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Abstract
Research publications concerning managers who coach their own employees are barely visible despite its wide-
spread use in enterprises (McCarthy & Milner, 2013; Gregory & Levy, 2011; Crabb, 2011). This article focuses 
on leadership, power and moments of symmetry in the coaching relationship regarding managers coaching 
their employees and it is asked; what contributes to coaching of high quality when one reflects on the power 
aspect as being immanent? Fourteen middle managers coached five of their employees, and all members of 
each party wrote down cues and experiences immediately after each session. Thereafter we executed qualita-
tive interviews with both managers and employees. Subsequently, a Thematic Analysis resulted in several 
themes, including power and moments of symmetry in the coaching relationship. One main conclusion is that 
the most fruitful coaching was obtained when the coachee experienced moments of symmetry and that neces-
sary and sufficient conditions to bring forth such moments include a strong working alliance and the coach 
being aware of the power at play.
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In this article, the increasingly common practice 
of employee coaching will be discussed, with a par-
ticular focus on challenging aspects of the power 
relationship. We will first deal with the under-
standing of corporate coaching, leadership and 
introduce the concept “moments of symmetry” 
during power relations. With this underpinning, 
empirical data from the study will be presented 
and discussed. The overall aim is that the clarifica-
tion of power-related issues could lead to a clearer 
understanding of when employee coaching works 

at its best, to what can we attribute when it does 
not work as well and lastly to suggest important as-
pects for future research to investigate.

Corporate coaching
Many corporations use coaching as a concrete 
management tool to increase job satisfaction and 
performance among employees. Coaching aims 
to enhance both personal and professional leader-
ship and management, and coaching is frequently 
used by private enterprises to support action plans 
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for management as well as to foster employee en-
gagement (Crabb, 2011). Large sums are spent on 
coaching, both in terms of training, education and 
time. Globally, the estimated number of profes-
sional coaches is approaching 560,000, and they 
generate a turnover of approximately USD 2.1 
billion (ICF, 2016). This number has been ever 
growing since 2003, and it is not an exaggerated 
claim to make that coaching is an extensive and 
all-embracing industry seeing as around 90 pct. of 
US-based Global 1000 enterprises and more than 
65 pct. of non-US-based Global 1000 enterprises 
make use of external coaching (Bono et al., 2009). 
In addition, many companies do not make use of 
outside coaches, but instead adopt coaching as a 
management discipline (Heslin, Vandewalle & 
Latham, 2006). This means that usually senior ex-
ecutive and senior management purchase coach-
ing from external coaches, whilst many middle 
managers and employees are coached by their own 
superiors, or possibly an internal coach. This is 
made possible by the fact that leaders often receive 
training on short courses or long-term projects, 
so they can coach their employees themselves 
(Beltrame, 2013). External and internal coaching 
is often differentiated in the literature as respec-
tively executive coaching and employee coaching 
(Gregory & Levy, 2010). Studies show that there 
are significant differences between these two types 
of coaching and supremely on the relationship 
herein, namely the coaching relationship (Palmer 
& McDowall, 2010). Given the importance of the 
coaching relationship, we shall return to the spe-
cific characteristics of the one that occurs in em-
ployee coaching later on. 

Challenges associated with  
corporate coaching 
The frequent prevalence of employee coaching 
advocates that coaching skills are considered an 
important part of excellent leadership, which for 
instance is crucial when organizations are about 
to launch their strategies, missions and plans (Bel-
trame, 2013; Crabb, 2011). However, in order to 
reap the benefits of coaching as a management 
discipline, companies face several organizational 
challenges that must be faced and overcome. First 
of all, coaching is fundamentally based on the be-
lief that the individual has the innate ability to find 
their own solutions to current challenges or prob-
lems. If this belief is not shared by the organization 

as a whole (and by top management in particular), 
then it is very difficult as a manager to use coach-
ing in the everyday life towards one’s employees. 
The introduction of coaching in a company, e.g. 
through courses or other activities, must therefore 
also be a part of the development of a new man-
agement culture, which can only succeed if coach-
ing is extended to numerous organizational levels. 
If the workplace culture is characterized by a lack 
of openness towards chancing its values and prac-
tices, the introduction of coaching is unlikely to be 
successful. Secondly, it is of importance to mention 
that coaching should be practiced regularly at the 
workplace. Whilst it is possible to learn the theo-
ry and some good models on a short course, the 
optimal effect of coaching is only achieved when 
coaching is implemented and practiced regularly. 
To sum up, the commercial effect occurs through 
increased motivation, supervision and a change of 
leadership and management culture.

Furthermore, it is essential to realize that the 
company can utilize and reap the most benefi-
cial implementation of coaching only if the prac-
tice hereof is based on research. Unfortunately, as 
Grant & Cavanagh pointed out already in 2004, 
only a very small amount of methodologically 
sound, peer-reviewed, empirical coaching research 
exists, and this is still the case. By contrast, a very 
large amount of self-help books, theoretical litera-
ture etc. has been written on the topic of coaching 
(Spaten, 2013). In Denmark, only 10 pct. of books 
on coaching published since 2007 include system-
atic, empirical, peer-reviewed research into coach-
ing psychology (ibid.). This analysis demonstrates 
that we, unfortunately, only are in possession 
of limited empirical evidence showing whether 
coaching works, how it works, and how coaching 
participants perceive and assess various interven-
tions (Spaten, 2013; Grant & Cavanagh, 2004; Pe-
terson, 2002; Kilburg, 2001). Complicating matters 
even more is the fact that only a very small propor-
tion of the existing coaching psychology research 
deals with employee coaching (Evers, Brouwers 
& Tomic, 2006; Gregory & Levy, 2010). Gregory 
& Levy writes: “despite its continued growth in or-
ganizations, minimal research has been conducted 
on employee coaching” (2010, p. 111). This stands 
in contrast to the proportion of studies that deal 
with executive coaching (Bono et al., 2009; Bond 
& Naughton, 2011). Further research in the qual-
ity and efficiency of coaching conducted within 
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an organizational framework is therefore required 
(Evers, Brouwers & Tomic, 2006).

In light of the limited empirical focus on em-
ployee coaching, this article will exclusively focus 
on such and the research presented herein is per-
tained to experiences of internal coaching done by 
the middle manager. The question being asked is 
as follows: What experiences, both successful and 
challenging, do middle managers acquire when 
coaching their employees? In the present study, 
the employees had no influence regarding who 
would coach them (their superior would con-
duct the coaching) and it is important to note that 
this particular obligation raises further questions 
about power dynamics that will be addressed in 
this section alongside the aforementioned “mo-
ments of symmetry”.

