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Abstract

It is proposed that it is critical that coaches are highly self-aware to be effective at facilitating the development of self-awareness in

their clients. Accordingly, self-awareness is included in the competency frameworks of the coaching professional bodies, yet

there is a lack of evidence supporting how coaches develop self-awareness. This is problematic as it brings into question the

design and development of coach training programmes, which is likely to hinder the professionalization of coaching. Therefore,

we set out to provide evidence as to whether coach training develops self-awareness, and if so, what aspects of the training

facilitate this development. A mixed-methods design was utilized with two separate studies. Firstly, a pre-post-test quantitative

study to test whether coach education increases participant self-awareness. Followed by a qualitative study to provide an in-depth

understanding of how the coach training supported the participants in developing self-awareness. The research found that coach

training partially develops self-awareness and that key enablers to this development include experiential learning supported by

reflection in a psychologically safe environment. The contribution of this research and paper is to contribute to the theory of

coach development by illuminating how coach training can develop self-awareness. In addition, it is our hope that our findings

will contribute to practice by informing the future design of coach training programmes and providing a means to evaluate coach

development as a result of coach training.
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Coach training is a rapidly growing industry (Forbes, 2017;

Passmore &McGoldrick, 2009), and yet very few coach train-

ing programmes are underpinned by scientific evidence

(Jordan et al., 2017; Passmore & Fillery-Travis, 2011). To

date the majority of research on coach training has focused

on the acquisition of hard coaching skills (e.g. goal focussed

coaching), rather than how the coach develops themselves

(Jordan et al., 2017). Leggett and James (2016) claim that

there is now a need to explore how coach training benefits

the coach. Recent research by Atad and Grant (2020) that

has responded to these calls, explores how coach training de-

velops coaches and compared novice coaches to those coming

to coaching from a therapeutic or counselling background.

Despite this recent development, there is an absence of in-

depth research exploring how coaches develop during coach

training.

One of the core competencies perceived to be important for

coaches is self-awareness (Bluckert, 2005), and as such it is

included in the professional bodies (i.e. the International

Coaching Federation (ICF) and European Mentoring and

Coaching Council (EMCC)) core competency frameworks.

This focus on self-awareness is underpinned by the work of

Laske (1999) and Bachkirova (2016) who suggest that it is

essential coaches develop the ‘self’, as they argue that the

coach (i.e. the individual) is the main tool used in coaching.

Supporting this perspective is the proposition that a core pur-

pose of coaching is to elicit behavioural change through rais-

ing the self-awareness of the client (Bozer et al., 2014), and

therefore it could be argued that in order for the coach to

develop self-awareness within their clients, they first need to
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develop their own self-awareness. Rayner (2019) identified

that one of the most effective means of developing self-

awareness was training to be a coach, however, there is a lack

of conclusive evidence on the role of coach training. In par-

ticular, it is not yet known which aspects of coach training

might facilitate the development of coach self-awareness.

Currently anyone can set up a coach training school or

programme (Seligman, 2007) and while some coach training

programmes are accredited with the professional coaching

bodies many are not. Therefore, as the coach training market

is an area of growth (Passmore & McGoldrick, 2009) com-

bined with the fact that coaching is an unregulated profession

(Smither, 2011) and there is a move towards the

professionalisation of coaching (Gray, 2011; Moore &

Koning, 2016), it is proposed that there is an increasing need

to develop evidence to understand how best to educate

coaches. A lack of evidence supporting how coaches develop

(Jordan et al., 2017) and whether coach training facilitates the

development of self-awareness is problematic as it brings into

question the robustness of the design and development of

training programmes (Grant & Cavanagh, 2004; Passmore &

Fillery-Travis, 2011). Consequently, there is a lack of evi-

dence on which we can base future studies to evaluate the

effectiveness of coach training. In sum, we propose that it is

essential that we better understand how to educate coaches

effectively, and as self-awareness is perceived to be of signif-

icant importance to coaches (Bachkirova, 2016; Laske, 1999)

it is important that we gain an understanding of the role coach

training plays in developing this aspect of the coach. Previous

research (Sutton et al., 2015) identified that self-awareness can

be developed in the work-place when it is taught as a training

programme, however, there has been no research identifying

if self-awareness is developed as a result of coach training.

Consequently, this research aims to provide evidence as to

whether coach training can develop self-awareness, and if

so, what aspects of the coach training facilitate this develop-

ment. The contribution of this research and paper is to con-

tribute to the theory of coach development by illuminating

how coach training can develop self-awareness. In addition,

it is our hope that our findings will contribute to practice by

informing the future design of coach training programmes and

providing a means to evaluate coach development as a result

of coach training.

There are multiple definitions of coaching and a myriad of

types of coaching, resulting in a lack of consensus on how

coaching should be defined (Bono et al., 2009; Bozer & Jones,

2018; Gray & Goregaokar, 2010). This study will focus on

what is often labelled as ‘workplace’ coaching, as this can be

described as a rapidly growing industry (Forbes, 2017) and

one that is increasingly used to develop leaders and managers

in businesses (Baron & Morin, 2009; Joo et al., 2012).

Therefore we adopt the following definition of coaching:

‘coaching is a one-to-one intervention between a professional

coach and a client (the client). The purpose of this intervention

is to enhance the client’s behavioural change through self-

awareness and learning, and ultimately contribute to individ-

ual and organizational success’ (Bozer et al., 2014: p.883).

This definition importantly highlights the coaches’ role in

raising the client’s self-awareness which aligns with other

conceptualisations of the purpose of coaching (Laske, 1999).

