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Executive summary 
This report identifies the potential of coaching to support researcher performance and 
development in line with the Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers 
and the Vitae Researcher Development Framework. 
 
“Coaching for researchers is defined as a collaborative relationship between a coach and 
researcher that aims to unlock the researcher‟s potential to maximise their performance, 
learning, and development.”  
 
Coaching is a way of working with a distinct set of core principles and competences which 
place an emphasis provoking client‟s self-awareness and moving the client to action. The 
report overviews the widespread use of coaching in commercial organisations and other 
sectors, identifying debates about the type of coaching provision and forms of evaluation. 
Coaching offers the potential to enhance the doctoral and researcher experience, benefiting 
both the economy with the delivery of high quality and high impact research while also 
enhancing employability, health and well-being and retention of researchers by: 

 providing a bridge to the wide ranging training and development required for those areas 
identified in the Vitae Researcher Development Framework (RDF)  

 embedding skills, learnt through generic training and development, into an individual‟s 
everyday research practice 

 addressing the multifaceted and layered issues that may inhibit performance and the 
uptake of new skills, knowledge and development 

 offering a form of cross-institutional support, for example through an ability to be delivered 
via telecommunications/web technology coaching programmes could be offered for 
researchers at different institutions. 

 
Our review of coaching for research in UK higher education found: 

 There are an increasing number of examples of universities providing coaching for 
researchers and postgraduate researchers on a one-to-one basis   

 The majority of this is offered by internal coaches with varying degrees of internal and 
external training (only one university reports using an external coach for one-to-one 
coaching for research support)  

 The focus of coaching varies from being more specific (e.g. career coaching) to more 
generalised work and life coaching   

 Two universities, who undertook the review, have developed peer-to-peer coaching 
provision, both of which involve training by an external coach 

 Overall, evaluation occurs at the level of „reactions‟ and „learning‟ with no examples 
currently demonstrating specific behaviour change or tangible results 

 
Key issues in the development of provision of coaching for researchers are: the context of 
coaching provision (how much organisational „buy in‟ is required); what is the best form of 
coaching provision (external, internal, manager, peer coaching), and the need to develop 
appropriate forms of evaluation. 
 
Next steps proposed as a result of this report are: coaching for researchers website 
development, framework for evaluation of coaching for researchers, pilot studies 
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1. Introduction  
„Coaching is unlocking people‟s potential to maximise their own performance‟1   
 
It is not surprising that a technique that aims to „unlock‟ potential and maximise performance, 
however that be defined, has been developed and applied to so many areas of 
contemporary life. While the idea of having a coach or being coached is typically associated 
with sport, coaching is now applied to a wide variety of areas, for example, enhancing 
executive performance, developing leadership in schools, stress management, NHS 
performance management, youth unemployment, obesity, conflict management, community 
development, supporting offenders, divorce, social work, old age, graduate employment etc.   
 
As an outcome of the Vitae Connections2 event held in November 2010 a project group was 
established to explore coaching in the context of researcher development. The project group 
commissioned this review to identify the case for supporting the development of coaching as 
a unique form of provision for researcher development, and to identify the key issues that 
developing coaching for researchers will involve. The purpose of this report is to illustrate the 
potential of coaching to support researcher performance and development in line with the 
Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers and the Vitae Researcher 
Development Framework. 

Through the process of review the group defined coaching for researchers as: “a 
collaborative relationship between a coach and researcher that aims to unlock the 
researcher‟s potential to maximise their performance, learning, and development”.  
 
Within this broad definition there are different forms in which such a coaching relationship 
can be formed, ranging from professional one-to-one coaching with an external coach to 
forming peer-support relationships that are based on the use of coaching skills. Within the 
review we identify the different forms coaching can and does take. While the value and role 
of professional coaching must be recognised and maintained, we also identify the role that 
the development of coaching skills for researchers can play in enhancing their experiences, 
an important consideration given the budget constraints that trainers and developers face. 
 
1.1 Why use coaching with researchers? 
In changing times the pressures on research and researcher training are changing. Policy 
imperatives from the European Union through to national UK policy all point towards the goal 
of producing high quality and high impact research, while at the same time, the goal of 
supporting researchers to become highly skilled and adaptable to the different demands of 
academia and the commercial world.   
 
Within UK higher education the focus of these pressures is captured within the Concordat to 
Support the Career Development of Researchers which „aims to enhance the research 
workforce and thereby sustain research excellence in the UK, bringing benefits to the health, 
economy and well-being of our nation‟. Table 1 illustrates the ways in which coaching can 
contribute to the core principles of the Concordat. 
 
 

                                                           

1
 Timothy Gallwey cited by John Whitmore (2009) p.10 

2
 Vitae Connections is an open space event which aims to give staff supporting researchers the opportunity to 

discuss topics relevant to their institutions and providing information about using Vitae resources to develop the 
skills and careers of researchers 
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What coaching offers is the potential to: 

 provide a bridge to the wide ranging training and development required for those areas 
identified in the Vitae Researcher Development Framework (RDF) – a professional 
development framework for planning, promoting and supporting the personal, 
professional and career development of researchers in higher education 

 embed skills, learnt through generic training and development, into an individual‟s 
everyday research practice 

 address the multifaceted and layered issues that may inhibit performance and the uptake 
of new skills, knowledge and development 

 offer a form of cross-institutional support, for example through an ability to be delivered 
via telecommunications/web technology coaching programmes could be offered for 
researchers at different institutions. 