The coaching relationship in  
employee coaching
When middle managers coach their own employ-
ees, several strata of goals and aspects of relations 
become pertinent. However, most coaching is typ-
ically executed with the purpose being to improve 
the employee’s performance in relation to their 
job, whereas the purpose to assist the employee’s 
development in personal arenas is quite uncom-
mon (McCarthy & Milner, 2013). The relation-
ship between manager and employee is first and 
foremost a working relationship in which the em-
ployee is functioning under the guidance of man-
agement. The daily interaction between manager 
and employee wherein tasks are discussed and 
decisions are made is a part of the working rela-
tionship and is therefore not considered coaching. 
More precisely put, employee coaching is defined 
as a development of related activity in which “an 
employee works one-on-one with his or her direct 
manager to improve current job performance and 
enhance his or her capabilities for future roles and/
or challenges, the success of which is based on the 
relationship between the employee and manager, 
as well as the use of objective information, such as 
feedback, performance data, or assessments” (Greg-
ory & Levy, 2010, p. 111). It follows that feed-
back on a task or personal behavior differs from 
coaching in the sense that the manager is part of 
a relationship with the employee which is based 
on more than just achieved goals, new objectives, 
and general performance. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, employee coaching thus offers a challenge 

for both parties because their relationship at this 
point must exclusively be a coaching relationship, 
with clear-cut boundaries where the manager is a 
coach and the employee is a coachee. The coach-
ing relationship is based on the everyday knowl-
edge exchanged between manager and employee, 
but also on the crucial task of building confidence 
before the coaching relationship can be success-
ful (Gregory & Levy, 2011). Confidence in the 
coach is the bridge that can lead the employee 
from an experience of leadership being exerted 
upon them and towards an experience of coach-
ing taking place. The managers’ biggest task is to 
build that bridge and maintain the coaching re-
lationship. Here, the extent to which managers 
and employees are different and how well they can 
communicate and collaborate during day-to-day 
job challenges may be relevant. It is thence evident 
that the interpersonal relationships are considered 
of great importance to creating and sustaining a 
fruitful coaching relationship. Waldroop and But-
ler (1996) emphasize this by saying that no behav-
ior – not even coaching – “takes place in a vacu-
um” (p. 112). An additional and important factor 
that further complicates employee coaching is that 
neither the middle manager nor the employee has 
chosen the other party. In an effort to resolve this, 
the manager can listen and make use of his em-
pathy for creating a successful coaching relation-
ship. However, whilst this is an important action 
to take, it cannot be taken for granted that these 
efforts alone will free the coaching relationship of 
further difficulties along the road. 

In summation, we can conclude that in order 
for employee coaching to be successful, it is vital 
that an effective coaching relationship is built, and 
this includes the establishment of a fruitful work-
ing alliance from the very beginning (Bordin, 
1979). Bordin defines a working alliance as the 
collaboration between (in this case) the coach and 
the coachee in which there exists a shared com-
mitment to tasks and goals and a development 
of bonds (ibid.). Furthermore, O’Broin & Palmer 
(2010) writes that this also includes: “clarification 
of the goals of the coaching process, the tasks of each 
of the two parties, and the establishment of mutual 
respect and empathy”. The mentioned character-
istics of the relationship being established is done 
as an integrated part of a negotiation of a contract, 
where both parties, in the beginning, must agree 
on these goals, tasks, and development of bonds 



Page  20  The Danish Journal of Coaching Psychology Special issue   November 2016 

The Danish Journal of Coaching Psychology is a joint project of the Coaching Psychology Unit, Dept. of Communication and Psychology 
at Aalborg University and the Coaching Psychology Unit, Dept. of Exercise and Sports Science, University of Copenhagen. This document is 

subject to copyright and may not be reproduced in whole or part in any medium without written permission from the publishers. 

The Danish Journal of Coaching Psychology can be found at www.coachingpsykologi.org

(Bordin, 1979). At this point, the present article 
has very briefly set forth how coaching in organi-
zations and employee coaching can be understood 
and will now in brevity consider leadership, power 
and moments of symmetry.

Leadership
Several authors point out that leadership has been 
facing a huge challenge consisting a shift from one 
era to another, and this shift is still in motion. It is a 
fact well known that in western European organi-
zations there is much less emphasis today on the 
“old school” hierarchical and rigid management 
system (Graham et al., 1993). However, another 
era where change has become the new stability has 
arisen. Whitmore states that: “We have reached a 
crucial point, the beginning of a shift away from hi-
erarchy into self-responsibility” and further that“…
we are emerging into a world where people are tak-
ing far more of a responsibility for their lives” (in 
Kauffman & Bachkirova, 2008, p. 11). One can ar-
gue that this involves a higher individual need for 
autonomy and self-realization in the western soci-
eties as a result of the rise of neoliberalism (Smith, 
2015). This is an important notion, because for the 
organizations that have not made this change from 
management to self-governance, the consequences 
have been weakening of the leadership within the 
organization. This involves that the “leaders have 
lost respect and people don’t listen to them in the way 
they used to (they are no longer “obedient”)” (ibid.). 
The shift to a new era is especially relevant to the 
field of coaching because, as Whitmore remarks, 
organizations can benefit from using coaching as a 
tool to achieve the transformation from an organi-
zational structure that is based on self-responsi-
bility rather than on hierarchy (ibid.). The central 
notion is that “coaching helps build responsibility 
into the other person by enhancing their capabil-
ity to make choices and decisions” (Whitmore in 
Kauffman & Bachkirova, 2008, p. 10). The role of 
coaching as a developmental tool might have been 
predicted previously, for instance Myles Mace 
wrote already in 1950 that “the most effective way 
of providing for the growth and development of 
people in manufacturing organizations is through 
the conscious coaching of subordinates by their im-
mediate superiors” (Mace, 1950, p. 108). Manag-
ers can therefore potentially move forward by be-
ing coaches, and managers ought to increase the 
practice of employee coaching in order to generate 

growth to the organization. However, this is not 
always a straightforward process and it might be 
easier said than done. In the upcoming paragraph 
we shall consider the power processes that come 
into play when coaching is applied as a manage-
ment discipline. 

