coach practitioners, and the global total 

revenue from coaching keep growing. Figure 1 shows occurrences of the term “coaching” as 

a percentage of all words contained in Google’s digitized collection of books published in 

English between 1800 and 2008. 

 

Figure 1: Coaching 

 
 

Source: Google Books Ngram Viewer 

 

The chart tracks down how the relative frequency of the term has increased exponentially 

from the 1970s. In addition, the estimated number of coaches’ practitioners worldwide in 

2008 was 30.000, and in 2016 it has increased up to 53.000. Finally, the global total revenue 

in 2015 has been estimated to amount to $2,35 billion USD, representing a 19% increase over 

the 2011 estimate (International Coach Federation, 2008; International Coach Federation, 

2016). 

Despite this growth, we find that products, services, and theoretical definitions of coaching 

can differ in relation to the context where they are placed, resulting in a lack of homogeneity 



2 

 

and great ambiguity. We find that there is not one fundamental ambiguity, but rather a 

number of overlapping ambiguities and blurred lines - for example, ambiguities over what 

coaching is, what the real need for coaching is, who gets to be a coach, and so on. We find 

that these ambiguities and blurred lines come essentially from four aspects: 

1. The intrinsic nature of coaching is an encounter between people, and people can 

attach different meanings to it. 

2. There is no single recognized authority that sets standards and regulate the industry. 

3. Coaching has close ties to leadership, which is itself ambiguous. 

4. Coaching firms inherit the ambiguity at the core of knowledge-intensive firms. 

 

These four elements cause the ambiguity that characterizes coaching. There are not many 

studies on such ambiguity, since most existing research analyzes the coaching industry mainly 

from a best-practice and effectiveness discourse. Among the few attempts to understand the 

ambiguity at the heart of coaching, one should mention the study by Rasmussen & Bollerup-

Jensen (2011). By focusing on the Copenhagen coaching industry, they argued that achieving 

professional status poses a considerable challenge because of the central ambiguity that no 

one really knows what coaching is. This allows coaches to make strategic use of ambiguity in 

a way to cater best to various clients' demands, but also places them in a continuous struggle 

for professional recognition and legitimacy. 

However, the coaching industry is even more ambiguous and paradoxical than what 

Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen (2011) have found. We expand on their research to encompass 

not only what coaches say about coaching, but also what other key stakeholders say, such as 

coaching firms, coaching associations, leadership development institutes, consultancy firms, 

business schools, and clients’ organizations. 

 

We draw on established research on the sociology of the production of culture to 

conceptualize coaching as a cultural product, which is subject to the dynamics of cultural 

production. Meaning and emotion are so integral to cultural products that they are not fully 

produced until they are consumed - in other words, the process of interpretation and 

consumption is part of the process of production. We also draw on the production of 

leadership perspective developed by Guthey (Work in progress), who employs the same 

elements of sociological research to provide a description of the leadership industries. As he 

points out, leadership is generated by a set of intersecting social and institutional practices 

done by different actors that influence the conventional perception and practice of leadership. 

This same logic applies to coaching. 

 

Drawing on those theoretical conceptualizations, we argue that the production of coaching 

consists of the manner in which a variety of stakeholders act and interact in ways that define 

and construct the nature of coaching itself, both as a developmental practice or technique and 
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as an industry. Therefore, we see coaching as the result from an iterative process of back-and-

fort movement between stakeholders. 

 

We further argue that the production of coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process. 

A first paradox derives from the fact that all stakeholders in the industry try to eliminate the 

subjective nature of the definition of coaching by pushing for a more objective one. But the 

net effect of so many different efforts to define coaching objectively ends up generating even 

more subjectivity and ambiguity. 

 

A second paradox comes from the fact that stakeholders involved in both the supply and 

demand side will always have a twofold interest in both dispelling and keeping the 

ambiguities, since they suffer and benefit from those ambiguities at the same time. 

 

Stakeholders have been talking about regulating the market for years, but the industry still 

lacks regulations. And that is because the same stakeholders who invoke regulations have an 

interest in clarity and vagueness at the same time, which is paradoxical. 

 

Therefore, we argue that it is unlikely or (at least) very difficult that a final agreement on 

regulations will ever be reached - too many conflicting interests are at stake. But even if 

universal regulations will be finally implemented, and some ambiguities clarified, other 

ambiguities will be still in place. These are types of ambiguities that stem from coaching’s close 

ties to leadership and knowledge-intensive firms, and from the very intrinsic nature of 

coaching, which is an encounter between people that will always remain open to multiple 

subjective interpretations. 

 

Thus, the process of production of coaching will always be paradoxical, and it his highly 

unlikely that the definition on the nature of coaching will ever be fixed. 

 

1.2 Research questions 

Our research was guided by the following research questions: 

 

1. How do the blurred lines between various aspects of coaching as a practice shape 

the dynamics of the supply side of the coaching industry? 

2. How does the ambiguity over the nature and practice of coaching influence the ways 

in which coaching is delivered inside organizations? 

3. How do these ambiguous dynamics of supply and demand affect the coaching 

industry? 
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1.3 Thesis structure 

In order to answer the research questions, we structure our thesis as follows: 

 

 Chapter 1 introduces our interest in the coaching industry and explains why this topic 

deserves to be analyzed. Moreover, it briefly explains our findings and argument, as 

well as the research questions that guided us to draw our conclusion. 

 Chapter 2 presents the methodological foundation that underpins this thesis. We 

present the research philosophy, research design, and research methods, and explain 

why these choices are suitable to our research. Finally, the chapter presents the 

limitations and biases of our study.  

 Chapter 3 consists of a literature review that presents the theoretical background of 

our study. It is divided in four main themes: coaching, cultural products and cultural 

production, production of leadership perspective, ambiguity, and social 

constructionist definition of identity. Firstly, we review the literature on coaching, 

starting from its history to the definition of coaching and requirements to be a coach, 

with a particular focus on the struggles that the industry faces. Secondly, we illustrate 

the concepts of cultural products and cultural production that can be applied to 

coaching. Thirdly, we review the production of leadership perspective, that assumes 

leadership to be generated from the continuous interaction of different actors and 

intersecting social and institutional practices, and we show how the same logics apply 

to coaching. Afterwards, we present the relevant literature on the concept of 

ambiguity, showing how this can be seen as both a challenge and an opportunity. 

Lastly, we present the social constructionist definition of identity, which explains how 

identity is built through the interactions with others. 

 Chapter 4 presents our empirical findings and is structured in three main sections: 

coaching industry, coaching dynamics, and organizational dynamics. The first 

paragraph analyzes the concept of coaching, the products and the services offered, 

and the stakeholders in the industry. The second one shows the dynamics of the 

industry in relation to professionalization, promotion, and competition. The last one 

further explains the coaching dynamics that occur in organizations implementing 

coaching; why they choose coaching as a solution, who are the actors involved in the 

coaching process, in which modality they deliver coaching (individually or in groups), 

whether they deliver it internally or externally, how they choose the provider, and 

finally how they measure coaching. 

 Chapter 5 analyzes and discusses the empirical findings. It shows that there is not only 

one ambiguity that characterizes coaching but different ones that overlap. In this 

chapter we discuss the following ambiguities: ambiguity over the need for coaching, 

ambiguity over the measurement of coaching, ambiguity over the nature of coaching 
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practice, ambiguity over who provides coaching, and ambiguity over the competitive 

dynamics in the coaching industry. 

 Chapter 6 concludes our research summarizing our discussion and answering our 

research questions. Afterwards, we highlight the contributions of our thesis and we 

suggest possible ideas for further research. 

 

1.4 Reflections on language and definitions 

The aim of this paragraph is to clarify to the reader how we understand the following terms 

that will be used throughout our thesis: 

 Coach: the person who conducts the coaching session. 

 Coachee: the person who is coached. 

 Client: the person or organization that pays for the coaching service. 

 External coach: a coach hired externally by an organization to provide coaching to 

employees. 

 Internal coach: an employee of the organization who provides coaching internally. 

 Stakeholder: every person, group, or organization that has a stake in the industry, and 

whose actions affect the industry. Specifically, we look at those stakeholders involved 

in both the supply and the demand side of the industry, i.e.: coaches, coaching 

associations, coaching schools, coaching firms, consultancy firms, business schools, 

leadership development institute, and client organizations. 

 Production of coaching: the process in which a variety of stakeholders act and interact 

in ways that define and construct the nature of coaching itself, both as a 

developmental technique or practice and as an industry. 

 Ambiguity: it means that “the possibility of rationality - clarifying means - ends 

relationships or exercising qualified judgment becomes seriously reduced” (Alvesson, 

1993). 

 Legitimacy: “congruence between the social values associated with or implied by (an 

organization’s) activities and the norms of acceptable behavior in the larger social 

system” (Pfeffer and Dowling, 1975; as cited in Khurana, 2007). 
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CHAPTER 2. METHODOLOGY 

 

“Your methods are the means to answering your research questions, not a logical 

transformation of the latter.” 

(Maxwell, 2009) 

 

This chapter provides an outline of what are the means we have used to answer our research 

questions. It is essential to better understand how the research philosophy, research design, 

and research methods influenced our way to look at the coaching industry, and consequently 

our study. It is important that the reader is able to trace from our research questions to the 

conclusion all the steps that we have made and which criteria we have used. 

 

In this qualitative study, while analyzing the different ambiguities within the coaching business 

and practice, we argue that these are not only a challenge but also an opportunity for the 

different stakeholders in the industry. We further argue that the stakeholders involved in both 

the supply and demand side of the industry will always have a twofold interest in promoting 

a more thorough understanding of coaching, while benefiting from its unsteady establishment 

as a recognized practice, making the production of coaching an ambiguous and paradoxical 

process.  

 

In order to make this argument, we give a detailed explanation of the chosen methods and 

techniques that influence and shape our study; research philosophy, research design, and 

research methods. Further, we describe how we process the data to analyze our findings, 

applying criteria of validity and reliability. Then, we explain the scope and the delimitation of 

our research. At the end of the chapter, we point out at some of the limitations and biases of 

our methods that need to be considered. 

 

2.1 Research philosophy  

In this paragraph, we reflect on how we produce knowledge as researchers, what kind of 

knowledge it is, and how we can connect this new knowledge to the one that we already 

possess. 

 

As we choose to focus on the coaching field, we consequently dive into an ambiguous industry, 

because coaching, being an encounter between people, will always be open to multiple 

subjective interpretations. The best way to approach such a reality is to adopt a social 

constructivist perspective, as we are “interested in how people, as individuals or as a group, 

interpret and understand social events and settings” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). As a 

matter of fact, a constructivist view assumes that everyone builds their own reality by 

interpreting specific phenomena based on their own experiences. We believe that the 



7 

 

knowledge shared in our study is socially constructed between us, our interviewees, and the 

information we came across through our secondary data research. Although pure objectivists 

may think that constructivism is not appropriate and nonviable for scientific analysis (Woolgar, 

1988), we have sided with the constructivist turn.  

 

The epistemological direction of our work lies in the direction that we, as researchers, are an 

integrative part of the process of knowledge production (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). In 

relation to our epistemological perspective, we have not searched for an objective reality, but 

we have acknowledged several realities (Geertz, 1973; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). This is 

because we do not consider knowledge as a priori reality, rather as emerging from social 

interaction.   

 

The ontological assumption is concerned with how we answer to the question of what is there 

in the world and how we think of reality as researchers (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). In this 

paper, we conceive reality as subjective and dependent on our knowledge and data gathering, 

hence on the perspectives of the different actors. Indeed, we analyze the coaching industry 

exploring the multiple perspectives of the different players involved, which all differ between 

each other. This implies that the reality at stake can change over time and context through 

social interactions. For instance, if the interview approach were different and the interviews 

were conducted by other researchers, the findings of the study would probably change. 

To conclude, our aim is not to observe the coaching industry and report it as a separate 

reality, but to contribute to the creation of this reality by sharing our own understanding of it, 

which is the one we perceived through our research. 

 

2.2 Research design 

In this paragraph, we elaborate on the choice of the research design. We have chosen to apply 

an exploratory field research design to our research, and we now explain the reasons behind 

this choice. 

 

Once we identified the coaching industry as our topic of interest, we started reading 

researches on it, and we sensed that the topic needed further investigation. In particular, we 

noticed that most of the literature focuses on what coaching is, whether it is effective or not, 

and what the related best practices are. On the contrary, our research takes a step back to 

look at the industry. It aims at uncovering the dynamics of the process of production of 

coaching, and understanding the problems deriving from the ambiguities at the heart of it. 

Suitably, "exploratory studies are conducted for three main reasons, to analyze a problem 

situation, to evaluate alternatives and to discover new ideas" (Stebbins, 2001). 

Consistent with the social constructivist philosophical perspective that we have adopted, we 

do not aim for a final and permanent result. The exploratory research design seems much 



8 

 

appropriate for this end, since it is a type of research design that is never used when a definite 

result is desired or a precise scope is set. Rather, it leaves the space open to new unknown 

elements, and allows to explore the different parts of the phenomenon at stake (Stebbins, 

2001; Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2008).  

Moreover, such research design gives that kind of flexibility that is essential for qualitative 

studies, as our study is. In turn, qualitative research is conducive to achieve an exploratory 

goal (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2012). Another element that shows consistency with the 

social constructivist philosophy is that after our preliminary data collection, we noticed that 

our specific research areas had to be edited. Our assumptions on the dynamics of the coaching 

industry changed over time as we dug deeper into the topic through interviews and literature. 

 

For the present research, we used abductive reasoning, since we think it would have been 

almost impossible to use either deductive or inductive reasoning as alternative. Abduction is 

also the most appropriate type of reasoning for exploratory data analysis (Peirce, 1992). 

Following Peirce (1992) idea of abduction, we first started from the theories and evaluated 

the hypotheses using a deduction logic, then we justified them with empirical data, according 

to the inductive one (Staat, 1993).   

To conclude, the exploratory research design allowed us to constantly collect new 

information, reflect on the intertwined dynamics of this ambiguous industry, and to adapt 

our thesis along the way. 

 

2.3 Research methods 

Having elaborated on the philosophical assumptions and the research design, we now 

elaborate on the research methods. The paragraph describes how our empirical data was 

collected and analyzed. It is divided into six sections; data type, data collection, participant 

selection, interview approach, data analysis, and validity and reliability. 

 

2.3.1. Data type 

Our study is based on the analysis of qualitative data. The use of qualitative data is more 

suitable when analyzing a contemporary social phenomenon, since the goal is not to put 

forward claims of absolute truth, but rather it is to to better understand the phenomenon 

with a flexible approach. This allows different interpretations and opinions to emerge, and 

moreover it is also in line with our social constructivist approach. Conger & Toegel (2002) state 

that qualitative research is preferable in the field of leadership studies. Being coaching studies 

strongly interrelated with leadership studies, this further supports that a qualitative approach 

is appropriate for our thesis. 

In our study we use both primary and secondary data. The primary data consists of 22 semi-

structured interviews conducted with a diverse range of stakeholders of the coaching industry. 

The secondary data comes from articles, books, report, and websites, which altogether have 
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provided useful insights to the industry and the the current dynamics under which coaching 

functions. 

 

2.3.2. Data collection 

We started the master’s thesis process already in the summer of 2016, when we chose 

coaching as the topic of our research. The search for material began in late September 2016 

and continued to run parallel to the whole writing process. The writing process started in 

February 2016 and it continued in March, April, and May 2016.  

Interviews were all conducted and transcribed from the end of February until the end of 

March 2016. Secondary data was collected continuously throughout the whole master’s thesis 

process. The primary and secondary data was constantly compared. The chosen explorative 

research design enabled us to validate the findings obtained, while simultaneously 

investigating the phenomenon from various perspectives as the thesis proceeded. 

 

2.3.3. Participant selection 

Our primary data consists of interviews with a diverse range of stakeholders of the coaching 

industry. The interviewees’ sample is made of: 

 

 11 coaches, 

 3 representatives from coaching firms, 

 3 representatives from coaching schools, 

 1 representative from a coaching association, 

 1 representative from a leadership development institute, 

 4 representatives from consultancy firms,  

 2 representatives from business schools, 

 5 HR responsible from client organizations, 

 1 internal coach from one organization. 

 

We interviewed 22 people across 9 categories in total, and most of the interviewees had 

multiple roles, thus, they are present in different categories at the same time. In the “coaching 

firm” category, we included firms with at least two coaches on the payroll, while firms with 

only one self-employed coach counted for the category “coach”. For the complete overview 

of interviewees’ names, roles and categorization, see Table 1. 

The aim of such a wide set of categories was the involvement of as many stakeholders as 

possible, and as diverse as possible, in order to a have a broader picture and observe how 

coaching is produced in the interaction of these various stakeholders. 

 

To obtain the best possible data, our first step was a focused participant selection approach. 

Through an accurate Internet and LinkedIn research, we identified possible stakeholders to 
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interview. As the number of potential interviewees was enormous, we needed to apply a 

critical eye and some key decision points in our selection. As regards to client organizations to 

interview, our key decision point was to choose global organization that implemented 

coaching either through specific coaching programs or as part of bigger leadership 

development programs. As regards to the providers, our key decision point was to choose 

providers with experience in corporate or executive coaching inside organizations, and with a 

certain degree of professionalisms and sense of seriousness toward coaching, as we perceived 

it through the layout of the web pages and LinkedIn profiles. The 22 interviews were all 

conducted over a one-month time span, and the transcripts were done simultaneously.



11 

 

Table 1      

 
NAME ROLE 

NAME 

ORGANIZATION 
TYPE ORGANIZATION OUR CATEGORIZATION 

Interviewee 1 Mark Self-employed Coach - - Coach 

Interviewee 2 Francesco Self-employed Coach - - Coach 

Interviewee 3 
Pierluigi 

Ciocci 
Self-employed Coach - - Coach 

Interviewee 4 

Sarah 

Lyngsgaard 

Madsen 

Self-employed Coach - - Coach 

Interviewee 5 
Giorgio 

Pisano 
Coach, Trainer Target School Training and coaching firm Coach 

Interviewee 6 Laura HR Consultant, Self-employed Coach Confidential 
Global leadership development 

institute 
Coach 

Interviewee 7 Chantal Coach  Confidential Global professional services firm Internal Coach 

Interviewee 8 
Simona 

Recupito 
Business Coach, HR Manager Oltriamo ® Strategic consulting and coaching firm Coach and Consultancy firm 

Interviewee 9 
Giovanna 

Giuffredi 

Psychologist, Professional Certified 

Coach ICF, founder and CEO of Life 

Coach Italy s.r.l., Past President ICF 

Italy  

Life Coach Italy 

s.r.l. 

International 

Coaching 

Federation (ICF) 

Training and coaching firm, for 

individual and organizational 

development 

Global professional coaching 

association 

Coaching association, Coach, 

Coaching firm, and Coaching 

school 

Interviewee 10 Alberto Biffi CEO Mental Traing Inc Italy Mental Coach Italia Mental coaching school 
Coaching firm and Coaching 

school 

Interviewee 11 George 
EMEA Director of Coaching, Open 

Enrolment, and Marketing 
Confidential 

Global leadership development 

institute 

Leadership development 

institute 
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Interviewee 12 
Giuseppe 

Meli 
Senior partner 

Menslab - Coaching 

& Training - Srl 

Coaching, mentoring, strategic 

consulting and coaching training, 

mentoring and strategic 

communication firm 

Coaching firm and Coaching 

school 

Interviewee 13 Rebecka 
People Operations Manager, Self-

employed Coach 
Confidential Global provider of parking services HR Department and Coach 

Interviewee 14 Margharet 
Project Manager, Organization and 

Diversity 
Confidential Global professional services firm HR Department 

Interviewee 15 
Giuliana Di 

Guida 
Training & Development Manager 

Novo Nordisk SpA - 

Italy 
Global pharmaceutical company HR Department 

Interviewee 16 Chiara Learning & Development Assistant 
Boston Consulting 

Group 
Big 3 management consulting firm HR Department 

Interviewee 17 
Stuart 

Worker 

Head of Leadership Development 

and Learning 
Confidential Global oil and gas company HR Department 

Interviewee 18 
Salman 

Ahmad 
Chief Consultant, Process facilitator Confidential 

Provider of training and counseling on 

diversity solutions 
Coach and Consultancy Firm 

Interviewee 19 Martin 

Professor of Organizational Behavior 

and Director of the Center for 

Leadership Development Research 

Confidential Business School Business School 

Interviewee 20 
Gabriella 

Bagnato 

Professor of Leadership Organization 

and HR, Self-employed Coach 
SDA Bocconi Business School Business School and Coach 

Interviewee 21 Mario Principal Consultant Confidential 
Global organizational and HR 

consulting firm 
Consultancy Firm 

Interviewee 22 Edward 
Senior Partner, Director of internal 

leadership academy 
Confidential Big 3 management consulting firm Consultancy Firm 

 

Source: Own elaboration
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2.3.4. Interview approach 

The interviewees received a brief explanation of the scope and general themes of the 

interview in advance. Therefore, the 22 participants were aware that our aim was not to 

research on the proclaimed benefits and best practices of coaching, but to collect input on 

the coaching industry in general. 

 

Instead of using standardized and structured interviews, we have opted for semi-structured 

interviews as method for collecting our primary data. This is a good approach to gain in-

depth knowledge on a particular topic, because semi-structured interviews have some 

degree of fixed order but at the same time they guarantee flexibility to ask “second 

questions” if something interesting comes up (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009; Dunn, 2005). This 

allowed us to stay on track and not spend time on irrelevant issues, while at the same time 

gave us a certain degree of flexibility to follow up and go more in depth into interesting 

aspects (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Semi-structured interviews also tend to be more personal 

and ensure a higher degree of confidentiality, and thus more honest answers (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). Additionally, we focused on open-ended rather than closed questions, in order to 

encourage the interviewees to talk freely. 

 

Before each interview, we studied the organization’s website to understand the context in 

which the interviewee operated, and his LinkedIn profile to understand his background. This 

helped us framing the interview with tailored questions for each interviewee. We used semi-

structured interview guides to conduct the interviews (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). 

Interview-guides were prepared based on identified key topics: 

 

 What is coaching, 

 Coaching vs. leadership development, 

 Coaching process, 

 Internalization of the coaching function, 

 Collaboration vs. competition in the industry, 

 Individual vs. group coaching, 

 Standardization vs. customization of coaching services. 

 

We prepared a specific interview guide for each category of interviewees (see Appendix 1). 

In most cases, we also tailored questions to the single person. However, we always used the 

same overall main topics, as identified above. Interviewees received little information on the 

main topics of the interview, but none of them was sent the questions in advance, so that 

they would keep an open mind.  

 

On a more practical note, every interview lasted around 60 minutes on average, where the 

shortest one lasted 35 minutes and the longest around 120 minutes. Such differences 
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depended on the time constraints of the interviewee and on the level of ease, which usually 

made the interviews last longer. 

Most of the interviews were conducted via Skype, while others were conducted in person, 

in formal settings like companies’ headquarters or informal ones, like cafés. Each interview 

was conducted by only one of us, except from three that were conducted together. That was 

because of time conflicts, geographic constraints and limited availability of interviewees, 

that not always allowed us to participate together. That turned to be an advantage, in that 

the person who did not participate could read the transcripts and notes from a neutral 

perspective.  

 

The language of the interviews was English in most of the cases, because many interviewees 

were internationals and English was the common language. However, for interpretive 

reasons, Italian interviewees were interviewed in the native language - the citations used in 

chapter 4 were to the best of our abilities translated into English to ensure correct 

understanding. All interviewees were sent the full transcript and were offered to read 

through the chosen citations, and provide corrections or further explanation prior to 

completion of the thesis. Moreover, all interviewees were offered a copy of the final thesis, 

however none were offered a pre-reading of the full thesis prior to submission. Finally, in 

order to encourage interviewees to speak openly and honestly, we ensured them that we 

would protect their identity with anonymity. Therefore, every interview could choose the 

use of real names or pseudonyms. 

 

2.3.5. Data analysis 

In this paragraph we present the approach we used to analyze the empirical data.  

In most of the cases interviewees agreed to be recorded, while few did not agree upon it but 

allowed us to take notes. Therefore, the kind of data that was produced and then analyzed 

was made of transcripts and notes. All records were transcribed simultaneously. The best 

way to avoid mistakes and bias in the transcribing process should be to let both researchers 

transcribe the interview individually and then compare the outcomes (Kvale, 1997). 

However, this method would have been too time-consuming for the limited time frame of 

the thesis. Instead, we chose to go carefully through the other person’s transcriptions, in 

order to ensure that our individual impressions from the interviews were aligned. 

Additionally, the transcripts and notes were written right after each interview, in order to 

improve the accuracy of our questions in the next one. Although some questions might have 

changed throughout the primary data gathering, the identified thematic areas were always 

the same, in order to have a certain level of consistency across our data. 

The amount of data collected was enormous. Due the vast amount of transcripts and notes 

produced (over 220 pages), we have not included the transcripts in the appendices. 

However, these are available upon request. 
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Bryman & Bell (2007) explain that there are two main strategies used to carry out a 

qualitative analysis: analytical induction and grounded theory. We decided to use grounded 

theory, as it is the most used approach in qualitative data analysis, and because one of its 

main objectives is to analyze the data in order to develop theory. Moreover, it can provide 

the basis for an alternative perspective in established fields such as leadership, that was 

needed in order to look at the coaching industry with a different lens. 