 
Table 1 – Coaching and the Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers 
principles 
 

Concordat principle The potential role of coaching 

1. Recognition of the importance of 
recruiting, selecting and retaining 
researchers with the highest potential to 
achieve excellence in research 

Coaching can contribute to an environment 
within which individuals are valued and able 
to be clear about their goals therefore 
improving the attractiveness of research 
work as well as enhancing retention through 
clarity of purpose 

2. Researchers are recognised and valued 
by their employing organisation as an 
essential part of their organisation's 
human resources and a key component 
of their overall strategy to develop and 
deliver world-class research  

Coaching supports individual development 
and maximises performance in ways that 
mean researchers can become more valued 
members of research groups and develop 
leadership skills 

3. Researchers are equipped and 
supported to be adaptable and flexible in 
an increasingly diverse, mobile and 
global research environment 

Coaching places an emphasis on individuals 
creativity and resourcefulness in ways that 
encourage abilities to adapt, innovate and be 
flexible to changing demands 

4. The importance of researchers' personal 
and career development, and lifelong 
learning, is clearly recognised and 
promoted at all stages of their career  

Coaching can be offered in ways that focus 
in a holistic way on supporting career 
development 

5. Individual researchers share the 
responsibility for and need to pro-actively 
engage in their own personal and career 
development, and lifelong learning 

Coaching places an emphasis on individual 
responsibility and accountability to action 
this as a core principle  

6. Diversity and equality must be promoted 
in all aspects of the recruitment and 
career management of researchers 

Coaching can be tailored towards particular 
groups and can work in a holistic way such 
that wider issues are addressed that may be 
unique to a particular group 

7. The sector and all stakeholders will 
undertake regular and collective review 
of their progress in strengthening the 
attractiveness and sustainability of 
research careers in the UK 

By integrating evaluation more thoroughly 
into coaching, the outcomes of the 
experience and impact of coaching could 
provide useful input to such reviews 
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With a focus on creating a context in which individuals are challenged to explore and 
creatively develop their own capabilities through learning in action, coaching is of potential 
value to individual researchers and their research supervisors or managers, as well as the 
institutions themselves. Indeed, coaching arguably offers a technique that sits at the 
intersection between these different agendas. 
 

 For individual researchers, coaching can build confidence in research performance as 
well as in the development of wider skills  

 For supervisors and managers who are under increased pressure, there is a need for 
researchers with increased ability to deliver and manage their work and to build 
competences in the skills identified by the Researcher Development Framework 

 For higher education institutions wishing to meet the demands of the Concordat to 
Support the Career Development of Researchers, address issues of retention and 
completion, support growing numbers of international students, and under pressure to 
increase research performance again, an approach that encourages the development of 
researcher effectiveness and employability could not be more timely 
 

In sum, coaching offers the potential to enhance the doctoral and researcher experience, 
benefiting both the economy with the delivery of high quality and high impact research while 
also enhancing employability, health and well-being and retention of researchers. 
 
1.2 International examples of coaching for research 

The argument for the use of coaching with researchers is supported by evidence from 
various international examples. For example, Geber3 (2010) reports on the success of a 
programme, measured by doctoral completion rates and publications. This programme 
involved internal one-to-one coaching provided in addition to a structured support 
programme to increase research productivity and publication of members of staff 
undertaking doctorates at the University of Witwatersrand, South Africa. While the structured 
support programme involved training in a number of areas (e.g. writing skills, presentations, 
speed reading, stress management, writing research proposals) this was supported with 12 
coaching sessions over a period of eight months. Coaching „is the process which is 
instrumental in making the whole programme much more effective than just the sum of the 
parts‟3.  
 
Another study reports on the success of „cognitive behavioural coaching‟ at Flinders 
University, Australia. The aim of the programme „was to teach students the underlying 
cognitive strategies and attitudes needed to complete their doctorate on time, reduce stress, 
manage their time and workload better, and generally improve their psychological hardiness 
and resilience.‟4. The authors argue these self-management skills „not only help students to 
complete their doctorate more quickly with less distress, but also to impact positively on their 
long-term career and life goals‟4. The authors argue that „by addressing emotional issues 
such as anxiety, fear of failure, perfectionism and procrastination, participants felt they were 
able to improve specific behaviours and felt more confident about their ability to complete‟4.  
  

                                                           

3
 Geber, H. (2010) ‟Coaching for accelerated research productivity in higher education‟, International Journal of 

Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring, 8 (2), 64-78 
4
 Kearns, H., Gardiner, M., Marshall, K. (2008) „Innovation in PhD completion: the hardy shall succeed (and be 

happy?)‟, Higher Education Research and Development, 27 (1): 77-89 
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2. What is coaching and what makes it distinctive? 
 
2.1 Defining coaching 
The nuances of different definitions of coaching vary, however, a common thread is that 
coaching is „a collaborative relationship formed between coach and coachee for the purpose 
of attaining professional or personal development outcomes which are valued by the 
coachee‟5. Coaching seeks to overcome an individual‟s sense of self-limitation by facilitating 
a process of learning and development through increasing their self-awareness about the 
choices and actions they make. There are many definitions for coaching within current 
literature. Building on these we can offer a definition of coaching for researchers as:  
 
“coaching for researchers involves a collaborative relationship between a coach 
and researcher that aims to unlock the researcher‟s potential to maximise their 
performance, learning, and development”.  
  