Coach Training Programmes

While there has been some research exploring the effective-

ness of coach education programmes for sports’ coaches

(Maclean & Lorimer, 2016) and an examination of the char-

acteristics of the Australian coach training industry (Grant &

O’Hara, 2008), there appears to be no research exploring the

content and effectiveness of workplace coach education train-

ing. Where coach training is accredited with a professional

coaching body (for example the ICF, EMCC and AC) there

will be requirements (set by the professional body) on the

content of the training in order to meet the accreditation stan-

dards set. This content tends to be focussed on the develop-

ment of the coaching competencies which have been set by

the particular body (e.g. ‘cultivating trust and intimacy’

(ICF)). However, a review of a sample of accredited courses

by the same professional body (via an internet search) dem-

onstrated that there appears to be little consistency on content,

with variations in coaching tools and models taught. From a

review of the courses aimed at educating coaches in the UK

(using the published curriculums online), it appears that

course content typically centres on teaching different tools

(e.g. GROW model or transformational coaching techniques,

such as questioning and listening (Jones, 2020)), rather than

exploring aspects of the coach themselves, in terms of their

own motivations, values and behaviours. While self-reflection

was mentioned by a couple of providers, it was not evident

that this was common across coach training providers. This is

interesting given that a large number of coach education

programmes in the UK are focused on training coaches to

achieve accreditation with one of the professional coaching

bodies, and the new ICF competency framework (ICF,

2019) includes a new competency, ‘coaching mindset’, which

incorporates the requirement that coaches ‘use the awareness

of self’ and ‘remains aware of and open to the influence of

context and culture on self and others’. Furthermore, the

EMCC has a core competence ‘understanding self’ (EMCC,

2010), yet the coach education training programmes are still

largely focused on coaching tools, techniques and skills

(Jones, 2020).

Therefore, as self-awareness is deemed to be important to

coaches and the work they do (Gatling et al., 2013; Shaw &

Glowacki-Dudka, 2019) we propose that research is needed to

explore if self-awareness is developed during coach training.
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Defining Self-Awareness

Self-awareness is a construct for which there seems to be a

multiplicity of perspectives (Sutton, 2016; Williams, 2008),

and it is a termwhich is frequently confused with other similar

constructs (e.g. self-consciousness and self-knowledge

(Morin, 2017; Sutton, 2016)). Alongside this, it appears that

self-awareness is largely defined depending on the focus of

the research and the context within which it is referred (Sutton,

2016). Early, seminal work on self-awareness (Duval &

Wicklund, 1972) took the stance that the construct was an

aversive state as it leads to rumination and reflection on the

negative aspects of one’s self. However, more recent work by

Trapnell and Campbell (1999) indicate that in fact self-

awareness is far more positive as it leads to reflection, which

is often positioned as a route to learning (Kolb, 1984; Silvia &

Duval, 2001). This stance, that self-awareness is a route to

learning, is one which we have adopted for this research, as

we are exploring self-awareness within the context of coach

training. There are a plethora of definitions, however, these

can be summarised as defining self-awareness from either an

intra-personal, or an inter-personal perspective or a combina-

tion of both intra and inter-personal perspectives (Fenigstein

et al., 1975; Taylor, 2010; Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). As

this research is examining coaches and their work involves

working with others in a confidential relationship (Bozer

et al., 2014) we propose that it is necessary that conceptuali-

zations of self-awareness include both the inter and intra-

personal perspectives. With this in mind, the present study

adopts the following definition: “Self-awareness consists of

a range of components, which can be developed through fo-

cus, evaluation and feedback, and provides an individual with

an awareness of their internal state (emotions, cognitions,

physiological responses), that drives their behaviours (beliefs,

values and motivations) and an awareness of how this impacts

and influences others.” (Carden et al., 2021).

Why Is Self-Awareness Important
for Coaches?

One of the key aims of coaching is to enhance the client’s

behavioural change through raising their self-awareness

(Bozer et al., 2014). In addition, the nature of coaching has

developed over the years, with coaching now increasingly

working in the area of personal values, identity and self-

esteem (Stelter, 2014), and with many clients coming to

coaching to change an aspect of ‘self’ (Bluckert, 2005).

Consequently, a key role for the coach is to facilitate an in-

crease in the self-awareness of their clients and to work with

clients at this deeper level of identity (Bozer et al., 2014).

If coaches are required to facilitate an increase in the self-

awareness in others, it is proposed that they themselves must

be highly self-aware. Laske (1999) proposes that coaches can

only facilitate the development of others to the level they have

developed themselves, and therefore this suggests that a

coaches’ level of self-awareness will dictate the amount of

self-awareness they can facilitate in their clients. Taking this

a step further and bearing in mind the definition of coaching

outlined above, we suggest that a coaches’ personal level of

self-awareness could therefore hinder or promote the behav-

ioural change in the client (Lee, 2003).

Self-awareness is perceived as important for coaches, as it

is suggested that all of a coach’s client interventions are ex-

pressions of the ‘self’, and also are likely to reflect his or her

own personal learning journey (Bachkirova, 2016). This

viewpoint is supported by Pinkavova (2010), who highlights

that how coaches think about the world, how they construct

meaning and how they feel about themselves is important in

their coaching practice so that coaches can understand how

and why they develop their thinking, and then know how and

why they make the interventions they do with their clients.

This, therefore, suggests that without self-awareness coaches

will be making interventions without fully appreciating why

they are doing so. Alongside this, Fogel (2009) highlights the

need for coaches to develop an awareness of physical sensa-

tions and reactions to give them access to other parts of their

perceptual abilities when working with clients, so that coaches

can understand why they are reacting and behaving in a cer-

tain way with a client, and to understand themselves as the

instrument for coaching (Bachkirova, 2016). Often a coaches’

reactions and responses are unconscious, and part of building

self-awareness is about understanding these automatic, uncon-

scious reactions (Turner, 2010). Without this awareness

coaches are likely to be ‘triggered’ (Aquilina, 2016), which

could potentially disrupt the session as the coach will become

distracted by their ‘own stuff’ rather than being focussed on

the coachee and the topic for the coaching session. This indi-

cates that self-awareness is necessary for the coach to manage

their responses, reactions and interventions in the coaching.

