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COACHING PRACTICES IN ORGANIZATIONS 
 

An increasing emphasis on employee development has resulted in the emergence of 
organizational coaching in various forms (executive, workplace, and team) and through various 
sources (internal, external, and manager-coaches). Often influenced by sport analogies, the 
origins and progression of current organizational coaching are investigated. Organizational 
coaching is considered here as the business equivalent of traditional athletic coaching as 
managers who have coaching sessions are thought to display behaviour and skills similar to 
athletic coaches (Orth, Wilkinson & Benfari, 1987). This study examines how organizational 
coaching and athletic coaching differ. Points of divergence are investigated which show how 
much further organizational coaching needs to go to achieve the high-performance seen in 
athletes receiving sport coaching.  

Coaching has recently increased dramatically in all areas of society (Hardingham, 2004) 
and coaches are becoming a vital part of many current employee and organizational development 
systems. To reinforce that fact, Latham et al. (2005, 2007) acknowledged the role of coach as 
independent from the manager, and places coaching as the “cornerstone” (2005, p. 77) of modern 
performance appraisals. Primarily seen as a developer of people, Latham et al. (2005) believe 
that only with the help of a coach can a performance management system produce highly trained 
and motivated employees. As a result, the practice of coaching is increasingly popular due partly 
to the performance-based employment culture (Lawson, 2007). 

In the organization, coaching refers to long-term employee development through frequent 
one-on-one (Peterson, 1996) coach-coachee interactions. Organizational coaching is evolving 
into a distinct profession, but is hindered by the lack of a shared knowledge base and regulated 
certification. Recognizing the trend of sport analogies, Hackman & Wageman (2005) 
acknowledge the influence of athletic coaching literature on team coaching in organizations. 
Importantly, the depth of the athletic coaching metaphor is examined and found to be in 
question. 

Based on sport coaching principles, organizational coaching may have ignored or omitted 
important strategies used in sport. Sparse empirical research on organizational coaching exists 
and surprisingly, little research has focused on contrasting athletic and organizational coaching. 
Previous sport coaching analogies applied to business are mostly coarse metaphors of athletic 
coaching without detailed analysis into practices. Moreover, Smith & Smoll (2007) note that a 
sport coach may differ from the equivalent role in business and that the extent of the differences 
has not been explored. 

There is serious potential to further merge the sport and organizational coaching models 
and this study will investigate the main areas of divergent practice between athletic and 
organizational coaching. The current research will investigate the following questions: 

1. What are the key differences and similarities between athletic and organizational 
coaching? 

2. How accurately should athletic coaching principles be applied to business? 



   
 

3. Are critical principles of athletic coaching fully utilized by organizational coaches? 
4. Would the further application of athletic coaching principles on employees improve their 

performance as it does with athletes? 
 

With the majority of Canadians first exposed to coaching through sports, there may be 
greater importance in understanding this model and its applicability to organizations. Omission 
of athletic coaching concepts like psychological skills training or bioenergetic considerations 
may hinder top employee performance through organizational coaching. The three phases of the 
study will further investigate points of difference, construct an instrument to gauge the use of 
these principles and refine it, and finally, validate the instrument against coaching outcomes in 
both sport and business settings. The final measure of high performance coaching practices 
(HPCP) will have great utility for managers and organizations wishing to make coaching the 
central employee development technique.  

Productive research into the differences between athletic and organizational coaching and 
the construction of the HPCP measure may have serious positive consequences. Coaching 
effectiveness may be altered by an expanded role of organizational coaches. As a result, 
organizations may wish to alter the entire performance management system or performance 
appraisal process to align it with effective organizational coaching. 

With a greater understanding of high performance coaching practices organizations could 
revisit coach selection policies as well as how coaches are matched with coachees. This research 
will also help human resources departments by demarcating the distinction between 
organizational coaching and other employee development techniques that do not stem from an 
athletic coaching model.  

With a valid measure of high performance coaching practices, research into 
organizational coaching can continue with a reliability list of high performance athletic coaching 
practices which can be applied in organizations. In addition, investigation into athletic coaching 
practices may reveal other important aspects of coaching not previously considered. Once the 
coaching side of the equation is better understood, further research can address other important 
issues like the difference between internal and external coaches and the concept of employee 
coachability. 

For employee training and development, coaches who conduct coaching can gain a 
greater understanding of the model of coaching with which most employees are familiar. When 
dealing with employee health and well-being, employees may benefit the most from a greater 
application of athletic coaching principles. All world-class athletes use coaches, so coaching 
employees seems a natural way to help them improve their performance as well as positively 
influence their well-being. Further use of athletic coaching principles may increase employee 
performance and well-being. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