2.2 Key principles of coaching 
Coaches can be trained, work within a range of traditions of coaching (e.g. neuro-linguistic 
programming, transpersonal coaching, co-active coaching), and may utilise different 
techniques6. However, one way to emphasise what makes coaching distinctive is to identify 
the key principles of coaching (each of the main coaching bodies outlines „core 
competences‟ for coaches‟7). For example, Rogers outlines six key principles8: 

 The client has the resources to resolve his or her own problems 

 The coaches role is to develop the client‟s resourcefulness through skilful questioning, 
challenge and support 

 Coaching addresses the whole person 

 The client sets the agenda 

 The coach and client are equals 

 Coaching is about change and action 
 
2.3 Coaching in relation to counselling, therapy and mentoring 
As a distinct form of professional practice with defined core principles that can be applied to 
support research, coaching differs to other ways of working, in particular, counselling, 
therapy and mentoring. Rogers9 provides a more nuanced discussion of the similarities and 
differences. Here, in making the following distinctions it is important to note that the 
boundaries can be blurred. For example pyscho-therapy and counselling come in many 
shapes and forms and can be more action oriented in ways that align with coaching 
approaches, while some coaching approaches draw more directly on, for example, 
therapeutic approaches such as psycho-dynamic theory.   
 

                                                           

5
 p.126, Grant, A.M., Passmore,J., Cavanagh, M.J., Parker, H. (2010) „The State of Play in Coaching Today: A 

Comprehensive Review of the Field‟, International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 25: 125-
167 
6
 See reviews by Cox, E.,Bachkirova, T., Clutterbuck, D. (2010) „The complete handbook of coaching‟, London: 

Sage and Feldman, D.C. and Lankau M.J. (2005) „Executive Coaching: A Review and Agenda for Future 
Research‟, Journal of Management 31: 829-848 
7
 See, the International Coaching Federation (www.coachfederation.org/about-icf/), the Association for Coaching 

(www.associationforcoaching.com/) and the European Coaching and Mentoring council (www.emccouncil.org/) 
8
 p.7-8, Rogers, J. (2008) „Coaching Skills: a handbook‟, Maidenhead: OU/McGrewHill 

9
 Chapter 1, Rogers, J. (2008) „Coaching Skills: a handbook‟, Maidenhead: OU/McGrewHill 
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Both counselling and psychotherapy tend to involve working with a client who is in a more 
„persistently distressed and disabling state‟10. For coaching to be appropriate, effective and 
ethical, the assumption is that the client is, in the words of the co-active tradition, „naturally 
resourceful, creative and whole‟11. In this sense coaching does not seek to analyse and 
resolve any underlying psycho-social pathology.  
 
They also differ as follows: 
 

Counselling Coaching 

Tends to place an emphasis on non-
judgemental listening, with no commitment 
necessarily to action 

Aims to pose challenging, powerful 
questions that hold the client accountable to 
their learning and actions 

Psychotherapy Coaching 

Tends to involve the therapist „analysing‟ the 
client and looking to the past, trying to 
understand „why?‟ 

Does not tend to analyse or look to answer 
„why‟ questions. The emphasis is more 
asking „what‟ questions: What is at stake? 
What do you want to happen? What are you 
going to do? 

Mentoring Coaching 

Tends to be done by someone who is more 
experienced in the field (e.g. a senior 
colleague) and who can offer expert advice 
and guidance within the particular field 

Is more focused on provoking self-
awareness through the application of 
coaching skills and does not require the 
coach to be an expert in the field (indeed 
some argue this can hinder enabling 
opportunities for client‟s deep learning) 

 
One way to explore the differences is through the distinction of the extent to which the form 
of provision is more or less directive. For example, Myles-Downy „the coaches coach‟ offers 
the following diagram (Box 1), suggesting coaching should sit more on the nondirective „pull‟ 
side than the more directive „push‟12. 
 

Box 1 – The Spectrum of Coaching Skills (Downey 2003) 

 

                                                           

10
 p.14, Rogers, J. (2008) „Coaching Skills: a handbook‟, Maidenhead: OU/McGrewHill 

11
 p.4, Whitworth, K., Kimsey-House, K., Kimsey-House, H., Sandahl, P. (2009) „Co-active coaching: new skills 

for coaching people towards success in work and life‟, London: Nicholas Brealey 
12

 p.16, CIPD (2008) „Coaching and buying coaching services‟, London: CIPD 
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2.4 Coaching relationships and using coaching skills 
It is also important to make a distinction between forming a defined coaching relationship 
and using coaching skills in a range of contexts. Coaching involves a broad spectrum of 
skills that can be used in a range of contexts. Mentors, counsellors, psycho-therapists and 
indeed managers may well use coaching skills at various points. For example, the infamous 
„GROW‟ model13 is often used within management training as a format for conducting 
meetings. Within a defined coaching relationship an emphasis is placed on the client setting 
an agenda and the coach working with coaching skills to provoke self-awareness, to 
challenge the client to take actions that the client identifies as possible, and to hold the client 
to account for the actions that took place and subsequent learning. In this context the coach 
has no specific agenda other than to hold a space in which the client learns and develops 
through increased self-awareness and reflection on action. That relationship is agreed, 
collaborative, and the coach abides to the principles and ethics of coaching. 
 
