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ABSTRACT
This article showcases four student research projects focused on
forms of internal and external coaching, and coaching supervision.
The studies were selected from a pool of unpublished studies that
were grouped according to their general interest and relevance to
each other. After briefly describing the studies, key findings are
identified for each and integrated into a combined discussion.
More specifically, the discussion focuses on the perceived
challenges that HR practitioners face in respect of providing an
internal coaching service (i.e. HR coaching), along with an
examination of more general factors that appear to influence
employee receptivity to employer-sponsored programmes (like
internal coaching). Also explored is the niche area of maternity
coaching, with evidence presented about its efficacy and
questions noted about current prevalence and the importance of
research to its long-term viability. Finally, several issues related to
coaching supervision are considered, particularly in regard to the
relatively unexplored area of supervision within internal coaching
contexts. Recommendations for future research are provided for
all research topics.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 22 May 2016
Accepted 4 July 2016

KEYWORDS
Coaching; HR coaching;
receptivity; internal coaching;
supervision; maternity
coaching

Practice points

. To which field of practice area(s) in coaching is your contribution directly relevant? This
contribution has relevance to anyone who is coaching internally in an organisation,
anyone who is interested in the establishment and management of internal coaching
programmes or maternity coaching, and/or coaching supervisors.

. What do you see the primary contribution your submission makes to coaching practice?
This paper may provide useful ideas for enhancing acceptance and participation in
internal coaching programmes. In addition, being focused on future research, the
paper may also act as a catalyst for enhancing knowledge in a little researched area
of coaching: internal coaching.
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. What are its tangible implications for practitioners? The paper should remind readers
that internal coaching, whilst attractive to many organisations, is inherently challen-
ging. The issue of employee receptivity to coaching is explored and should provide
practitioners with a number of points to consider when reflecting on the use of internal
coaching in organisations.

This article is somewhat unconventional. It has been written with the intention of show-
casing student research that, whilst interesting and valuable, might struggle to achieve
a peer-review publication in its own right. It has been written to identify a selection of
interesting research topics that (we hope) might stimulate future research and continue
to expand the coaching-specific knowledge base that has been building for several
years now (Grant, 2016). A novel approach has been taken to the presentation of the
work. The projects described in this article were selected from a pool of student projects
and chosen for their relevance to each other. Whilst the studies do not necessarily consti-
tute a perfect (conceptual or empirical) ‘fit’ as a group of studies, they have been brought
together in this way because they represent a diverse selection of topics that are highly
complementary. That is, the questions that emerge in some projects often strongly
relate to questions raised in others.

The presentation of the projects will be as follows. First, background to the studies will
be provided by describing the research context, which in all cases was a research subject
within a coursework coaching master’s degree. Second, a summary of each project will be
provided, with key findings highlighted for each. Third, an integrated discussion of the
research topics will be presented, with the original data from these studies utilised wher-
ever possible. Finally, a section on future research directions will be provided to complete
the article, as the paper is primarily intended to inspire ongoing work in these and other
related topic areas.

By clustering student research projects in this way, we hope to create a synthesis that
offers a fresh perspective on key aspects of contemporary coaching practice. Given that
experienced researchers tend to work in relative isolation, this type of approach is typically
unfeasible. However, student research projects seem ideally suited to a more synthetic
approach and offer potential as a means of generating interesting and valuable directions
for future research.

The research context

The four projects outlined in this article are the work of students from the Master of
Business Coaching (MBC) programme at Sydney Business School, University of Wollon-
gong, Australia. The subject that produced these studies occurred in the second (and
final) year of the degree, wherein students had 5 months to identify a topic, articulate a
research question, design their study, select an appropriate methodology, collect and
analyse data, and disseminate their findings via a written report and an oral presentation
to faculty members and peers. As such, the research process underpinning these projects
was very compressed, which has tended to limit the scope and publishability of these
studies (e.g. insufficient time to assemble adequate samples). However, as the primary
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aim of the subject has always been research training rather than peer-review publications,
these limitations have not proved to be overly problematic. Nonetheless, an expansion of
the degree in 2016 has resulted in the research subject now being run over a full year,
which should enable future students to produce research of enhanced quality. The
research presented in this article was conducted by co-authors of this article in 2012
(MA), 2013 (DD) and 2014 (RL, JN).