One of the main feature of the grounded theory is the iterative strategy that consists of going 

back and forth between data and theory, but also between data and analysis, as mentioned 

above. Indeed, we first read theory in relation to the topic of coaching and, after a first 

formulation of our topic, we conducted some preliminary interviews. After we started 

analyzing these interviews and other data, the direction of our thesis changed again, letting 

this iterative process influence the final focus of our thesis. This strategy is in line with the 

abductive reasoning that we have used, as explained in the paragraph 2.2. 

In grounded theory, coding is a crucial process. After the data collection, data should be 

broken down into different categories which are named consequently (Bryman & Bell; 2007). 

We broke down the data from transcripts and notes into eight different areas, which we 

derived from the five areas we used to construct the semi-structured interview guides. To 

classify our data in a structured way we used a color-coding technique (See Appendix 3). 

Although grounded theory is one of the most widely used approach for qualitative analysis, 

it presents some limitations. Firstly, it is time consuming as it requires the transcription of 

the interviews, plus an accurate analysis. Secondly, it can be vague in certain points. Lastly, 

in relation to the coding process, quotes and pieces of data can be extracted from the text 

and risk losing context (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Nevertheless, this approach is the most used 

for qualitative data analysis, and we believe it is also the most appropriate for our research. 

 

2.3.6. Validity and reliability 

The criteria of validity and reliability originally come from quantitative methods, however 

scholars have recognized their importance also in qualitative studies (Bryman & Bell, 2007). 

In order to apply these criteria to our research, we choose the interpretation of LeCompte & 

Goetz (1982), as cited in Bryman & Bell (2007), that fits well with our qualitative study. 

LeCompte & Goetz (1982) divide validity and reliability into external and internal.  

 

Internal reliability refers to the agreement on what the researchers of a team see and hear, 

when more than one observer is present (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). We met this criterion 

because, before and after every interview conducted or data collected, we continuously 

discussed how newly gained information would affect our research and what we were 

investigating. Moreover, after transcribing every interview, we analyzed and commented 

each transcript together to mutually agree on the meaning of the revealed information. 
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Finally, also in the cases when the interview was conducted only by one of us, the other was 

informed right away about what had been seen and heard, that could have not been 

perceived from the transcript. 

 

External reliability refers to “the degree to which a study can be replicated” (Bryman & Bell 

(2007). As the authors acknowledge, this criterion is difficult to fulfill in qualitative research 

because the social settings and circumstances are impossible to replicate. Indeed, as we have 

chosen to embrace a social constructionist perspective, we believe that the knowledge we 

create through our primary and secondary data would be almost impossible to be re-created 

by another person. Moreover, even if other researchers tried to collect data through the 

category of intervieews identified by us, the results would be different, as coaching providers 

have all very different backgrounds and offer different types of services. Finally, coaching is 

based on an encounter between people, thus the information revealed by our data and 

further interpreted by us could change depending on the perception of the person. 

 

Internal validity refers to “whether or not there is a good match between researchers' 

observations and the theoretical ideas they develop” (Bryman & Bell (2007). LeCompte & 

Goetz (1982) argue that internal validity is usually a strength of qualitative research because 

the researcher most of the time can ensure a high level of correspondence between concepts 

and observations (Bryman & Bell, 2007). We fulfill this criterion as we have studied for a long 

time the theoretical fundamentals and concepts at the basis of our study, and we have 

precisely collected and analyzed our data.  

 

External validity refers to “the degree to which findings can be generalized across social 

settings” (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Although LeCompte & Goetz (1982) claim that this criterion 

might be challenging for qualitative researches, since they usually focus on case studies and 

small samples, we believe that we did not have this problem. Indeed, in our theoretical study 

we looked at the coaching industry as composed by many different stakeholders who are 

part of many different social settings, and we conducted 22 interviews with stakeholders 

coming from nine different categories and different social settings. Moreover, as we have 

already mentioned, coaching is one of the many leadership industries, thus our findings 

could be generalized across other settings, which are separate but connected to coaching. 

 

2.4 Delimitation 

The topic delimitation of our thesis is coaching, specifically the coaching industry. Therefore, 

we do not seek to provide prescriptions for how to do coaching more effectively. We rather 

take a step back to examine the industry and look at the dynamics that drive the proliferation 

of coaching concepts, products, and services. 
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We argue that the production of coaching consists of the manner in which a variety of 

stakeholders act and interact in ways that define and construct the nature of coaching itself, 

both as a developmental practice or technique and as an industry. Therefore, we also 

consider the different stakeholders in our analysis. Strictly speaking, in order to make a 

complete analysis, we should take into account government, customers, suppliers, 

community, associations, researchers, and all the broad set of stakeholders. However, due 

to the scope of our thesis, we focus only on the stakeholders involved in both the supply side 

and the demand side of the industry, namely coaches, coaching firms, coaching schools, 

coaching associations, leadership development institutes, consultancy firms, business 

schools, and client organizations. Moreover, we consider researchers as being part of this 

same category. This is because coaching associations and consultancy firms write most of 

the research published, since there is a lack of a universal and coherent body of knowledge 

of coaching. In relation to customers, we have decided to limit our focus on organizations 

consuming coaching, leaving out all the individuals who could buy coaching products and 

services. 

 

Finally, our research focuses only on the European market for coaching. This choice comes 

essentially from reasons of data access, and from the choice to focus on a region where the 

coaching industry is not at its mature stage yet. 

 

2.5 Limitations and biases 

Our study presents some limitations and biases that the reader should be made aware of. 

Although we have continuously tried to avoid biases, a certain level of personal 

interpretation and judgment is inevitable, as Bryman & Bell (2007) explain.  

This is because our data is based both on the interpretations of other researchers and on our 

personal interpretations of the answers given by the different interviewees. Thus, there is a 

risk of personal judgments in understanding the meaning intended by the interviews. 

Moreover, there is also a risk of taking quotes out of their context and misusing them in the 

discussion to reach our conclusion. 

Moreover, we interviewed only client organizations that paid for coaching, but not the end-

users of it (coachees). Thus, there is a bias in the information concerning the consumers 

because it does not take into consideration the person receiving coaching (coachee), but 

only the one purchasing it.  

Finally, the sample of our interviews is not big enough to be statistically relevant, as we 

interviewed only 22 people. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, this is a limitation of 

the social constructivist study that, compared to other types of study such as reports, does 

not include hundreds of participants in their sample. However, due to the scope of a master 

thesis, we believe that our sample is big and diverse enough to be somehow representative. 
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2.6 Key takeaways 

This methodology chapter is crucial in that it describes all the methods that we have used 

and that have allowed us to argue that the production of coaching is an ambiguous and 

paradoxical process. In order to make this argument, it was essential to clarify which 

philosophical standpoint we adopt, namely a social constructivist perspective. In addition, 

we explained how the most appropriate research design for this study was an exploratory 

field research, because it allowed us to explore the different parts of the coaching industry. 

Coherently, we conducted qualitative semi-structured interviews with a diverse range of 

stakeholders of the industry. All the elements analyzed in this chapter influence each other 

and our study, as well as our argument and conclusion.  
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CHAPTER 3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The literature review chapter consists of five paragraphs: coaching, ambiguity, cultural 

products and cultural production, the production of leadership perspective, and the social 

constructivist definition of identity. Before going in depth in each paragraph, we will 

elaborate on its relevance in understanding how the production of coaching is an ambiguous 

and paradoxical process. 

 

3.1 Coaching  

In this paragraph, we first provide a brief history of coaching. Afterwards, we examine the 

current literature on the coaching practice and requirements to be a coach - touching upon 

the issues that the coaching industry is facing. 

 

3.1.1 History 

The term “coaching” stems from a French term that means “to convey a valued person from 

one point to another”, literally with a type of stagecoach (Haas, 1992). Carey, Philloppon, & 

Cummings (2011) suggest that this meaning fits well into the contemporary context of the 

coaching process, which moves people forward. 

According to Nielsen, Ellerup, & Nørreklit (2009), the earliest form of coaching can be traced 

back to 2400 years ago, when Socrates started using a specific method of dialogue and 

questioning, also knows as maieutics. Through this method, Socrates was able to trigger self-

reflection and reasoning, developing people’s self-confidence.  

The understanding of coaching in the contemporary context comes from the book “The Inner 

Game of Tennis” by Timothy Gallwey. Gallwey (1974) links the concept of coaching to tennis, 

describing the tennis coach as the person who moves the athlete or the team forward, in 

order to have the best performance and win the game. After the great success of Gallwey’s 

book, another important book contributed to the diffusion of coaching. This is the bestseller 

“Coaching for performance” by Sir John Whitmore, in which he develops the first coaching 

model, known as the GROW model (Whitmore, 1992). From the mid-20th century, the 

coaching practice, before mainly associated with sports, started to spread into the business 

world, taking place in organizations, first focusing on executives, and then on high-potential 

employees (Bono, Purvanova, Towler, & Peterson, 2009; Giglio, Diamante, & Urban, 1998). 

In the past years, coaching has seen an increasing attention and endorsement as an 

important managerial activity, and as a critical area of human resource for the development 

of professional competences and leadership (Mavor, Sadler-Smith, & Gray, 2010). The 

number of books, journals, articles, and citations of the word coaching on the internet has 

increased extensively (Parsloe & Wray, 2000), leading coaching to become a global 

phenomenon and industry, operating in different sectors and with different clients (Stevens, 

2005).  
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3.1.2 Coaching practice 

Researchers and coaching associations have elaborated different definitions and 

conceptualizations of coaching. Each of these definitions somehow complements the others, 

but every author emphasizes a different aspect: potential, performance, skills, or personal 

development.  

 

Timothy Gallwey, the father of modern coaching, defines coaching in the following way:  

 

“Coaching is unlocking a person’s potential to maximize their own performance. It is 

helping them to learn rather than teaching them.” 

(Gallwey, 1974) 

 

He perceives coaching as a productivity enhancing tool, enabling and empowering 

individuals to become better than what they are in many aspects of their lives. Consistently, 

John Whitmore defines coaching not only as a productivity enhancing tool, but also as a 

process to reach a personal goal: 

 

“Coaching is unlocking a person's potential to enhance own capabilities. [..] The 

coachee does acquire the facts, not from the coach but from within himself, 

stimulated by the coach. Of course, the objective of improving performance is 

paramount, but how that is best achieved is what is in question.” 

(Whitmore, 1992) 

 

Some authors understand coaching as a facilitation process, in which the coach does not 

instruct the coachee, but helps them become aware of their personality and life: 

 

“Coaching is a facilitation process in which the coach, most often, does not instruct or 

direct the coachee. Coaching is not a solution for the people all of the time, but it does 

create in all coachees, the most motivated, successful and developmental outcomes 

one can possibly hope to see when developing other people.” 

(McLeod, 2003) 

 

“Coaching is about individual’s personal goals, thinking, feeling, and actions and how 

each individual can change their lives for greater personal effectiveness and 

satisfaction.” 

(Stern, 2004) 
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“Coaching equips people with the tools, knowledge, and opportunities they need to 

develop themselves.” 

(Kampa, White, & Lowman, 2002) 

 

While these definitions focus on the development of the person and satisfaction they can 

obtain from coaching, others emphasize more the skills that are developed and strengthened 

through this practice: 

 

“Coaching helps and supports people to manage their own learning in order to 

maximize their potential and develop their skills.” 

(Clutterback & Megginson, 2005) 

 

“Partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires 

them to maximize their personal and professional potential. Individuals who engage 

in a coaching relationship can expect to experience fresh perspectives on personal 

challenges and opportunities, enhanced thinking and decision-making skills, 

enhanced interpersonal effectiveness, and increased confidence in carrying out their 

chosen work and life roles.” 

(International Coach Federation, 2017) 

 

Thus, coaching can be used not only as a transformative tool, but also as a learning one, in 

that it aims at developing a wide range of skills, that can be applied to work and life roles:  

 

“Coaching is a cross-disciplinary activity fostering effective individual and 

organizational change, comprising both personal life and workplace issues.” 

(Grant, 2006) 

 

In support of this (Katz & Miller, 1996), state that coaching may be used to improve individual 

performance, enhance a career, or work through organizational issues, such as culture 

change. Indeed, coaching describes an ongoing process and it is not a discrete event (Day, 

2000). Thus, coaching can be used both for individuals and for organizations, especially 

for leadership development purposes (Douglas & Morley, 2000). There are many definitions 

of this so called “leadership coaching”. For instance, Douglas & Morley (2000), Kilburg (1996), 

Peterson & Hicks (1999), and Witherspoon & White (1997) define leadership coaching in 

terms of a relationship between the client and the coach that helps the client becoming a 

more effective leader. They further explain that coaching initiatives within organizations are 

implemented for  different purposes: improve leadership skills in relation to performance 

management, develop new leadership skills in relation to change management, develop 

leadership capabilities in relation to talent management, develop leadership capabilities in 

relation to career management, and ensure leadership in relation to organization 
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management (Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck, 2000; Peterson & Hicks, 1999, Witherspoon & 

White, 1997). 

 

Leadership coaching is mainly defined as a formal one-on-one relationship for self-reflection 

and objectives’ accomplishment: 

 

“The coachee and coach collaborate to assess and understand the coachee and his or 

her leadership developmental tasks, to challenge current constraints while exploring 

new possibilities, and to ensure accountability and support for reaching goals and 

sustaining development.” 

(Ting & Hart, 2004) 

 

“Leadership coaching is a method for providing managers at all levels with the 

essential space to reflect. Through reflection, managers come to understand 

themselves more fully, to confront their obstacles and concerns, to nurture their 

drivers and aspirations, and ultimately to release and channel their creativity towards 

organizational goals.” 

(Lee, 2003) 

 

Ely, et al. (2010) confirm that leadership coaching is designed and implemented on an 

individual level. Moreover, they say that it has peculiar characteristics, namely; it requires 

process flexibility in order to reach the desired results, it meets the needs of both the 

individual and the organization, and the client-coach relationship is very influential. Although 

most of the authors say that clients purchase leadership coaching to increase self-awareness, 

to develop leadership skills, or to gain insights regarding a current or future situation 

(Blackman 2006; Schlosser, Steinbrenner, Kumata, & Hunt, 2006), there is a variety of 

competences that can be developed within and across a coaching program (Borman & Brush, 

1993; Fleishman et al., 1991). 

 

In the field of leadership coaching, many researches and books have been written on 

executive coaching (Fairley & Stout, 2004; Chapman, Best, & Casteren, 2003; Valerio & Lee, 

2005; Underhill, 2008). 

 

“Coaching is about facilitating learning and moving executives from excellent 

performance to peak performance.” 

(Feldman, 2001) 

 

Executive coaching involves practical, goal-focused forms of one-on-one learning and 

behavioral change (Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck, 2000; Peterson, 1996). Day (2000) refers to 

executive coaching as a tool for leadership development, stating that the objectives are 
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“focused on improving individual performance and personal satisfaction, and consequently 

enhancing organizational effectiveness”. 

 

By looking at all the definitions above, it appears that there is no real difference between 

coaching and leadership coaching, since leadership coaching often aims at achieving 

personal goals as coaching does, and coaching itself is often conceptualized as a leadership 

development process: 

 

“Coaching is an experimental, individualized, leadership development process that 

builds a leader’s capacity to achieve short and long-term organizational goals.” 

(Stern, 2004) 

 

Despite the different attempts to define and conceptualize coaching in relation to its 

different facets, there is not a universal definition: 

 

“There is a paradox in that, despite the discipline becoming increasingly popular, 

there is prevailing struggle to find a formal and consistent definition and 

understanding of the practice of coaching.” 

(Kilburg, 1996) 

 

One of the main reason is that coaching changes depending on the context and the coachee, 

therefore it needs to be flexible and cannot be uniformed and classified under one definition, 

as explained by the following authors: 

 

“It is not possible to come up with one clear definition of coaching as coaching is 

always context dependent and therefore fundamentally determined by the social 

context.” 

 (Garvey, Meggison, & Stokes, 2009) 

 

“Coaching responds to the individual needs of every client.” 

(Fillery-Travis & Lane, 2006) 

 

Although Clutterback & Megginson (2005) claim that “there can be no best way in coaching 

and therefore no definition”, most of the authors try to provide models or frameworks on 

how to do coaching best, and tools to assess the results and effectiveness of coaching 

process. 

 

The first formal model established for business coaching is the GROW Model, first developed 

in the 1980s by business coaches Graham Alexander, Alan Fine, and Sir John Whitmore (Mind 

Tools, 2017). The term GROW is the acronym for Goal, Reality, Obstacles or Options, Way 
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forward, and it is a tool used by coaches for problem solving and goal setting effectiveness. 

Nowadays, it is widely used also in corporate settings and many versions of it have been 

developed: 

 

 Goal, Reality, Options, Wrap-up (Masciarelli, 2000; Landsberg 2003; Graham, 2010; 

Scales, 2008), 

 Goal, Reality, Options, Way forward (Scales, 2008; Fine & Merrill, 2010), 

 Goals, Reality, Options, Will (Whitmore, Kauffman, & Susan, 2013; Gorell, 2013), 

 Goal, Reality, Options, Will to act (Parsloe & Wray, 2000; Stamatis, 2001), 

 Goal-oriented, Reality, Options, Way forward (Stamatis, 2001), 

 Goal-setting, Reality, Obstacles and Options, Way forward (Bennett & Bush, 2013). 

 

Another proposed coaching model is the four step process for executive coaching by 

Saporito (1996), as cited in Day (2000). It consists of the following steps: 

 

1. Setting the foundation and defining the context;  

2. Individual assessment, including the 360-degree process;  

3. Development planning based on feedback to the individual and a three-way 

discussion with the supervisor;  

4. Implementation that focuses coaching around development experiences. 

 

There is a debate on how the coaching process should be conducted best. 

In organizations, it typically happens through the so-called “triangulation”, which includes 

the coach, the coachee, and a third party involved that represents the organization (The 

Coaching China Blog, 2011). 

 

Many discuss about the ideal duration of the interventions; some say that they are usually 

longer than traditional organizational training and span across multiple months (Grant & 

Zackon, 2004; Miller & Hart, 2001), others that it can be a short-term activity or a lengthy 

series of meetings over an extended time period, depending on the need (Tobias, 1996), 

some others that the coaching process consists of generally three to seven phases and may 

include various assessment techniques and instruments (Hellervik, Hazucha, & Schneider, 

1992; Saporito, 1996; McCauley, Moxley, & Velsor, 1998).  

 

Ting & Hart (2004) say that three characteristics are fundamental in the coaching process, 

especially regarding the relation coach-coachee: rapport, collaboration, and commitment. 

They imply a mutual understanding, agreement, and a feeling between the client and the 

coach that allow them to appreciate, recognize, and respect each other as individuals. Ely et 

al. (2010) add to these characteristics also trust and confidentiality, which permit to establish 

an open and honest dialogue between the client and coach. 
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Ely et al. (2010) also acknowledge that there is no uniform criterion for evaluating leadership 

coaching. Nevertheless, drawing on Brown & Gerhardt (2002) and Patton (1994), they 

propose their own evaluation model. They suggest a “two-pronged approach focusing on 

both outcomes (summative evaluation) to assess coaching's effectiveness as a development 

intervention, and processes (formative evaluation) to account for the dynamic and 

customized nature of coaching” (Ely, et al., 2010). As noted by Goldstein & Ford (2002), in 

any case the evaluation will “stand or fall on the basis of the adequacy of the criteria chosen”. 

 

Despite the infinite number of books and researches on how to conduct and evaluate 

coaching, the dearth of empirical evaluations examining leadership coaching remains a 

systematic issue (Feldman & Lankau, 2005). 

 

3.1.3 Requirements to be a coach 

The literature is dominated by numerous books on how to become a better coach and which 

tools and skills coaches need to acquire to become successful (Stevens, 2004; McLeod, 2003; 

Knight, 2008; Sabock, 2011), resulting in an endless list of required skills, abilities, knowledge, 

and sometimes even qualifications. 

Ely et al. (2010) highlight that the required skill-set to be a coach converge on the following 

set of competences: “communication skills, analytical skills, assessment and feedback skills, 

planning skills, goal setting skills, organization skills, creativity and resourcefulness, ability to 

motivate and encourage, ability to challenge and confront others, results-orientation and 

accountability, integrity, empathy, caring, personable, approachable, flexible, empowering, 

trustworthy, qualifications such as graduate behavioral science training, business awareness, 

and knowledge of or experience in the client's industry in order to have credibility and 

expertise” (Ely, et al., 2010).  

 

However, there is not a universal and precise list of coaching competences or qualifications 

needed to be an effective coach, and this topic continues to be debated (Brotman, Liberi, & 

Wasylyshyn, 1998; Feldman & Lankau, 2005; Kampa & White, 2002). The lack of universal 

requirements constitutes an obstacle for the growth of the coaching industry, which will 

continue to seek legitimacy, as well as coaches will continue to seek legitimacy as 

professionals (Fillery-Travis & Lane, 2006).  

The internal disagreements in the industry about the right skills and qualifications needed 

are due to the lack of a single, recognized authority or body, which set standards on who can 

be a coach or what makes a good coach (Renton, 2009). Coaches are interested in belonging 

to such a professional body, to assume dignity as professionals, like for example consultants. 

Coaches would like to have the same “lawyerly use of rhetorical language, the handsome 

remuneration and dignified style of client interaction” (Renton, 2009). However, they want 
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to get professional dignity without being encumbered by the many rules and regulations that 

govern the professions of the more traditional professions, such as accounting and law 

(Renton, 2009). Therefore, it is questionable if the implementation of regulations is truly 

desired at all by coaches (Renton 2009). 

 

However, professional coaching associations strongly advocate regulations. In the lack of a 

state regulation, they have adopted self-regulation, by defining their own accreditations, 

ethical codes, and standard requirements (Renton, 2009). This desire for standards and 

rules brought together four of the major UK coaching associations in 2005 to setup their own 

round table (Renton, 2009). 

 

The fact that there are no governmental accreditations or qualification standards, no barriers 

to entry, and no regulations leads to the issue that anyone can call himself a coach, 

regardless of skills or qualifications (Grant, 2006; Feldman & Lankau, 2005).  Indeed, Feldman 

& Lankau (2005) claim that one of the main issue of the industry is the lack of proved worth 

of the coach: 

 

“No empirical tests exist to determine if specific skills or backgrounds make any actual 

difference in the effectiveness of coaching.” 

(Feldman & Lankau, 2005) 

 

The lack of proved effectiveness of coaching presents a considerable challenge for the 

industry, since it increases its struggle for professional recognition (Grant, 2006; Kilburg, 

2002). Renton (2009) posits that this struggle for professionalism is a result of the 

multidisciplinary roots of coaching, which draws from a diverse pool of knowledge and 

resources. For example, Schein (1978) highlights the close ties of coaching to consultancy, 

considering coaching as essentially a subset of it. However, Clegg, Rhodes, & Kornberger 

(2005) state that business coaching differs from management consulting. At the same time, 

Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen (2011) explore the overlaps between coaching and therapy, 

while Giuffredi (2016) highlights the differences. Moreover, some authors point out to the 

intersections between coaching and counseling (Spalletta & Germano, 2015), while others 

indicate the differences (Giuffredi, 2016), and so on. Thus, there seems to be no general 

agreement in the literature about the lines between coaches and other professions. 

 

Colley (2003) discusses that it is difficult for coaches to legitimize themselves in the industry 

because the interpretation and meaning of coaching depends on the understanding that the 

person has of it (Colley, 2003; as cited in Garvey, Meggison & Strokes, 2009). This is because 

coaching is a product that it based on the spoken words, which leads to diverse meanings 

and interpretations that people attach to it. Coaching is therefore a vehicle of meaning, and 

therefore it is culturally constructed: 
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“Meaning is both individually and culturally constructed and consequently meanings 

inevitably vary and are interpreted in the context of both the individual’s intentional 

state and the cultural framework from which she draws.” 

(Bruner, 1998) 

 

To conclude, this paragraph highlights that most of the literature on coaching is dominated 

by books that promote advices, models, and tools on how to do coaching best. Authors 

define coaching and requirements to be a coach in different ways, revealing that there is a 

lack of a universal definition and standards due to the lack of regulations. Those dynamics 

pose challenges in the industry, such as lack of legitimacy and lack of professionalization of 

the coaches.  

 

3.2 Cultural products and cultural production 

In this paragraph, we take established sociological research and review the most important 

definitions of cultural products, cultural industries, and cultural production. By doing so, we 

lay the foundations to conceptualize coaching as a cultural product. 

Cultural products are generally defined in opposition to traditional utilitarian products, 

whose value lies in their usefulness in solving a practical problem, and that are consumed 

materially rather than symbolically. Hirsch (1972, 2000) defines cultural products as: 

 

“Nonmaterial goods directed at a public of consumers, for whom they generally serve 

an aesthetic or expressive, rather than a clearly utilitarian function.” 

(Hirsch, 1972, 2000) 

 

This definition shows that cultural products are not valued because they fulfil a utilitarian 

function, like a blanket that protects the consumer from the cold or a car that moves him 

from one point to another. 

Therefore, cultural products are placed in antithesis to utilitarian products, by virtue of the 

different functions they serve. Nevertheless, Hirsch (1972) also acknowledges that it is 

difficult to define a consumer good as a purely cultural or purely utilitarian product, since 

every consumer industry is somehow engaged in the production of cultural goods. However, 

he claims that the two poles should be intuitively distinct, as for example art paintings and 

soaps are. 

Jones & Thornton (2005) also point out that new understandings of cultural products and 

industries blur the boundaries between the aesthetic and the utilitarian function. They 

ascribe these blurred boundaries to the rise of mass customization, which “shifts our 

understanding of cultural products from serving primarily aesthetic or expressive, rather 
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than utilitarian purposes, to one in which aesthetics, expressive, and utilitarian purposes are 

combined within a single cultural product” (Jones & Thornton 2005). 