Summary 

 Coaching seeks to overcome an individual‟s sense of self-limitation by facilitating a 
process of learning and development through increased self-awareness in the choices 
and actions they make 

 Coaching is a way of working with a distinct set of core principles and competences which 
place an emphasis on provoking client‟s self-awareness and moving the client to action 

 A coach needs to have expertise in the skills of coaching but not necessarily in the 
client‟s field 

 While coaching skills can be applied to a range of contexts, this is different to forming a 
defined coaching relationship 

  

                                                           

13
 Whitworth, K., Kimsey-House, K., Kimsey-House, H., Sandahl, P. (2009) „Co-active coaching: new skills for 

coaching people towards success in work and life‟, London: Nicholas Brealey 
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3. The state of play outside higher education 
The growth of coaching in the corporate world has reached a point where surveys show that 
most commercial organisations now incorporate some form of coaching within their 
organisations. For example, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) 
report a shift from 60% in 2005 to 90% in 2010 of their organisations using coaching (CIPD 
2010)14. Similarly in the US, 93% of US-based Global 100 companies are reported to use 
executive coaches15.    
 
Organisations use coaching in a range of ways and this can be categorised in terms of the 
following three headings15: 

 Skills coaching – focusing on the attainment or development of a specific skill set (e.g. 
time management) 

 Performance coaching – focusing on improving a defined area of performance over a 
period of time (e.g. sales)  

 Developmental coaching – focusing on an individual‟s broader personal and 
professional development (e.g. leadership qualities) 

 
According to the CIPD review „The case for coaching‟ the growth of the application of 
coaching reflects that „coaching can result in improved performance, positive behaviour 
change, more effective leadership and improved confidence and motivation. These 
collectively contribute to positive changes to the organisational culture‟16. Box 2 summarises 
some of the key elements of coaching that organisations value. 
 
Box 2 – The key elements of coaching organisations value 
 

Building on the CIPD analysis key elements of coaching that organisations value are17 
(Jarvis et al  2006): 

 Reflection on what people want and how they can improve their performance and 
relationships 

 Support for change by a focused form of development that encourages the individual to 
maintain focus on a goal or issue and holds the coachee to account 

 Questioning and challenging about attitudes and experiences 

 Increasing self-awareness (if combined with 360⁰ feedback) 

 Structured exploration of different options and decisions 

 Gaining feedback from a variety of sources in challenging yet supportive environment 

 One to one support that can align with other learning and development initiatives and 
which though structured regular meetings can pin the learning down 

 Tailored, flexible support aligned to an individual‟s learning style and developmental 
needs 

 Provides evidence within an organisation that it is investing in its staff 

                                                           

14
 The CIPD survey includes non-commercial organisations also, and indeed some universities 

15
 Grant, A.M., Passmore,J., Cavanagh, M.J., Parker, H. (2010) „The State of Play in Coaching Today: A 

Comprehensive Review of the Field‟, International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 25: 125-
167 
16

 p.13, CIPD (2005) „Does Coaching Work?‟, A Report Prepared For The Coaching At Work Conference, 
www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/research/does-coaching-work.aspx (accessed 6th September 2011) 
17

 Jarvis, J., Lane, D.A., and Fillery-Travis, A. (2006) „The case for coaching: Making evidence-based decisions in 
coaching‟, London: CIPD 
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 The ability to address a broad range of interconnected issues and be responsive to 
issues that arise during the process 

 It is based on confidentiality and trust 

 A more personal and deeper form of development for individuals 

 Individual ownership of learning 

 
Summary 

 The use of coaching is widespread in commercial organisations and other sectors 

 Different types of coaches – external, internal, manager and peer coaches – are used 
and reflect different aims of coaching, for example focusing on skills, performance or 
development 

 There is a growing body of evidence of effectiveness and impact of coaching, however 
there is a need to generate more systematic evaluation 

 In overcoming barriers to developing coaching a key issue is how focused the coaching 
provision is vis a vis developing a culture of coaching within the organisation 
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4. Current provision of coaching for research in UK higher 

education  
Coaching is becoming more widely used within UK higher education. For example, specific 
coaching provision is available for Vice-Chancellors18, Leicester de Montfort University offers 
life coaching for students as part of its counselling service19, Lancaster University set up a 
„coaching register‟ of internally trained coaches to provide coaching for all staff, and some 
universities are trying to establish a coaching culture. For the purposes of this review we 
focus specifically on the use of coaching to support researchers. 
 
This section is based on a short survey via the Vitae Hub networks and Vitae Database of 
Practice. The survey questions are detailed in Appendix 1. Twenty one institutions 
responded. While not uncovering the whole picture, what we present does give an indication 
of some of the different ways in which universities are using coaching for researcher support.  
 
4.1 Overview of findings of coaching provision 
Overall, of the 21 institutions that replied, 14 offer coaching for researcher support in some 
form, two of these offering more than one form. Of the seven that do not currently offer 
coaching, five would like to. 
 
The findings are as follows:  

 Coaching is provided by 14 institutions. Eight of these offer six sessions and the period 
ranges from two to 12 months. The focus of these sessions vary, for example, 11 offer 
career coaching, three life coaching, one skills training 

 The two institutions providing peer-to-peer coaching offer training sessions, practice and 
follow up sessions 

 Five institutions offer coaching to all staff, five offer to research staff and postgraduate 
researchers, five only to research staff, two only to postgraduate staff and one offers to 
staff in line management positions 

 Ten used internal coaches (staff or peers), three used external coaches, two used 
internal and external coaches 

 Funding varied: the coaching was provided within a job role (three), specifically via 
Roberts funding (five), from staff development or core programme budget (six), or internal 
„pilot‟ funding (one)  

 Evaluation of coaching has involved different methods, most frequently feedback from 
coaches and coachees but also: 

o BOS survey 
o anecdotal evidence 
o systematic review aligning with the Impact and Evaluation Group Impact 

Framework  
o immediate participant feedback and follow on conversations 
o evaluation via independent team and focus group  

 
No evaluations have specifically identified changes to „behaviour‟ or „impacts‟ (following 
Kirkpatrick) or a fuller RAM evaluation (following CIPD). 

