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1. Project Proposal  

 

1.1 Background  

 

The Researcher is an independent, accredited Integral Coach who works as Owner Coach in a 

registered coaching company while at the same time is contractually employed in the role of 

Managing Director (MD) of a larger established coaching company, The Coaching Centre (TCC). 

 

This work-based project will focus on organisations in South Africa as it relates to their spend 

policy and practices regarding formal coaching for development of their middle managers. The 

Researcher has worked in various organisations for the past 35 years and has witnessed a trend 

of bias towards human development spend on middle management versus executives across 

multiple organisations. This belief has further been validated by the information that the 

Researcher is privy to in the role of MD of TCC, the oldest Coaching Company in South Africa. 

 

In an interview with Dr Paddy Pampallis, CEO of The Coaching Centre, she confirmed that when 

forming the company 21 years ago, that she recalls the market for coaching services was heavily 

swayed in favour of a single target group, i.e. Executives of large companies. Historically in terms 

of coaching, executives have been prioritised benefitting from significant investment due to their 

perceived importance over middle management (Field, Hancock, Smallets & Weddle, 2023). It 

was also perceived a perk/benefit of the position that they occupied. However, over time there 

has been a shift towards inclusion of all levels of management which has incorporated middle 

managers significantly more than previously (Rand, 2024). 

 

1.2 Rationale  

 

The purpose of this research is to gather statistical evidence that will assist coaching companies 

to promote its coaching and human development services for middle managers to the Leaders of 

organisations as well as Human Capital Practitioners (HCP). The successful targeting of coaching 

interventions for middle managers should see a change in the spending trend within organisations 

and the subsequent improvement in their outputs and performance. (Hypothesis – to be confirmed 

in this work-based study). The metrics that will be applied to evaluate performance after the series 

of coaching sessions will be: 
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1.  Intrapersonal skills: Self-awareness, emotional intelligence, adaptability and resilience 

2. Leadership skills: Strategic thinking, problem-solving, team leadership and decision-

making. 

3. Managerial skills: Planning, decision making, organising and delegating. 

4. Cognitive skills: Introspection, logical, analytical and critical thinking, creativity.  

5. Interpersonal skills: Emotional intelligence, ability to listen and communicate well, 

conflict resolution and the ability to interact and engage well with people. 

 

Moreover, some middle managers may progress to senior leadership roles in the future, 

acknowledging the positive impact of the coaching intervention on their development. This 

increased awareness may, in turn, contribute to a greater recognition of the value of formal 

coaching for middle managers, ultimately securing its place as a sustainable leadership 

development strategy. 

 

1.3 Anticipated Result  

 

This research project has been undertaken to highlight the current trend within organisations that 

overlook the importance of the role played by its middle management. In recent years, more 

resources (ratio of spend), has been allocated to the development of middle managers (Hancock 

and Field, 2023). As organisations come to realise the critical role that middle managers have in 

operational success and leading teams, has resulted in a greater focus on their development 

(Hancock and Field, 2023). Boyett and Currie (2004) accentuates the need for organisations to 

see middle managers as more than mere implementors of their organisation’s fixed strategy. They 

believe that middle managers should be a part of the strategic thinking, design, resource 

recruitment, implementation and the monitoring of the strategy should the organisation wish to 

achieve its strategic vision (Boyett and Currie, 2004, p.51-66).  

 

One of the outputs of this work-based project, is to gain feedback from the candidates chosen to 

be coached, as to whether they had derived benefit for themselves. Should this be in the 

affirmative, the research will offer the researcher data to formulate an approach with organisations 

utilizing a marketing presentation that promotes formal coaching for middle managers. As the 

coaching industry grows in South Africa, organisations, utilizing coaching services, are more and 

more insisting on accredited data by accredited service providers. The findings of this study could 
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be used to validate the efficacy of a coaching intervention within their organisation, in this case, 

middle managers. 

 

1.4 Stated Objective  

 

This study aims to address the research question: "Does formal coaching, as opposed to on-the-

job training alone, enhance middle managers' life and leadership skills, leading to tangible 

performance improvements?" In addressing this question, the study seeks to either affirm or refute 

this proposition by evaluating the impact of formal coaching on a purposive sample of middle 

managers working in the same factory/role. The sample will be divided into two groups: one 

receiving a series of coaching sessions, while the other does not. 

 

The purpose of this study is to gather data via interviews and questionnaires administered at the 

beginning and end of the coaching programme, and to report on the findings from both the 

coached and non-coached groups. Although only middle managers will be selected for coaching, 

the study will also incorporate interviews and questionnaire feedback from senior management, 

executives, and human capital professionals (HCPs). This research aims to raise awareness 

among these stakeholders regarding the efficacy of formal coaching for middle managers in the 

workplace. 

 

The questionnaires to be administered to the selected middle managers undergoing coaching, 

their counterparts (i.e., those in similar positions and with comparable years of service), and the 

human capital professionals (HCPs) will be designed to minimize subjectivity and ensure 

measurable responses. Other performance metrics, such as intrapersonal, leadership, 

managerial, cognitive and interpersonal skills will also be measured and presented alongside the 

subjective data that the researcher will interpret and analyse in the findings section of this study. 

 

This report's findings will benefit not only the researcher as an individual coach but also The 

Coaching Centre (TCC) and other coaching companies in promoting coaching services for middle 

managers. The interventions resulting from this research will have raised awareness among 

coached participants, their uncoached counterparts, leadership, and human capital professionals 

(HCPs). This initial study employs a small sample group, which is expected to have a limited 

impact in the short term. However, as coaching service providers increasingly incorporate middle 

management coaching into their offerings for organisational leaders and HCPs, this is anticipated 
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to catalyse a movement towards establishing coaching as an industry norm/standard in South 

Africa, where middle managers are encouraged to engage in formal coaching. Notably, TCC has 

a network of 50 affiliated coaches and over 600 alumni. 

