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Abstract
As coaching research has demonstrated, coach behaviour could influence the client. Hence, knowledge about ‘how’ a coach
can influence the client during a coaching session, and more specifically, during distinct phases of coaching, is lacking. We
attempt to fill this research gap (1) by considering active coach ingredients: coaches’ expressed empathy and appreciative
behaviour summarized as positive supportive behaviour, and (2) by taking single coaching phases (contact, exploration,
operationalisation, conclusion phase) into account. Therefore, we analysed 52 videotaped coaching sessions by using the
interactional tool act4consulting. First, to examine if a coach behaves differently in each phase, we analysed expressed
positive supportive coach behaviour. Second, we analysed if the coach behaviour was significantly linked to client’s interest
to change. Third, we assumed that coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour is more positively linked to the client’s
interest to change in the exploration and in the operationalisation phase. Results yielded that coach behaviour differs
significantly across all phases, and that expressed positive supportive coach behaviour in the contact, operationalisation,
and conclusion phases was linked to the client’s interest in change. A variance in the coach’s behaviour on client’s interest
to change in the single phases could not be found.
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Positiv gezeigtes Unterstützungsverhaltendurch den Coach ist verbundenmit dem Interesse an
Veränderung des Klienten: Eine Analyse verschiedener Coaching Phasen

Zusammenfassung
Wie die Coaching-Forschung gezeigt hat, kann das Verhalten des Coaches den Klienten beeinflussen. Dennoch fehlt aktu-
ell das Wissen darüber, wie ein Coach den Klienten während einer Coaching-Sitzung und insbesondere in verschiedenen
Phasen des Coachings beeinflussen kann.Wir versuchen, diese Forschungslücke zu schließen, indem wir (1) aktive Einfluss-
variablen des Coaches berücksichtigen: das ausgeprägte Empathievermögen und wertschätzende Verhalten des Coaches,
das als positives Unterstützungsverhalten zusammengefasst wird, und (2) indem wir einzelne Coachingphasen (Kontakt-,
Explorations-, Operationalisierungs-, Abschlussphase) berücksichtigen. Dazu haben wir 52 auf Video aufgezeichnete Coa-
ching-Sitzungen mit dem Interaktionsinstrument act4consulting analysiert. Um zuerst untersuchen zu können, ob sich ein
Coach in jeder Phase anders verhält, haben wir gezeigtes positives unterstützendes Coach-Verhalten analysiert. Zweitens
analysierten wir, ob das Verhalten des Coaches signifikant mit dem Interesse des Klienten an Veränderungen geknüpft
ist. Drittens gingen wir davon aus, dass das positive Unterstützungsverhalten des Coaches positiver mit dem Interesse
des Klienten an Veränderungen in der Explorations- und in der Operationalisierungsphase verbunden ist. Die Ergebnis-
se zeigten, dass sich das Coach-Verhalten in allen Phasen deutlich unterscheidet und dass ein positives unterstützendes
Coach-Verhalten in der Kontakt-, Operationalisierungs- und Abschlussphase mit dem Interesse des Klienten an Verände-
rungen verbunden war. Eine Abweichung im Verhalten des Coaches bezogen auf die Klienten Äußerungen zu Interesse an
Veränderungen in den einzelnen Phasen konnte nicht festgestellt werden.

Schlüsselwörter Coaching Phasen · Unterstützendes Coach Verhalten · Gezeigte Empathie · Gezeigte Wertschätzung ·
Interesse an Veränderung

1 Introduction

Coaching is not only popular, but also shows significant
positive effects on several outcomes, such as performance,
work attitudes, well-being, and goal-directed self-regula-
tion (Theeboom et al. 2013). By trying to understand the
positive influence of coaching in more detail, previous re-
search found two essential coach behaviours which are of-
ten mentioned as being the special influencing factors for
relationship building between coach and client: (1) coach’s
expressed empathy (e.g., Baron and Morin 2009: Santor
2003) and (2) coach’s expressed appreciative behaviour
(e.g., Bluckert 2005; positive regard: Eggers and Clark
2000; nonpossessive regard: Kilburg 1997). Empathic be-
haviour is defined as cognitive empathy, which is charac-
terized as paraphrasing and addressing the client’s feel-
ings (Will et al. 2016). By using empathic behaviour, the
coach expresses his/her understanding of the internal state
of the client and tries to understand the client’s mind (e.g.,
Smith 2006). By expressing appreciative behaviour, the
coach values the client’s statements and encourages him/her
to achieve the coaching target (Bluckert 2005).

