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Abstract
To date the coaching literature has been dominated by practitioner contributions, and the commercial coaching industry
itself has been significantly influenced by simplistic folk psychology and pseudoscientific approaches. There has been a
paucity of solid theory and empirical research. Advances in industrial/organisational psychology often occur from adapting
theories, concepts and methods from other subdisciplines of psychology. The explicit linking of coaching practice to existing
psychological frameworks and empirical research will help develop an evidence-based approach to coaching. Theories and
research that may usefully inform coaching practice include Dweck’s implicit person theory, Locke and Latham’s goal
theory, and a range of sociocognitive theories. The application of findings from empirical research guided by theory are far
more likely to prove valuable than coaching based on fads, fashion and folderol.

Can a leopard change its spots? The answer to this

question lies as much in the eyes of the observer as it

does in the actions of a leopard. The answer to this

question also suggests a person’s willingness to coach

others. Employee coaching involves a manager

taking the time to provide feedback, and enabling

an employee to gain insights that inspire that person

to take action that will result in an improvement in

job performance (Heslin, VandeWalle, & Latham,

2006). In contrast to voluminous practitioner articles

that dispense advice based largely on case studies

and anecdotal evidence, there is a paucity of advice

based on theory and empirical research (Latham &

Mann, 2006). This is unfortunate because coaching

in many instances is influenced by fads, fashion and

folderol (Dunnette, 1966).

Implicit person theory

The Dweck (1986) implicit person theory (IPT),

developed on the basis of her empirical research with

children, suggests who will answer yes and who will

answer no to the above question. Those children

whose implicit belief regarding ability is that it is a

fixed entity, were labelled entity theorists (Chiu,

Dweck, Tong, & Fu, 1997; Gervey, Chiu, Hong, &

Dweck, 1999). In contrast to entity theorists, those

who believe that ability is malleable, were labelled

incremental theorists. Dweck’s research found that

children with incremental beliefs were more likely

than their entity theorist counterparts to assist others

to improve their performance. Incremental theorists

believe that a leopard, with effort, persistence, and

the assistance of others can indeed change its spots.

Are these findings generalisable to the workplace?

Adaptation facilitates development

Advances in industrial/organisational psychology

(I/O) can often occur from adapting theories,

concepts and methods from other subdisciplines of

psychology (Latham & Heslin, 2003). For example,

Heslin, Latham, and VandeWalle (2005) and

Heslin et al. (2006) obtained the answer to the above

question by testing Dweck’s IPT theory with

managers. Two field studies by Heslin et al. (2006)

found that the extent to which managers hold fixed

entity beliefs is negatively related with the extent to

which they coach others. Their research also showed

that a dissonance-based incremental theory training

intervention that highlighted how effort and

improved strategies lead to an improvement in a
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person’s performance, led trainees to relinquish their

fixed entity beliefs. Six weeks later the managers who

had received this training intervention provided

higher quantity and quality of coaching tips relative

to those in a placebo control group. Moreover, the

amount and quantity of these tips from these former

entity theorists was comparable to those managers

who had always held the belief that one’s ability can

be improved. In the absence of the empirical research

that led to the development of Dweck’s theory, this

discovery might never have been made in the

workplace.

Goal-setting theory

Theory and research suggest that setting specific high

goals (Locke & Latham, 2002), increasing self-

efficacy, clarifying outcome expectancies (Bandura,

1997), and a learning goal orientation (Heslin &

Latham, 2004) will each increase the likelihood that

people will respond positively to the feedback they

receive. For example, goal-setting theory states that

feedback is mediated by the setting of and commit-

ment to a specific challenging goal (Locke & Latham,

2002). Heslin and Latham (2004), in a study of the

partners in a professional services firm, found that

feedback from subordinates led to positive changes

in behaviour only if the manager/partner had high

self-efficacy and a learning goal orientation. Using an

empathy box, Latham (2001) found that under-

standing the outcomes that employees expect leads

to an understanding of the person’s behaviour;

changing the outcomes that they expect leads to a

change in their behaviour.

Who is the ideal coach?

Who is the ideal coach to provide feedback, choose

goals and increase a person’s self-efficacy and out-

come expectancy that the goals can be attained?

Again, theory provides a framework for obtaining

evidence-based management practice.

Sue-Chan and Latham (2004) examined three

theoretical approaches in seeking an answer to this

question. Cialdini (2001) has argued that an

authority figure is a key determinant of another

person’s attitude and behaviour. This is because

people value the expertise of authorities in enabling

them to choose both quickly and well. Both the

Festinger (1954) social comparison theory and

Trist’s socio-technical systems theory suggest that

peers may be an effective coaching source. The

Aronson (1999a, b) self-persuasion theory states that

self-persuasion leads to more enduring changes in

behaviour than do alternative sources. Consequently,

Sue-Chan and Latham conducted two studies in two

different continents using two different dependent

variables to examine the relative effectiveness of an

external authority, peer, and self-coaches on the

performance of Masters of Business Administration

(MBA) students in Canada and Australia. Contrary

to the researchers’ expectations, those who were

coached in Canada by an external coach exhibited

higher teamplaying behaviour than did those who

were coached by their peers. Managers in an

Executive MBA (EMBA) program in Australia had

significantly higher grades when they were self-

coached or received coaching from an external

authority figure than did their colleagues who were

coached by peers.

Drawing on the Bandura (1997) social cognitive

theory, Brown and Latham (2006) subsequently

adapted the Meichenbaum (1977) methodology in

clinical psychology for changing dysfunctional to

functional self-talk. Their verbal self-guidance tech-

nique was shown to be effective in self-coaching

teamplaying behaviour of MBA students in their

respective study groups in a Canadian business

school. It was also found to be effective for Native

North Americans in obtaining a hiring decision in a

selection interview (Latham & Budworth, 2006).

Conclusions

These findings suggest that when conducting research

for evidence-based management on coaching, or any

other management practice, one is well advised to

embrace the exhortation of Kurt Lewin, namely, no

research without action, no action without research.

To further paraphrase Lewin, there is nothing so

practical as a good theory. The application of findings

from empirical research guided by theory are far more

likely to prove useful than an application based on

fads, fashion and folderol.
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