 

1.5 Learning Objectives  

 

This research is grounded in a hypothetical question: “Does formal coaching, as opposed to on-

the-job training alone, enhance middle managers' life and leadership skills, leading to tangible 

performance improvements?” The researcher aims to prove or disprove this hypothesis through 

an unbiased investigation. If the hypothesis is disproven, the findings will be reported accordingly. 

The outcome of this research will provide empirical evidence on the efficacy of formal coaching 

for the selected subjects, offering the researcher an opportunity to advocate for greater inclusion 

of middle managers in formal coaching. If the hypothesis is proven true, the researcher, as an 

independent coach and Managing Director of The Coaching Centre, will develop a marketing 

strategy to promote formal coaching for middle managers to organisational executives. This 

strategy will be supported by a presentation showcasing statistics and findings from this project, 

highlighting the return on investment (ROI) for the organisation. The marketing strategy and 

accompanying PowerPoint presentation will form part of this study's outputs, contingent upon the 

hypothesis being proven true. 

 

1.6 Ethical Implications of Insider Research  

 

The researcher acknowledges a potential bias due to 15 years of personal experience in middle 

management positions. However, as an accredited Integral Coach, the researcher has been 

trained to manage dualities, judgments, and presencing, thereby minimizing the risk of bias. This, 

together with the use of reflexivity, which cautions the researcher to retain academic distance so 

as not to become emotionally involved, will be applied in the coaching sessions with middle 

managers. This will offer the researcher the capacity to recognise any incongruities in the 

participants’ narratives and ensure an objective interpretation is made from the data collected 

(Palaganas, Sanchez, Molintas, Caricativo, 2017). Method triangulation, involving data collection 

from multiple approaches, such as coaching, interviews, and questionnaires relating to the same 

topic, will further support the validation of findings and minimise insider research bias (Carter, 

2014).  
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Prior to the coaching interventions, the researcher will conduct an information briefing to inform 

participants about the study's scope, timelines, confidentiality, and other essential aspects of their 

participation. The research question and purpose, as outlined in the approved Ethics Form, will 

also be shared. Participants will be informed of their right to withdraw from the research process 

at any time, without penalty or consequence, notwithstanding their provision of informed consent. 

This includes the freedom to withdraw if they perceive the coaching relationship between the 

researcher (acting as coach) and the participant (coachee) as ineffective. 

 

The Researcher commits to adhere to the university’s minimum basic ethical principles as laid out 

in the student handbook and to conduct this work-based project with the utmost integrity. 

2. Introduction  

2.1 Background  

 

This work-based study aims to investigate the impact of formal coaching on middle managers 

within South African organisations. The research purpose is to examine whether formal coaching, 

as opposed to on-the-job training alone, enhances middle managers' life and leadership skills, 

leading to improved job performance and overall efficacy. The evaluation metrics for assessing 

post-coaching performance will comprise intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, management and 

leadership skills, and cognitive skills. 

 

The candidates are selected using a purposive sampling process. The historical position is that 

formal coaching was primarily marketed for use by Executives of organisations as it was thought 

that middle management only executed the strategic plan of the Executives. John L Bennet and 

Mary Bush, co-authors of “Coaching for Change’, writes, “Coaching is no longer seen as a 

perquisite exclusively for executives—it is used throughout an organization, with individuals and 

teams” (Bennet & Bush, 2009, p.2). This affirms the trend that the Researcher is witnessing in 

South Africa, where the gap in spending between Executives versus middle to senior 

management is narrowing. Bennet and Mary adds further, “Many companies now train managers 

in coaching skills, or employ internal coaches, to create a coaching culture.” (Bennet & Bush, 

2009, p.2).  

 

The research approach is qualitative as it will draw from the candidates chosen, their changed 

behavior once they have been formally coached, should that be observed. Their feedback through 



11 | P a g e  
 

the coaching sessions, positive or negative, their experience and observed shift in their way of 

being or lack of shift, will be captured and reported upon. Furthermore, any changes observed by 

their superiors and/or subordinates, will also be tabulated. No observable changes will also be 

recorded. The research method applied will be constructivism which will be facilitated through 

one-on-one coaching sessions. By design, the researcher has constructed this research study 

The researcher has designed this research study in respect of cultivating a partnership with 

participants of the coaching sessions. This will offer these middle managers a platform of equality 

and freedom to be able to express their stories that will be captured in this grounded 

constructivism theory approach (Mills, Bonner, Francis, 2006, p.8-13).  The study thus aims to 

determine what, if any, shift has taken place in the coached candidate versus their counterparts 

who works in a similar level/position as them, but who was not formally coached.  

 

2.2 Rationale  

 

This work-based project aims to use a small purposive sample to determine the impact of formal 

coaching on middle managers selected. The results from this study will inform the Researcher of 

next steps to be taken. It is envisaged, should the hypothesis prove to be true, i.e. that formal 

coaching of middle managers does have a tangible and positive impact on their performance, the 

Researcher will, as a next step, produce a marketing presentation. This will highlight this study’s 

findings and it will be distributed to all affiliated Coaches of TCC for presentation to Senior 

Executives of organisations, with the objective in mind of promoting coaching in particular for 

middle managers in organisations. 

 

2.3 Learning Objectives  

 

All levels of management lead employees, with middle managers, by far, having the bulk of the 

employees working within their structure. This enables them to more easily identify those 

employees with talent. In their book, “Power to the middle”, Schaninger, Hancock and Field (2023) 

underscore the crucial role that middle managers play in “winning the war on talent” through their 

people skills in attracting and retaining top talent (Schaninger, Hancock and Field, 2023). 

 

The Researcher wishes to determine through the study that, should focus and coaching spend 

shift more evenly towards the development of middle managers, will organizations benefit hugely 

from a strong middle (core)?  
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The Researcher wishes to determine through the study what the project stakeholders’ 

understanding is of formal coaching; are all coachees that are selected coachable; will data be 

able to be extracted from the subjective feedback received during the one-on-one coaching 

sessions; will all the responses via questionnaires, interviews be free of bias; is there perceived 

psychological safety for truthful responses by all? 

