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about skill development needs and the employee’s role in the organization and work 
community (Aarnikoivu, 2010). The concept has its roots in the military environment 
(Baker, 2013). Since business environments and supervisor-subordinate relationships 
have changed a lot from the old military environments, also the concepts from that 
time need to be updated. This thesis will study whether career growth discussions, a 
new form of workplace coaching could offer an alternative approach to career and 
professional development in an IT company. Career growth discussions are a new 
approach to performance reviews. The session is held by a colleague, not by the 
supervisor. The goal of these discussions is to give the participants guiding ideas to 
identify new tools and forms for professional growth, areas of expertise, techniques 
and skills, working methods and other career enhancing endeavors.  

The aim of this study is to investigate whether the concept of career growth discussions 
could actually offer a solution to the challenges, which exist with the traditional 
performance reviews in an IT consultancy company. The empirical research is 
conducted by eight in-depth interviews with the case company’s employees who have 
participated in both performance reviews and career growth discussions.   

The results indicate that there indeed exists some dissatisfaction with the traditional 
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Sammandrag:  

Denna avhandling undersöker ifall arbetslivscoachning kunde ersätta den gamla 
metoden för utvecklingssamtal. Utvecklingssamtalen är ett tillfälle för en förman och 
den anställda att prata om behov av kompetensutveckling och om den anställdas roll 
inom organisationens strategi (Aarnikoivu, 2010). Konceptet har sina rötter i den 
gamla militära traditionen. Eftersom organisationerna inte längre fungerar på bas av 
en militär hierarki, borde också konceptet uppdateras (Baker, 2013). Vissa 
organisationer har experimenterat med olika metoder av coachning. Företaget som 
behandlas i avhandlingen har lanserat en ny metod för karriärutveckling. Denna 
metod kallas för samtal om framsteg inom karriären (eng. career growth discussions) 
och hålls med en kollega istället för en förman. Detta är en metod av coachning inom 
arbetslivet. Idén bakom metoden är att skapa rum för individen att själv bestämma 
vad hen vill prata om.  

Syftet med denna avhandling är att undersöka om detta koncept kunde erbjuda en 
lösning till utmaningar i de traditionella utvecklingssamtalen. De två 
forskningsfrågorna som undersöks är: 1) Hur uppfattas samtalen om framsteg inom 
karriären av de anställda och hur rangordnar de dem jämfört med de traditionella 
utvecklingssamtalen? För att få en djupare uppfattning av hur arbetstagaren 
upplever samtalen, besvaras också följande fråga: 2) Hur uppfattas rollen som en 
coach jämfört med rollen som en lärling?  

Undersökningen är kvalitativ och har gjorts på bas av åtta semistrukturerade 
intervjuer. Resultatet av den empiriska undersökningen analyserades genom en IPA-
analys som har rekommenderats för studier kring coaching (Patton, 2014). 
Resultaten visar att samtal om framsteg inom karriären har upplevts mycket positivt 
och att de till största del kunde ersätta de gamla utvecklingssamtalen. Ytterligare 
kom det fram i resultatet att deltagarna upplevde rollen av en coach lite obehagligare 
än rollen av en coachee. I avhandlingen diskuteras slutligen de identifierade 
nyckelteman kring ämnet och bägge forskningsfrågor besvaras i detalj.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

It has always been important for organizations to evaluate and define how well and 
efficiently employees manage to do their jobs. Employees want also to receive feedback 
and figure out ways to develop their skills and to manage their careers. Both the 
organization and the employee benefit, when the organization has processes in place to 
develop its employees. When the employee knows that the organization supports his/her 
individual wishes and goal, the is employee more likely to commit to the organization. 
When employees have a strong personal purpose linked to the organizations purpose, 
they are more likely to become motivated and usually put more effort into their work, as 
well as to help and motivate others (Steger & Dik, 2010). Theoretically it can be argued 
that the sense of meaningfulness is tied to work motivation (Robertson,1990), which, in 
turn, has crucial importance what it comes to s organizational success and the 
individual’s well-being. (Steger & Dik, 2010).  
 
Studies are showing that there have been many changes in what really motivates 
employees. People no longer just want to be present a work (Herman & Gioia, 1998). 
They want to spend their time on something they find important and meaningful (Steger 
& Dik, 2010) and to develop themselves (Grant, 2006). As the working environment is 
in constantly changing, the knowledge and career development tools must also be 
evolved. 
 
One of the research fields that has had increasing interest in in recent years is coaching 
psychology (Grant, 2006 & 2012; Passmore, 2014). Of the 78 empirical studies relating 
to coaching, Grant (2006) found that 67 had been published after 2001. On 2006, Grant 
also found 314 articles of coaching. Although the coaching psychology industry is quite 
young, there is more and more empirical research that are associated with the efficiency 
of organizational coaching (Grant, 2006; Passmore & Gibbes, 2007). There has also been 
increasing collaboration between coaching practitioners and academics with various 
backgrounds (Grant, 2007). Further, there seems to be a shared aim among these actors 
to establish a ‘vibrant and diverse professional coaching industry’ (Grant, 2007, p. 25).  
 
According to extensive studies conducted by both academics and practitioners, coaching 
has been reported to have many significant and widespread positive effects (Grant, 
2007). It has been argued that as a result of coaching, the coachees have among other 
things reported improved work-life balance and increased levels of motivation 
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(Passmore & Gibbes, 2007). Also, improvement of eligible leadership behaviors (Kampa-
Kokesch & Anderson, 2001), betterment of collaborative work behaviors (Grant, 2007) 
and self-efficacy and reduction of workplace stress (Gyllenstein & Palmer, 2005) as well 
as significant return on investment (McGovern, Lindemann, Vergara, Murphy, Parker & 
Warrenfeltz, 2001) have been reported as outcomes of coaching.  
 

1.1 Background 

Performance reviews are a way for a supervisor and an employee to talk about skill 
development needs and the employee’s role in the organization and work community. 
These reviews are a part of job management support, where given feedback as well as 
discussions of one’s job description, expectations, employee strengths and career 
development are considered (Kanste 2007,43). Performance reviews assesses results, 
objectives achieved and training needs (Aarnikoivu, 2010).   
 
The history and beginning of performance reviews goes all the way back to the mid 1950s, 
and to Finland, these annual reviews came in the beginning of 1970s as a consequence of 
the raise of the philosophy of management by objectives (Kanste 2007, 43). According to 
Aarnikoivu (2010) the actual breakthrough of performance reviews in Finland took place 
in the 1980s, when more organizations started to pay attention to the manager-employee 
relationships. In the early 1990s, the concept of supervisor-subordinate discussions was 
introduced (Aarnikoivu 2010, 14-15).  
 
It can be argued that since early 1990s, organizations have been made more flexible and 
flatter, for example by reducing hierarchical levels. According to Brown, Hesketh & 
Williams (2003) these kinds of trends have emerged from the fast changes in the 
business environments, which have affected the work environments. Before, careers and 
career development were characterized by vertical progression, while today, the progress 
involves more and more lateral movement, often within an organization (Brown et al., 
2003). 
 
According to Arthur (1994) there is much research in the career research field on the 
changing business and career environments. The changing environment has also 
affected the supervisor-subordinate relationship. While careers are no longer 
characterized by hierarchical progress, the responsibility of one’s career development 
has shifted from managers to employees. In other words, managers are no longer in 
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charge of employee’s career development by giving them traditional promotions (Hall, 
2002, 2004).  
 
As mentioned, supervisor-subordinate relations are not typical anymore (Arthur, 1994). 
Especially modern companies, such as startups and new IT companies, as well as most 
consultancy companies might have a completely flat organization chart without any clear 
supervisor-subordinate relations. Companies with flat organization charts are becoming 
more and more common.  There exists a strong will in these companies to change the 
traditional performance reviews. They are looking for different approaches to renew 
traditional performance reviews and replace them with new concepts, like career growth 
discussions. Some companies have been experimenting with career growth discussions. 
There does not yet, however exist a common understanding of whether employees 
appreciate this new approach or not.  
 
This thesis will therefore focus on the topic of career growth development discussions as 
a tool for professional and career development and as a new approach to hold 
performance reviews. Career growth discussions are hold by a colleague instead of a 
supervisor. The goal of these discussions is to help the participants to identify new tools 
and forms for professional growth, areas of expertise, techniques and skills, working 
methods and other career enhancing endeavors.  

The key distinguishing factor between career growth discussions and performance 
reviews is that in growth discussions there is no supervisor-subordinate relationship 
present in career growth discussions. Managers are excluded from career growth 
discussions in order to allow more honest and better evaluation of the situation with 
one’s career. Growth discussions consist of a mentor or a coach and the participant. 
Mentors are actors who are experienced in the same professional field as the participant. 
They can be from either inside or outside the organization. Coaches on the other hand 
are actors who may or may not be working or experienced in the same field as the 
participant. In the growth discussions, coaches mainly focus on helping by listening 
closely and asking the right questions. A participant can be any person looking for help 
or ideas to stimulate his/her professional learning and careers.  

This thesis will focus on examining how career growth discussions could offer solution 
for modern businesses and organizational environments with their challenges 
associated with traditional performance reviews. Even though performance reviews 
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have been studied a lot, the perspective of career growth discussions is quite new. It is, 
however, very relevant and forms an interesting way to support employees with their 
career development and success.  
 

1.2 Purpose 

The aim of this thesis is to study whether the concept of career growth discussions could 
actually offer a solution for the challenges with the traditional performance review 
context in an IT consultancy company. The main research question based on this aim is:  

1) How do the employees perceive the career growth discussions, and how do they rank 
them compared to the traditional performance reviews they have been a part of in the 
past? 

Further, to gain a deeper understanding of the concrete outcomes of career growth 
discussions, I will try to answer the following sub-question:  

2) How do employees perceive the role of being a coach versus the role of a coachee? 

1.3 Structure 

This thesis has five chapters, introduction, literature review, methodology, results and 
analysis and finally discussion and conclusion. The second chapter includes theory about 
traditional performance reviews, coaching and career growth discussions. Also, the 
evolution of business environments is presented shortly. The third chapter on 
methodology chapter presents the chosen research strategy and how it aims to answer 
the chosen research questions. In order to make it easier to understand the current 
situation with the chosen case company, chapter three includes a presentation of the 
company and how it has organized the concept of career growth discussions. Chapter 
three includes also the topics of data collection, data analysis and research quality. The 
fourth chapter presents the results and findings of this study. The findings of this study 
will also be analyzed in detail in this chapter. The fifth chapter focuses on discussion of 
the findings after which conclusions and suggestions for further research are made. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, the relevant literature for the research will be presented. First, the 
concept and original ideas of performance review will be presented followed by 
challenges related to this concept. Also, previous research about performance review and 
appraisal reactions will be covered. The second part of the theory concentrates on the 
literature that can be related to career growth discussions, organizational coaching and 
peer coaching.  
 
2.1 Traditional performance reviews 

Performance reviews are in the most basic setting a private and systematic dialogue 
between a supervisor and an employee, which take typically place at least once or twice 
in a year (Aarnikoivu, 2010). These dialogues are considered to be an essential part of a 
manager-subordinate relationships. Aarnikoivu (2010) argues that performance reviews 
are a tool for the management system, through which the goal is to ensure that managers 
have agreed on key objectives, the assessment of them and other interests and goals 
related to work and personal life. According to Surakka and Laine (2011) the most 
important thing in these discussions is to focus on work skills, development needs and 
the employee’s role in the work community and the organization.  

In other words, performance reviews are a way for these two parties to talk about skill 
development needs and the employee’s role in the organization and work community. 
These reviews are a part of work management support, in which given feedback as well 
as discussions of one’s work description, expectations, employee strengths and career 
development are considered (Kanste ,2007). 

In some organizations, performance reviews are divided into goal- and 
evaluation/assessment discussions, which might be held at different time points 
(Aarnikoivu, 2010, Surakka & Laine, 2011). In the assessment discussions, the 
achievement of goals set in the previous performance reviews are evaluated. These kinds 
of discussions can only be held if it is possible to measure, evaluate and compare the job 
performance into goals set on a previous time point (Surakka & Laine, 2011). The goal 
discussion focuses on the coming term and setting goals for that time period. In these 
discussions the manager will also agree with the employee on how the success on these 
goals will be measured (Surakka & Laine 2011,160). 
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2.1.1 Problems with traditional performance reviews 

As mentioned, the traditional performance review and appraisal system has its roots in 
a military model (Baker, 2013) from where it was adopted to modern organizations. In 
performance reviews of the old military environment the superior told the subordinate 
what had been wrong or right. The model is based on a power relationship. Baker (2013) 
argues that the power set-up in these types of situations is so strong that the appraiser 
has all the power to be wrong or right irrespective of what the other person under 
evaluation thinks. Baker (2013) argues that the dynamic is therefore not right nor 
constructive to discuss developmental or performance related matters. Baker (2013) 
points out that like other things adopted from to business world from the military, this 
model has been modified to some extent, but the modification is not going far enough.  
 
One of the central challenges with the traditional performance reviews is the lack of 
supervisor-subordinate relation. The most fundamental aim of the performance review 
is to enable an employee to have a discussion with his/her supervisors on his/her work 
and career at a pre-agreed time (Aarnikoivu, 2010).  By means of performance review, 
the employee is informed about the organization’s future goals and how the employee 
him/herself fits into these goals.  The core of a performance review is the discussion, 
which reflects the employee’s role and responsibilities into the ones of the organization. 
This becomes challenging, and even impossible, if there are no supervisors pointed out 
for the employees.  
According to Baker’s (2013) study, in which more than 1200 managers and HR 
professionals participated, there are several other problems with the performance 
reviews. Baker identified eight major shortcomings from the answers in this study:  

 
• Appraisals are a costly exercise.  

• Appraisals can be destructive.  

• Appraisals are often a monologue rather than a dialogue. 

• The formality of the appraisal stifles discussion.  

• Appraisals are too infrequent. Appraisals are an exercise in form-filling.  

• Appraisals are rarely followed up. Most people find appraisals stressful. 
 
Firstly, most people find appraisals and reviews stressful since the focus of the sessions 
is often how the employee’s strengths can be utilized and weaknesses overcome. Thereto 
most employees find the usual question set-ups very stressful and the questions to be the 
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kind of to which you need to practice suitable answers beforehand. Examples of such 
question set-ups are:  

• ‘What are your strengths and how can we use them to best advantage in this 
organization?’ 

• ‘What can I do as your manager to help you further develop those strengths?’ 

•  ‘What areas do you need to work on? (Baker, 2013).  

 
These conversations ignore topics, which the employee would like to address. This type 
of setting prevents the possibility to have a meaningful and effective two-way discussion. 