Although both of these expressed positive support-
ive coach behaviours are emphasised to be important
behaviours a coach should show (Kilburg 1997; Peltier
2001), scholars often use questionnaires which ask a coach
or client for their perception of these behaviours (e.g.,
Baron and Morin 2009). Only a small amount of coaching
research has actually analysed the real interaction, and

has focused on the coaching process (e.g., Gessnitzer and
Kauffeld 2015; Greif 2010; Ianiro and Kauffeld 2014;
Ianiro et al. 2014, 2013; Klonek et al. 2016), with only one
study focussing on empathic behaviour (Will et al. 2016).

Hence, in this connection, the analytical focus mostly
lies on the whole coaching process, consisting of several
sessions or on single coaching sessions. Up to now, deeper
insight into single phases of a coaching session have been
sparse. Although coaching models, such as the GROW
(Whitmore 1996), the ACHIEVE (Dembkowski and El-
dridge 2003), or the PRACTICE (Palmer 2008) model, help
to gain deeper insights into the structure of a coaching ses-
sion and thus show that different phases in one coaching
session can be found, observation data is still missing. How-
ever, by using observational analyses, the real behaviour be-
tween coach and client can be better analysed, than for ex-
ample, by use of questionnaire data (c. f., Baumeister et al.
2007).

To sum up, we are aware of the importance of expressed
empathy and appreciative behaviour, but actually we do not
know when a coach should show more or less of these
behaviour patterns in order to support the client’s ability
and desire to change his/her behaviour, and, thus, to sup-
port his/her goal achievement. For this reason, in the cur-
rent article we pursue three aims: First, to the best of our
knowledge, we are the first to focus on different phases of
a coaching session. We want to focus on the first coach-
ing session as an initial contact because a good connection
to the client is essential and could help to develop a good
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relationship (De Haan 2008). Second, the article is a di-
rect response to the call for more research on objective
process-based data (Möller and Kotte 2012). Third, the ar-
ticle not only focuses on a coaching session and takes single
phases into account, but it also considers the influence of the
coach’s expressed positive behaviour pattern on a client’s
outcome variable (i. e., client’s interest in changing). In the
following, (1) we analysed the expressed positive support-
ive coach behaviour (i. e., expressed empathic and appre-
ciative behaviour) for each of four single phases of a first
coaching session, and (2) we investigated (a) the influence
of the coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour dur-
ing each phase on the interest of the client to change (as
it is one of the main objectives and success factors within
coaching) and (b) if there will be differences in the coach’s
influence on the client behaviour per phase.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1 Zooming into the Process—Different Phases in
Coaching

Even though coaching definitions vary, most of them share
the point of view that coaching is seen as a ‘collabora-
tive relationship formed between coach and coachee for the
purpose of attaining professional or personal developmen-
tal outcomes which are valued by the coachee’ (Grant et al.
2010, p. 129). Despite a growing interest in coaching re-
search in the last several years, and meta-analytic results
supporting the positive influence of coaching (Grant et al.
2010; Jones et al. 2016; Theeboom et al. 2013), we still
know little about the coaching ingredients and the influ-
ence of the coach’s behaviour on the coachee (e.g., Bluck-
ert 2005; De Haan et al. 2013; Will et al. 2016). In other
words, we know that coaching works, but not how it works
(e.g., Linley 2006).

In fact, the existing coaching studies often highlight the
special role of the relationship as being one of the most
crucial ingredients of coaching outcomes (Bluckert 2005).
In order to answer the question of which ingredients might
influence the relationship, some studies have examined crit-
ical moments in coaching (e.g., De Haan 2008; Day et al.
2008; De Haan et al. 2010). But even if these results offer
valuable insights, such as that misunderstanding and anger
affect the relationship between coach and client negatively
(De Haan et al. 2010), most of these studies made use of
questionnaires to answer the research questions. In line with
other authors (Möller and Kotte 2012), we support the idea
that in order to answer the question of how coaching works,
we need to focus more on the process of a coaching session
and need to analyse single phases, or even single fragments
of an interaction in a coaching session. In line with this

idea, some existing coaching models differentiate between
single phases of a coaching session (Dembkoswaki and El-
dridge 2003; Jackson and McKergow 2007; Palmer 2002,
2007; Whitmore 2004).