However, when they define cultural products, they do not consider the utilitarian function 

at all, in line with Hirsch (1972, 2000). Their definition stresses the symbolic value more than 

the aesthetic one. They define a cultural product as something: 

 

“…produced by the cultural industries that serves important symbolic functions such 

as capturing, refracting, and legitimating societal knowledge and values.” 

(Jones & Thornton, 2005) 

 

Therefore, their definition highlights the societal impact of these symbolic functions. A third 

definition of cultural products comes from Lawrence & Phillips (2002): 

 

“Put simply, cultural products are goods and services that are valued for their 

“meaning”. 

(Lawrence & Phillips, 2002) 

 

This definition again shows that cultural products are not valued because they fulfil a 

utilitarian function, rather because consumers and others can interpret such products in 

ways that are valued by them. Therefore, while the usefulness of traditional utilitarian 

products depends on their capacity to fulfil a practical need, the usefulness of cultural 

products depends on the interpretations and meanings people attach to it. 

Lawrence & Phillips (2002) further argue that in order to understand cultural industries, it is 

necessary to understand the dynamics of consumption rather than the dynamics of 

production, because it is in the consumption that the construction of meaning occurs. It is 

therefore practices of consumption, not production, that define the boundaries of a cultural 

industry. 

Cultural industries consist of: 

 

“...those organizations that design, produce, and distribute products that appeal to 

aesthetic or expressive tastes more than to the utilitarian aspects of customer needs.” 

(Jones & Thornton, 2005) 

 

According to Lawrence & Phillips (2002), what renders a suit of organizations a cultural 

industry is that their products compete in a symbolic realm rather than on material 

characteristics. Therefore, they argue that when studying cultural production, the focus of 

study is actually the construction of meaning. 

 

This study of meaning is an extension of the traditional “production of culture” 

conceptualization, a stream of organizational sociology that began in the 1970s and 
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flourished in the 1990s (Peterson, 1994 and Crane, 1992, as cited in Hirsch, 2000). The 

traditional production of culture defines cultural industries by analyzing practices in which 

cultural products are produced (Hirsch, 2000), based on the assumption that cultural 

products are never fully produced until they are consumed. The process of cultural 

production is seen as the field of interaction between consumers and providers (Jones & 

Thornton 2005; Hirsh, 1972). 

Over the years, the traditional production of culture school of organizational sociology has 

been extended and complemented by developments in other disciplines, with expansion of 

frameworks outside of the traditional production perspective, like the study of meaning, the 

cultural industry system model, etc (Hirsch, 2000). 

In the original 1970s’ formulation, the production of culture could occur within tightly knit 

networks, circles and invisible colleges (Hirsch, 2000; Kadushin, 1976). Scholars in the 1990s 

get this concept back, stating that behind the success of a cultural product, networks of 

relationships across organizational boundaries are mobilized, coordinated and managed 

(Hirsch, 2000). Later on, Peterson & Anand (2004) further elaborated on the central role of 

networks, showing that networks shape the creation of new cultural products, and cultural 

products in turn reshape networks. Referring to leadership as a cultural product, Guthey 

(work in progress) also elaborates on the concept of network. He states that players in the 

leadership industries weave together in a loosely connected network, where they 

collaborate as often as they compete with each other (Guthey, work in progress). 

The process of cultural production is facilitated by the so-called “new cultural 

intermediaries”, i.e. the actors concerned with the promotion of cultural products, symbolic 

goods, and other services (Bourdieu, 1984). The focus on cultural intermediaries shows the 

connections between the cultural production on one side, and the reproduction of class 

divisions, status hierarchies, and economic privilege on the other (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Corporate coaches have been appointed as a particular kind of cultural intermediaries 

(Guthey, work in progress). 

 

The theoretical assumptions exposed so far serve as basis for our conceptualization of 

coaching as cultural product. Coaching is a relational encounter, and meaning and emotion 

are integral features of it. It serves both an aesthetic and a symbolic function, and it is valued 

for the different meanings and interpretations that consumers attach to it. Therefore, it 

conforms to all the three definitions of cultural products provided in this paragraph (Hirsch, 

1972, 2000; Jones & Thornton, 2005; Lawrence & Phillips, 2002). 

Since we conceive coaching as a cultural product, understanding the dynamics of 

consumption is essential to understand its production. Coaching is never fully produced until 

it is consumed, and it is in the consumption that the construction of meaning occurs 

(Lawrence & Phillips, 2002). 

 



30 

 

3.3 Production of leadership perspective 

In this paragraph, we present Guthey’s production of leadership perspective. We draw on 

this theory in order to demonstrate that coaching is generated by a set of intersecting social 

and institutional practices undertaken by different actors, and that this interplay influence 

the conventional perception and practice of coaching itself. 

 

The same logics expressed by the production of leadership perspective apply to coaching, as 

it is part of the leadership industries (Guthey, Clark, & Jackson, 2009). Moreover, coaching 

and leadership are both cultural products, and they share a fundamental ambiguity. This 

ambiguity comes from their intrinsic nature of relational encounters, which is based on the 

different interpretations and meanings people attach to it (Garvey, Stokes, & Meggison, 

2009). 

 

Guthey, Clark, & Jackson (2009) explore how practical and theoretical approaches to 

leadership shape and influence the creation and promotion of leadership products and 

services via different leadership industries, and vice versa. Specifically, they conceive 

leadership not only as an empirical object to study or as a personal skill-set to develop. 

Rather, they conceive leadership as consisting of many different products, services, and 

theoretical concepts. Therefore, they suggest that it is more correct to talk about 

“leadership” in the plural, and not in the singular.  In the same way, it is more correct to talk 

about leadership industries rather than one leadership industry, since “the production of 

leadership takes place via a number of distinct yet interrelated sub-industries and 

institutions” (Guthey, Clark, & Jackson, 2009). The authors provide a partial list of these 

industries, which include among others: coaching, consulting, and leadership training and 

development. 

Guthey, Clark, & Jackson (2009) further conceptualize leadership as being a cultural product, 

which serves important symbolic functions. As they point out, “the design, manufacture, and 

promotion of leadership products are organized in a matter that resemble more closely the 

production of together cultural and symbolic goods and services by the cultural industries 

more generally” (Guthey, Clark, & Jackson, 2009). Therefore, they conceptualize the 

production of leadership as a form of cultural production. 

Similar to the production of cultural products, the production of leadership involves the 

active participations of different stakeholders. Moreover, the moment of the consumption 

is essential in the production of leadership, since it cannot function without its own 

consuming audience (Guthey, Clark, & Jackson, 2009). 

 

Later, Guthey (work in progress) gets back to those concepts to refine a production of 

leadership perspective on the market for leadership concepts, products and services. He 

shows that the leadership, far from being only a form of social influence, has become a multi-
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billion-dollar-global industry, which produces countless products, services and theoretical 

conceptualizations of leadership. He seeks to explore why so many people have an interest 

in promoting such concepts, and why so many claim that today the world needs leadership 

more than ever before (Guthey, work in progress). A production perspective on leadership 

helps finding those answers. 

 

Guthey’s perspective suggests to look at the way leadership is produced and consumed, 

instead of providing prescriptions for how to exert social influence best. Looking at the 

moment of consumption is essential in order to analyze how leadership is produced, because 

the production of leadership resembles the production of cultural goods and services 

(Guthey, work in progress). 

 

Guthey advocates that leadership is produced by participants in the leadership industries, 

who overlap and intertwine in a vast and loosely connected network (Guthey, work in 

progress). He draws on the management fashion theory to affirm that all these many actors 

and organizations continually re-define and re-interpret the concept of leadership by 

appealing to norms of formal, substantive, and affective rationality. Participants in the 

leadership industries interpret these norms in different ways, generating “many, sometimes 

conflicting, approaches to leadership and thereby contributing to the perception that the 

very concept of leadership is ambiguous” (Guthey, work in progress). 

 

Drawing on research on the sociology of the production of culture, and drawing also on 

Guthey’s production of leadership perspective, we argue that the production of coaching 

consists of the manner in which a variety of stakeholders act and interact in ways that define 

and construct the nature of coaching itself, both as a developmental practice or technique 

and as an industry. 

 

3.4 Ambiguity 

In this paragraph, we review the relevant literature on the concept of ambiguity. 

Understanding how ambiguity can be perceived as both an opportunity and a challenge is 

crucial to make our point that coaching is a paradoxical process, and stakeholders have a 

twofold interest in both clarity and vagueness. 

 

Research on ambiguity shows that the concept of ambiguity is seen as both a challenge and 

an opportunity. The reason for this is that ambiguity is originally perceived as a challenge, 

but it can be used strategically to turn this challenge into an opportunity. Therefore, when 

the ambiguity is used in this way is called “strategic ambiguity”. 
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The first scholar to see ambiguity as strategy was Eisenberg. He defines strategic ambiguity 

as the instance where: 

 

“...individuals use ambiguity purposefully to accomplish their goals.” 

 (Eisenberg, 1984) 

 

He examines the positive take on ambiguity, which is to use it strategically as a resource in 

organizational settings. In particular, he illustrates four functions of strategic ambiguity: 

capacity to promote unified diversity, ability to preserve privileged positions, fostering 

deniability, and facilitating organizational change (Eisenberg, 1984). 

 

Later on, Zebda (1991) examines ambiguity in the context of accounting. He states that many 

accounting problems derive from ambiguity and vagueness, and from the lack of attention 

given to those. Zebda (1991) argues that avoiding ambiguities in certain contexts affect the 

applicability of certain models within accounting field. However, Zebda (1991) acknowledges 

that ambiguity also serves as an advantage for the individual, who can protect himself from 

an ever-changing political environment by communicating vaguely. Therefore, vagueness 

allows individuals to manipulate others by providing ambiguous statements that leave room 

for a wide array of interpretations. 

 

The use of rhetoric as a tool to overcome ambiguity is further elaborated by Alvesson (1993). 

In his study, he shows that knowledge-intensive firms are ambiguity-intensive firms. The 

ambiguity comes from the fact that knowledge workers (e.g. management consultants) are 

not considered to be professions, because they do not adhere to the science-based theory 

for professions, and therefore they struggle to prove their worth and knowledge compared 

to other workers. The results from knowledge-intensive work are not measurable, and that 

makes it more difficult to prove their effectiveness. In this ambiguous setting, Alvesson 

(1993) states that formal knowledge has a limited role, while institutionalized myths act as a 

rationality surrogate (Meyer & Rowan 1977; as cited in Alvesson, 1993). The persuasive or 

rhetorical element is vital; being perceived as an expert is then more important than being 

one, and impression management becomes crucial. Thus, rhetoric is not just an external 

element, but it is at the core of knowledge-intensive firms. Alvesson (1993) highlights the 

role of rhetoric not only as a tool to overcome ambiguity, but also as a tool for identity 

construction, showing that knowledge workers often use rhetorical strategies and language 

to shape their identities in front of others. Therefore, knowledge-intensive firms can be 

considered as systems of persuasion, in which rhetoric and symbolisms are essential 

elements to convince the external audience that they are credible, competitive, and 

valuable. Managing impressions and convincing the external audience is essential for them, 

since their work is based on relationships. 
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In support of Alvesson’s argument, Jarzabkowski, Sillince, & Shaw (2009) point out that 

discourse is used as a means of persuasion and communication to manage ambiguity by 

using it strategically. They see strategic ambiguity as a rhetorical resource for enabling 

multiple interests. Rhetoric creates fragmented and subjective interpretations of values, 

goals, statements, etc. where there is no best interpretation. This makes it possible for 

individuals to act on the vagueness of a message, in order to be persuasive of the worth of 

their work and to cater to clients’ needs (Jarzabkowski, Sillince, & Shaw, 2009).  

 

In both the researches from Alvesson (1993) and Jarzabkowski, Sillince, & Shaw (2009), the 

use of rhetoric and discourse to manage ambiguity somehow mediates between the two 

views on ambiguity; ambiguity as a challenge and ambiguity as a resource. Indeed, rhetoric 

and discourse allow to turn ambiguity from being a challenge into an opportunity (Eisenberg, 

1984). 

 

In this paragraph, we have presented the relevant literature on ambiguity to show that it can 

be seen as a challenge, but also used strategically and turned into an opportunity. This 

supports our argument that stakeholders in the coaching industry have a twofold interest in 

both clarifying ambiguity and keeping it to make a strategic use of it, which renders the 

production of coaching a paradoxical process. 

 

3.5 Social constructionist definition of identity 

In this paragraph, we explain how identity is conceptualized in the social constructionist 

research. This is important to understand how the different processes of identity 

construction of stakeholders play a key role in shaping and influencing the production of 

coaching. 

 

A social constructionist approach to identity “rejects any category that sets forward essential 

or core features as the unique property of a collective’s members” (Cerulo, 1997), and 

explores how identities are “modeled, fabricated, and mobilized in accord with reigning 

cultural scripts and centers of power” (Cerulo, 1997).  

 

Sveningsson & Alvesson (2003) explain the social constructionist definition of identity as “the 

(conscious) struggle to respond to questions ‘who am I?’ or ‘who do I want to become?’ and 

is of a somewhat more linguistic and social nature”. Thus, identity is an iterative search that 

is negotiated through language and discourse, social relations, and context (Nicholson, 

2011). These questions that often arise from social interactions trigger a mental, emotional, 

and embodied activity in people (Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008). This process of 

identity work implies a “continuous forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or 

revising the constructions that are productive of a precarious sense of coherence and 
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distinctiveness” (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Moreover, it involves defining one’s self in 

opposition to who we are not or do not want to become, also known as anti-identity (Carroll 

& Levy, 2008; Musson & Duberely, 2006; Sveningsson & Larsson, 2006). The reason why 

people engage in this identity work is to build an understanding of their “self” that is 

coherent, distinct, and positively valued (Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas, 2008). 

 

To further review the constructionist perspective of identity, we refer to Nicholson (2011), 

who divides the study of identity in three main sources of debate: agency vs. structure; 

individual vs. selves-in-relation; and singular/fixed vs. multiple/fluid nature of identity.  

 

Regarding the first debate on agency vs. structure, we first acknowledge that so far identity 

scholars have not agreed on what is the amount of agency that a person has (Alvesson, 2010; 

Thomas, 2009). Then, we define agency in this context as the extent to which an individual 

is “active and/or acted upon in the crafting of the self” (Thomas, 2009). In research of 

constructionism, discourse is commonly recognized as an important force and resource for 

identity work, and it has a different role depending on the beliefs held by the researchers. 

Indeed, the binomial agency-structure can represent the two different identity research 

fronts: subject- and object-oriented (Carroll & Levy, 2010). The first one portrays the 

individual with more agency in its identity decision and actions, while the second one 

portrays an object which is acted upon, namely how different factors - structures, discourse, 

elites - have the power to change one’s identity (Alvesson, 2010). However, Collinson (2003) 

argues that the self is both a subject, as the individual is an active agent, and an object, as 

the individual can incorporate in themselves the interpretation on how they themselves and 

other people and see them. Finally, we favor the view in which the actor has a strong agency 

and power of discourse that allow them to choose how to construct the self. This implies 

that identities are constructed within discursive contexts and individuals are able to 

influence and shape these contexts (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Carroll & Levy, 2008; Down 

& Reveley, 2009; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003; Thomas & Linstead, 2002). However, as 

Carroll & Levy (2010) say, it is important to recognize that the agency is constrained by a pre-

existing identity shaped by managerial ideologies, such as ways of talking, knowing, etc. 

Nevertheless, discourses cannot be fully constrained because they are indeterminate and 

can be shifted and altered (Thomas, 2009).  

 

Regarding the second debate on individual vs. selves-in-relations, researchers discuss if the 

identity construction is shaped through relationships with other people or not, and to which 

extent. On the one hand, researchers with the individual orientation see the person as a 

closed-entity, who develops their self through self-reflection and listening to their inner 

voice (Bennis & Goldsmith, 1994). One the other hand, in the selves-in-relation, researchers 

believe that the person tries to answer to the questions “who am I? and “how should I be?” 

not through self-reflection in isolation, but in relation to other actors and situations (Carroll 
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& Levy, 2008). This last view is the one adopted by constructionist researchers. According to 

this relational lens, the identity is both “self-determined and socially constructed” (Townley, 

1995). Nevertheless, the agency of the individual is not denied, and that is because the self 

is at the same time interdependent with others, and also separate from them. 

 

Regarding the third debate, it focuses on whether the identity is singular and fixed or 

multiple and fluid. In the first case, researchers describe identity as fixed, unified, and 

essential, while in the second one they believe that identity is in a flux, multiple, fractured, 

social, and constituted through discourse (Thomas, 2009). The last view is the one embraced 

by social constructionist researchers. For instance, Ford, Harding, & Learmonth (2008) 

describe the multiple and fluid identity as follows: 

 

“We are in always an open question, with the answer changing from moment to 

moment, according to the positions made available in any moment.” 

(Ford, Harding, & Learmonth, 2008) 

 

The multiple personality was described already many years before by Mead (1934), who 

writes: 

 

“We carry on a whole series of different relationships with different people. We are 

one thing to one man and another thing to another. There are part of the self which 

exist only for the self in relationship to itself. [...] There are all sort of different selves 

answering to all sorts of social reactions.” 

(Mead, 1934) 

  

The two quotes above well explain that the identity changes depending on the moment, and 

that identity is strongly connected with the selves-in-relation assumption discussed above. 

As Tracy & Trethewey (2005) explain, the self can be compared to a crystal who has many 

facets. Thus, a person can have many facets depending on the different areas of their life:  

 

“By conceiving of identities as ongoing, emergent, and not entirely predictable 

crystals, people are forced to acknowledge a range of possible selves embodied in a 

range of contexts - even as they are constrained by discourses of power.” 

(Tracy & Trethewey, 2005) 

 

To sum up, the social constructionist perspective on identity acknowledges that an individual 

has a certain amount of agency in their identity work, since they can shape their identity, but 

identity can also be shaped by other people, discourse, and ideologies. Identities can be 

shaped through the interaction and relationships with others. Finally, an individual can move 

from one identity to another, rather than living in a fixed identity. 
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3.6 Key takeaways 

In this chapter, we have reviewed the relevant literature to support our argument. 

In the first paragraph, we have seen that authors define coaching and requirements to be a 

coach in different ways, revealing that there is a lack of a universal definition and standards 

due to the lack of regulations. Those dynamics create ambiguity and pose challenges in the 

industry, such as a lack of legitimacy and a lack of professionalization of the coaches.  

In the second paragraph, we have shown that the concepts of cultural products and cultural 

production can be applied to coaching.  

In the third paragraph, we have presented the production of leadership perspective by 

Guthey (work in progress). As he points out, leadership is generated by a set of intersecting 

social and institutional practices done by different actors that influence the conventional 

perception and practice of leadership. We have shown that this same logic applies to 

coaching. By putting together research from the sociology of the production of culture and 

the production of leadership perspective, we have argued that the production of coaching 

consists of the manner in which a variety of stakeholders act and interact in ways that define 

and construct the nature of coaching itself, both as a developmental practice or technique 

and as an industry. 

In the fourth paragraph, we have presented the relevant literature on ambiguity to show 

that it can be seen as a challenge, but also used strategically and turned into an opportunity.  

In the fifth paragraph, we have elaborated on the social constructionist definition of identity, 

showing that identities can be shaped through the interaction and relationships with others. 
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CHAPTER 4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

 

In this chapter, we present the empirical findings from our primary and secondary data 

gathering. In line with  

our argument that the production of coaching results from the interaction of various 

stakeholders in the industry, our findings show the dynamics of the industry, as they emerge 

from the interaction of various stakeholders involved both in the demand and in the supply 

side of the industry. 

The chapter presents a first section on the coaching industry structure, a second section on 

the coaching industry dynamics, and a third one on the dynamics that occur in client 

organizations. These findings are crucial to support our argument that the production of 

coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process. 

 

4.1 Coaching industry 

In this first section, we will present our data on the coaching industry. We will look at what 

coaching is, what are the products and services offered, and who are the players in the entire 

industry ecosystem. 

 

4.1.1 What is coaching  

Coaching is a billion-dollar business, generating $2,35 billion USD per year, and it still keeps 

growing all over the world (International Coach Federation, 2016). But what is coaching 

exactly?  

 

“It’s a set of tools that help to bring out the potential of other people. That can mean 

improve performance, better health, all kind of improvements that you want to make. It 

leads to positive developments.” 

(Interviewee 13 - HR Department and Coach) 

 

“The aim of a coach is to help the client to get the desired result. […] The aim is to carry 

the person from a point of departure to a final destination. The destination is the result 

that the person wants to get. […] People usually call a coach because they want to get 

results that they are not able to get alone, they call a coach for ambitious goals.” 

(Interviewee 2 - Coach) 

 

“Coaching is a process that puts the person on a fire. [...] There is a person on a cliff. I 

stand next to him and say: ‘Look, do you want to jump? I think you can do that’. He starts 

saying ‘no, no’, but then I say: ‘Just pay me and I will make you jump’. He pays me and I 
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light a fire next to him, so he must jump. And then he finds out that he can fly. That is 

coaching [...]. And the amazing thing is that I say: ‘Let’s jump together, I come with you, 

I have bet on it with you, so let’s go’. And we fly together.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

“[Coaching is defined as] partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative 

process that inspires them to maximize their personal and professional potential. […] This 

process helps clients dramatically improve their outlook on work and life, while improving 

their leadership skills and unlocking their potential.” 

(International Coach Federation, 2016). 

 

From the definitions above, it becomes clear that coaching is a tool to develop people, 

unlocking their potential and helping them reaching a certain objective, especially when this 

seems difficult or even impossible to get. The goal can be both personal and professional, 

and it can be both an individual and an organizational objective. One of these objectives can 

often be leadership development, as the following quotes highlight: 

 

“Coaching is a means, it can help leadership development, it can be a means to 

develop leadership.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

“If we talk about leadership, then coaching is a good tool, because you put together 

individual responsibility, goals, training, personalization… To develop leadership but 

also for other goals, leadership is not the only goal.” 

(Interviewee 6 - Coach) 

 

“Coaching for leadership development is a subset of leadership development, or a 

subset of coaching. It is the intersection. […] I would say coaching is used for 

leadership development, maybe also for other purposes […] and [in those other cases] 

it does not really relate to leadership development. […] They are not mutually 

exclusive, but neither fully overlapping.” 

(Interviewee 19 - Business School) 

 

Therefore, “coaching for leadership” (also called “leadership coaching”) represents the 

intersection between the field of coaching and the field of leadership development, i.e. these 

are two separate but intersecting arenas. That is because coaching can be used for many 

other objectives than developing leadership. One of the most important ones is improving 

relationships with others: 
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“Thanks to coaching, the coachee understands the importance of relations, effective 

communication, and learn and experience new ways of connecting with the other 

person, developing his own empathy.” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 

 

This objective is especially important for organizations: 

 

“This is an important skill as much as the others. Actually, I would dare say that hard 

skills, if they do not go with the ability of being able to relate with other people […] 

they do not guarantee sustainability over time.” 

(Interviewee 20 - Business School and Coach) 

 

Despite the type of goal that the coachee wants to set, what is important in coaching is that 

the objective is potentially achievable, which highlights the pragmatic function of coaching: 

 

“Everything that in coaching is defined as a result must be potentially achievable. […] 

There is a feature of coaching that should never be forgotten: that is, its pragmatic 

function, namely there should always be a reflection on real life. “ 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

Most of the interviewees emphasized the fact that coaching is a process or a path, as 

exemplified by the following quotes: 

 

“Coaching is a discipline of process, namely it focuses on process and not on content.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

“Coaching is a process, thus it is not one session, it can last six months.” 

(Interviewee 12 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

Nevertheless, not everybody agrees on the length that this process should have: 

 

“This is the work of a coach, a methodical work that requires time. When we engage 

in coaching, how much time do we need? In order to achieve the first results, at least 

3-4 months of a certain type of work are required. […] It is not like a medicine that I 

give you.” 

(Interviewee 10 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

“Yes, but even less [sessions] than that, even 5, even 4. It’s a more surgical 

intervention compared to some programs that last months, years, decades, I mean...it 

does not make sense.” 
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(Interviewee 1 - Coach) 

 

All interviewees describe coaching as a process where the coach is only a facilitator, who 

helps the coachee empower some abilities that the coachee already has inside himself. 

Therefore, a big effort is required from the coachee, who has an active rather than passive 

role: 

 

“I can never ever do it for the client, never ever. [...] And also every time a client goes 

out of my door, they have a work to do. […] But if they don’t do the homework and 

they come with excuses, then we have a problem.” 

(Interviewee 4 - Coach) 

 

“Ours is a maieutic approach, we help people find their own answers, without any 

type of interference, any suggestion, any advice, any clear direct indications.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

The maieutic approach appears to be the main element that characterizes the coaching 

conversation. It means, asking powerful questions to stimulate answers in the coachee. 

 

“So it’s all about having the right questions.” 

(Interviewee 4 - Coach) 

 

“The coach asks powerful questions to encourage to make a change in behavior.” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 

 

Here it becomes clear that coaching is a technique or modality that is used also outside the 

traditional coaching conversation, for example in training. The main difference is that in the 

“traditional training” the trainee only receives information and the learning process is 

passive, while in the “coaching training” the learning process is active, i.e. the trainee has to 

take a challenge in order to learn. This is shown by the quotes below: 

 

“Thus, instead of doing up-down training, in which you tell them the things that they 

have to do, on the contrary you adopt a method that uses questions to ensure that 

the coachee can find the answers by themselves. Here is what’s happening: very often 

the method of team coaching is used to do training programs. “ 

(Interviewee 5 - Coach) 

 

“Some people would call it training, but I suppose there is also some elements of 

coaching involved in it.” 