  

2.4 Anticipated Result  

 

Huy (2001), in his study "In Praise of Middle Managers", highlights the strong theoretical 

foundation for the significance of middle managers. He identifies four key roles that enable them 

to influence culture, drive innovation, and enhance performance: translating, synthesizing, 

championing, and facilitating. This study aims to explore the impact of skills development, 

specifically formal coaching, on the role of middle management in organisations. The researcher 

seeks to investigate the effect of formal coaching on middle managers, comparing those who 

received coaching with those who did not (the control group). The study will incorporate feedback 

from various stakeholders, including coached middle managers, their superiors, and 

subordinates, via questionnaires and HCPs interview comments. This will provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the topic and its findings, which may either affirm or refute the 

research question: "Does formal coaching, as opposed to on-the-job training only, offer middle 

managers greater life and leadership skills that can translate into tangible improved 

performance?" 

 

This study aims to investigate the causal relationship between formal coaching for middle 

managers and improved team and organisational performance. If a positive correlation is 

established, it may inform policy changes and expenditure patterns, leading to increased 

investment in formal coaching for middle managers. To enhance the validity of the findings, this 

study will employ data triangulation, combining subjective feedback from coaching sessions, 

interviews, and questionnaire responses with objective performance metrics. Should the data 

indicate a positive relationship between external professional coaching and improved middle 

management performance, this will provide the coaching industry with a valuable reference point 

for marketing professional coaching services to middle managers. Consequently, coaching 

companies may reassess their marketing strategies, shifting their focus from exclusively targeting 
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executives to catering to middle managers, thereby initiating an emerging trend in the South 

African market and potentially beyond. 

3. Literature Review  

 

3.1 Introduction  

 

This literature review explores the origins and history of coaching, critically examining the extent 

to which the topic has been researched and identifying potential gaps in existing studies. This 

analysis will provide the foundation for the present study. As a relatively new industry, coaching 

is in a state of flux, with only partial regulation. This study aims to investigate the extent to which 

this phenomenon, along with other dynamics, contributes to the limited participation of middle 

managers in formal coaching. 

 

3.2. Definitions 

  

By definition, coaching is a broad concept. This section provides an overview of coaching, 

encompassing both business and integral coaching. However, it does not distinguish between 

internal line managers who coach their subordinates and the use of external professional 

coaches. This study aims to provide this distinction. 

 

3.2.1 Coaching 

 

The Merrian-Webster Dictionary defines coaching as being the process of a coach that instructs, 

prompts or directs individuals and teams in the context of sport, also in areas of individual 

development or professional skills (Merriam-webster, 2002).  

 

3.2.2 Business Coaching 

  

While Merrian-Webster Dictionary is not able to provide a specific definition for Business 

Coaching, it states generally speaking, that it is a process by which a coach guides a business 

person in achieving their work related goals.  
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3.2.3 Integral Coaching 

  

Similarly, no definition is provided for Integral Coaching, only that it is generally understood as 

coaching the whole person using a comprehensive methodology. It further states that the 

approach is aimed at building an individual’s level of competence to manage the challenges that 

they are confronted with. Communication skills, self-awareness, awareness of the environment 

and their personal behavior are attributes they are invited to consider (London, Sessa & Shelley, 

2023).  

 

3.3 History of Coaching 

 

3.3.1 The origins of Coaching 

 

The practice of coaching can be observed in our everyday activity, often executed unconsciously 

upon others. We are all coaches and are familiar with many coaching tools that we apply daily 

(Porché & Niederer, 2010).  Stout-Rostron (2012) asserts more definitively, that coaching as a 

concept is not new, it originated in the world of sport. Coaches working as practitioners within the 

field of business, consider themselves as being part of a distinctly unique emerging profession 

(Stout-Rostron, 2012). They see their field of work very different to that of a sports coach or 

teacher, trainer, counsellor or mentor. In reference to this, Stout-Rostron (2012) defines business 

coaching relationship between the coach and their client as an intervention that aims to improve 

individual and organization performance.    

 

This is further supported by Spaten and Flensborg (2013) who conducted further research that 

determined that despite coaching being a large and growing industry, there is an inadequate 

amount of research in this field. The coaching profession, as an industry worldwide, is fluid and 

is, to varied degrees, regulated.  Many new candidates from diverse backgrounds are entering 

this field (De Haan, Duckworth, Birch, & Jones, 2013). This is further supported by Feldman & 

Lankau (2005) who asserts that as a result of the increase in demand for coaching, individuals 

from a wide array of backgrounds have added coaching to their repertoire of services (Feldman 

& Lankau. 2005). 

 

Harvard Business Review of 2004 described the business coaching landscape in USA as 

untamed and disorganized, much like the Wild West of olden days (Sherman & Freas, 2004). 
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Amidst this chaos and risk there was also great opportunity (Sherman & Freas, 2004). Einzig 

(2017) compares global coaching trends to that of South Africa and stresses the importance of 

awareness to cultural aspects within the context of South Africa’s divisive race classification 

history and its legacy of Apartheid.  She emphasizes the importance of inclusivity and diversity 

within the context of age, woman in leadership, millennials versus older professionals as well as 

regional cultural differences (Einzig, 2017). 

 

3.4 Coaching Research and Application  

 

3.4.1 Limited research - manager as coach   

 

Research on employees being coached by their manager is limited and this results in there being 

a large gap in literature and relevant findings on this topic (Crabb, 2011). Viera (2021) states that 

organisations, in their quest to improve the outputs of individuals, can access both mentoring and 

coaching as effective interventions. Both are developmental tools used to improve individuals' 

personal performance that is further enhanced through organisational opportunities and own 

initiative. Too often, however, the specific attributes that characterises these two different 

approaches are misunderstood and in some cases seen as being interchangeable (Viera, 2021).  

Many self-proclaimed coaches enter the business coaching arena after having worked in various 

industries as part of their professional career, declaring themselves as coaching consultants 

(Hamlin, Ellinger, & Beattie, 2008). 