Power
Foucault introduced the idea of the productivity of 
power, stating that power relations are integral to 
the modern social productive apparatus. In his no-
tion of power, the phenomenon exists as exercised 
by some on others. He argues that relationships 
of communication imply goal-directed activities, 
and that by modifying the field of information 
between partners the effects of power will be pro-
duced. In this manner, power relations are scarcely 
separable from goal-directed activities that permit 
the exercise of power (e.g. training techniques or 
means by which obedience is obtained) (Foucault, 
2000). These suggestions are agreeable with the as-
pect of power in coaching relationships discussed 
in the present article. Shortly defined, the exercise 
of power can be construed as a set of actions on 
possible actions, and it “incites, induces, seduces, 
makes easier or more difficult, it releases or con-
trives, makes more probable or less” (ibid., p.341). 
Expanding upon this, the execution of power can 
be observed from different perspectives, one of 
which is presented by Welman & Bachirova: “One 
is power over somebody, the ability to dominate him 
or her, to impose one’s will on them. Or the other is 
power to do something, to be able to, to be potent” 
(2010, p. 140). This paper will take into account 
this dual facet of power and likewise rely on the 
foucauldian understanding of power as something 
that is everywhere. Power is then understood as 
immanent or intrinsic in the manager-employ-
ee coaching relationship. Aligned with Foucault 
(1997) it is argued that different disciplining tech-
niques permit authorities to control the individual 
in such a manner that the individual considers it 
self-control. One such technique could be perfor-
mance measurement and benefit; numbers cre-
ate and can be compared with norms, which are 
among the gentlest, and yet most pervasive forms 
of power in modern democracies (Porter, 1995, p. 
44). The mere existence of a norm in and of itself 
might put pressure upon individuals in the organi-
zation, as measurement and comparison of perfor-
mance might lead to differentiating, ranking, and 
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ultimately exclusion of individuals. Presumably 
some individuals will not meet the requirements 
put forth by the norm, and as a result they may be 
less financially rewarded – imaginably they might 
even go from hired to being fired! Furthermore, it 
is reasonable to assume that these individuals may 
also obtain poorer social ranking, earn less appre-
ciation and perchance hereafter become socially 
vulnerable. This contemplation raises an intriguing 
question, namely whether coaching by one’s imme-
diate boss as in internal managerial coaching can 
be portrayed as an oppressive form of disciplining 
technique. Awareness of such issues related to pow-
er is essential when power is not something you can 
decide whether should exist or whether it would be 
better if it did not exist. These concerns would pre-
sumably be linked to the notion of symmetry in the 
coaching relationship. On account of this, the next 
paragraph will consist of a further discussion on 
power along the notion of symmetry. 

Symmetry 
Let us right up front explain what symmetry refers 
to in this paper. The word symmetry is derived 

from the Greek word “symmetria”, and means 
“agreement in dimensions, due proportion or ar-
rangement”. In our everyday life and common lan-
guage, it often refers to a sense of beauty. When 
we recognize symmetry we are not very much in 
doubt: (Picture 1) 

Words that come to our minds when we see 
these colonnades will likely go along the lines of: 
‘pleasant’, ‘harmony’, ‘proportion’, ‘balance’. The fol-
lowing quote by Margaret Wheatley gives a good 
representation of what symmetry means, if it’s es-
sence is to be transferred to human relationships 
and interactions: “I believe we can change the world 
if we start listening to one another again. Simple, 
honest, human conversations where we each have 
a chance to speak, we each feel heard, and we each 
listen well.” (Wheatley, 2009, p. 15). Following this, 
it can be argued that when each party in a conver-
sation is given the chance to speak, feel heard, and 
each listen well, moments of symmetry will occur. 
It can be discussed whether symmetry “as such” 
exists in the relationship between the coach and the 
coachee, and the reasoning for this will be consi-
dered in the following paragraph. To illustrate the 

Picture 1. A picture with a sense of beauty showing not just arcades, but symmetric arcades in the Mesquita, 
in Cordoba, the South of Spain, by Spaten.
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occurrence of symmetry in the coach-coachee rela-
tionship, it might be useful to apply the helix-figure 
as a symbolic representation of the phenomena:

The helix object will have infinite, endless, and 
unlimited symmetry just like a circle, but unlike a 
circle, the helix will allow for moments of symme-
try along the long axis of the object. Transferred 
to the coaching relationship, symmetry within 
the setting of coaching is based on the fundamen-
tal notion that the coach is “on another level”, by 
cause of their greater experience and knowledge 
concerning coaching psychology. The coach being 
placed higher on the long axis of the helix-figure 
illustrates the coach being on a higher level than 
the coachee in regards to experience and knowl-
edge, but nonetheless each party is equals as hu-
man beings. In this context symmetry could oc-
cur when the coach and the coachee act as equals, 
when ‘each have a chance to speak, each feel heard, 
and each listen well’. The coach and the coachee 
sharing an optimal experience of fused reflection 
and development characterize these instances. In 
the section of this paper where empirical find-
ings are presented, such moments of symmetry 
are eminent. When applied to the context of the 
coaching relationship, the helix figure can illus-
trate moments of symmetry.  

Moment of symmetry occur where coach and 
coachee meet through collaborative reflection and 
development. Although the coach and the coachee 

can be said to be on different levels, the relation 
is, in these instances, symmetrical nonetheless. 
However, while moments of symmetry can occur, 
the relationship in coaching is primarily described 
as asymmetric owing to the fundamentally diffe-
rent roles of the coach and the coachee (Haslebo, 
2005; Stelter et al. 2002). Dwelling further on this, 
it can be noted that there exist numerous diver-
sified asymmetric aspects of the relationship bet-
ween the coach and coachee, not only in terms of 
roles but also in terms of the focus, the task and 
the overall unequal positions each party occupy in 
the dialogical context. In the following paragraph 
these asymmetric aspects of the relationship will 
be expanded upon.

First and foremost, the coaching conversation 
is asymmetric in the sense that regardless who is 
speaking, it is the client’s world that is the focal 
point (Rogers & Farson, 1957). Secondly, the 
asymmetric aspect can be seen in the fact that the 
coach and the coachee have different tasks, for in-
stance, it is the coachee who presents the content 
and the coach who makes the client reflect about 
working situations through asking carefully cho-
sen questions (Haslebo 2005). Ultimately this leads 
to the coach and the coachee occupying unequal 
positions in the dialogue (ibid.). Finally, it is worth 
noting that the relationship between a manager 
and his employee by its very nature is an asym-
metrical relation, withal so is the relationship bet-
ween a psychologist and his client or that between 
a coach and his coachee. On account of this, sym-
metry will probably only occur as the above-men-
tioned “moments of symmetry”. In that respect, 
one must regard the symmetry of the coaching re-
lationship as being located on a continuum, ergo it 
is not an either-or phenomenon. Therefore, when 
we discuss symmetry between a manager and his 
employee in coaching, it is these moments of sym-
metry that will be the focal point.

Method of this study
The aim of this study is to investigate experiences 
of coaching in the instances where middle manag-
ers coach their employees. The dominant question 
goes as follows: What experiences, both successful 
and challenging, emerges when middle managers 
are coaching their employees? The first part of this 
article has endeavored more precisely to character-
ize the nature of coaching in organizations and fur-

Picture 2. A picture of a helix or a helix-like object 
with coach and coachee
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ther focus has been placed upon leadership, power 
and symmetry. Now we have reached the part 
where the empirical segment will be presented. 