(Interviewee 18 - Coach and Consultancy Firm) 



41 

 

 

This training done with coaching techniques appears to be very appealing for organizations. 

Different interviewees confirmed it, and we exemplify it with this quote: 

 

“From the organization side, training is the most required [service]. According to my 

understanding, they look for coaches for their way - according to my interpretation - 

of doing training.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

The type of training where the coaching techniques appears to be particularly suitable is 

training on soft skills or training on specific coaching skills: 

 

“For sure the service most required is still the classic training, if we want to call it in 

this way, the ordinary one, maybe that one done on coaching skills rather than on soft 

skills.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

“The coaching work [done in business schools] is more a type of coaching used to raise 

light on the coachee professionalism. In other cases, it is done to build skills in support 

of professionalism and even more of employability.” 

(Interviewee 20 - Business School and Coach) 

 

To distinguish the traditional coaching conversation between the coach and the coachee 

from those other types of training, ICF refers to the first one as “pure coaching”: 

 

“What we call coaching in ICF is a conversation between two people or a team. […] In 

the coaching service offered to the person, […] it is not training, but it is a service of 

pure coaching.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

The most traditional form of pure coaching conversation is the “individual” one-to-one 

session. If there is a team that shares the same objective, the conversation becomes “team 

coaching”. In this case, even if the coachee is a group, it is treated like an individual person 

with one objective. Another shape that pure coaching can take is “group coaching”, where 

there are different individuals with similar role, and similar challenges and objectives, who 

do not necessarily work together in a team or come from the same organization (Britton, 

2010). That might be the case of a group of sales reps, who have the goal of improving 

negotiation skills, or a group of CEOs, who have the goal of improving leadership skills. 

 



42 

 

However, as it often happens in the coaching industry, even if some theoretical definitions 

might seem clear, in the practice it is not clear when group coaching ends and group training 

begins. That is because group coaching is often done to train certain skills: 

 

“In group coaching the type of work done is on specific competences that target the 

whole group. Thus, if I have a group that wants to work on communication, then we 

work on communication, but we do not work on a specific objective of achieving a 

result. In this case, we work on building skills.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

What we have presented so far shows that coaching practices include many more products 

and services than pure coaching only (intended as the traditional conversation coach-

coachee).   We have tried to explain what coaching is about, and we have found that there 

there is no universally agreed definition, rather many possible ways to define it. 

 

4.1.2 Coaching products and services 

In the previous paragraph, we have mentioned that under the umbrella of coaching we can 

find different products and services. This is because a coaching practice can take different 

shapes.  Sometimes it even becomes difficult to distinguish between a coaching practice and 

a non-coaching practice, since many providers might use the term “coaching” improperly: 

 

“Coaching now is a word that I see/meet everywhere. Sometimes I see programs to train 

coaches, but when I read the detailed [curriculum of] the program of specific 

competences, there is nothing of coaching.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

We have found that in the coaching industry there are different coaching practices, which 

include both products and services. We have summarized those in the following list: 

 “Pure" coaching conversation. That is the traditional coach-coachee session, where 

the coach helps the coachee achieving a certain result by asking him powerful 

questions to change behavior. As we have explained in the previous paragraph, the 

coaching conversation can be done individually or in a group. The target of pure 

coaching is both individuals and organizations (Interviewee 9; Interviewee 3; 

Interviewee 12; Interviewee 13; Interviewee 20). 

 Laser coaching (or feedback coaching). This peculiar practice consists of 1 - 2 max 

sessions on feedback from a 360° assessment (or others), which serves as basis to 

identify development areas and build an action plan. That is why feedback coaching 

often serves as the starting point for a longer coaching process. Feedback coaching is 

often included in LDPs and MBAs, so the target are the participants of both 
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(Interviewee 20; Interviewee 11; SDA Bocconi, 2017; Center of Creative of 

Leadership, 2017). 

 Coaching education/training. This is an all-embracing practice, which includes 

education/training on soft skills done with coaching techniques, education/training 

on specific coaching skills, and education/training for aspiring professional coaches. 

The target of such courses can be individuals wanting to become professional 

coaches, or more often individuals wanting to develop specific skills for whatever 

reason, and organizations wanting employees to develop certain skills (Interviewee 

11: Interviewee 1; Interviewee 2; Interviewee 9; Interviewee 12; Interviewee 3; 

Interviewee 10; Interviewee 6; American Management Association, 2008; Mental 

Coach Italia, 2017; Life Coach Italy s.r.l., 2017; Menslab s.r.l., 2017; Read Matthews 

International, 2017). Education and training programs include Executive MBAs and 

Master’s programs, but also training courses (INSEAD, 2017; SDA Bocconi, 2017; 

ESMT, 2017; London Business School, 2017; Center of Creative of Leadership, 2017). 

They are held either in a traditional classroom setting or as experiential training 

outdoor, and are also sold via web as online courses or pre-registered video-trainings 

(Roberto Re Leadership School, 2017; Tony Robbins, 2017). 

 Coaching programs. These programs are designed specifically around coaching. They 

can be based on pure coaching only, training on coaching abilities or training for 

internal coaches. The target is generally organizations wanting to implement 

coaching. (Interviewee 14; Interviewee 7; Rule & Rock, 2011; International Coach 

Federation, 2017). A deeper analysis on internal coaching will be in paragraph 4.3.4. 

 Leadership development programs (LDPs). These are programs generally aimed at 

developing personal and professional leadership. The target is both individuals or 

organizations wanting their leaders to improve leadership and soft skills. LDPs often 

include training on soft skills done with a coaching technique or training on coaching 

abilities. LDPs can also not include coaching at all (INSEAD, 2017; SDA Bocconi, 2017; 

London Business School, 2017; Center of Creative of Leadership, 2017). 

 Consultancy on leadership development and coaching. This service includes advices, 

recommendations, and assistance on the design and implementation of LDPs and 

coaching programs. The target of this service is organizations, who want to design 

LDPs and coaching programs. This kind of consultancy is often offered together with 

broader consultancy services, especially in case of processes transformation, 

organizational change, and organizational development (Interviewee 22; Interviewee 

11; Interviewee 21; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2917; Oltriamo, 2017; 

Development Dimensions International Inc., 2017; Read Matthews International, 

2017). 

 Reports on coaching.  These products are the outcome of any kind of research done 

on the coaching industry and practice. Such reports target coaching professionals, 

coaching providers, coaching researchers, aspiring clients or anyone in general who 
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wants to gather information around coaching (INSEAD, 2017; ESMT, 2017; 

International Coach Federation, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2017; Center of Creative 

Leadership, 2017; Deloitte Development LLC, 2017). 

 Assessment tools. This category comprises all the assessment tools, which serve as 

basis for personal and professional development, such as the 360° feedback tool 

(Day, 2000). Assessment tools can be protected by patents or trademarks, and can 

be licensed by providers. These products are targeted towards coaching 

professionals, coaching providers or organizations wanting to implement assessment 

programs (Interviewee 11; Center of Creative Leadership, 2017). 

 Development tools. This category comprises all tools, which are used for people 

development, and therefore are used in coaching sessions, such as the GROW model 

(Mind Tools, 2017). Similar to assessment tools, also development tools can be 

protected by patents or trademarks, and are then licensed by providers. These 

products are targeted towards coaching professionals, coaching providers or 

organizations wanting to implement development programs (MindTools, 2017). 

 Coaching events and conferences. This category comprises all events organized by 

coaching professionals or gurus. These are generally promotional events, which serve 

to advertise various coaching services and products related to coaching. They can 

either be free or require purchasing an admission ticket, and target all potential 

coaching clients (Roberto Re Leadership School, 2017; Global Gurus, 2017). 

 Books on coaching. These books can be about personal development, best coaching 

practices, benefits of coaching for individuals, benefits of coaching for organizations, 

tips on how to become a top coach, and so on (Amazon.com, 2017). The target is the 

broad audience of people who have an interest in coaching or who want to change 

their life.  

 Web platforms. These are web spaces accessible by payment of a membership fee, 

where it is possible to find articles, podcasts, pre-registered videos, online courses 

and tools, all of which are aimed at personal and professional development through 

training on various skills. These tools are primarily targeted to individuals, but they 

often have memberships options for business, with material targeted to 

organizational needs (MindTools, 2017). 

 Apps on coaching. These are similar to apps for fitness and wellness. The app sends 

you alerts with goals and coaching actions. You insert the skill you want to develop 

or the results you want to achieve, and the app suggests activities, readings and other 

stimuli. The target is mass-market (Interviewee 6; Interviewee 3). 

 Memberships. In this category we find memberships of all kind of networks, coaching 

associations, federations, and similar. To obtain the membership, the person does 

not need to pass a specific exam, but only needs to pay a fee, and in some cases, 

satisfy minimum requirements. The membership gives access to a series of resources 

and benefits, like the permission to use the membership as a “title” when promoting 
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themselves. Memberships address coaching professionals or aspiring coaching 

professionals (International Coach Federation, 2017; European Mentoring Coaching 

and Counseling, 2017; Professional Coaches and Mentor Association, 2017; 

Worldwide Association of Business Coaches, 2017). 

 Coaching accreditations and credentials. This category includes all credentials, 

qualifications and accreditations provided by different bodies to people who want to 

become coaching professionals.  In order to get one of those, aspiring coaches need 

to pass an exam and, in most cases, they purchase adequate professional trainings at 

accredited schools prior to the exam (International Coach Federation, 2017; 

European Mentoring Coaching and Counseling, 2017; Professional Coaches and 

Mentor Association, 2017; Worldwide Association of Business Coaches, 2017). 

 

We have tried to provide a full list of all the practices, products, and services that are offered 

in the coaching industry. This is no easy task to do, since many services differ from each other 

only for very small elements, and they even overlap in most cases. Another difficulty comes 

from the fact that sometimes providers use different labels when they actually mean the 

same thing, or on the contrary different providers use the same label but they have different 

understandings of it (that is e.g. the case for team coaching and group coaching, which are 

often confused). The task gets even more difficult since many people use the word 

“coaching” to promote their services, but when going in depth you find out that it has 

nothing to do with coaching, as we have already mentioned in the beginning of this 

paragraph. 

Furthermore, we acknowledge that the categorization that we propose may not cover the 

whole spectrum of possible alternatives. Being coaching based essentially on encounters 

between people, such encounters may take the most various forms. When you work with 

people, you can’t really put things into fixed boxes. Therefore, we are aware of the fact that 

different combinations of existing practices may spring up from the list we have proposed, 

which we consider to be as an “open” list. 

 

Tailoring vs. standardization 

After having presented a list, we need to make some considerations on tailoring and 

standardization of coaching products and services. 

Products like tools, books, memberships, and accreditations cannot be tailored by definition, 

because of their intrinsic nature. Vice versa, some services cannot be standardized by nature, 

since they are unique per se. This is the case of the traditional “pure” coaching conversation. 

 

“A coach puts at the center of his work the person, and each person is unique and 

different from the other. How could you ever think of doing a standardized coaching 

conversation?” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 
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“[The coaching conversation] Yes, it is unique, absolutely. It cannot be standardized.” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 

 

Thus, it is not the coaching conversation that can be standardized. What can be somehow 

standard is the process of service delivery of coaching services (Interviewee 6). Another case 

where standardization is possible is in LDPs, training, and coaching programs. In such cases, 

it is possible to create a format of the program, which can be replicated over time. This is the 

case of open programs offered by leadership development institutions like the Center for 

Creative Leadership or business schools (INSEAD, 2017; ESMT, 2017; International Coach 

Federation, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2017; Center of Creative Leadership, 2017; Deloitte 

Development LLC, 2017).  

On the provider side, the advantage of offering such open programs is that they are cheaper 

to design, scalable, and easier to promote (Interviewee 8; Interviewee 2). At the same time, 

they are also cheaper for the client, since there are no costs of program design (Interviewee 

3), and they are also very good in terms of network (Interviewee 22). On the other hand, 

open programs are linked to higher competition among providers, since the low design costs 

render them easier to imitate (Interviewee 8; Interviewee 9). 

 

Apart from “standardized” open programs, what is most popular and required by companies 

is tailored leadership development and coaching solutions (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 15; 

Interviewee 16; Interviewee 17). Most of our interviewees agreed that the tailored solutions 

are most effective for organizations to achieve specific objectives, like there is no doubt that 

a tailored shirt fits better than a mass-produced one, and that is because the programs are 

co-created by the provider and the organization together (Interviewee 3; Interviewee 18). 

The process of customization always starts with a deep listening and analysis phase, when 

the provider gets to know the client and collect all the relevant information to design an ad-

hoc program (Interviewee 12; Interviewee 2; Interviewee 9; Interviewee 3). Then, the 

program is usually co-created together with the partner and the client (Interviewee 18; 

Interviewee 13; Interviewee 17; Interviewee 15). Of course, that implies a difference in terms 

of cost for the provider and price for the client. For the provider, it means more work, but 

also the opportunity to charge a higher price (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 2; Interviewee 3). 

For the client, it means a higher price, but at the same time higher effectiveness, as the 

majority of our interviewees acknowledged.  

 

“What really helps our clients is the tailored programs.” 

(Interviewee 22 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

At the same time, one interviewee suggested that standardized tools are useful as well, 

because they allow to take a step back and become aware of some elements that they would 
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not take into consideration otherwise (Interviewee 18). In addition, sometimes organizations 

end up buying standardized solutions, just because it requires less effort from their side, 

hoping that it will change behavior.  In fact, it seems that they do not want spend too much 

time on it: 

 

“Sometimes because of pressures of work, they are unable to give us much time as I 

would personally like.” 

(Interviewee 18 - Coach and Consultancy Firm) 

 

Types of coaching 

As all interviewees explained, according to the target and the specific purpose of coaching, 

coaching products and services might have different labels.  

Different types of coaching include: life coaching, wellness coaching, spiritual coaching, 

personal coaching, family coaching, relationship coaching, sport coaching, mental coaching, 

power coaching, performance coaching, skills coaching, career coaching, business coaching, 

corporate coaching,  executive coaching, leadership coaching, newly-assigned-leader 

coaching, high-potential or developmental coaching, feedback coaching, agile coaching, 

behavioral coaching, legacy coaching, succession coaching (Interviewee 11; Interviewee 9; 

Brefi Group Limited, 2017; Institute of Organizational Development, 2016).  

 

This already long listing is actually incomplete, since every new article or provider can come 

up with more and more labels according to more and more specific goals. We could 

potentially say that a different label exists for every objective a person has in life. In fact, 

sometimes it seems there is a real difference between labels, but other times, just by reading 

the descriptions on different websites, it becomes clear that labels are just different ways to 

pack the same thing (Interviewee 21; Interviewee 10). Maybe, we could group all these labels 

into two larger groups by dividing coaching for personal issues from coaching for professional 

issues. Nevertheless, some could argue that even this distinction is blurred, since the person 

who works is the same that has a private life, so private issues affect work and vice versa 

(Interviewee 1; Interviewee 7). It follows that in coaching the distinction private life/work is 

not that relevant, since issues are similar. But others could counter-argue that issues do 

change a lot, especially in the case of professionals like executives or entrepreneurs: 

 

“Then you have people who give you this kind of answers [that we are all humans and 

we all face same issues]. What can you say to them? One person has to take billion 

Euros decision and you tell him ‘you know, we’re all humans, we’re all the same’… 

‘You’re right, next time I’ll confess with my priest’… Come on!” 

(Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

In the end, it becomes a loop. 
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4.1.3 Stakeholders in the industry 

After having presented our findings on the different coaching products and services, we now 

finalize the description of the industry by looking at the different stakeholders in it. 

 

As we have acknowledged in the methodology chapter, in order to do a complete analysis of 

the stakeholders, one should look at the broader set of stakeholders composed of 

government, customers, suppliers, community, associations, researchers, and so on. 

However, due to the scope of our thesis, we focus only on the stakeholders involved in both 

the supply side and the demand side of the industry. Actors in each group interact both with 

each other within the group, and with players in the other group, influencing dynamics of 

professionalization, promotion, collaboration, and competition (which will be analyzed in the 

second section of this chapter). 

 

On the demand side, we distinguish clients who pay for coaching, and end-users of the 

services (coachees). Those are coincident in the case of coaching for individuals, while they 

are not coincident in coaching for organizations. In this last case the coachee can be any 

employee, but who actually pays is the company (Interviewee 2). This process is called 

triangulation, as it sees the interplay of three different actors: the coach, the coachee and 

the organization (Interviewee 9; The Coaching China Blog, 2011). 

 

On the supply side, we find all providers of coaching products and services, who can be either 

individual coaches or organizations (like coaching firms, coaching associations, coaching 

schools, consultancy firms, business schools, and so on). We have summarized all the types 

of providers in Table 2. 

 

The table clearly shows how individual coaches can be both providers and consumers at the 

same time, depending on which angle you look at them. They can be seen as providers when 

we consider the coaching services they offer, while they can be seen as consumers if we 

consider them as purchasers of professional trainings, memberships, tools, credentials, etc. 

from coaching associations, coaching schools and similars.   

 

To conclude our stakeholder analysis, and as already noted in the methodology, we consider 

researchers as being part of the supply side. That is because we have seen that current 

research on coaching is mostly produced by business schools, consultancies, coaching 

associations, and leadership development institutes (INSEAD, 2017; ESMT, 2017; 

International Coach Federation, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2017; Center of Creative Leadership, 

2017).  Since the coaching field does not have a coherent body of knowledge, neither 
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institutionalized research centers, all books on coaching count also as research, even if 

authors are not formally researchers, rather providers of coaching products. 

This paragraph about different stakeholders in the industry ends the first section of our 

empirical findings. In this first section, we have found that coaching is an encounter between 

people, and there is no universal agreed definition of it. Then, we have observed that 

coaching is both a service and a tool, and that it can be packed and sold in many different 

ways. Finally, we have looked at the different stakeholders that are involved both in the 

supply and in the demand side of the industry. 
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Table 2 

PROVIDERS EXAMPLES OFFERINGS TARGET 

Self-employed coaches 

Any self-employed coach "Pure" coaching conversation 
Education/Training on coaching skills 
Education/Training on soft skills, using a coaching modality 
Books 
Events and Conferences 

Individuals 
Leaders 
Managers 
Organizations 

Consortium of self-
employed coaches 

ICHWC 
Connect now 
ICC 

Memberships 
Certifications 
Trainings on coaching skills 
"Pure coaching" 
Books 
Events and Conferences 

Coaches 
Aspiring coaches 
Leaders 
Managers 

Gurus 

Marshall Goldsmith 
Roberto Re 
Maxwell 
Robin Sharma 
Tony Robins 

Books 
Video-courses 
Events and Conferences 
"Pure" coaching conversation 
Education/Training on coaching skills 
Education/Training on soft skills, using a coaching modality 
Leadership development programs 

Individuals 
Leaders 
Managers 

Coaching firms 

Life Coach Italy 
Menslab 
Mental Coach 
Action Coach 

Life and corporate coaching 
"Pure" coaching conversation 
Coaching programs 
Laser coaching 
Education/Training on coaching skills 
Education/Training on soft skills, using a coaching modality 
Leadership development programs 
Leadership development and coaching consultancy 
Assessment tools 
Development tools 
Training for professional coaches 
Certifications 
Events and Conferences 

Individuals 
Leaders 
Managers 
High potentials 
Organizations 
Aspiring coaches 
Coaches 

Coaching schools 
Life Coach Italy 
Menslab 

Training for professional coaches 
Certifications 

Aspiring coaches 
Coaches 
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Action Coach 
Mental Coach 

Coaching associations 

ICF 
ICC 
IAC 
PCMA 
WABC 

Accreditations 
Qualifications 
Credentials 
Memberships 
Researches (e.g. reports) 

Aspiring coaches 
Coaches 
Coaching firms 
Coaching schools 
Individuals interested in coaching 

Business schools 

INSEAD 
SDA Bocconi 
ESMT 
London Business School 

Leadership development open programs 
Leadership development customized programs 
Laser coaching 
Education/Training on coaching skills 
Education/Training on soft skills, using a coaching modality 
Research on leadership development and coaching  

Managers 
Leaders  
Organizations 
Individuals interested in coaching and 
leadership development 

Leadership 
development institutes 

DDI 
CCL 
Leadership development 
Insitute 
IMD 

Leadership development open programs 
Leadership development customized programs 
Leadership development and coaching consultancy 
"Pure" coaching conversation 
Coaching programs 
Laser coaching 
Education/Training on coaching skills 
Education/Training on soft skills, using a coaching modality 
Assessment tools 
Development tools 
Research on leadership development and coaching 

Managers 
Leaders 
Organizations 
Individuals interested in coaching and 
leadership development 

Consultancy firms 

Mckinsey 
Korn Ferry 
Oltriamo 
Deloitte 

Leadership development open programs 
Leadership development customized programs 
Leadership development and coaching consultancy 
"Pure" coaching conversation 
Coaching programs 
Laser coaching 
Education/Training on coaching skills 
Education/Training on soft skills, using a coaching modality 
Assessment tools 
Development tools 
Research on leadership development and coaching 

Managers 
Leaders 
Organizations 
Individuals interested in coaching and 
leadership development 

 

Source: Own elaboration 
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4.2 Coaching industry dynamics 

In this second section, we will present our findings on the dynamics occurring in the coaching 

industry. In particular, we will look at the different drivers of the coaching providers, and at 

the dynamics concerning professionalization, promotion, and competition. 

 

4.2.1 Drivers of coaching providers 

Why do people choose to become a coach? 

We present here the different motivations that push providers to offer coaching, highlighting 

to which extent is the coach driven by market considerations or by his own intrinsic 

motivation. Many providers started their career in coaching because of what they call a “true 

passion”: 

 

“I am really passionate about human development, and I guess I was really born with 

an appetite for helping others in growing their potential. That’s one element that 

brought me here.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 

 

“Coaching is my passion. My passion is to wake human beings up, and to ask a lot of 

questions about your own life and why you’re doing what you’re doing. [...] I can only 

do it if it comes deep inside of my heart, otherwise I would never ever.” 

(Interviewee 4 - Coach) 

 

Most of the coaches see coaching not only as a passion, but as a mission that they have in this 

world, in which they feel they can have an impact: 

 

“It makes me feel good, it makes feel important, for that person and for the world in 

general.” 

(Interviewee 2 - Coach) 

 

“[..] you leave the world a bit better than how you found it...holy shit, it’s a great 

opportunity!” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

Other times, coaches bump into a specific type of coaching because it is related to their areas 

of interests and personal experience. For instance, the founder of one of the coaching firms 

interviewed has been a volleyball coach for 20 years, and some years ago he decided to offer 

coaching services, applying his sport-related knowledge (Interviewee 10). Thus, it seems that 

coaches choose to specialize in a particular type of coaching because they instinctively follow 

their interest, instead of following the market (Interviewee 9). 
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On the opposite side, we have have noticed that consultancy firms are more driven by market 

motivations compared to coaches, as the following quotes demonstrate:  

 

“You offer them [coaching services] if you can sell them, otherwise you do not offer 

them. What matters is what the market is buying, at what price, and how much it costs 

you to produce it.” 

(Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

“To be honest, in our open programs we invite client, we tell them: ‘This would be cool 

for you, this is for you specifically, you can get to know people from other organizations, 

you can network, you build relations across the organizations.’ It is also a bit of a 

marketing programme, people get to know us and what our firm does.” 

(Interviewee 22 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

From the quote above, it clearly emerges that sometimes providers might use open programs 

to attract clients and do some marketing, because what they aim for is selling tailored 

solutions. To conclude, it seems that the main driver for coaches is intrinsic motivation, while 

market concerns appear to be more important for consultants. 

 

4.2.2 Professionalization dynamics 

In this paragraph, we will turn to one of the most important dynamics in the coaching industry, 

which resolves around the issue of professionalization of coaches. In order to explain it, we 

will look at the coaching industry regulations, perceived requirements to be a coach, and lines 

between coach and other professions. 

 

Industry regulations 

One of the biggest peculiarities of the coaching industry is the lack of standards and 

regulations (Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen, 2011). High confusion reigns, mostly because 

regulations vary considerably from country to country (Interviewee 11; Interviewee 2; 

Interviewee 13). International federations and associations for professional coaches are trying 

to clarify this confusion by self-defining professional standards, quality standards, and ethical 

codes (Interviewee 11; Interviewee 9). The biggest international coaching associations and 

federations are (Giuffredi, 2016; Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen, 2011): 

 

 ICF, International Coach Federation, 

 EMCC, European Mentoring and Coaching Council, 

 PCMA, Professional Coaches, Mentors and Advisors Association, 

 WABC, Worldwide Association of Business Coaches, 
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 CV, CoachVille, 

 AC, Association for Coaching, 

 IAC, International Association of Coaches, 

 ICC, International Coaching Community. 

 

Appendix 2 presents the key characteristics of each association. 

Every association provides different sets of accreditations and credentials to become a 

professional coach, together with recommendations on the types of training to undertake. 

Nevertheless, none of these sets of standards is institutionalized, so people can become 

coaches with only a few-day training: 

 

“There are courses that last five days and then you become a coach.” 

(Interviewee 1 - Coach) 

 

“Today you can coach in taking a one-day course. So actually then you are coach, but 

you’re not a good coach.” 