The GROW model, based on Whitmore (1996), is not
only the most used and best known coaching model (Dem-
browski and Eldridge 2003), but also is often the basis for
further models, such as the ACHIEVE (Dembrowski and
Eldridge 2003) or the PRACTICE model (Palmer 2007).
The GROW model consists of the following four phases
(Whitmore 2010): First, goal setting for the session for short
(for the coaching session and days directly after coach-
ing: e.g., what would the client get out of the session),
and long-term planning (after finishing the coaching pro-
cess: e.g., what are the next three action steps). The second
phase focuses on reality checking to explore the actual situ-
ation, and letting the client describe the current status quo,
which, for example, means naming the factors that deter-
mined the client’s decision. Third, options and strategies for
further progression and courses of action will be named. Fi-
nally, the focus lies on what, when, and by whom, so that
a summary is created, action planning is named, and pos-
sible steps are outlined (for more information of the single
phases, please see Whitmore 2010).

The GROW model, on the one hand, builds a model
framework for a whole coaching process based on sev-
eral coaching sessions, but, on the other hand, can also
be transferred to one single coaching session (e.g., Whit-
more 2010). Nevertheless, we believe that especially for the
first session, which often builds the basis for the interaction
between coach and client (Peltier 2001), the GROW model
should be adapted because the phase in which coach and
client get in touch with each other for the first time is not
explicitly included in the GROW model. This means that
it cannot be explicitly transferred to a first coaching ses-
sion. That is why we combined the most striking factors
of the existing GROW model and assimilated the model,
especially the contact and the exploration phases, to a first
coaching session:

1. Contact phase (adaptation: first contact, meaning that
client and coach need to get to know each other; the
relationship quality between coach and client devel-
ops for the first time; the goal of the first session will
be presented; This phase is comparable to the first
step, the ‘G’ of the GROW model).

2. Exploration phase (the coach tries to find out the rea-
son why the client wants to make use of a coaching,
goals should be expressed by using the SMART rule.
Since ‘the most important criterion for examining re-
ality is objectivity’ (Withmore 2010, p. 67). In this
phase, the goals for the whole coaching process will
be fixed. This phase is comparable to the second part
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of the G, where long-term planning is discussed, and
to the ‘R’ of the GROW model.)

3. Operationalisation phase (The coach helps the client
to locate where the client sees him/herself and deter-
mines possible goals; the coach uses a scale ranking
from 0 to 10 for clarifying the current client’s point
of view and for defining coaching targets (based on
Lancer et al. 2016). Additionally, sub-steps will be
operationalised and steps for further progression and
courses of action will be discussed, which is compa-
rable to the ‘O’ of the GROW model).

4. Conclusion phase (a summary of the session is made,
to do’s are discussed, and homework/action planning
will be given. This step is comparable to the ‘W’ step
of the GROW model).

2.2 Why Positive Expressed Supportive Coach
Behaviour is the Key to Success

Rogers (1951) pointed out that a therapist has to express
unconditional regard (which is used in the same way as is
appreciation) and accurate empathy toward the client to be
effective. Both the clinical setting and the coaching con-
text highlights these two behaviour pattern for successful
coaching outcomes.

2.2.1 Relevance of Expressed Empathy

Although researchers have discussed a 2-factor structure of
empathy consisting of emotional and/or cognitive empathy
(e.g., Smith 2006), the special role of cognitive empathy
for the coaching context has been especially emphasized
(Lancer et al. 2016; Will et al. 2016). As cognitive em-
pathy refers to understanding the mental state of a coun-
terpart, it helps to form the relationship quality (Barrett-
Lennard 1997). The important role of cognitive empathy is
well established in therapy research: therapist’s empathy is
seen as a key change process variable (Bohart and Green-
berg 1997). More precisely, empathy accounts for 9% of
the variance in clinical therapy outcomes, which is much
more than the effects of any other treatment intervention
(Elliott et al. 2011).

Coaching research often highlights the special role of
empathy, for example, as being a relevant coach behaviour
that clients found helpful (Hall et al. 1999), or for effective
coaching (Bluckert 2005; Lancer et al. 2016; Peltier 2001).
However, up to now, little coaching research has examined
the construct in detail. Referring to Will et al. (2016), it is
not only important that a coach is empathic, but also that
empathy needs to be expressed to the client. Initial results
have supported the positive influence of expressed empathy

on the coaching process as well as on the perceived empathy
reported by the client.