The research projects

A summary of each project follows. For the sake of maximising topic coverage, each study
will only be briefly described. This will include a short statement of context, a compressed
description of the methodology used and the key findings from each project. A more com-
prehensive discussion of the research topics will be presented later in the paper.

Study 1: employee receptivity to internal coaching

As has been noted by authors for some time (Frisch, 2001), internal coaching is an attrac-
tive proposition for many organisations. Whilst there are many reasons why an organis-
ation might show a preference to take coaching ‘in-house’ (e.g. cost minimisation,
cultural transformation), the use of internal coaching can be highly complex and challen-
ging. On the basis that many organisations report a general difficulty in getting employees
to participate in employer-sponsored programmes (for a detailed discussion, see Spence,
2015), this study sought to understand what factors influence employee receptivity to and
participation in internal coaching.

Research method
Based on a review of relevant literature, a 4-factor employee receptivity model was devel-
oped and used to organise the collection of quantitative data. An online survey was
designed and distributed to all staff within a large Australian tertiary educational insti-
tution. A total of 147 participants took part in the study (10% response rate) and com-
pleted measures of personality, organisational trust, coaching perceptions and programme
awareness, with additional items included to capture the extent to which participants
had been exposed to third-party feedback about coaching.

Key findings
To examine the relationship between coaching receptivity and the four identified factors,
participant responses were grouped into four receptivity categories: non-receptive, recep-
tive, intending (to participate) and participated. Some of the notable results from the cor-
relational analysis include:

. Programme awareness was positively correlated to receptive and participated.

. Third-party feedback was significantly positively correlated to receptive, intending and
participated.

. Organisational trust was negatively correlated to non-receptive.

. Extraversion was negatively correlated to non-receptive but positively related to all other
groups.
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Study 2: the challenges of human resource coaching

This study was also focused on internal coaching, albeit a very specific form of internal
coaching; Human Resource (HR) coaching. More specifically, the research sought to under-
stand what some of the unique ethical challenges and dilemmas are when coaching is pro-
vided by HR practitioners. By describing a relatively undefined area of coaching practice,
the hope was that HR practitioners and organisations would gain a better appreciation of
what is needed to enhance the efficacy of HR coaching.

Research method
Qualitative data were collected from ten HR practitioners using semi-structured interviews.
Participants were included on the basis of both their involvement with HR and the delivery
of coaching within their role.

Key findings
A thematic analysis of the data indicated that participants considered the following ethical
challenges to be the most salient for HR practitioners who see coaching as a significant
part of their role:

. Lack of trust. Relates to the belief that HR coaching is poorly perceived by those it is
intended for, partially because of the reputation of HR (i.e. being an administrative func-
tion), confusion about its purpose, and doubts about its ability to help.

. Conflict of interest. Relates to the ability of the HR coach to be objective, to manage dual
agendas and role boundaries (i.e. representing the employee and the organisation).

. Lack of organisational tools and structure. Relates to confusion about the purpose of
coaching, the absence of a holistic approach, and the lack of internal structures to
assist HR coaching (e.g. matching of coachees and coaches, formalised contracting).

. Limited coach training and development. Relates to a concern that HR practitioners
receive very little formal preparation for their role as coaches, which undermines
internal service quality and potentially lowers confidence.

Study 3: the impact of maternity coaching on return-to-work transitions

Organisations have increasingly begun to recognise that the journey into motherhood is a
valuable transformativeexperience. As such, efforts havebeenmade tooffermaternity coach-
ing as a way of supporting women through periods of maternity leave and helping to ease
their transitionback into theworkforce (with the primary intention of improving the retention
rates of valued employees). This study represented an initial attempt to understand the
impact of maternity coaching (a form of external coaching) on return-to-work transitions.