(Interviewee 4 - Coach) 

 

“It is an unregulated market. So I may have done a weekend in NLP, […] and another 

coach who’s really a top coach has followed the very robust coaching 

certifications.  And obviously those people will not deliver the same type of services and 

same type of quality.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 

 

From the last two quotes, it emerges that the lack of standards on trainings causes the rise of 

very unprofessional coaches with very little training, who deliver low-quality services. It 

becomes even more evident from the following: 

 

“Today unfortunately […] this term (coaching) has become so misused, so discredited, 

that today in the world there are more coaches than coachee.” 

(Interviewee 1 - Coach) 

 

“The coaching industry is truly a jungle, to be honest. There are many very serious 

coaching training institutes and companies, but there are also unserious ones, often 

when it comes to individual coaches.” 

(Interviewee 13 - HR Department and Coach) 

 

“…a far west I would say!” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 
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Moreover, in most countries there is no public register for the professional body of the 

coaches (Renton, 2009; Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen, 2011), and consequently there is no 

regulation about minimum prices that coaches can charge, as it happens for lawyers, doctors, 

engineers and all the professions regulated by official registers (Interviewee 3). That means, 

coaches can charge very low prices to attract clients (Interviewee 3; Interviewee 6). 

 

All those elements undermine the perceived legitimacy of coaches as professionals 

(Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen, 2011). 

In general, people are confused about who should be a coach and what he should do 

(Interviewee 2). The confusion increases also because there are different reference schools 

for coaching. Examples of different reference schools are: the NLP school (Interviewee 1, 

Interviewee 5), the analogical school (Interviewee 1), the cognitive-behavioral school 

(Interviewee 2), the different coaching associations’ schools (Interviewee 9, Interviewee 12, 

Interviewee 5), the mental coaching school (Interviewee 10), the school that thinks that 

behavior can change in 21 days (Genio in 21 Giorni, 2017), and the neuroscience school saying 

that much more than three weeks are required to change our brain (Interviewee 5), just to 

cite a few. 

 

Perceived requirements to be a coach 

Given the lack of universal standards on specific requirements, every provider has his own 

thought about what requirements a good coach should have. 

The majority of interviewees agreed that life experience and professional skills are important. 

Some stress more the importance of the first ones, while others stress more the importance 

of the second ones. Some others believe a mix of those is ideal (Interviewee 2; Interviewee 1; 

Interviewee 10). 

In relation to professional skills, some think that having a background in psychology could be 

of help, and it is often the case that coaches are former psychologists (Interviewee 9; 

Interviewee 3; Interviewee 1). All interviewees who were part of an association like the ICF 

thought that certifications and credentials are absolutely needed, and it also emerged that 

clients perceive them as a signal of quality (Interviewee 16). 

Both members of coaching associations and non-members agreed that one specific ethical 

code or at least some generic ethical guidelines are needed. 

Additional requirements emerged when the client is an organization, which will discuss in 

detail in the third section of this chapter. 

 

There is general agreement on the fact that not everybody can be a top coach. Beyond all the 

life experience, trainings, credentials, and code of ethic, to be a truly good coach you need to 

have specific personality skills. But again, there is no standard set on the skills required, and 
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every coach has his own thought. That is what emerged from our interviews, since every 

interviewee stressed different skills: 

 

 Active listening (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 10; Interviewee 9; Interviewee 8; 

Interviewee 5; Interviewee 3), 

 Empathy (Interviewee 8), 

 Curiosity and sincere interest about people (Interviewee 15; Interviewee 13; 

Interviewee 10; Interviewee 9; Interviewee 8; Interviewee 7), 

 Respect for diversity and different views of the world (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 9; 

Interviewee 3), 

 Ability to read others (Interviewee 13), 

 No prejudices (Interviewee 9; Interviewee 5), 

 Egoless (Interviewee 15; Interviewee 10; Interviewee 9; Interviewee 7; Interviewee 

14), 

 Emotional intelligence (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 8), 

 Ability to ask the right questions (Interviewee 8; Interviewee 7), 

 Ability to give feedback (Interviewee 8), 

 Consistency between words and deeds (Interviewee 8), 

 Personal equilibrium (Interviewee 9), 

 Not hostile (Interviewee 9), 

 Capacity to not judge others (Interviewee 9), 

 Ability to mobilize change (Interviewee 6), 

 Entrepreneurial attitude (Interviewee 10), 

 Motivation (Interviewee 14; Interviewee 3). 

 

Lines with other professions 

Apart from being a threat to legitimization, the lack of regulation contributes to the fact that 

the coach is often confused with other professions like psychologist, therapist, mentor, 

counsellor, consultant, and trainer (International Coach Federation, 2017; Rasmussen & 

Bollerup-Jensen, 2011; Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, & Stilin, 2005). By looking at the website 

of ICF Italy, we see that lines with other professions are very well delineated in theory, since 

ICF clearly defines what a coach is not (International Coach Federation, 2017). Some coaches 

are very much aware of these boundaries as well: 

 

“The boundary between coaching and other professions is very well outlined, we cannot 

enter other professions.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

They especially stress the lines between coaching, consulting, and therapy: 
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“We are never expert of the field in which clients ask us to work, otherwise we would 

be consultants.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

“[The role of the coach] is not a role of indication and consultancy.” 

(Interviewee 10 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

“The two sectors of coaching and psychology are not in contrast at all. They have 

different purposes, they have different goals.” 

(Interviewee 2 - Coach) 

 

Nevertheless, we have found that lines are so thin that become much blurred in practice: 

 

“The line [between coaching and therapy] is actually pretty labile, therefore we need 

to be careful to this.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 

 

In reality, many coaches often end up doing therapy work, and they acknowledge the difficulty 

to not result into therapy (Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen, 2011). 

Also the line between coaching and consulting might be blurred in practice, as consultants 

often do some coaching work, without calling it coaching: 

 

“An executive willingly talks with one of our senior client partner to know what he 

thinks of his current situation, his next steps,... and we are not coaches. They talk less 

willingly with a certified coach [...]. The fundamental idea is the pragmatism of the 

input that you give. Coaching requires a high level of professionalism and delivery 

capability, that we do not have, because we do not have coaching education. But it is 

like if we were taking some shortcuts. The client let us press some buttons, that he 

would not allow a coach to touch. That needs more time to build confidence and 

trust.  It is like if we have already gained the client confidence and the willingness to 

open, regardless of the type of issue, even when they haven’t met us yet, just because 

we are a big well-known consulting firm, and we normally speak with CEOs.” 

(Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

Moreover, lines between coach and trainer are also blurred in practice, as coaches often 

provide training on soft/coaching skills, but they train using the particular coaching technique 

of conversation building, as illustrated in paragraph 4.1.2 (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 3; 

Interviewee 9). 
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Finally, we have found another blurred line between internal coach and manager using 

coaching skills (see paragraph 4.3.2). In fact, sometimes it happens in organizations that 

managers using coaching skills with their team are called internal coaches (Interviewee 15). 

But actually, some claim that to be an internal coach you should not have conflict of interest, 

and you should coach people from other departments, people you don’t know directly and 

who are not in your team (Interviewee 12; Interviewee 9).  

From what we have discussed so far, it seems that lines with other professions are blurred in 

practice, although well defined by precise definitions in theory. Nevertheless, we have found 

that in some cases also the theoretical definitions might be blurred, rising to confusion 

between coach and other professions, for example between coaching and counseling: 

 

“[The role of the coach] is a role of help and support.” 

(Interviewee 10 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

“The most important requirement [for the coach] is the true sincere interest the other 

person to have a helping relationship.” 

(Interviewee 15 - HR Department) 

 

“Counseling is a helping relationship.” 

 

 (Spalletta & Germano, 2006) 

 

In this paragraph, we have presented our empirical findings on the professionalization of 

coaches, by looking at the lack of regulations in the coaching industry, the arbitrary 

requirements to be a coach, and the blurred lines between coach and other professions. 

In the next paragraph, we will present our findings in relation to the marketing dynamics of 

the coaching industry. 

 

4.2.3 Marketing dynamics 

The coaching industry is characterized by peculiar marketing dynamics regarding both the 

promotion of coaches and the promotion of coaching services in general. 

Regarding the promotion of coaches, our data shows that network is undoubtedly the 

stronger means of promotion: 

 

“Without a network, you can be a good coach but nobody will know you. Only your 

mother and your sister will come to your opening conference.” 

(Interviewee 2 - Coach) 
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The majority of the interviewees emphasized the importance of word-of-mouth, as 

exemplified by the following quote: 

 

“I think it’s all word-of-mouth. If a client has a good experience with me, they will 

recommend me to someone else.” 

(Interviewee 18 - Coach and Consultancy Firm) 

 

Word-of-mouth is believed to be the best form of advertisement: 

 

“The word-of-mouth is always the best type of advertising. Someone who achieves a 

good result with a certain strategy will talk about it, and so on.” 

(Interviewee 2 - Coach) 

 

Most interviewees also noted that “it is easier to be known if you team up” (Interviewee 2), 

therefore they are often part of loose informal networks or formal consortia (Interviewee 11). 

Thus, coaches usually differentiate themselves in the market through their network 

(Interviewee 3). We have found that most individual coaches use to promote themselves 

mostly through LinkedIn, rather than creating traditional websites. On the contrary, bigger 

players like coaching firms, consultancy firms, and business schools make massive investments 

on the creation of websites (INSEAD, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2017; Center of Creative Leadership, 

2017, SDA Bocconi, 2017; Oltriamo, 2017; Development Dimensions International Inc., 2017; 

Read Matthews International, 2017; McKinsey & Company, 2017, Life Coach Italy s.r.l., 2017; 

Menslab s.r.l., 2017; Mental Coach Italia, 2017). 

 

Regarding the marketing dynamics related to selling certain services, we have observed 

peculiar dynamics of up-selling and cross-selling connected to the choice of offering open 

programs and tailored solutions (see paragraph 4.1.2). In particular, dynamics of up-selling 

arise when the provider offers tailored solutions: 

 

“Although costs are higher, we earn more from customized solutions, as we are able to 

upsell the client more easily, thanks to the deep knowledge coming from the increasing 

level of tailoring and exclusivity of the service.” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 

 

Dynamics of cross-selling arise, for example, in the case of business schools that make 

available additional follow-up coaching sessions in the curriculum of many masters and 

executive programs: 
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“Included in the programme fee is one follow-up coaching session. We also offer an 

additional five virtual follow-up sessions, not included in the tuition fee. [...] To be 

eligible, participants must have attended the programme in the past 12 months.” 

(INSEAD, 2017)  

 

We have observed other particular marketing dynamics arising in consultancy firms. They use 

open programs as an employer-branding tool to attract clients, and increase awareness on the 

different leadership development solutions they offer (Interviewee 22). Of course, this could 

have a downside, as expressed by one interviewee: 

 

“It could also be a big risk, because if you do not provide a quality product, you might 

end up losing clients instead of gaining them.” 

(Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school) 

 

Another interesting dynamic in consultancy firms is that clients initially come to them to buy 

consulting, not coaching. But, within the frame of a consulting intervention (e.g. on 

organizational change), developmental needs may arise, e.g. from an assessment. That is the 

moment when the consultancy firm catches the client’s need to sell him coaching: 

 

“We usually provide them coaching when we notice the need. For example, during an 

assessment program as part of a bigger change management intervention.  [...] If they 

are already clients, because they might have done change [management] programs, 

they trust us.” 

(Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

After having looked at dynamics around marketing and promotion, we will now turn our 

attention to dynamics around collaboration and competition. 

 

4.2.4 Collaboration and competition dynamics  

In this paragraph, we analyze how the different providers collaborate and compete in the 

coaching arena. Independent coaches are the providers that tend to collaborate most, both in 

formal ways,through consortia (Connect Now, 2017; International Consortium for Health & 

Wellness Coaching, 2017), and in informal ways by teaming up with other colleagues 

(Interviewee 3; Interviewee 11; Interviewee 6). They are incentivized to collaborate mainly for 

two reasons. First, because they might want to offer services that go beyond their expertise, 

such as courses, LDPs or other types of coaching:  

 

“So what can happen is that some professional coaches team up to offer a certain type 

of service, that might not be appealing if offered alone. Thus, to strengthen my service 
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offerings, I sometimes team up with other colleagues and divide the work with them. 

This somehow strengthens the values of the service offered, because it is not only my 

offering anymore, but the offering of many valued professionals.” 

(Interviewee 5 - Coach) 

 

Secondly, because of their poor appreciation of the competitive environment. Many feel that 

their offering is so unique that they have no competitors (Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, & Stilin, 

2005). This is well explained by the following quotes: 

 

“If I have competitors? No, I do not even consider them.” 

(Interviewee 12 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

“We are pretty atypical, pretty unique in this landscape, and we are proud of it.[...] So, 

from a content point of view, let’s say from an epistemological point of view, [I have] 

no one [as competitor].” 

(Interviewee 1 - Coach) 

 

“No, no, because no one is doing what I am doing.” 

(Interviewee 4 - Coach) 

 

For similar reasons, coaching firms could team up as well. First, most of them are too small to 

be able to offer complex programs alone (Interviewee 12). Of course, this collaboration 

implies knowing well the partner, sharing the same school of thought, and way of training the 

coaches (Interviewee 12). Secondly, as Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, & Stilin (2005) explain, 

directors of coaching firms tend to have only a vague appreciation of their competitors, and 

of the coaching market in general. This is confirmed by this quote: 

 

“It is not that everyone knows all the differences among the different schools." 

(Interviewee 12 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

We have observed another dynamic, which we think serves well to understand how coaching 

providers perceive the competition. If one of their clients chooses to internalize the coaching 

function in the organization, they do not see it as a threat or a negative thing. Rather, they are 

happy that the coaching culture is spread (Interviewee 8) and see this as an opportunity for 

future collaborations or jobs: 

 

“It can happen that an organization contacts me and tells me: ‘Can you please train the 

internal coaches?’ They have done it, they do it, […] it is an opportunity.” 

(Interviewee 3 - Coach) 
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“I had Eni as a client. After training internal coaches, I do not do trainings as much as 

before, but I cannot complain. Nevertheless, I still work with them as their supervisor.” 

Interviewee 9 - Coaching association, Coach, Coaching firm, and Coaching school 

 

Consultancies and business schools perceive collaboration in a different way, compared to 

coaches. For instance, when we asked one consultancy firm if they collaborate with any 

business school to provide LDPs, a consultant replied: 

 

“Yes, but very carefully, because we have more to lose than to gain.” 

(Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

They do not strengthen collaborations naturally. On one side, as observed above, they are 

very careful about it; on the other side, they decide to collaborate if explicitly asked by clients. 

This is clear from this quote: 

 

“Very often our clients have their own organization or an organization they feel 

comfortable with, that they have worked with before, and they ask us to collaborate 

and we do so.” 

(Interviewee 22 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

By extension, consultancy firms seem to feel more the competition, as highlighted in the 

following quote: 

 

“- Who are your competitors in the LD? - Everyone.” 

 (Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

Consultancies seem to have a quite good appreciation of their competitive landscape. This 

seems to be the case for a famous leadership development institute as well. For instance, 

when asked about competitors, they could easily recall each competitor by name (Interviewee 

21; Interviewee 11). Moreover, business schools and some leadership development institutes 

seem to compete fiercely to achieve a higher position in international rankings (Interviewee 

11; Financial Times, 2017). 

 

Relationship coach -  firm 

Coaching firms are usually small and the average number of employees is 3,47, as shown by a  

study on business coaching conducted in 2005 (Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, & Stilin, 2005). In 

this study, it is explained that coaching firms are characterized by informal networks of 

associates, who either refer work or subcontract it out in situations where the demand for 

services exceed what they could provide in-house. From all our interviews, it emerged that 
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the majority of coaches work as freelancers or external contractors, without exclusivity 

agreements. The reasons behind this are the followings: on one side coaches want to be free, 

on the other side it is not economically sustainable for the firm. The quotes below show this: 

 

“No, no, I don’t [have an exclusivity agreement]. I don’t want to. I want to be free. 

That’s our arrangement, that I do work for them, but I want to be free.” 

(Interviewee 18 - Coach and Consultancy Firm) 

 

“Coaches want to have freedom, they want to see other things.” 

(Interviewee 19 - Business School) 

 

“It is obvious that I could not sustain to work only for this leadership development 

institute, thus for half of my time I also work for another organization.” 

(Interviewee 6 - Coach) 

 

The last quote highlights that the drive to be free and autonomous is intense. However, it 

must be mentioned that both the firm and the coach would not be able to sustain an 

exclusivity agreement. The firm would have to pay too much on taxes and salaries, and they 

would not be able to provide a constant amount of work, because it changes from time to 

time (Interviewee 9; Interviewee 11; Interviewee 19). 

 

Coaches mainly choose to be part of a coaching firm because it provides them the work and 

access to some clients that they would not reach otherwise. Moreover, the firm handles all 

the sales and marketing part for them, which is an essential work that coaches should take 

care of, but they might not feel comfortable at doing (Interviewee 11). 

Not only coaching firms, but also business schools and consultancy firms work in a similar way; 

they have some coaches on the payroll, who are usually the same professors or consultants, 

and others as external contractors (Interviewee 19, Interviewee 22). Indeed, they cannot 

afford to have all coaches on the payroll, because it is difficult to know what the amount of 

coaching work will be every year (Interviewee 19; Interviewee 20). 

One interviewee (Interviewee 20) explained well the challenges business schools face when 

handling the relationship with the external contractor. Firstly, they need to be consistent in 

the service offered across their different LDPs and MBAs. They need to make sure that all 

students (coachees) receive the same type of coaching. This implies that every coach should 

share the same philosophy or method, although they have different types of background and 

credentials. In addition, for some particular programs, the business school might prefer to 

employ an internal professor as coach, instead of hiring an external contractor. We think that 

this is a signal that the relationship between the external coach and the business school might 

be challenging. So far, coaching in business schools is offered as a small part inside LDPs and 

executive programs (ESMT, 2017; ESADE, 2017; SDA Bocconi, 2017). Therefore, business 
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schools need to understand whether it is more convenient, for such small interventions, to 

call for an external contractor or to employ existing professors as coaches. In making this 

choice, the business school needs to balance the advantages and disadvantages of each 

alternative. 

When the business school hires an external coach, it operates as intermediate between the 

coach and the coachee, and both need to evaluate to which extent it is convenient to work 

together and collaborate (Interviewee 12; Interviewee 20): 

 

“Here we have the issue of brokerage. For instance, how much should a coaching 

program cost for the master student, if we hire external professional coaches? We are 

now discussing it with an important business school in Italy and another one in Spain. 

Thus, we are trying to decide if we can find a win-win solution for everyone, because 

otherwise I would suggest them: “train your own coaches internally!” 

(Interviewee 12 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

When business schools hire external coaches, there is a risk that clients begin the 

development process in the business school, but then they ask the coach for additional 

coaching sessions outside the business school frame: 

 

“This is another critical issue, because we need to set everything inside the business 

school, since it is here that the need arises, and now we are reflecting on this aspect.” 

(Interviewee 20 - Business School and Coach) 

 

In conclusion, we see that the relationship between coaches and firms is a very delicate issue, 

especially because this is an industry where there are no exclusivity agreements but only 

unwritten rules (Interviewee 11). 

 

This paragraph marks the end of the second section. In this second section, we have seen that 

the main drivers that push people to become coaches are intrinsic motivation and personal 

interest, while other providers like consultancy firms or business schools are driven more by 

market concerns. Then, we have observed a lack of regulations and standards in the industry, 

which leads stakeholders to have different perceptions of what the requirements to be a 

coach should be. We have also observed how the lack of regulation blurs the lines between 

the coach and other professions. Moreover, we have found that the promotion of coaches is 

mostly based on networks, and different marketing strategies of up-selling, cross-selling, and 

employer branding are used by bigger providers. Finally, we have found that competitive 

dynamics differ depending on the category to which provider belongs. 
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4.3 Organizational coaching dynamics 

In this third section, we will present our findings on the dynamics occurring in organizations 

when they decide to implement coaching. 

 

A research study conducted in 2011 by the Rule & Rock, shows the different types and 

modalities of coaching in which organizations engage: external coaching for senior leaders, 

internal coaching for senior leaders, external coaching for managers, internal coaching for 

managers, external coaching for employees, internal coaching for employees, external 

coaching for groups, internal coaching for groups, externally delivered coaching skills training 

for employees, internally delivered coaching skills training for employees (Rule & Rock, 2011).  

 

In order to understand how coaching is practiced in organizations, we first ask ourselves why 

they claim that there is a need for coaching. Then we present our findings on three important 

aspects: coaching can target different people, it can be done individually or in groups, and it 

can be delivered either internally or externally. Finally, we will explore other dynamics and 

issues related to the measurement of the impact of LDPs and coaching programs. 

 

4.3.1 Why coaching in organizations 

As organizations increasingly embrace coaching (International Coach Federation, 2016), we 

have looked at the reasons why they do it and why stakeholders think there is a need for 

coaching inside organizations. 

The 2011 research study from the NeuroLeadership Group shows that organizations focus 

their coaching strategy mainly on performance, transition, culture and leadership (Rule & 

Rock, 2011). In particular, some organizations said that they implement coaching to develop 

technical, leadership, and behavioral competences in leaders at all levels, in order to develop 

a coaching style of leadership. Other organizations focus only on the individual development 

of top managers. Most of the organizations asserted that they do coaching to improve the 

performance of key people in the organization, others, others to support employees’ on-the-

job development. Some others answered that they do coaching because they want their 

client-serving people to enhance relationships with clients by using listening and questioning 

skills.  

Another study shows that coaching is used mostly to navigate change (Results Coaching 

Systems, 2017). Most large organizations in the world are undergoing from a handful to 

dozens of major change initiatives at one time, and coaching acts as an accelerator and change 

catalyst, managing the speed of change and smooth transition through change. Our brain 

naturally resists change, but coaches are the ones who can facilitate this process, both on the 

organizational and individual level (Results Coaching Systems, 2017) 

A report delivered by the American Management Association in 2008 displays that the internal 

reasons why organizations use coaching are: improving individual productivity, improving 



60 

 

organizational performance, addressing workplace problems, boosting employee 

engagement, and improving retention rates and recruitment outcomes (American 

Management Association, 2008). This report further shows that rapid changes in global 

business environment are increasing the use of coaching, since “traditional management 

approaches can’t cope with today’s faster-paced business processes” (American Management 

Association, 2008).Coaching is thought to be the “most convenient and flexible way for leaders 

to come up the learning curve quickly enough to handle the competition and speed of global 

business cycles” (American Management Association, 2008).  

Providers of coaching services actively promote such narratives and discourses around 

coaching by producing more and more research that shows how the world is changing and 

how coaching is needed today more than ever before (INSEAD, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2017; Center 

of Creative Leadership, 2017, SDA Bocconi, 2017; ESMT, 2017; International Coach Federation, 

2017; Deloitte Development LLC, 2017). 

 

All the interviews show that providers and organizations perceive that there is a need for 

coaching and leadership mainly for two reasons: first, leaders need to adapt to the continuous 

changes within the organization; secondly, they need to be able to respond better to the high 

complexity. As one of the interviewees explains: 

 

“Transformations are four times more likely to succeed if and when they are 

accompanied by leadership development programs [..] So we came through this with 

the conviction - and the facts supporting our conviction -  that we need to help leaders 

in adjusting their roles if we want a transformation to be successful.” 

(Interviewee 22 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

Nowadays, in organizations it often happens that new people are hired, teams change as well 

as relationships, people do not know their new colleagues, and they need to adapt to changed 

internal and external conditions. Employees are stretched and confused, and coaching is a tool 

to support them in this ever-changing context (Interviewee 17; Interviewee 6). This is 

confirmed by one of the interviewee: 

 

“It is so complex. If you are a manager here, your employees can sit anywhere in the 

world. You cannot just go next door and talk to them. It is a completely different setup 

than was 15 years ago and that requires some skills, so that managers act in a certain 

way. And that may need coaching to understand how to navigate in this to become 

better as leaders, but it so complex.” 

(Interviewee 14 - HR Department) 

 

Coaching is demanded to support employees in managing organizational complexity, and to 

help them reduce the time needed to perform complex tasks and maximize the result. 
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Managers now have to handle more activities that before were assigned to different functions 

of the organization. This leads managers to have more responsibilities than before, also in 

terms of power and decision-making (Interviewee 6; Interviewee 13; Interviewee 14; 

Interviewee 9). 

 

Additionally, one HR responsible interviewed highlights that it is important that leaders need 

to develop as leaders, and in turn help their teams develop (Interviewee 13). Another HR 

responsible further explains the link between individuals’ transformation and organizational 

transformation: 

 

“If you start transforming individuals, you start transforming team, and transforming 

teams you transform an organization. And that’s for me where it starts [..]. I think that 

when we are doing some targeted coaching is around here. Maybe some people [...] 

are not achieving as much as they could, they are not achieving their full potential.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

The quote above shows another reason why coaching is used in organizations, namely to 

achieve the full potential of people. Consistent with this, other interviewees claimed that 

coaching is usually used to develop leaders and high potentials in the organization, and not 

for repairing purposes (Interviewee 9; Interviewee 16). Moreover, organizations are 

understanding that people are a strategic asset, and a source of competitive advantage. 

Therefore, they decide to invest in human development by buying LDPs and coaching 

programs. 

 

“Organizations are understanding more and more how important employees are, 

because they are organizations’ first strategic asset, and the first reason of success - or 

unsuccess - of a business.” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 

 

Finally, it is interesting to note that, when implementing LDPs and coaching programs, MNEs 

face the challenge of balancing the global needs with the locals. This is clarified by the example 

given by one HR responsible: 

 

“Imagine being a leader on a platform, so you are in the middle of the sea North Sea 

and you are accountable for 120 people on that platform, it is a different environment 

than working at the headquarter. It is a different culture, it is a different context, it 

requires…not necessary a different leadership mindset, but it does need a different set 

of skills, I guess.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 
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To try to find a balance between the two conflicting needs, MNEs often design programs on 

the global level, but also allow local divisions to design other programs, catering to their 

specific needs (Interviewee 14; Interviewee 15). 