2.2.2 Relevance of Appreciative Coach Behaviour

Beside the important role of expressed empathy, the coach’s
expressed appreciative behaviour is stated as being very
fundamental for the interaction between coach and client
(e.g., Bluckert 2005; Lancer et al. 2016). A coach has to
understand what the client wants and has to assist him indi-
vidually. Coach’s expressed appreciation could help to sup-
port the client to achieve coaching goals (Bluckert 2005).
Even though most of the current research findings dealing
with positive regard are based on Rogers, overlapping terms
such as ‘affirmation, acceptance, warmth, support’ (Farber
and Lane 2001, p. 391) can be found. Because these words
are all used in a similar way, in the following, we make use
of the word expressed ‘appreciation’ which is mostly used
within the coaching context.

Studies from a clinical context often underline the im-
portant role of appreciation as this seems to be one main
characteristic a therapist should have (Rogers 1951). A psy-
chotherapist’s ability to provide appreciation is associated
with therapeutic success (c. f., Farber and Doolin 2011).
Moreover, appreciation not only builds the basis for other
interventions and may be important by itself to effect pos-
itive client’s change, but also helps a client to be felt un-
derstood by the therapist because, to clients, it is important
to have the feeling of being appreciated by their therapist
(Farber and Doolin 2011). Similar to the therapeutic con-
text, also in the coaching context, the coach has to express
his/her appreciation to the client. In order to show this be-
haviour pattern to a client, in line with other authors (Farber
and Doolin 2011), we believe that therapists/coaches have
to communicate these positive statements to the client to
ensure that the client could perceive this appreciation. Un-
der consideration of previous research, we define the word
expressed appreciation for the coaching context as support-
ing the client’s positive statements as well as expressing
understanding.

As coach’s expressed empathy and appreciative be-
haviour often have been mentioned to be important con-
structs that are linked to the relationship and to the client’s
outcome positively, in the following, we combine both
constructs because, in research, both are often named in the
same context (e.g., Bluckert 2005). Below, we talk about
a positive behaviour pattern which a coach could use to
support the client to achieve personal aims (Bluckert 2005)
in a first coaching session. This study aims to examine
the role of a coach’s expressed empathy and appreciation
within single phases of a first coaching session.
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2.3 Coach’s Expressed Positive Supportive
Behaviour Pattern in Different Coaching Phases

Previous research supports the influence of the coach’s be-
haviour on the client (e.g., De Haan et al. 2010; Will et al.
2016). However, we do not know if the coach should adapt
his/her supportive behaviour due to the phase of the coach-
ing session. Examining executive coaching, Wasylyshyn
(2003) found the ability to form a strong connection to
the client as the top characteristic for effective coaches. To
achieve this goal, it is important to construct a full picture
of the client and to understand the client’s actual situation
(Lancer et al. 2016). Up to now, we do not know in which
phase of a first coaching session it is especially important
to be empathic or appreciative, and what factors contribute
to goal achievement. The GROW model (Whitmore 2010)
and our adaption to the first coaching session as introduced
above, consists of several phases which differ in their char-
acterisation. In the contact phase (i. e., first personal con-
tact at the beginning of the first session), a coach needs
to build a relationship basis between the client and him-/
herself. This might be easier when expressing positive sup-
portive behaviour to the client in order to create a pleasant
atmosphere (c. f. Rogers 1951). In order to be authentic,
the coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour should
not overwhelm the client. In the exploration and in the op-
erationalisation phase, the coach has to express positive
supportive behaviour because the coach has to encourage
the client to explain the target in a detailed manner (Whit-
more 2010) (exploration phase), but also has to motivate
him/her to fix the target (in the operationalisation phase).
The final conclusion phase of a coaching session focusses
on a summary of the session and on pieces of homework,
which will be given to the client by the coach. Therefore,
the coach also has to support the client, but perhaps less
because the client does not ‘work’ actively on a target, but
‘only’ receives to do’s. Taken together, we expect coaches
to show adaptive positive supportive behaviour in different
coaching phases. Thus, we assume that:

Hypothesis 1 The coach’s expressed positive supportive be-
haviour differs across the contact, the exploration, the op-
erationalisation, and the conclusion phase.

