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Abstract

Internal coaching is growing in popularity across various industries and sectors, either as a standalone
resource or in conjunction with external coaching and other relevant programs and initiatives. Despite the
growing popularity and reported benefits, there is a substantial dearth of research on the dynamics of
“internal coaching” relationships, making it one of the least explored areas in organizational coaching
literature. This paper contributes to addressing the research gap by presenting the outcomes of a study
that explores the coach—client relationship and captures perspectives from internal coaches, external
coaches, managers, and, notably, coachees, also known as coaching clients. Employing a mixed-methods
approach, this study is a segment of a larger research project and focuses specifically on a subset of data
that is relevant to the objective of this paper. Informed by a comprehensive literature review and insights
from scholars and practitioners, including an exploration of the working alliance in therapy, the results of
this study underscore the critical significance of confidentiality and trust in internal coaching, and its
findings contribute to enhancing our understanding of internal coaching dynamics, offering guidance for
the development of more effective internal coaching programs or the improvement of existing strategies.
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Introduction

Organizational coaching, grounded in evidence-based practices, assumes diverse functionalities and acts
as a learning and development catalyst (Rajasinghe & Allen, 2020; Wang et al., 2022), a targeted
intervention for behavioral change (Knowles, 2021), a strategy for enhancing performance (Grant, 2012;
King & Eaton, 1999; Sidhu & Nizam, 2020; Whitmore, 2010), and a mechanism for fostering capability
building and leadership development (Bass & Riggio, 2005; Cameron & Ebrahimi, 2014; Grant & Hartley,
2013; Korotov, 2017). Other scholars describe coaching as a developing discipline (Bachkirova et al.,
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2016), that is “an applied form of positive psychology” (Grant & Cavanagh, 2007, p. 239). Coaching entails
a close association between a coach and an individual client or a group of clients, with the objective of
enhancing the outcomes for the client, the organization, or both (Cannon-Bowers et al., 2023).

Internal coaching has gained consistent popularity over the past decade (McCarthy & Milner, 2020) and is
provided by a coach who may also be a manager, leader, supervisor, colleague, or staff member within the
same organization as “the coachee” (Coetzee et al., 2023; Frisch, 2001; St. John-Brooks, 2014), also
referred to interchangeably as “the client” in the coaching context. While some authors have explored the
managerial coaching approach (also known as manager-as-coach), involving a supervisor (or manager)
guiding employee learning and skill development (Anderson, 2013; Ellinger et al., 2003; Tobias et al.,
2024), this article opens the possibility that internal coaching extends beyond managerial roles; it is not
confined to line management, as further research will explore.

Organizations have observed a burgeoning trend where a substantial number of individuals are actively
participating in informal coaching or displaying a heightened enthusiasm for coaching (Abel & Nair, 2015).
But, despite its growing popularity, internal coaching remains considerably underexplored, and a persistent
research gap exists in the pivotal role of the coach—coachee relationship. While certain authors explored the
advantages and disadvantages of internal versus external coaching (Evans-Krimme, 2023; Carey et al., 2011;
Schalk & Landeta, 2017), many published papers continue to focus on external forms of coaching.

Scholars and practitioners generally agree that the coaching relationship is critical for coaching
effectiveness. O’Broin and Palmer’s (2010) research, for instance, suggests that trust and co-creation of
the coaching relationship are key aspects of engagement in coaching. It is imperative to note, however,
that despite some existing work on the importance of building trust in coaching, the current state of
research faces notable challenges. First, Pandolfi (2020) suggests that the quality of research in regard to
investigating trust in coaching is moderate and often relies on assessments and self-disclosures by
coaches. A lack of trust may compromise internal validity, as well as introduce the potential for social
desirability bias. Second—particularly in the domain of internal coaching—there is a significant limitation
in investigations pertaining to trust, confidentiality, and other aspects of the coaching relationship,
especially from the coachee’s perspective.

The potential decrease in objectivity in internal coaching, due to the coach being part of the same
organization as the coachee, underscores the significance of trust and confidentiality in the coaching
relationship. The notion that “confidentiality lies at the heart of coaching relationships” (St. John-Brooks,
2014, p. 63) further emphasizes this importance. Although some researchers have examined the role of
manager-as-coach (Ben-Hador, 2023; Graham et al., 2008), the challenges associated with coach—
coachee dynamics impacting the effectiveness of internal coaching programs remain underexplored. In
the last decade or so, promising progress has been made in the field of coaching psychology (Grant, 2011;
Passmore & Lai, 2021). These developments instill hope that a more in-depth exploration of the various
dimensions of the coaching relationship, influencing coaching interventions and subsequent outcomes, is
on the horizon.

Traditionally, in clinical psychology and counseling, trust, objectivity, and being nonjudgmental are
recognized as drivers of relationship building (Chouliara, 2024; Harrison, 2019). Practitioners often
undergo comprehensive training through specialist courses and regular supervision to gain knowledge
and confidence in trust building, confidentiality, and the ethical aspects of their work (Avasthi et al.,
2022; Carr, 2015). Nonetheless, while workplace coaching does not address clinical issues—and can be
effective for non-clinical populations (Ladegard, 2011)—it also necessitates relationship building,
alongside significant considerations for confidentiality, ethics, and professionalism. Despite these
considerations, aspects of internal coaching combined with the potential for a coachee’s feelings of fear
and anxiety in the absence of trust and confidentiality, or the lack of a constructive workplace culture and
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organizational support (Rasool et al., 2021; Yip et al., 2020), require further investigation and research to
promote effective internal coaching and healthy internal coaching relationships.

Employing a mixed-methods approach in this study, I explore the factors contributing to the effectiveness
of internal coaching programs, with a specific focus on the intricate dynamics of coach—client
relationships. Two primary research questions guide this inquiry: (1) How does internal coaching differ
from external coaching; and (2) What characterizes an effective internal coaching program? This study is
part of a larger research study conducted in three sequential phases; Phase 3, however, isn’t directly
relevant to the focus of this article.

Building on the findings of Phase 1 and Phase 2, Phase 3 delved further into the impact of workplace
coaching on employee behavior. Phase 3 revealed further insights into employee motivation, behavior
change, and stress. Specifically, Phase 3 involved survey research to gather more data following significant
restructuring and changes that took place during and after the Phase 2 data collection, particularly within
some of Australia’s largest rail organizations. As this paper concentrates on exploring the coaching
relationship and the importance of trust and confidentiality in internal coaching, I only report here the
pertinent subset of data from Phase 1 and Phase 2.

I began the study with Phase 1, an initial quantitative phase that employed a survey instrument to collect
data from rail organizations in Australia. Phase 1 served as a general scan, providing an overview of
coaching activities within this sample population. Building on this foundation, Phase 2 involved a
qualitative exploration and utilized semi-structured interviews for data collection. The qualitative
exploration involved conducting semi-structured interviews with managers, coachees, internal coaches,
and external coaches from two of the largest rail organizations. I also present here a comprehensive
literature review on the topic and then zero in on a subset of results. I will connect the subsequent
discussion of these findings with existing literature, representing what I consider the pulse of connection
in internal coaching dynamics.

Literature Review
What is Coaching in an Organizational Context?

