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Relationship as one of the most
iImportant active ingredients in
therapy and coaching psychology

By Ole Michael Spaten

Abstract

This article seeks to gain a clearer understanding of the coaching relationship through a specific question: “Is
(the concept of) relationship one of the most important active ingredients in therapy and coaching psycho-
logy?” Firstly, a short introduction to the research field is presented, followed by a short timeline of how Palmer,
(O’Broin) Henderson and Gyllensten found their way into researching in the coaching relationship field. This
leads to a discussion of the definition of the coaching relationship and the notion that a more consistent defini-
tion would be very valuable. Lastly, the article points out that the coaching relationship is an important ingre-
dient with respect to the effectiveness and outcome of coaching. However, the complexity of the coaching rela-
tionship construct calls for a new synthesis of theoretical ideas, and thus further research should be conducted.
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Is (the concept of) relationship one of the most
important active ingredients in therapy and coach-
ing psychology? Relationship is not easy to define:
From an overall point of view, Pearsall (1999)
suggested that it is the ...way two or more people
or things are connected’ Less broadly, Gelso and
Carter defined the therapeutic relationship as the
“feeling and attitudes that counselling participants
have toward one another and the manner in which
those are expressed” (Gelso & Carter, 1985, p. 159).
From clinical research we know that “understand-
ing and acceptance”, congruence, empathy, and
unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1975) are

crucial, and clients frequently state that the most
helpful aspect of therapy is feeling supported and
understood. For a long time transference and
countertransference, the working alliance and
the real relationship have been areas of research
interest (Horvath et al., 2011). Hougaard (2004)
remarked that the therapeutic relationship, thera-
peutic alliance, and so-called non-specific factors
(therapist-client relationship, client expectations
and common clinical strategies) are the most sig-
nificant factors determining the outcome of thera-
py (Wampold et al., 1997).
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When did the coaching

relationship come into focus?
Stemming from the important research base noted
above, when did the relation between coach and
coachee came to be a focus of investigation? It is
an extended history; inquiries in coaching are
based on the hundred-year-long experience and
systematic research in psychology, psychotherapy
and adult learning (Grant & Palmer, 2002; Spaten,
2010). Professor Stephen Palmer, a pioneer in the
field, who has been in psychotherapy since the
mid-1980s and assumed that the coaching alli-
ance and relationship were important in facilitat-
ing coachees in achieving their goals. In a similar
vein, and from their knowledge base and training
in counselling and psychotherapy, Gyllensten and
(O’Broin) Henderson also supposed that the rela-
tionship in coaching was vital to its process and
outcomes (Gyllensten, 2020; Henderson, 2020).

A short timeline:

Leading scholars in the research
field of Coaching Relationship
Professor Stephen Palmer, Dr Alanna (O’Broin)
Henderson, and Dr Kristina Gyllensten were
among the first scholars to investigate this im-
portant research area. In the early 2000s, Stephen
Palmer was doctoral supervisor to Gyllensten
and Henderson, and their scientific curiosity led
to years of subsequent research into the coaching
relationship. Stephen Palmer (2020) states: “T was
supervising Kristina Gyllensten for her doctorate
research and in one of her studies nine participants
were interviewed about their experiences of coach-
ing, and ‘the coaching relationship’ was identified
as a main theme. There was limited published re-
search into this area so we realised it was impor-
tant to publish these research findings (Gyllensten
& Palmer, 2007). I was also supervising and pub-
lishing articles and chapters with Alanna Hender-
son (formerly O’Broin) for her doctorate research,
which focused on the coaching relationship”, and
a portion of these investigations was published in
the same year (in O’Broin & Palmer, 2007). In a
study from 2011 de Haan et al. found that execu-
tive coaches appreciated their coaching relation-
ship and skills such as understanding, encourage-
ment and active listening, more than specific coach
interventions, as already discussed by Wampold et
al. (1997). As early as 2001 McGovern et al. stipu-
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lated that the quality of the “coaching relationship
was perceived as critical to coaching success by 84
percent of coachee participants” (O’Broin & Palm-
er, 2019, p. 471).