Therefore, it is proposed that self-awareness enables the coach

to focus on the coachee, which supports Gatling et al.’s (2013)

argument that self-awareness underpins the ability of the

coach to establish a relationship of unconditional trust with

the client, which is seen as a core component of effective

coaching (De Haan et al., 2013; De Haan et al., 2011). In

sum, based on the literature to date, it is proposed that self-

awareness is indeed an essential competency for coaches to

develop.

How Is Self-Awareness Developed?

The underlying assumption to this study is that self-awareness

can be developed. This assumption is based on the theories of

adult development (Kegan, 1982) which adopt the
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philosophical stance that adults continue to develop over the

course of their lifetime, and this includes the development of

self (Laske, 1999). Therefore, if self can be developed then

one might argue that so too can self-awareness.

Exploring the literature, it is suggested that self-awareness

can be developed through self-evaluation (Showry &Manasa,

2014; Taylor, 2010), introspection and reflection (Eckroth-

Bucher, 2010). A re-occurring theme in the literature is the

use of self-reflection as a route to developing self-awareness

(Hullinger et al., 2019; Shaw&Glowacki-Dudka, 2019). This

is also the position adopted by Bachkirova (2016) who high-

lights the requirement to look inwards (introspection) and also

outwards to develop the self. This combination of internal and

external reflection is endorsed by Wilson and Dunn (2004)

who outlined three routes to awareness by structured intro-

spection, seeing oneself through other’s eyes and self-obser-

vation. Sutton et al. (2015) provide greater granularity as to

the nature of self-reflection required to develop self-awareness

and propose four distinct levels. Level one is self-reflection,

level two relates to insight and being able to name thoughts,

feelings and understanding motives and actions. Level three is

rumination, where there is some reflection on past negative

events and reflecting on what can be learnt from those expe-

riences. Finally, level four involves mindfulness and paying

attention to what is happening moment to moment. Sutton

et al.’s (2015) perspective is aligned with research exploring

how counsellors develop self-awareness (Pompeo & Levitt,

2014) which concludes that at the heart of the development is

self-reflection, consisting of observation, interpretation and

evaluation. Therefore, we suggest that a major route to devel-

oping self-awareness is via self-reflection.

However, self-reflection alone may not be sufficient to de-

velop self-awareness as individuals also need to have the will-

ingness to learn and develop (Chen et al., 2011). Ardelt and

Grunwald (2018) echo this and argue that self-reflection is not

enough, and that deeper awareness will also need self-insight

and self-compassion. However, Laske (2006) highlights that

we cannot develop without initiating a state of emotionally

based self-questioning. This suggests that individuals must

be motivated to develop self-awareness.

Wilson and Dunn (2004) highlight the limitations of intro-

spection and self-reflection, in particular that there is often no

easy access to the unconscious aspects of self. Therefore,

Wilson and Dunn (2004) feel that another route to self-

awareness is to access how others view us. Incorporating data

from others may help coaches gain access to unconscious

traits and motives, that is of course if they are prepared to

reflect on these. The challenge with using data from others is

that individuals may disagree with those providing feedback

about one’s personality traits (Wilson & Dunn, 2004). Recent

research (Rayner, 2019) concluded that the most effective

means of developing self-awareness are training to be a coach,

receiving coaching, feedback from peers and completing

personality questionnaires. What was not clear from

Rayner’s (2019) study was what elements of coach training

led to a development of self-awareness. The literature also

highlights that the development of self-awareness is not a

one-off event but is instead dynamic and ongoing in nature

(Hullinger et al., 2019; Rasheed et al., 2019).

Therefore, it is proposed that it is essential for coaches to

develop high levels of self-awareness (Bluckert, 2005;

Leggett & James, 2016), to be effective as coaches and to

facilitate an increase in self-awareness and behaviour change

for their clients. Informed by the literature, we propose that the

self develops over the course of one’s lifetime (Kegan, 1982;

Laske, 1999) and that self-awareness can be trained and de-

veloped (Hullinger et al., 2019; Pompeo& Levitt, 2014; Shaw

& Glowacki-Dudka, 2019; Sutton et al., 2015). As many

coach education training programmes focus on coaching tools

(Jones, 2020) we are interested to see if coach education does

develop coach self-awareness and in doing so address the lack

of evidence underpinning coach training programmes. We

propose that developing a body of evidence on how coach

training develops the coach, will provide the means for eval-

uating the effectiveness and impact of coach training

programmes (Atad & Grant, 2020; Passmore & Fillery-

Travis, 2011) on the student coaches, and underpin coach

training accredited by the professional bodies, whom incorpo-

rate self-awareness as core competencies. Therefore, the aims

of this study are to explore: Does coach training develop self-

awareness? And if so, what aspects of the training supported

this development? With this in mind, a mixed-method design

(Hanson et al., 2005; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005;

Tschannen-Moran & Carter, 2016; Van Nieuwerbergh &

Tong, 2012) was chosen, which includes two studies. Firstly

a quantitative study is presented to explore the hypothesis:

H1: Coach education will significantly increase partici-

pant self-awareness, self-reflection and self-insight.

This is followed by a qualitative study which will provide

an in-depth understanding (Bryman, 2012; Jick, 1979) of how

coach training supported the participants in developing self-

awareness.

Study One

Method

Study Design

To examine whether coach training resulted in an increase in

self-awareness, a pre-post-test research design (Tschannen-

Moran & Carter, 2016) was utilized where self-awareness

was measured prior to the start of coach training and three to

Curr Psychol



four months after training was completed. Data was collected

between October 2018 and December 2019.