Given its emerging status within empirical research, workplace coaching has attracted scrutiny from
critics who question its empirical underpinnings (Greif et al., 2022; Sherman & Freas, 2004). While
certain literature has emphasized advancing the science of coaching (Cannon-Bowers et al., 2023), other
studies, such as Forbes (2016) and Bowman et al. (2013), also explored the integration of principles from
neuroscience (brain science) into organizational coaching practices. In other contexts, similar efforts to
enhance the empirical underpinnings of coaching have been exemplified by the work of Abraham and
Collins (2012), initiated over a decade ago. They assert that “coaching is no longer a subset of physical
education or sport psychology but is rather an established vocation for research” (p. 366). As efforts to
strengthen the empirical underpinnings of coaching in organizational contexts continue, coaching
remains prevalent as a developmental intervention within organizations (Ebrahimi, 2024), aimed at
enhancing the productivity and performance of personnel (Grover & Furnham, 2016), as well as
promoting resilience and well-being in the workplace (Grant et al., 2009; Wall et al., 2021).

The definition of coaching in the organizational context varies among scholars and practitioners,
primarily due to diverse practices, modalities, and orientations toward specific coaching forms or
theoretical frameworks (Paul & Myers, 2021). However, Anthony Grant (2001), a prominent figure in
evidence-based coaching, provides a widely accepted definition: coaching is “a collaborative, solution-
focused, result-oriented, and systematic process used with normal, non-clinical populations, in which the
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coach facilitates the self-directed learning, personal growth and goal attainment of the coachee” (p. 10).
Building on this foundational definition, recent studies emphasize that coaching also focuses on
enhancing future performance by guiding the learner through reflection, enabling the coachee to set
personalized goals and identify pathways to achieve them (Richardson et al., 2024). In this sense,
coaching can be considered both a collaborative and future-focused approach.

The emphasis on collaboration, solution- and future-focused approaches, and a systematic nature
underscores the pivotal role of the coach, as well as the need for the process to be non-authoritarian,
client-centered, systematic, and purposeful rather than informal and ad-hoc (Boak & Crabbe, 2019).
Additionally, coaching skills are not inherently ingrained in many individuals (Grant, 2017), and
becoming a proficient coaching practitioner requires training and the acquisition of critical knowledge
and expertise (Grant & Hartley, 2013; McCarthy & Milner, 2013). As Cannon-Bowers et al. (2023) assert,
clients expect coaches to be skilled and experienced.

Theoretical Background

Coaching as an industry can be linked to the 1950s and the humanistic approach to change (Allen, 2016).
Carl Rogers’ humanistic psychology and its person-centeredness—known as a client-centered approach to
therapy (Rogers, 1965)—are grounded in the idea that people are motivated toward achieving positive
development and positive functioning (Yao & Kabir, 2023).

Rogers posited that several conditions need to occur in clients for change to happen. Some of the most
crucial fundamental conditions, as posited by Rogers (1951, 1967), include that two people (therapist and
client) be in a psychological contract; that the client be in a state of congruence; that the therapist be
congruent; that the therapist experience unconditional regard for the client; and that the client perceives
to at least a nominal degree the therapists’ unconditional positive regard and empathetic understanding.

In the humanistic approach, the therapist’s role is to create a nonjudgmental environment that facilitates
open and honest self-exploration (Yao & Kabir, 2023). Rogers’ humanistic approach is understood to be
an approach that encourages creating an environment and process that would encourage trust and
confidentiality (Mahoney & Baker, 2002). While the humanistic approach puts precise emphasis on
objectivity and respect for the client (Thorne & Sanders, 2012), Rogers also considered education and the
techniques of therapists as other predictors of their effectiveness (Gentry, 1939).

Building upon earlier theories in psychology, such as Psychoanalytic Theory (Freud, 1949), which
emphasizes the significance of confidentiality and trust in the analyst-client relationship, contemporary
perspectives, as articulated by Forrester (2003), delve deeper into the role of confidentiality. Forrester
(2003) suggests that confidentiality not only fosters trust but also creates a distinct therapeutic
environment where verbal expressions are detached from everyday actions, facilitating a more nuanced
exploration of emotions, such as anger or distrust, without interference. Similarly, contemporary practices
in mindfulness, particularly through Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)
program, contribute to bridging theory-practice gaps by enhancing present-moment awareness and
fostering non-reactive acceptance of internal experiences. These practices are known to be instrumental in
creating a safe, non-judgmental coaching environment where coachees can explore their thoughts and
emotions with openness and curiosity (Laff, 2023).

Stober (2006) underscores that coaching is fundamentally centered on maximizing human growth and
potential, establishing a robust link to humanistic psychology. Much like humanistic psychology, coaching
places considerable emphasis on fostering growth, achieving goals, and optimizing human potential and
performance. As stated by Gregory and Levy (2013), coaching objectives align inherently with humanistic
psychology, both endorsing a person-centered approach that prioritizes individual needs and fosters the
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realization of one’s fullest potential. In academic advising and similar contexts, the humanistic approach
is linked to a philosophy of learning and development, emphasizing individuals as “creative beings,
capable of growth and self-actualization” (Bermea, 2022, p. 3), and embracing learner autonomy and free
will (Veugelers, 2011).

I now transition into the nuanced dynamics of internal versus external coaching. This transition paves the
way for a more in-depth exploration of the central theme—the coach—coachee relationship in internal
coaching.

Internal Versus External Coaching

There is no shortage of empirical and practitioner-published papers provided by external professional
coaching practitioners that focus on external forms of coaching like executive coaching (Goldsmith, 2009;
Grant, 2013; Grant et al., 20009; Kilburg, 1996; Moen & Federici, 2012; Natale & Diamante, 2005;
Pandolfi, 2020; Thach & Heinselman, 1999). Many published papers, mostly—and comprehensively—
focus on (1) coaching outcomes (Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 2018; Jones et al., 2016; Nicolau, 2023;
Wasylyshyn, 2007); (2) psychologically informed approaches in external forms of coaching (Cotterill &
Passmore, 2018; Kauffman & Scoular, 2004; Lai & Palmer, 2019, Peltier, 2011; Ward et al., 2014); and (3)
the coach—coachee relationship in executive coaching (Payne et al., 2023; Bluckert, 2005).

External Coaching

External coaching operates from a position outside of the organization. External coaching is provided by
professional coaching practitioners and experts who deliver professional coaching services (Grant, 2017).
The most recognized form of external coaching occurs when an executive or management-level individual
receives coaching from a professional external coach (Kilburg, 1996). Executive coaching (Paul & Myers,
2021)—one prevalent type of external coaching—is known for its highly structured process (Bozer et al.,
2015). It’s crucial to note the diverse types of external coaching; however, it is not within the scope of this
article to explore coaching typologies.

Numerous researchers delved into the coach—client relationship dynamics in external coaching,
investigating various aspects of this relationship (Bozer et al., 2015; Bluckert, 2005; Stober et al., 2006).
Key benefits of external coaching include objectivity (Tompkins, 2018), reduced bias, and the advantage
of leveraging a wealth of diverse experiences, broader ideas, and perspectives from an external coaching
expert who serves various organizations and potentially different industries (Gunderson et al., 2018;
Tobias, 1996).

In terms of the coaching relationship, five specific studies in particular shed light on potential differences
in coaching dynamics between internal and external coaching. These five studies include Blackman
(2006), Grant (2014), Mayer et al. (2013), McNally and Lukens (2006), and Wasylyshyn (2003). The first
two studies were conducted in Australia, and the latter three in the United States. Findings from all five
studies suggested that objectivity is perceived as a positive aspect of external coaching.