Research method
Qualitative data were collected from seven experienced professional women (from four
private sector organisations) using semi-structured interviews. Participants were included
on the basis that they had previously progressed through a period of maternity leave, had
successfully transitioned back into the workforce and done so with the assistance of a
dedicated maternity coach.
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Key findings
A thematic analysis of the data indicated that participants felt the following elements of
maternity coaching to be most beneficial:

. That the coaching was coachee-led but solution-focused. That is, in all cases, maternity
coaching was tailored to each woman’s personal situation, rather than following a pre-
scribed one-size-fits-all programme.

. A strong sense of support from the coach, accompanied by a feeling that she (the
coachee) was being valued by her organisation. This encouraged loyalty by reinforcing
the commitment of women to remain with their employer.

. A feeling of increased confidence and enhanced focus. As reduced confidence and
return-to-work uncertainty are common experiences (Filsinger, 2012), coaching
appeared to be helpful for restoring past confidence, developing solutions to transition
problems, and building return-to-work action plans that eased the transition process.

. The importance of an independent third party was also noted, resulting in a feeling that
they could express their concerns in a safe and confidential environment.

. Participants also noted the importance of getting clear communication about the
coaching option in a timely manner. Initially, some women did not think it was relevant
for them, or the offer arrived after maternity leave had commenced (when there was
insufficient time to focus on it). Some women felt that it would have been helpful to
have the coaching while they were on maternity leave.

Study 4: the supervision expectations of coaching graduates

The growth in tertiary-level coach education over the past 15 years has seen a strengthen-
ing of views about the importance of supervision as part of a professional approach to
coaching practice. Nonetheless, many coaches remain ambivalent about the need for
supervision, how it should be provided and what it should cost (Lawrence & Whyte,
2014; Moyes, 2009). More specific counter arguments include the observation that coach-
ing is different enough to psychotherapy and counselling (clinical contexts in which super-
vision is commonplace and mandated) to not make it an essential requirement (Butwell,
2006; Salter, 2007). This study sought to understand the expectation of Australian coach-
ing graduates in relation to supervision and identify areas for future research.

Research method
Data were gathered using a mixed-methods approach, with quantitative data collected
using an 8-item online survey and qualitative data collected through the addition of 20
free-response questions. A total of 30 coaching graduates completed both parts of the
questionnaire.

Key findings
The survey results revealed that:

. Whilst the vast majority of coaches (83%) considered supervision to be either very
important or essential, only 56% were currently working with a supervisor.
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. Only 30% of coaches were members of an industry body that specifies supervision as
part of professional practice.

. Coaches strongly preferred supervisors who had knowledge of ethical issues, whilst an
understanding of mental health issues seemed less important.

. A high proportion of respondents indicated that they would seek out supervision from
highly experienced coaches (with good qualifications) but that finding satisfactory
supervisors was very difficult.

Combined discussion

In considering the four projects presented above and their key findings, there are some
common threads that are worthy of exploration. Three topics that seem especially apt
for discussion are the existence of different forms of ‘internal’ coaching, the general
issue of employee participation in employer-sponsored workplace initiatives and the
role (if any) of supervision in supporting such initiatives.

The many faces (and complexity) of internal coaching

The use of internal coaching in organisations has been recognised for some time (Frisch,
2001) and continues to be identified as a high growth area of coaching (Lane, 2010).
According to Frisch (2001), the role of the internal coach has been modelled on external
executive coaching, with the obvious difference that an internal coach is ‘a fellow
employee of the same organisation as those he or she coaches’ (p. 208). However, this
is not as simple as it may seem. As Hamlin, Ellinger, and Beattie (2008) point out, the
‘fellow employee’ might be an HRD professional, a supervisor/manager/peer, an internal
mentor, or a designated coach (who might have specialised training). A further difficulty
is that internal coaching can also be provided more implicitly, by peers or line mangers
who do not explicitly label their support ‘coaching’ but purposefully seek to apply its
core principles.

The apparent popularity of internal coaching makes it an important area of research for
both organisations and those who provide it. Yet, research in this area is complicated in at
least three ways. First, from a conceptual standpoint, concerns have been expressed about
the extent to which coaching can be distinguished from the established practices of
organisational development (OD) and human resource development (HRD) practitioners
(for a detailed discussion, see Hamlin, Ellinger, & Beattie, 2009). When considered from
this perspective, there would be no internal coaching research to conduct per se, as coach-
ing merely represents a relabelling of the people and organisational development (Hamlin
et al., 2008, p. 301) practices long used by OD and HRD professionals.

