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… much of the ROI 
literature that is 

presented as being 
academic research bears 

more resemblance to 

marketing material … 

Anthony Grant 

How do I prove to my organization that investing in coaching is 

worthwhile? Efforts to justify your investment purely in financial 

terms is unlikely to succeed. There are at least four reasons why. 

1. Too many assumptions 

ROI methodologies ask us to make assumptions. For example, if coaching led to 
Bob behaving more collaboratively, and if his new behaviour led to him landing 
two big deals, and if those deals deliver us $1m in additional revenue over the 
next three years, then the ROI on this coaching assignment is 10,000%. Pretty 
impressive. However, the world is a complex place. Perhaps Bob would have 
completed the two deals anyway. Perhaps Bob was inspired to behave 
differently because the organization is about to down-size and he wanted to 
safeguard his job. Perhaps he decided to change the way he behaved after he 
had a come-to-Jesus moment with his partner. Who knows? No one trusts 
numbers built on assumptions. 

2. Too individualistic 

One of the biggest assumptions we make is that changes in individual behaviours 
have a straightforward cause-effect impact. Consequently most attempts to 
demonstrate ROI focus only the behavior of individuals. Early attempts to 
demonstrate coaching ROI were based on asking the coachee questions like: 

• What do you think is the probability that your behaviour changed as a 
result of you being coached? 

• What do you think the probability is that you won the deal because you 
and your colleagues changed your behaviour? 

• How much extra revenue do you think the company will make as a 
consequence of making this deal? 
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To understand the 
impact of an event in 

the system, we have to 
understand the system. 

This approach assumes the world is simpler than it is. Changes in one person’s 
behavior can have surprising and unexpected outcomes, or no outcomes at all. 
To understand the impact of an event in the system, we have to understand the 
system. And the system is complex. 

3.  Too laborious 

Some people still believe in being able to prove financial ROI. They accept that 
simple formulaic approaches to demonstrating ROI fail to persuade and so they 
construct more elaborate formulae, and spend a lot of time surveying people to 
test the assumptions they make. This is a lot of time spent trying to prove 
something that remains ultimately unprovable. And most people don’t have that 
time.  

4.  Unstrategic 

Even if you succeed in persuading your executive team that your investment in 
coaching delivered a high financial ROI, that doesn’t mean they will invest more 
money in coaching. Organisations don’t spend money solely on the basis 
financial return. They look for opportunities to invest in stuff that will help them 
achieve business outcomes. They hire new people, for example, to achieve 
critical tasks. They don’t spend time calculating the financial ROI for every 
employee.  So what if coaching delivers high ROIs? You have to able to explain 
how that investment will help deliver on strategy.  

If efforts to justify your investment purely in financial terms are 

unlikely to succeed – what can you do? 

Return on Intention 

To persuade people to invest in coaching, you must demonstrate that your 
proposed investment is strategic. Which means people must be clear as to the 
purpose of coaching – what is your intention? The secret to persuading people as 
to the value of coaching is to spend the time with them, upfront, agreeing what 
is the purpose of the spend. And having conversations as to how everyone will 
know if that intention is achieved. 

An intention isn’t the same as a goal 
When people talk about goals in a coaching context, they usually mean – what is 
it specifically that the coachee is trying to achieve? This is a good question to ask, 
but don’t expect a clear answer, and don’t expect to get the same answer every 
time. Here are two things to understand about coaching goals. First, 
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The intention of a coaching 
assignment is holistic, 

strategic and less tangible. 

they often take time to emerge. Coachees usually know they want to work on 
something, but what that thing is often takes time to work out. Second, goals 
change - as the environment changes, as the demands of the organization 
change, as the coachee becomes more self-aware. The intention of a coaching 
assignment is more holistic, more strategic, and less tangible. Forget about 
being SMARTii. If you get too SMART too quickly, then all you’ll succeed in 
doing is pushing the coachee, or the team, or the organization, into a corner. 
You may have a clear, tangible, measurable goal, but likely it won’t be one that 
anyone is committed to. It won’t get done.  

Please explain 
OK, here’s an example. Jim wants his project to be more successful. He’s not 
sure what he needs to do differently, but he knows he needs to do something. 
After talking to a few colleagues, he decides he needs to be more influential. 
This is good. This is an intention. We can even ascribe measures of success to 
this intention. For example, that the project is successful. Unfortunately, 
however, Jim’s lmanager likes SMART goals. He pushes Jim to define in more 
detail what he wants to get out of coaching. Jim does the best he can - and 
says that he wants to be perceived as being more collaborative. Jim’s manager 
then agrees to the coaching, on condition that i) Jim undertakes before-and-
after 360 assessments, and ii) he (and the coach) agree that an improvement 
in the extent to which people see Jim as collaborative is the goal of the 
assignment.  