Another identified challenge is the more and more negative attitudes towards 
performance appraisals. According to Kanste (2007) a failed or useless performance 
review is worse for employee well-being than to have no performance reviews or 
appraisals at all. At the worst, it can even have an inverse and negative affect in the 
employee’s investment and commitment to work and to the organization (Baker, 2013). 
Further, Kanste (2007) argues that if an employee’s performance review has once failed 
to bring meaning to him or her, he/she might feel that those are a waste of time. 

If the supervisor or the subordinate does not have anything to give to the conversation 
or the session feels like a “must-have”, which will often lead to the other participants 
passivity and dissatisfaction (Aarnikoivu, 2010,11,85,86).  

As mentioned, the formal appraisals are based on a power relationship, in which the 
manager is holding the power and has the greater say in the discussion. This one-way 
nature of the discussion can be challenging in many ways, especially in situations, in 
which the manager does not work closely with the employee and is therefore not that 
familiar with his/her work. In such cases the views and suppositions of the manager 
might not be challenged enough. When the power dynamic is not neutral, the employee 
might easily feel the need to act more assertive than normally, in order to equalize the 
imbalance in the dynamics. (Baker, 2013). On the other hand, some people might act the 
other way around, and feel less assertive. The power relationship might lead to them 
feeling that their viewpoint has not been heard or listened to.  
 
Also, managers have expressed that they feel that the employees are not contributing to 
the discussion, which has forced the manager to handle almost all the talking.  Also, this 
can go the other way around. Some managers feel that with a dominant employee or staff 
member they have not been able to say nearly anything to them. Some employees, who 
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feel threatened by the power relationship can become even verbose. Either way, the 
situation is not ideal. (Baker, 2013) 
 
The formal nature of the traditional performance reviews can make it difficult to 
personalize the content of the discussions (Baker, 2013). This leads often to the 
situations, in which topics are dealt in a superficial way and employees are not listened 
to on a personal level. Sheldon, Arndt & Houser-Marko (2003) argue that when people 
are changing or rephrasing their goals, they most often change them towards goals, 
which are more self-concordant, and increase own their own well-being, rather than 
towards goals which relate to the organization. These type on challenges might naturally 
arise in connection with the traditional performance reviews, because the goals of such 
reviews are typically set organization-centered, i.e. how to fit the employee into the 
organizational goal (e.g. Aarnikoivu, 2010, Kanste, 2007).  
 
Many researches have argued that the reactions around appraisals, reviews or coaching 
processes are critical, since they play a central role in the acceptance, and in the use of 
the process (e.g., Bernardin & Beatty, 1984; Cardy & Dobbins, 1994; Murphy & 
Cleveland, 1995: cited in Keeping & Levy, 2000).  
 
For the above given reasons, the traditional performance reviews cannot be considered 
appropriate for modern, flat organizations. A need for an alternative approach exists. In 
the following section, the method of work-life coaching is presented.  
 
2.2 Coaching and career growth discussions 

In this section, the concept of career growth discussions will be introduced in detail. This 
model challenges some of the outdated traditions and beliefs in the field of professional 
development. One big and central problem this model tackles  is to shift the 
discussion on professional growth away from corporate context and from corporate 
terms. As the literature on traditional career and performance discussion shows, 
professional progress is often described in corporate terms like “greater efficiency, more 
prestige or higher salary” (e.g. Aarnikoivu,2010; Kanste, 2007). Career growth 
discussions goal is to shift the focus away from performance to growth and learning. With 
this tool the individuals can think and reflect on their own ideas and goals around 
professional growth, instead of reflecting one’s performance in the organization. 
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2.2.1 Defining coaching 

Career growth discussion are a form of coaching. According to Grant (2001) coaching 
can be defined as a “solution focused and result oriented process, in which the coach 
facilitates the enhancement of self-directed learning and personal growth of the 
coachee”.  In other words, the coachee will make his/her own decisions from their own 
lines of thoughts, by the support and help of the coach. This kind of approach can be 
supported by researches like for example Whitmore (2002), who argue for a mindset of 
people having all the potential inside of them, and what they only need is nourishment, 
encouragement, and the light to reach toward, but the greatness is already within us 
(p.9).  
 
According to Boyatzis, Smith & Oosten (2019) a coach is necessary whenever someone is 
trying to do change. Whether the change is about switching career, developing a new skill 
or breaking a bad habit change is hard, and most people will need to do some kind of a 
change at some point of their lives. According to the authors, change is when people will 
need a coach in their lives. Change is “a critical step toward fulfilling potential and 
achieving goals” (Boyatzis, Smith & Oosten, 2019), and can refer to change at work or 
home. This thesis will focus on the changes at work and therefore also only work-related 
coaching.  
 
Researchers often describe coaching as a new form to personal growth and development, 
which means that coaching differs from counseling, consultation, teaching, mentoring 
and other helping relationship roles (Downey, 1999 & Whitmore, 2002). There seems to 
be a slight difference on how researches see coaching, in general the field could be 
divided into two different schools.  
 
First, researchers as Downey (1999), Whitmore (2002) and Goodman (2002) argue that 
coaching is an accurate method that focus on discovering the coachees situation and 
empowering the coachee through active two-way communication, participation and 
responsibility in the whole coaching process. In other words, this group think that in the 
central of coaching is the coachees own realization of hers/his own potential.  The other 
school of thought argues that coaching is everything an executive consultant or coach 
does to realize the coachee’s potential (ex. Schein, 2010). These researches do not see 
active participation or responsibility as an important factor, but rather emphasize the 
concrete outcomes in coaching. So rather than seeing coaching as the act of realizing 
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potential, they see it as everything that is done that results in growth and development. 
Still, both groups seem to agree that the overall goal in coaching is the same, and that is 
to at some point achieve growth and development for the coachee.  
 

2.2.2 The purpose of coaching 

According to Peltier (2011) and Grant & Hartley (2013) the purpose of coaching has been 
stated as performance improvement, personal and career development, skill acquisition, 
executive and leadership development and facilitation of change. When organizing 
coaching circumstances in organizations, it is in significant importance to understand, 
then accordingly convert the coaching processes suitable for the specific market context, 
organizational strategy and key business objectives (Williams & Palmer, 2009). 
According to the authors, these aspects are important since they provide the context for 
coaching. In other words, results that are expected from the leadership, define the 
behaviors and attributes that are needed to achieve these goals and results, and assess 
and develop talented individuals against this framework (SHL People Solutions, 2007; 
cited in Williams & Palmer, 2009).  
 
According to Williams & Palmer (2009) executive coaching has an essential role when it 
comes to achieving core business objectives. Organization’s goals might play a role in 
individual coaching, since individuals might link and reflect on workplace coaching to 
for example areas of business performance, organizational change and therefore even 
maximizing return on investment for the organization. So, personal goal might be linked 
back to how they contribute to the organization achieving its business goals or for 
example implementing the organization’s cultural transition through values and 
behaviors. There are many purpose clusters in organizational or work-life coaching 
(Peltier, 2001; Williams & Palmer, 2009). This section will next introduce three of them. 
These clusters are talent management and leadership development; organizational 
development and change management; and finally, specific applications. The first two 
are most often organizationally driven, while the last one is most often organized by the 
HR function and responses to more specific individual needs.  
 
The first purpose cluster is organizational development and change management, which 
has become more popular and crucial over the last decade (SHL People Solutions, 2007: 
cited in Williams & Palmer, 2009). The meaning of talent management is to bring all the 
organizations HR and people practices working together in order to enable the correct 



11 
  

defining, measurement and realization of the needed talent that is needed in order for 
the organization to meet its goals and objectives (Ashton & Morton, 2005). Further, 
while the labor market has changed a lot due to globalization, it has caused chances in 
the business context and in the expectations of employees. As one of the core issues for 
employees is continuous learning, is talent management becoming more and more 
crucial for organization strategies. (Ashton & Morton, 2005). Improving leadership 
development has been identified as a top priority in modern HR (Strack et al., 2007; 
cited in Williams & Palmer, 2009) since it has been identified that people performance 
is fundamentally important for organizations to succeed (Clifford & Thorpe, 2007). This 
is why emphasis must be replaced more and more on knowledge transfer (Peltier 2011; 
Clifford & Thorpe, 2007), building sufficient future leadership capability and succession 
planning through leadership development (Ashton & Morton, 2005), coaching and 
mentoring (Peltier, 2011; O´Connor & Lages, 2009; Williams & Palmer 
2009).  “Coaching is increasingly positioned as an integral part of an organization’s 
leadership development offering, enhancing an organization’s attraction and retention 
strategy and employee value proposition, and being an effective tool through which to 
align, develop and engage key leadership and high potential talent to drive achievement 
of business goals.” (Williams & Palmer, 2009)  
 
The second purpose cluster is organizational development and change management. As 
mentioned above, the continuous change in today’s business environments and 
organization increases demands on talent to lead organizations successfully. Because of 
this Clutterbuck & Megginson (2005) emphasize that an organization’s HR strategy 
should focus on creation and improvement of organizational learning circumstances and 
coaching cultures. According to Clutterbuck & Megginson (2005) this can be done by 
paying attention to two central factors. First, it should ensure that there is an embedded 
openness to learning and working through different coaching programs where carefully 
selected coaches are driving the focus on continuous improvement for every individual. 
Secondly, it is important that the organization establishes a management style that 
endorses coaching, in order to create a strong coaching culture and increase the interest 
in internal coaching.  
 
The third and final purpose cluster is about specific applications.  This is a much more 
individual centered, rather than the presented clusters that is linked a lot to the 
organization. Instead of being driven by the organizations, or the HR strategy, these 
coaching sessions focus only on the individual employee, and their development needs 
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and expectations (Knights & Poppleton, 2008). These kinds of coaching sessions might 
include topics such as personal and development, well-being and stress management or 
team development.  Further, Knights & Poppleton (2008) argue that even if specific 
coaching sessions can be used as interventions for both reward and remedial purposes, 
it should be used with only careful consideration for the second one, since it might affect 
the acceptance and attitudes towards coaching negatively through the organization. Also, 
research have proved successful coaching programs as the ones that are used and 
perceived as developmental rather than remedial (Knights & Poppleton, 2008; Williams 
& Palmer, 2009; O´Connor & Lages, 2009). 
 

2.2.3 Recurrent Coaching Themes in Organizations 

The literature on coaching identifies a number of recurring coaching themes that have 
become common within different types of organizations. These kinds of themes are for 
example self-confidence (McMahon, Wilding & Palmer, 2005), stress management, 
interpersonal and social skills (Neenan & Palmer, 2013), assertiveness coaching, time 
management and delegation (Neenan & Dryden, 2002; cited in Williams & Palmer, 
2009) and presentation skills (William, Edgerton & Palmer, 2010).  According to 
Williams & Palmer (2009) the coaching around these themes can be done through group 
or individual coaching.  
 

2.2.4 Effects of coaching 

There is a lot of literature on the effects of coaching. Some positive outcomes can be 
explained through actualizing tendency and the organismic valuing process (OVP). 
Actualizing tendency refers to the fact that people can be trusted to know what is best for 
them, what are the best directions in their lives at the moment (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). 
OVP refers to people having the ability to know what is important and essential for just 
them in order to have a happy and fulfilling life in general. These paradigms relate to the 
self-concordance model of positive goal striving and inner motivation (Sheldon & Elliot, 
1999). The authors define self-concordant goals as ‘consistent with our developing 
interests and core values’. Sheldon & Elliots (1999) self-concordance model shows that 
self-concordant goals have many positive outcomes like satisfaction of basic needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. So, when people are pursuing things that are 
right for them, are they acting self-concordantly.  
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Based on Burke & Linley (2007) empirical study, it can be argued that one of the ways 
coaching is effective is that it raises people’s levels of on self-concordance with their 
goals. These kinds of goals are more often achieved and will most likely lead to better 
outcomes (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). Further, the results show that coachees also reported 
other significant positive outcomes from the coaching session: increases in each of goal 
self-concordance, alignment with personal values, and commitment to the goal, in 
relation to the goal on which they were coached.  
 
Work-life coaching has even been argued to reduce stress (Palmer, Tubbs and Whybrow, 
2003; Hearn, 2010; Gyllenstein & Palmer, 2005). Hearn (2010) argues that coaching can 
help to identify stressors as well as to help find solutions to tackle this factors that are 
causing stress. Palmer, Tubbs and Whybrow (2003) suggest that one of the reasons 
coaching has become more popular lately, is because it is a new way for organizations to 
via managing stress, improve individual performance and goal achievement.  
 
Hearn (2010) argues that coaching can help to reduce stress in a direct way, when the 
individual is participating in coaching in order to reduce stress from one’s life. Further, 
he suggests that in order to do so, the coaching intervention should be focused on 
tackling the causes of stress, whether they are internal (i.e. perceptions or meaningless 
core assumptions or beliefs) or external, which most often are organizational. 
 
However, Gyllenstein & Palmer (2005) suggest that coaching could also help to reduce 
stress indirectly. The authors argue that even if an individual participates in coaching for 
some other reason than to reduce stress (e.g. to improve performance, increase 
efficiency, achieve work related goals etc.) it is possible, and even likely that when the 
coachee advances in that area, the coachee will also experience less stress. 
 
2.2.5 Return on Investment from coaching 

The Association for Coaching (2004) conducted a study about the return on investment 
(ROI) from organizational coaching.  The study was a web-based survey. The study did 
not achieve all of its research objectives, since some essential quantitative information 
was not conducted for the full calculation of a ROI figure. However, the survey did 
succeed in providing qualitative insights into the benefits of coaching. The results 
provide an indication of the benefits rather than the absolute benefits.  Participants from 
various business sectors were studied and analyzed and they reported very positive 
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outcomes of coaching. Benefits such as improved productivity, job motivation, people 
management skills and work life balance were recognized.  
 
The conclusions from the report were following:  

• Corporate Coaching is beginning to be used as a time-bound intervention to 
target specific development areas across organizations, and specifically at the 
senior level of organizations   

• Corporate Coaching is regarded as an effective development intervention, and in 
instances more effective than other interventions   

• Qualitative benefits are the main measures used to assess the effectiveness of 
coaching, although there is an appetite for more quantitative measures   

• There are differences in opinions between the stakeholders as to the benefits 
coaching can bring. This may be due in part to the extent of feedback sought by 
the coachee.  

(Association for Coaching, 2004. Research survey: Return on investment (ROI) from 
corporate coaching.) 
 
2.2.6 Positive psychology and coaching 

According to Linley & Kauffman (2007) in the past, the thought has often been that 
positive psychology is providing the premise for the practice of coaching psychology. 
According to the authors, the view on these two studies has recently been shifting 
towards a more symbiotic one. Even if there are instances where positive psychology 
research findings can inform the practice of coaching psychology, when discussing these 
fields, positive psychology should not be seen as the dominating field of study. 
 