 

                                                           

18
 The Leadership Foundation for Higher Education – www.lfhe.ac.uk 

19
 Leicester de Montfort – 

www.dmu.ac.uk/study/student_services/counselling/how_we_can_help/life_coaching/index.jsp 
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4.2 Examples of coaching for research20 
In this section we give examples of how coaching has been provided by those institutions 
responding to the recent Vitae survey.  
 
4.2.1 Internal coaching 
In the following examples the internal coaches include coaches from within staff 
development, coaches from around the university, and a lecturer-coach: 

 One to one life and career coaching (University of Bath): six coaching sessions offered 
centrally by Staff Development Manager to research staff and early career academics 

 Co-active coaching (University of Manchester): six sessions to post-docs in the Faculty 
of Engineering & Physical Sciences provided by a Research Development Officer within 
the Faculty   

 Professional and Personal Development (University of East Anglia): six sessions 
offered by range of staff to all staff, including researchers  

 Career Coaching (University of Swansea, University of Essex): coaching by an internal 
coach is offered to all staff and post-graduates (Swansea) and just research staff (Essex)  

 PhD Coaching (Lancaster University): seven work and life coaching sessions are offered 
by a Lecturer (trained coach) to postgraduate researchers in Lancaster Environment 
Centre face-to-face or over the phone   

 Research Coaching (University of Nottingham):15 work or project based sessions were 
offered by a Research Skills Training Coordinator to postgraduate researchers and 
research staff 

 Group Coaching (University of Sheffield): career coaching with facilitated online and 
peer support is offered by career professionals to researchers in groups of eight in the 
Faculty of Science.  
 

4.2.2 External coach 

 Work or career coaching (St Georges University of London): six career or work focused 
coaching sessions are offered to all staff, including contract researchers, over a 12 month 
period  

 Women in Science (UKRC): UKRC pilot programme of coaching services in the South 
East of England, Scotland and the North East to support women advancing careers in 
science, engineering and technology (www.theukrc.org/women/getset-women) 

 
4.2.3 Manager as coach 

 London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine: staff and educational development 
programme offers a two day workshop 'The Manager as Trainer and Coach' 
 

4.2.4 Peer-to-peer coaching 
Two universities have been developing peer-to-peer coaching: 

 PhD Peer-to-peer support (Graduate College, Lancaster University): pilot project 
involving 12 postgraduate researchers from across the university trained in basic 
coaching skills and facilitated to practice peer-to-peer coaching over three months. Ran 
by lecturer and external coach  

 Peer-to-peer career and life coaching (Future Step, University of Southampton): 
offered to all research staff and postgraduate researchers, a two month life coaching 
programme that involves training in coaching skills, online support, pair-peer coaching 
and 'thinking‟ groups  

                                                           

20
 Casestudies will be published in early 2012 on the Vitae website 

http://www.vitae.ac.uk
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Summary 

 There are an increasing number of examples of universities providing coaching for 
researchers and postgraduate researchers on a one-to-one basis   

 The majority of this is offered by internal coaches with varying degrees of internal and 
external training (only one university reports using an external coach for one-to-one 
coaching for research support)  

 The focus of coaching varies from being more specific (e.g. career coaching) to more 
generalised work and life coaching   

 Two universities have developed peer-to-peer coaching provision, both of which involve 
training by an external coach 

 Overall, evaluation occurs at the level of „reactions‟ and „learning‟ with no examples 
currently monitoring specific behaviour change or tangible results 

  

http://www.vitae.ac.uk
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5. Developing coaching for researcher support 
In this final section of the review we emphasise the opportunity that coaching offers for 
researcher development, identify the keys issues that developing coaching for researchers 
will involve, and set out some next steps for supporting that development. 
 
5.1 The opportunity of coaching 
As a distinct way of working within a defined relationship, coaching for researchers offers a 
way of supporting researchers to „unlock‟ their potential to maximise their performance. 
Drawing on the definition outlined in section two, we offer a definition of coaching for 
research: 
“Coaching for researchers involves a collaborative relationship between a coach and 
researcher that aims to unlock the researcher‟s potential to maximise their learning, 
development and performance”. 
 
We have seen in the review that not only do other sectors use coaching widely, but also a 
number of higher education institutions in the UK and internationally are starting to apply 
coaching provision for researcher support. 
 
The power of coaching lies in the opportunity it affords to work across a range of levels, from 
specific skills development, to focusing on key areas of performance, to more generalised 
development of the researcher. Examples of the application of coaching range from more 
targeted approaches – particular areas of researcher skills development, particular areas of 
researcher performance, particular groups of researchers, supporting particular training 
programmes – to the more generalised application of work and life coaching. The potential of 
coaching is to offer a form of engagement that can address and bridge individual, 
supervisors/managers and institutional goals while working with the often multifaceted issues 
that researchers grapple with. 
 
There are considerable opportunities to provide coaching in different ways. As we have seen 
within other sectors and within higher education, organisations utilise different forms of 
coaching provision: manager coaching, internal coaching, external coaching and peer-to-
peer coaching. The choice of different approaches and their effectiveness can reflect the 
extent to which the focus of the coaching – skills, performance or development – requires 
more highly developed coaching skills, trust and confidentiality between the coach and 
researcher. In addition coaching need not be bound by geography – many professional 
coaches work with the majority of clients over the phone.  
 