Internal Coaching

According to Frisch (2001), internal coaching is viewed as a “one-on-one developmental intervention
supported by the organization and provided by a colleague of those coached, who is trusted to shape and
deliver a program yielding individual professional growth” (p. 242). In instances of internal coaching
(sometimes referred to as managerial coaching), a hierarchical structure is evident in the formal
relationship between subordinates and their designated supervisors (Gregory & Levy, 2010) when the
direct manager coaches subordinates (Nyfoudi et al., 2022). Potential issues of subjectivity, bias, and
concern about trust and confidentiality may arise for the coachee who is being coached by a manager or a
trained colleague from the same or a different team, project, or department within the organization. These
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issues may also be compounded by feelings of fear and anxiety if the coachee isn’t fully comfortable
engaging in coaching conversations with an internal coach. Each of these issues highlights the importance
of establishing a professional, supportive, and trusting coaching relationship.

Internal coaches are more readily available (Carter, 2005; Tompkins, 2018), more cost-effective
(Tompkins, 2018), and possess a greater understanding of an organization’s culture and internal
dynamics, which are all advantages. Internal coaching also creates an opportunity to shift toward a
culture of learning facilitation and development while moving away from directive management styles
(Jones et al., 2016).

Previous research suggests that internal coaches should cultivate a distinct perspective on their roles and
relationships (Hunt & Weintraub, 2006). This implies recognizing the need for different dynamics,
skillsets, and professional competency when fulfilling organizational roles compared to their functions as
internal coaches. While many authors consistently highlight insufficient research exploring internal
coaching (Frisch, 2002; Rock & Donde, 2008; Ali et al., 2010; Mucherjee, 2012), the case for further
exploration of the key ingredients define the effectiveness of the coach—coachee relationship in internal
coaching remains.

The Coaching Relationship

In the field of psychology, the therapeutic relationship is characterized as the feelings and attitudes
exchanged between a therapist and a client (Gelso & Carter, 1985, 1994). Recognized as one of the best
predictors of therapeutic outcomes, the coach—client relationship is referred to as the “working alliance”
(Bordin, 1974; McKenna & Davis, 2009; Uckelstam et al., 2020). Building upon this foundation,
Grassman et al. (2020) and Vermeiden et al. (2022) extend the notion of the working alliance to the
coach—client relationship within the context of organizational coaching. According to Vermeiden et al.
(2022), in the coach—coachee working alliance, “collaboration is an active process (i.e., both coach and
coachee actively contribute) to negotiate and establish goals and set tasks to realize the goals mutually
agreed upon, building on a bond of trust” (p. 2).

The coach—coachee relationship appears to be a multifaceted and complex aspect of coaching dynamics.
The literature suggests that “coachees have a very clear view of what they value within a coaching
relationship” (Passmore, 2010, p. 3). Some researchers indicated that the coach—coachee “personality fit”
plays an important role in building an effective coaching relationship (de Haan et al., 2013; Scoular &
Linley, 2006). Other researchers suggest that the coaching contract serves as the foundation for an
effective coaching relationship (Bresser & Wilson, 2010). Some authors believe that showing genuine
concern for the client and attending to the client’s agenda are important to build trust in the coach—
coachee relationship (Day & Blakey, 2012). But two things are very clear: Coaching conversations are
confidential (de Haan et al., 2020), and coaching is a process of “joint meaning-making” between the
coach and clients (Bachkirova et al., 2016), wherein the coach demonstrates genuine unconditional
positive regard and refrains from judgment (Passmore, 2006; van Zyl & Stander, 2013).

In 2001, Kilburg formulated an eight-component model of coaching effectiveness. Within this model,
Kilburg highlighted the central role of the coach—coachee relationship while emphasizing key elements
like trust, warmth, positive regard for the coachee, tolerance, and the coachee’s positive perception of
challenges (Kilburg, 2001). According to St. John-Brooks (2014), the importance of researching the
coaching relationship—particularly in the context of internal coaching—is evident, saying:

The idea that internal coaches are likely to have to deal with more ethical dilemmas than
external coaches equates to the notion that the role of external coach is “cleaner” than that of the
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internal coach: That is, the management of confidentiality, boundaries, and conflicts of interest
is likely to be more challenging for internal coaches than for most external coaches. (p. 5)

Trust and Confidentiality

Earlier in this article, Grant’s (2001) definition of coaching underscored the concept of “a collaborative,
solution-focused, result-oriented, and systematic process” (p. 10) by recognizing the significance of
collaboration that extends beyond coaching into various other fields, including therapy, where it is
acknowledged as instrumental in advancing therapeutic progress (Ribeiro et al., 2013). Similarly, engagement
is deemed crucial for facilitating progress toward individual client goals in coaching interventions (King et al.,
2019). And trust, a key factor in relationship building across diverse domains (Lansing et al., 2023), is
emphasized in the coaching context, where establishing a trust-based coach—client relationship is
acknowledged to be intricate and challenging (Wotruba, 2016). In simple terms, trust involves a robust belief
in someone or something’s reliability, truth, and capability (Wilkins, 2018). It is also associated with a
willingness to be vulnerable and take risks (Schoorman et al., 2007; Schiemann et al., 2019).

From a cross-disciplinary point of view, Nicollas (2021), in a seminal publication titled “Psychology in
Sports Coaching,” stresses the importance of an effective coach—athlete relationship as a predictor of
successful coaching outcomes. This viewpoint is supported by Jowett et al. (2017) in a study conducted
with 399 French athletes (277 male and 122 female) aged 15 to 34. Using “The Coach Behavior Scale for
Sport,” the investigation explored the correlation between the quality of the coach—athlete relationship
and various behaviors that were exhibited by coaches during training and competitions. Research findings
indicated that the developed coach—athlete relationship holds paramount significance for the athlete, with
one contributing factor: the perceived central role coaches play in shaping athletes’ sports experiences and
successes. Specifically, the study found that high levels of trust, respect, and appreciation predicted low
levels of negative personal rapport. Similarly, in an earlier study, Weinberg et al. (2016) conducted semi-
structured interviews with 15 sport psychologists and found that the majority of participants agreed that
coaches need to be mindful in choosing the types of interventions and types of feedback, foster a
motivational environment, and build trust.

In the context of coaching in the workplace, the majority of published papers focus on the role of trust in
executive coaching (Sztucinski, 2001; Caprioni, 2001; Bush, 2004; Kappenberg, 2008). These papers,
however, often don’t distinguish whether trust—as an important aspect of building an effective coach—
coachee relationship—was achieved by internal coaches or external coaches. In the organizational context,
van Woerkom (2010) conducted a study investigating what fosters an effective coach—coachee relationship
in the context of government employees in the Netherlands. The study collected data through interviews
with 35 coachees and their coaches, all of whom were managers within the same government organizations
and performed the role of an internal coach as well. The study revealed two significantly important findings
suggesting that (1) unconditional acceptance and respect from the coach were critical for both the coaching
process and enabling change in the client; and (2) a level of distance and objectivity were necessary, while a
deep personal connection and compatibility with the coach were also helpful. Woerkom’s concept of
unconditional acceptance aligns with humanistic psychology and person-centered therapy, which draws on
Rogers’ (1957) notion of “unconditional positive regard” and emphasizes the significance of establishing
trust within the therapeutic relationship (Crits-Christoph et al., 2019; Greene, 2008).

Research on the role of trust, confidentiality, consent, and privacy in psychotherapeutic interventions has
been extensively explored by scholars and therapists who have extensive training and supervision to
ensure those aspects are fully addressed in each and all therapeutic consultations and processes (Bordin,
1979; Crits-Christoph et al., 2019; Everstine et al., 1980; Leon & Andreas, 2009). Values that dictate
treatment compliance and govern the therapist—client relationship are set according to the nature of
therapy that often deals with significantly sensitive clinical matters (Beutler et al., 1991). In the context of
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coaching in the workplace, the literature also underscores the importance of building trust to enhance the
effectiveness of coaching relationships (Bozer & Jones, 2018; Bluckert, 2005; Gan & Chong, 2015;
Gyllensten & Palmer, 2007; Machin, 2010; van Woerkom, 2010).