Second, from a practice standpoint, the noted diversity related to who provides internal
coaching is problematic because of the inherent variation it will bring. That is, how people
are coached will be informed by the different mental models, career experiences, pro-
fessional agendas and skills training possessed by managers, HR/OD practitioners, co-
workers, mentors and coaches. For example, a manager with a civil engineering back-
ground, a strong results orientation and little coach training are likely to provide a very
different helping relationship to a designated ‘internal coach’who has past HR experience,
a client-centred orientation and/or a Master’s degree in business coaching. As such, there
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seems a clear need for researchers to identify exactly what is being studied when internal
coaching is subjected to empirical investigation. In this regard, the context of internal
coaching is a microcosm of the coaching industry, as it reflects a level of diversity that
is characteristic of the coaching industry (Spence, Cavanagh, & Grant, 2006).

Finally, this diversity (of background, experience and training) raises important ques-
tions about the extent to which internal coaches are adequately prepared to manage
the ethical dilemmas that internal coaching can bring (e.g. management of dual roles).
As such, for any organisation considering internal coaching programmes, the issue of
coach preparation and training becomes salient because employee confidence in such
programmes is likely to be influenced by perceptions that coaches are both sensitive to,
and able to skilfully navigate, these challenges.

Related student findings
In this paper, two internal coaching scenarios were addressed. In the first, Driessen (2013)
specifically examined the experience of HR professionals in providing coaching. In the
second, Lea (2014) examined factors that were associated with participation in an internal
coaching service provided by staff members who were nominated for (and were trained to
take on) an internal coaching role. Whilst both studies found that trust was an important
element of the internal coaching context, these studies reflect different dimensions of
trust, that is, perceived trust at the individual level and the organisational level. For the
purposes of this discussion, Dietz and Den Hartog’s (2006) empirically informed model
of trust is given in Table 1.

In Driessen’s (2013) study, themed qualitative data revealed that HR practitioners con-
sidered the generally poor perception of the HR function to be a serious impediment to
providing effective internal coaching, along with employee concerns about conflicts of
interest that stem from managing dual agendas and role boundaries. Based on the trust
elements given in Table 1, it may be that HR coaching in many organisations may struggle
to succeed because practitioners are perceived to lack benevolence, competence and/or
integrity as a consequence of their role. Should this be the case, an interesting question
arises. That is, given the increasing alignment of HR functions towards the strategic objec-
tives of organisations (i.e. HR-as-business-partner), and away from its traditional focus on
employee needs (Janssens & Steyaert, 2008; Peretz & McGraw, 2011), can effective HR
coaching ever realistically take place? Hamlin et al. (2009) have argued that coaching is
a label that simply describes a portion of HR and OD work. However, it might be that
the evolution of the HR function has destroyed key elements of trust (especially

Table 1. Components of trust inside organisations.
Elements Definition

Benevolence The perception that benign motives exist and a personal degree of kindness towards the other party, along
with genuine concern for their welfare

Competence The perception that the other party has the capabilities to carry out his/her obligations, in terms of his/her
skills and knowledge

Integrity The perception of adhering to principles acceptable to the other party, that encompass honesty and fair
treatment, and the avoidance of hypocrisy

Predictability The perception that the other party maintains a high degree of consistency and regularity in their
behaviour

Source: Dietz and Den Hartog (2006, p. 560).
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benevolence) in ways that fundamentally inhibit the ability of HR and OD practitioners to
facilitate development in others. If so, an argument may exist in support of designated
coaches, those who can work within organisations unencumbered by the perception of
dual agendas and other trust-inhibiting factors.

In Lea’s (2014) study, aggregated quantitative data revealed a significant negative cor-
relation between a composite measure of trust (based on Table 1) and the non-receptivity
of staff to utilise internal coaching. That is, employees who reported low levels of organ-
isational trust also reported a high level of non-receptivity to coaching. When both these
trust findings are considered together, it seems that the utilisation of internal coaching will
have much to do with trust perceptions at both the individual level (i.e. Who is providing
the coaching?) and collective level (i.e. What is this organisation like?). In regard to the
latter, the next section offers further comment.