Design 
The presented research uses an exploratory quali-
tative design. The data collection takes place 
throughout the research and the qualitative in-
terviews take place during the final phases of the 
research process. The qualitative data provide in-
depth knowledge about the experience of middle 
managers and employees as coach and coachee, re-
spectively. The aim of the present study is to create 
a comprehensive account of how the phenomena 
of employee coaching can be experienced, viewed 
from the stance of both parties.  

Participants 
The fourteen middle managers partaking in this 
study had all participated in bi-monthly training 
workshops learning coaching skills, among other 
business workshops. Previous research has do-
cumented the quality of coach training based on 
principles of “action-reflection-learning” (Spaten 
& Hansen, 2009). Thus the middle managers wor-
ked as experienced coaches, and across Denmark 
70 employees (coaches) were recruited from the 
middle managers’ own departments. In some de-
partments all of those who signed up to be coached 
(up to the maximum of 5 coachee’s) were chosen 
and if there were more than five, they were rand-
omly picked to participate in the subsequent coa-
ching sessions. After the coaching interventions, 
four middle managers and employees among these 
fourteen middle managers and 70 employees were 
randomly selected for being interviewed. They all 
signed up voluntarily. 

Qualitative interviews
4 middle managers and employees were inter-
viewed at the end of the coaching sessions. A semi-
structured interview guide was employed covering 
a range of questions such as the following: Could 
you describe your experiences during coaching 
sessions? What was most challenging through-
out the coaching sessions? What were some of 
the most beneficial outcome all through sessions? 
Tapes with interviews were transcribed verbatim, 
and these interview transcriptions will be the data 
for this empirical study. 

Subsequently the interviews were analyzed using 
Template Analysis (King, 1998, 2002; Langdridge, 
2007). Template Analysis (TA) is in a sense quite 
similar to Jonathan Smith’s “IPA”: “interpreta-
tive phenomenological analysis” (2003). Both are 
constructed and based upon phenomenological 
psychology, but they also include concepts from 
discursive psychology (Smith & Osborne, 2003; 
King, 1998). In TA a thick phenomenological de-
scription will represent the meaning ascribed by 
the individual to their specific experience, in this 
case their experience regarding a coaching ses-
sion. A template analysis creates a coding template 
that contains different codes that represent themes 
identified in the data. Like in IPA, this process in-
cludes a thorough and exhaustive reading back and 
forth with several re-readings of the text. In TA, 
the codes are then structured hierarchically with 
first level codes representing broader themes in the 
data and then second level codes with narrowly 
focused themes (King, 2002). The analytic work 
involves non-stop modified lists of codes through 
continuous re-readings of the interview transcripts 
until a full data description is achievable (ibid.). In 
the end of the Template Analysis a number of first 
order codes are identified. This paper will cover 
one of these themes, specifically power and mo-
ments of symmetry in the coaching relationship. 
Results from the qualitative analysis will be por-
trayed in the results section below. 

Procedure
As hitherto cited fourteen middle managers each 
coached 5 of their employees 5 times during a pe-
riod of 4 months. When these 5 coaching sessions 
were concluded with all participants, four em-
ployees and managers took part in single qualita-
tive interviews lasting for up to one hour. Ethical 
questions concerning this study were raised and 
discussed with the cooperative research group and 
colleagues. Informed consent and other impor-
tant issues were conferred with the participants 
and the company involved. Participation was vol-
untary, and everyone was free to withdraw his or 
her consent without notice. The non-participation 
option applied to coaching sessions as well as the 
subsequent interviews for both managers and em-
ployees. The rules regarding confidentiality and 
anonymity were accessible, pseudonyms were 
used throughout the research process and finally 
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it was agreed that all interview sessions would be 
followed by a short debriefing session. No conflicts 
of interest are considered to exist with regards to 
this research. 

Analysis and discussion
The qualitative research process encourages the 
discovery of novel themes (Palmer & Gyllensten, 
2006) and to pursue rich descriptions of the topic 
at hand. The Template Analysis revealed several 
themes, but in the following paragraph chiefly the 
theme of “power and moments of symmetry in the 
coaching relationship” will be covered. This theme 
centers on the subtle balance between exercising 
power as manager, and yet being a coach who is 
able to empower one’s coachee. Intriguing and in-
sight giving quotations from the qualitative data 
will be presented in the following section alongside 
analysis and discussion of the theme raised from 
the TA apace with subordinate themes.

Establishment of contract
To negotiate a suitable contract for the content of 
coaching and to obtain good contact to the coachee 
is indispensable in order for the coach to success-
fully lead and be in charge of the coaching session. 
This establishment of a good working alliance 
(Bordin, 1979) and a “meaningful” coaching rela-
tionship appears to be of crucial importance, es-
pecially in the context of employee coaching. Thus 
the working alliance and the coaching relationship 
are the main factors contributing to positive coach-
ing outcomes, as most of the coaching process re-
lies on two people’s conversation and interactions. 
It was found that numerous aspects of the coach-
ing relationship were affected by how the coach ap-
proached the coachee in the establishment of the 
contract. One of the managers expressed that, in 
regards to negotiations of contract, the beginning 
of the sessions with newly hired employees differed 
quite a bit seen in comparison to coaching sessions 
with old staff members: “There was a big difference 
making the contract in the beginning, the empathy 
and the knowledge of each other. There must be in-
vested much more in the start-up phase in relation 
to ‘who am I ‘ and ‘who are you’ and ‘ how should 
the entire process be carried out”. This illustrates and 
exemplifies how prior knowledge and everyday re-
lationships come into play in the preparatory work 
to establish the contact and the coaching contract. 
It appears that the manager must take the leading 

role in this foundational work, which means that 
more time and energy is required when establish-
ing a contract with a new employee whom the 
manager does not know well yet. In contrast, the 
pre-established relationship can also be an impor-
tant aspect with its historic and existing context 
of the power relation that can influence the way 
that the two parties establish the contract and the 
coaching relation. Should the coach forget to bear 
this in mind, coachee experiences, such as the fol-
lowing quotation illustrates, may arise: “When I 
think back on the yield of the coaching session and 
especially the relationship with my manager, then it 
would have been better with an external person as a 
coach”. In this citation it seems that an underlying 
asymmetric aspect of the coaching relationship is 
unfolded, but maybe the coach could have made it 
more evident and outspoken. This is what we first 
turn our focus to in terms of the issue of equality, 
power and symmetry.