The beginning of the century
At the beginning of the century, Gyllensten was fo-
cusing on coaching and occupational stress in her
research, as Palmer mentioned above, while Kristi-
na was training to become a counselling psycholo-
gist. To this temporal introduction Gyllensten adds
“...within the field of counselling and therapy the
relationship between the client/patient and thera-
pist has always been considered important” (2020).
As mentioned, Alanna (O’Broin) Henderson
is another of the leading scholars in the research
field of the Coaching Relationship, and a close
collaborator with Stephen Palmer. The first ques-
tion in my interview with Alanna was: “When and
how did you realize that the working-alliance / re-
lation between coach and coachee was an impor-
tant topic”? Alanna answered: “My contact with
the helping professions began when I retrained as
a Chartered Counselling Psychologist in the UK,
in 1998, following a career in the financial sec-
tor in Fund Management. Working with therapy
clients showed me first-hand how important the
relationship was as a common factor: in engag-
ing clients, and supporting and underpinning the
work, regardless of theoretical approach adopted.
The psychotherapy research evidence-base has
long supported this premise, with a moderate yet
robust significant working alliance-outcome asso-
ciation across theoretical approaches being shown
for decades across multiple studies...” (Hender-
son, 2020). This hundred-year-long heritage, and
a strong research foundation in psychotherapy,
is essential to keep in mind. In the 1990s, and at
the beginning of the new millennium, the inter-
personal relationship between coach and coachee
garnered little attention (Greensfelder, 2012). At
that point in time there were little or no dedicated
coaching relationship research findings support-
ing the claim of its key importance in the coach-
ing context. Precisely, this notion is robustly sus-
tained by the broad research literature presented
shortly here and extended in Spaten, 2020. The
research methods which were prominent dur-
ing this period - qualitative self-report studies or
case studies - focused more broadly on coaching

The Danish Journal of Coaching Psychology is a joint project of the Coaching Psychology research 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



The Danish Journal of Coaching Psychology

variables: Whether coaching worked and how it
differed from therapy.

Active ingredients

Palmer, Henderson, Gyllensten and other schol-
ars then brought the coaching relationship to and
the fore as a timely topic of exploration. Since this
pioneering time the number of inquiries surround-
ing the coaching relationship, as one of the active
ingredients of coaching, has gained momentum.
Alanna explains that, “... evidence, including me-
ta-analyses (GrafSmann et al., 2020), accumulat-
ing on importance of relationship quality (usually
measured as Working Alliance) to coaching ef-
fectiveness, although exploration of mediating or
moderating effects requires further research (see
Zimmermann & Antoni, 2020), and is arguably
likely to be equally relevant (see O’Broin, 2016)
given the multifactorial complexity of coaching as
a process” (Henderson, 2020).

Overall, we now know that coaching grows fast
and is very effective. Since the early days of re-
search, coaching psychology has found increasing
evidence to support the idea that coaching is an ef-
fective form of intervention(e.g. Grant, Passmore,
Cavanagh & Parker, 2010; Theeboom, Beersma &
van Vianen, 2014; O’Broin, 2016; Jones, Woods
& Guillaume, 2016; Grafimann, Scholmerich &
Schermuly, 2020; de Haan, Molyn & Nilsson,
2020). According to Henderson there followed an
increased emphasis on functional similarities be-
tween therapy and coaching in order to gain a bet-
ter understanding of coaching practise (O’Broin,
2016). “Common factors’, or non-specific factors,
such as client factors, theory and techniques, and
client expectations were identified (Wampold et al.,
1997; O’Broin 2016; Spaten 2018).

Following the accumulation of research docu-
menting the effectiveness of coaching, O’Broin
and Palmer stated that research studies were seek-
ing to “identify the active ingredients of coaching”
(2019, p. 472). Alongside the apprehension of
greater complexity comes the requirement for the
“...development of research methods and strate-
gies that are suitable in addressing coaching as a
complex phenomenon” (O’Broin, Spaten & Oles-
en Lokken, 2016).