 

According to Stout-Rostron (2020), employees of organisations around the globe are not to be 

seen merely as workers hired to perform a certain duty. She states further that all employees, 

(both leaders and followers) are to be recognized as a whole being with multiple layers of 

emotions and feelings which are hidden from the other person/s (Stout-Rostron, 2020).  

 

What employees are dealing with in their personal lives and how it impacts them emotionally, 

physically and mentally, will ultimately show up in their work performance (Abrahams, 2012). The 

converse is true when there is a coaching intervention by an accredited, professional coach that 

focusses on all the aspects of the person through the process of a coaching series (de Haan & 

Nieb, 2015). The resultant positive change thus takes place at an internal and external level of a 

client. Referencing the Onion Peel Model, the author advocates that the process of coaching aids 

the peeling away of layers of the individual’s lived experience, their behavior and beliefs (de Haan 
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& Nieb, 2015). Just like the peeling of an onion, the conversation between coach and client allows 

for the client to access greater levels of self-awareness that leads to personal transformation.  

 

3.4.2 Business Coaching at the Executive Level 

 

A fourfold increase in productivity was evident in those who had executive coaching and who 

were exposed to aspects of problem-solving, goal setting, evaluation and feedback as opposed 

to those who only received training and education (Olivero, Bane & Kopelman, 1997). Managers 

working with an executive coach are able to formulate specific goals and demonstrate improved 

performance over the peers who were not coached (Smither, London, Flautt, Vargas, & Kucine, 

2003).  

 

Coaching for Executives in the business world has taken on an increasingly important role as a 

form of technique for training and developing Executives (MacKie, 2014). There is much research 

and focus around the coaching of ‘Executives’, less for middle managers whom the bulk of shop 

floor employees report into (MacKie, 2014). The main purpose of this method of executive training 

and development is therefore to encourage change in the way executives behave in their work 

(Lewis-Duarte & Bligh, 2012). 

 

3.4.3 Business Coaching for Middle Managers 

For many, the term "Middle manager" may appear outdated like something from a former, bygone 

industrial era. It is a fact that in recent years, middle management roles was seen to be redundant 

and the incumbents superfluous to the needs of a modern, lean organization (Field, E., Hancock, 

B. & Schaninger, B., 2023). In their book, Power to the Middle, Field, Hancock and Schaninger 

(2023) refutes this outdated view point and calls for a fresh take on the relevant and unique 

position of middle managers. Working closely to the ground and their ability to guide their teams 

on company strategies, makes middle managers unexpendable, they are organisations’ hidden 

gems (Field et al., 2023). 

There is very little research conducted around the efficacy of middle managers being coached by 

an external coach versus by their line manager (Wang, Lai, Xu & McDowall, 2021). While some 

similarities exist, there are still significant differences between external coaching and internal line 

manager coaching that can be listed. External coaches are accredited with qualifications from 

registered coaching institutions and bodies, while managers might have some training, the most 
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have zero formal coach training (Wang et al., 2021). A survey from a research project conducted 

amongst line managers who coach middle managers, revealed that more than 23% of them had 

less than a full day’s coaching training (Wang et al., 2021).  

 

3.5 The aim of this study 

 

The primary aim of this study is to investigate and report on the impact of formal coaching on a 

purposive sampling group, namely middle managers in various organisations, over a series of 

four to six sessions. Additionally, this study seeks to identify the factors contributing to the 

underrepresentation of middle managers in formal coaching. This research will engage multiple 

stakeholders, exploring their perspectives, roles, and potential shifts that could facilitate greater 

middle management participation in coaching. 

 

3.5.1. The Research Question and scope 

 

The question the Researcher seeks to answer through the study is a hypothesis, “Does formal 

coaching, as opposed to on the job training only, offer middle managers greater life and leadership 

skills that can translate into tangible improved performance?” The research will take place in 

organisations using a purposive, qualitative research approach. The participants will be middle 

managers, their direct line managers and subordinates, HCPs and the CEO of a Coaching 

company. Data will be gathered in the form of interviews, feedback forms and coaching sessions.   

 

3.5.2 The debate - Internal coach (line manager) versus external coach (an accredited, 

professional coach) 

 

Previous studies undertaken have shown that coaching in the work environment is different to 

professional coaching practices (Anderson, 2013). Age, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, level of 

work, qualification or experience of the different managers are unlikely to change their 

predisposition to engage in management coaching (Anderson, 2013). The research findings from 

a study affirmed that internal middle management coaching was limited and in comparison to 

external coaching, it produces less than desired results (Wang et al., 2021). It is also clear to see 

that the coaching skills and methods used by professional external coaches are far more defined 

than that of managers who coach subordinates within organisations (Digirolamo & Tkach, 2019). 

Professional coaches have also developed a well-honed process that they apply when coaching 
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their clients. (Digirolamo & Tkach, 2019). Trust plays a pivotal role in the coach/client relationship 

and confidentiality is the cornerstone thereof (Passmore & Sinclair, 2020). This is enshrined in 

the International Coaching Federation (ICF) Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct in Coaching 

and it encourages self-reflection for the coach and client (Passmore & Sinclair, 2020). As trust 

plays a critical part in human relationships, both the manager and the subordinate need to work 

at it to earn the trust of each other. (Forbes Expert Panel®, 2022). Managers have power through 

positional authority while their subordinates that they coach may have reservations in confiding in 

the manager for various reasons (French & Raven, 1959).  This can pose a challenge in the 

coach/client relationship. This challenge can be averted should managers be given coach training 

to equip them with the methodology that will help them build a two-way relationship between them 

and their subordinates. (Forbes Expert Panel®, 2022). 