The Coach Training Intervention The coach training pro-

gramme used in the study was a UK Business School profes-

sional qualification in coaching, with three classroom-based

modules made up of seven days, spread over three months,

supported by inter-module coaching practice, reading and

self-reflection. Throughout the programme, the participants

are encouraged to reflect and keep a learning journal of their

developmental journey. The programme is accredited with the

three main coaching professional coaching bodies in the UK

(ICF, EMCC and AC).

Participants The participants all started the coaching qualifi-

cation between October 2018 and October 2019. Of the 264

potential sample, across 11 cohorts, 111 completed the ques-

tionnaire at both time points (i.e. at commencement of the

programme and on completion of module three), providing a

42% response rate. While this is a little lower than the average

response rate from individuals in organizational research

(Baruch &Holton), where 52% is the average, it is higher than

the response rate from data collected in organizations, and as

the data was collected over two time-points with a three month

gap, a lower response rate is not unusual (Freedman et al.,

1980). Among the 111 participants, 48% were male. In rela-

tion to prior coaching experience, 47% had no prior experi-

ence as a coach or no coach training, 29% had between one

and five years’ experience, 13% had between five and ten

years’ experience, and 11% had 15 or more years’ experience.

Measures. Self-Awareness Outcomes Questionnaire (SAOQ)

Sutton’s (2016) SAOQmeasures the effects of self-awareness

interventions (Sutton, 2016) and as the coach training inter-

vention being studied includes a module focussed on self-

awareness, this measure was deemed appropriate for using

in this study. The SAOQ consists of 38 items measuring four

sub-scales of reflective self-development (RSD), acceptance

(ACC), proactive at work (ProWork) and emotional costs (Em

Costs). The reflective self-development subscale (11 items,

α = .83) represents the development of focus on self in terms

of conscious reflection. The acceptance sub-scale (11 items,

α = .80) represents personal confidence and also an under-

standing of others. The proactive at work sub-scale (9 items,

α = .66) focusses on having a proactive approach and content-

ment in the workplace. The fourth subscale, emotional costs (7

items,α = .71) refers to the potential negative aspects of being

more aware of oneself in terms of vulnerability and fear.

Responses are measured on a five-point Likert scale with re-

sponses ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (almost always), with a

not-applicable option. Example items from the scale are: ‘I

learn about myself and how I see the world’ (reflective self-

development); ‘I have fun’ (acceptance); ‘I see my work life

as something I have power to affect’ (proactive at work); ‘I

feel vulnerable’ (emotional costs).

Self-Reflection and Insight Scale (SRIS) (Grant et al., 2002)

As self-reflection and self-evaluation is perceived to be a route

to developing self-awareness (Showry & Manasa, 2014;

Taylor, 2010) we also included the SRIS scale in our study.

The SRIS consists of 20 items, of which nine are reverse

scored, measuring the two sub-scales of self-reflection and

insight. The self-reflection sub-scale (12 items, α = .91) mea-

sures an individual’s engagement with and desire for self-re-

flection. The insight scale (8 items, α = .82) is related to in-

ternal self-awareness. Responses are measured on a six-point

Likert scale with responses ranging from 1 (disagree strongly)

to 6 (agree strongly). Example items from the scale are: ‘I

frequently examine my feelings’ (engagement in self-reflec-

tion); ‘I am very interested in examining what I think’ (need

for self-reflection); ‘I am usually aware of my thoughts’

(insight).

The Prac t i t ioner Se l f -Awareness and Suppor t

Questionnaire (PSAS) (Van Wagoner et al., 1991; Winstone

& Gervis, 2006) The PSAS has been used to explore the level

of importance sports psychologists attach to self-awareness

(Winstone & Gervis, 2006) and as it measures self-insight,

which is seen as a route to developing self-awareness

(Showry & Manasa, 2014; Taylor, 2010), it was felt it was

an appropriate measure for this study. The PSAS consists of

14 items, and measures two sub-scales of self-insight and self-

integration. The self-insight scale (7 items, α = .86) looked at

how the participant is aware of his/her own feelings and un-

derstands where these feelings are arising from (VanWagoner

et al., 1991). The self-integration scale (7 items, α = .64)

focusses on the participants sense of self and confidence in

self. Responses are measured on a five-point Likert scale with

responses ranging from 1 (not important) to 5 (very impor-

tant). Example items are: ‘have the capability to reflect on

your feelings’ (self-insight); ‘have awareness of your personal

areas of unresolved conflict’ (self-insight); ‘distinguish be-

tween client’s needs and your needs’ (self-integration); ‘man-

age your need for approval’ (self-integration).

An additional question was added at time point two to ask

if participants felt their self-awareness had developed over the

course of the training, this was included as it was felt that it

might inform study two. All 111 responded ‘yes’ believing

that their self-awareness had increased as a result of the

training.

Results

Full descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in

Table 1.
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To explore hypothesis one, the mean score for all measures

at time point one was compared with the mean score for all

measures at time point two. To evaluate if the difference was

statistically significant, paired t-tests were carried out (Atad &

Grant, 2020). A summary of these results is provided in

Table 2.

The paired t-tests revealed that there was a statistically

significant change for six of the eight sub-scales, therefore

hypothesis one is partially supported. Although there was

not a statistically significant change across all the mea-

sures, there were increases for all the sub-scales apart

from the emotional costs sub scale, which decreased.

This is potentially due to the fact that the training had

increased the positive aspects of self-awareness (e.g.

self-acceptance), while reducing the negative aspects

(i.e. self-absorption and rumination). The results reveal

an increase in self-reflection (Grant et al., 2002), but not

an increase in reflective self-development (Sutton, 2016)

which looks at the ongoing nature of reflective learning.

Self-insight, in terms of its relevance to coaching (Van

Wagoner et al., 1991) did increase, however self-insight

in relation to self (Grant et al., 2002) did not. In sum, the

significant results seem to relate to the proximal measures

of self-awareness in terms of the outcomes from develop-

ing it i.e. acceptance, self-insight, and proactive at work.