Employee receptivity (I): internal coaching programmes

The provision of development programmes within organisations is ubiquitous, with the
most common forms relating to various components of leadership and management
(e.g. strategic thinking, negotiation skills, financial literary). For many professionals,
these programmes form part of a planned schedule of formal learning, which may be
directed towards particular tiers of an organisation (e.g. middle managers), or specifically
identified for individuals as part of customised development plans. In many cases, leaders
and managers will see real value in the development opportunities being presented to
them, thereby securing not only their participation but also their engagement.
However, even where perceived value may not be high, participation is still easily achieved
via the mandating of programmes either explicitly (with all nominated employees to take
part) or implicitly (i.e. with employees strongly ‘encouraged’ to attend). In these cases, pro-
gramme engagement is less assured because making them compulsory will most likely
compromise the employees’ need for autonomy (Spence & Deci, 2013).

In all likelihood, these aspects of participation and engagement also apply to the pro-
vision of coaching programmes in organisations. Whilst a sizable proportion of coaching
within organisations may still be explicitly or implicitly mandated, a proportion will be
offered on an optional basis, with employees free to choose whether or not they
engage such opportunities. Of course, simply offering development programmes on an
optional basis does not guarantee high levels of participation. For example, in a review
of workplace health and well-being (WorkWell) programmes, Spence (2015) noted that
such programmes typically have low rates of participation. In his review of this literature,
a variety of explanatory factors were proposed to account for this and are presented in
Table 2.

Related student findings
In a study designed to understand employee receptivity to (optional) internal coaching,
Lea (2014) examined a number factors that were expected to influence employee prepa-
redness to utilise internal coaching services. Of the factors outlined in Table 2, only organ-
isational trust was examined and was found to negatively correlate with non-receptivity
but was not positively correlated with high receptivity factors (i.e. intending or partici-
pated). In addition, highly receptive employees did report high levels of programme
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awareness and exposure to third-party feedback about internal coaching. Finally, consist-
ent with the interpersonal nature of coaching, extraverted employees reported greater
levels of receptivity to coaching, and this personality factor was negatively related to
non-receptivity.

These pilot findings suggest that employee receptivity to internal coaching is influ-
enced by wide range of factors, although the relative importance of these factors is as
yet unknown. For organisations wishing to invest in internal coaching programmes,
their success will be enhanced by understanding what inclines employees towards
making use of such opportunities (i.e. receptivity). As such, future research could specifi-
cally explore the determinants of receptivity (using Table 2 factors) or clarify the impor-
tance of more fundamental components like clearly communicating the existence and
purpose of the programme (to build understanding and awareness).

Employee receptivity (II): external coaching programmes

An emerging and niche area of coaching, maternity coaching is quite different from other
forms of executive and workplace coaching, as it is primarily intended to support the
journey of a professional woman through maternity leave and assist with their return-
to-work transition. Here, the focus is, first and foremost, on the continuation of the
mother’s career, not on the achievement of KPIs, the development of strategy or some
other tangible contribution. As such, organisations that offer maternity coaching take
on a greater risk than would usually be present with the provision of coaching services
to employees. Simply put, as a consequence of the maternity experience, the maternity
coachee may decide not to return. Whilst this might result from a fundamental re-priori-
tisation of values and life goals that often occurs during (first or subsequent) transitions
into motherhood, a number of authors have pointed out that return-to-work rates are

Table 2. Factors influencing participation in employee-sponsored WorkWell programmes.
Level Factor Reason for low participation

Individual Service-needs
misalignment

The provision of services that have little relevance or interest to employee
needs

Time and work
pressures

Perception that programme participation is incompatible with current
workload and time pressures

Access to resources Employee believes that they have access to resources that are a sufficient
substitute for those being offered

Change readiness Lack of psychological readiness to engage in the personal change encouraged
by such programmes