Equality and power in the   
coaching relationship
Throughout the qualitative interview and find-
ings, the notion emerges that the experience of 
equality in relation to the coach is essential for the 
coachee. This indispensable sense of equality can 
be achieved by a sense of trust emerging in the 
coaching relationship. The importance of an equal 
relation is described by O’Broin & Palmer (2010, 
p. 38): “The relation must be based on mutual re-
spect and empathy”. According to the interviewed 
employees, mutual respect is characterized by be-
ing “at equal levels with”. Deriving from this, it 
seems indisputable that equality forms an essential 
groundwork for a fruitful coaching relationship. 
If mutual respect and empathy are present in the 
relationship, the coachee is able to make construc-
tive use of the coaching session. This is due to the 
fact that with these principles present the coachee 
can enter the coaching session without worrying 
about the imaginable intentions of the coach, or 
whether confidentiality will be preserved. In the 
unfortunate event that mutual respect and em-
pathy is not present, or if confidentiality is not 
assured, the employee may easily be hesitant to 
participate, and understandably so! As previously 
stated, research has pointed out, in a number of 
contexts, that the interpersonal relationship be-
tween coach and coachee is of vital importance 
(Gyllensten & Palmer, 2006; O’Broin & Palmer, 
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2010; Palmer & McDowall, 2010). This relation-
ship should be characterized by trust, equality and 
confidence in the other, with the former property 
argued to be fundamental; “A ‘trusting relation-
ship’ is paramount for effective coaching” (Ting & 
Riddle, 2006, p. 111). Furthermore, research on the 
application of evidence-based management theo-
ries to coaching managerial development argues 
that the power relationship should be considered 
as important as authority and trust in the coaching 
relationship (Elliot, 2011).

It seems apparent that this research aligns some 
of the aforementioned findings: for a middle man-
ager to be able to coach his employees, a well-de-
veloped relationship between the two is required, 
wherefore a focus on power relations is crucial. But 
what constitutes a well-developed relationship? 
Below, an employee describes the importance of 
his relation to the coach in the coaching sessions: 
”I felt we were equals during each session, and that 
was important, I think (…). It is in fact important, 
talking about power, it is important that the coach 
is able to step down or step up to the right level, 
the coach must find the right level where the per-
son is”. The manager seems to, in some way, have 
been able to take a suitable position so that the 
employee felt that they were equal; hence a ‘mo-
ment of symmetry’ occurred. Arguably at differ-
ent layers, as depicted in the helix symbol, but a 
moment of symmetry nonetheless. Evidently, in 
order to achieve this well-developed relationship, 
it must therefore be important for the coach to be 
aware of the different roles that are at play in the 
coaching and to be capable of making appropriate 
and pertinent switches in these roles. One of the 
coachee’s points to this as a “delicate balance” that 
the coach is required to navigate within in order 
to facilitate equality and a trusting relationship: 
“This is a delicate balance – it is one thing that he 
is the manager next door, and quite another matter 
that when he enters my office, he is the coach – so to 
speak. He is still the person who should be in control. 
He is the one to be in control of this coaching session 
– on the basis of some questions and some models 
he has learned – and because of some training he 
has completed. Then he must still be the person in 
control – and on the other hand, he must let go of his 
role as manager.” As this quotation illustrates, the 
aforementioned balance involves the coach keep-
ing control of the interview and the coaching ses-
sion, whilst at the same time being able to let go of 

his or her role as manager and take on the distinct 
role of a coach (Orth et al., 1987). By contrast, the 
client has the control (or rather, has the power, if 
you will) to choose the authenticity of the topics 
discussed in the coaching or to leave the content 
in the coaching at the surface, perhaps especially 
if the coach has a hard time temporarily abandon-
ing his leadership role: “I felt the pressure in peri-
ods where I just had to find an issue we had to deal 
with. It must be relevant and not just fiction”, and 
later, “Coaching could sometimes be experienced a 
little bit arranged, since there SHOULD be found a 
“problem”. So it was not always so natural to sit in 
the coaching session”.

The appropriate form of control for the coach ex-
ists, therefore, in an equal relationship in which it 
is mainly the coachee who sets the agenda for the 
coaching. It therefore seems to be of essential im-
portance that the coach explicitly and unambigu-
ously stresses the fundamental role of confidence 
in the coaching session (Palmer & McDowall, 
2010). Once trust has been established between 
the coach and coachee, this should in all likelihood 
result in the coach receiving some valuable infor-
mation, due to his or her role as coach, and con-
sequently also as a manager. This aspect and the 
shift in roles are further commented on during the 
following subtheme: Position(s) of manager and / 
or coach. 

The symmetry problem: Position(s) of 
manager and / or coach
Several of the managers interviewed had an ex-
pressed experience of having to navigate between 
the roles of manager and coach, when knowledge 
and consequently power is acquired from the 
coaching sessions with employees. Here is an ex-
ample from an interview with one of the managers 
who describes the strenuous task of being in the 
role of both coach and manager of the employee: 
“It can be very hard not to be the boss all the time and 
just being the coach in the coaching session. Perhaps 
especially with an employee where I was constantly 
asked directly about different solutions to problems 
and I did not want to seem phony by just constantly 
asking back and into the employee’s views.”

Here, the difficulty for the coach manifests by the 
simultaneous ever-present and real position as a 
manager where the coachee, in the search of solu-
tions, kept trying to get the coach to step into his 
managerial role or the interface between manager 
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and coach! However, an even more controversial 
situation arises when the coach gets certain infor-
mation from the coaching which can confound the 
symmetry in the relationship. This is illustrated 
when the manager acquires knowledge as a coach 
that affects the business, as is described in the fol-
lowing quote, where the coachee reveals that cli-
ents have complained about a colleague and the 
topic of the coaching is to examine whether the 
coachee needs to take it up with his colleague: 

“And this is also something I think of, which I find 
difficult as a manager, because I’d really like to go in 
and deal with the problem immediately, and in rela-
tion to some of the information I get from the coach-
ing conversations here (yes), but, I just cannot use 
what I get in the talks here, all the examples and this 
kind of stuff but in relation to my future observation, 
one can say I get some extra information regarding 
business issues. Yes exactly, I received knowledge that 
I had not been given otherwise, and outside coach-
ing relation and conversations”. 

Such knowledge being transferred further com-
plicates the aspect of symmetry in relation to 
power, because the manager then has the oppor-
tunity to (mis)use the knowledge acquired from 
the coaching as a power tool in the daily manage-
ment. We refer to the usage of such knowledge as 
misuse in the instances where something disclosed 
in confidentiality is used in a later context. Usu-
ally, the coaching takes place in a context where 
the coach and the coachee are under the agree-
ment that none of the content from the coaching 
sessions will have neither positive nor negative re-
percussions for the coachee or his colleagues (from 
a later quote on confidentiality) However, it must 
be realized that it is not always an easy task for the 
coach not to make use of such useful information 
acquired during a coaching session. One can easily 
imagine the dilemma the manager finds himself in 
when stepping out of the coach role and back into 
his manager role, now possessing valuable infor-
mation that may be profitable for the organization, 
but he cannot make use of it because of the con-
fidentiality agreement between him and his em-
ployee. Nonetheless, however difficult, it is crucial 
that the agreement stays intact and the manager is 
able to constrain his power. This also points to an 
asymmetry in the knowledge distribution between 
the coach and the coachee. The study found sev-
eral examples on this, such as when the employee 
may provide the coach with an insight into how 

the employee’s development is progressing. Below, 
the manager describes knowledge derived from an 
employee through coaching sessions: “I’m almost 
100 per cent certain that I wouldn’t have known 
this if it wasn’t for the coaching. Then I might have 
heard it in six months, and then you might say that 
it wasn’t important – or the problem has escalated”.