McMahon (2018) sheds light on what the International Coaching Federation (ICF) defines as
confidentiality in the context of coaching as “the coach’s duty to not disclose any information obtained
during the course of the coaching” (para. 1). In general, information concerning an individual’s private
matters, which they prefer not to disclose to others, is deemed confidential (Bos, 2020). The significance
of confidentiality and trust are at the heart of many professions and disciplines, such as nursing and
psychology. For example, in both nursing and psychotherapy, patients and clients have a right to do no
harm (Haddad & Geiger, 2023; Paquin et al., 2019).

Jones et al. (2016) conducted a meta-analysis and found that, in the included studies, internal coaches
were more effective compared to external coaches. Confidentiality and trust-building aspects of internal
coaching were not investigated in their study. In a later study, Jones et al. (2018) increased assurances of
confidentiality and impartiality regarding these affective issues, thereby permitting a more open
exploration of affective outcomes, such as workplace well-being. Bos (2020) states, “Ultimately,
confidentiality is rooted in trust” (p. 7).

In the context of coaching in organizational settings, Marshall (2006) emphasized the crucial role of client
openness and motivation, highlighting that the client may be an important determinant influencing
coaching outcomes. In a contrasting perspective, findings from a study by de Haan et al. (2020), utilizing
a randomized control trial (RCT) to explore the effectiveness of coaching relationships, suggest that the
coachees’ relationship scores have limited influence on outcomes. However, according to their research, it
is noteworthy that maintaining a positive rapport with the coach is associated with achieving higher
overall outcomes.

Building on Marshall’s (2006) insights into the pivotal role of client openness, Kretzschmar (2010)
suggested that the emotional element, specifically the client feeling safe during the coaching process, may
emerge as a critical factor influencing the effectiveness and outcomes of coaching. It seems that these
authors suggest that clients’ openness and feeling safe are critical components of engagement in coaching
and healthy coaching relationships that can lead to optimal coaching outcomes. However, the conditions
in which this engagement and coaching relationship can be achieved require further research.

Lowman (2012) wisely articulates that a critical part of evidence-based practice and professionalism in
coaching are coaching ethics and confidentiality. What Lowman indicated is supported by other
researchers in the literature. For example, Wasylyshyn (2003) carried out a study exploring indications of
successful coaching engagements and found that while a majority (70%) of participants in the study
indicated a strong positive interest in using internal coaches, very high negative responses (79%) were
also received due to respondents’ perception that conflict of interest, trust issues, and potential inability of
the internal coaches to maintain confidentiality were concerning issues. Wasylyshyn (2003) suggested
that, when developing and offering workplace coaching programs, organizations and coaches need to be
explicit about the “what” of coaching, why it will bring value to the staff, and how it works. This emphasis
on clarity and detailed structure, as suggested by Wasylyshyn, has the potential to enhance the
effectiveness of internal coaching.

Positive engagement is crucial for effective coach—client dynamics, with trust playing a pivotal role in this
process (Boyce et al., 2010; GraBmann et al., 2020; Robson-Kelly and Nieuwerburgh, 2016). Supporting
this assumption, Gyllensten and Palmer (2007) explicitly assert that trust and transparency are vital
factors in establishing an effective coaching relationship. Moreover, other studies emphasize the
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significance of trust and underscore qualities such as empathy, caring, approachability, and
trustworthiness as essential characteristics of a coach (Ely et al., 2010).

Frisch (2001) highlights that internal coaching involves a trusted colleague providing developmental
support and guiding an individual through a coaching program to facilitate professional growth. However,
Frisch does not delve into how the trust factor is specifically defined or built in internal coaching and
external coaching separately. Another study briefly touches on this concept, suggesting that qualities such
as trust and respect contribute to an increased level of affective connectedness between a coach and client
(Jowett, 2017). Furthermore, the findings of another research study reveal that coachees who openly
discussed their concerns highly trusted their coach and felt comfortable sharing confidential information
(Baron & Morin, 2009).

Fear and Anxiety

Earlier in this paper, the significance of the client’s openness (Marshall, 2006) and their feeling of safety
(Kretzschmar, 2010) was underscored as crucial aspects of an effective coaching relationship and positive
coaching outcomes. However, the organizational coaching literature has generally taken a silent approach
in exploring the role of the client’s anxiety and fears as potential barriers to building a strong coaching
relationship. This stands in contrast to the extensive literature on the therapist—client relationship, where
numerous studies have investigated, for example, how a client’s fears of sharing their internal experiences
may be a barrier to building an effective therapeutic relationship (Kleiven et al., 2020) or the importance
of following ethical protocols in terms of informed consent, confidentiality, boundaries, and termination
(Avasthi et al., 2022).

In the article “Establishing Trust with Resistant Clients,” Bray (2022) emphasizes the proficiency of a
licensed mental health counselor. In situations where clients display signs of nervousness or hesitation
during the initial counseling sessions, the counselor skillfully seizes the moment to recognize and validate
their concerns. The counselor prioritizes normalizing the therapeutic process, choosing this approach over
immediately delving into assessments or intake procedures. Despite the complexity of cases dealt with in
clinical contexts, it is crucial to note that coaching—even though not dealing with clinical populations—
entails a similarly intricate process of building an effective coach—client relationship. The extent to which
organizations and internal coaches are aware of the multifaceted nature of the coachee’s engagement—
including their underlying feelings and emotions—may depend on variables such as training and
qualifications, the coach’s experience, organizational culture, and climate.

Fields (2017) conducted a doctoral research study that delved into how executive coaches can assist
employees in responding to anxiety-provoking workplace scenarios and hostile actions. Other studies
explored the link between perceived abusive supervision and extreme distrust, anxiety, and fear of one’s
supervisor (Bugdol & Nagody-Mrozowicz, 2021; Chan & McAllister, 2014). However, research specifically
focusing on coachee feelings within external and internal coaching dynamics remains limited.

While evidence from organizational behavior and psychology literature indicates that individuals may
experience fear when speaking up to authority (Kish-Gephart et al., 2009) or may withhold input due to
respect for their leader (Reitz & Higgins, 2021), studies also suggest that employees are motivated to
share their thoughts when they perceive their supervisors as open to input (Lebel, 2016). However, the
applicability of these findings to the coach—coachee relationship, particularly within the context of
internal coaching dynamics, remains unclear. Further investigation is necessary to determine whether
clients experience feelings of fear or anxiety and consequently refrain from opening up to an internal
coach (Levitt, 2001). The current lack of substantial literature on these aspects underscores the
significance of exploring this domain.
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Additionally, it is imperative to address critical issues, such as unconscious dynamics in coaching
conversations (Turner, 2010), as well as the impact of transference and countertransference on coaching
relationship outcomes (de Haan, 2011). The success of mentoring relationships (Aihevba, 2022; Gayle,
2011) should also be addressed, and thorough exploration and investigation of these factors need to be
researched by scholars, especially in relation to coachee feelings of fear and anxiety in internal coaching
dynamics. This is particularly crucial in scenarios where the internal coach holds dual roles like that of a
manager and a coach (McCarthy & Milner, 2020).