There are some variations of the definitions of positive psychology. According to Linley 
& Kauffman (2007) the following definition of positive psychology is often used:  
 

‘The field of positive psychology at the subjective level is about valued subjective 
experiences: well-being, contentment, and satisfaction (in the past); hope and optimism 
(for the future); and flow and happiness (in the present). At the individual level, it is about 
positive individual traits: the capacity for love and vocation, courage, interpersonal skill, 
aesthetic sensibility, perseverance, forgiveness, originality, future mindedness, 
spirituality, high talent, and wisdom. At the group level, it is about the civic virtues and 
the institutions that move individuals toward better citizenship: responsibility, 
nurturance, altruism, civility, moderation, tolerance, and work ethic.’ (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p.5).  
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Gable & Haidt (2005, p. 104) again make the following definition of positive psychology:  

“Positive psychology is the study of the conditions and processes that contribute to the 
flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups, and institutions.” 

 
Grant (2006) give the following definition coaching psychology: 

“Coaching psychology can be understood as being the systematic application of 
behavioral science to the enhancement of life experience, work performance and well-
being for individuals, groups and organizations who do not have clinically significant 
mental health issues or abnormal levels of distress. “ 

 
Both definitions on positive psychology refer to the overall wellbeing of people and 
organizations. This has a lot of similarities with the definition of coaching psychology 
(Linley and Harrington, 2005). The authors have therefore identified three primary 
reasons why positive psychology and coaching psychology can be argued to “fit” with 
each other. 
 
First, both fields of studies are interested and concerned with the enrichment and 
improvement of performance and wellbeing. Also, both tend to focus on the positive side 
of human nature. Further, they have at least tried to challenge practitioners to think 
about their fundamental assumptions about human nature. Finally, both are most 
concerned about people’s strengths, what they do well, and why (Linley & Harrington, 
2005).  
 
It can be argued that there is evidence that coaching is effective and correlates to positive 
psychological outcomes (e.g. Grant 2006 & 2014, Burke & Linley 2007). There have been 
several studies that demonstrate different ways in which positive psychology can be 
applied to coaching psychology practices (Linley & Kauffmann, 2007). Also, a relation 
between self-concordance and coaching, as well as stress relief and coaching has been 
found (Burke & Linley, 2007).  
 
 
 
 



16 
  

2.3 The coaching process 

There are many important elements to the coaching process. The process is typically 
organized by the organization’s HR function (Knights & Poppleton, 2008). These 
elements include the structuring coaching within the specific organization, identification 
of need, selection of coaches, accreditation, training of coaches, the coaching process 
itself and evaluation of coaching. In this section each of these elements will be gone 
through.  
 

2.3.1 Positioning coaching within organizations & identification of need 

Organizations have different kinds of strategies, policies and processes for coaching. 
These are dependent on the organizations culture, purpose and expected outcomes of 
coaching (Knights & Poppleton, 2008). Research have identified three levels of structure, 
which affect how the coaching process in every organization will be like. These levels of 
structure are: centralized and structured; organic and emergent; and tailored middle 
ground. The centralized and structured structure includes setting a formal strategy, a 
centrally managed coaching program with close presence and seal of approval and the 
launch of an executive. An organic and emergent structure includes a more informal 
emergence of coaching.  Here, the reputation is built through feedback, and coaching 
requirements are being identified on an individual level to meet individual requirements.  
In the tailored middle ground structure, coaching is managed through learning and 
development relationships that are built across the organization. (Knights & Poppleton, 
2008) 
 
According to Williams & Palmer (2009) the process of identifying need for coaching may 
differ according to the level of structure for coaching within the organization. In a 
centralized and structured structure, coaching needs might be identified for example 
though talent management review. If the structure organic and emergent, the needs 
might arise from specific cases and individual needs that are brought to the attention of 
the HR function. (Williams & Palmer, 2009) 
 

2.3.2 Selection of coaches 

Coaching is cross-disciplinary, which means that coaches can come from a variety of 
professional backgrounds, like consulting, management, sales or psychology (Greene & 
Grant, 2003). According to Greene & Grant (2003) organizational coaching can be done 
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with external or internal coaches, managers or members of the HR function. After the 
need for coaching has been identified, and the objectives on both individual and 
organizational levels understood, it can be decided whether an internal or external coach 
will be most appropriate for the specific situation (Trapp, 2005; cited in Williams & 
Palmer, 2009). 
 
According to Trapp (2005; cited in Williams & Palmer, 2009) an internal coach is 
appropriate when cost-efficiency is important, and when the organization is seeking to 
develop a coaching culture where broad knowledge of organizational culture and politics 
is important. Knights & Poppleton (2008) emphasize the importance of proper selection 
and training of these internal coaches. They should be trained and developed on a 
continual basis. If there is a lack of internal resources, or for example a need for a very 
specialized expertise or background it is recommended to use external coaches (Grant, 
2012; Knights & Poppleton, 2008). Either way, there are some important factors that 
should be considered when choosing coaches. Jarvis (2004; cited in Palmer & Whybrow, 
2006) emphasizes the importance of the coach’s background, experience in coaching and 
the organizations industry, references and studies. Trapp (2005; cited in Williams & 
Palmer, 2009) emphasizes the importance of the choice of coaching methods and that 
the coaches interpersonal style fits to the organizational culture and he/she gets well 
along with the coachee. Also, the best format for the coaching engagement must be 
considered.  It can be for example individual coaching, group coaching or facilitated peer 
coaching (Williams & Palmer, 2009). 
 

2.3.3 Evaluation 

Bresser (2013) and Williams and Palmer (2009) emphasize the importance of evaluating 
coaching processes. Bresser (2013) even lifts it up as one of the key factors when 
implementing coaching into organizations.  According to Sherman and Freas (2004) it 
is actually the same thing that makes coaching effective, that makes it difficult to 
measure. This is the interpersonal nature of coaching. Evaluating its success is difficult, 
especially in quantifiable financial measures. This is why most organizations evaluate 
coaching through more informal ways, like feedback from the participants in coaching 
(Sherman & Freas, 2004). Only 8% or organizations have in use a more formal and 
structured process to evaluate coaching (CIPD, 2008; cited in Williams & Palmer, 
2009). Lowman (2001) and Grant (2012) agree that carefully and well-structured 
practitioner case studies can also offer solid reports of coaching in organizations.  
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One model that has been suggested (Sherman & Freas, 2004) for evaluating coaching 
processes is the KirkPatrick’s model of training. This model has been complimented for 
giving a useful and comprehensive framework for evaluating the coaching process. It is 
planned to measure immediate satisfaction through feedback from the coachee to the 
coach and vice versa. The model suggests writing a short report after the coaching 
sessions. To measure changes in behavior, it suggests pre- and post-coaching 
questionnaires. Business results can be measured through organizational outcomes. 
(KirkPatrick & KirkPatrick, 2006) 
 
2.3.4 Performance coaching, transitional coaching and 

transformational coaching 

There are a few types of coaching from which the organization or the coach and coachee 
should carefully choose which way to go (Williams & Palmer, 2009). The authors 
introduce three types of coaching: performance coaching, transitional coaching and 
transformational coaching.  Performance coaching aims to develop the individual’s 
performance against current objectives. This can include for example building behavioral 
strengths, gaining new skills or actioning on development opportunities. Transitional 
coaching is about helping individuals or teams in acting and moving through a change 
or transition phase. Examples of this kind of situation could be taking on a very different 
role or supporting an individual in the beginning of their career at a new company. Also, 
other moves or changes in one’s career direction or preparing someone to lead a 
strategically important change might require transitional coaching. Finally, 
transformational coaching is for individuals, who seek to achieve a substantial 
breakthrough by fundamentally changing how they act in a day to day basis, and how 
they see and think about themselves. Transformational coaches prefer to use the word 
“breakthrough” because this type of coaching attempts to change something that in the 
current situation seems impossible. Unlike the other coaching types, transformational 
coaching goes beyond the common focus on increasing productivity by focusing on the 
individuals ‘being’ and not just ‘doing’.  (Williams & Palmer, 2009) 
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2.4 Peer coaching 

Since career growth discussions are a form of peer coaching, this part will focus on this 
application of coaching. Peer coaching has been described as a “developmental 
relationship with the clear purpose of supporting individuals within it to achieve their 
job objectives” (Holbeche, 1996: 26; cited in Parker et al., 2008) and is therefore more 
focused than general peer learning of sparring (Parker et al., 2008). D’abate, Eddy & 
Tannenbaum, (2003) specify the definition as an interaction between two or more people 
with a mutual goal of personal and/or professional development, where the emphasis is 
on the voluntary, non-evaluative, and mutually beneficial partnership between 
practitioners of similar experience.  

In peer coaching individuals seek support from those whom they see as equals, which 
makes peer coaching a laterally directed learning strategy. A vertically directed learning 
strategy would be for example a supervisor coaching an employee. The vertical strategy 
is fraught with status issues and evaluation, which often has a negative impact on 
equality and mutuality. However, in peer coaching, this is minimal or even absent 
because of the equality in status and power. D’abate, Eddy & Tannenbaum (2003) Higgis 
& Kram (2001) emphasize that every individual might have different needs of qualities 
from the peer. 

The following table will summarize what peer coaching is and isn’t.  

Table 1 What peer coaching is and isn´t 

A professional dialogue Not a social dialogue 

It is observation based It is not an evaluation tool 

It is developmental It is not a competition 

It is supportive It is not about the organizations needs 

It is confidential and founded on trust  

It is based on individual growth  

It is voluntary  
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2.4.1 Advantages of peer coaching 

According to Bennis, Berlew, Schein & Steele (1973: cited in Parker et al., 2008) the 
effectiveness of peer influence has been long studied and noted in psychological 
literature. The consulting and discussing career relatable matters with peers have been 
encouraged and promoted in both fields of coaching and experiential learning (DeMarco 
& McCullick, 1997). 

In the learning field, the advantages of working with peers have been recognized for a 
long time, while in some fields, like sports and business, the uptake has been much 
slower (Parker et al., 2008). In the business field, peer coaching has lately been promoted 
for the capability of the coach and coachee to get both formal and informal support. 
(Siegel, 2000; cited in Parker et al. 2008). It has been widely recognized, that peers can 
provide valuable psychological and emotional support that endorses individual learning, 
knowledge development and career success (Parker et al., 2008). Some authors (Eby, 
Rhodes & Allen, 2007; 2001; Higgins & Kram, 2001) argue that many of the benefits 
traditional mentoring is proving can also be provided by peers.  

Thorn, McLeod & Goldsmith (2007) list 8 benefits of peer coaching:  

• Personal development plan 

• Establish collaborative norms 

• Build a shared knowledge base 

• Share successful practices 

• Transfer training to the workplace 

• Encourage reflective practice 

• More cohesive organizational culture 
 
Many organizations have been experimenting and reporting about peer coaching 
recently. Success has been reported for example at international organizations such as 
Vodaphone (Eaton & Brown, 2002) and At National Semiconductor in California’s 
Silicon Valley, where according to Peter (1996; cited in Parker et al., 2008) peer coaches 
made up performance partnerships for new behavior that increased organizational 
effectiveness and enhanced personal productivity.  
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2.4.2 Characteristics of peer coaching 

Peer coaching is a type of helping relationship where each participant acts as both the 
coach and the coachee (Thorn, McLeod & Goldsmith, 2007). Carl Roger (1973; cited in 
Parker et al., 2008) defines a helping relationship as one where qualities such as 
unconditional positive regard, authenticity, and mutual trust are present. For peer 
coaching to be effective, should these qualities should be present. What makes peer 
coaching a unique concept from the other developmental relationships is the inherent 
mutuality and reciprocity of the process (DÁbate, Eddy & Tannenbaum, 2003). Also, all 
participants in peer coaching are learners, which differs from many other variations of 
career development methods. In mentoring or traditional reviews or appraisals for 
example, a clear hierarchical relationship is present. Even if more recent literature 
acknowledges that mentors often are learning in the process as well, the primary purpose 
of mentoring is still to encourage the coachee’s learning and development (Ragins & 
Kram, 2007; cited in Parker et al., 2008). 

D' Abate et al. (2003) conducted a comprehensive study of different kinds of 
developmental interactions. These interactions included coaching, mentoring and 

tutoring. They classified these interactions into five areas: 1) participant demographics, 

2) interaction characteristics, 3) organizational distance/direction, 4) purpose of the 

interaction and 5) degree of structure. The research acknowledged a significant amount 

of inconsistency between peer coaching and the other interactions. In the findings of the 

study, they described the characteristics of peer coaching as  

• A lateral organizational direction to the relationship;  
• A focus on specific objectives;  
• Feedback as a central part of the development experience;  
• And observation (direct or indirect) of practice. (D' Abate et al., 2003) 

 
Behaviors in peer coaching are collaborative, with mutual problem-solving focus, 
directed towards achieving developmental outcomes and learning goals. In addition, 
assisting and supporting are consistent behaviors in peer coaching since they provide 
emotional support to the process. (D' Abate et al., 2003) 
 
The participation is suggested to be voluntary by made researchers (e.g. D' Abate et al., 
2003; Waddell & Dunn, 2005; Parker et al., 2008) even if in an organizational setting 
peer coaching processes can be carefully structured. According to Wadell & Dunn (2005) 
the process of building a supportive relationship begins from both participants seeing 

value in a strategic learning partnership. Higgins & Kram (2001) and Parker et al., (2008) 
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have listed the characteristic elements of peer coaching that the literature acknowledges, 

which makes it such a unique concept. These five characteristics are:  

• Equal status of partners (Siegel, 2000) 

• Focus on personal and professional development of both peers (Seibert, 
Kraimer, & Liden, 2001) 

• Integration of reflection on practice to identify critical incidents for focus 
(Daudelin, 1996; Raelin, 2000; Van Manen, 1977) 

• Emphasis on process as well as content skill development (e.g., as in learning to 
attend to the whole person, taking account of the emotional component, acting 
as a critical friend (Arthur & Kallick, 1993; Heron, 1992; Kidd, 2004); 
differentiating BETWEEN dialogue and conversation (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 
2005; Issacs, 1999); coaching, (Barnett, 1995) 

• Accelerating career learning (McCauley, 2006).  

From Parker et al. (2008). 
 