Locus of responsibility Employee belief that enhancing aspects of personal functioning is their own
legitimate responsibility

Balance of change Perception that the onus for change is weighted more towards employees than
the organisation’s preparedness to do likewise

Organisational Changed HR function Perception that HR-led initiatives are an execution of strategic organisational
priorities rather than genuine support for employees

Corporate social
control

Belief that employee-sponsored programmes are little more than an attempt to
shape a workforce

Organisational trust Belief that the programme is NOT underpinned by employee-centred motives,
and/or lacks the requisite ability to successfully deliver the programme, and/
or lacks fairness, and/or is conducted in a way that is reliable and consistent

Basic need satisfaction A lack of autonomous motivation emerging from an absence of workplace
support for autonomy, competence and relatedness needs

Source: Spence (2015).
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also influenced by issues related to confidence, the need for work flexibility, concern about
career opportunities, and so on (e.g. Bussell, 2008; Filsinger, 2012).

For this type of employer-sponsored programme, issues of receptivity would seem to
be less problematic. That is, whilst a primary justification for provision of maternity coach-
ing would be organisational in nature (i.e. increase staff retention, enhance productivity),
the maternity leaver’s receptivity to such an opportunity is likely to be enhanced by the
explicit focus given to their specific needs and the company’s willingness to absorb
some financial risk. However, whilst it might be expected that maternity coaching
would enhance retention and career re-engagement (Bussell, 2008), future spending on
such services is not likely to continue if these outcomes are not supported empirically.
In an early exploration of maternity coaching outcomes, Filsinger (2012) used a case-
study methodology to examine the impact of maternity coaching programme within
three different UK law firms. It was found that the coaching provided an important
source of emotional support (e.g. they felt valued by the firm, eased doubts about return-
ing to work), provided opportunities to reflect on career pathways and aspirations, and
helped them to consider several practical challenges related to returning to work (e.g.
making realistic flexible working requests).

Related student findings
Whilst North’s (2014) study was not focused on programme receptivity per se, the data
did suggest that the participants were positively disposed towards the programme, as
they felt valued by their organisation, able to restore confidence about returning to
work, thereby reinforcing their commitment to remain with their employer. Whilst in
keeping with findings reported by Filsinger (2012), other features of the coaching
engagement also appeared to be important. For example, the independence of
the maternity coach appeared to be particularly important, along with the creation of
a confidential environment that supported coachees to construct their own solution
(with no external agendas). Finally, this study also found (like Lea, 2014) that communi-
cation has an important role to play, as participants seemed to have initial
concerns about its relevance to them. Given the somewhat unusual nature of maternity
coaching (i.e. organisation risks non-return of employee), communication will be impor-
tant to the extent that organisational trust might be low (and cynicism or suspicion
high).

Maternity coaching is an interesting application of coaching in organisations. As dis-
cussed earlier, whilst employer-sponsored workplace programmes may be influenced
by a large number of related factors, a maternity leaver would seem to have more
reasons to be receptive to maternity coaching than not. Referring explicitly to Table 2,
when maternity coaching is provided optionally and without agenda (as described by Fil-
singer and North), one could expect the coachee to: (i) perceive a high degree of service-
need alignment (as they determine the focus of coaching), (ii) perceive it to be compatible
with workload and time pressures (as they prepare for maternity leave), (iii) value access to
a specialised resource (as an adequate substitute may not be available), (iv) be psycholo-
gically ready to make changes needed for the transition to motherhood (and beyond), (v)
feel comfortable that the coaching process will enable them to take ownership over their
transition experience, and possibly (vi) see the coaching as a sign the organisation is
willing to more closely align itself (i.e. change) to its employees’ needs. Beyond these
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individual-level factors, receptivity might also be supported by the absence of internal
involvement (e.g. HR), greater trust through the perception of balanced motives (i.e.
non-contingent support for employee vs. staff retention and/or productivity) and tangible
support for basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness.