Methods

This study constitutes a segment of a broader research initiative employing a mixed-methods approach.
The research, conducted as part of the authors’ doctoral studies, fully adhered to research ethics
guidelines. Ethical approval was obtained through the Institutional Review Board and Ethics Committee.
In the context of internet-based, telephone, and in-person data collection, it is imperative to address
ethical considerations like obtaining informed consent and ensuring data security, as highlighted by
Hewson et al. (2003) and Rothwell et al. (2021). Therefore, an informed consent form was developed for
the participant population in all phases, holding particular significance in the qualitative phase of data
collection.

This research comprised sequential data collection phases, commencing with a quantitative phase (Phase
1) to scan existing coaching activities within Australia’s rail organizations. The insights gained from this
survey assisted with the development of the subsequent qualitative phase (Phase 2), employing a case
study approach that involved conducting semi-structured interviews with two rail organizations. A third
quantitative phase (Phase 3), exploring coaching during organizational change, is part of the larger
project but isn’t relevant to the current paper’s focus. Therefore, as elaborated in the introduction of this
paper, results from Phase 3 are excluded from the current discussion.

Phase 1 of this research targeted a potential sample of 129 rail organizations in Australia. Survey data
were analyzed using SPSS, a widely recognized statistical analysis software (Almquist et al., 2020). While
the bulk of the findings draw predominantly from the qualitative data obtained in Phase 2, a concise
overview of relevant background information from the quantitative phase is provided below. The Phase 2
qualitative data were gathered from two major rail organizations in Australia, as illustrated in Figure 1.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a range of stakeholders, including managers, coachees,
internal coaches, and external coaches, ensuring a comprehensive data collection approach for the study’s
objectives.

Following the transcription of semi-structured interview data, the coding process commenced, which is an
integral facet of qualitative data analysis, requiring both time and creative input (Stuckey, 2015). As
Strauss (1987) stated, “the excellence of the research rests in large part on the excellence of the coding”

(p. 27), and as the iterative process of coding unfolds, “its dynamic function and nonlinear directionality
enables essential themes to be identified, codified, and interpreted in the service of a research study’s
focus and contributes to the associated literature” (Williams & Moser, 2019, p. 47).

The qualitative data in the present study underwent coding and processing. This coding and processing
were facilitated by NVivo software (Zamawe, 2015). Next, I undertook a thematic analysis that involved
the synthesis of codes to concisely and meaningfully summarize the research findings (Adeoye-Olatunde
& Olenik, 2021). The analysis of qualitative data involved two main steps: primary-level coding and
secondary-level coding, with specific attention given to pattern coding. The main theme and sub-themes,
the outcomes of the coding, and the analysis process (Saldana, 2013) are presented as the main results in
the following section of this article.
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Figure 1. Semi-Structured Interview Participants Categorized Into Four Groups
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Phase 1 of data collection involved a broad approach to scanning rail organizations’ coaching activities
and was aimed at providing a comprehensive understanding of their level of coaching activities. While no
formal test—retest was implemented due to the primary focus on qualitative data collection, I took steps
during the survey construction process to maximize the reliability of the instrument. This included
thorough piloting and feedback incorporation to minimize potential biases and ensure the clarity and
comprehensiveness of the survey items.

The Phase 1 survey questionnaire was distributed to 129 rail organizations in Australia through email
invitations facilitated by the Australian Railway Association (ARA). I received a total of 65 responses,
yielding an overall response rate of 50.3%. The respondents consisted of 75.4% males and 24.6% females.

As presented in Table 1, the quantitative results from the initial phase, which aimed to survey perceptions
and coaching activities in rail organizations, addressed the question: “Does your organization use external
or internal coaches?” Results revealed that the majority of respondents reported that their organizations
used a combination of internal and external coaching. Notably, while only 2% reported using external
coaches exclusively, 16% indicated employing internal coaches exclusively. This finding suggests a higher
inclination toward utilizing internal coaching when organizations opt for only one of the two coaching
forms. It is crucial, however, to recognize that this distribution may be contingent upon several factors,
including the availability of coaches, the presence of internal coaching capabilities within the
organizations, the potential cost-effectiveness of internal coaches, and the specific objectives they seek to
accomplish.
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Table 1. Utilization of External and Internal Coaches in Organizations

Frequency (n) Percent (%)  Valid Percent Cumulative

(%) Percent (%)
Valid External coaches only 2 3.1 4.2 4.2
Internal coaches only 16 24.6 33.3 37.5
Both external and
internal coaches 30 46.2 62.5 100.0
Total 48 73.8 100.0
Skipped System 17 26.2
Total 65 100.0

Table 2 shows results in Phase 1 and reveals that the majority of respondents (n = 40) agreed on the
efficacy of coaching when both the coach and coachee actively engaged in the coaching process. This
constituted over 90% agreement on the importance of coach—coachee engagement, which was followed by
strong support from respondents (n = 35). This suggests that coaching works when there is good
compatibility between the coach and coachee.

Table 2. Importance of Coach—Coachee Engagement in Coaching

Generally speaking, when do you think that coaching works? Responses Percent of
N Percent Cases
Whgr} coaching is used from the beginning of somebody’s time in a new 4 1.6% 9.1%
position
When the coach is good at their job 9 3.6% 20.5%
When we have measurable positive results 12 4.8% 27.3%
When there is engagement in the process by coachee 14 5.6% 31.8%
When the coachee has a clear understanding of the process, aims, or benefits 15 6.0% 34.1%
When coaching is embedded in the culture of the business or part of day-to- 18 7.2% 40.9%
day procedures
When the coachee is genuinely committed to the success of the program 22 8.8% 50.0%
When the coachee genuinely wants to be coached 23 9.2% 52.3%
When the coach is genuinely committed to the success of the process 24 9.6% 54.5%
When the coach and coachee establish a clear, specific aim for the process 33 13.3% 75.0%
When there is good compatibility of coach and coachee 35 14.1% 79.5%
When there is engagement in the process by both coach and coachee 40 16.1% 90.9%
Total 249 100%

a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.
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Qualitative (Phase 2: Semi-Structured Interviews)

The qualitative phase involved conducting two case studies through semi-structured interviews with a
total of 25 participants from two prominent rail organizations in Australia. Participants were categorized
into four distinct groups: managers (n = 4), coaches (n = 13), internal coaches (n = 4), and external
coaches (n = 4).

The central theme of “Coaching Relationship,” identified in both the quantitative results of Phase 1 and
the qualitative data of Phase 2, yielded a number of sub-themes or child nodes. Figure 2 visually
illustrates the quantity of all child nodes under the “Coaching Relationship” node, discerned during the
qualitative data analysis in this study. Each of the four participant groups contributed valuable insights
pertaining to every child node, enriching the overall understanding of the coaching relationship dynamics.
However, for the purpose of this article, I am presenting below the results related to the child nodes most
relevant to achieving the objective of this paper.

Figure 2. Child Nodes Identified Under Internal Coaching Relationship Node
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An external coach emphasized trust in the coach—client relationship, noting external coaches’ perceived
confidentiality advantage.

So, I've heard some amazing stuff, including some of those personal things too, and that’s only
because trust is so strong, so I think trust comes with the role. You walk in the door and they
already have some level of that, and they don’t have the same level with the people internally,
necessarily, and there’s definitely the confidentiality, because that’s the only place that we work
with them in the coaching arena. [External Coach 1]

Results show that feeling comfortable with a manager as an internal coach is also deemed helpful in
providing support to employees.