2.4.3 Goals and tasks of peer coaching 

The key goal of peer coaching is to provide the coachee a development experience with a 
subject that has been recognized by the him/her. Peer coaching is often used to help the 
coachee to figure out and achieve a set of skills that lead to competency. However, also 
other work-life matters can be discussed. (Ladyshewsky, 2010) 
 
To ensure effectiveness in peer coaching, the participants should be provided with 

appropriate training and reflective journaling. Also, ongoing support to participants 

coaching programs promotes success (Ladyshewsky, 2010). Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson (2014) argue that even if peer coaching can sometimes occur naturally, in an 

organizational setting it is important to formalize the process. This is important, because 

a failed formalization process may impact the relationship building with the peer. This 

means training the participants to ensure that important features such as equality and 

mutuality in the relationship are maintained. (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2014) 

 

According to Ladyshewsky (2010) equality is the most important factor in a peer 

relationship. The equality leads to a sense of cooperation and connectedness in the 

relationship. This again promotes deeper and more authentic conversations about the 
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coachees desires and wishes regarding the discussed subject (Ladyshewsky, 2010). 

Ideally, during peer coaching, the coachee would with consultation of the coach create a 

development plan (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2014) that would specify the goal to be 

achieved and the steps how to do so (Ladyshewsky, 2010). When the plan is created with 

careful listening and recognition to the coachee’s needs, it is likely that the coachee will 

commit to following it (Rosso et al., 2010).  

 
The coach’s task is to create an open and trust-filled space where the coachee can with 
trust explore development needs (Kolb, 1984; cited in Ladyshewsky, 2010). A coach plays 
three basic roles for the coachee; thinking partner, objective support and a help to be 
accountable (Thorn, McLeod & Goldsmith, 2007). Kolb (1984 cited in Ladyshewsky, 
2010) suggest that this goal will be reached through regular meetings. In these meetings, 
the coach should be actively using deepening questions that encourage the coachee to 
explore his or her thinking. In other words, the goal for the coach is to remain objective 
and non-evaluative while supporting the coachee’s thinking processes (Ladyshewsky, 
2010; Parker et al., 2008).  

The themes in peer coaching can vary depending on what stage of their careers the 
persons participating are on. A person who is in an early stage in his/her career might 
need more self-confidence and competence to adjust to the changes in organizational 
environments. A pair-and-share activity may contribute to self-assessment and 
awareness of different perceptions of others on a particular issue. Then again, more 
experienced and mature individuals may need a deeper analysis to obtain more 
transformational learning and more effective career development. In both cases, peers 
can help each other to learn and draw insights into personal style. Parker et al., (2008) 
 

2.4.4 Peer coaching and its relationship to theoretical approaches 

 
Whybrow and Palmer (2006) conducted a study of coaching psychologists and what 
kinds of coaching methodologies they use. They made two surveys that were filled in two 
years apart, and in both timepoints the most common coaching methodologies were 
business-, executive-, leadership- and performance-, followed by career- and personal 
life coaching. The most common psychological frameworks and approaches used were at 
both timepoints facilitation, cognitive, behavioral, goal-focused and solution-focused 
approaches (Palmer & Whybrow 2006). 
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There is a broad variety of different coaching models and tools attainable, that have 
raised from respected theoretical frameworks (D´Abate et al., 2003; Palmer & Whybrow, 
2006; Grant, 2012). These kinds of coaching tools are for example solution focused, 
person-centered, psychodynamic, cognitive behavioral, sports psychology, systems 
thinking, positive psychology and strengths, and existential coaching (Palmer & 
Whybrow, 2006). The suitable approach is selected based on careful consideration of the 
individual and organizational objectives, coachee’s need, business context and skills and 
capabilities of the coach (Grant, 2006).  
 
According to Ladyshewsky (2010) peer coaching can be linked to the following 
theoretical approaches: solution-focused coaching, person centered coaching, and 
cognitive behavioral approaches to coaching. To which extent these theoretical 
approaches can be applied to peer coaching depends on the coach’s motivation, 
knowledge and ability to act within these frameworks (Ladyshewsky, 2010; Parker et al., 
2008). Next, this section will shortly go through these theoretical approaches. 
 
According to Ladyshewsky (2010) peer coaching parallels with the solution-focused 
approach to coaching, since peer coaching is strongly directed towards creating a 
development plan to achieve new skills or improving performance. Solution-focused 
coaches encourages the coachee to discover how they could achieve their desired goals 

(de Shazer, 2005; cited in Ladyshewsky, 2010). A peer coach’ objective within the 

solution-focused approach would be to support the coachee in defining goals and 

exploring strengths that they already might have which could be used to reach these goals 

(Ladyshewsky, 2010). According to Parker et al., (2008) and Ladyshewsky (2010), when 

the focus is on solutions and goals rather than in the past or in problems, the energy can 
be focused on achieving important and meaningful targets, rather than revolving in the 
past. This creates attention density, which in turn affect the learning pathways in the 
brain that facilitate learning (Rock & Schwartz, 2006; cited in Ladyshewsky, 2010). 
Locke´s (2002) goal setting theory is similar to solution-focused coaching to the extent 
that both are focused on helping the coachee to reach the outcomes they are seeking 
(Ladyshewsky, 2010). So, within this genre, the coach is there to help frame the goals 
and steps towards them in a way that the coachee can take control over them.  
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The person-centered approach to coaching is created by Carl Roger and focuses on 
helping individuals to develop their potentials. This approach is can also referred to as 
the humanistic approach or self-actualization (Carlopio, Andrewartha, & Armstrong, 
2005; cited in Parker et al., 2008). In peer coaching, this person-centered approach 
would first seek to understand the human experience of the coachee and then through 
this understanding the coach could help to build further self-awareness. Through the 
self-awareness, the coach could help the coachee to make choices that have meaning and 
value for the coachee (Ladyshewsky, 2010).  

The cognitive behavioral approach to coaching focuses on helping coachee become aware 
of processes, which have had an impact on his/her behavior and development in the past 
(Ladyshewsky, 2010). The approach is based on the thought that because most behaviors 
have cognitive underpinnings (Urdan & Midgley, 2001; cited in Ladyshewsky, 2010) for 
individuals to regulate behavior more effectively, they should take into consideration the 
combination of the environment, thoughts and feelings (Grant, 2001). Grant (2001) 
argues that being able to self-regulate cognition and emotion will have significant 
positive effect on performance. In peer coaching, this approach suggests that the coach 

should help the coachee explore thoughts, feelings and behaviors in different kinds of 

situations. The expectation is, that through this the coachee would gain new insights about 

how these factors link into their thinking and how this again affects their behaviors. By 

being aware and managing the factors that have affected the behaviors before, could help 

the coachee to manage their own skill development process. (Ladyshewsky, 2010) 
 
The learning theory approach to coaching has particularly been aligned with peer 
coaching. There are a lot of theories about learning that see cooperation among peers as 

an important requirement for cognitive growth (e.g. Johnson & Johnson, 1978; Johnson, 

Johnson, & Smith, 1998; cited in Ladyshewsky, 2010). Johnson & Johnson (1978) 

describe the situation as follows; 

” The intellectual disagreements that occur during these discussions create conceptual 

conflicts that motivate individuals to seek out new information”.  

Ladyshewsky (2010) argues that most literature that endorse the use of peers in learning 

agrees with this statement. According to Ladyshewsky (2010) some authors argue that 

peers are a compelling source of conflict since the informal communication is not 

threatening, and there is potential in deeper engagement in the learning experience. 
Another perspective of the learning approach is presented by Vygotsky (1978, 1986; cited 
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in Crawford; 1996), who argue that how peers’ advantage from one another is by 
internalizing the cognitive processes implicit in their interactions and communications. 
Vygotsky argue that coaching with a more capable peer allows a slightly less capable peer 
to enter new areas of potential.  

 
All of these four theoretical perspectives can be applied to peer coaching. As mentioned, 
to which extent these theoretical approaches can be applied depends on the coach’s 
motivation, knowledge and ability to act within these frameworks (Ladyshewsky, 2010; 
Parker et al., 2008).  
 

2.4.5 Peer coaching models and tools 

Burke & Linley (2007) suggest the GROW model (Whitmore, 2002) for peer coaching 
sessions. According to the authors, the model will help in making the overall context clear 
for both participants in the coaching session. GROW is an acronym for the phases of the 
discussion process:  

• Goal. Setting a clear goal for the discussion.  
• Reality. Considering the current situation. 
• Options. Going through the options for the next step towards the goal. 
• Wrap up. Making a plan for an agreed time period.  (Whitmore, 2002) 

 
Locke & Latham (2002) define a goal as “achieving a specific standard of achievement 
within a specified time”. Goal setting theories has developed over a long period of time 
(Moen & Skaalvik, 2009) and have initially been build up from the thought that 
conscious goals strongly impact everyday choices which then affect performance and 
achievement and success of tasks (Ryan, 1970; cited in Burke & Linley, 2007).  
 
Wasik (1984; cited in Edgerton & Palmer, 2005) suggested a similar problem-solving 
sequence to coaching sessions, which includes seven steps. These steps are presented as 
questions the coach can outline the discussion on. These steps/questions are:  
1. Problem What is the concern? identification  
2. Goal selection What do I want?  
3. Generation of What can I do? alternatives  
4. Consideration What might happen? of consequences  
5. Decision making What is my decision?  
6. Implementation Now do it!  
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7. Evaluation Did it work? 
 
According to Edgerton & Palmer (2005) this model has been used quite broadly in 
coaching, therapy, training and different forms of stress management. For smaller 
problems they suggest a shorter model, for example STIR (Select a problem & problem 
definition, Target a solution, Implement a solution, Review outcome). However, with 
shorter models like STIR, deliberation is exchanged for speed, so a less satisfactory 
outcome can be expected (Edgerton & Palmer, 2005).  
 
Palmer (2008) introduces the PRACTICE model as a problem solving and solution 
focused model for coaching. This model has been used in coaching, stress management, 
psychotherapy and counselling (Williams & Palmer, 2009). The name, practice model is 
an acronym and comes from the following phases that are planned to help the coach 
facilitate the coaching session: 
 

• Identify the Problem or issue concerned 
• Develop Realistic goals 
• Generate Alternative solutions  
• Consider 
• Target and Implement the Chosen solutions  
• and Evaluate outcomes. (Palmer, 2008) 

 
As demonstrated here, there are many models for peer coaching. The choice of method 
is done on a case by case basis for every organization. The chosen model should fit the 
culture, resources and purpose that the organization has for coaching (Grant, 2006 & 
2012).  The next section will include a review of a Finnish consult company’s experiences 
of peer coaching. 
 

2.4.5.1 Peer coaching at a Finnish consult company 

I got the interview a HR professional from the medical industry who has been facilitating 
peer coaching sessions at another consult company. On 8.10.2019 I interviewed the 
person who has been planning and executing the company’s career growth/peer 
discussions. He is also an experienced coach and mentor for the experts in his expertise 
field. This company does not have any supervisors, every profession only has a named 
coach or mentor, who is responsible for the wellbeing of that specific profession group. 
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This company have been organizing these kinds of discussions for four years. The 
discussions have been held with the idea to share both everyday concerns and career 
ideas with a peer. The peer pairs are selected by the organizer. These sessions are 
encouraged to be kept once a month, but according to the organizer, most of the pairs do 
not hold them that often. He described as the important success factors the following 
things:  

• The relationship is based on openness and equality 

• The mutual goal of advancing the coachees mental growth and development in 
his/her career 

• Understanding that concept is about knowledge sharing, including the so called 
“silent knowledge” 

• The understanding that everyone of us has different areas of strengths and areas 
to improve 

• Making a difference when shifting from coaching to mentoring in the process 
 
Further, he gave the following tips, that they have found as important for the coach, 
coachee and for the organizer to knowledge: 
 

• Peer coaching is not about persuading or debating anyone to their side 

• There are no ready answers – the answers are made together 

• Best is the worst enemy of good enough. Always think what solution is good 
enough.  

• In serious coping issues, always turn to the occupational safety manager or 
healthcare. These matters can be too loading for the peer.   

 

At this company, the pairs are from the same profession group. The organizer 
emphasized that pairs are not in any way locked for good and that changes in pairs can 
be made, and in some cases even small groups can be formulated.  The employees are 
asked to write down when the discussions have been held in order for the HR to be able 
to track the progress of each pair or group.   
 
The organizer told that they collect feedback two times a year about the perceived value 
of the peer coaching sessions. As a summary, he told that the employees have reported 
very positive feelings and satisfaction about peer coaching. Especially the flexibility of 
the concept has been lauded. The company’s employees have also mentioned that the 
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casualty of the concept is a positive thing; even if sometimes you have serious problems 
and thoughts you want to talk about, this is not always the case and in peer coaching you 
can talk about either type of problem. The organizer told that people seemed to 
appreciate having a colleague to talk about everyday matters. To conclude, according to 
this HR professional, the company will continue with this concept and it will be 
constantly tried to be made better according to the feedback from the employees.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

 
In this chapter the chosen research strategy, design and method will be presented. Also, 
some further knowledge and observations of the case company will be introduced, and 
some of my own prior observations and experiences of this company will be presented 
shortly. After this, a description of the data collection and the method of analysis is 
presented. This chapter will end with a discussion about the quality of this study.  
 

3.1 Research approach 

According to Eriksson & Kovalainen (2015) there are two main research approaches; 
inductive and deductive. A deductive research approach means that the researcher 
begins with the theory and then tests it through an empirical study. After forming a 
theoretical reference frame, the researcher can make a hypothesis or hypotheses that will 
then be tested in the empirical study. The inductive research approach again is based on 
an empirical study and the theory is formed on the basis of the results (Eriksson & 
Kovalainen 2015). In this thesis, I have chosen to use an inductive research approach. 
The inductive approach supports the exploring of career growth discussions in the 
unique context of the case company. 

 
3.2 Research method 

There are two main types of research methods; qualitative and quantitative. The 
qualitative method is a counterpart to the quantitative one, which is dominant in current 
studies (Patton 2014). The choice of research method should be based on the 
consideration of the research question, so that the purpose of the study will be fulfilled 
(Patton 2014). 

A qualitative study seeks understand, interpret and explain a phenomenon. A 
quantitative study explains, tests hypotheses and creates analyzes based on measured 
numbers. Qualitative data focuses on non-numeric phenomenon’s and the focus is on 
the researcher’s words and analysis. With a qualitative study, the number of respondents 
is often not huge, but the results consist of deep interviews / observations / other data 
collection methods from information-rich respondents. Therefore, the selection is not 
always done randomly, rather it can be recommended that the selection in done with 
careful consideration. (Saunders et al. 2018) 
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This research is a qualitative study, as I am interested in understanding, interpreting and 
explaining the experiences from career growth discussions. In a qualitative study, the 
data being analyzed is often collected through interviews or observations (Sauders et al. 
2018). If the purpose of the research requires understanding about the reasons behind 
different decisions, opinions or experiences by the respondent group, it is recommended 
to use qualitative interviews (Saunders et al. 2018). My aim in this thesis is to understand 
the employee experience of career growth discussions. This aim can be achieved by using 
qualitative in-depth interviews. The experiences of these discussions cannot be explained 
by numbers, so I think that it is justified to use a qualitative research method in this 
research.  