Study Two

Building on the results of study one, study two was undertak-

en to provide an in-depth understanding (Bryman, 2012; Jick,

1979) of the aspects of coach training that initiate the devel-

opment of self-awareness.

Method

Research Design and Participants

Semi-structured interviews were utilized with participants

for this study randomly selected from those who had com-

pleted the questionnaire at both time-points for study one

and who had provided their contact details to volunteer

for this interview study. There is much debate in terms of

how many interviews should be conducted when follow-

ing a mixed-mode research design, with suggestions rang-

ing from nine participants (Tschannen-Moran & Carter,

2016) through to 15 (Van Nieuwerburgh & Tong, 2012).

Therefore, it was decided that interviews were conducted

until theoretical saturation was reached (Stern & Porr,

2011) (i.e. when no new data was emerging (Corbin &

Strauss, 2008)), and that enough breadth and depth of data

had been gathered (Saunders & Townsend, 2016). This

was achieved after 12 interviews. The participants com-

prised of seven males and five females, with nine operat-

ing or planning on operating as external coaches and three

operating as internal coaches.

Procedure

The interviews followed a semi-structured format

(Saunders et al., 2016; Tschannen-Moran & Carter,

2016) to provide consistency in the top-level questions

asked, while allowing the opportunity to explore re-

sponses further (Hullinger & DiGirolamo, 2020). As all

participants completing the questionnaire in study one an-

swered ‘yes’ to the question “do you perceive your self-

awareness has increased as a result of the training”, the

interview questions were based on the assumption that the

Table 2 Comparison of sub-scales at time one and time two

n Time one

mean

Time one

SD

Time two

mean

Time two

SD

t Sig

Self-Awareness Outcomes

Reflective Self-Development 111 3.86 4.82 3.89 3.71 −.973 .333

Acceptance 111 3.86 4.40 4.10 3.86 −6.96 .000*

Proactive at Work 111 3.91 3.32 3.99 3.27 −2.79 .006*

Emotional Costs 111 3.08 3.39 3.19 2.72 −4.11 .000*

Self-Reflection and Insight Scale

Self-Reflection 111 4.71 8.98 4.99 7.35 −5.57 .000*

Self-Insight 111 4.33 5.19 4.45 5.11 −1.91 .059

Practitioner Self-Awareness and Support

Self-Insight 111 3.97 4.44 4.30 3.70 −6.34 .000*

Self-Integration 111 4.07 3.10 4.38 3.06 −7.09 .000*

*statistically significant changes <0.05
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participant believed their self-awareness had developed.

The interview questions were open ended and included:

“How would you describe self-awareness?”; “How do you

perceive your self-awareness has changed over the course

of the training?”; “What initiated those changes?”; “How

has that impacted your coaching work?” The interviews

took place on completion of the final coach training work-

shop and were conducted online using Zoom. The inter-

views were recorded for later data analysis.

Analysis

The analysis was undertaken using NVIVO. In order to stay

as close to the data as possible, initial analysis was complet-

ed using an open coding approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967;

Larsson et al., 2005; Oldridge, 2019), whereby the tran-

scripts were studied line-by-line and codes were derived

which resembled the words of the participants (Jones &

Noble, 2007). As the analysis progressed, themes and cate-

gories were identified (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Passmore &

McGoldrick, 2009), and these were refined throughout the

analysis phase (Oldridge, 2019) through constant compari-

son (Stern & Porr, 2011). This iterative process was ongo-

ing throughout the ana lys is phase (Passmore &

McGoldrick, 2009). The process of coding is driven by the

interpretations of the researcher and other researchers could

potentially interpret the data in alternative ways, however,

interpretative thoughts are another source of data (Stern &

Porr, 2011) and these thoughts were captured throughout

the coding process. Mindful that there can be multiple in-

terpretations of the data during the coding process, the lead

researcher engaged in re-analysing the data throughout the

analysis and continued this throughout the writing up phase

(Oldridge, 2019). As all the coding and the resulting inter-

pretation is supported by and grounded in the raw data, the

analysis can be perceived as trustworthy (Jones et al., 2019;

Kirrane et al., 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Walsh &

Downe, 2006).

Results

Study two was used to explore in greater depth, what led to the

participants developing their self-awareness. Table three pro-

vides a summary of the themes and the open codes that related

to each of the themes. The themes derived from the data

centred on the development journey, how self-awareness

was perceived to be defined, the enablers to development

(with sub-themes of environment, experiential learning and

reflection) and the impact the development had on practice.

In presenting the findings, each of the themes will be taken in

turn and discussed, the words of the participants are included

in italics, as the evidence from the interviews that has been

used to develop these themes (Stern & Porr, 2011) .

The Journey

An enlightening finding was that participants were ‘surprised’

and not expecting that developing self-awareness would be an

aspect of coach training: “If you’d said to me before I started,

what am I expecting – beginning to understand my self-

awareness and how this impacts how I behave generally,

let alone in the coaching context, would not have been in my

top 10 answers.” It was also highlighted that while the first

module covered self-awareness, the development of self-

awareness happened throughout the programme and therefore

it is “a journey”, with many aspects of the programme con-

tributing towards the development of self-awareness: “it’s like

putting a jigsaw together, pieces on their own are generally

not that interesting or significant.”Many participants pointed

out that as a result of the training they now realise that there is

a requirement for on-going development and that the training

was only the starting point: “the self-awareness piece is still

quite embryonic for me and I’d like to see it develop further”.

Overall, the data revealed that developing self-awareness

through a training programme is a ‘jigsaw’ with many pieces

making up the overall picture; this is represented in Fig. 1.

Each of the larger ‘jigsaw’ (shaded in light grey) pieces link to

the themes summarised in Table 3.

What Exactly Is Self-Awareness? (Definition)

The initial question in the interviews centred on exploring

how the participants describe and define self-awareness.