I had a great relationship with my manager and when I was told that there was some coaching
available for me, I thought this is a great opportunity and he knows a lot about internal processes
and sometimes spends some time giving me advice over our lunch break and he is usually
available if I need help so putting it in a context and having some structure would be wonderful
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and I think I feel comfortable with this as I know he also knows my situation and where I am at
and where I need some help. [Coachee 8]

The significance of trust-building through a foundation of honesty and integrity was revealed by an
internal coach.

It’s quite clear to me why I trust people, and I apply those same principles, so I'll trust people
who’ve demonstrated some honesty and integrity. If they say the information is confidential, it
remains confidential. [Internal Coach 1]

A manager underscored that commitment plays a pivotal role in establishing trust and building credibility
within the “internal” coach—coachee relationship.

Internal coaches can be reliable if they show commitment towards the development of their
coachee. For example, if they make an appointment, they keep that appointment, and they follow
through on what they’ve said, that they will prepare for the next session, you know, all of these
things build up credibility with the person, and know that you’ll follow through. [Manager 4]

Several participants stated that structured internal coaching interventions, which are purposeful and
foster capability development, lead to building trust. Participants emphasized that this trust needs to be
established early in the coaching process.

It needs to be a relationship as well as it needs to be about capability and development, because
it’s very much a trust environment. If you can’t establish that trust environment early, then I
think you limit that opportunity. [Coachee 9]

Another coachee revealed that the element of trust and an organization’s readiness and capacity to offer
internal coaching that ensures confidentiality are vital.

There is a second element that is a problem, and that is trust, is that I don’t think people here
broadly speaking, would trust that things would be confidential, that reports wouldn’t be made,
that it wouldn’t end up in an HR file, you know what I mean, so I think there’s an element of trust.
[Coachee 4]

The organization’s culture may play a crucial role, influencing employees’ inclination to trust internal or
external coaches, reflecting the dynamics and climate within the organization.

Then I feel depending on the culture of the organization, they will probably be more open or
authentic with me than with an internal party, and I think that that’s not something that’s
necessarily stated, but probably felt more unconsciously than anything else. [External coach 2]

There was generally widespread agreement among all participants that external coaches can establish
trust more easily due to the coachees feeling comfortable that the coaches don’t have any ties with their
organization.

I think the main benefit for them in having an external coach is that I am objective, I don’t have
alliances in the organization, they feel that they can trust me. [External coach 3]

The majority of coachees identified a potential lack of objectivity in the internal coach as a barrier to trust
in the coach—coachee relationship, which affected the effectiveness of internal coaching. However, many
coachees provided feedback indicating that objectivity could be attained to some extent, depending on the
context.
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I would say internal coaches would have to be independent, they would need to be outside of the
department, if not, it would be too subjective. [coachee 12]

Having a structured internal coaching process was something almost all participants recommended.

So, in terms of building trust and coaching effectiveness, it can work when you have consistency or
you run the program but don’t just end there and you provide further support. [Internal Coach 3]

Some participants highlighted the potential benefits of internal coaching, especially during periods of
significant organizational change. They emphasized the importance of objectivity in fostering trust,
particularly in challenging situations that arise during periods of change.

We are going through some major change here and you know that in this situation the more
objective you are the better you can build trust. So internal coaching could be effective if that
objectivity is addressed there and there is a proper structure and framework, which we don’t have
it unfortunately. [Manager 1]

Confidentiality

The data point to the necessity of establishing a confidentiality agreement, highlighting the crucial aspect
of keeping coaching discussions within the confines of the coaching environment to foster client trust and
openness.

I was quite concerned initially in having a coach, and I wanted to understand what the
confidentiality arrangements were, you know, to what extent if I was dealing with some, for me
they might have seemed like insurmountable issues that I needed to talk about, I really want to be
able to talk about them and know that that wasn’t going back to anyone. [Coachee 2]

Results show that in the context of coaching relationships, particularly in periods of organizational
change, the potential subjectivity of internal coaching presents challenges and addressing this is
important.

We are going through some major change here and you know that in this situation the more
objective you are the better you can motivate your employees. So internal coaching could be
effective if that objectivity is addressed there and there is a proper structure and framework,
which we don’t have it unfortunately. I'm not sure at this stage that we will be ready to use
internal coaches, in my department anyway. [Manager 1]

Consistent with several similar pieces of feedback from participants, data revealed the importance of
establishing a clear coaching protocol and structure in parallel with communicating details of the
program.

You communicate openly and clearly define what coaching is and how you are going to guarantee
everyone’s confidentiality in that coaching protocol. [Manager 2]

Results further point to the ease of open discourse with an external coach and the importance of coaches
being non-judgmental.

I have to say I was quite comfortable having an external person as the coach, because it just
allows you, I guess, to open up a bit more because there’s not that feeling that you’re going to be
judged or that anything that you share is going to end up somewhere else. [Coachee 5]
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Another perspective from Coachee 12, who previously emphasized the importance of internal coaches
originating from a different department than the coachee. This time, the coachee delves into the aspect of
confidentiality, echoing the insights shared by Coachee 5.

I would prefer someone external. Again, it’s mainly around just feeling that there’s that slightly
higher level of confidentiality, I think. [Coachee 12]

Manager 2 highlights that the dynamics with an external coach resemble a professional therapy session,
fostering openness and confidentiality.

The benefit of external coaching is that they come baggage free, and a bit like going to a
counsellor, you know, they actually really, you know, they don’t know anyone that you know, they
know no one that you know, and so you’re a lot more open. [Manager 2]

Perceived confidentiality and objectivity of external coaches are evident in several pieces of feedback from
most coachee participants.

I think for me ... the external coaches were more of a way to sort of, whatever issues I had, it could
necessarily be my manager, direct manager, or it could be another Shift Supervisor, someone I
can just sort of vent. I found that I could sort of say what I had to say and not have to worry about
knowing that that person’s going to find out. [Coachee 8]

The data indicate that confidentiality arrangements are deemed crucial at the onset of coaching
interventions. Some participants suggest this holds true whether opting for an internal or external coach.

There could be confidentiality issues with an external coach. It’s just the person themself and the
integrity that they hold themself in. Confidentiality is a big thing, and that goes with both the
external and internal. [Coachee 3]

The preference between an internal coach and an external coach is again linked to confidentiality and
objectivity.

I've certainly had internal coaches before, mentors before, and there’s always a bit of baggage
[laughs] that comes with that. It’s just the experience of what it is. Having the external
opportunity for me has been great. That’s just removed all of that. You don’t get bogged down in
the politics of that, you’re actually able to talk about objectively. [Coachee 1]

Internal Coach 3 confirms that confidentiality protocol, ethical conduct, and genuine concern for the
coachee are essential in internal coaching.

Confidentiality and ethical conduct within a coaching relationship is absolutely essential, no
matter internal or external coach. It’s just it has to be there as a basic principle or the foundation
upon which the coaching interaction is undertaken, care and concern for the individual. So, you
know, the confidentiality, integrity, the carer, genuine care and concern for the individual.
[Internal Coach 3]

External coaches, in general, gave consistent feedback that external coaching ensures coachees freely
discuss organizational matters without fear of retribution.

With an external coach, a coachee will feel like they can say almost anything about people in the
organization, about processes, and all that sort of stuff, without fear of retribution, and that’s also
why the confidentiality is so key and so important. [External Coach 7]
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Similarly, a coachee emphasizes the importance of confidentiality and trust for open communication in
the coaching relationship.