The importance of identifying how the coach
contributes to creating an effective relationship
with the coachee has also been shown to be of con-
siderable importance (O’Broin et al., 2016).
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The need for a clear coaching

relationship definition
A conceptual identification may well be that a coa-
ching relationship is “two people engaging in a sy-
stematic process where different issues presented
by the coachee are explored in collaboration bet-
ween the coach and coachee” (Spaten et al., 2016).
Stephen Palmer approved multiple statements - a
nonexistence of shared agreement - and empha-
sised that there “...is no agreement in the precise
definition of the coaching relationship” (Palmer,
2020). During my interview with Alanna (O’Bro-
in) Henderson (2020) the following was identified
about the lack of agreement on a definition:
Thelack of consensus on a definition of the coach-
ing relationship means that multiple referents are
used for the term. This means use of the term can
therefore range from a proxy for the whole coach-
ing process, to more specific usages, such as a de-
scriptor for rapport, or a component part of the
coaching relationship, for example, Working Alli-
ance. Whilst other component parts of the coach-
ing relationship, such as the Real Relationship (Sun
etal,, 2013) have been posited as relevant markers.
Recently other Common Factors, or active ingre-
dients such as resilience and self-efficacy (de Haan
etal., 2020) have tentatively been designated as pu-
tatively more important to coaching effectiveness.
Working Alliance is the predominant component
part of the coaching relationship that has usually
been measured and found to be associated with
coaching effectiveness in research studies”. (Hen-
derson, 2020)
Whereas this complexity of the field is significant
a short and precise definition would be valuable
for research purposes. Kristina Gyllensten (2020)
delivers this by maintaining that “Alanna O’Broin
and Stephen Palmer’s definition is good: ‘a unique,
co-created, evolving relationship comprising the
coaching alliance plus additional client and coach
contributions™ (O’Broin and Palmer, 2007, p 295).
Kristina Gyllensten (2020) also leans towards
this now classic definition: “The coaching alliance
reflects the quality of the coachee’s and coach’s en-
gagement in collaborative, purposive work within
the coaching relationship, and is jointly negotiated
and renegotiated throughout the coaching process
over time” (O’Broin and Palmer, 2010a, p 4).
Despite the multiple usages and definitions of the
term, different coaching backgrounds and concep-
tual approach variations, it is generally accepted
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across different forms and approaches to coaching
that the working relationship between coach and
coachee should be an effective working relation-
ship based on a coaching alliance.

The coaching relationship

Among the broad range of scholars mentioned
above a couple of central definitions should be
pinpointed in this article. One of the first studies
with important findings concerning the coaching
relationship was conducted by Gyllensten & Palm-
er (2007). Their research was a qualitative study
of coachees from two organisations considering
their experiences of coaching. Their investigation
showed that the participants identified the coach-
ing relationship as a main theme and that this rela-
tionship was highly dependent on trust and trans-
parency. The study led to a further conclusion that
the coaching relationship was an important aspect
of coaching, but that other aspects, such as the
goal-oriented focus of coaching, were consistently
identified as important components in the coach-
ing alliance (O’Broin, 2016).

These studies sparked a myriad of articles and
book chapters over the past decade (e.g. Kemp,
2008; O’Broin & Palmer, 2010a, 2010b), as well as
further dedicated coaching relationship research
studies (e.g. de Haan, 2008; O’Broin & Palmer,
2010c). Among other things they pointed to a)
the importance of the negotiation of power in the
coaching alliance, b) the coaching outcome and
the relationship in general appears to depend on
the coach’s awareness of power issues and c) the
ability to go beyond the asymmetry between coach
and coachee, both in coaching and consulting psy-
chology (Spaten et al., 2016; Sapezinskiene et al.,
2016). Some of the differences between coaching
and counselling have also been emphasised (Palm-
er & McDowall, 2009; O’Broin, 2009, 2010a).