 

4.3.2 Actors involved the coaching process 

Coaching is an encounter between two people: the coach and the coachee. However, coaching 

in organizations involves at least three actors: the coach, the coachee, and the sponsoring HR 

department or manager (The Coaching China Blog, 2011). 

 

In relation to the coachee, we find that he can be every employee within the company. In most 

of the cases, the coachee is an executive or a member of the C-suite, a leader with team 

responsibilities, or a high-potential employee, in which the company wants to invest 

(American Management Association, 2008). This is because the company believes that when 

the employee is in a junior position technical skills are more needed, while as the resource 

grows business development and leadership skills are more fundamental (Interviewee 16). It 

can also happen that organizations design coaching programs that target employees at any 

level of the hierarchy. This was the case of one of the organizations interviewed (Interviewee 

7; Interviewee 14). This choice comes from the assumption that if employees feel better, they 

will work better, without reflecting their personal problems on the management of the 

organization (Interviewee 7; Interviewee 1). When such coaching programs are implemented, 

it is usually within the frame of internal coaching. Other times it can happen that an 

organization implement one coaching and LDP program for people high in the hierarchy, but 

then, if the need arises, they extend it down to other people: 

 

“We do start with the top team and might touch as many as 2000 people, sometimes 

even more than that, but we usually start at the top. Then we work down [...]. 

Sometimes we stopped at 100, sometimes at 2000, sometimes we stopped also at 

10000, depends on the size of the organization.” 

(Interviewee 22 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

In relation to the sponsor, i.e. the person requesting the coaching or LDP, we find that he can 

be an executive, a team leader, or an HR responsible. The sponsor can participate more or less 

actively in the design and implementation of the program. Most interviewees believe that 

more people within the organization should be included and involved in that:  

 

“Personally, if I go to a company, I would like at least one person from the organization, 

at least one if not more, to be as involved as I am. Equally involved. [...] It doesn’t have 

to be HR, it can be anyone.” 

(Interviewee 18 - Coach and Consultancy Firm) 
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Most of the times, the sponsor of the program is not the decision maker. Thus, he faces the 

challenge of convincing decision makers to approve budget: 

 

“Decision makers are the business people, and HR is very enthusiastic in presenting 

the case, but do poor job at selling it.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 

 

Possible coachees to be included in the programs can be suggested by the sponsor. In other 

cases, employees explicitly ask if they take part in that. In any case, it is extremely important 

that the coachee is committed, responsible, and involved, in order for the program to be 

effective (Interviewee 6; Interviewee 18; Interviewee 10). Unfortunately, it is not always the 

case. Rather, HR might meet individual resistance when proposing coaching programs, both 

coming from people’s unwillingness to open up and from people questioning whether it is a 

good use of time and money: 

 

“I have seen a bit of personal resistance where we have got into some individual 

coaching [...]; “Is this good use of time?”, “Is this good use of money?”, being quite 

resistance because coaching is not about having cozy conversations, coaching can be 

quite challenging, and can be very deep, and some people will prefer not to get into 

that space.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

4.3.3 Individual vs. group coaching 

As the needs of the coachee and the organization differ and change, thus the modality of 

coaching also changes, which can be done either individually for the single employee, or in 

group for teams:  

 

“They satisfy two different needs - often complementary - that produce different 

results. In principle, I can say that individual coaching is more useful when the coachee 

needs to become aware of himself and his potential, as well as his own limits, in order 

to overcome them, to reach a personal goal [...] Team coaching is more useful when 

there is the need to work on an objective shared by the group, and in general every 

time that it feels there is a need to improve the quality of communication and 

relationships.” 

(Interviewee 8 - Coach and Consultancy firm) 

 

Individual coaching is used for the development of the person, and to reach an individual goal. 

Thus, the coachee can usually choose his own area of interest (Interviewee 5). Undoubtedly, 
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the setting is confidential and there is a certain level of intimacy (Interviewee 22; Interviewee 

9; Interviewee 3; Interviewee 4). However, one interviewee points out that, since individual 

coaching involves only the coach and the coachee, one of the main limitation is that the 

interaction can be easily ruined, if the coach is not professional and experienced or the 

coachee is not committed enough. So, the type of interaction established is key to determine 

the success of the session (Interviewee 22). 

 

Team coaching is used for many purposes; accelerate group decision making (Interviewee 9), 

help understanding the team dynamics, and change relationships in terms of how the manager 

sees other employees, and how other employees see the manager (Interviewee 20). It 

emerged that the main advantages are the improvement of relationships and group dynamics, 

and the creation of new knowledge and solutions, through the advice and exchange with peers 

(Interviewee 22; Interviewee 18; Interviewee 13; Interviewee 14). One negative side of being 

in group is that one could wind up to do things that are not relevant for themselves, without 

freedom to decide on the topic of the session (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 5). Moreover, one 

interviewee claims that in team coaching is more difficult to have an impact compared to 

individual coaching, due to the challenge of identifying the critical behavior in the team 

dynamics (Interviewee 21). Another interviewee supports this, suggesting that:  

 

“Even when you work with a team, the real work of the coach is at the individual level, 

[..] you make the difference when you are working with individuals [..]” 

(Interviewee 10 - Coaching firm and Coaching school) 

 

Bearing in mind that individual coaching and team coaching are two different practices, 

which respond to different needs, one element organizations take into consideration is 

price; the first one is more expensive, while the second one is more cost-effective, although 

it requires a more sophisticated professionalism from the coach (Interviewee 18; 

Interviewee 22). 

 

4.3.4 Externally or internally delivered coaching 

Coaching in organizations can be externally or internally delivered. Many different factors 

affect this choice, and each alternative creates specific dynamics, which we will now explore. 

 

In the case of the external coaching, what emerged from our interviews is that organizations 

can purchase either T&D programs, which include coaching, or pure coaching sessions (which 

are not part of a specific T&D program). In the first case, the program is a LDP or a specific 

coaching initiative; it can be delivered by coaching firms, consultancy firms and business 

schools and the target is leaders or high potentials. In the second case, the coaching sessions 

can be delivered by individual self-employed coaches, coaching firms or, less frequently, 
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consultancy firms; the target is usually the executive suite and sometimes also high- potential 

teams who need to achieve a key objective for the organization.  

Purchasing coaching from external providers implies different dynamics and correlated 

advantages and disadvantages, which are somehow related to the “make or buy” decision. 

First, it allows to access the high expertise of the different providers present in the market, 

and the freedom to change provider and choose another one with another approach, every 

time that the needs of the organization change. This is explained by the following quote: 

 

“So, if I take our leadership programme for example, this company… They were using 

as a work-science behind their working. [...] That’s all about leadership state. [...] Some 

companies have a completely different approach. We’ve been engaging with another 

company that approaches cultural change from not mindset and leadership 

behaviours, but around process insistence. [...] So we’ve got a balanced view, because 

we think it’s probably better both.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

Externally delivered coaching brings another advantage, namely to run different coaching 

programs with different providers simultaneously:  

 

“One of the business unit has a different coach, one of the other business unit has a 

different coach, some individuals have different coaches, and I would just like it to be 

more consistent setup. And I would just like it to be more aligned with our culture 

change journey because I think at worst, there is gonna be similarities, but they bound 

some inconsistencies. “ 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

As the quote shows, that might turn into a challenge for the organization, i.e. the issue of 

keeping consistency and alignment between the different coaches. Moreover, externally 

delivered coaching implies that organizations do not have to equip themselves with 

appropriate resources, which would happen if they delivered it internally. At the same time, 

all of our interviewees showed general consensus on the fact that people tend to open up 

more easily with an external coach, rather than with an internal one. Therefore, expertise, 

flexibility and privacy are the major advantages of external coaching. Nevertheless, 

externalization might be costly in terms of money and time, usually more expensive than 

deliver it up internally (Study Result Coaching System). 

In general, external coaching is usually preferred to coach executives (Report AMA). The 

report delivered by the American Management Association mentioned earlier in this chapter 

shows that internal coaches are significantly less likely to work with executives, only 28% of 

respondents saying that executives in their organization used internal coaches frequently 
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(Report AMA). Consistent with this result, Underhill et al. (2007) claim that most of coaching 

provided to C-level executives still tends to come from external coaches. 

 

The second alternative organizations have is to deliver coaching internally. This brings 

different dynamics and other challenges. For example, one interviewee who is the HR 

responsible of a local division of a global MNE decided to deliver coaching internally as a 

response to an externally delivered program. Specifically, she was not satisfied from the global 

LDP purchased by the parent company, which she found too standardized poorly adapted to 

local needs (Interviewee 15). Another HR responsible felt the need to integrate an externally 

delivered training on coaching skills with some internal one, when the external delivery did 

not fully satisfy her (Interviewee 13). However, it can happen that the decision to provide 

coaching internally meets resistance from managers who already have a relationship of trust 

with an external coach, which is often the case of executives: 

 

“I think there would be lot of personal resistance, if you have had a coach for the last 

10 years and you have got a relationship.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

The biggest issues related to the use of internal coaches for C-level executives might come 

from the fact that the internal coach is an employee of the firm, so there would be a matter 

of information sensitivity: 

 

“For a CEO leading a company, I think it would be difficult to use internal coaches for 

that, because they might need to deal with sensitive information […] that should not 

be known internally.” 

(Interviewee 13 - HR Department and Coach) 

 

In addition, since the internal coach and the executive do not have a peer relationship, the 

internal coach could keep from giving objective and unbiased feedback. As Battley (2007) 

suggests, the higher an employee rises in the organization, the more difficult it becomes for 

him to receive “unfiltered” information about performance. Therefore, an outsider might be 

the best choice to address sensitive performance or personality issues. Additionally, an 

external coach can view the situation from a more objective perspective, and handle sensitive 

information with a greater assurance of confidentiality (American Management Association, 

2008). 

From the data collected, it becomes evident that the choice of delivering coaching internally 

depends much on who the coachee is. At this point, we now wonder: who is the coach?  

Consistent with the ICF Global Coaching Study (2016), the data gathered from our interviews 

shows that coaching can be delivered internally by: 
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 a coach professional hired as new employee on the payroll (being coaching his only 

duty); 

 an existing employee, who has received coaching training paid by the company (being 

coaching his only duty); 

 an existing employee, who has received coaching training paid by the company, who 

does coaching as an add-on to his existing role; 

 an existing employee, who by coincidence happens to be accredited as a coach 

practitioner, who does coaching as an add-on to his existing duties; 

 an HR using coaching skills as part of his role; 

 a manager or team leader using coaching skills, after having received coaching skills 

training paid by the company. 

 

The internal coach is hardly ever hired for this role, rather this is usually an add-on to his 

primary job (Interviewee 14; Interviewee 7; Interviewee 15; Results Coaching Systems, 2017). 

It is interesting to note that associations like ICF, while favoring managers using coaching skills 

with employees, strongly oppose managers being employees’ coaches. It is against the ethical 

code, because there would be a conflict of interest (as shown in paragraph 4.3.2). The coach 

should never set objectives for the coachee, and the objectives of the manager might be 

conflicting with the ones of the single employee (Interviewee 9; Interviewee 3). Some 

employees interviewed share this view, claiming that a good coach should not have power 

and look at his own development, and that is something very difficult if the coachee is a 

subordinate (Interviewee 14; Interviewee 7). That is why delivering coaching internally is 

usually done in large organizations, where the internal coaches work across different 

departments or even countries, and do not have a direct interest in the goal of the coachee 

(Interviewee 14; Interviewee 9; Interviewee 12). 

We have identified the following main advantages for organizations, which choose to deliver 

coaching internally; it is cheaper, the coach has more knowledge about the organization, the 

context, and the culture, it is easier to access coaching for employees, and the coach can 

continuously support leaders in developing skills (Interviewee 18; Interviewee 5; Interviewee 

20; Interviewee 13). Nevertheless, employees might be less willing to reveal because they are 

not sure of where it goes (Interviewee 7; Interviewee 18; Interviewee 20; Interviewee 14). 

Moreover, the internal coach has: 

 

“...a perimeter of values, culture, style, point of view, a really deep one, but sometimes 

it is not what is needed.” 

(Interviewee 20 - Business School and Coach) 

 

Other interviewees support this, saying that doing internal coaching only has its limitations, 

and it is important to have also an outside perspective (Interviewee 18; Interviewee 17). 

Sometimes a big company tends to become too autocentric, because it tends to refer only to 
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internal resources (Interviewee 14), but in this way they miss the external perspective, which 

nurtures and complements the process (Interviewee 15). 

 

As a matter of fact, the interests within the organization can be very divergent. Sometimes 

managers perceive internal coaching as irritating because they feel that employees are 

wasting their time from their primary job (Interviewee 7), but at the same time HR or 

managers can see the external coaches annoying as well: 

 

“...because the external consultant is a pain in the ass who comes to tell you what to 

do, and I already know what I have to do. Anyhow, he disturbs the balance I have 

created, and I would not like to be troubled. [..] There is always an internal resistance 

within the firm, which it is totally understandable.” 

(Interviewee 1 - Coach) 

 

Moreover, some think coaching should be embedded in specific HR roles (Interviewee 17), 

while others think that HR are too busy to handle coaching sessions (Interviewee 6).  

 

To conclude, one interviewee well explained why he thinks internal coaching is not effective 

at the moment. The reason lies in the fact that he sees organizations investing very little in 

that: 

 

“They have great expectations but they do not really put money on the table. So they 

want really limited type of interventions, hoping that it is gonna transform the culture 

of the organization, which is never gonna happen.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 

 

On the contrary, transforming the culture should go beyond a mere job add-on to an existing 

or new employee, it requires a much deeper investment in terms of cultural transformation 

(Interviewee 11). It follows that organizations need to really understand and ask themselves 

why they want to have a coaching culture, and what it truly means to them:  

 

“A lot of marketing can been found on the internet on why they should that. But then 

they take it for granted, and they don’t really do the necessary step of really making 

sense of “why in our organizations we need to have coaching, and what does coaching 

mean to us, and what we do we expect in terms of long-term results.” They do not do 

that. So, because they don’t do that, they just take one model, like the GROW model or 

any other model that is available on the market, they train small or large community 

of people, and they’re hoping actually that is gonna change anything. But it doesn’t.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 
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Finally, our data shows that, no matter if coaching is delivered internally or externally, 

organizations might need to call for an external provider in any case; for sure in the case of 

external coaching, but also for training of internal coaches. Therefore, they will face the 

challenge of choosing the right provider in both cases. 

 

4.3.5 Choice of provider 

Most of the research looks at how the choice of the coach is made, examining the 

requirements that a coach should have (Stevens 2004; McLeod, 2003; Knight 2008; Sabock, 

2011). As analyzed in paragraph 4.2.2, we observed that due to lack of professionalization, 

there are no standard requirements. Therefore, in this paragraph we analyze the factors that 

influence the company in favoring certain requirements when choosing a coach, being him an 

individual self-employed coach or a provider like a coaching firm, a business school, or a 

consultancy firm. 

 

According to Banning (1997) and Smith (1963), a company’s HR department, a supervisor, or 

a friend are among the most common ways of finding a coach. Banning (1997) lists three 

important criteria in selecting a coach: trustworthiness, compatible chemistry, and solid 

reputation. The same clearly emerges from most of our interviews; both the HR’s and 

managers’ choices depend mostly on word-of-mouth, network, and cooptation (Interviewee 

15; Interviewee 12; Interviewee 18; Interviewee 3; Interviewee 14; Interviewee 17). In relation 

to this, an interviewee highlighted how personal reputation is key for coaches in order to work 

more, and in more companies (Interviewee 6). The reason behind this is that, being coaching 

an encounter between people, subjective factors such as trust and a shared view are 

fundamental for the company and the coachee (Interviewee 13). In relation to this, another 

crucial factor to take into consideration is the fit with the coachee. In most cases, there is a 

first selection, in which the HR and the provider select together a pool of possible coaches 

(Interviewee 11). A second selection follows, through chemistry meetings or similar, in order 

to match the coach and the coachee, depending on the fit (Interviewee 16). As one 

interviewee explains: 

 

“We present possible solutions, then the coachee choses, he does not care if he is a 

consultant or not.” 

(Interviewee 21 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

The fit create strong bonds that last over the the assignment of the coach in that specific 

company. In fact, it often happens that when the coachee moves to a new company, he will 

strongly recommend and influence the new company toward the choice of that specific coach: 

 



70 

 

“When they [executives] moved companies, they recommended that coach, and they 

took him with them, and then when they moved here, they recommended that coach 

and they took him with them.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

This is especially true if the coachee is particular influent in the company, e.g. an executive. In 

one interview we found a good example of the dynamics behind the executive's choice of the 

coach. An executive gets to know a consultant through his network, and they end up in an 

informal conversation; if the executive is positively impressed by this consultant and bonds 

are created, the executive will call that specific consultant when he will need to design and 

implement a LDP or coaching program, even if he is not a professional coach (Interviewee 21). 

 

We have found that larger organizations often have a pool of loyal providers (Interviewee 16, 

Interviewee 15), that are already familiar with the organization’s culture and can better adapt 

to the needs of the company: 

 

“As you might know, when coachees are our managing partners, it happens that we 

cannot stick to scheduled meetings. We often need to reschedule, and the provider 

needs to understand, he cannot get impatient, because that’s how it is.” 

(Interviewee 16 - HR Department) 

 

In support of this, an interviewee emphasized that cultural awareness and adaptability are 

important requirements for a coach, and essential to understand managers, who need to 

reschedule sessions or maybe suspend the coaching process for few weeks, given their 

working life (Interviewee 10). 

 

In the report from the American Management Association (2008), 68% of respondents 

selected business experience as the main requirement to choose a coach in an organization, 

and Underhill, McAnally, & Koriath (2007) claims that the same happens when leaders have 

to choose the coach. Moreover, as Leedham (2005) discusses, another relevant factor is the 

evidence of having done similar work previously. We found the same evidence in this quote: 

 

“These are people that have relevant business background, so they were managers 

before, they were consultants before, then they left and they took a coaching education 

or training and serve for 3-4 years as coaches. The reason we do that is that we do not 

want people that have “label” idea about the issues that our clients have.” 

(Interviewee 22 - Consultancy Firm) 

 

However, in relation to the specialization of the coach, there is a big ongoing debate in the 

industry on whether business acumen and industry knowledge are needed or not: 
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“That’s the big debate in the industry. Some people say, in particular the federations: 

“We are coaching human beings, we do not coach people from a specific industry”. I’d 

argue that this is bullshit to me, because frankly I’ve seen many amazing coaches 

coming from, I don’t know, the automation industry for instance, going to the European 

Commission to coach high representatives, and failing because they did not get an 

understanding of that industry dynamics, and the cultural match etc.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 

 

On the contrary, another interviewee says:  

 

“We are not paying them to understand the technicalities of the business, we are 

paying them to coach our leadership behaviors and styles, and how to maximize the 

efficiency of how we work together. I think it is really important that they understand 

the context, that they understand a bit about the business, a bit about our customers, 

but that is not what coaching is all about.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

At the same time, other interviewees claim that seniority is an important requirement, 

especially for the employees at high levels of the organizational hierarchy. This is because 

executives want a coach whom they can identify with (Interviewee 3), otherwise they would 

not be able to understand the challenges of a top executive (Interviewee 11). Anyhow, this 

leads organization to pay less attention to the cost of that coach and his accreditations 

(Interviewee 16). As emerged by our interviewees, and as Leedham (2005) discusses, cost 

effectiveness and qualifications (including membership of professional bodies) are the last in 

the selection criteria in the order of perceived importance to the purchaser. As one 

interviewee further points out, when the coach brings to light his accreditations to the client, 

the client appreciates those, but it was not a selection criterion before (Interviewee 3). 

From our interviews, it emerged that the brand of the coaching provider might play a key role 

in the selection process: 

 

“You would have a perception of a company like McKinsey, how they are good, they 

are professional, they are expensive.” 

(Interviewee 14 - HR Department) 

 

This is especially true for those organizations that have a strong brand reputation themselves, 

like the following quote explains: 

 

“He [the coachee] googles the coach, and he asks: ‘But who is this?’” 

(Interviewee 16 - HR Department) 
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At the same time, the brand plays a key role in the choice when organizations sponsor 

managers to attend open programs. In this case, companies will probably prefer providers 

such as CCL, McKinsey Academy or SDA Bocconi, where the name has something itself. This is 

confirmed by one business school interviewed, who acknowledged that companies choose 

them especially because of their brand (Interviewee 20). 

 

Nevertheless, one interesting thing that came up from one interview is that medium-sized 

organizations might have the perception that big-branded providers are not very interested 

in tailoring programs for them (Interviewee 13). 

 

4.3.6 Measurement 

Measuring the impact of coaching is acknowledged as one of the biggest challenge for both 

organizations and providers of coaching, because no one can find an effective way to measure 

the impact of such programs (Feldman & Lankau, 2005). This is clear from the following 

quotes:  

 

“How do you measure that? This is the million-dollar question.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

“If you find someone that has a good way to measure results, please let me know.” 

(Interviewee 6 - Coach) 

 

It becomes even more difficult for providers to check effectiveness, since companies often do 

not really measure the impact (Interviewee 7) and give appropriate feedback to providers 

(Interviewee 18). Rather, instead of talking about numbers and KPIs, organizations talk about 

the changed atmosphere in the company, the improved relationships, and the general 

satisfaction perceived by coachees. All these things are impossible to measure quantitatively: 

 

“I won’t be able to measure this at all. But the energy in that room, the mindset, the 

way that people approached them, the level of collaboration was completely different 

to what it would have been six months ago. The way that people received some quite 

interesting perspectives on engagement, on culture, it was so different.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

Therefore, the person who really perceives the impact is the coachee, and yet it is difficult for 

him to assess the real effectiveness of coaching (Interviewee 21). Thus, for organizations it is 

even more for difficult, and they often choose not to include coaching within LDPs, because it 
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is difficult to assess whether and to which extent the coaching sessions are effective 

(Interviewee 21). 

 

However, our interviews show that providers are restlessly trying to find an appropriate 

measurement. It is sufficient to google the sentence “how to measure coaching”, and more 

than 4.900.000 results will come up immediately. 

So far, the most used is the Kirkpatrick model (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006), which 

describes the four levels of assessment of any training and development model, but is is still 

too generic and not specific for coaching. For this reason, other providers have come up with 

their own model of measurement, like the “Coachability Model” by Korn Ferry, which includes 

a particular coachability scale, the “Coaching Assessment Model” by Giovanna Giuffredi, and 

so on (Korn ferry, 2017; Giuffredi, 2016; Bernard, 2006; Learning Forward, 2017). 

 

This paragraph marks the end of the third section. In this section, we have found that coaching 

in organizations is mainly done to face the continuous changes, and to develop leaders. 

Secondly, we have observed that there is a triangulation in the coaching process, and different 

interests are at play. Moreover, we have noticed that coaching in organizations is done 

individually or in group, according to the different needs and goals. Furthermore, we have 

seen that coaching can be externally or internally delivered with the help of different types of 

providers. Finally, we have found that, as there is a lack of universal definition, there is also a 

lack of universal means of measuring the effectiveness of coaching. 

 

4.4 Key takeaways 

In this chapter, we have presented the empirical findings from our research, divided in three 

main sections: coaching industry, coaching industry dynamics, and organizational coaching 

dynamics.  

In the first section, we have found that coaching is an encounter between people, and there 

is no universal agreed definition of it. Then, we have observed that coaching is both a 

technique and a service, and that it can be packed and sold in many different ways. Finally, we 

have looked at the different stakeholders that are involved in both the demand and the supply 

side of the industry. 

In the second section, we have seen that the main drivers that push people to become coaches 

are intrinsic motivation and personal interest, while other providers like consultancy firms or 

business schools are driven more by market concerns. Then, we have observed a lack of 

regulations and standards in the industry, which leads stakeholders to have different 

perceptions of what the requirements to be a coach should be. We have also observed how 

the lack of regulation blurs the lines between the coach and other professions. Moreover, we 

have found that the promotion of coaches is mostly based on networks, and different 

marketing strategies of up-selling, cross-selling, and employer branding are used. Finally, we 
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have found that competitive dynamics differ depending on the category to which provider 

belongs. 

In the third section, we have found that coaching in organizations is mainly done to face the 

continuous changes, and to develop leaders. Secondly, we have observed that there is a 

triangulation in the coaching process, and different interests are at play. Moreover, we have 

noticed that coaching in organizations is done individually or in group, according to the 

different needs and goals. Furthermore, we have seen that coaching can be externally or 

internally delivered with the help of different types of providers. Finally, we have found that, 

as there is a lack of universal definition, there is also a lack of universal means of measuring 

the effectiveness of coaching. 

 

To conclude, our empirical findings have explained how the interplay of various stakeholders 

define and construct the nature of coaching itself. This is in line with our claim that the 

production of coaching results from the interaction of various stakeholders in the industry, as 

we have exposed it in the literature chapter. 

Moreover, these findings are also crucial to support our argument that the production of 

coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process, because they are the starting point to build 

a discussion on the ambiguities of the coaching industry, which will be done in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 

In this chapter, we will analyze and discuss our empirical findings in order to support our 

argument that the production of coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process, since 

stakeholders in the industry have both an interest in clarity and ambiguity at the same time. 