If you can’t feel that you can share and express all your personal attributes to the coach, you
might as well not do it because, I suppose it’s a bit like a psychotherapist, you’ve got to be
comfortable, you've got to be able to open yourself up, you’ve got to be able to realize that
everything that you say to them is confidential and they’re only going to use it to benefit you, as
opposed to use it to get you fired or sacked. [Coachee 3]

Anxiety and Fear
All internal coaches and coachees emphasized the potential risks associated with a lack of clear
articulation of the purpose of coaching or the absence of clarity on why it is being offered.

And there’s a lot of suspicion around coaching because I found here during the 18 months, that
people think if you're coaching someone then there’s a performance shortfall and this can cause
fear for those who are offered mentoring or coaching. [Internal Coach 1]

Employees may feel anxious when the reason why coaching programs are offered is not communicated.

I found here they were quite anxious and threatened by when you say Do you want to come in
onto a coach program? the first response back was Oh, I need to get my union—some people—
my union rep there? or Do I need to get HR involved in this?” [Coachee 8]

In addition, Coachee 3 raises concerns about lack of clarity and structure in communicating what
coaching is about and expresses initial anxieties about criticism. The coachee stresses that coaching
prioritizes improvement, not fault-finding.

I didn’t know what to expect, everybody has anxieties about stuff that you don’t know. Some of
the anxieties were that they were going to use this against me and, you know, they were going to
point out all my bad things and, you know, say This is not good, you should be doing this, you
should be doing that. As always, they’re pretty much unfounded, it’s all about improving people.
[Coachee 3]

Initial discomfort among coachees was attributed to the absence of a formal coaching structure and
communication regarding the coach’s expertise, skills, and qualifications.

That’s probably what made me a little bit anxious because when this guy came in I wasn’t sure he was
a life coach, career coach, or what was his education background and whether or not he has real world
corporate experience himself. [Coachee 12]

Discussion and Conclusions
The Interplay of Subjectivity, Objectivity and Engagement in Coaching

A robust consensus emerged, with over 90% of survey respondents asserting that coaching worked when
there was active engagement from both the coach and coachee. These findings assume particular
importance as they substantiate the interplay among pivotal factors, such as trust, engagement, and
confidentiality in the coaching relationship. Existing literature supports the notion that engagement is
pivotal in coaching interventions (King et al., 2019), and positive engagement stands as a crucial factor for
effective coach—client dynamics (Boyce et al., 2010; GraBmann et al., 2020; Robson-Kelly and
Nieuwerburgh, 2016).
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The initial quantitative phase of this study revealed a significant presence of both internal and external
coaching in organizations. Interestingly, when organizations opted for only one approach, there was a
clear preference for internal coaches. This initially appeared paradoxical, given that participants in the
qualitative phase often expressed a greater inclination toward external coaching. However, this
discrepancy may be attributed to several comments favoring internal coaching under specific conditions,
such as when the internal coach was outside line management and when there was a clear coaching
structure, formality protocols, and confidentiality agreements in place.

Furthermore, a different subset of data from the current research had previously highlighted the positive
impact of coaching on enhancing positive behavioral shifts and increasing motivation. Notably, this subset
specifically indicated that internal coaching might have a more pronounced contribution in boosting
employee motivation. However, within the current study, quantitative results suggest a preference for
internal coaching, while qualitative results, particularly regarding confidentiality and trust in the coaching
relationship, favor external coaching. Therefore, I propose that if internal coaches can establish trust, they
could potentially strengthen the coaching relationship and improve outcomes. Subsequent discussions
will further elaborate on this point.

On the qualitative front, insights gleaned from semi-structured interviews indicate that professional
external coaches are generally perceived as possessing a more objective approach to the coaching process.
Some participants identified a level of subjectivity in internal coaches as a potential weakness. Intriguing
associations surfaced between the perceived lack of objectivity in internal coaching and various outcomes,
including the potential for diminished trust, lower engagement, reduced willingness to be coached
internally, and a reluctance to engage in open communication with an internal coach. The data also
suggested, however, that when an internal coach is from outside the coachee’s department and maintains
a level of independence, a reasonable level of perceived objectivity may be attained. The findings did not
identify direct evidence to imply ineffectiveness when internal coaches coached their direct reports.
Nevertheless, the findings underscored that concerns related to the subjectivity of internal coaches are
prevalent among coachees, especially in the initial stages of coaching engagement.

Another noteworthy finding that emerged from qualitative results suggests that in organizations
experiencing organizational changes with the potential to impact organizational dynamics, extra care
must be taken to ensure objectivity in internal coaching. Since most of the findings indicated that there
was no clear and formal structure around internal coaching, the significance of ensuring objectivity
becomes even more imperative.

The literature is explicit about three aspects: (1) informal coaching is already prevalent in organizations,
with numerous individuals demonstrating a passion for coaching their colleagues (Abel & Nair, 2015); (2)
coaching supports clients during periods of organizational change (Grant et al., 2009); and (3) when
individuals in an organization take on an internal coaching role, they should stress the cultivation of a
distinct perspective and awareness of the nature of their role and its specific scope (Frisch, 2001; Hunt &
Weintraub, 2006). The current study’s findings suggest that internal coaching appears to be underway in
some organizations. Given the significance of coach-client engagement and relationship in the coaching
process, the awareness of professional boundaries, and the skills required for effective coaching and
relationship management, along with the professionalism of internal coaches in comprehending their role
and responsibilities, are of paramount importance. Equally critical is their commitment to remaining non-
judgmental and objective.

Previous research indicates that client openness (Marshall, 2006) and their sense of safety (Kretzschmar,
2010) are pivotal for achieving positive coaching outcomes. The literature also emphasizes that both trust
and objectivity, alongside being non-judgmental, are recognized as drivers of relationship building
(Harrison, 2019). Coaching ethics is a critical facet of evidence-based practice and professionalism in
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coaching (Lowman, 2012). All these elements converge on the necessity of ensuring objectivity as a part of
the ethical and professional aspects of coaching required to foster a healthy coach—coachee relationship,
with heightened importance given to it in the context of internal coaching.

Prioritizing Trust and Confidentiality in Internal Coaching Dynamics

Frisch (2001) observed that internal coaches face heightened scrutiny regarding confidentiality and ethical
obligations, echoing de Haan et al.’s (2020) assertion that coaching conversations are inherently
confidential. The coaching literature underscores the importance of effective coaches demonstrating genuine
unconditional positive regard and refraining from judgment when working with clients (Passmore, 2006;
van Zyl & Stander, 2013). Similarly, the psychology literature indicates that breaching confidentiality causes
distress and diminishes trust (Epstein, 1994). Prior research by Machin (2010) on the nature of the internal
coaching relationship revealed that “every coach and every client in the study stressed the importance of
trust in their relationship” (p. 40). As established earlier in this article, exploration of coaching relationships
within internal coaching contexts is notably scarce in the existing literature.

The current study’s findings align with these principles, revealing further that coachees commonly express
concerns about the clear establishment of confidentiality agreements in internal coaching. Coachees
particularly emphasized their initial unease with internal coaching, prioritizing a clear understanding of
confidentiality arrangements alongside communicating the coach’s skills, education, and expertise. Other
researchers have previously identified potential conflicts of interest and internal politics in the workplace
as potential barriers to building healthy internal coaching relationships (Frisch, 2001; St. John-Brook,
2014). Despite these concerns, the results of the current study did not indicate any instances of trust and
confidentiality breaches in the internal coaching process.