Following the early articles by Gyllensten and
Palmer, and O’Broin and Palmer the first book
explicitly focused upon the coaching relationship
was The Coaching Relationship: Putting People First
edited by Palmer and McDowall (2010). This im-
portant book was followed by Coaching Relation-
ships: The Relational Coaching Field Book, edited by
de Haan and Sills in 2012. Later coaching research
studies (de Haan, Duckworth, Birch & Jones, 2013),
including a large-scale global outcome study (de
Haan, Grant, Burger & Eriksson, 2016) have found
significant links between the coaching relationship
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(working alliance) and coaching outcomes (Baron
et al., 2011). Lai and McDowall (2014), de Haan
and Gannon (2017), and Graf$mann, Scholmerich
and Schermuly (2020) have identified similar con-
nections in their examination of the field. The re-
view by Lai et al. indicated that an effective coaching
relationship could be associated with subsequent
positive coaching outcomes. Another key point
which was particularly prominent in their review
was that the coaching relationship is a central focus
of both coaching research and practise, and how it
influences the effectiveness of coaching processes
and outcomes. Forming a strong alliance/coaching
relationship has also been a central component of
a cluster of executive coaching, leadership coach-
ing, and human development models of the mid
-1990s (Henderson, 2020). With increased confir-
mation of this important association of the global
coaching relationship with coaching effectiveness,
interest in the coaching relationship is likely to
continue (O’Broin, 2018; Henderson, 2020). How-
ever, the question of how the coaching relation-
ship influences coaching outcomes remains largely
unexplored (Palmer, 2020). Despite the increasing
amount of accumulative literature in the coaching
field (regarding both the relationship itself and the
‘active ingredients’ in the coaching relationship) it
has been confirmed across research contributions
that coaching (and the coaching relationship) is a
complex process. We can sum up that coaching is
an evolving, complex, interpersonal, multifactorial
and multi-level activity. Because of its complex-
ity it is recommended, and seems constructive, to
conduct a broader investigation involving further
systematically strict, empirical and evidence-based
coaching research. In the search for the ‘active in-
gredients’ in the coaching relationship (de Haan et
al.,, 2020) this exploration should encompass find-
ings from all existing empirical research from the
last twenty or twenty-five years, both in general
and as an overview and presentation of the single
studies and chapters alike (see Spaten, 2020).

Findings

Some of the important research findings concern-
ing the coaching relationship so far have been
summarised below for clarity.

o Commitment to the coaching process and goals
from both the coach and the coachee is central
for a successful outcome of the coaching. The
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goal-oriented focus is an integral part of coa-
ching. The coach and coachee should establish
mutually agreed upon goals.

o It is essential for the coach to have sufficient
psychological education in order to understand
the different emotional aspects of the coaching
process and hence to be able to differentiate bet-
ween diverse forms of intervention.

 The coach must pay attention to both behaviour
and emotions in the relationship, with respect
to both the coachee and the coach.

 The effect of the coach’s personality and ability
to be empathic, trustworthy and non-judgmen-
tal in the working alliance is highlighted as an
important finding.

o The coach should pay attention to issues of po-
wer in the coaching process, including the asym-
metrical relation between coach and coachee.

o Itis important for the coach to have a solid the-
oretical foundation, but the coach’s personality
and the interpersonal relation has a vital impact
on the coaching relationship and its outcome.

 The coach should continually reflect and de-
velop upon their practice.

These are some of the most important research
findings in the coaching relationship field which
can contribute to a better and broader understand-
ing of what is at play when we address the com-
plexity of the coaching relationship.

Conclusion

This article has drawn upon a variety of research
within the field of the coaching relationship
(Spaten, 2020). Throughout the article this field
of research has been discussed, including how the
coaching relationship may be defined. It has been
made clear that the coaching relationship is under-
stood in a variety of ways, and this has resulted in
many different areas of research within the pur-
view of this relationship. However, there is general-
ly agreement that the coaching relationship should
be based on a coaching alliance. Moreover, it seems
that a short and specific definition for coaching re-
lationship is of great value. The article began with
a question regarding whether the coaching rela-
tionship is the most important active ingredient in
coaching. The general answer is yes — much of the
research points towards the coaching relationship
being the most important ingredient with respect
to coaching outcomes, such that it is associated
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with effectiveness. In addition to this coaching
is an ever-evolving, complex, interpersonal, multi-
factorial and multi-level activity.