3.3 Research method 

There are various data collection methods for a qualitative research. Such research can 
be conducted with for example interviews or observations (Sauders et al. 2018). 
Qualitative data is characterized by being interpreted or described on the basis of text, 
audio, visual or verbal material (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2015). To fulfill the aim of this 
research, I have chosen to use qualitative, semi-structured interviews. Interview data is 
collected by me. This kind of data is called primary data, while secondary data would 
refer to the use of existing data such as data collected from library archives (Eriksson & 
Kovalainen 2015). I believe that through qualitative interviews, I will be able to create a 
comprehensive idea of the employee’s experiences of career growth discussions. The 
qualitative study is presented in detail below. 

This study is conducted with semi-structured interviews and with the help of an 
interview guide. This type of interview allows the interviewer to ask both what and how 
questions in addition to the preselected questions. Semi-structured interviews are 
informal, and the respondents can freely choose how they like to answer the questions. 
According to Bryman & Bell (2018) semi structured interviews refer to a type of interview 
were the interviewer has planned a directive outline of the interview questions, but, can 
depending on the situation vary or rephrase some questions, or ask follow-up questions. 
This is a suitable approach for this study, since the topic is new, and because this 
approach might give some answers, thoughts or insights about things I might not have 
thought of asking about. This approach also allows the interviewer to ask the questions 
in the order and form she/he prefers. This allows the nature of the interview to be 
adapted according to the respondent. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2015) 
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3.3.1 Data analysis method 

I will be using the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) method for analyzing 
the data in this research. The IPA method can be helpful for the researcher to gather an 
understanding of human interaction. This is why Passmore & Fillery-Travis (2011) 
suggest IPA to be an appropriate analysis method for coaching research.  IPA aims to 
construct a picture of how the impact of coaching is perceived by different stakeholders.  

IPA was chosen for this research since it is an appropriate analysis method for 
discovering how people who are stakeholders in the same company perceive and 
construct an understanding of a certain phenomenon, career growth discussions. 
Phenomenology refers to people´s lived experiences and to how they make sense of these 
experiences. The researchers attempt to get close to these experiences through her/his 
own conceptions is what makes this analysis interpretative. (Smith, Jarman & Osborn, 
1999; Larkin & Thompson, 2012.)  

The interpretative characteristics of IPA are informed hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is 
the theory of interpretation. IPA strives to examine how a certain phenomenon emerges 
and puts the researcher in a position to facilitate and make sense of the phenomenon. 
The analysis is done as a step by step analysis, as qualitative analysis in general is often 
done. The hermeneutic circle helps the researcher to analyze the data simultaneously in 
a non-linear manner. The hermeneutic circle makes the analysis more of an iterative 
process, which can be very helpful for the researches in many situations. The aim is to 
analyze the meanings of the data on many levels. This way it is possible to get an idea of 
how the different meanings and levels of the data are related and what kinds of 
perspectives they are offering.  (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014) 

IPA has an idiographic nature, which means close attention to detail when researching a 
certain case. Since IPA aims to explore every participant and their experience of the 
phenomenon in detail, it does not need a big number of participants to a construct a 
comprehensive research. The number of interviewees is often quite small in IPA studies.  
IPA can also be used to examine the differences and correlations between participants 
experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).  

For the researcher to be able to properly analyze the data, he/she needs to be very 
familiar with it (Fade, 2004). That is why it is suggested to read the transcript and listen 
to the interview audios many times (Fade, 2004; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The 
transcript text can then be analyzed through making comments on three levels: 
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descriptive, linguistic and conceptual (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Descriptive 
comments are made about the content, while conceptual level comments are more 
interpretative and linguistic about language. The interesting features at the conceptual 
level created interesting questions which is how deepening the interpretation started. 
The transcripts were worked through and deconstructed many times. After getting a 
feeling that important aspects had been found, and the texts were familiar, an overview 
of the original notes was written. The final phase was to search and recognize 
connections between emergent themes. (Fade 2004; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014) 

The transcripts were analyzed in the above-mentioned way, one-by-one. This was 
followed by a search for patterns across the data and trying to deepen the current 
understanding and before starting to write the actual analysis part.  It is important that 
the themes that are going to be presented in the write up are recurring. This means that 
they are present in at least half of the sample (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Thus, the 
analysis can also pursue to point out inconsistencies and contradictions in addition to 
the common and repeated experiences. Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) emphasize the 
importance of the analysis being interpretative in a way that the voices of the 
interviewees are precisely presented and demonstrated.  

3.3.2 Selection of the interviewees 

In contrast to a quantitative research, where a random or statistical sample is often used 
to select the research sample from an entire population, in qualitative research it is 
common to use a method called purposeful selection of interviewees (Patton 2014). The 
sample must be purposeful in a way that it unites with the purpose of the research.  
 
With a meaningful selection, the idea is that the researcher examines the sample he/she 
has chosen at a profound level. The informants are carefully selected with the notion of 
how information-rich and information providing they would be to the research (Patton 
2014). In other words, the idea is to actively select the most productive sample to answer 
the research questions. According to Marshall (1996) it is important that qualitative 
researchers recognize that some informants are more likely to give broader and more 
considered insight and understanding of the subject and are in that way “richer” to the 
researcher. The interviewees in this research are often familiar to the researcher, which 
can make interview session feel more natural. Given the purpose of the research, it is 
important that respondents openly and honestly share their experiences. With a known 
interviewer, it is easier for respondents to talk about their feelings and thoughts.  
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Samples for qualitative investigations tend to be small, for many reasons (Marshall, 
1996). Marshall (1996) argues that the sampling errors in small samples are about as 
common as in large ones. As mentioned, I chose to use the most common sampling 
technique, judgement sampling, which is also known as purposeful sample. In this case 
it that means participants who also have some previous experience from the traditional 
performance reviews were chosen. Bitfactor employs about 200 people of which 40 
expressed their interest to try these career growth discussions. Of these 40, I chose to 
interview 8 people. The following table give an oversight of the chosen interviewees. 
 
Figure 1 An oversight of the interviewees 

Gender, Age Position Years of 
experience 

Employment 
duration at 
Bitfactor 

Male, 29 Software developer 5 years 21 months 

Female, 30 Data 6 years 14 months 

Female, 32 Management 5 years 48 months 

Male, 45 Software developer 10 years 29 months 

Female, 36 Design 2,5 years 30 months 

Male, 40 Data  8 years 18 months 

Male, 30 Software Developer 6 years 24 months 

Male, 32 Software Developer 7 years 36 months 

 

3.4 The case company: Bitfactor 

Bitfactor is a relatively young IT firm, founded in 2013. Bitfactor has two offices, in Oulu 
and Helsinki. The two offices in total employ nearly 200 people. Most employees are 
consultants working with different client projects. Only 15 of the employees are working 
with support functions (e.g. finance, marketing, human resources, management). 
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Bitfactors consultants are software developers, data architects or scientists, data 
analysts, UX, UI or business designers.  
 
Analysts gather and process data. They transform data into an actionable and easily 
understandable form for the client. Then, decisions can be based on actual knowledge, 
which will help corporations reach the full potential of their business and to see the 
upcoming changes much faster. This helps in reacting and effectively helping companies 
grow.  
 
Designers work in a strategy-led and comprehensive way in order to recognize and create 
new and improved services. Designers focus on user needs and technical feasibility, with 
the target of the end product integrating consistent user experience. Designer also work 
with the end products look and the right tone of voice. 
 
Software developers include front-, backend and stack developers. Bitfactor also employs 
software engineers and mobile developers. Software developers use different kinds of 
web, mobile and embedded system technologies and frameworks for building data to 
match a specific need. Software operations are always thoroughly planned, customized, 
agile and rigorously tested in cooperation with the customer.  
 
Bitfactor has won several awards during the years as a modern digital agency and helped 
quite many companies through digitalization. Bitfactor offers services broadly, since the 
belief is, that the best results come from focusing on the solution and the business as a 
whole. (Bitfactor, 2019) 
 
As mentioned, the central factor in performance reviews is the supervisor-subordinate 
relationship to which the whole concept is built upon.  At Bitfactor, as in many other 
similar companies, there are no supervisors. Figure 1 presents Bitfactor’s organization 
chart. As can be seen of the chart, the support functions (HR, marketing, sales, finance) 
are on the same line as the production functions (tech, analytics, design). The teams and 
individuals in these groups lead themselves by the guidelines of Bitfactors culture and 
purpose. The teams are not to wait for the CEO’s guidance or strategy days to make 
decisions. As the organization chart visualizes, the CEO is located on the bottom. This 
reflects on the function the CEO at this company has, which is to support in both success 
and as importantly in times of failures. The CEOs role in this company is described as 
creating and sustaining a platform for employees to succeed in their work.  
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Table 1 The case company’s organization chart 

 

 
 
 
The foundation of the organization chart is described as follows: 
 

• Low hierarchy. Since the beginning, the company has been carefully 
built with minimal hierarchy. With only a few formal positions, the 
company wants to encourage as many people as possible to present 
their knowledge and insights.  

• Self-direction. The company want to support self-direction and 
autonomous decision making. With the help of these qualities the 
company believes that they can rapidly respond to the changing world 
and get things done that people feel important.  

• People-centralizion. The company believes that every employee is an 
individual with their own individual needs. Instead of having a lot of 
policies and rules, the aim is to find solutions for individual needs.  

• Evolutionarity. The company believes that it evolves according its 
peoples own wills and by constantly repairing itself. As mentioned, it 
does not wait for the official strategy days or management policies. 
Every employee is guided to sense the internal and external 
environment and to respond and evolve according to it.  
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3.4.1 Career Growth Discussions at Bitfactor 

Career growth discussions at Bitfactor are a form of peer coaching. This method was 
chosen because it fits the company’s current coaching purpose, culture and resources. As 
mentioned in the previous part, the company wants to endorse self-direction and 
individuality, and it was found that the voluntary nature of peer coaching would reflect 
on these values. 

As mentioned in the literature part, peer coaching has been described as a 
“developmental relationship with the clear purpose of supporting individuals to achieve 
their job objectives” (Holbeche, 1996: 26; cited in Parker et al., 2008) and is therefore 
more focused than general peer learning of sparring (Parker et al., 2008). The content of 
the career growth discussion follows the GROW model, that has been endorsed by for 
example Burke & Linley (2007) and Whitmore (2002) to be used in coaching sessions.  

The participants in peer discussions at Bitfactor received two information memos. The 
first one explained the overall idea of these sessions, provided information on how to act 
as a coach and a coachee. The other one gave some concreate preparation suggestions 
and some guidelines to the content of the discussion. It also included a fair amount of 
example questions for every part of the discussion.  

A peer coach is described as an independent actor who can either be or not be working 
in the same field as the participant (e.g. Grant, 2006). The coach’s responsibility is to 
facilitate the discussion by asking questions and by active listening. Active listening 
means that the coach is listening and synthesizing back at the coachee on what has been 
said and by making sure that everything is understood correctly by both. The coach is 
advised to stay focused on the other person and to stay neutral in a way that his/her own 
opinions are not pushed too much. The idea is that the coach is not there to give ’correct’ 
or ’ready’ answers. The coach should be supportive of the coachees decision making 
process without interfering it.  

Career growth discussions follow the GROW model. This model was chosen because it 
gives clear guidelines for the structure of the discussions but not for the content. The 
GROW model bends to nearly any situation or problem that the individual wants to 
discuss. As mentioned in the literature part, GROW is an acronym for the phases of the 
discussion process:  
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• Goal. Setting a clear goal for the discussion.  
• Reality. Considering the current situation. 
• Options. Going through the options for the next step towards the goal. 
• Wrap up. Making a plan for an agreed time period.   
 

The following tables will demonstrate parts of the information that the participants were 
given before the discussion.  

Table 1 Growth Discussion phases 

 

Table 2 Growth discussion example questions 
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3.5 The research in practice 

The study was made in November and December 2019. Based on the theoretical 
framework, I conducted an interview guide with about 10 questions. This guide was 
planned in a way that it will answer the research questions as comprehensively as 
possible. During the interviews, we also discussed some topics that were a bit outside the 
original interview plan. This can be considered to be a positive outcome, since the goal 
with the semi structured interviews was to create free conversation, in which the 
interviewees could without pressure express their thoughts and opinions.  
 
According to Patton (2014) the quality of the interviews as well as the outcomes of them 
is dependent on the interviewer. Further, Patton (2014) argues that the no matter how 
well the interviews have been planned, it is always the interviewer who will define the 
quality of the interview by building trust during the conversation and using correct and 
meaningful follow-up questions at the right time points. To build trust before the 
interview I made sure that the interviewee was aware that the interviews are fully 
anonymous and confidential. Also, I asked many follow-up questions like why was that, 
can you give me an example, how did you feel about that? In addition, every time I were 
not one hundred percent sure I understood what the person was saying or referring to, I 
asked, and made sure I got the point correct.  
 
All of the interviews were conducted in person, so that only me and the interviewee was 
present. The time point for the interviews was decided beforehand, and the interviews 
were recorded with the permission of the interviewees. Since there was a bit of time 
between the interviews and data was collected in two months, recording helped to 
memorize more precise data during this period of time. Also, according to Bell, Bryman 
& Harley (2018) recording enables unbiased and accurate answers and data, which then 
allows the interviewer to concentrate on listening, being present and asking deepening 
questions during the interview. In addition, I made some notes during the interview as 
well.  
 
The interviews were made at Bitfactors offices in Oulu and Helsinki. The interviewees 
were aware of the topic, and since they had been a part of the discussion, they had gotten 
the theory and information package about the subject. Still, the questions were not sent 
to them before the interview, since the I wanted the results to be based on spontaneous 
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thoughts, experiences and histories rather than something they have learned and 
memorized beforehand. 
 

3.6 Data analysis 

It has been recommended (e.g. Patton 2014; Smith et al., 1999) that to get the most out 
of interviews, they should be listened to several times. Since IPA method requires close 
attention to detail, as well as in-depth familiarity with the data, the interviews were first 
listened to several times, after which the transcripts were carefully written. After the 
interviews were transcribed, were they analyzed one at a time in a random order. The 
first interview analyzed was the most demanding one and took the most time, but after 
that it got slightly easier. To make sure that every interview was analyzed in a similar 
way, I used a careful system in going through and analyzing them.  
 