We consider as stakeholders all the actors involved in both the supply and demand side of the 

industry, as we have explained in the previous chapter. We argue that all these stakeholders 

interact in ways that define and construct the nature of coaching itself, both as a 

developmental practice or technique and as an industry. 

 

This chapter aims at analyzing the ambiguity at the heart of coaching, in order to support our 

argument that the production of coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process. In chapter 

3, we have uncovered the reasons why ambiguity is at the heart of coaching, as it emerged 

from the current literature: 

 

1. Coaching is ambiguous because it is a relational encounter and it is based on the 

spoken words, which renders it a vehicle of meaning (Bruner, 1998). This means that 

people can attach different meanings and interpretations to it (Garvey, Meggison, & 

Stokes, 2009), generating ambiguity. 

2. Coaching is ambiguous because of the lack of a single, recognized authority that set 

standards and regulate the industry (Renton, 2009). This causes ambiguity.  

3. Coaching is ambiguous because of its strong ties to leadership (Guthey, Clark, & 

Jackson, 2009). Leadership is characterized by a high level of ambiguity (Guthey, Clark, 

& Jackson, 2009; Pfeffer 1977), and coaching, being part of the leadership industries, 

ultimately inherits this ambiguity (Guthey, Clark, & Jackson, 2009). 

4. Coaching is ambiguous because coaching firms can inherit the ambiguity at the core of 

knowledge-intensive firms (Alvesson, 1993). 

 

We find that these causes generate not only one fundamental ambiguity, but rather multiple 

overlapping ambiguities and blurred lines, which we will now discuss. 

 

5.1 Ambiguity 1: need for coaching 

The first ambiguity that emerges from our empirical findings is the ambiguity around the real 

need for coaching in organizations. 

 

Our primary and secondary data shows that organizations implement coaching for different 

reasons. It is mostly done for employees’ development purposes, in particular to develop 

technical, leadership, behavioral competences, and improve performance; but the main 

reason appears to be related to complexity, transformations, and change management (Rule 
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& Rock, 2011; Results Coaching Systems, 2017; American Management Association, 2008). 

Coaching is seen as an accelerating and facilitating tool that help managers and employees 

adapt quickly to new processes, more frenetic pace, higher complexity, and changed business 

environment (Interviewee 13; Interviewee 17; Interviewee 7; Interviewee 9). Providers of 

coaching actively promote narratives and discourses around coaching by sponsoring research 

and producing data on the usefulness of coaching for navigating today’s frenetic world 

(INSEAD, 2017; Korn Ferry, 2017; Center of Creative Leadership, 2017, SDA Bocconi, 2017; 

ESMT, 2017; International Coach Federation, 2017; Deloitte Development LLC, 2017). Client 

organizations seem to agree with that, since all the ones we have interviewed perceive that 

there is a need for coaching because both leaders and employees need to adapt to the 

continuous changes and higher complexity. They often associate this need for coaching with 

the broader contemporary high need for leadership. However, leadership scholars are 

beginning to question why so many people claim that today the world needs leadership more 

than ever before; after all, contemporary challenges are not necessarily more complex, and 

do not require higher levels of leadership than historical changes like the industrial revolution 

or the world wars (Guthey, work in progress). As we mentioned in the introduction chapter of 

our thesis, the relative frequency of the term “coaching” has increased exponentially since the 

1970s. Therefore, it makes sense for us to ask if today the need for coaching is really higher 

than it was yesterday. We argue that the concept of coaching is being shaped and influenced 

by the interaction of various stakeholders. Therefore, we acknowledge that providers of 

coaching (especially the bigger ones) play an active role in promoting a need for coaching in 

those terms. We wonder if and to what extent organizations’ perceptions and impressions are 

managed by providers’ peculiar use of research as discourse to legitimize the need for 

coaching (Goffman, 1969). It emerged from our primary data that organizations maybe do not 

fully understand why they want to implement coaching and what it means for them: 

 

“A lot of marketing can been found on the internet on why they should that. But then 

they take it for granted, and they don’t really do the necessary step of really making 

sense of “why in our organizations we need to have coaching, and what does coaching 

mean to us, and what we do we expect in terms of long-term results.” They do not do 

that. So, because they don’t do that, they just take one model, like the GROW model or 

any other model that is available on the market, they train small or large community 

of people, and they’re hoping actually that is gonna change anything. But it doesn’t.” 

(Interviewee 11 - Leadership development institute) 

 

Therefore, we observe a first ambiguity over the real need for coaching in organizations. Why 

do they perceive coaching as being the right tool to solve contemporary challenges? Why 

precisely coaching and not another tool? What preconceptions do they bring in their 

understanding of why coaching is really needed, and to what extent are these influenced 

directly or indirectly by providers or by management fashions (Guthey, work in progress)? 
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These are all open-ended questions with no clear answers. On the contrary, answers would 

be subjected to multiple interpretations according to different perceptions, and that is what 

creates ambiguity on whether there is a real need for coaching and what this need is about. 

 

5.2 Ambiguity 2: measurement 

The fact that coaching is essentially an encounter between people generate another ambiguity 

over the measurement of it; how do you measure the outcome of a relationship? 

 

“How do you measure that? This is the million-dollar question. [...] I won’t be able to 

measure this at all.” 

(Interviewee 17 - HR Department) 

 

That is probably the reason why there is no uniform criterion for evaluating coaching (Ely, et 

al., 2010).  

Measuring the impact of coaching is acknowledged as one of the biggest challenge for both 

organizations and providers of coaching, because no one can find an effective way to measure 

the impact of such programs (Feldman & Lankau, 2005).  

In the case of providers, that constitutes a threat to the very legitimacy of coaching as a 

practice; and it is also a challenge for organizations’ stakeholders who want to get the budget 

for coaching approved by decision makers, and for this reason need to prove the positive 

impact of coaching on the organization. This may prove difficult, since there is a blurred line 

between the real and perceived impact of coaching; organizations universally agree on the 

changed atmosphere in the company, the improved relationships, and the general satisfaction 

perceived by coachees after the implementation of a coaching program, but they are unable 

to provide an unequivocal measurement of the impact because of the lack of universal 

standard measurements. If stakeholders, who want to implement coaching programs in the 

organization, manage to demonstrate an objective measurement of impact, it will be easier 

for them to sell those programs to decision makers (Interviewee 11; Interviewee 17). 

Therefore, those stakeholders in the organizations indirectly push the supply side of the 

industry toward the definition of specific measurement frameworks.  

Indeed, our primary data shows that providers are restlessly trying to find an appropriate 

model of measurement. What is interesting is that they are not only looking among existing 

evaluation models, but they are also coming up with their own models of measurement and 

evaluation (Korn Ferry, 2017; Giuffredi, 2016; Bernard, 2006; Learning Forward, 2017). This 

allows them to use a model of evaluation that cater specifically to their programs and services 

offered.  
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Therefore, even though the ambiguity over the correct evaluation and measurement of 

coaching generates a challenge, it seems that providers have managed to shape it and turn it 

into the opportunity to legitimize their services offered, and into the broader opportunity to 

legitimize coaching as a service. This in turn gives organizational stakeholders the opportunity 

to legitimize coaching in front of decision makers. 

 

5.3 Ambiguity 3: nature of the coaching practice 

The third ambiguity we have found is probably the most important one, as it relates to the 

very nature of the coaching practice.  

 

As shown in the literature chapter, coaching lacks a universally agreed definition. Starting from 

the 1970s, researchers and coaching associations have elaborated different definitions and 

conceptualizations of coaching. Each of these somehow complements the others, but with an 

emphasis on different aspects from time to time, like potential, performance, skills, or 

personal development. By looking at all the different conceptualizations, it becomes clear that 

coaching is not only a service, but it is also a technique that can be used for other activities. 

This leads to the proliferation of a series of services that are offered under the umbrella of 

“coaching”, which it actually consists of very heterogeneous practices. 

Before looking at all those different coaching practices, it is important to understand what the 

“coaching technique” is about. 

 

As it becomes evident from both our primary and secondary data, coaching is a technique that 

can be applied to many types of activities, also related to everyday life (Interviewee 14), as 

long as they imply a relational encounter between people. This technique consists of the 

application of a series of multiple techniques at the same time. The first (and most prominent) 

one is the maieutic technique of asking powerful questions to stimulate answers in the person 

(coachee), without any type of external intervention (Interviewee 4; Interviewee 8; 

Interviewee 9). In addition to this, other techniques are applied; specific use of rhetoric, 

particular techniques of knowledge creation, and ad-hoc models on how to manage the 

relational encounter. 

 

The fact that coaching is both a service and a technique generates high ambiguity, since the 

lines between coaching and these practices become much blurred. It constitutes a challenge 

for providers, who struggle to differentiate themselves in the market. To solve this challenge, 

coaching associations are trying to explain the differences between coaching and other 

practices, hoping to clarify the ambiguity once and for all (International Coach Federation, 

2017). However, providers seem to have made a strategic use of this ambiguity (Eisenberg, 

1984; Alvesson, 1993; Jarzabkowski, Sillince, & Shaw, 2009), by transforming it into the 
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opportunity to broaden their range of offerings (see Table 2 for an overview of all the offerings 

and related providers).   

 

We now discuss this dynamic in greater detail.  

On one side, providers offer the traditional one-to-one (coach-coachee) coaching 

conversations, which are aimed at helping the coachee to reach a certain goal; this is what ICF 

associates identify as “pure” coaching” (Interviewee 9). Providers also offer all kind of 

products directly related to this “pure” coaching conversation, like books and tools on how to 

conduct the session, memberships, qualifications, credentials, and education for coach 

professionals in the form of specific training courses. 

On the other side, providers exploit the blurred lines in order to extend their offering to a 

series of “not pure” coaching services that can be done with a coaching technique, even when 

they are not strictly related to “pure” coaching. These services mostly relate to trainings. 

Trainings can be done on various personal and work-related skills. Our primary and secondary 

data demonstrates that organizations increasingly ask for such trainings. They might prefer 

not to call a trainer and to call a coach instead, specifically for his peculiar technique of co-

creation of knowledge (Interviewee 3). However, since today teachers and trainers 

increasingly use a new experiential, inside-out type of training, which resemble the coaching 

technique, it is very difficult to draw a clear line between classical training and “coaching” 

training. 

 

From what has been discussed so far, it becomes evident that the ambiguity over the nature 

of coaching (service and technique) is both a challenge and an opportunity for coaching 

providers, who react differently to it; associations try to clarify the blurred lines with other 

practice, while other providers welcome a higher degree of vagueness in the definition of 

coaching to extend their service offerings. 

 

The lack of a universal definition of coaching generates further ambiguity, because it is not 

clear on which areas coaching can be applied. Moreover, every time coaching is used in a new 

area, a new label is created, to the point that potentially a new label exists for every goal a 

client wants to achieve. Our data shows that there is an infinite list of possible labels, like life 

coaching, wellness coaching, spiritual coaching, personal coaching, family coaching, 

relationship coaching, sport coaching, mental coaching, power coaching, performance 

coaching, skills coaching, career coaching, business coaching, corporate coaching, executive 

coaching, leadership coaching, newly-assigned-leader coaching, high-potential or 

developmental coaching, feedback coaching, agile coaching, behavioral coaching, legacy 

coaching, succession coaching, and so on (Interviewee 11; Interviewee 9; Brefi Group Limited, 

2017; Institute of Organization Development, 2016).  In practice, it is not clear where one type 

ends and the other begins. For example, during a business coaching session one might end up 

talking about life issues; vice versa, during a life coaching session another one might end up 
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talking about work-related issues, and so on. But again, the use of multiple labels generates 

confusion in clients, who might struggle to navigate such multiple configurations. Then why 

so many labels? The spur of new label clearly creates new market opportunities for provider. 

They can target a niche of clients, differentiate themselves from others, and persuade 

consumers that its offering is rich and diverse. Again, it becomes clear how ambiguity might 

have both positive and negative effects. 

 

To conclude, we have discussed that the term “coaching” is an umbrella which includes 

different practices, and lines between all these practices are blurred, generating ambiguity. 

Further ambiguity concerns the nature and multiple labels of coaching. 

Different questions arise. What is coaching? What is a coaching service? When organizations 

claim they need coaching, what do they need exactly? When providers claim they offer 

coaching, what do they offer exactly? What are the difference between the various types of 

coaching? 

Again, there are no clear answers to these questions. What is clear is that coaching is a 

buzzword, but no one has a clear understanding of what coaching is. Despite providers might 

benefit from it, that might generate confusion in the broader audience. 

That is why all coaching associations are trying to clarify the boundaries of coaching by 

providing precise definitions. Nevertheless, the net effect of so many attempts to define 

coaching end up generating even more ambiguity, because every association provides a 

different definition that carries a specific understanding of it, which does not necessarily line 

up with the others. 

 

5.4 Ambiguity 4: competitive dynamics 

In the literature chapter, we have observed that many authors have highlighted coaching’s 

close ties to leadership, especially when coaching is done in organizations, where it is main 

purpose is leadership development (Feldman, 2001; Douglas & Morley, 2000; Kilburg, 1996; 

Peterson & Hicks, 1999; Witherspoon & White, 1997; Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck, 2000); Day, 

2000; Guthey, work in progress). In this case, stakeholders mostly referred to it as “leadership 

coaching” (Ting & Hart, 2004; Lee, 2003; Blackman, 2006; Schlosser, Steinbrenner, Kumata, & 

Hunt, 2006). It becomes evident that the two competitive arenas of coaching and leadership 

development intersect each other. 

Table 2 presented in chapter 4 clearly shows that the majority of players who operate in the 

coaching industry also offer services related to leadership. Therefore, the lines between the 

two arenas become blurred in a way that it is not clear when providers compete in one arena 

or in the other. These blurred lines generate ambiguity over the relative competitive 

dynamics.  
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From our primary and secondary data gathering, it emerged that this ambiguity can both 

constitute a challenge and an opportunity for stakeholders in the industry.   

It is a challenge because it might generate a poor appreciation of the competitive landscape 

and potential threats of new entrants. Indeed, players who operate already in the leadership 

development arena can easily enter the coaching arena, because of the absence of entry 

barriers. That is the case of business schools and leadership development institutes, who 

traditionally compete in the leadership development arena by offering MBAs and leadership 

development programs, but have also started to compete in the coaching arena by adding 

coaching to their programs (INSEAD, 2017; London Business School, 2017; SDA Bocconi, 2017; 

Center for Creative Leadership, 2017). 

Nevertheless, low entry barriers are also an opportunity, since players can easily switch from 

one arena to the other, broadening their offerings and satisfying more clients’ needs. New 

players somehow benefit from the ambiguity; the ones who did not offer coaching 

traditionally are now legitimizing themselves as coaching providers. And that goes not only for 

business schools that compete in the leadership development realm. Also players who did not 

compete on leadership traditionally are benefiting from ambiguity. One example is the case 

of consultancy firms. They have recently started to offer leadership development solutions 

linked to broader transformations and change management intervention; by doing this, they 

have also started to provide coaching within those interventions, enriching the worth of their 

supply. 

 

By looking at dynamics in business schools and consultancy firms, we further observe how 

competitive dynamics are ambiguous. In those cases, business schools and consultancies often 

act as brokers between the coach and the client, which blurs the lines between collaboration 

and competition between individual coaches and larger firms. Our data shows that in most 

cases business schools, consultancies, and leadership development institutes offer coaching 

by hiring coaches as external contractors, and “reselling” them to clients. In this way, they 

have the advantage of being able to satisfy clients’ needs without having too many coaches 

on their payroll, which would not be economically sustainable. On the other side, coaches 

benefit from it because firms take care of all the sales part for them, and provide them work 

with prestigious clients, but at the same time they are not bound by any exclusivity agreement 

and can keep their freedom. 

 

Keeping their freedom is an essential element for coaches’ process of identity construction. 

As shown in the literature chapter, identities are not pre-existing, but they are socially 

constructed through relations with other, and the people have an active role in this process 

by relentlessly shaping their identities (Alvesson, 2010). Because of all their different 

identities, players in the industry perceive collaboration and competition in different ways, as 

both our primary and secondary data show. We have found that the specific use of language, 
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narratives and discourse by each category of players reflect their processes of identity 

construction. 

 

Starting from individual coaches, they often frame their job as a mission to change people’s 

lives (Interviewee 2; Interviewee 3; Interviewee 4). This leads them to feel less the 

competition, have a poor appreciation of the competitive landscape, and have a tendency to 

collaborate more (Interviewee 1; Interviewee 2; Interviewee 3; Interviewee 4; Interviewee 5; 

Interviewee 9; Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, & Stilin, 2005). 

In relation to business schools, they frame their identity as being the best qualified providers 

of business and executive education, which they stress a lot to continuous use of rankings 

(Interviewee 20; SDA Bocconi, 2017; INSEAD, 2017; London Business School, 2017). Consistent 

with this, they seem to feel more the competition and collaborate only if they want to increase 

the worth of a particular program.  

Regarding leadership development institutes, their peculiar use of discourse contributes to 

construct their identity as best qualified providers of leadership development solutions 

(Interviewee 11; Center for Creative Leadership, 2017; Development Dimensions 

International, Inc., 2017). Therefore, they seem to feel more the competition, and they seem 

not to be proactive on collaboration, rather they collaborate only if it become necessary for 

market reasons (Interviewee 11). 

For what concerns consultancy firms, their identity construction revolves around consultants’ 

ego of being skilled experts who give precious advices (Interviewee 21, Interviewee 22; Korn 

Ferry, 2017; McKinsey & Company, 2017). Consistently, consultancies tend to feel more the 

competition, and collaborate with others only if it is necessary, for example if clients explicitly 

ask for it (Interviewee 22). 

Regarding coaching firms, we did not find a clear pattern if how they construct their identity. 

Our perception is that, because of their structure of few partners and a loose network of 

coaches, the single identity of the coach (“I”) is stronger than the collective identity of the firm 

(“we”). Therefore, they collaborate or compete depending on the when the “I” or “we” is 

stronger. 

 

From the discussion elaborated so far, different processes of identity construction further blur 

the the lines between collaboration and competition, because players shape and reshape 

competitive dynamics in different ways that adapt best to their identities.  

 

5.5 Ambiguity 5: who provides coaching 

Finally, we have identified a very important ambiguity over who provides coaching, which is 

manifested through multiple blurred lines that we now examine. 
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Throughout chapters 3 and 4, we have shown that the coaching industry lacks regulations over 

accreditations and credentials, formal requirements to become a coach, formally authorized 

educational bodies like schools or universities, public registers, and any other type of legal 

requirements. Moreover, in paragraph 5.3 we have pointed out at the ambiguity and 

confusion over the different coaching practices.  

These two occurrences cause a blurred line between coaches and other professions. As 

coaching overlaps with other practices like therapy, counseling, consulting, mentoring, and 

training, coaches are often confused with therapists, counselors, consultants, mentors, and 

trainers (International Coach Federation, 2017; Giuffredi, 2016). That constitutes a very big 

challenges for coaches, who struggle to differentiate themselves in the market. For this 

reasons, coaching associations are trying to promote a correct understanding of what a coach 

does and does not, defining the boundaries of coaching in relation to other professions.  

However, both individual coaches and other coaching providers seem to benefit from the 

ambiguity, which they have turned into an opportunity. Individual coaches might appreciate 

the ambiguity, taking the flexibility and freedom to offer multiple services at the same time, 

and promote themselves in multiple ways, as the results from the study of Rasmussen & 

Bollerup-Jensen (2011) demonstrates. During our data gathering, we came across tones of 

different coaches who promote themselves both as coaches and either therapists, counselors, 

mentors or consultants at the same time. By the same token, coaching firms often promote 

themselves as consultancy firms (Oltriamo, 2017; No Stop Evolution, 2017). One interesting 

thing emerged from one interview; one consultant admitted to use sometimes coaching 

techniques in his daily work, but he did not want to be associated at all with the profession of 

the coach (“I am not a coach”). In this way, he defined himself in opposition to what he is not 

and he does not want to become (Carroll & Levy, 2008; Musson & Duberely, 2006; Sveningsson 

& Larsson, 2006). Conversely, when coaches promote themselves, they care very much about 

displaying all their additional titles (therapist, counselors, and so on). This is quite interesting, 

as it reflects that coaches struggle to prove their worth and knowledge compared to other 

workers (Alvesson, 1993), and therefore they might use titles to increase their perceived 

professionalization. 

 

One could think that client organizations are confused on what a coach does and does not. 

We do not know whether this is the case or not, since we have no evidence of it. What we 

have is seen is that they do not seem to care that much of such differences; they want to hire 

someone who helps them reach a certain goal, and they do not really care whether he is a 

consultant or a coach (Interviewee 21). Rather, stakeholders in the organization exploit the 

blurred lines by pushing toward the choice of a certain provider they trust particularly, even if 

he is not a coach.  

 

The above mentioned lack of regulations in the coaching industry does generate a lot of 

ambiguity also on the requirements to be a coach. The are no objective requirements, rather 
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subjective perceptions on what the requirements should be, which generates confusion and 

ambiguity.  

As we have seen in the literature chapter, some authors have tried to provide a list of 

requirements by putting together all the different opinions, but it resulted in such a long list 

that is is not possible to identify some “core” elements (Stevens, 2004; McLeod, 2003; Knight 

2008; Sabock, 2011).  

Our primary data research confirmed this outcome. We have looked into what are the 

perceived requirements of the coach from both the perspective of providers and client 

organizations. Despite the lack of objective requirements, some patterns emerged. Both 

providers and organizations indicated that at a bare minimum a coach should have undergone 

a formal training or education, and should possess relevant degrees and qualifications. Then, 

what makes a good coach is life experience and certain personality traits, which we have listed 

in paragraph 4.2.2. On the contrary, no clear pattern has emerged from our data on the 

importance of business acumen and industry knowledge of the coach when coaching 

executives and managers, which reflect the big ongoing debate in the industry. Some think 

that a good coach may fail an assignment if he lacks industry-specific knowledge (Interviewee 

11), while others think that technicalities of the business are not essential for a coach 

(Interviewee 17).  

At a first sight, these seem to be only two different opinions. In reality, we observe that they 

reflect a different understanding of the coaching practice and of what coaching should entail. 

If we stick to the definition of “pure” coaching, it is about asking powerful questions to 

stimulate answers in the coachee. Therefore, answers should come from within the coachee, 

without any interference of the coach. Instead, if executives ask for a coach with knowledge 

of the industry and business acumen, it means that what they are really looking for is an 

external advice on delicate issues. This reflects their understanding of coaching not as a tool 

to reach an objective but as a support that can provide advices.  

Therefore, we deduce from this that both the understanding of coaching as a practice and the 

requirements of the coach can change considerably depending on who is the coachee in the 

organization, and this in turn influences the way coaching is delivered. Every coachee will push 

toward a solution that cater best to his personal understanding and needs. That becomes clear 

in the example of executive coaching. Our data shows that executives tend to prefer a coach 

with whom they can identify, a person who has a certain degree of business acumen and 

experience in a senior position. That is also why they tend to prefer to have personal coach 

with whom they can have individual sessions, instead of taking part in larger programs 

implemented in the organization that targets employees at all levels. This is influenced by their 

processes of identity construction; having a personal coach functions as a signal of status and 

power, which is essential for them to be perceived as leaders. 

 

Since there are no standard requirements, and therefore no objective criteria of choice, the 

choice of the coach in organizations is influenced by subjective factors (American 
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Management Association, 2008). One of them is the personal preference of the coachee when 

he or she has a particular position of power in the organization, as we have just discussed 

above. In addition, the most important criteria of choice are referrals, word-of-mouth, and 

reputation of the coach, while qualifications and credentials are in the second place. 

 

As there is no formal training currently required to perform as a coach, organizations may also 

prefer internal coaching as a means to ensure consistency (Ely, et al., 2010). Our data shows 

that internal coaching is less expensive and easier to be accessed by employees. Organizations 

who implement internal coaching are in general very large organizations, where the internal 

coach and the coachees are not from the same department, and they are not on a subordinate 

relationship. However, our primary and secondary data shows that internal coaches do not 

seem to be particularly suitable for executives both for a matter of information sensitivity, and 

because the executives do not usually perceive internal coaches as peers. 

 

The lack of regulations and standard requirements poses a big threat to the 

professionalization of coaches, who are not perceived as professionals and need to legitimize 

their work. The 2011 study from Rasmussen & Bollerup-Jensen showed that coaching was on 

its way to becoming a profession, but after seven years no universal regulations has been 

adopted yet. Instead, what we see is many attempts of self-regulating the industry done by 

the different coaching associations. They define their own accreditations, ethical codes, and 

standard requirements. However, different attempts of self-regulation generate even more 

ambiguity, since it is difficult to compare the value of coaches who have received different 

trainings and hold different credentials from different associations. Therefore, if on the one 

hand it is true that associations help serious coaches stand out from unserious ones, they do 

a poor job in dispelling the ambiguity.  

What is interesting is that both providers and associations themselves benefit from the lack 

of standards. If there are no standards, associations can keep offering memberships, 

qualifications, and credentials as they like, and generate revenue from it. If universal standards 

were set, it would not be possible to have many professional associations at once. Appendix 

2 shows the eight largest coaching associations. Of course, seven of them would disappear if 

universal standards were met, as there can be only one professional association approved by 

government, as there is only one public register for lawyers. It becomes clear that smallest 

associations do not have a real interest in universal regulations. 