There was not a consistent definition of the construct across

participants, with definitions ranging from very short state-

ments such as: “clear understanding of your personal

values”, to others that incorporated multiple elements, for

example: “being aware of how I project myself onto other

people and also thinking of when I’m trying to achieve things,

being aware of strengths and internal obstacles and also

capabilities.” In some cases, responses included ‘elements’

or ‘components’ of what might be included in self-awareness,

such as values, thoughts, feelings, emotions and drivers. There

was also evidence that self-awareness can be considered in

relation to behaviours with other people. For example: “how

other people also might perceive you.” Interestingly, while

module one of the training centres on ‘self’ and ‘self-aware-

ness’ there was no consistent appreciation, amongst the par-

ticipants, of what self-awareness actually is and therefore what

they were actually developing.

Enablers to Developing Self-Awareness

Environment The data revealed that the learning environment

acted as an enabler to developing self-awareness, particularly

in terms of the learning group and community: “a real sense

of trust and safety amongst us that allowed us permission to
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go really quite deep.” There was a sense that the smaller

learning groups (groups of eight or nine students) also provid-

ed a vehicle whereby self-awareness might be developed, with

some of the participants identifying the learning groups,

(when asked “what aspect of the course enabled you to devel-

op self-awareness?”) as the route to developing self-

awareness.

Experiential Learning The importance of having the oppor-

tunity to put learning and reflection into practice was

highlighted, along with the opportunity to increase self-

awareness through practice: “the theory and the practice

collided and that confirmed the importance of being

aware in the moment”. This element was linked to the

theme of reflection and other participants suggested that

“doing the coaching, then reflecting back on what you’ve

felt, what reaction it provoked in yourself” was key.

Therefore, this theme emerged as being inter-connected

to ‘reflection’, as, for the experiential practice to enable

the development of self-awareness, reflection was also

required: “the experience of working with people and see-

ing how people behave is the trigger, and then reflecting

on it and then coming back and actually doing something

different, so I suppose there are a few steps to it.”

Reflection Reflection came through the data as a major

influencer to developing self-awareness, when asked what

“had the biggest impact on developing your self-awareness?”

For example, “I would go the reflection, the self-reflection.”

There were a number of methods to the reflection. Journaling

and reflective writing were perceived to be a particularly suc-

cessful and effective method to developing self-awareness as

Reading
Journalling

REFLECTION

Structured
Reflection
Exercise

Supervision/
Learning
Groups

DEVELOPING
SELF AWARENESS

Learning
Environment

Learning
Group

Learning
Community

What
exactly is
Self
Awareness?

Self
Reflection

Doing
Coaching

Experiential
Learning Being

Coached

Fig. 1 The Jigsaw of Developing

Self Awareness

Table 3 Summary of themes and

open codes from qualitative data Themes Open Codes

The

Journey

A jigsaw; a loop; made me think; a journey; not expecting; whole person

Definition Definition; ability; reflect; behaviours; impact on others; response to others; values; strengths &

weaknesses; emotions/feelings; thoughts; triggers; drivers

Enablers Environment: Learning community; learning group

Experiential learning: Being a coach; being coached; enabled development; group working;

observing others; parallel process; theory & practice collide; time to think

Reflection: Action & reflection; group sessions; initiated; reading; reflection; journaling

Impact How know; changed; identifying drivers; impact; level; more than tools; self-enquiry; what’s

developed; importance
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it “uncovered thoughts and gave different insights”, and it

enabled the participants to perhaps develop “insights that

are a lot more personal and for me”. There was also a sense

that the reflective writing was a means to “be self-reflective

because I am not sure that I really understood that before

writing it down.” This was seen as a tool that would be con-

tinued after the course to develop further new insights: “I now

journal on all my interactions with individuals and reflect on

‘what that tells me about myself’”. This discipline of

journaling and reflective writing was seen as a means of

self-reflection: “I think the precedence was the key that

pushed me into how to reflect upon myself more”.

Participants highlighted an exercise from workshop one,

where students were asked to observe a piece of coaching

and record what was coming up for them in terms of thoughts,

feelings, physiological reaction and then reflect on what that

might be telling them about themselves: “it was the exercise

where we observed coaching and noted down what was hap-

pening for us”. One participant felt that this exercise added

another dimension because it was “where you felt you got

glimpses into the unconscious”. One participant talked about

how the reading of the core texts “had left quite an

impression” and that using the reading as a prompt to take

notes, journal and thereby self-reflect. In sum these elements

of reflectionwere seen as pivotal in developing self-awareness

during the training: “I would go to the reflection, the self-

reflection which is a key pillar in the way that the course is

taught, and important in how we will move forward as

coaches.”

Impact

Participants were asked what they believed the impact of de-

veloping self-awareness was in terms of their coaching and for

themselves, individually. They believed that it had given them

“more confidence” and had supported the development of

“more active listening, truly listening as opposed to hearing.”

It had also helped develop new aspects of awareness: “under-

standing what my body is telling me and how I am thinking

about things in relation to that. I was definitely not as aware

of my own body’s reactions to things as I am now”; and

“having greater visibility of what had previously been sub-

conscious”. It was felt that this development supported their

effectiveness as a coach: “I learnt that I can add value

through not sharing myself and actually I think I learnt a

discipline”, and “when I started it became painfully clear that

my questions were driven by my judgements ….. and I am

absolutely a better coach now for the improved self-

awareness.” It was also perceived that the development of

self-awareness had supported the students both as an individ-

ual and as a coach, as it “increased my ability to be aware of

my own actions across the piece and to think about the con-

sequences of those actions on myself and other people.”

Although, there was initial surprise that development of self-

awareness was part of the course structure, at the end it was

viewed as “critical” because “otherwise you can steer and

put your perspective over the top of the client without even

realising it.”