With that said because of the complexity and
multifactorial dimensions of the relationship it is
not yet possible to say what specifically this ingre-
dient is and how it affects the outcome of coach-
ing. The research in this field is limited, and these
questions should be investigated further with re-
spect to systematically strict, empirical and evi-
dence-based coaching.
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Promoting Evidence Based Cognitive
Behavioural Coaching since 2001

The Centre and its training faculty are leading pioneers of cognitive behavioural coaching.
Our courses are recognised by the International Society for Coaching Psychology and are
British Psychological Society Learning Centre Approved. The programmes are modular
and consists of 2-day and 5-day certificated courses. The Centre’s Director is Prof Stephen
Palmer PhD, President and Fellow of the International Society for Coaching Psychology.

Courses delivered remotely using Zoom education platform

Cognitive Behavioural Coaching Courses Two-day and other Courses
IAFPD Advanced Certificates and Diplomas Performance Coaching 12-13 Jan; 9-10 Mar; 6-7 May;
. . . 17-18 Jun; 5-6 Aug; 30 Sep-1 Oct; 6-7 Dec
Modular Programmes Coaching, Psychological Coaching or
Coaching Psychology Stress Management 18-19 Jan; 18-19 Mar; 24-25 May; 5-6 Jul;
] . . . i . 2-3 Sep; 26-27 Oct; 13-14 Dec
Advanced Diploma in Coaching Accredited by Association for Coaching
IAFPD Certificate Courses Assertion and Communication Skills Training
. _ 15-16 Feb; 14-15 Jun; 18-19 Oct
1 Coaching 25-26 Feb &1-3 Mar; 22-23 & 26-28 April; Problem Focused Counselling, Coaching and Training
24-25 & 28-30 Jun; 16-17 & 20-22 Sep; 25-26 Nov & 29 Nov-1 Dec 12-13 Apr; 16-17 Aug; 18-19 Nov
2 Stress Management and Performance Coaching Modular Health and Wellbeing Coaching 26-27 Jan; 15-16 Apr; 15-16 Jul:21-22 Oct
(6 days) . . . L
. Coaching Supervision and Coaching Psychology Supervision 14-15 Oct
3 Coaching Psychology 3-5 & 8-9 Feb; 12-14 & 17-18 May; Devel | and Transitions Coachi 16-17 Feb 20-21
(psychologists only) 28-30 & 2-3 Aug; 10-12 & 15-16 Nov ovolopmental and Transitions Geaching 17 Feb 20-21u
OR Positive Psychology 29-30 Mar; 4-5 Nov
. . Developing Psychological Resilience — a Coaching Perspective
Psychological Coaching 3-5 & 8-9 Feb; 12-14 & 17-18 May; 92-23 Mar 9-10 Se
p
28-30 & 2-3 Aug; 10-12 & 15-16 Nov
Work-Based Professional Development Blended Learning . .
(Specialist Topic) Distance Learning Courses
— Life Coaching: A cognitive behavioural approach
7 Stress Management
) Courses 1-3 are the taught work for
our Association for Coaching Accredited Trainers
= Advanced Diploma in Coaching Our experienced trainers have published books, chapters or
ACCREDITED ADVANCED articles on coaching.Most have presented at major coaching
PIpLOMAI CoRer TRATIING conferences and include the following:
Tel: +44 (0) 208 853 4171 Email: admin@iafpd.com © Professor Stephen Palmer © Dr Siobhain O’Riordan
www.centreforcoaching.com © Nick Edgerton © Kasia Szymanska
© Michael Neenan © Sheila Panchal

The Centre for Coaching is an ILM Recognised Provider. As a recognised provider, the Centre runs a wide range of coaching and

management development programmes which are suitable for Continuing Professional Development. Membership of The Institute of Leadership and
Management: our 5-day programmes can lead to Associate grade and two of our 5-day programmes to full Member grade. Centre Approved by the
International Society for Coaching Psychology which recognises all of our courses. We are an organisational member of the Association for Coaching.
Centre for Coaching, 156 Westcombe Hill, London SE3 7DH.Part of the International Academy for Professional Development Ltd. www.iafpd.com
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