The aspects of asymmetry discussed above are 
exemplified with the exchange of knowledge that 
would not otherwise have been available (to the 
coachee or) to the coach. This aspect has been doc-
umented in previous studies of employee coach-
ing, which point out that employee coaching may 
promote job satisfaction if the asymmetry is not 
too strong or futile (see for instance Grant, Cur-
tayne & Burton, 2009; Bowles et al., 2007; Grant & 
Zackon, 2004). 

Reducing the symmetry problem 
In the preceding paragraphs we have raised ques-
tions about power relations and symmetry in the 
coaching relationship. The power relations be-
tween coach and coachee have been discussed as 
“the symmetry problem”, and the notion of symme-
try is reflected to be a universal condition for fruit-
ful conversations (Dam Hede, 2010). Coaching 
sessions in the corporate world, where a manager 
coaches his employee, is embedded in the institu-
tional structure, where an asymmetrical difference 
in the subject-object relation exists characterized by 
power, position and the distribution of roles (ibid.). 
The asymmetry is further afflicted by the extent to 
which the manager (the coach) services as a chan-
nel between resources useful for the coachee (e.g. 
further education or knowledge), and the power 
over their employees in respect of hiring and fir-
ing (Dam Hede, 2010). In the following testimony 
from a coachee it is pointed out how symmetry in 
resources at hand, here in the shape of knowledge, 
is of great significance, and furthermore he under-
scores the significance of trust in the coaching re-
lation: “What I mean is that the things I have said 
during the coaching sessions, they will confidently 
remain there (between the walls of the room and the 
setting) – and it is not something that will be used 
against me in some situation – or to make things bet-
ter for me – that’s very important!”. The coachee ac-
knowledges that trust and confidence are founda-
tional for the coaching setting. The asymmetry is 
then a present fact, when the coach is unsuccessful 
in remaining neutral and therefore fails to keep the 
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established trust and confidentiality. If the manag-
er asserts his or her own agenda and acts through 
his role as a leader rather than listening to what the 
coachee says and wants, this can have counterpro-
ductive consequences for the relationship. This is 
an important notion to bear in mind, because it is 
of upmost importance that the manager can act as 
a coach, but nonetheless some managers may find 
it difficult not to step into the managerial role. In 
this sense, when the manager finds him- or herself 
unable to abandon the manager role for the time 
being, this contributes to the maintaining of the 
asymmetry in the relation between the two parties. 
A manager sums up his experience as follows: “I 
must remain neutral for a long time and only leave 
the position if directly requested by the coachee”. Yet 
another manager concludes: “I have to be more lis-
tening / neutral as a coach, which I sometimes can 
have difficulties with”. This citation illustrates the 
abovementioned crucial task of being neutral (e.g. 
being aware of power positions) and only to step in 
the role of manager when the coachee demands it 
and when appropriate. 

Personal topics
Another important facet in relation to trust and 
confidentiality is whether or not the coaching 
should also encompass topics that fall within the 
personal realm of the coachee. In this context it is 
relevant to raise questions regarding if (or when!) 
some managers will see it as his or her duty as 
manager to offer space for listening to personal is-
sues of the coachee. One manager asked this ques-
tion: “Is it important to me, as manager, to offer 
space for listening to personal issues as I do some-
times, or should I just say more often that I’m afraid 
you’ll have to speak to someone else about this prob-
lem?”. In these instances, it seems to be important 
that the manager sets boundaries to ensure that the 
coaching topics do not become too personal. But 
however compelling a dichotomous distinction 
between “not too personal” and “too personal” is-
sues may be, the fact remains that it is not always 
a straightforward task to single out which topics 
are considered too personal to be subject of coach-
ing. The ability to set such boundaries relates to the 
power of the coach. The question of when and in 
what manner to set these boundaries is dependent 
upon manifold matters, such as the strength of the 
relationship, the established contract, and the per-
sonalities of the coach and the coachee. However, 

the coach must always be aware of and respect the 
power relations at play. A coachee said: “If the man-
ager and the coach were the same person, I would 
prefer the issue related to my work” and” it has 
sometimes been a problem that my coach is also my 
boss, I would probably be more open to an independ-
ent coach”. The establishment of such boundaries 
is not always an easy realm to navigate for neither 
party, because in some instances personal topics 
might be of relevance to the employee’s profes-
sional performance! This is illustrated quite clearly 
in our study. One of the employees had difficulty 
standing his ground in private relationships like 
friends and family, and by cause of coaching he got 
the courage to change this. This success apparently 
had an aftereffect on his job performance, where 
he was better to establish limits on its service to 
customers, so there was more balance between 
time spent and earnings from the customer. Ad-
ditionally, the coaches’ ability and willingness to 
deal with both the professional and personal issues 
of the coachee strengthens the relation and the con-
tact between the parties as it comprises aspects of a 
client-centered, open and appreciative approach to 
coaching which promotes an atmosphere of equal-
ity and freedom (Rogers & Farson, 1957; Rogers, 
1961; Rogers, 1995). In this way, you avoid the 
positive outcomes of the coaching being destroyed 
if the coachee does not feel openly met or are 
afraid of possible sanctions from what he says in 
the coaching. The following quote from an inter-
viewed manager illustrates the consequences when 
the coachee is conscious of the problem in that the 
coach is his boss: “It was my clear understanding 
that the coachee had not prepared a proper subject 
that was well suited to the setting. Coachee presented 
a topic on a very superficial practical problem that 
was not of particular importance, but which one 
could easily be talking a while about. In addition to 
that, it is my firm understanding that the coachee 
did not respond honestly, but rather was strategic 
because of my role as his immediate boss”. The 
manager characterized it as a fruitless coaching 
session, and yet another manager with a similar 
problem described a session as follows: “strictly 
speaking, we are just sitting and wasting our time”. 
This is a consequence of the power at play being 
undoubtedly evident and consequently the rela-
tionship is largely asymmetrical. When the coach 
is successful in establishing a strong contact and 
relationship, this issue should not be as destruc-
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tive. An employee ascribes his positive experiences 
with coaching to seeing his leader as a coach and 
not as a manager: “I’ve learned that you should not 
just give up in advance if you find the challenge a lit-
tle tricky. By discussing the problem with my coach, 
I saw it all from different angles, and then the task 
is not so daunting after all.” Here it actually seems 
that the relationship is quite symmetrical because 
the coach feels comfortable in the relationship. It 
implies that there has been created a space where 
both the coach and the coachee respect each oth-
er’s reflections, questions and suggestions. A mo-
ment of symmetry occurs where the power aspect 
in the relationship is overlooked in the sense that 
the coach does not feel the urge to dominate the 
reflective processes with his authority and that the 
coachee consequently does not withhold informa-
tion in fear of being dominated. It is symmetrical 
– like represented with the helix figure – because 
they speak from two different levels of knowledge, 
role distribution and authority that follow the es-
tablished contract at the start. The relationship 
only becomes asymmetric when the coach (or in 
some instances, the coachee) does not adhere to 
the contract by, for example, breach of confidence 
and trust or by leaving behind the facilitating role 
and adopting an expert-role or an authoritative 
leadership role.