General Discussion

The findings from study two and earlier qualitative work (i.e.

Atad & Grant, 2020; Rayner, 2019) suggest that coach train-

ing enhances personal development and self-awareness, how-

ever the results from the quantitative study only partially sub-

stantiate this. This may be partially explained by the findings

from study two which indicated that the students were not

expecting the development of self-awareness or personal de-

velopment as an aspect of the programme. Therefore, because

they had not identified the development of self-awareness as a

learning outcome from the training perhaps they were not

focussed on developing it. This was perhaps exacerbated by

the fact that there was no clarity of understanding of what self-

awareness actually is.

It is interesting that the ‘emotional costs’ sub-scale of the

SAOQ decreased between time points one and two. This as-

pect of the scale represents the negative aspects of self-

awareness in terms of self-absorption (Sutton, 2016) and the

ruminative elements (Trapnell & Campbell, 1999). Therefore,

it is likely that participants, as a result of the coach training,

have improved in self-confidence and feel less vulnerable over

time. Thereby, it is suggested that coach training developed

participants’ positive self-awareness outcomes while also re-

ducing the emotional costs (self-absorption) associated with

self-awareness, as measured by the SAOQ.While it is encour-

aging that the participants developed the positive aspects of

self-awareness, it must be highlighted that there is no evidence

if the ruminative aspects (emotional costs) of self-awareness

were perceived as beneficial to the development of self-

awareness by the participants. This is relevant as the literature

suggests that reflecting on past negative events and then learn-

ing from these is an important aspect of developing self-

awareness (Sutton et al., 2015).

Study two indicated that learning about self-reflection and

doing it was one of the most impactful means of developing

self-awareness, and this supports earlier qualitative work

which indicates that coach training courses tend to develop

self-reflection (Leggett & James, 2016). However, when

looking at the sub-scales used in study one, while the self-

reflection sub-scale did increase significantly, the reflective

self-development sub-scale did not. This perhaps suggests that

the training did lead to the development of self-reflection how-

ever the ongoing nature of self-reflective learning was not

embedded, which this sub-scale represents (Sutton, 2016).

This is perhaps because for some self-reflection requires
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conscious, purposeful effort and application (Grant et al.,

2002) and this implies that one might need to develop a new

habit to fully embed reflective self-development.

In terms of whether the coach training led to an increase in

self-insight, it might be argued that for the purpose of

coaching it did increase, as the self-insight sub-scale from

the PSAS questionnaire (Winstone & Gervis, 2006) is based

on the work of Van Wagoner et al. (1991) who defined self-

insight as “to the extent to which a therapist is aware of one’s

own feelings and understands their basis “(p.412). However,

what did not increase significantly was personal self-insight as

defined by Grant et al. (2002). Insight in this scale has been

defined as “an awareness of one’s own performance, aware-

ness of the performance of others, and a capacity to reflect on

both of these in order to make appropriate judgements”

(Roberts & Stark, 2008, p.1055), and perhaps what the pro-

gramme revealed to the participants was that there was more

work to do on self-insight.

It is possible that for many of the students the training was

the first time they were being asked to regularly track and

reflect on their thoughts, feelings, behaviours and responses

to others, which is what leads to higher levels of self-reflection

and self-insight (Roberts & Stark, 2008). Therefore, it is per-

haps not surprising that there were not significant increases

across the all the measures, and this might have been

compounded due the short amount of time between time point

one and time point two (three to four months).

The findings from study two also highlight the importance of

other enablers to raising self-awareness. The learning environ-

ment was deemed to be important, in terms of creating a “safe”

space and somewhere to practice where “people would not offer

judgements”. This possibly suggests that to develop self-

awareness it is important to create the space and environment

where the participants could “go deep” and explore their own

filters and reactions. This of course is unsurprising when the

literature on psychological safety is considered, as psychological

safety will help the learners overcome their anxiety and defen-

siveness when they are faced with challenging information or

reflections about themselves (Edmonson & Lei, 2014). A psy-

chological safe environment will also create a space where

learners can take greater inter-personal risks, test out thinking

and seek feedback (Carmeli et al., 2009; Edmonson & Lei,

2014). Our findings also imply that smaller groups can be a

vehicle for developing self-awareness, andwhile the overall class

size was a maximum of 24, there were several smaller group

activities with learning groups of eight and work in triads. The

data indicated that it was this smaller group work that had the

greatest influence on developing self-awareness. Therefore, it is

proposed that creating a learning environment with strong psy-

chological safety and including small group work are key en-

ablers to developing self-awareness in a training environment.

Experiential learning and reflection were highlighted as

core components of the programme which led to the increase

in self-awareness. This aligns with Kolb’s (1984) theory of

learning, where he highlights that experiential learning needs

to be supported by reflection for new behaviours and actions

to be developed, and that this is a continuous process

(Hedberg, 2009). Several of the participants highlighted how

impactful the reflection and reflective activities were on them

in developing self-awareness, and for many of them this was a

new experience. Therefore, if developing self-awareness is a

key learning outcome, our data suggests that it is advisable to

design course programmes to take into account Kolb’s learn-

ing cycle and ensure this is reinforced in the training approach.

While the data indicated that the learning environment and

experiential learning contributed to raising self-awareness, it

was also clear that there was not one ‘stand-out’ element of the

coach training which led to an individual developing self-

awareness. Instead, several aspects appeared to contribute,

which participants described as “a jigsaw of many pieces”.

The participants also referred to the development of self-

awareness as being “a journey” and this is line with the prop-

osition that its development is dynamic and ongoing in nature

(Hullinger et al., 2019; Rasheed et al., 2019).