  

“Partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to 

maximize their personal and professional potential”, is the definition for coaching as endorsed by 

the ICF (Laurie Fitzpatrick, 2014, p.161-171). A professional coach sees the client as an equal 

partner and co-creates the session with the client, allowing the client to determine the direction of 

the conversation. The client therefore takes the lead. This is in contrast to hierarchical structure 

within an organisation that would be in conflict with the concept of equal partnering as the 

manager inherently has greater authority over the subordinate (Laurie Fitzpatrick, 2014, p.161-

171). Employees have a lower degree of confidence that confidentiality will be maintained in a 

coaching process when the coach is a direct line manager of the client (subordinate). This results 

in the client being less transparent during the coaching sessions. To avert this, the services of a 

professional (external) coach could be enlisted to ensure that the level of confidence regarding 

confidentiality increases (Clutterbuck, 2009). The professional coach can include the client’s line 

manager at any time during the coaching series for alignment of the objectives for the client to 

achieve (Clutterbuck, 2009).  

 

A conflict of interest may arise for managers as coaches as they have to wear both the hat of the 

coach ad well as that of the manager employed by the organisation. A situation could unfold where 

the manager feels obligated to share important information gathered during the confidential 

coaching session with the organisation as it relates to its ongoing success (Wheeler, 2011). 

 

3.5.3 Trends observed in respect of the middle manager’s role 
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Over the last decade there has been a major trend observed in the shift from the traditional role 

of the manager to that of a manager/leader as coach (Ibarra, & Scoular, 2019). This shift is 

validated through ongoing research being conducted with organisations gearing up for the new 

digital age. To bear testimony of this, there has been an increase in the number students enrolled 

in executive coaching programmes as well as increased demand for coaching leadership skills 

from the many organisations (Ibarra, & Scoular, 2019). Coaching as a skill, is fast becoming an 

essential part of the ongoing development of managers at all levels within the organisation.   

Based on the literature review, the researcher sees a clear gap in the research relating to the 

effective application of formal external coaching for middle management versus internal line 

manager coaching. This study aims to contribute towards closing this gap.    

 

4. Methods 
 

4.1 Introduction 

  

This study will employ an epistemological perspective, adopting a constructivist approach to 

qualitative research. This involves using interviews, questionnaires, and coaching conversations 

to gather data (Du Plooy-Cilliers, Davis, & Bezuidenhout, 2021). The research design will be 

underpinned by an ontological perspective of relativism, which posits that reality is subjective and 

relative to individual perspectives (Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., 2021). This approach will inform the 

researcher's methodology, including research design, data collection, analysis, interpretation, and 

the co-construction of meaning with participants (Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., 2021). The researcher 

acknowledges the potential for insider bias due to their own experience as a middle manager.  

The following research methodology components will be addressed: 

1. Research paradigm 

2. Approach to the study 

3. Sampling strategy 

4. Questionnaire design 

5. Data collection methods 

6. Data analysis techniques 

7. Ethical considerations 

8. Summary 
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4.2 Research paradigm 

 

Initially, three to five participants from the middle management section were targeted for coaching 

sessions. Ultimately, seven participants took part, which was accepted by the researcher as it 

provided a broader dataset for analysis. This study adopts a constructivist hypothesis, positing 

that individuals' lived experiences and connections with others shape their reality (Du Plooy-

Cilliers et al., 2021). Reality is subjective and influenced by personal experiences and acquired 

knowledge. A qualitative research approach will be employed to explore the impact of coaching 

sessions on individuals' experiences, outlooks, and realities. This study supposes that 

opportunities can ignite new possibilities. This notion is linked to the study's hypothesis, which 

posits that formal coaching can enhance middle managers' opportunities for personal growth, 

success, and managerial efficacy, as measured by organisational metrics. Conversely, the 

absence of such opportunities may lead to decreased employee well-being and reduced success 

in middle management skills development. Wang (2021) argues that line managers lack the 

necessary qualifications and expertise to provide holistic coaching to their subordinates (Wang, 

Lai, Xu & McDowall, 2021). 

 

This research aims to prove or disprove the hypothesis by gathering data through coaching 

conversations, interviews, and questionnaires on the impact of formal coaching on middle 

managers. The study will compare the impact on middle managers who have participated in 

coaching conversations with their uncoached colleagues in similar roles. Additionally, the study 

will include interviews with Human Capital Practitioners (HCPs) to gather their perspectives and 

insights into organisational policies related to middle manager development. Furthermore, an 

interview with the CEO of a large consulting coaching business that offers formal coaching to 

clients will also contribute to the data collection and analysis. 

 

Opportunity and possibility are crucial components in this context, while inequality is another 

significant concept that warrants consideration, particularly in the post-apartheid South African 

landscape. Historically, many individuals from diverse racial backgrounds have been hindered in 

their career advancement, becoming 'stuck' at middle management level (Hendricks, 2003). This 

phenomenon is not attributed to a lack of potential, but rather to the persistence of inherent 

prejudice within some senior leadership structures. During the apartheid era, a systemic 

superiority complex prevailed, resulting in preferential treatment of white individuals in 

employment and promotional opportunities. Although the advent of democracy in 1994 introduced 
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transformation policies, which organisations were obligated to implement, the Commission for 

Employment Equity reports that these initiatives have not adequately addressed inequality over 

the past three decades. Formal Apartheid is dead, but its structural inequalities and systematic 

discrimination lives on (Hendricks, 2003). 

 

Data from the 22nd Commission for Employment Equity annual Report 2021 – 2022. 

 

Figure 1: COMMISSION FOR EMPLOYMENT EQUITY, barriers on training & development, 

South Africa, 2019-2021 (Source: Department of Labour, 2022). 
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Figure 2: COMMISSION FOR EMPLOYMENT EQUITY, skills development, South Africa, 2019-

2021 (Source: Department of Labour, 2022). 

 

Although inequality is not a primary focus of this study, it will be considered as a potential factor 

that may emerge during data collection and analysis. It is acknowledged that this might not be a 

common consideration in similar studies conducted in other contexts. Moreover, the researcher 

is aware of potential insider bias, given their 15-year experience as a middle manager. This 

reflexivity has prompted the application of greater objectivity when working with the data. 

Triangulation, involving data collection from multiple sources (coaching, interviews, and 

questionnaires), will further support the validation of findings. To minimize bias, professional 
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coaching practices, such as paraphrasing, will be employed during coaching sessions. 