Previous literature highlights that organizations contracting professional external coaches recognize them
as formally trained professionals with expertise in facilitating coaching programs in corporate settings
(Hall et al., 1999; Tyler, 2000). External coaches are expected to be familiar with various coaching models
and frameworks (Sue-Chan and Latham, 2004; McDermot et al., 2007) and competent in establishing
and maintaining confidentiality and trust in coaching relationships (Wasylyshyn, 2003).

To address confidentiality and trust concerns in internal coaching, Gowda et al. (2021) suggest a potential
mitigation strategy: Select internal coaches from different departments than those of line management or
the coachee. Cavanagh and Buckley (2014) also suggest that a confidentiality agreement—prior to the
commencement of coaching—can be effective for setting boundaries and protecting client interests.
Joseph (2014) takes this further by indicating that the coaching—coachee relationship is strengthened
based on confidentiality agreements, and the conversations that occur during coaching sessions are not
supposed to be shared with the organization unless a coachee agreement has been obtained early in the
contracting stages of entering into coaching.

In the current study, findings not only support the above insights from the literature but also emphasize
that, regardless of whether internal coaches belong to the same department as the coachee or a different
one, they must prioritize establishing confidentiality protocols. Establishing confidentiality protocols
includes ensuring that internal coaches are equipped with the necessary skills to demonstrate
professionalism, which requires them to be knowledgeable about coaching practice, evidence-based
frameworks, and relationship-building techniques. From a theoretical perspective, for example in a
humanistic approach, coaches should clearly refrain from judgment (Yao & Kabir, 2023) and maintain the
confidentiality and trust essential for coaching effectiveness (Bozer & Jones, 2018; Bluckert, 2005; Gan &
Chong, 2015; Gyllensten & Palmer, 2007; Machin, 2010; Rekalde et al., 2015; van Woerkom, 2010).
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Moreover, Machin’s (2010) study on internal coaching highlighted the pivotal role of internal coaches in
building and maintaining a trusting relationship with their clients. The current study not only
corroborates these findings but also emphasizes that prioritizing a sense of confidentiality and clearly
communicating adherence to ethical protocols are essential elements of internal coaching interventions.
These factors have the potential to foster trust within the coaching relationship, subsequently enhancing
engagement in the coaching process. These findings align with previous literature, suggesting that
internal coaching is most effective “when there is a high level of trust in the confidentiality of the process”
(Schalk & Landeta, 2017, p. 140).

Clear Structure and Processes to Improve Engagement

The psychological literature has firmly established the “working alliance” between therapists and clients
as a robust predictor of therapeutic outcomes (Bordin, 1974; McKenna & Davis, 2009; Uckelstam et al.,
2020). In coaching literature, the coach—coachee working alliance involves a collaborative approach that
fosters a bond of trust while actively working with clients to help them set and achieve their goals
(Vermeiden et al., 2022). An integral element of the coach—coachee working alliance is the genuine
concern for the client and the cultivation of trust within the relationship (Day & Blakey, 2012).

While in a therapeutic relationship, there is usually a level of formality (Lee et al., 2022), established
boundaries, and a contract (Daymond & Millward, 2020), as well as clarity on competence, education, and
credibility of the therapist (Webb et al., 2010)—and even how counseling psychologists reflect on their
professional attire in clinical settings (Dacy & Brodsky, 1992; Halmagyi, 2019). In internal coaching, there
is no common agreement among researchers about whether a clear structure, contract, and formality is
deemed necessary. This may, of course, be attributed to very few studies being conducted on internal
coaching. For example, Dixey (2015) engaged in detailed interviews with six sales managers, all of whom
had undergone formal coach skills training. They indicated an inclination toward an informal coaching
approach, although they did not explicitly label it as such. Other scholars concentrate on exploring the
integration of coaching into informal organizational learning (Smetana et al., 2019).

The current study’s findings underscore the imperative to establish a formal structure and framework for
internal coaching, ensuring consistency in safeguarding the coach—coachee relationship and providing
continuity and consistency of internal coaching initiatives. To achieve the establishment of a formal
structure and framework, early clarity on confidentiality and trust-building is crucial to enhancing
objectivity and upholding ethical standards in the coaching relationship, thereby augmenting
engagement—and potentially the overall effectiveness of internal coaching dynamics.

In line with humanistic psychology, Rogers (1957) asserted that “any person, regardless of the setting or
their belief in the nature of humans, is likely to promote positive change in another if they communicate
their undoubtable unconditional positive regard for this second person” (p. 96). While findings in the
current study did not provide any evidence to suggest that internal coaches did not maintain
professionalism, acceptance, and confidentiality, they showed that the absence of formal and structured
internal coaching interventions may potentially lead to initial pessimism and negative perceptions about
internal coaching.

The Essential Imperative of Easing Coachee Apprehensions and Initial Nervousness

The qualitative findings, particularly from the coachee perspective, unveiled heightened levels of fear,
anxiety, and feelings of unease when introduced to internal coaching—especially in cases lacking clear
information about the internal coach’s skills and expertise and the purpose of coaching. Additionally, the
absence of an organizational culture that positions coaching as a strategy for individual support and
employee development, rather than a tool for addressing poor performance, seemed to have contributed
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to these apprehensions. It is important to note that most of these concerns, reported by coachees in the
current study, were specifically associated with the period before coaching sessions began and the initial
coaching sessions. Noteworthy is the valuable representation of coachees in the sample population,
facilitating comprehensive insights into their perspectives and enhancing the study’s findings. As
emphasized earlier in this paper, reliance solely on data and self-disclosures by coaches may compromise
validity and introduce potential social desirability bias (Pandolfi, 2020).

The literature underscores the importance of a clear coaching relationship and impartiality to uphold
ethical standards in coaching (Cavanagh & Buckle, 2014). The current study reinforces the critical nature
of these internal coaching factors by following literature recommendations that involve providing
specialized training and ongoing support for internal coaches—irrespective of their organizational or
managerial status—and ensuring proficiency in coaching internally (Grant, 2017; McCarthy & Milner,
2020). This approach can also aid internal coaches in acquiring the necessary skills to manage their own
unease or nervousness before coaching a client, which is a common experience among early-career
psychologists, as suggested by Cynkar and Schwartz (2007). Addressing the initial concerns of internal
coaching clients could further involve connecting back to the study’s findings, emphasizing a clear
structure, transparent communication of coaching’s purpose, establishment of confidentiality protocols,
and explicit assurance of the competence and credibility of internal coaches.

This study aimed to explore contributors to a healthy and well-functioning coach—coachee relationship in
internal coaching dynamics. Derived from a larger study on effective internal coaching programs, these
findings illuminate the significance of confidentiality and trust in coach—client relationships. Supporting
and enhancing existing literature, the insights provide valuable distinctions between internal and external
coaching relationships, offer practical benefits to organizations and practitioners, and aid in better
understanding ethical conduct, engagement, trust, and confidentiality from the perspectives of coachees,
internal coaches, external coaches, and managers. The nuanced understanding, derived from the
qualitative phase, in particular, has some potential to inform strategies to build internal coaching capacity
and optimize existing programs.

Limitations

The primary constraint in this study lies in the relatively small sample size during Phase 1 and the use of a
straightforward, descriptive approach to analyze statistical data. Both phases of the study focused
exclusively on a single industry within a specific country, thereby constraining the generalization of the
findings to other sectors and nations. However, given the study’s central focus on coaching dynamics,
confidentiality, and trust, and recognizing the universal expectation for professionals to uphold qualities
like honesty, truthfulness, and reliability in their professional relationships (Clark, 2008), the findings
hold the potential to benefit professionals and organizations across various sectors and global contexts.
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