The analysis consisted of four stages. Firstly, before any notes were made, the recordings 
of the interviews were listened so that I could better remember the content and tone of 
the interviews. Also, the parts and questions that might have caused confusion, 
hesitation or amusement, were in my interest. Further, I tried to recognize which words 
and expressions were used several times or in other ways emphasized. The second stage 
was to make the detailed transcription. The transcription was at first read without an 
intention to analyze anything in particular but by making notes on the three levels; 
descriptive, linguistic and conceptual. At the following read, the data was read backwards 
while paying careful attention to specific choices of use of words and metaphors. While 
doing this, also the conceptual analysis was consolidated. The fourth stage, which was 
the third reading through the interview data was the most time-consuming one, since 
now all the concepts were taken to precise observation and analyzed in depth. At this 
time, the focus was on one interview at a time and not yet on similarities or common 
themes. Still, as more and more analyses were made, there was certain comparative 
thoughts that could easily be noticed. After these four steps, a narrative overview of the 
analyzed interview data was written.  
 
All of the interviews were conducted in Finnish, which means that everything has been 
translated into English. The translation has been done with careful attention to detail 
and choice of words so that the tone and meaning of the expressions remain the same.  
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After the data had been analyzed, began the theme building and the search for the key 
factors that make a career growth discussion successful. The aim was to search for 
recurring themes. A theme is recurring when it is present in at least half of the sample 
(Smith et al., 1999). These themes were then summarized and illustrated in a way that 
the main themes of this research emerged. According to Smith et al., (1999) the IPA 
method suggests writing a summary of the experiences, in which direct quotes from the 
interviews are desirable. This kind of detailed result presentation and analysis will be 
done in the following chapter.  
 
3.7 Quality of the study 

According to Saunders et al. (2018) research quality refers to how well the researcher 
succeeds in measuring the planned factor. Research reliability again refers to how similar 
the research outcomes would be if the study was conducted by another researcher. The 
research should be analyzed and reported as transparently as possible and the 
conclusions should be presented in a way that they are supported by valid data (Saunders 
et al. 2018). In other words, the research and its results should not be affected by the 
researchers own opinions, attitudes or interests. Since I am working at Bitfactor I do 
have quite of a comprehensive understanding and conception about this company. 
Further, all of the material of the company as well as from the career growth discussions 
are quite easily accessible for me. According to Saunders et al. (2018) it is important to 
take these kinds of assumptions into account when conducting a study. This is was 
something I consciously thought about when making this study. 
 
This study could be conducted by another person as well, but the person would need to 
be familiar with basic HR processes to understand the ideas behind career growth 
discussions.  This research has been described in detail in this chapter, so that another 
person could also do a similar study. 
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4 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

 
In this chapter I will present the analysis according to the following themes; 1) 
Background on thoughts about career and organization development 2) The overall 
experience of career growth discussions 3) Reflections and 4) Improvement proposals. 
 

4.1 Background thoughts about career and professional development 

All of the interviewees had previously participated in traditional performance reviews. 
Half of them had in addition experience of some other kind of career or professional 
development methods. Only one of the interviewees had participated in the same kind of 
career growth discussions or plain work-place coaching sessions before. The 
interviewees described themselves as being is interested in developing own job-related 
skills. They expressed also that they are not willing to work with the exactly same things 
for the rest of their careers. When describing the most desired way in their career 
development, only one interviewee prioritized hierarchical progress instead of a lateral 
progress. In other words, most of the interviewees described career development not by 
pursuing for an upper position, but rather by developing their skills and there by getting 
more challenging tasks and projects. Four interviewees noted also that by developing 
themselves, they would like to get more responsible tasks and positions.  
 
As mentioned, Bitfactor has a self-directing organization model. This makes the 
employees more responsible for what they do during their working hours (billable 
customer projects or skill development on base salary). This self-directing organization 
model was not criticized, but rather raised up as one of the reasons why people want to 
work for the company. The problem, which was raised up by almost all of the 
interviewees (6/8), was the constant struggle of time-management between self-
development and project work. Even though none of the interviewees ruled completely 
out on the idea of developing themselves independently outside the working hours, they 
all shared the opinion that Bitfactor should offer them some form of support and 
guidance for career and professional development.  
 

“Yes, I think it has huge importance that the company thinks of ways how to support us 
in both our daily skill learning as well as in our more long-term career goals.”  
Interviewee 2 
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“For me, one of the reasons I chose to work for Bitfactor and am still working here is 
because of the self-directing organization model. I like the freedom as well as the 
responsibilities it brings. Maybe one of the responsibilities is to take care of these kind of 
things (professional and career development) myself, but it would be great if Bitfactor 
would offer them.” Interviewee 5 

 
“I chose to work for Bitfactor because I was tired of old bureaucratic processes and the 
ways of managing. I have no interest in participating in such forced processes 
(performance reviews). But still, it is important every now and then to think deeper into 
these matters (professional and career development).” Interviewee 6 

 
Even though a need for some kind of career and professional development process was 
found in the comments of the interviewees, none of the interviewees had any negative 
comments on the fact that Bitfactor does not have any traditional performance review 
processes. The common opinion of the interviewees was that in a flat organization, where 
they do not have a near supervisor, who would watch closely on what they are doing, they 
would not work. Most of the interviewees (6/8) had had on negative experiences of the 
performance reviews they had participated in the past. Nevertheless, they would like to 
receive feedback and guidance in some form. Two interviewees came up with the idea 
that regular feedback sessions could be organized with the clients.  
 

“I don’t think that it brings any benefit for consultants to use their time to performance 
reviews with a supervisor. Especially, because as consultants, we don’t really work for, or 
answer to our closest supervisor at Bitfactor.” Interviewee 1 

 
“I personally don’t miss performance reviews. I really wish to receive feedback, but that 
should be someone from my project, someone with whom I have worked closely with and 
who has a really clear understanding about the project circumstances (at the client).”  
Interviewee 7 

 
Although the need for a professional and career development function was clearly raised 
up by every interviewee, the interviewees could not give a concreate solution to what kind 
of function would be the most appropriate for this purpose. 
 

“I think that some kind of support function would be appropriate. I would like to talk and 
discuss about new technologies (what to learn) with some other developer. Have not just 
had it in me to organize such discussion myself.” Interviewee 7 
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“I would be willing to discuss and spar about the ways I could develop my software skills 
in order to keep my knowledge up to date. I don’t usually think about my career in a very 
long-term way, but to do that every once in a while, probably would do no harm.” 
Interviewee 8 

 
When mapping the overall thoughts of the interviewees on the work-related 
development, it can clearly be seen that the answers strongly relate to the type of industry 
and profession the interviewees had chosen. The answers also correspond for most part 
to the organizational philosophy of Bitfactors, which of course is natural considering that 
they have chosen to work for this specific company. The IT industry is growing and 
evolving in a fast pace. The importance of this fact and the need to keep up with this pace 
could also be seen from the answers. 
 

4.2 The overall experience of career growth discussions 

This section is divided into three subsections with the aim to provide a comprehensive 
view on how the interviewees experienced their career growth discussions. First the 
thoughts of the interviewees on the information material and the guidance they received 
before the discussions is provided. Secondly, as all the interviewees acted both as a coach 
and as a coachee in the discussions, the experiences from the role of being a coach are 
presented and thirdly the experiences of the being a coachee are presented. 
 

4.2.1 The quality of information material and guiding before the 
discussions 

As mentioned, only one of the interviewees had participated in similar way concepted 
discussion before. For others, this was the first time participating in a peer coaching 
session.  

“I have never participated in career growth discussions. I have only heard about similar 
concept from an old colleague.” Interviewee 4 

 
In order for the coachees to be able to be well prepared for the discussions the beforehand 
given information and guidance are important. They are particularly important for 
participant, who have no prior experience from career growth discussions. 
 
The interviewees were overall satisfied with the material they were given before the 
discussions. They seemed to agree on that the information provided them a 
comprehensive framework to act both as the coach and as the coachee. One thing that 
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came up later, while discussing the role of the coach, was that some of the interviewees 
would have wished for an opportunity of a more in-depth learning about coaching in 
general. Four interviewees thought that some kind of a light demonstration or a lecture 
might be good for people who act as coaches for the first time. 
 

“I felt that the given information material was pretty comprehensive and did not leave me 
with any open questions about the idea, or content of the discussions.” Interviewee 1 
 
“I think that the material did not have any major shortcomings. But to the guiding in 
general some kind of lecture like session with the organizer could for example be added. 
Especially the role of the coach could be discussed there.” Interviewee 5 
 

Two interviewees raised up the issues with possible notes and how to make as good and 
notes as possible. 
 

“The material covers all the topics in detail, so I do not have any ideas on my mind what 
to change or add to it. The only thing we (interviewee and the pair) couldn’t quite figure 
out was how to/if to make notes. This issue came up during our discussion. We had not 
thought about it beforehand.” Interviewee 3  

 
“I had no prior knowledge about this kind of concept and had a lot of questions in my mind 
before I read the material. Many of my questions have were covered. Maybe the only thing I 
wish that would have been tackled in more detail was how to use the post-it notes.”  
Interviewee 4 
 

4.2.2 The coach’s role 

There was a slight distribution on how the interviewees perceived the role of being a 
coach. Five of the interviewees thought that the situation felt good or neutral and natural, 
while three of them could not say whether they liked it or not. 
 

“I did not mind acting as a coach. I was more looking forward to being the coachee, but 
being a coach was an interesting experience too.”  Interviewee 2 

 
“I really enjoyed being the coach. I felt that it was a chance to learn and reflect on the 
topic as well. It actually gave me some thoughts about a new (software) language I want 
to learn myself too.” Interviewee 7 
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“Being a coach left me with really positive feelings. Nothing negative to say about that 
really, and since I knew the coachee before the discussion, the discussion was really 
smooth and easy.” Interviewee 4 

 
Two of the interviewees were not sure if they had helped their coachee in the desired 
way, while six had a positive feeling about their own helpfulness in the discussions. The 
recurring thought here was that the discussed things seemed to become clearer once 
they were said out loud and explained to the coach. The coachees seemed to feel that 
they did not have to do any “miracles” for the discussion to go further. 
 

“We had a really good discussion. In the end I asked if we had discussed important and 
relevant things in his/her life and he/she really seemed to be satisfied with what had been 
accomplished with our discussion. I also felt that the coachee had a few moments when 
he realized something important, even though after said out loud they seemed like quite 
obvious things…” Interviewee 5 

 
“I am not sure whether he/she actually realized something he/she had not thought of 
already. Well, maybe sometimes the benefit is that when you need to say some things out 
loud and expect someone to follow up on your plan to make the first step…”  Interviewee 
2  

 
As the above referred citations show, the interviewees felt generally that it was easy and 
natural to stay neutral in the coaching situation. Almost all interviewees (7/8) had had a 
situation where the coachee had asked him/her to tell about his/her own situation or 
give him/her guidance in more of a role of a mentor. This was not that surprising, taking 
into consideration that all participants (interviewees) are working in the same industry 
and are aware of trends and practices of the industry. 

“I did not mix any of my own opinions or experiences to this discussion. That might be 
because we work with quite different things.” Interviewee 2 

 
“Our experiences (with the coachee) are pretty similar. I mentioned few ideas, which have 
worked for me. I also suggested one course that I knew could be in his/her interest. 
Therefore, I did not find it in any way hard to ask him/her if he/she wanted to hear what 
I had done. I did not feel like I was pushing him/her into any direction with my 
suggestions. After I made the suggestions I acted neutral and focused on asking 
deepening questions again.” Interviewee 8 
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“Yes, we shared some experiences and the coachee actually even asked me a few times 
what my personal opinion was about something. It seemed to be helpful for the coachee 
to hear my thoughts, because we share pretty similar thoughts about what new skills 
developers should learn in the near future. In addition, I gave him/her few tips about time 
management, which he/she seemed to appreciate.” Interviewee 7 

 
There was a slight distribution in the interviewees opinions about how to act in a 
situation where you make a momentary shift from being a neutral coach into being a 
mentor. While some (5/8) thought that it was challenging to make a clear shift, others 
(3/8) thought that that it would a bit rigid and decided to not follow that part of the 
instructions. 
 

“I thought it was good to point out when I shifted from the coach’s role to a more mentor 
like role out loud as the instructions suggested. I think that the discussion went smooth 
like that as well.” Interviewee 7 

 
“I did not say “now I am shifting..” because the advices and thoughts came to discussion 
quite naturally..” Interviewee 1 

 
 

Even though there was found slight tension about the coach’s role before the discussions, 
the interviewees seemed to have quite positive feeling about the experiences afterwards. 
All of the interviewees said, that they would most likely be willing to act as a coach on 
another occasion as well. Further, they seemed to agree on the thought that on the second 
time they would most likely be more confident, and therefore helpful as a coach.  
 

“Me coaching.. it went better than I thought. I could definitely do it again and I feel like 
the next time around as I would be more confident and that I could perform better as a 
coach.” Interviewee 6 

 

4.2.3 The coachee’s role 

The role of a coachee was more desired and expected role among participants 
(interviewees). They were all of the opinion that they would rather be a coachee than a 
coach and that they felt more confident, normal and legitimate in the role of a coachee. 
It must, however, be noted that there was consensus that both roles are mutually 
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supportive and that the coaching roles cannot be considered as completely separate 
things. 
 

“Oh, I really liked being the coachee. Being the coach was a nice experience, but I was 
really looking forward to talk about my career and hearing what my coach had to say to 
me.” Interviewee 5 

 
“The discussion where I was the coachee felt a lot more natural and nicer (than being the 
coach). In the future I would rather have a coach than coach others even though I 
understand that with these career growth discussions the idea is to do both roles.” 
Interviewee 1 

 
“Being the coachee was really nice and it felt good to focus on my thoughts. I can’t really 
distinguish between the roles. In my opinion the both discussions support each other and 
the coaching relationship.” Interviewee 6 

 
The content of the discussions as well as the structure of the discussions received positive 
feedback. The interviewees had slightly different views on whether something should be 
added or taken away from the discussions and what that should be.  Two interviewees 
pointed out that the part of the discussions, in which the current situation was discussed, 
should not be so comprehensive and time-consuming as it was. On the contrary, three 
interviewees thought that it was good to do the part of current situation in a 
comprehensive way. The rest (3/8) were neutral about how the part of current situation 
was managed. One interviewee suggested that a part of the possible ways of action should 
be added to the discussions. 
 