In a context in which increased emphasis is placed on research performance and 
employability skills enhancement, in which institutions are pressured to ensure retention and 
completion, in which there is a growth of international doctoral students, and in which the 
pressures on supervisors and managers are more than ever, coaching clearly offers an 
exciting, innovative and adaptable mode of support for researcher development. 
 
5. 2 Key issues in developing coaching for researchers 
In seeking to develop coaching for researchers within a university setting the review points to 
the need to consider the context in which coaching is being established, the most 
appropriate form of coaching provision, and the importance of embedding evaluation into the 
process. 

http://www.vitae.ac.uk
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5.2.1 The context of coaching provision  
One of the challenges of developing coaching within an organisation rests on whether or not 
the intention is to shift the culture of the organisation or just to offer a form of targeting 
provision (see the CIPD on the barriers to coaching and ways to overcome them, CIPD 
2005). There are two key issues here. First is the extent of „buy in‟ that is required for the 
implementation of a coaching programme and the expectations of this. Coaching is 
sometimes offered stand-alone in ways that may not involve high levels of investment and 
relate to the quite individual needs of an employee. Even in this case, following the CIPD 
recommendations to develop more integrated evaluation to determine the effectiveness of 
such a programme (see below), there is some value in considering the organisational 
context to the coaching. The CIPD provide a useful way of mapping the context in terms of 
business priorities, organisation culture, coaching purpose, learning and development 
climate, perception of coaching, available resources, and degree of sponsorship21. 
Second, however, is the extent to which the coaching is being developed as part of wider 
organisational strategy. Indeed, there is literature on creating coaching cultures within 
organisations. In this case the barriers and challenges to provision and evaluation that need 
to be overcome are of a different magnitude to those involved in the provision of stand-alone 
coaching22. 
 
5.2.2 What is the best form of coaching provision?  
Organisations vary in the type of coaching they utilise. According to the CIPD in 2011, of 
those organisations using coaching, 43% said the coaching was undertaken by line 
managers, 34% by internal coaches (for example from an HR department) and 20% by 
external coaches. Table 2 adapts some of the findings from the CIPD (2005)23 and key 
issues identified in coaching literature about the advantages and disadvantages of external, 
internal, manager (of doctoral supervisor) and peer coaches24.  
 
  

                                                           

21
 CIPD (2010) „Real-world coaching evaluation: a guide for practitioners‟, London: CIPD 

22
 See Clutterbuck, D. and Megginson, D. (2005) „Making Coaching Work: Creating a coaching culture‟, London: 

CIPD 
23

 CIPD (2005) „Does Coaching Work?‟, A Report Prepared For The Coaching At Work Conference, 
www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/research/does-coaching-work.aspx (accessed 6th September 2011) 
24

 See for example review by Sue-Chan, C. and Latham, G. (2004) „The Relative Effectiveness of External, Peer, 
and Self-Coaches‟, Applied Psychology 53(2): 260-278Wadee, A.A., Keane, M., Dietz, T. andHay, D. (2011) 
„Effective PhD Supervision: Mentorship and Coaching‟, Rozenberg Quarterly, 
http://reozenbergquartley.com?p=1854 (accessed 6th September 2011) 
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Table 2 – The advantages and disadvantages of different types of coach 
 

Type of coach Advantages Disadvantages 

External coaches 
(sometimes called 
executive coaches) 
– defined as 
coaches who do 
not work for the 
organisation 
 

 Independence 

 Confidentiality 

 Wider experience of 
organisational working  

 Wider range of ideas and 
experience  

 Higher coaching skill set   

 Cost 

 Difficulties in balancing the agenda of the 
organisation and agenda of the coachee 

Internal coaches – 
defined as an 
employee within 
the organisation 
who is not directly 
involved in the 
coachees work 
(e.g. a member of 
an HR department)  

 Champions of coaching within 
the organisation 

 Can keep focused on 
organisational agendas 

 Can be more cost effective 
when wanting to offer coaching 
to larger number of staff  

 Have existing knowledge of the 
organisation  

 Can utilise internal feedback 
mechanisms within the 
coaching sessions   

 Establishing internal coaches credibility 

 Ensuring trust and confidentiality 

 Conflicts of interest  

 „Blind spots‟ that prevent issues being raised 

 May have tendency not to address 
multifaceted problems 

 

Manager (or 
doctoral 
supervisor) 
coaches – defined 
as a manager who 
explicitly coaches 
an employee 
(rather than just 
utilising coaching 
skills)  

 Being able to ensure the 
coaching is focused on the 
fulfilment of business objectives 

 Are aware of the performance 
and perception of the coachee 

 Can offer „just in time‟ coaching 

 Help contribute to coaching 
culture within the organisation 

 „Demands the highest qualities of that 
manager: empathy, integrity, and 
detachment, as well as willingness, in most 
cases, to adopt a fundamentally different 
approach to his [or her] staff‟25 

 Focused on a restricted agenda  

 Limitations in terms of trust, confidentiality 
and independence  

 Is unlikely to address the multifaceted nature 
of issues an employee may be facing 

Peer coaching 
involves the coach 
and coachee being 
of equal status   
 

 A non-threatening and non-
evaluative relationship  

 Low cost 

 Helps contribute to coaching 
culture within the organisation   

 Establishing internal coaches credibility 

 Ensuring trust and confidentiality 

 Conflicts of interest  

 „Blind spots‟ that prevent issues being raised 

 May have tendency not to address 
multifaceted problems 

 May be issues around the skill base of the 
coach26 

                                                           