It should be noted that the receptivity factors described above are still speculative and
have yet to be examined in a systematic way. However, given the impact that initial recep-
tivity to (and subsequent engagement in) coaching is likely to have on coaching out-
comes, these factors would seem to be worthy of some attention. In regard to
maternity coaching outcomes, the question of staff retention and enhanced productivity
will need to be explicitly addressed. For organisations, the most persuasive research is
likely to be longitudinal data that prove or disprove the assumption that maternity coach-
ing supports such outcomes, with evidence that it clearly leads to a high proportion of
women returning to work and doing so highly productively.

The importance of coaching supervision

Whilst there is a paucity of research focused on coaching supervision, the small body of
published work has already shown some consistent themes. According to several
authors (e.g. Armour, 2012; Grant, 2012; Moyes, 2009; Salter, 2007), coaching supervision
is important to coaches because it helps to develop coaching skills and provides valued
practice-based support, and is important to clients and the coaching industry because it
helps to ensure safe, ethical and competent practice. Despite this, there is no single defi-
nition of coaching supervision, it is not easy to find a coaching supervisor and there is a
strong preference for supervision to be provided by an experienced practitioner (i.e. a
peer-to-peer approach to supervision).

As the varied research topics in this article highlight, supervision for coaches will
require a broad spectrum of knowledge (often quite specialised), skill in coaching meth-
odologies and frameworks, a deep level of maturity and self-awareness, and a focus on
continual learning. Like many research areas in coaching, there is a clear need for more
empirical work. As much of the scholarly and practice-based supervision literature con-
tinues to be dominated by established practices derived from psychology and other
clinical disciplines, some have called for the development of supervision models that
are specifically suited to a variety of different coaching contexts (Butwell, 2006;
Moyes, 2007).

One such context is internal coaching. In this article, two configurations of internal
coaching have been outlined: one provided by HR practitioners (Driessen, 2013) and
the other provided by specially trained and designated internal coaches (Lea, 2014).
Given the complexity that exists within organisations and the tendency for conflicts of
interest and other ethical dilemmas to occur, the existence of some form of internal coach-
ing supervision would appear to be a high priority. Like most ‘conventional’ supervision,
the objective of internal supervision would be to safeguard the quality of the service
being provided to employees. However, it would also be critically important for maintain-
ing the organisational credibility of the programme or service offering, by permitting
attention to be directed towards satisfactorily resolving conflicts of interest, or addressing
systemic-level issues that might otherwise comprise the integrity of the programme (by
diminishing important determinants of trust).
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Related student findings
In data collected by Armour (2012), a significant proportion of practising coaches (83%) per-
ceived supervision to be an important part of coaching practice, whilst only 56% were
currently working with a supervisor. However, the finding that close to half the coaches
in this sample were unsupervised is not necessarily problematic, as supervision may be
of greatest use to relatively inexperienced coaches and less important for experienced
coaches (Passmore, 2011). What is of more significance to the current discussion is the
finding that coaches had a strong preference for supervisors with knowledge of ethical
issues, but that gaining access to well-credentialed, experienced supervisors was difficult.

Given the prediction that internal coaching will continue to grow as an application of
coaching (Lane, 2010), issues surrounding the supervision of internal coaches would seem
to be important. More specifically, the development of a research agenda for internal
coach supervision can be recommended on the grounds that internal coaches have
now reported feeling a lack of the requisite skill and experience (Driessen, 2013) and
that, by virtue of their position within organisations, they are likely to encounter challenges
and ethical dilemmas that would not be well served by their lack of formal preparation.

Future directions

As already mentioned, the four studies profiled in this article raise some interesting ques-
tions that could be addressed in future research. These include the following:

The mechanics of HR coaching. In her research, Driessen (2013) noted that many of the
ethical dilemmas encountered by HR coaches seemed to occur as a consequence of not
adequately structuring and positioning coaching. As such, future research could focus
on articulating a set of internal coaching best practices (through the use of case-study
methods). This might include identifying optimal processes that reduce ethical challenges,
like having HR practitioners coach outside their functional role (with a structured coaching
process), providing them with supervision and training them in understanding and mana-
ging ethical challenges. Such measures should go some way towards establishing greater
levels of confidence amongst employees, who might also become more attracted to
coaching if it is clearly positioned as a positive developmental opportunity (and not a
remedial performance management tool).