2.4 Positive Effects of the Coach’s Positive
Supportive Behaviour

If we act on the assumption that coach behaviour differs
within the single coaching phases, the question might arise:
When is it important to show specific coach behaviour bear-
ing client’s coaching goal achievement in mind?Most of the
existing coaching outcome studies have dealt with goal-spe-
cific related issues, such as increased self-awareness, self-

acceptance, improved work-life balance, and well-being.
Even though at first sight these outcome goals seem to not
be similar, all of them share the element that the client of-
ten aims at changing his or her previous behaviour (Grant
2001; Griffiths 2005; Quick and Macik-Frey 2004). A first
step for changing behaviour is the client’s motivation or in-
terest to change (Miller and Rose 2009), which is shown in
the coaching session by expressing the volition of chang-
ing behaviour verbally (Hoppe 2013). From motivational
interviewing research, we know that especially for therapy
outcome, it seems very important that the client verbalises
his or her motivation to change on his or her own without
being pushed by a therapist (Miller and Rose 2009). Moti-
vational interviewing research has shown that in a first step
of changing a behaviour, a client first needs to have the
motivation to do so (Miller and Rose 2009). Comparable to
coaching, this might be statements that the client verbalises
within the coaching session. This form of change talk could
promote successful therapy (Miller and Rose 2009; Miller
and Rollnick 2002). Similar to this understanding of motiva-
tional interviewing, Rogers also underlines the importance
of a supportive atmosphere created by the therapist in which
the client has the chance to express his or her own reason
and his or her own opinion of changing behaviour (Rogers
1959). As the therapist’s supportive behaviour could in-
fluence the client’s behaviour and the client’s motivation
to change (Miller and Rollnick 2002; Moyers and Martin
2006), it might be important that the coach expresses pos-
itive supportive behaviour in the contact phase, where the
goal of the first session is presented. So, the coach’s ex-
pressed positive supportive behaviour could help the client
to arouse interest to change. In the exploration phase, the
coach’s positive supportive behaviour seems to be important
for arousing a client’s interest to change because goals will
be defined in this phase, which is a first step in the direction
of a client’s behaviour change. In the operationalisation
phase in which the client identifies his targets, a coach’s
positive supportive behaviour can also help the client to
recognise interest to change because in this phase, sub steps
for further progression will be argued. For example, a client
sees himself actually on a 5 (of 10) but wants to achieve
an 8 within the coaching process. In the conclusion phase,
the coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour might
be linked to client’s interest to change because here, a sum-
mary of the first coaching session and homework will be
given. This might also stimulate the client to communicate
interest to change.

All in all, we expect positive effects of coach’s positive
supportive behaviour to be linked to the client’s interest to
change per single phase. Therefore, for hypothesis 2, we
assume:
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Hypothesis 2 Demonstrated positive supportive coach be-
haviour is significantly positively linked to the spoken
client’s interest to change in the contact, the exploration,
the operationalisation, and the conclusion phases.

Based on the assumption that coach’s expressed positive
supportive coach behaviour is positively linked to client’s
interest to change per phase, we further focus on potential
differences within these correlations. In the contact phase
a high positive supportive level of expressed coach be-
haviour might not be natural to the client, because it is
the first contact between client and coach, which means
that it is first important to get to know each other and to
build initial trust. In contrast, in the two following phases it
is especially important for the coach to express his/her sup-
portive behaviour to facilitate client’s explanation of his or
her goals (exploration phase) as well as client’s commitment
to these goals and steps to reach these goals (operationali-
sation phase). So we expect higher correlations in these two
phases than in the contact phase. Finally, in the conclusion
phase coach’s positive supportive is important to underline
client’s positive learnings of the actual session (summary).
However, this phase also focuses on client’s homework,
which means that the coach has—compared to the two pre-
vious phases—more an explanatory role. We therefore ex-
pect that the expressed positive supportive coach behaviour
is most important in the exploration and the operationalisa-
tion phases and thus assume:

Hypothesis 2a Demonstrated positive supportive coach be-
haviour is more strongly positively linked to the spoken
client’s interest to change in the exploration and in the op-
erationalisation phase than in the contact and conclusion
phase.

3 Method

3.1 Design and Procedure

Data was collected in the context of a coaching educa-
tion training, which took place at two universities in North-
ern and Southern Germany. Clients were recruited via oral
promotion, fliers at the universities’ campus, or via adver-
tisement on the universities’ websites. After clients were
informed, they could participate in the coaching voluntary.
All coaches were psychologists with a Bachelor degree and
completed a training of about 200h before they were al-
lowed to coach an unknown client. The coaching training
lasted two semesters and consisted of (1) theoretical basic
coaching knowledge, such coaching concepts or coaching
techniques, (2) practical training with a peer via, for ex-
ample, roleplay, (3) practical training and self-awareness as

a client, (4) practical training as a coach, and (5) supervi-
sion with experienced coaches who were available all the
time and accompanied the whole training process. After
having finished their coaching training, all coaches com-
pleted a coaching process with a randomly assigned client.
The coaching addressed career-related issues and lasted for
five sessions. For the present study, we videotaped the first
session because this session is very special for the ongoing
process. The guidelines for the first session recommended
establishing a good relationship to the client and clarify-
ing the client’s request, including goal exploration, opera-
tionalisation, and conclusion, by summarizing and giving
homework to the client.