25
 p.20, Whitmore, J. (2009) „Coaching for performance: GROWing human potential and purpose‟, London: 

Nicholas Brealey 
26

 See Ladyshewsky, R. (2006) „Peer coaching: a constructivist methodology for enhancing critical thinking in 
postgraduate business education‟, Higher Education Research and Development, 25(1): 67-84 and 
Ladyshewsky, R. and Ryan, J. (2006) „Peer coaching and reflective practice in authentic business contexts: a 
strategy to enhance competency in post-graduate business students‟, in Herrington, A and Herrington, J. 
Authentic Learning Environments in Higher Education, Pennsylvania: IGI Global 
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The appropriateness of the type of coach used and their effectiveness may well reflect the 
nature of the issue that is to be addressed. For example, the demands of developmental 
coaching, in contrast to a more specific focus on skills development will require different 
qualities from the coach and coaching relationship27. Is the coaching focused on a particular 
issue or skill (e.g. presentation skills, time management, writing blocks), a particular area of 
performance (e.g. publication, bid writing), or developmental (e.g. career, leadership, 
building confidence)? Will the coaching be aimed at supporting other forms of provision or 
training, or is it stand alone?  
Will the coaching be targeted at particular groups of researchers or is it focused on a specific 
group (e.g. second years in the „doctoral dip‟, women in science, international students)? Will 
there be particular expectations generated by such a focus? 
 
The key question here is that, depending on the focus, to what extent will the coaching deal 
with multifaceted issues which would orient provision towards an external coach who can 
offer more independence and confidentiality? When using internal, manager or peer 
coaches, wider and more multifaceted issues affecting the coachees may not be brought to 
bear on the topic. For example, the issues brought to bear when focusing on time 
management skills, may be quite different when being coached by a supervisor (perhaps 
presented as how to improve project management), someone from the HR department 
(perhaps presented as a problem of managing expectations) or an independent external 
coach (perhaps presented as a wider problem of work-life balance and a conflict between 
individual, supervisor and/or organisational values).   
 
Finally, another key question will be what sort of training is provided for internal, peer-to-peer 
or manager coaching, or what criteria of accreditation or qualifications will be required for 
external coaches? The key question here lies in whether what is being established is a 
coaching relationship between a qualified coach and a coachee, or a relationship within 
which coaching skills are being utilised but which is not defined by coaching principles. For 
the latter, some basic training in coaching skills might suffice. For the former, more 
consideration of the nature and level of qualification and accreditation may be required, 
including the importance of working to a professional coaching code of ethics. 
 
5.2.3 Making the case: how will the coaching be evaluated?   

In making the case for coaching there has been increased debate about how best to 
evaluate the impact of coaching28. Indeed, to date, the CIPD has found that over 50% of the 
organisations it surveyed did not measure the impact of their coaching investment25. 
 
Following Kirkpatrick‟s model of evaluation and the Impact and Evaluation Group‟s Impact 
Framework, there are many accounts of how positive individuals have found coaching at the 
two levels of individual „reactions‟ to and „learning‟ from coaching. Evaluation of the 
individual experience of coaching consistently shows a positive impact. As the CIPD put it 
“there appears to be a genuine belief from those who take part in coaching that it does 
delivery some benefits”29. Such benefits include: increased self-awareness, more balanced 

                                                           

27
 see Fillery-Travis and Lane (2006) „Does coaching work or are we asking the wrong questions?‟, International 

Coaching Psychology Review 1(1): 23-36 and Grant, A.M., Passmore,J., Cavanagh, M.J., Parker, H. (2010) „The 
State of Play in Coaching Today: A Comprehensive Review of the Field‟, International Review of Industrial and 
Organizational Psychology, 25: 125-167 
28

 CIPD (2009) „Taking the temperature of Coaching‟, London: CIPD 

 
29

 p.28 CIPD (2008) „Coaching and buying coaching services‟, London: CIPD 
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life, lower stress levels, enhanced self-discovery, increased confidence, improved quality of 
life, enhanced communication skills, increased project completion, improved health or fitness 
level, better relationships with co-workers, better family relationships26.  
 
More challenging, and where there is considerable debate, is identifying the impact of 
coaching at the two further levels of Kirkpatrick‟s model, namely in actual „behaviour‟ or 
produced „tangible results‟30. A growing number of studies are starting to document the 
impacts of coaching31. An early and often cited study was Olivero et al (1997)32 who found 
that while training interventions with managers increased their productivity by 22%, with the 
addition of one-to-one coaching over an eight week period this rose to 88% increase in 
manager productivity. Further, in a review of „outcome‟ studies, Grant et al (2010)33 show 
that the range of outcomes within the literature includes: fostering resilience in medical 
students, clinicians learning motivational interviewing techniques, reducing depression, 
stress or anxiety, reducing sickness absence from psychosocial health complaints, improved 
goal attainment, enhance self-efficacy.   
 
More recently, there have been attempts to demonstrate more directly „tangible results‟ in 
the form of a „return of investment‟ (ROI). According to the International Coach Federation 
2009 survey of organisations investing in coaching services, the median for those that had 
calculated a ROI indicated a median return of seven times the initial investment. Almost one 
fifth (19%) indicated an ROI of at least 50 times (5,000%) the initial investment while a 
further 28% saw an ROI of ten to 49 times the investment. However, there is some concern 
about the validity and reliability of these measures, with the majority of „case studies‟ being 
provided by organisations seeking to „sell‟ coaching services34. 
 