In summary, it is proposed that coach training goes some

way to developing self-awareness, self-reflection and self-in-

sight. However, for coach training to be more impactful in

raising self-awareness, self-reflection and self-insight it is pro-

posed that there needs to be a greater amount of time dedicated

to self-awareness, self-reflection and self-development in

coach training sessions. This learning must be supported by

the creation of a psychologically safe learning environment,

where participants are required to participate in experiential

learning in small groups. While earlier qualitative research

indicated that developing self-awareness and self-

development was an outcome from coach training (Atad &

Grant, 2020; Rayner, 2019) our quantitative findings suggest

that perhaps much more focus on self-awareness, self-

reflection and self-insight is required for this to actually occur.

The findings have provided preliminary evidence into the en-

ablers that are required to initiate and support this

development.

Implications for Practice

Our findings highlight that for self-awareness to be developed

through a coach training programme, students should be made

aware that it is a core learning outcome, in order to kick-start

the process of self-questioning and self-reflection required for

its development. This involves teaching about self-awareness,

including modules on self-reflection and then experiential ac-

tivities to initiate its development. It is also important that

courses are delivered in a psychological safe environment,

so that delegates can be vulnerable. The required psycholog-

ical safety can be achieved by setting clear ground rules,
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which needs to include contracting around confidentiality and

clear guidance on how to provide feedback in a non-

judgemental yet constructive way. The data highlighted that

feedback needs to be developmental, based on observation

and evidence, rather than evaluative. In addition, there needs

to be plenty of small group work (the participants in this study

had small groups of eight people and work in triads), where

participants are encouraged to experiment without the fear of

judgement. This small group and triad work should ideally

involve coaching, which will enable the delegates to get to

know one another and therefore increase and deepen the psy-

chological safety being experienced. Once psychological safe-

ty is established, it is recommended that the design of coach

training programmes should be based on Kolb’s (1984) learn-

ing cycle including experiential learning and reflection.

Experiential learning should incorporate exercises where stu-

dents engage in coaching practice, being coached and observ-

ing practice in action in small groups and triads. This practice

and observation must be supported by reflection, although we

recommend that first, students are introduced to self-reflection

as a means of development. Our study highlighted that exer-

cises where one is observing and recording one’s responses to

the observations is a good starting point, before then being

encouraged to ‘journal’ what this might mean for their own

learning. This process could then be supported by reflective

writing exercises and reflective action-learning groups, where

students are encouraged to share their own responses and in-

sights. Our research also highlights the importance of includ-

ing specific course modules on self and self-awareness, along-

side the training of coaching tools and techniques which are

the typical content (Jones, 2020), in order for student coaches

to develop all the core competencies required by the profes-

sional coaching bodies. Finally, by identifying the compo-

nents of coach training which led to the development of self-

awareness, our research can provide a basis to develop evalu-

ation criteria for coach training, and thereby assess the effec-

tiveness of coach training programmes in developing self-

awareness.

Implications for Research

Our research goes some way to filling the gaps identified in

earlier research (Jordan et al., 2017) as it has explored the

development of the ‘softer’ aspects of coach development

and also how coach training develops the individual coach

(Leggett & James, 2016). It has also provided much needed

quantitative data which highlights that the perceptions gained

from qualitative research are not completely endorsed. We

recommend that future research should now seek to evaluate

the themes derived from study two to ascertain whether these

enablers to self-awareness each make a significant difference

to self-awareness. This research might utilize a controlled

experiment (Grant, 2008) where students are specifically

taught about self-awareness and self-reflection and the mea-

sures used in this study could be utilized to assess impact. In

addition, a research design incorporating a control group

could be utilized to evaluate the impact of the enablers, where

the control group is taught using the existing programme con-

tent and compared against a group which are taught with the

enablers in focus and as part of the content. We recommend

that research utilising the same measures is carried out to

examine to what extent self-awareness is raised on coach

training programmes provided by other organisations, and

then a comparison in course content could be completed to

identify which modules had most impact on developing self-

awareness. There is also the opportunity to conduct a longitu-

dinal study examining how the measures used in this study

change over a longer period of time (e.g. over a year or three

years). In addition, further research could be carried out to

explore how the ruminative (emotional costs) aspects of self-

awareness benefit development, whereby coaches are encour-

aged to reflect and engage with past negative experiences to

identify how these shape their coaching practice and what they

can learn about themselves to inform their self-awareness.

Limitations

As this was a pre-post-test study we were not able to utilize a

control group, which means that we cannot be sure that every-

one in the sample would not have developed their self-

awareness over a four-month period without coach training.

However, as Rayner (2019) highlights, coach training is per-

ceived to be a route to developing self-awareness, so without

this training it is questionable if self-awareness would be de-

veloped in the same way. Our research only examined one

coach development programme in the UK, therefore, in order

to gain conclusive evidence, it is recommended that a study

incorporating samples from other coach training providers in

the UK and elsewhere be undertaken in order to see whether

our findings are replicated. It would also be interesting to

understand the cultural implications of developing self-aware-

ness, if indeed there are any. In addition, this research only

focussed on the coaches’ perspective and the next step would

be to understand how self-awareness supports the success of

the coaching process overall, incorporating the coachee’s per-

spective on the impact of the coaching they received.

Conclusion

While earlier work indicated that coach training was a route to

developing self-awareness (Rayner, 2019), there was scarce

empirical data to confirm this. Our research has partially rein-

forced the assumption that self-awareness can be developed
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and trained (Kegan, 1982; Laske, 1999). However, our re-

search also identified that to develop self-awareness, self-

reflection is the key route, and therefore an essential element

of any coach training programme.With an increasing focus on

self-awareness for coaches (Bachkirova, 2016; ICF, 2019;

EMCC, 2010), our research provides evidence to underpin

the design and evaluation of coach training programmes.

Our paper provides a contribution to the body of evidence

supporting and underpinning coach training and development,

demonstrating that self-awareness can be an outcome from

coach training. In addition, it highlights the aspects of coach

training which facilitates an increase in self-awareness.
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