3.2 Participants

We analysed 52 coaching dyads. Participation was cer-
tified after the process and part of the coaches’ curricu-
lum. An average session lasted 83.15min (SD= 26.74,
Min= 39, Max= 130). The age of the coaches ranged from
21–42 years (M= 24.69, SD= 3.67). In all, 94.2% were
female (n= 49) and 5.8% were male (n= 3). The clients
who had applied for a career-coaching process were young
professionals or students before finishing their Bachelor or
Master degree. The clients’ average age was 25.23 years,
which ranged from 21–39 years. Here, 55.8% were female
(n= 29) and 44.2% were male (n= 23). All participants
gave their written consent for being videotaped and for
scientific analyses.

3.3 Measures

Interactional Analyses By using the coding scheme Ad-
vanced Interaction Analysis for Consulting (act4consulting;
e. g., Gessnitzer and Kauffeld 2015; Will et al. 2016; based
on act4teams, Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock 2012)
and the software INTERACT (Mangold 2010), trained
coders cut and coded the 52 coaching sessions into small-
est units (max. 20s per statement; a 1-hour coaching
consists of about 800 units on average). Such a unit is
defined as the smallest meaningful statement that can be
understood by the counterpart of the interaction (Bales
1950). After the coders cut the units, each unit was as-
signed to either coach or client and received a behavioural
code based on act4consulting. In this paper, we focused on
the following codes: paraphrasing, addressing the client’s
feelings and appreciation as well as client’s interest to
change. All coders received a 50-hour training from an
experienced coder before they started to code on their own.
Furthermore, coders had regularly supervised meetings to
address questions. Inter-rater reliability was good and at
k= 0.70 (Landis and Koch 1977). We standardised all code
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Table 1 Correlation analyses per single coaching phase and Steiger’s z-values

r Steiger’s z values compared to correlation in the phase

Exploration Operationalization Conclusion

Contact phase 0.36** 1.135 –0.017 0.044

Exploration phase 0.15 – –1.123 –1.042

Operationalization phase 0.36** – – 0.061

Conclusion phase 0.35* – – –

N= 52
r correlation between positive supportive coach behavior and client’s interest to change in the different phases
* p< 0.05; ** p< 0.01; two-tailed for correlations and one-tailed for z values

frequencies to compare the amount of coach’s and client’s
behaviour on the length of the coaching session.

3.4 Coaching Phases

All coaching phases where separated by making use of our
theoretically based definitions per phase. More detailed in-
formation is given above in this article. By means of these
definitions, we qualitatively cut the coaching session into
four parts (contact, exploration, operationalisation, and con-
clusion phase).

3.5 Expressed Positive Supportive Coach Behaviour

Following Will et al. (2016) we built the cumulative value
between the codes paraphrasing which means repetition of
aforesaid into the coach’s own words and prophase client’s
formulations/statements (e.g., ‘Let me paraphrase your last
statements. You said that ...’) and addressing the client’s
feeling which means that the coach addresses or asks for
the client’s feelings (e.g., ‘How are you today?’), which are
representative for expressed empathy and due to the code
appreciation which stands for that the coach shows thanks
and respect and addresses understanding for the client (e.g.,
‘This was pretty good.’) (e.g. Bluckert 2005) because these
behaviour patterns are often named in the same context as
being special influence variables for coaching interaction.
To account for differences, we standardised the statements
per phases to a 15-minute period.

3.6 Interest to Change

The code interest to change was used to analyse the verbal
statements of the client in order to capture his motivation to
change the actual behaviour. More specifically, this means
that the client is addresses positive statements regarding
changing behaviour or that the client shows self-engage-
ment or that the client expresses openness for change (e.g.,
‘I will try this.’). We standardised the statements per phases
to a 15-minute period.