Participants will complete questionnaires independently, and only accurate and complete 

statements will be referenced in the findings. As evident from the above considerations, every 

effort will be made to ensure that this potential anomaly does not compromise the study's 

overarching purpose, as outlined in the introduction. 

 

4.3 Approach to the study 

 

The approach taken is one of assumption that coaching for executives of organisations in South 

Africa are prioritized over middle managers by virtue of their position and perceived greater 

importance relating to organisational strategy (Field, Hancock, Smallets & Weddle, 2023). This 

preference to coaching opportunities is also largely due to the false paradigm that executives’ 

input to the organisation’s success is one of strategy, while middle managers perceived role is 

that of supervision and operation management. Field (2023) contrasts this view, in that he 

believes that middle managers have a role to play in strategy, albeit the interpretation, 

implementation and monitoring thereof (Field, E., Hancock, B. & Schaninger, B., 2023). The 

researcher will hold this view lightly until empirical data is gathered and the findings affirm or 

disproves it. It is envisaged that a rich source of data will be sourced via the interviews as well as 

feedback from questionnaires prior and post the coaching sessions that will secure a measured 

finding to this study.    

 

4.4 Sampling  

 

A purposive sampling method is proposed for this study, as it involves selecting participants 

currently occupying middle management positions. Ideally, the sampling pairs should work at the 

same managerial level, within the same organisation, and report to the same departmental head. 

Random sampling or other sampling methods would not be suitable for this study. The researcher 

will approach middle managers and invite them to participate in a study involving a series of 

coaching sessions. Participants will need to obtain approval from their immediate superior for time 

off to attend a maximum of four one-hour coaching sessions. Additionally, participants will be 

required to complete pre- and post-coaching intervention questionnaires and request that their 

superior and a subordinate (or two) also complete the questionnaires. The researcher will then 

request that a colleague in a similar role, who will not receive coaching, complete the pre- and 

post-coaching intervention questionnaires, thus forming a control group for comparison purposes. 
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4.5 The questionnaire design 

 

The questionnaires will be designed to serve as a guide to the interviews and coaching sessions. 

It will be constructed around the concepts of leadership, opportunities, personal growth and 

relationality that contributes to organizational success and people development. The 

questionnaires can be found in the appendix section.    

 

4.6 Data collection 

 

Primary data for this study will be collected through a series of coaching conversations with 

participants selected from the purposive sampling group. Three to five middle managers will 

undergo coaching over two to three 90-minute sessions. With participants' consent, audio 

recordings of these sessions will be stored in an electronic folder. Interviews or questionnaires 

will be administered to the superiors of coached middle managers, depending on the preferred 

communication mode of the targeted sampling group. Coached middle managers and a colleague 

in a similar position will be asked to complete questionnaires before and after coaching. Additional 

interviews with a CEO and the head of a coaching school will also be stored in an online electronic 

folder. 

 

All data will be stored an orderly repository until such time that the data will be analysed to make 

meaning of so as to answer the research question as true or false. Much of the data will be 

subjective in nature and the researcher is aware that all data will need to be re-read and audio 

reviewed and then following a sequential stepped plan in analyzing the data using a deductive 

and inductive approach. All data will be saved and stored as portfolio of evidence of this study 

and will be discarded once the university deems it no longer necessary as evidence. 

 

4.7 Data analysis 

 

The data analysis will be managed in two ways. The first type of data is that from the interviews 

conducted and the responses from the questionnaires. Both these activities offer a clear scale in 

response for easy analysis. The coaching sessions are different in that many data points can be 

observed which needs interpretation and can serve as additional sources of data. This includes 

the way the participant answers a question, what is being said or what it is that they are not saying 
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as well as the non-verbal cues. Characteristic of a general interview approach being adopted for 

this study, participants are asked to respond to a set of predetermined questions while following 

the application of a conversational approach. A great degree of freedom is given to the participant 

to express themselves. The researcher will remain vigilant to observe aspects of latent racism 

and apartheid legacy traits that may form part of the data collected. While the process of extracting 

this data will be managed sensitively, it will be sorted from other data collected that is considered 

central to this study and in answering the question that it poses. 

 

4.8 Ethical considerations 

 

As the study primarily involves coaching conversations (in-depth interviews) with employees of 

an organisation, a coaching agreement will be signed with all the participants being coached. 

Aspects of confidentiality, non-prejudice or judgement of the participant is included in this 

agreement as well as non-disclosure of company information shared during the coaching 

conversations. The researcher also commits to comply fully with the Protection of Personal 

Information Act (POPIA) that is in force in South Africa since 1 July 2021. The act undertakes to 

protect individuals as well as organisations personal information. Participants are informed that 

they are free to withdraw from the study at any point during the research process.  

 

As an insider researcher, the researcher's personal experiences with discriminatory laws and 

institutionalised racism, which hindered his career advancement as a person of colour, provide a 

unique perspective. Although aspects of discrimination are likely to emerge in the data, careful 

consideration will be given to distinguishing these aspects, ensuring that the remaining data aligns 

with the research question. Strategies for mitigating insider bias are discussed in detail in the 

research paradigm section above. 

 

4.9 Summary 

 

The researcher wishes to answer the question posed by this study using the various methods as 

noted in the introduction and notation above. It is noteworthy to express, that the researcher is 

not attached to a specific outcome and will be guided in authenticity of the data as it is presented, 

interpreted in accordance with the method chosen and analysed. There is always the risk that 

information received from the participants are filtered through a lens of their own perspective on 

life, what they deem as is deemed good or bad or other and respond unauthentic which might 
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distort the findings. It could also be that they do not believe sufficient psychological safety exists 

within the process and this fear inhibits their freedom of participation. Every effort will be made by 

the researcher to minimize this by creating a safe space and a place of trust for each participant. 

For this reason, no AI tools will be used to record the sessions.    