“The content was fine. It felt good to get my thoughts said out loud and explain them to 
someone else. The coach asked really good questions. When I tried to explain my thoughts 
to the coach I had a few “awakenings” myself too. Even though it was a comprehensive 
set, I felt that the part about my possible ways of action was not discussed enough and 
there were not any given questions about that.” Interviewee 2 

 
“It was a really comprehensive and advisory discussion for me. I would not take anything 
away and I do not have anything in mind right now, that I would like to add to it. After 
the discussion I felt sort of “empty”, but in a good way.” Interviewee 4 

 
“The overall content was fine. For me, as I have worked with my coach quite a lot, it felt 
somewhat unnecessary to go through the current situation in such a detail, like explaining 
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the team I work with and the goals we aim to achieve. I do, however, understand why that 
part is there, so maybe it is not that big of a “minus” after all.” Interviewee 8 

 
“Really comprehensive and overall, good and important things were discussed by 
following the given content.” Interviewee 6 

 
All of the interviewees were of the opinion that they had discussed things that were 
relevant and important for them. Related to this, it was also noted by the interviewees 
that it was a good that the coach had a neutral role and did not guide the discussion 
towards any specific direction. The interviewees expressed strongly that it was important 
that the coachees had a possibility to decide on the content of the discussion, because it 
led for the experience to be important, relevant and meaningful. 
 

“Yes, we discussed the things I wanted and requested. My coach stayed really neutral in 
the discussion, so it was easy to stick to the topics I had in mind.” Interviewee 3 

 
“All the topics were relevant and important to me, and I felt that the coach was really 
interested in discussing these things with me as well. This made the discussion relevant 
and important for me.” Interviewee 5 
 
“To focus only on the things I wanted, made me feel really important and made the 
discussion meaningful for me.” Interviewee 8 

 
The interviewees had slightly different opinions on the helpfulness of the coach. More 
than half (5/8) of the interviewees were positive and satisfied with the helpfulness of the 
coach, while the others thought that if the coach had acted more like a mentor, the 
discussion might have turned out even better. These interviewees seemed to think that a 
mentor would be more helpful, because a mentor would help them for example with 
planning the next steps or by suggesting concrete courses to be taken.   
 

“I was really satisfied with the helpfulness of my coach. He/she asked good questions 
and made me really think about certain perspectives. He/she did not let me go easily 
but he/she neither got stuck in un-relevant things.” Interviewee 4 
 
“My coach was as helpful as he/she could have been in that situation. I feel that in order 
for the coach to could have been more helpful for me, he would have had to act more 
like a mentor, by which I mean like someone who is far more experienced (technically) 
than I am.” Interviewee 7 
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The interviewees were asked to describe some qualities, which a good coach should have. 
They all mentioned that as the most important qualities good and active listening and 
full presence in the situation.  Other qualities, which were mentioned were approachable, 
confident, kind, professional, trustworthy, experienced, intrigued and open minded. The 
importance of presence was described as follows by one of the interviewees:  

“When the coach is present, I as a coachee feel that I can talk about whatever I have on 
my mind. If the coach is not present, the discussion could shift to just going through the 
predefined content and the given questions so that the discussion would not be adjusted 
for the needs of the coachee.” Interviewee 7 

All interviewees seemed to be satisfied with the findings of the discussions. They 
described the outcomes of the discussions as important and meaningful. The outcomes 
were really surprising for two of the interviewees. All interviewees gave value to the 
outcomes of the discussions, because they felt that their motivation had increased and 
that they were more confident they they could achieve the outcomes now they had 
discussed them with the coach. Some described even that they felt nearly mandatory to 
follow the plan/outcome of the discussion. 
 

“The outcomes were meaningful, even though not that surprising. Still, now when the 
outcomes have been written down and I have gotten an “approval” that this makes sense, 
I feel motivated about the things as well.” Interviewee 1 

 
“I was really surprised about the outcomes of the discussion. They were far more 
realistic than what I had expected, and I feel it is really important to get them done.” 
Interviewee 5 
 

Finally, it was charted whether or not the interviewees had followed the plan/outcomes 
of the discussions, taken the first step and done the follow up with his/her’s coach. 
Some interviews took place within a very short time after the discussions had been held 
why the follow-up had not yet taken place. Six interviewees had quite similar comments 
about the follow-ups. 
 

“Yes, we did the follow-up 1 month after the discussion. For me (as the coachee) it was 
good that we did it at that time, because I felt that I had to do the first step. And 
I did the first step we had been the outcome of the discussion.” Interviewee 3 

 
“We had the follow-ups. Both of us had made a move that was planned in the discussion.” 

Interviewee 4 
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“We had it, but for me 1 month after the discussion was too soon. I want to follow the 
plan but 1 month went by too fast.” Interviewee 7 

 
It seems that the follow-up is a crucial factor in order to for the discussion to be 
functional meaning that the things are not left undone.  
 
The following section will outline the themes and factors, which were found to affect the 
experiences of career growth discussions. 
 

4.3 Factors that affect the experiences of career growth discussions 

From the literature review and from my empirical research, I suggest making four 
propositions:  

• Proposition 1: The coaching relationship should have the following qualities: 
thorough presence, trust, mutual respect, professionalism, and openness. 

• Proposition 2: To reach meaningful outcomes, it is crucial that both peers are 
motivated to learn and that they are contributing actively and equally to the 
process.  

• Proposition 3: Peer-coaching experiences are more likely to be meaningful and 
relevant when the individual gets to decide the content of the discussed matters. 

• Proposition 4: The voluntary participation has a positive effect on people’s 
attitudes towards peer coaching.  

 

Proposition 1. The most repeated theme in the discussions around the success factors of 
career growth discussion regarded the relationship of the coach and the coachee. The 
importance of open communication and of feeling that the relationship is based on trust 
was emphasized several times. Good communication plays a key role in the discussions, 
since the matters dealt with in can vary from truly difficult situations to having an 
inspiring chat. Since career growth discussions aim to be experienced as inspiring, 
encouraging and motivational, the communication in the situation should reflect these 
elements. Open communication, according to different interviewees included elements 
such as having the freedom to say one’s own opinion and having the opportunity to 
express concerns as wells as to ask for opinions and different points of view. These 
elements are closely linked to the qualities listed in part about the “favorable coach”.  
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All the interviewees considered equality in the relationship between a coach and a 
coachee to be crucial They all shared also the opinion that it is essential to treat the other 
person with dignity and utmost respect and that these elements had been present in all 
of their discussions. 

Proposition 2. At best, communication in a coaching situation is very inspiring, 
encouraging and motivational. As mentioned in the previous parts, the ability and 
interest of the coach to listen and familiarize with the coachee’s issues personally is 
essential. Interviewees recognized that listening is more than just hearing people out. It 
requires getting to know the other person and knowing their way of working with things 
and to able to understand where the other person is coming from. Two interviewees 
pointed out that in order for the coaching relationship to really be as trustworthy and 
therefore as effective as possible, it would require either knowing the other person 
beforehand, or the coaching relationship to be on a more long-term basis. One of the 
interviewees had noticed that in order to be able to really know the coachee, it would 
require effort and time so that the coach can find out not only what the coachee is doing, 
e.g. working on, but also how the coachee perceives things in general.  

When acting as a coach, the interviewees identified a common challenge regarding how 
to support the proactive thinking of the coachee. Related thereto one of the interviewees 
stated an important successfactor to be: 

”…For me one of the most important learning moments from career growth discussions 
was that the coach has to work and really in-depth think about things him/herself 
without any ready answers. The coach is there to support, not give ready answers.  If 
people are used to getting the answers from their managers, what was the situation with 
the traditional performance reviews, they will never really have their own ideas and own 
insight, and based on my own experience, motivation level can go down.”Interviewee 6 

 
Proposition 3. All the interviewees emphasized the importance of getting to decide the 
situation or problem that will be discussed themselves. The essential part of career 
growth discussions is that the coach is there to offer support, but has to, at the same time, 
avoid giving complete answers. The aim is to guide the coachee to think through his/her 
issues, problems and challenges and thereafter to make his/her own conclusions and 
decisions. One of the interviewees said that even though these goals were understood, it 
was difficult to keep the conversation neutral from time to time, because he/she felt that 
he/she would have a lot of experience and ideas that might be helpful to the coachee. 
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Another interviewee added that he/she would nevertheless hope that the coach would 
assist him/her in the decision-making process by offering more detailed guidance. All 
interviewees were of the opinion that it is important to create and set clear goals, because 
it will increase the commitment to follow and reach them. 
 
Proposition 4. The interviewees agreed on that coaching as a method is beneficial. They 
did, however, point out that the participation in coaching has to be voluntary. As one of 
the interviewees put it, the coach and the coachee need to believe that coaching in a 
functioning method. If someone is forced to coaching, the experience or the outcomes 
can never be very positive or fruitful. All interviewees emphasized the importance of 
one’s own willingness to be coached and to coach. Other than the willingness and the 
voluntary to participate, the interviewees were not quite be able to put it into words what 
exactly was needed in order for the participants to be able to engage in coaching. 
 
To summarize: the essential elements of coaching were found to be open and supportive 
communication and a relationship that is built on trust and equality. Active listening, the 
willingness to hear out what the other person is really saying and the establishment of 
an authentic understanding between the parties are key success factors for the career 
growth discussions. Thereto to be present and approachable, to ask deepening questions 
and to show genuine interest in the other persons’ thoughts and feelings instead of in 
just what they are doing, are essential. It is also important to facilitate independent 
thinking and decision making of the coachee. 
 

Table 5 Supporting and inhibiting factors for the success of career growth discussions 

 

Supporting factors Inhibiting factors 

Trust  Mistrust & fear 

Openness Predetermined content 

Active listening Not being present 

Motivation to the process Poor communication 

Supportiveness & Encouragement Judging 

Equality Un-equal power setting 
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4.4 Improvement proposals 

Overall, most of the improvement proposals had to do with the coach’s role. Even though 
acting as a coach was not critized directly and none of the interviewees said they would 
not do it again, there was found some dis-satisfaction with it. It could be seen clearly, 
that the reason people wanted to participate in the career growth discussion was to 
develop own skills through being the coachee. Firstly, some of the interviewees felt that 
they were not completely ready to act as coaches and would have wanted to help their 
coachee in a better way. One suggested idea to improve this was to have some sort of 
training sessions with people who are acting as a coach for the first time. This was lifted 
up as an own initiative by two interviewees, and when asked as a follow-up question from 
the others, the idea was endorsed by all. 
 
Secondly, the problem of making proper notes was lifted up. Some of the pairs (2/8) even 
reported that they had not done any notes. In the future, it would be important to pay 
attention to the guiding and information about this. The meaning of the notes has to be 
emphasized clearer, including that the idea is that the notes are being send forward to 
the coachee. This would be important for the follow ups and the upcoming discussions.  
 
Another thing that was lifted up but is a bit outside of this topic is that this model has no 
place for feedback. Since coaches are not your closest colleagues, the feedback collection, 
giving and receiving needs an own concept and model. As feedback is not a part of career 
growth discussions or coaching of this type, I will not go deeper into this in this thesis.   
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5  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter will discuss the results of this research. Also, the conclusions that are made 
on the basis of the results will be discussed in this chapter. This will be followed by a 
description of limitations in this research and finally, suggestions for further research 
will be presented.  

The aim of this study was to investigate whether the concept of career growth discussions 
will offer a solution to the challenges with the traditional performance reviews in an IT 
consultancy company. The empirical research was conducted by gathering experiences 
of the case company's employees’ career growth discussions and by identifying factors 
that affect the success of such discussions. As in qualitative research in general, the 
findings are reflected on the existing literature on coaching. 

The main research questions, which this chapter will answer, and that were presented in 
the beginning of the thesis are: 1) How do the employees perceive the career growth 
discussions, and how do they rank them compared to the traditional performance 
reviews they have been a part of in the past? Further, to gain a deeper understanding of 
the concrete outcomes of career growth discussions I aimed to answer the following sub-
question: 2) How do employees perceive the role of being a coach versus the role of being 
the coachee? 

Since all of the participants in this study had participated in traditional performance 
reviews at some point on their careers, all of them were prepared to reflect on their 
experiences about them in contrast to the new concept, career growth discussions. 
Further, since all of the participants acted as coaches and a coachees, were they prepared 
to answer the second research question as well.  

5.1 Traditional performance reviews and peer coaching 

The research showed that the interviewees had quite negative thoughts and attitudes 
towards performance reviews. In general, it was noted that performance reviews were 
perceived to have no meaning or even negative effects. As some recent literature is 
suggesting, the traditional way of doing performance reviews or appraisals have more 
and more often being either discontinued or being replaced with some other concept. In 
many cases this replacing method has been some form of coaching (Grant, 2006; 
Whitmore, 2002). What kind of method or coaching approach is the most appropriate is 
defined by the organization’s needs, resources and capabilities (Grant, 2012). This 
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research found that people do not want to participate in the reviews anymore, but they 
also identified a need for a replacing concept. The case company chose to apply the 
concept of career growth discussions, which as mentioned is a form of peer coaching. As 
mentioned, all the interviewees had voluntarily chosen to participate in these.  

The criticism about the traditional performance reviews tended to refer to the unequal 
power-relationship, the predetermined content, the weak follow ups and the fact that the 
assigned manager might be working with completely different things than the employee. 
Next, these aspects will be gone through one by one.  
 
As mentioned in the literature review, the performance review model has its roots in a 
military model from where is has been adopted to modern organizations (Baker, 2013).  
Like in the old military environment, in the review the superior often tells the 
subordinate what has been done wrong or right, which means that the model is based on 
a power relationship. This power-relationship was critized by the interviewees. They 
have found it to be a really deconstructive and an uninspiring starting point for a 
discussion, where the individual’s development should be the central concern. This is a 
convergent perspective with Baker (2013), who argues that the power set-up in the 
situation is so tough that the appraiser has all the power to be wrong or right, irrespective 
of what the other person thinks.  
 

Further, at a performance review, the employee is told about the organization’s future 

goals and how the employee fits into these goals. In other words, at the central of a 

performance review, there is a discussion of held by the supervisor that is reflecting the 

employee’s role and responsibilities to the ones of the organization. When everything is 

reflected back to the organization, the employee often does not get a fair chance to discuss 

about what interests him or her individually.   
 
Career growth discussions in contrast were appreciated for the equal power-setting. Even 
if there was not a full consensus if the moderator of the discussion should be more of a 
coach or mentor, the power equality was considered as one of the most important success 
factors of the discussions. The interviewees characterized the equal setting as base for 
trust and openness. These elements were also considered as premises for the content of 
the discussion to be as meaningful as possible. The contents of these two concepts will 
be discussed next.  
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The predetermined content was critized since the interviewees felt, that they had no say 
about what matters should be discussed and they were not asked or heard about what 
work-life related matters they would find as relevant and meaningful at the time. 
According the literature, this problem is in connection with the first one. The dynamic is 
so unequal that it is not right to discuss developmental and performance related matters 
(Baker, 2013).  
 