4 Results

In order to test the first hypothesis where we wanted to
examine whether the expressed positive supportive be-
haviour of the coach differed among the phases, we used
a repeated measures ANOVA with a Greenhouse-Geisser
correction, which determined that the coaching phases
(positive supportive behaviour per phase as the within-
subjects) yielded a statistically significant variation be-
tween the phases (F(1.97, 100.68)= 49.33, p< 0.001). Post-
hoc Bonferroni-adjusted analysis also showed a signifi-
cant difference (at p< 0.005) between all coaching phases.
By analysing the descriptive statistics, positive supportive
coach behaviour in the exploration phase showed the high-
est mean value (M= 4.03, SD= 2.57). The second highest
mean value can be seen in the operationalisation phase
(M= 2.62, SD= 2.37), whereas in the conclusion (M= 0.84,
SD= 0.84) and in the contact phase, the means values were
lower (M= 0.17, SD= 0.19). The positive supportive coach
behaviour is standardized to 15min. Regarding Hypothe-
sis 1, these results support our assumption that in all phases,
the expressed positive supportive coach behaviour differed.

In order to test the second hypothesis, bivariat Pear-
son correlation analyses were conducted using the soft-
ware SPSS (Version 23). We tested per phase in what way
a client’s interest to change was linked to the coach’s ex-
pressed supportive behaviour. Results indicated that the
coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour was posi-
tively significantly linked to the client’s interest to change in
the contact phase (r= 0.36, p< 0.01), in the operationalisa-
tion phase (r= 0.36, p< 0.01), and in the conclusion phase
(r= 0.35, p< 0.01), except in the exploration phase (n. s.).
For more information, please see Table 1. As only three
of four tested regressions were significant, we could only
partly support Hypothesis 2.

5 Discussion

The present study has addressed current calls for more pro-
cess-based analyses in coaching and has given an answer to
the question of what really happens in a coaching session.
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Whereas the GROW model from Withmore (e.g. 2010)
does not explicitly focus on a first session and so does
not take the first contact of coach and client into account,
we assimilated the model, specifically the first (contact)
and the second (exploration) of the four phases (contact,
exploration, operationalisation, and conclusion). The main
objective of this study was to focus on and analyse not
only different coaching phases, but more specifically, the
expressed positive supportive coach behaviour and its in-
fluence on the coaching outcome, such as a client’s interest
to change. We concentrated on the expressed positive sup-
portive coach behaviour because it is often named as being
special for the interaction with the client, but up to now, this
behaviour has not been objectively researched. Likewise, as
we know from psychotherapeutic research, the client’s in-
terest to change is mainly the most important and successful
outcome of a session. This is why, we analysed the influ-
ence of the expressed positive supportive coach behaviour
on the client’s interest to change in order to tie in the cur-
rent small amount of process based research in coaching.
Results have shown a significant difference between the
expressed coach behaviour in the single phases. Findings
have pointed out that a coach adapts his/her behaviour per
phase. In accordance with existing coaching research (e.g.,
Kilburg 1997), our results support the idea that a coach
has to behave individually to support his/her client best and
to provide a supportive relationship (Kilburg 1997). Be-
havioural coding showed that the expressed positive sup-
portive coach behaviour influences the client’s interest to
change in the contact, operationalisation, and conclusion
phases. Motivational Interviewing literature also underlines
the findings that a therapist/counsellor can influence the
client’s change talk (Miller and Rollnick 2002). As in ev-
ery phase, the topics change—for example, in the contact
phase where coach and client first meet vs. in the opera-
tionalisation phase where the client’s goals are fixed—the
coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour could help
the client by stating interest to change the actual behaviour
and the actual situation. The results have not underpinned
that coach’s behaviour is more strongly linked to the client’s
interest to change in the exploration and in the operational-
isation phase than in the two other phases. These findings
show that coaches always have to show this supportive be-
haviour and need not to differ in their expressed behavioural
intensity.

5.1 Theoretical and Practical Implications

Our findings have several implications for coaching re-
search and the coaching practice. The study offers vari-
ous contributions about how to measure coaches expressed
supportive behaviour and client’s interest to change. By
analysing the codes paraphrasing, addressing the client’s

feelings and appreciation as well as interest to change, the
findings have shown in a very objective manner (video-
based objective data analyses) how coach and client inter-
act in a coaching session and how they behave directly.
By using video-based data, we could shed light on an in-
novative method of analysing the behaviour of coach and
client. Additionally, now we not only know if coach and
client show these behaviour pattern, but more specifically,
we know when a coach has to express positive supportive
coach behaviour. This means that we could answer more
the question of what really happens within an interaction
between coach and client now. The observed behaviour here
is based on unbiased analyses and is even more objective
than any other perception-based method (c. f., Baumeister
et al. 2007).