Deriving from this, it may be seen as a desir-
able strength that the coach is open, reflective and 
broadminded. Dwelling further on favorable abili-
ties of the coach, it is suggested that these should 
entail his or her aptitude to:

• Create such an environment that
 • the coachee feels comfortable discussing pro 

 fessional and personal issues alike
 • the coachee trusts the coach to take the confi- 

 dentiality of the coaching seriously
• Navigate the power dynamics and make role 

distribution manifest so that a fruitful result is 
likely to emerge through the coaching sessions

• Ensure that the coachee experiences equality in 
order for the coaching session to have value

It is worth noting that since the coach is both a 
coach and a manager, he or she may consequently 
find it difficult to establish equality in the coaching 
session, even though this issue was seemingly ne-
gotiated successfully in the coaching examined by 
this research project. Nevertheless, the coach must 

try to overcome these challenges with the imple-
mentation of a meta-reflexive perspective on both 
the symmetric and asymmetric power relations 
that are at play in coaching. This will upsurge the 
chances for moments of symmetry.

Can a boss be a coach at all?  
After reading this article so far, a question may have 
materialized in the back of your mind. With all the 
challenges affiliated with a leader being a coach to 
his employees; is it at all beneficial, or even ethical, 
for this type of coaching to take place? As under-
scored in the previous paragraphs the coaching re-
lationship is described as a primarily asymmetric 
relationship in the form of the focus, the task, and 
the unequal positions in the dialogue (Stelter et al. 
2002; Haslebo, 2005). The inherently asymmetric 
nature of the coaching relationship and the power 
relations at play can be problematic when the coach 
holds power in more than one sense. Is the manager, 
acting as coach, truly able to establish a relationship 
built on trust and characterized by a sense of equal-
ity, when he unarguably as a coach still is main-
taining a sort of control during the coaching ses-
sion? This is a question of paramount importance, 
especially when power and symmetry seem to be 
opposites, where one can wonder whether a subtle 
balance can be established at all. The interpersonal 
relationship the between coach and coachee, with 
a focus on the power held by the coach, was a key 
finding from the template analysis. In the following 
discussion, these questions will be expanded upon, 
drawing on existing literature in the field and the 
already processed themes in this paper. 

As previously mentioned it is recognized by 
foucauldian scholars, among others, that power is 
immanent in, and exerts an influence on, the rela-
tionship between coach and coachee (Dam Hede 
2010; Elliot, 2011). It might be important to con-
sider this power dimension as central for the qual-
ity of the relationship between the coachee and the 
coach – which is paramount for the positive result 
of the coaching session (O’Broin & Palmer, 2007; 
O’Broin & Palmer 2010). This may include the 
typical power struggle between the employer and 
the worker, where the workers have power through 
unity to hold on to their knowledge, skills, and 
knowledge of the specific group dynamics and per-
formance, whilst the employer through his power 
in the form of the use of e.g. sanctions, control and 
surveillance is trying to split this unity by obtain-
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ing this knowledge. In addition, development is 
the basic idea of coaching and the employee may 
fear for the repercussion of the coaching when it 
becomes a part of the manager’s leadership style. 
For what are the consequences for the employee, 
if he fails to achieve the desired development? Will 
the coaching become a part of the manager’s meas-
uring tools? The answer depends primarily on 
whether the manager is able to establish a strong 
working alliance and a clear coaching contract and 
later, if he is able to respect and uphold this. Ac-
cording to Whitmore (2004), the manager can be 
a coach and obtain the abovementioned – but cer-
tain commitments mentioned below ought to be 
reached. Whitmore points out that for employee 
coaching to be functioning at its best, the nature of 
the relationship between the manager and the em-
ployee needs to have the nature of a partnership of 
trust, confidence and minimal utilization of pres-
sure (ibid.). The manager as a coach should be able 
to be honest, objective, have empathetic skills and 
be ready to take a new stance and a new view at 
the employee (Whitmore, 2004). Adding further to 
this discussion, it cannot be rejected, on the basis 
of current research, that managers who are formal-
ly qualified and educated as coaches may function 
equally well comparing with psychologists doing 
coaching (Bono et al., 2009; Passmore, 2007).

To summarize, it can thence be concluded that 
whilst it can be beneficial for a boss to be a coach 
for his employees, there are several challenges that 
he should beware of and try to minimize. The 
power and the quality of the relationship are inal-
ienable factors in the coaching relationship, thus it 
becomes a key issue that the coach is aware of the 
power relation between the coach and the coachee. 
Furthermore, it has been suggested that there is a 
risk that employee coaching can become a power-
ful oppressive tool for the manager to control his 
employees. The coach acquires access to informa-
tion that he would perhaps not otherwise have 
access to, and which can be used to optimize the 
workflow and business growth (at least temporar-
ily). This leads us to the question of what kind of 
power the manager as a coach should use to maxi-
mize the effectiveness of the employee coaching.