The interviewees agreed that the since the main focus in reviews is the past, the slight 
part that focuses on the future is concentrated on fixing the things the manager sees that 
has been done wrong before. In contrast, career growth discussions focus only on the 
future, designing and planning work-life on individual levels. The interviewees 
appreciated the content in the sense that it gives a preliminary, guiding substance for the 
discussion but do not determine the exact problem or theme, that has to be discussed. 
As one of the directive ideas behind the GROW model is, room is left for the coachee to 
decide what matters are at that time point important and relevant to discuss just for 
him/her (Whitmore, 2002).   
 
Two main reasons why the objectives have often not been reached and why the follow 
ups have failed in performance reviews were found. First, performance reviews often 
have not had a clear follow up pattern before the next annual review, which is a really 
long period of time without any check points. The interviewees agreed with the critique 
found in the literature (Baker, 2013) that what most often happens is that the action plan 
is only excavated when it is time to plan the next review. What was found to have an even 
bigger negative impact was that the goals and objectives as well as the action plan was 
set by the manager with the emphasis that they are in line with the company’s strategy 
and goals.  
 
This research showed that career growth discussion outcomes were perceived as relevant 
and meaningful. This was due to the fact that the participants had the freedom to 
determine the topic of the discussion. According to Rosso et al. (2010) it has been noted 
across literature, that people tend to commit and engage in goals when they find them 
meaningful and internally motivating. Internal motivation is defined as the will to engage 
oneself to an activity because it is one self’s interest rather than someone else’s (Sheldon, 
Turban, Brown, Barrick & Judge, 2003; cited in Rosso et al., 2010; 95 – 127). There are 
several explanations about what sparks internal motivation. One type of research claims 
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that internal motivation is a result of the expected congruence between one's self-concept 
and a certain environment or activity (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This explanation suggests that 
work motivation is driven by perceptions of enjoyment, interest and satisfaction at work. 
Self-determination theory has followed this cognitive view of motivation, suggesting that 
internal motivation arises when people experience some form of autonomy, competence 
and are related in their activities (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Mallett, 2005). In career growth 
discussions, the fact that the objectives are perceived as internally motivating and that 
they are being followed up by the coach shortly after the discussion are strong supporting 
factors in achieving them. 
 

The last scenario applies especially to companies with a low or nonexistent hierarchy and 
consult companies such as the case company is. As the interviewees tended to emphasize, 
that as an employee, when you are not reporting directly to your official supervisor, 
he/she is most often is not appropriate to hold the review. Also, the literature tends to 
agree on that if the supervisor (or the employee) does not have anything to give to the 
conversation or the session feels like a “must-have”, this will often be reflected to the 
other persons passivity and dissatisfaction (Aarnikoivu, 2010,11,85,86).  

The interviewees were satisfied with the fact that the participation was voluntary. People 
thought that especially in peer coaching, it is important that both parties are motivated 
and invested in the process. In other words, people want to have the discussions with a 
partner that has a motivated attitude and a genuine will to help. As literature seem to 
argue, attitudes (Kanste, 2007) and motivation (Mallett, 2005) are important success 
factors when it comes to any developmental process.  

If the participation was mandatory for all, would there be a risk that the attitudes towards 

these discussions would change, especially about being the coach.  As Kanste (2007) 

argues, failed or useless discussions are worse for employee well-being than to have no 

performance reviews or appraisals at all. If people do not find participation in the 

discussions meaningful, forcing participation can even have an inverse and negative 

affect in the employee’s investment and commitment to work and the organization. When 

the participation in the discussion as well as the discussion itself feels meaningful for the 

employee, will it more likely have a positive effect on intrinsic motivation (Rosso et al., 

2010).  
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There was found great satisfaction about the career growth discussions among the 
interviewees. The interviewees were especially satisfied with the power-neutral setting 
in the discussion, and that the participation was voluntary and to the possibility to 
themselves set subject to which they would like to focus on. The consensus was that these 
factors make it possible to go through matters that are personally relevant for the 
individual.  

One thing that was lifted up by several interviewees was that the even if the career growth 
discussions can replace a big part of the performance reviews, the concept does not leave 
room for giving or receiving any feedback on the work done. Thus, it was recognized that 
the collecting feedback cannot be combined with career growth discussions, it will need 
another concept. This is partly due to the nature of the consultants’ work; the work is 
often done in external teams.  

As can be seen from this section, all of the aspects discussed above are to a great extent 
dependent on each other. The previously unsuccessfully or useless experienced 
performance reviews have caused negative attitudes as well as a negative tone in the word 
of mouth concerning the reviews. Also, it can be concluded that even if the reviews have 
been adjusted in some extent from the original military model, the adjusting have not 
gone far enough. The un-equal power setting leads to a strict conversation about a by the 
manager predeterminated subject. This leads to the conversation feeling meaningless for 
the employee and disinclination for the follow up activities. In contrast, since the power-
setting has been equalized and since for the content there has been only given clear 
guidelines, career growth discussions aim to ensure that the topic that is discussed is 
relevant, important and meaningful for the individual. When the discussion, as well as 
the outcomes and the objectives are personally meaningful, the individual is more likely 
to act in advancing them. Also, it was found that when there is a clear date for the follow-
up, the first steps towards the set objectives is more likely to be taken.  
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Figure 2 Experiences of career growth discussions – a summary 

 

 

 

 

 

Back 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2 Coaching and being the coachee 

This part will answer the second research question: How do employees perceive the role 
of being a coach versus being the coachee? 

The research showed clearly that there were some differences in the attitudes and 
experiences about being the coach and being the coachee. The participation in the 
discussions was completely voluntary, but if one were to participate, it was expected that 
he/she would act in both roles.  While some of the participants were satisfied with this, 
some would rather not have acted as a coach. Even if it was less than half of the 
participants who reflected this way, it can still be considered a substantial part of the 
participants.  
 
The literature notices that coaching or being the coach cannot be forced onto anyone 
since it requires willingness engage in coaching behavior (Grant 2001; McMahon et al., 

t 
Background 
Experiences 

Attitudes 

Before the 
discussion 

After the 
discussion 

During the 
discussion 

Needs and 
expectations 

 
Personal goals 

Evalutation of 
outcomes 

 
Feedback 

 
Word of 
mouth 

Experience 
 

Self selected 
content 

 
Own effort 

&performance 
 

Other participants 
presence and 
motivation 

 
 

Coaching relationship 

Trust  
Equality 

Respect  
Supportiveness 

Encouragement 



61 
  

2005). Further, this is something that can’t be assumed from everyone since it requires 
time and resources to build the desired strong coaching relationship. It was found that 
some people took slight pressures and felt uncertain about their own capabilities about 
being the coach. In contrast, some felt that in order for the discussions to be successful 
they felt that it was necessary as well as a positive possibility act as a coach. Even if the 
participants who were not sure about themselves as the coach, reflected on being more 
confident after reading and familiarizing with the information package, there would have 
been a need for something more. As mentioned in the previous part, one solution to this 
would be the possibility in participating in a teaching lecture about coaching.   
 
Thus, it was found that after the discussions people reflected on the experience of being 
a coach as being more enjoyable than expected. Interestingly, the research also found 
that as a coachee, everyone was rather satisfied or very satisfied with their coach. In other 
words, even if everyone were not sure about themselves as the coach, the coachees did 
not notice or mind this.  
 
As mentioned, the role of the coachee was clearly the more desirable one and this was 
the consensus among all the participants. Some participants thought that being the coach 
was a complementing experience, while some thought of them as two separate things. 

The peer coaching literature (Parker et al., 2008) sees peer coaching as a type of helping 

relationship, where the two-way relationship is essential. D’abate, Eddy et al. (2003) 

specify the definition of peer coaching as an interaction between two or more people with 

a mutual goal of personal and/or professional development where the emphasis is on the 

voluntary, nonevaluative, and mutually beneficial partnership between two practitioners 
of similar experience. Further, all participants in peer coaching are learners, which 
differentiates it from many other variations of career development methods like 
mentoring or traditional reviews or appraisals where a clear hierarchical relationship is 
present. (Ragins & Kram, 2007; cited in Parker et al., 2008). Also, this was recognized 
among the participants; after all, both roles are important and when they are well done, 
the roles will complement and support the coaching process as a whole.  
 
So, even if people had doubtful thoughts about the coach’s role, the experiences seemed 
to be slightly more positive. Even if people were more satisfied about their role as the 
coachee, it was by a majority recognized that the roles are supporting each other and that 
it is an essential part about the peer coaching relationship.  
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5.3 Conclusions 

This thesis has managed to answer the two research questions presented in the 
introduction part. These questions were 1) How do the employees perceive the career 
growth discussions, and how do they rank them compared to the traditional performance 
reviews they have been a part of in the past? And 2) How do employees perceive the role 
of being a coach versus being the coachee? 

The literature review first shortly discussed the concept of traditional performance 
reviews, after which some problems in the concept that are recognized by current 
literature was lifted up. This was followed by a comprehensive review of literature about 
organizational coaching. The recurrent themes in coaching, purpose, and return on 
investment of work-life coaching was discussed. Further, the basics of a coaching process 
was gone though, followed by a review of peer coaching as well as coaching methods and 
tools.  

To answer the research question, a deductive research approach was chosen. The 
research was a qualitative study, where through semi-structured interviews the aim was 
to understand, interpret and explain the experiences from career growth discussions. 
After conducting eight detailed interviews, the results were compiled and analyzed with 
the interpretative phenomenological analysis method.  

The results showed clear dis-satisfaction and in consensus negative thoughts and 
attitudes about performance reviews. It was found that they were perceived to have no 
meaning or even negative effects. A need for a replacing concept was found so the 
interviews had chosen to voluntarily participate in career growth discussions. Career 
growth discussion are a form of coaching and peer coaching to be exact. The concept had 
been developed from the basis work-life and peer coaching and customized to match the 
case company’s needs in terms of culture and industry.  In this case, the peer coaching 
method was chosen due to its flexibility and essence purpose of aiming to develop both 
participants in their work-life related issues. 

Career growth discussions got in the aggregate very positive feedback even if one 
shortcoming in comparison to performance reviews was recognized; these discussions 
do not include any giving or getting feedback. The participants reflected that they had 
managed to have an interesting and relevant discussion that had led to meaningful 
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outcomes. Four propositions which lead to a successful discussion were made. These 
propositions were 1: Peer-coaching experiences are more likely to be meaningful and 
relevant when the individual gets to decide the content of the discussed matters, 2: To 
reach meaningful outcomes, it is crucial that both peers are motivated to learn and that 
they are contributing actively and equally to the process, 3: The coaching relationship 
should have the following qualities: presence, trust, mutual respect, professionalism, and 
openness, 4: The voluntary participation has a positive effect on people’s attitudes 
towards peer coaching.  

This research found that career growth discussion can be suggested when performance 
reviews do not fit into the organization. This research recognized some crucial success 
factors that should be kept in mind when implicating a growth discussion concept into 
an organization.  

 
5.4 Limitations  

This section will go through some limitations that has to kept in mind when evaluating 
the trustworthiness of the study. Firstly, the sample size can be considered relatively 
small. However, Smith et al. (1999) suggest that when using IPA as an analysis method, 
it can be meaningful to have a smaller sample in order to get rich and in-depth analysis. 
However, not having wider representation of each expertise area (tech, data, design, 
management) left a gap in the data collection. As mentioned the sample consisted only 
of employees who have voluntarily participated in career growth discussions. This means 
that the employees at the case company who chose not to participate at this time were 
not heard. It would have been an interesting addition to the research to hear why they 
did not want to participate, as well as their experiences of traditional performance 
reviews. Now, it has to be kept in mind that the participants must have had even in some 
way positive idea about career growth discussions before the participation. This might 
reflect to results on some level.  
 
Secondly, since the case company have not ever done any performance reviews, all the 
experiences came from every individuals past. This means that they might have 
experienced very differing review processes, in differing settings with various 
supervisors. Ideally, the case company would have done reviews before that could now 
be reflected to career growth discussions.  
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Finally, this was the first time these discussions were held in this particular company and 
the majority of the participants participated in coaching for the first time. The 
experiences could be different in the longer term when the participants would have had 
more experience about both roles of coaching.  
 

5.5 Suggestions for further research 

As it became evident in the literature review, the embedding of a coaching approach to 
replace performance reviews has not been researched much to this day. In order to get a 
more comprehensive understanding of the efficacy of coaching and about the 
experiences and attitudes about performance reviews, would it be necessary to conduct 
more studies with larger sample sizes and in different kinds of organizations. These 
studies could include for example observations about both reviews and coaching 
sessions. It would be valuable to make a study about a longer period of time, in which the 
participants would have participated in more coaching sessions and to focus the research 
on if individual goals are being reached in the longer term. Further, it would be important 
to research the combination of a feedback system and coaching and how well they would 
replace performance reviews.  
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APPENDIX 1 

Interview guide 

Background information 
 
Name 
Position 
Years of experience 
Duration of employment at Bitfactor 
 
The work itself and thoughts about working at Bitfactor 
 
Can you tell me about how your career at Bitfactor started and why you chose to work 
for Bitfactor? 
 
What have you liked the most? 
 
What have worked, or what could have done better?  
 
How do you feel about the self-directing organization model? 
 
 
Career paths and professional development  
 
At Bitfactor there are no traditional performance review processes. What do you think 
about that? 
 
In an ideal world (ignoring the pay model etc.) what kind of career and professional 
development would you like Bitfactor to offer? 
 
In limits of the consult work and the pay model, what kind of support would you like 
Bitfactor to offer? 
 
 
Information package about career growth discussions 
 
Was this concept new to you prior to this discussion or have you taken part on 
something similar before? 
 
What did you think about the material you were given about this concept? 
 
Were the questions you had in mind filled in this information set? 
 
 
Career growth discussions, the interviewee as the coachee 
 
What did you like about being the coachee, how did the situation feel?  
 
What do you think about the structure and content of the discussion? Something to 
take away, or something to add? 
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Did you feel like things that are relevant and important to you were discussed? If yes, 
why? If no, why? 
 
Was the coach neutral and helpful in the situation? 
 
Were the outcomes of the discussion meaningful? 
 
Have you done the follow up and taken the first step? 
 
 
Career growth discussions, the interviewee as the coach  
 
What did you like about being the coach, how did the situation feel? 
 
Was it easy/hard to stay neutral in the situation? 
 
Did you feel like the discussions was helpful for your coachee? 
 
Have you followed up, or will you be doing anytime soon? 
 
 
The overall experiencec of the discussions 
 
What would you say were the factors that had the biggest impact on the 
success/failure/ experience on career growth discussions? 
 
Is there anything in particular you would like to change? 
 
Would you participate in career growth discussions again? 
 
 
In the end: 
Is there anything you still want to say or emphasize? Do you have any questions for 
me?  
 
 
Follow-up questions if something is particularly interesting: Could you tell more about 
that? Why do you think you feel that way? What do you mean by that? Can you give me 
an example? 
 
 