Additionally, the importance of zooming into single
coaching phases has been demonstrated. As we have shown,
the separation and differentiation into single phases is nec-
essary as not only the content of the single phases differs,
but also the coach has to react individually to the client
for helping him/her assemble the interest to change. As
a first coaching session often assumes a special role as the
first contact between coach and client, and the pathway
for further sessions is built here, the new adaption of the
GROW model now represents a more specific phase of
the model than in the original model. This could be an
initial point for future studies, which would consider more
detailed process-based data. The findings of this study not
only shed light on the behaviour of coach and client, they
also underpin the importance of the relationship quality
and the influence of coach behaviour on outcome variables.

Beside the theoretical findings, the study also offers
new practical insights. One of the common concerns which
coaches with a new client share is the question of whether
they are able to form a strong connection to their client or
if there will be a client with whom a coach could not work
with (Bluckert 2005). In order to foster self-assurance, the
study’s findings offer helpful advice. In concrete terms,
a coach’s expressed positive supportive behaviour pattern,
such as paraphrasing, addressing the client’s feelings, and
appreciation, can quickly and easily be learned. That is
why these findings should be integrated more explicitly
into coaching trainings. In addition, experienced coaches
could also benefit from the study’s findings because even if
they knew before about these positive supportive behaviour
pattern, they now know when they should express sup-
portive behaviour, and that expressing positive supportive
behaviour in the exploration phase has no significant influ-
ence on the client’s interest to change. For this reason, they
should especially express these behaviour pattern in the
contact, the operationalisation, and the conclusion phase
in order to support their client by addressing interest to
change. Additionally, they now know that the expressed
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positive supportive behaviour is not more strongly posi-
tively linked to the client’s interest to change in special
phases.

In order to refer to coaching quality assurance, the re-
sults of our study contribute to ensuring that specific coach
behaviours lead to client changing behaviour. Under con-
sideration of professional coaching skills, these behaviour
patterns need to be kept in mind, and more specifically,
need to be expressed to the client.

All in all, this study is a first attempt to look into sin-
gle coaching phases under consideration of coach’s ex-
pressed positive supportive behaviour, and its influence on
the client’s changing behaviour.

5.2 Limitations and Future Research

As it is in every empirical study, our study has some limi-
tations. First, the sample consists of younger coaches who
have not gained that experience comparable to coaches who
work longer in this field. However, the coaches from our
sample have participated in an extensive coaching training
with about 200h. Even if the study’s sample does not rep-
resent the large diversity of professionals working in the
coaching context, the study’s sample is representative of
a rising number of psychologists working in the current
coaching market with a university qualification in coach-
ing psychology (Grant et al. 2010). Future research could
benefit from our findings of the study, but could also make
use of another sample to analyse whether there will be dif-
ferences with, for example, a management coach, who has
another background similar to the coaches in our sample.

Second, examining expressed positive supportive coach
behaviour, we focused on one main important influence fac-
tor a coach could use to support the client and to achieve
a positive outcome. Notwithstanding, further research is
needed in this context of empathy and appreciation in
coaching for having the opportunity to examine if there
could be an interplay within these two variables. Addi-
tionally, even more detailed information could be gained
by not only using video-based data analyses but also by
combining video-based data with questionnaires for having
even more insights.

Third, the study explicitly focuses on the first session,
which is the basis for the interaction between coach and
client. Hence, future research could benefit from findings
based on other sessions as well. Even if the following ses-
sions do not assume the same special role as does the first
session, research should focus on other coaching sessions
and their special phases, such as the last session, where
coach and client finish the coaching process. By conducting
this research, it is possible to not only examine a client’s
interest to change, but also the client’s real changed be-
haviour within the coaching process. With these findings

there is the opportunity to provide information about how
much a coach should express positive supportive behaviour
in the first session, and what influence this could have on
the following sessions.

Despite these limitations, our study is the first attempt to
look into the coaching process considering both coach’s and
the client’s behaviour, not only per single session, but also
more detailed per coaching phases. Although the findings
are only an initial research step, we now know that coach’s
expressed positive behaviour differs within single phases,
and that there is initial indication of positive influence from
the coach’s behaviour toward and for the client.
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