Moreover, also coaching firms can benefit from the lack of standards. Since there are no 

formally authorized educational bodies for coaching, like schools or universities, coaching 

firms often create their own schools for professional coaches as a spin-off (Menslab S.r.l. 2017; 

Life Coach Italy s.r.l., 2017). If universal standards were set, specific educational institutions 

would be created, as it happened in the case of business schools that were created to 

legitimize the profession of managers (Alvesson, 1993), and existing schools would risk losing 

their status if they failed to comply with new regulations. 
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To sum up, in this paragraph we have discussed the ambiguity existing around who provides 

coaching, noticing that it essentially consists of blurred lines between coach and other 

professions, and ambiguity over the right requirements to be a coach. We have seen that this 

ambiguity poses some challenges, but it is also used strategically by both suppliers and client 

organizations. Moreover, we have seen that not everyone would benefit from tighter 

regulations, but many welcome a certain degree of un-regulation. 

 

5.6 Key takeaways 

In this chapter, we have discussed our findings from our primary and secondary data 

gathering. We have shown that there is not only one fundamental ambiguity at the heart of 

coaching, but rather a number of overlapping ambiguities and blurred lines, which we have 

grouped into five categories: 

 

1. Ambiguity over the need for coaching, 

2. Ambiguity over the measurement of the impact of coaching, 

3. Ambiguity over the nature of the coaching practice, 

4. Ambiguity over competitive dynamics in the coaching industry 

5. Ambiguity over who provides coaching. 

 

While discussing each of those ambiguities, we have found that stakeholders in the coaching 

industry have a twofold interest in dispelling the ambiguity and benefiting from it at the same 

time. This discussion will allow us to conclude in the next paragraph that the production of 

coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process.  
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 

 

Before elaborating on our conclusion, a short recap of all the topics we have discussed in our 

thesis should be done. We have started out with a brief introduction on our motivation to 

write about the topic of coaching, which was followed by a detailed explanation of the 

research methods we have used. After that, we have reviewed the dominant literature on 

coaching, revealing that there is a lack of universal standards and definitions. Additionally, we 

have reviewed the relevant literature on the sociology of the production of culture to 

conceptualize coaching as a cultural product, which is subject to the dynamics of cultural 

production. Then, we have reviewed the literature on the production of leadership 

perspective developed by Guthey (Work in progress), who employs the same elements of 

sociological research to provide a description of the leadership industries. 

Moreover, we have presented the concept of strategic ambiguity, highlighting how it can be 

used as a strategic resource. Afterwards, we have presented our empirical findings collected 

from our interaction with 22 different industry stakeholders across Europe: client 

organizations, coaches, representatives from coaching firms and coaching associations, 

business schools, consultancy firms, and leadership development institutes. Our analysis has 

shown that the coaching industry is not characterized by one fundamental ambiguity, but by 

a number of overlapping ambiguities and blurred lines, which we have grouped in five 

categories:  

 

1. Ambiguity over the need for coaching, 

2. Ambiguity over what is coaching, 

3. Ambiguity over who provides coaching, 

4. Ambiguity over the competitive dynamics,  

5. Ambiguity over the measurement of coaching.  

 

We now conclude on validating our argument by answering our research questions. Finally, 

this chapter formulates the contributions of our thesis to the existing literature, and 

implications for further research. 

We have drawn on established researches on the sociology of the production of culture to 

conceptualize coaching as a cultural product, which is subject to the dynamics of cultural 

production. Meaning and emotion are so integral to cultural products that they are not fully 

produced until they are consumed - in other words, the process of interpretation and 

consumption is part of the process of production. We have also drawn on the production of 

leadership perspective developed by Guthey (Work in progress), who employs the same 

elements of sociological research to provide a description of the leadership industries. As he 

points out, leadership is generated by a set of intersecting social and institutional practices 



88 

 

done by different actors that influence the conventional perception and practice of leadership. 

We have discussed how these same logics applies to coaching. 

Drawing on those two theoretical conceptualizations, and in line with our empirical findings, 

we argue that the production of coaching consists of the manner in which a variety of 

stakeholders act and interact in ways that define and construct the nature of coaching itself, 

both as a developmental practice or technique and as an industry. Therefore, we see coaching 

as the result of an iterative process of back-and-fort movement between stakeholders. We 

examine this iterative process by answering our three research questions.  

 

Research question 1 

How does the ambiguity over various aspects of coaching as a practice shape the dynamics 

of the supply side of the coaching industry? 

 

As mentioned above, our empirical findings show that there is not only one fundamental 

ambiguity at the heart of coaching, but rather a number of different ambiguities, which shape 

the dynamics of the supply side of the coaching industry in different ways. 

 

The first ambiguity over the need for coaching causes a struggle for professional legitimacy, 

but it also allows providers to conceptualize a new need from time to time, reaching a broader 

audience of clients and selling more coaching services.  

 

The second ambiguity over what coaching is poses the threat that no one really knows how to 

define coaching. However, it allows providers to cater the range of offerings to multiple 

clients’ needs, often by using different labels to pack the same product differently. It also 

allows them to broaden their range of offerings and sell other services outside the traditional 

coaching conversation, like training on soft/coaching skills and training for coach practitioners. 

Additionally, this ambiguity gives coaching associations the opportunity to tailor the definition 

of coaching to their needs. 

 

The third ambiguity over who can provide coaching increases coaches’ struggle for legitimacy. 

The lack of standards and regulations over qualifications makes it difficult for coaches to prove 

their worth, but it also allows coaching associations to set their own qualification standards, 

and it gives coaches the freedom to choose their own type of education. This ambiguity also 

blurs the lines between coaches and other professions, hence coaches find it difficult to 

differentiate themselves from related professions. Nevertheless, coaches can exploit these 

blurred lines by promoting themselves in multiple ways and doing multiple jobs at the same 

time (e.g. a former therapist who is a coach and a leadership development consultant).  
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The fourth ambiguity over the competitive dynamics implies that providers collaborate or 

compete differently according to the category to which they belong (e.g. business school, 

leadership development institute, consultancy firm, coaching firm, coach), thus influencing 

the competition through the processes of their identity construction. In relation to 

competition, a blurred line emerges between the leadership development arena and the 

coaching one. It constitutes a threat of low entry barriers, because providers who have not 

normally offered coaching can easily enter the coaching industry. Nevertheless, it allows 

existing providers to enter the leadership development industry, giving them the possibility to 

switch from one arena to another at their best convenience. 

 

The fifth ambiguity over the measurement of coaching is a challenge for providers, because 

they struggle to prove the effectiveness and impact of the services offered. However, it also 

gives them the opportunity to create their own assessment models that fit best their services. 

 

We have now answered our first research question. We have shown that coaching providers 

make a strategic use of each ambiguity, by turning challenges into opportunities that best 

cater to their needs. 

 

Research question 2 

How does the ambiguity over the nature and practice of coaching influence the ways in 

which coaching is delivered inside organizations? 

 

The five ambiguities mentioned above not only shape the dynamics of the supply side of the 

coaching industry, but also influence the ways in which coaching is delivered inside 

organizations. 

 

These five ambiguities pose different challenges in organizations. First, given the ambiguities 

over the different practices and labels of coaching available in the market, organizations 

struggle to identify the alternative that best satisfies their need. Secondly, given the lack of 

regulations over the requirements of the coaches, it is difficult for HR to identify the right 

provider of coaching. Moreover, organizations might have difficulties in legitimizing the 

expenditure for coaching programs to decision makers, because it is not easy to show that 

coaching is the right tool to satisfy organizational needs. The legitimization of coaching is even 

more problematic because it is extremely difficult to find an effective evaluation of the impact. 

Additionally, because of the ambiguity over who should be the coach, organizations are at the 

crossroads of doing coaching externally or providing it internally, which poses additional 

challenges in understanding who the internal coach should be and which requirements he 

should have. 
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Nevertheless, the challenges mentioned above constitute also opportunities for stakeholders 

inside organizations. Given that there is no universal understanding of what is the right 

coaching practice, the right measurement, nor the right requirements to choose a provider, 

every stakeholder can push toward decisions that best cater to his needs and satisfy his 

personal interests. Indeed, some stakeholders might have an interest in getting coaching 

conversations, while others might prefer to get training on soft and coaching skills. Some 

stakeholders might require specific quantitative measurement to approve the coaching 

spending, while others might prefer to get a qualitative measurement based on coaches’ 

perceptions. Some stakeholders might require the coach to have credentials and proven 

experience, while others might value referrals more, as well as the fact that the coach has 

previously been in a senior position. Each of these decisions is largely influenced by the 

different processes of identity construction of the stakeholders, which in turn depend on their 

role within the organization; for example, the identity construction of C-suite executives 

largely differs from the identity construction of team leaders. 

 

We have now answered our second research question. We have shown that stakeholders in 

organizations make a strategic use of each ambiguity, by turning the challenges into 

opportunities to push toward the choice of coaching programs and providers that cater best 

to their interests and identities. 

 

Research question 3 

How do these ambiguous dynamics of supply and demand affect the coaching industry? 

 

As shown by the answers to research questions 1 and 2, ambiguities in the coaching industry 

create both challenges and opportunities for the stakeholders involved in both the supply and 

demand side of the industry.  Two paradoxes emerge from this. 

 

The first paradox derives from the fact that all stakeholders in the industry try to erase the 

subjective nature of the definition of coaching by pushing for a more objective definition. But 

the net effect of so many different efforts to define coaching objectively ends up generating 

even more subjectivity and ambiguity. 

 

The second paradox comes from the fact that many stakeholders involved in both the supply 

and demand side will always have a twofold interest in both dispelling and keeping the 

ambiguities, since they suffer and benefit from those ambiguities at the same time. 

On the one hand, coaching associations and providers pursue a clear and objective definition 

of the nature of coaching to establish both its legitimacy as a practice and their legitimacy as 

professionals. On the other hand, providers also welcome a higher degree of vagueness in the 
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definition of coaching, which allows them to promote coaching and themselves in different 

ways, to better adapt to market demand. 

Looking at the demand side, it emerges that client organizations face conflicting interests. The 

interest of decision makers, who require a clear and objective definition of the nature, 

purpose, and impact of coaching on one side, and on the other the interest of the employees 

receiving coaching (coachees), who welcome a higher degree of vagueness in the definition of 

coaching, so that they can tailor it to their interests. 

 

We have now answered our third research question, by showing that the ambiguous dynamics 

of supply and demand generate paradoxes in the coaching industry, that emerge from the 

twofold interest of different stakeholders in both clarity and vagueness at the same time. 

 

Since the interaction of stakeholders generates ambiguity and paradoxes, and the ways in 

which those stakeholders interact contribute to the production of coaching, we conclude that 

the production of coaching is an ambiguous and paradoxical process. And it will always be 

paradoxical, because not all ambiguities will ever be solved completely. 

 

Stakeholders have been talking about regulating the market for years, but the industry still 

lacks regulations. And that is because the same stakeholders who invoke regulations have an 

interest in clarity and vagueness at the same time, which is paradoxical.  

 

While the ambiguities related to the lack of regulations could be solved if policy makers set 

appropriate regulations, other ambiguities will never be solved, because they come from 

coaching’s close ties to leadership and knowledge-intensive firms, and from the very intrinsic 

nature of coaching as a relational encounter, which will always remain open to multiple 

subjective interpretations. Therefore, stakeholders’ interests will always be twofold, and the 

production of coaching will always be paradoxical.  
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6.1 Contribution to the literature and implications for further research 

In this thesis, we make both theoretical and practical contributions, respectively to the 

literature and to the stakeholders who are part of the coaching industry. 

Our first contribution is to add literature on the coaching industry. Most of the current 

research focuses only on the best practices of coaching, and does not analyze the dynamics of 

the industry and its stakeholders. Instead, we shed light on the dynamics of the coaching 

industry, focusing on how stakeholders interact and participate in the production of coaching. 

Our study can help both providers of coaching services and consumers, in particular 

organizations, navigate the ambiguity at the heart of coaching. Providers should take into 

consideration that they are not the only ones in the industry that contribute to shape coaching 

as a theoretical concept, product and service, but consumers have an active role as well. On 

the other hand, we help current and potential clients clarify the similarities and differences 

among the concepts, products, and practices related to coaching.  

Moreover, our study contributes to a better understanding of leadership development and 

coaching programs within organizations. Firstly, as the coaching conversation consists of an 

encounter between the coach and the coachee, organizations should start a healthy dialogue 

with the coachee in order to understand to which extent coaching is beneficial and how it can 

impact the development of the organization. Secondly, as each employee within the company 

has his own needs and interests, the organization should involve more employees in the 

design and implementation of the program in order to ensure the real development of the 

employee and of the organization. 

 

In line with our contributions, we want to point out some possible roads for further research. 

Firstly, since our study focuses mainly on Europe, where the coaching industry is at an earlier 

stage compared to countries such as the United States, it would be interesting to explore if 

the same dynamics occur at every stage. Secondly, as mentioned in our methodology chapter, 

we focus only on organizations and not individuals, thus it would be interesting to study how 

single individuals perceive this ambiguity and influence the coaching industry. Thirdly, we 

realized that implications of the identity construction of the different stakeholders can be 

further researched, as this topic deserves further scrutiny and it would be worth writing 

another thesis. Finally, we have highlighted the lack of regulations and how stakeholders are 

affected and respond to those; therefore, given the growth of the coaching industry, it should 

be investigated who should be entitled to provide such regulations and the relevant education 

for the coaching “profession”. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: Interview-guides 

 

These interview-guides give an overview over the questions that we asked to the interviewees 

of that corresponding category. In the spirit of semi-structured interviews sometimes we 

asked more questions, other times we skipped others. 

 

Appendix 1 a) Interview-guide Coach 

 

1. Would you like to tell me something about what you are currently doing? 

2. How did you get into coaching? 

3. How long have you been doing coaching? 

4. What do you think are the most important requirements to be a coach? 

a. Can everybody be a coach? 

b. We discussed if everybody can be a coach, but is there a difference between 

being a coach and using coaching skills? 

5. Are you part of a coaching firm?  

a. Why?  

b. What are the advantages and disadvantages of being part of a coaching firm 

for you? 

c. What are the advantages and disadvantages for the coaching firm? 

d. How is your relationship with the firm? Are you an employee of the firm or an 

external collaborator (in your past experience)? 

i. Do you have any exclusivity agreement with your firm for which you 

cannot coach independently or collaborate with other firms/business 

schools/consultancy firms? 

6. Do you work with companies? 

7. Who are the coachees? (individuals, middle managers, executives, entrepreneurs)  

a. How do the programs differ according to the coachees? 

b. Within companies, does it happen that some managers use coaching skills to 

develop other employees? 

i. Do you train them to be able to use coaching skills?  

8. How do the clients choose their coaches? 

9. Is your major revenue coming from individuals or firms?  

a. Do you earn more from one major firm? 

10. What is the main value proposition that you offer to your clients? 

a. What is the ultimate goal they want to achieve? 

11. Which kind of products/services do you offer to your clients? 
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12. For which kind of programs/services are the clients willing to pay more? 

13. From what service do you earn more? 

14. According to what do you define your value in terms of price that you charge for your 

services? 

a. Since a coaching session can cost from 50 to 500 what makes the price go 

higher? And in relation to others? 

b. Are there any practices that require more efforts for you that makes the price 

go higher? 

15. Do you think the clients’(companies) budget for LD and coaching has increased or 

decreased in the last years? Why?  

16. Do you offer standard products/services, customized ones or both? 

a. Advantages and disadvantages (for the coach) of offering both services? 

b. Do you earn more from the standardized products (e.g. courses) or from 

customized solution? 

c. Which is the most expensive for the client? 

d. Which is the one that requires you more effort to design? 

e. How does the process of customization work? 

17. In your opinion, what are the advantages and disadvantages (for the client) of 

standardized programs vs. tailored programs? 

18. If companies usually prefer more tailored solutions, why do you think many LD and 

coaching providers keep offering standardized products/services? 

19. Do you do mostly group coaching, or individual? 

a. In your opinion, what are the advantages and disadvantages of individual vs. 

group business coaching? 

b. From which one do you earn more? 

c. Which one is most required by clients or you try to sell more?  

d. Why do you think coaching providers are increasingly offering group business 

coaching? 

20. Do you have any collaborations with other providers of coaching services or 

leadership development programs? (like business schools, consultancies, coaching 

firms or individual coaches)  

a. What type of collaborations? / Why not? 

21. Who do you identify as your competitors? 

22. If, let’s say, a company, which was your former client, decides to internalize the 

coaching function, would you consider it as your competitor? 

a. Do you consider it as a threat? 

23. You probably know that many consultancy firms and business schools offers 

leadership development and coaching services. I have seen that sometimes they hire 

coaches on their payroll, while other times they collaborate with external coaches 

for leadership development programs. Do you know why? What do you think are the 
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advantages and disadvantages for a Consultancy or Business School of internalizing 

coaches? 

a. From your perspective as a coach, what are the advantages and disadvantages 

of being internalized by them? 

24. What is leadership for you?  

25. Do you think that all the people within an organization should develop leadership? 

(Both in the sense of developing their own leadership and also in the sense of 

spreading leadership around - empower others) 

26. What is coaching? 

27. Is there a difference between coaching and LD? 

28. Do you think that nowadays there is a need for coaching and Leadership 

development in general? Why? 

29. Overall, what do you think of this interview? If you put yourself in our shoes, are 

there any other questions that you would ask? 
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Appendix 1 b) Interview-guide Consultancy firm 

 

1. I saw that you have different areas of expertise, among those leadership 

development. Would you like to tell me something (example) about your projects 

within this area? 

a. What does a LD consultant do in practice? 

2. How did you develop your expertise in these areas? 

3. Before talking about the programs that X offers, why do you think a consultancy firm 

should offer services of LD and coaching? 

4. Which kind of LD products/services do you offer to your clients? 

a. Are there specific programs for coaching? 

5. How do you think the LD and coaching programs that you offer to your clients add 

value to them? 

a. What is the ultimate goal the client wants to achieve? 

6. Why do your clients choose X as LD provider compared to another? 

7. Do you think the clients’ budget for LD and coaching has increased or decreased in 

the last years? Why?  

a. Which programs do they prefer in relation to coaching? 

8. How much do you earn (in percentage) from coaching services? 

9. Does X offer standard products/services, customized ones or both? 

a. In your opinion, what are the advantages and disadvantages of offering 

standardized programs vs. tailored programs? 

i. And for the client? 

b. Do you earn more from the standardized products (e.g. courses) or from 

customized solution? 

c. Which is the most expensive for the client? 

d. Which is the one that requires you more effort to design? 

e. How does the process of customization work? 

i. To which extent can you really customize a service without knowing the 

people in the organization before? 

ii. Is it 100% customized or is there a core part that you take from the 

standardized ones? 

10. If companies usually prefer more tailored solutions, why do you think many LD and 

coaching providers keep offering standardized products/services? 

11. Do you do mostly group coaching, or individual? 

a. In your opinion, what are the advantages and disadvantages of individual vs. 

group business coaching? 

b. From which one do you earn more? 

c. Which one is most required by clients or you try to sell more?  
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d. Why do you think coaching providers are increasingly offering group business 

coaching? 

12. Now talking about the coaches, how does X choose their coaches? 

a. According to which competences or accreditation do you select them? 

13. Do you also employ coaches as external contractors or only X consultants? 

a. Why? 

b. Do the external contractors have any exclusivity agreement with you for which 

they cannot coach independently or collaborate with other firms/business 

schools/consultancy firms? 

14. What are the advantages and disadvantages for X of using internal consultants as 

coaches vs. hiring external coaches? 

15. If, let’s say, a company, which was your former client, decides to internalize the 

coaching function, would you consider it as your competitor? 

a. Do you consider it as a threat or at least a growing trend? 

16. Who are your competitors in the coaching field? 

17. Who are your competitors in the LD field? 

18. Do you have any collaborations with other providers of coaching services or 

leadership development programs?  

19. According to you, what is the boundary between collaboration and competition 

within the coaching industry? 

20. Who are the coachees usually? Are they only top executives or also employees in the 

lower levels of organizations? 

21. Do you think that all the people within an organization should develop leadership?  

22. What is leadership for you?  

23. How do you see coaching in relation to LD? 

24. Why do you think that nowadays there is a need for coaching and leadership 

development in general? 

25. Overall, what do you think of this interview? If you put yourself in our shoes, are 

there any other questions that you would ask? 
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Appendix 1 c) Interview-guide HR department 

 

1. Your role in X is X right? What are your main duties and activities? 

2. To what extent do you think HR has a strategic relevance for X? 

3. Do you think that nowadays there is a need for coaching and LD in general? Why? 

4. What kind of LD and coaching programs is X running? 

a. Who is the target of such programs? 

b. How long do these programs take? 

c. To what extent is coaching used within these programs? 

5. Did you take part in such programs?  

a. What was your role? (organizer/coach/coachee) 

6. Why did you decide to implement such programs? How do they add value to the 

company? 

a. What is the ultimate goal X wants to achieve? 

7. When X designs LD and coaching programs, are they standardized programs across 

function and Country, or are they customized to local needs? 

8. Has X budget for LD and coaching increased or decreased over the last years? Why?  

a. What is the weight of coaching on the overall budget for training and 

development? 

b. For which kind of coaching programs is X willing to spend more? 

9. When you realize that you need to invest more in the coaching programs, and ask 

for more money, how do the decision makers react? 

a. Do they understand the importance of coaching for change? 

b. What are the obstacles that you encounter when asking for the approval of 

more sophisticated programs, as coaching? 

c. Is the budget fixed? 

10. In relation to those programs that include coaching sessions, how is the coaching 

process designed? 

a. Regarding the coaching process, which dynamics change when a coach has 

knowledge of the industry, compared to when a coach doesn’t have knowledge 

of the industry? 

11. When designing LD and coaching programs, do you call for an external provider or 

you do it internally? 

12. Who is the coach usually? Is he an external provider or an employee of the company? 

13. When does X prefer to call for an external provider instead of providing coaching 

internally? 

14. Who were the external providers? 

a. According to which criteria did you choose these providers and not others?  

b. What were all the available options?  

c. Did you collaborate with them in providing coaching internally? 
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d. How much does the price weight in the decision of the provider? 

15. How do you choose the coaches? 

a. What do you think are the most important requirements to be a coach? 

b. According to which competences or accreditations do you decide how much to 

pay for the coaches? 

c. How is relevant for you to have a coach with business acumen and knowledge 

of the industry, less than personal qualities? 

d. Does it add value for the managers to have a coach who is part of a branded 

coaching firm?  

16. Are there any programs for which X uses internal coaches? Is it a formal position? 

a. Are you taking in consideration the possibility of internalizing this function? 

17. What are the advantages and disadvantages of having the coaching function 

internalized?  

18. Within X, do managers use coaching skills with their employees, even if they are not 

coaches? 

19. What kind of services do you buy from external provider? 

a. Are they standardized packages/courses or customized ones? 

b. Do you spend more for the standardized products (e.g. courses) or from 

customized solution? 

c. How does the process of customization work? 

i. To which extent can the external provider really customize a service 

without knowing the people in the organization before? Do you support 

him? 

d. For the needs of your company, do you need/have you asked for pure 

coaching sessions or coaching training/education for managers or internal 

coaches? 

i. Which one is most expensive pure coaching or training? 

20. If companies usually prefer more tailored solutions, why do you think many LD and 

coaching providers keep offering standardized products/services? 

21. Do you have individual coaching sessions, group coaching sessions or both? 

a. What are the advantages and disadvantages for X of individual vs. group 

coaching? 

b. Which one do you prioritize/demand? 

c. Which one is more expensive? 

d. Why do you think coaching providers are increasingly offering group business 

coaching? 

22. What is coaching for you? 

23. What is leadership for you?  

24. Do you think that all the people within an organization should develop leadership? 
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a. Do you think is it possible for coaching to be spread toward the whole 

organization? 

25. Overall, what do you think of this interview? If you put yourself in our shoes, are 

there any other questions that you would ask? 
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Appendix 2: Coaching associations 

 

ASSOCIATION ESTABLISHED 

COUNTRY OF 

ORIGINS MEMBERS 

International Coach Federation (ICF) 1995 USA 30000 

European Mentoring and Coaching Council 

(EMCC) 1992 UK 5000 

Professional Coaches, Mentors and Advisor 

Association (PCMA) 1994 USA 2000 

Worldwide Association of Business Coaches 

(WABC) 1997 USA 2000 

CoachVille (CV) 2000 USA 29000 

Association for Coaching (AC) 2002 USA 4500 

International Association of Coaching (IAC) 2003 USA 13000 

International Coaching Community (ICC) 2011 UK 12000 

 

  



111 

 

Appendix 3. Coding Areas 

 

This appendix shows the 8 thematic areas that we have created to analyze our data. In order 

to do that we have used a color coding technique, as explained in the methodology chapter. 

 

1.  Coaching industry: 

a.  What is coaching. 

b.  Schools and theories of coaching practice 

c.  Professionalization 

d.  Offerings: 

e.  Promotion 

f.   Different types/labels of coaching 

g.  Need of coaching 

2.     Organizational coaching: 

a.     Who is the coachee. 

b.     Why coaching in organization. 

c.     Choice of provider 

d.     Measurement 

3.     Group vs. individual coaching. 

4.  Standardization vs. customization. 

a.  Product: standardized vs customized 

b.  Modality: need for consistency and adaptation 

5.     Internalization vs. externalization 

6.  Collaboration vs. competition. 

a.  Players in the industry. 

b.  Relationship coach / coaching firm. 

7.  Individual leadership vs. relational leadership. 

a.  Definition of leadership and LD. 

b.  Spread leadership at all levels 

8.     Drivers: 

a.     Personal interest of the coach 

b.     Market and client concerns 

 