 

5. Findings  

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This section contains the findings from data transformed from qualitative analysis and 

interpretation.  Data was transcribed from all the verbal and written responses of participants 

during and directly after the coaching conversations and interviews took place. This data was 

captured on a feedback form and was later interpreted by the researcher for meaning-making 

through the process of analysis. To create a complimentary analysis, HCP’s were also interviewed 

to obtain data that could measure their understanding of coaching and mentoring concepts, 

external coaches versus line-manager ‘coaching’. The researcher discovered that all the HCPs 

wish to speak with anonymity so that they could respond openly without it being seen that they 

were merely toeing the line as conformists to organizational policies or norms. The researcher 

appreciates this level of openness which gave way to authentic responses from the HCPs who 

were interviewed or who completed a questionnaire. The HCPs will be referred to using 

pseudonyms to protect the identity of participants in this study. The pseudonyms will be as follows:  

 

1. Wealth Management & Investment sector -  WM&I 

2. Government / Municipality sector - G/M 

3. Financial Services – Fin.Serve 

4. Media & Advertising - Media 

 

An interview with the CEO of an Integral Coaching & Mentoring company yielded significant 

insights into the history of how coaching & mentoring started in South Africa and how it has 

evolved over the past 21 years (the time at which the company CEO and founder established her 

business).  

 

5.1.1 Profile of Participants   
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A greater number of middle managers participated in coaching sessions than initially anticipated. 

The initial target was 3-5 participants, but ultimately, 7 middle managers took part. This increase 

in participants was viewed positively by the researcher, as it provided a more comprehensive 

dataset for analysis. In contrast, the response rate from middle managers' peers and subordinates 

was poor, with few completing the questionnaire. According to middle managers' feedback during 

coaching sessions, this reluctance stemmed partly from their hesitation to comment on 

colleagues' personal development or their immediate line managers. Some HCPs reported 

concerns from middle managers' subordinates, citing insufficient psychological safety to express 

views about their immediate superiors. The researcher believes this indicates a distressed 

workplace culture, requiring a distinct intervention to address its root causes. Line managers cited 

additional reasons for the poor response rate, including peers working in different departments 

with limited daily interaction. Others mentioned varying shift patterns and remote working 

arrangements, which made it challenging to assess the coached middle managers more broadly. 

The researcher respected the position of those who declined to participate and applied no 

pressure to encourage their involvement. 

 

A key component of this study was to assess the degree to which coached individuals had 

transformed, as perceived by their peers and subordinates. Unfortunately, the researcher 

acknowledges that a valuable data point was lost due to the limited response from peers and 

subordinates. However, detailed feedback was obtained from line managers of coached middle 

managers, as well as from the coached middle managers themselves, regarding the impact of 

the coaching intervention. The researcher observed notable optimism and active participation 

among coached middle managers, who demonstrated a willingness to adopt alternative 

leadership approaches. This engagement provided a rich dataset for recursive analysis through 

successive cycles of interpretation (Du Plooy-Cilliers, Davis, & Bezuidenhout, 2021). This iterative 

process is referred to as the constant comparison method. The interconnected processes of data 

gathering, analysis, and interpretation are inherently non-linear, focusing on meaning-making by 

coaching participants, which presents multiple variables for multifaceted analysis (Du Plooy-

Cilliers, Davis, & Bezuidenhout, 2021). 

 

Table 5.1 below lists the participants that were coached, the number of years in their position as 

well as the industry they work in. Data collected from these participants were compiled, interpreted 

and analysed for the purpose of this study and will be presented in this section. All the middle 
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managers that were coached have been in their designated positions for more than one year, 

reporting to the same line manager.  

Table  5.1: Profile of coached participants 

Participant details Number of years in the 

position 

Industry  

Participant 1 Since 2019 (5+ years) Wealth Management & Investment 

Participant 2 Since 2019 (5+ years) Financial Services 

Participant 3 Since 2021 (2+ years) Government Health Services 

Participant 4 Since 2022 (1+years) Financial Services 

Participant 5 Since 2022 (2+ years) Media & Advertising  

Participant 6 Since 2022 (1+ years) Primary Health Care 

Participant 7 Since 2021 (2+ years) Manufacturing / Engineering 

 

5.1.2 Number of coaching participants who actively responded  

 

All seven middle managers participated fully in the individual coaching sessions scheduled. As 

noted earlier, the number of middle managers who received coaching exceeded initial 

expectations. The primary reason for this increase was that coaching was offered free of charge, 

sparking interest among many individuals. This unforeseen interest in coaching also provides an 

additional data point, suggesting that a larger number of middle managers were keen to receive 

coaching. The researcher suggests that a further independent study could be conducted to 

explore the factors that facilitate or hinder participation in coaching programs. 

5.1.3 Selection criteria of the participants 

 

Individual candidates were purposively selected as they were all members from the middle 

management section of employees. The first criteria set was that they were in the employ of the 

organisation for at one year, reporting to the same line manager. The second criteria was that the 

middle manager was one of at least two middle managers that reported directly to the same line 

manager. It can be reported that all participants met this criteria. 

Individual candidates were purposively selected from the middle management section of 

employees. The selection criteria included: (1) a minimum of one year's employment with the 

organisation, reporting to the same line manager; and (2) being one of at least two middle 

managers reporting directly to the same line manager. It is confirmed that all participants met 

these criteria. 
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5.2 Responses to the questionnaires 

  

The response rates varied, with the 7 coached middle managers achieving a 100% completion 

rate for both the pre- and post-questionnaires. The purpose of these questionnaires was to gather 

data from the coached middle managers themselves on the impact of coaching, as well as to 

solicit feedback from their line managers, peers, and subordinates. The graph below illustrates 

the response rates from the various groups. 

 

Graph 5.2: Responses to the Questionnaires 

 

 

5.2.1 Participants and Human Capital Practitioners’ questionnaire responses 

 

There was full participation from the seven coached middle managers and their five line 

managers, but a poor response from their peers and subordinates. As a reference group, they 

are underrepresented and data from these two groups were excluded in these findings.  