After a couple of sessions with his coach, Jim realizes that how others perceive 
him isn’t the issue at all. He comes to understand how decisions actually get 
made, as opposed to how people say they get made. To get the executive 
team to back his project, he now realizes that the CFO and the Marketing 
Director need to be on board, and they each need to know that the other is on 
board, before he talks to them together. Jim must work out how best to sell 
the merits of the project to both the CFO and the Marketing Director 
separately, and then how to then get them in a room together in an 
environment where they feel comfortable speaking freely. Jim’s intention 
hasn’t changed, but his goals have changed completely, and will likely keep 
changing as he remains focused on his intention. 

Ongoing evaluation 

If you want to get best value from your investments in coaching, don’t wait 
until the end of an assignment to see how it went. If it doesn’t go well, and 
you wait until the end, then it’s too late to do anything about it. Instead, stay 
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Talk to the coachee. Talk 
to the coach. Talk to the 

stakeholders. 

tuned in. Talk to the coachee. Talk to the coach. Talk to stakeholders. Seek to 
understand what is happening in the coaching relationship with reference to 
what is happening in the broader system. Your evaluation strategy isn’t about 
determining whether or not you got value from an assignment. It’s about 
working out how much value you are getting, so you can intervene if 
necessary to ensure you get value. Doesn’t this make sense? When you invest 
in the share market, are you happy to just let your investments ride for 12 
months, before seeing how much money you gained (or lost)? Or do you check 
in from time to time, as the economy changes, and new competitors enter the 
market place? 

Outcomes 

If you’ve succeeded in aligning all the right people around your intentions; be 
they intentions for an individual assignment, or the intentions for your 
coaching strategy as a whole, then you’re on the right track. Ask people how 
they would define success and use what they say to define measures.  Those 
measures don’t have to be super-tangible and quantifiable. By engaging 
people upfront and asking them to define success, you’ve succeeded in getting 
them to think. You’ve succeeded in getting them to visualize what success 
looks like, and succeeded in creating an awareness, a watchfulness as to what 
happens next. If you then make the time to keep checking in (ongoing 
evaluation), then you’ll likely stay on track. When you come to the end and ask 
yourself – how did that go? – you’ll already know the answer, as will everyone 
else. Ongoing evaluation is super important, because desired outcomes may 
well shift and change, as the environment changes, as the focal point for 
coaching evolves. 

Summary 

To understand what value for money you are obtaining from coaching – be it 
individual, group or team coaching, or the impact of your coaching strategy, 
you must engage in dialogue with key stakeholders. From dialogue emerges 
new insights and shared meanings. As the environment changes and the 
complexities of your organization become apparent, so these insights and 
meanings will change. Therefore evaluation is an ongoing process. Your 
coaching provider can keep you up to date with regular reporting etc … but to 
truly understand what value you are deriving from your investment in 
coaching, you must engage in dialogue. 
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You can’t do strategy 
without engaging in 

dialogue with people on a 
regular basis. 

 

Conclusions 

In a VUCA world (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous), things change. 
They change all the time. And people’s perceptions as to what is going on 
change, but not all in the same direction. To ask people to agree to a definition 
of success, and to stay in agreement as that definitions changes, is like herding 
sheep. To be an effective coaching strategist is therefore like being a 
shepherd. You can’t do strategy without engaging in dialogue with people, on 
a regular basis. Ultimately whether an investment has been successful is a 
story. You need to do your best to ensure everyone’s reading the same book. 

Paul Lawrence 
Principal, Centre for Coaching in Organisations 

paul@ccorgs.com.au 
 
For more information, ask Paul for a copy of: 
‘Return on investment in executive coaching: a practical model for measuring 
ROI in organisations’ in: Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research 
& Practice, 7(1), pp. 4-17. 
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i. https://roiinstitute..net/ 
ii. SMART goals are Specific, Measurable, Actionable, Realistic and Time-bound. 

  

The environment changes, stakeholders perspectives change, new insights emerge, goals change.
STAY IN DIALOGUE

INTENTION
Are key 
stakeholders 
aligned as to 
the purpose of 
the coaching 
assignment/
strategy?

DIALOGUE 
WITH 

STAKEHOLDERS

METHOD
Are we clear as 
to what we 
expect from our 
coaches? Do we 
have a clear 
practice model?

AGREE
PARAMETERS

CONTRACT
Does this 
person/group/
team want to be
coached? If so –
why? Agree 
goals.

DIALOGUE 
WITH 

COACHEES

BEHAVIOUR
Often (not 
always) 
behavior gives 
us a clue as to 
how coaching is 
progressing 

OBSERVE 
BEHAVIOURS

OUTCOMES
Is the original 
purpose of the 
intervention on 
track to be 
achieved?

DIALOGUE 
WITH 

STAKEHOLDERS