The power to empower the coachee
The controlling aspect of coaching includes the 
embedded power held by the coach, and is linked 
to the coaching relationship and moments of sym-

metry. The search for an excellent balance between 
equality in the relationship and the controlling 
power held by the coach is of vital importance 
for the relationship between the coach and the 
coachee. The influence of power on the coach-
ing relationship has been investigated by several 
scholars, and Welman and Bachkirova (2010, p. 1) 
in their analysis of the relationship between coach 
and coachee, defined power as dually: “the ability 
to dominate him or her”, or “the power to do some-
thing, to be able to, to be potent”. When seen in rela-
tion to findings from the qualitative analysis, this 
definition describes the dual relationship that is at 
the center of the coaching relationship. Balancing 
this becomes even more essential due to the coach’s 
position as manager of the employee. The man-
ager needs to “constrain” the power he possesses 
as manager, and it is necessary that he adopt the 
power as a coach in the coaching relation. During 
work as a coach, power could rather be described 
as the power or the ability to empower the coachee 
instead of the power to dominate the coachee. If 
these abilities are sufficiently developed, the power 
held by the coach may be used in a positive and 
productive manner for the empowerment of the 
coachee, so that the power notion as mentioned by 
Welman and Bachkirova (“the power to do some-
thing, to be able to, to be potent”) is understood as 
precisely the power to empower the coachee. This 
empowerment and feeling of symmetry are illus-
trated by the quite similar experiences from two 
coachee’s. One stated as follows: “I have become 
better at setting goals on what I want with a chal-
lenge or a problem - it makes it more measurable 
and manageable. Besides, I was also listened to, and 
there was not a solution in advance. On the con-
trary, it was rewarding to have a discussion about 
a problem, and then reasoning out a solution where 
both of us actively participated. And actually hav-
ing to rely on your own solution”. Yet another em-
ployee said: “I experienced that there was great trust 
from my leader and a very positive dialogue, which 
among other things meant that I was more aware 
that I often have the solution to my problem myself ”. 
The employee’s development of new insight of 
available competences and tools is of great impor-
tance for both the company and the employee, as 
this entails larger ability to self-control and better 
possibilities for autonomy. In the long run this can 
result in fewer expenses used for control and sur-
veillance and maybe even more potential for cor-
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porate growth. This is perhaps one of the greatest 
benefits employee coaching can produce. 

Conclusion
According to Heslin, Vandewalle & Latham (2006), 
the coaching of employees is a key task for middle 
managers in many major American enterprises, 
and this phenomenon is widespread and during 
the last decade increasing in Danish enterprises as 
well (Coaching Barometret, 2009). Due to this fre-
quent prevalence of employee coaching, it is highly 
relevant to conduct studies of the practice hereof. 
In this article we have analyzed and discussed how 
managers and employees experience coaching, 
and which challenges and opportunities emerged 
during coaching of employees by managers. The 
following paragraphs will regard these challenges 
and opportunities. 

The first issue, which is considered most per-
tinent, is the power balance in the coaching-re-
lationship. According to Welman & Bachkirova 
(2010), the power balance is a key focus point in all 
kinds of coaching. However, when the coach is also 
the manager of the coachee, this seems to be of an 
even more critical importance. The coach may be 
tempted to exert power over the coachee, and this 
jeopardy seems to be heightened when the coach is 
also a manager and thence often wishes to achieve 
a certain goal. On the basis of this study, we would 
further emphasize the vital importance of actively 
assessing the power issue in coaching, especially 
because this balance has a significant effect on 
decisions or discussions. The dilemma of being a 
manager and a coach at the same time has been 
illustrated in the present study, where the theme 
emerged during the qualitative analysis.

Secondly, another aspect of the experience of 
middle managers coaching their employees con-
cerns, in more general terms, the relationship 
between coach/manager and coachee/employee. 
This study showed, in accordance with the exist-
ing research (Gregory & Levy, 2010, 2011; O’Broin 
& Palmer, 2010; Palmer & McDowall, 2010), that 
the coaching relationship is of crucial importance 
to not only the effectiveness of the coaching, but 
also for the future leader/employee cooperation. 
Certainly, this is paramount to take into account, 
seeing as the relationship between manager and 
employee is of vital importance for employees’ 
work involvement, the (work) alliance and to 
the experienced power relation (Gregory & Levy, 

2010, 2011; O’Broin & Palmer, 2010; Palmer & Mc-
Dowall, 2010; Bordin, 1979). In spite of the widely 
acknowledged significance of these issues, the 
amount of research on the influence of the coach-
ing relationship on the efficiency of the coaching 
process is still very limited (Gregory & Levy, 2010). 

Thirdly, it was considered and discussed what 
impact it has on the coaching that a (middle) man-
ager acts as coach. The results of earlier qualitative 
methodological studies demonstrate that coach-
ing may contribute to a reduction in stress, but 
paradoxically may also increase stress if it is not 
considered relevant and useful, but is instead is 
seen only as a “time waster” (Hackett, Palmer & 
Farrants, 2007). The conclusion of this study was, 
however, that through coaching, the participants 
obtained tools that they considered to be useful for 
them in future stressful situations. In general, par-
ticipants found that coaching helped them combat 
stress and not escape conflict-ridden situations but 
instead endure these without imposing another 
stress factor upon themselves (Gyllensten et al., 
2005, Palmer & Cooper, 2007).

Fourthly, issues such as who are good (enough) 
coaches, and what are important active ingredients 
in coaching have been discussed. In this article, it 
was found that the manager as a coach should be 
able to be honest, objective, have empathetic skills, 
and be ready to take a new stance towards the em-
ployee. In addition, the coach needs to implement 
a meta-reflective approach to the coaching and 
have an understanding of the different symmetri-
cal and asymmetrical aspects of employee coach-
ing relationship. The latter strength includes hav-
ing an understanding of favorable and unfavorable 
aspects of asymmetry and what causes it to be vis-
ible and destructive. Here, the coach must be aware 
of power positions and respect the confidentiality. 
The coach must use his power to empower, rather 
than to dominate the coachee.

Finally, the study confirms that power is imma-
nent and that power relations are of great impor-
tance to the relationship between the coach and 
the coachee in employee coaching. In relation to 
this, it was found that the nature of the coaching 
relationship could be characterized as being both 
symmetrically and asymmetrically placed on dif-
ferent parameters that are both rigid (focus on the 
coachee’s’ world; roles and tasks; power and un-
equal positions) and changeable (the knowledge 
distribution). However, it was also found that the 
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most fruitful coaching was obtained when the 
coachee experienced moments of symmetry and 
equality. This insight in and of itself can be of great 
value for the manager working as a coach to his 
employees, but nonetheless it is also important that 
the coach knows how to achieve these moments. 
We can conclude and confirm that in order to 
achieve these moments, the quality of the coach-
ing relationship is of immense importance. Ad-
ditionally, other important qualities and strengths 
of the coach have been discussed. Especially with 
regards to achieving moments of symmetry and 
equality, the coach’s relational competences seem 
to be imperative. It appears to be of vital impor-
tance whether the manager as a coach is able to 
design a safe and trusting context for the coachee, 
and that he is aware of essential skills such as being 
empathic and establish a strong working alliance. 
Further attention could be paid to the influence of 
power on the experience of equality in the relation. 
In relation to the key question of whether the boss 
can be the coach for his employee, this study con-
firms that coaching of employees by internal (mid-
dle) managers can be feasible and fruitful when the 
mentioned necessary and sufficient conditions are 
accomplished. In spite of the widely acknowledged 
significance of these issues, the amount of research 
on power and symmetry in the coaching relation-
ship, including how these topics affect the efficien-
cy of the coaching process, is still very limited and 
calls for further research. 
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