The viability of HR coaching. The previous recommendation presupposes that HR coach-
ing remains a viable option for employees, despite the changed nature of the HR function.
However, this may not be the case. As such, researchers may also like to test its viability by
examining the extent to which HR practitioners are perceived by employees to be trust-
worthy and suitable supports for professional development and performance enhance-
ment conversations. As is common with exploring new strands of research, both
quantitative and qualitative methods could be usefully employed. Survey-based, quanti-
tative studies could be used to develop a general impression of HR coaching across differ-
ent industries and sectors, with qualitative methods used to explore and understand the
specific factors that make HR coaching attractive or unattractive to employees.

General receptivity to internal coaching. As outlined in Table 2, there are a variety of
factors that might incline or disincline employees to participate in internal, employer-
sponsored coaching programmes. As the development of these programmes often
involves significant investments of time and resources (e.g. internal promotions, the
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establishment of internal coaching panels), such research could yield important insights
about how organisations are best to configure and run them. Work could also extend
to developing a measurement tool that assesses receptivity levels to employer-sponsored
initiatives (a form of climate indicator), which might assist organisations to decide on if and
when to introduce structured employee-focused initiatives.

The prevalence of maternity coaching. It is currently unclear how widespread maternity
coaching is within organisations. As such, simple survey methods could be employed to
build an understanding of its current prevalence, either as an alternative form of execu-
tive/workplace coaching, or as a component of a structured workplace well-being pro-
gramme. Such studies could also capture information on the underpinning reasons for
introducing maternity coaching, along with any contingent factors that might be ordina-
rily placed upon its availability to female employees.

The general effectiveness of maternity coaching. Like all forms of coaching (e.g. executive,
health, leadership) efficacy questions are naturally of interest to key stakeholders. Such
questions seem especially pertinent to maternity coaching due to the fact that (as outlined
earlier) there is a real risk that the maternity leaver may decide not to return to work. From
an organisation’s perspective, if maternity coaching can be clearly shown to enhance
retention rates and productivity (its primary aims), then its adoption might become
more widespread. Once again, a variety of approaches could be employed to explore effi-
cacy questions, including basic experimental methods (e.g. longitudinal, within-subjects
designs), case-study designs (single or multiple), or more qualitative approaches that
specifically seek to understand how maternity coaching impacts a mother’s well-being
and intentions for career re-engagement.

Coaching supervision topics. The continuation of coaching supervision research could
occur along several lines of inquiry. Given findings reported by Armour (2012) showing
a positive attitude towards supervision and a strong preference for experienced supervi-
sors, a general strand of inquiry would be to determine what the role, function, skill and
training requirements are of coaching supervisors. Additionally, as already noted, some
attention could be given to the importance of supervision for those coaching within
organisations, especially those who perceive themselves to have not been formally pre-
pared for this role (e.g., HR practitioners). In addition (if its importance can be established,
and appropriate models of coaching supervision developed), it would be useful to explore
the specific supervisory needs of internal coaches, including coaching issues commonly
encountered, optimal frequency, and the most appropriate format for such contexts
(e.g. individual, peer or group).

Conclusion

This article was written as part of a new way of disseminating student research. Due to the
time constraints inherent in course work Master’s degrees, our students have tended to
find it difficult produce research outputs capable of satisfying the standards of many
peer-reviewed journals. Not only do compressed time frames place serious limitations
on assembling adequate samples, the available time for reviewing literature, section of
methods, data analysis, interpretation and articulation of findings have (all too often)
resulted in interesting and potentially valuable projects being ‘lost’ to the coaching com-
munity. Whilst we applaud our colleagues at Oxford Brookes University for actively
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promoting the publication of student research for many years (via The International Journal
of Evidence-Based Coaching and Mentoring), we think that the grouping together of student
research in this way is an interesting approach to sharing student contributions. An
obvious advantage of summarising research in this way is that it can provide readers
with a snapshot of past work, whilst identifying future possibilities in multiple topic
areas. We hope that we have achieved what we set out to do and also hope that this
approach might become a model for other research-oriented institutions to do likewise.
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