Concerns about the validity and reliability of measuring impact relate to the difficulty in 
differentiating between the impact of coaching specifically and other factors that come into 
play, as well as effects over longer time period31. The risk is both under and over estimating 
the impact of coaching. 
 
One response to the challenge of demonstrating the tangible results of coaching has been to 
develop a broader approach to evaluation. The CIPD (2010)31 have produced a guide that 
places an emphasis on the Return of Expectation (ROE)35 (Andersen 2007). The model they 
propose suggests embedding evaluation into the entire process of coaching provision 
through a model of „RAM‟. This means establishing as part of the evaluation process the 

                                                           

30
 CIPD (2010) „Real-world coaching evaluation: a guide for practitioners‟, London: CIPD 

31
 See for example Grant, A.M., Passmore,J., Cavanagh, M.J., Parker, H. (2010) „The State of Play in Coaching 

Today: A Comprehensive Review of the Field‟, International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 
25: 125-167; Fillery-Travis and Lane (2006) „Does coaching work or are we asking the wrong questions?‟, 
International Coaching Psychology Review 1(1): 23-36 and Passmore, J. and Gibbes, K. (2007) „The state of 
executive coaching research: What does the current literature tell us and what‟s next for coaching research?‟, 
International Coaching Pyschology Review 2(2): 116-128 
32

 Olivero, G., Bane, K.D., Kopelman, R.E. (1997) „Executive coaching as a transfer of training tool: Effects on 
productivity in a public agency‟, Public Personnel Management 26(4): 461-469 
33

 Grant, A.M., Passmore,J., Cavanagh, M.J., Parker, H. (2010) „The State of Play in Coaching Today: A 
Comprehensive Review of the Field‟, International Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 25: 125-
167 
34

 See CIPD (2010) „Real-world coaching evaluation: a guide for practitioners‟, London: CIPD 
35

 Andersen, V. (2007) „The value of learning: from return on investment to return on expectations‟, London: 
CIPDBaldwin, C. and Chandler, G.E. (2002) „Improving Faculty Publication Output: The Role of a Writing Coach‟, 
Journal of Professional Nursing, 18 (1): 8-15 
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„Relevance‟ of coaching to the organisation, „Alignment‟ that ensures key stakeholders are 
involved and knowing that what is being delivered fits their agenda, and „Measurement‟ in 
both quantitative and qualitative terms (see Box 3 on possible forms of measurement).  
 
Box 3 – Examples of sources for measuring coaching impact36 
 

 Psychometrics (e.g. Myers-Briggs Type Inventory, Saville Wade)37 

 Performance feedback and appraisal records(e.g. 360º feedback)  

 Individual diagnostics (e.g. Honey and Mumford learning inventory, Kolb learning styles) 

 Team diagnostics and performance data (e.g. Belbin Team Role Inventory)  

 Employee surveys and polls on satisfaction and engagement (e.g. Gallup Q12) 

 HR systems data on absence, retention, talent management, learning attainments etc. 

 Reflective notes and conversation tools integrated within the coaching process (e.g. 
documenting goal setting and achievements, document communications between coach 
and coachee, testimonies) 

 
While building up the evidence base for coaching for research, following the CIPD 
recommendations may be a good place to start. The risk of simplistic evaluations, such as 
those of ROI, is that they don‟t pay attention to confounding factors which may well limit 
impacts despite excellent and effective coaching (and of course may also exaggerate 
claims).  
 
5.3 Next steps for developing coaching for research 
The picture of the current state of play of coaching for research is one in which there is 
considerable opportunity to enhance the coaching provision available to researchers in UK 
higher education in ways that will benefit the development of those researchers and the 
performance of research projects. To date, however, there are few resources available to aid 
researcher developers in providing coaching services, evaluation of coaching impact could 
be strengthened, and financial pressures limit the possibilities of provision. Each of these 
areas can be addressed as follows: 

 Website: establish a section on the Vitae website with materials to support researcher 
developers to use coaching in their training provision 

 Case studies: demonstrating current provision in the UK 

 Develop pilot studies to explore innovative ways of providing coaching, utilising cross-
institutional models building on examples of coaching provision such as „The Academic 
Ladder‟ (www.theacademicladder.com) or inside track (www.insidetrack.com)  

                                                           

36
 CIPD (2010) „Real-world coaching evaluation: a guide for practitioners‟, London: CIPD 

37
 Passmore, J. (2008) „Psychometrics in coaching: using psychological and psychometric tools for development‟, 

London: Kogan 
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Appendix 1: Survey questions 
The Vitae networks were asked: 

 Do you offer, or have you previously offered, any coaching provision, for doctoral and 
contract researchers within your institution (either centrally, within departments or in other 
forms)?  

 If yes, could you briefly describe it (i.e. who is it for, who attends, what sort of coaching 
provided (e.g. career, life coaching etc.), number of sessions offered, target audience, 
who provides it (internal/external coach) 

 Has any form of evaluation or evidence gathering of outcomes been undertaken, whether 
anecdotal or systematic? Would you be willing to provide this (anonymously if preferred)? 

 Would you be willing to be identified as a case study in a Vitae briefing document about 
coaching?  

 How has funding been provided for your coaching provision (i.e. through which 
mechanisms)?  

 If you don't currently offer coaching, are you anticipating – or interested in – developing 
coaching provision in the future? 

 Who would be the key contacts for us to follow up about further information? 
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