 

5.2.1.1 Understanding the difference between coaching, mentoring and therapy 
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The majority of respondents understood therapy to be a treatment that help people overcome 

mental or emotional trauma, they failed to make a clear distinction between coaching and 

mentoring.  

 

“To my understanding, coaching is when you almost hand hold someone and follow a 

“show and tell’ fashion of interaction mainly to assist in someone’s growth within their 

career path” – P1 

 

“My understanding is that Coaching is a partnership between two parties where the coach 

provides tools to mentor the mentee based on his or her experience” – P2 

 

Coaching is imparting life skills to someone working together and to direct them in 

improving their performance and skills” – P3 

 

“Coaching happens when a more experienced person helps a more junior one to 

navigate situations that are new and tricky to the junior person and mentoring is more 

long-term when one senior in the company is partnered with a junior to guide them” – P6   

 

Most of the participants who responded stated that coaching and mentoring was one and the 

same process. This generalization of the two concepts were reinforced by the line managers’ 

responses: 

 

“Coaching / mentoring techniques are used by a manager or experienced worker in the 

company to teach new employees new skills” (P7 line manager) 

 

“The manager’s duty is to coach his employees by showing them what is required 

and providing training and guidance in the long run” (P3 line manager)  

 

“Coaching happens when a manager directs a new employee or someone who is being 

introduced to a new task, but mentoring is the ongoing monitoring of his performance” (P5 

line manager)  
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“Therapy is different as it relates to therapists helping people work through trauma, but 

coaching and mentoring is one and the same thing. Every manager needs to coach 

and mentor his subordinates” (P2 line manager) 

 

It should be noted that the same question was placed before the coached and uncoached middle 

manager as well as to their direct line manager. The feedback received informs the researcher 

that the level of understanding of what coaching is and what it is not is also unclear to line 

managers who at times refer to the two different approaches interchangeably. Overall, the 

responses listed above are just four examples of the responses from line managers. A similar 

vein of thought or positioning is dispersed among all of the submissions except for one who 

understood the concepts very well. It is clear from the five responses that only 20% of the 

respondents could tell the difference between coaching, mentoring and therapy. This could be as 

a result of another statistic being that of Zero line managers having been coached when they 

were middle managers or in their current role. The researcher believes that they do not have their 

own reference of experience regarding coaching and its value proposition. Some may even have 

developed a resentment as a result thereof: 

 

“No, we never had such luxuries as they have today, we had to find our way on our own” 

(P7) 

 

The researcher highlighted key words to draw attention to the non-coaching language. One of the 

HCPs who was interviewed also demonstrated in their response a lack of understanding of the 

concepts, coaching and mentoring: 

 

“I have had the privilege to coach middle managers for the past 2 years.  Specifically 

aimed at organisational needs. i.e. an employee is struggling with substance abuse 

and how the manager will approach such a situation.” (GM) 

 

The responses from middle managers undergoing coaching, their line managers, and HCPs 

suggest a limited understanding of coaching. This finding highlights a significant knowledge gap 

regarding the distinction between coaching and mentoring. Furthermore, the sample represents 

multiple sectors of industry. In their book, Coaching and Mentoring: Theory and Practice, 

Garvey, Stokes, and Megginson (2014) provide a comprehensive exploration of the differences 
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between coaching and mentoring, highlighting the importance of clarity, flexibility, and 

supervision in effective practice (Garvey, Stokes & Megginson, 2014). 

What is heartening is that the post-coaching questionnaire analysis indicated a new and deeper 

insight to the difference of coaching and mentoring by the participants: 

 

“Coaching focuses on the present and future, providing strategies for specific life/career 

goals while mentoring focuses on the present and the future between an older, more 

experienced person and a younger person wanting to learn and grow in their career” (P5) 

 

“A formal coaching programme defines goals and objectives upfront, areas for 

focus/development and a thought partner who assists with unpacking through reflective 

questions for the individual to problem solve as needed” (P4) 

 

The researcher conducted an in-depth analysis of participants' understanding of coaching 

versus mentoring. The results indicate that without a clear understanding of these concepts, 

there is little likelihood of them being sought as a development tool. 

 

5.2.1.2  Coaching within organisations  

 

The role of Coaching within organisations clarified by HCPs: 

 

 “Coaching” as we refer to it within corporates, usually target the improving of specific core 

skills, achieving performance goals, or enhancing leadership capabilities. Group 

executives are usually coached around specific objectives using external coaches” 

(WM&I) 

“The HR Department (HCPs) typically design programs to address organizational 

challenges, foster personal growth, or develop high-potential employees. The gap within 

the HCPs environment is a long-term focus on monitoring personal growth to ensure it is 

transferred effectively.” (Fin.Serve)  

 

“We only coordinate the contract and facilitate the coaching sessions for our executives. 

Furthermore, coaching and mentoring is left to the various departmental heads to manage 

their people. HCP provides support and guidance”. (GM) 
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During multiple conversations with HCP’s, the researcher was able to deduce from this and from 

the statements above, that the focus is still largely linked to the maintenance and acquisition of 

core competencies and that formal coaching is only deemed as an essential for executives at 

present. This position is further substantiated by another HCP’s response: 

 

“Coaching is seen as a function of the departmental heads of the various sections within 

the company and a primary coordinating role is to link specific drivers, pulling towards 

company strategy. Development of individuals within the various departments are 

identified by the heads of those departments and we provide a facilitation role in sourcing 

the information and service providers required.” (Media)  

 

HCPs reported that they had little to no experience of coaching themselves as well as them having 

facilitated coaching sessions between their organisation’s middle managers and external 

coaches.   

 

“I am the Project Coordinator who is responsible for scheduling coaching sessions for 

executives with their various coaches (external and qualified). HR also handles the admin 

and finance payment part hereof. To date, no middle managers have been part of the 

programme at our company” (WM&I) 

 

 “None, as a standard practise we follow a process where the line manager will engage 

with the middle manager by means of a monthly one-on-one and from there should any 

concerns arise, HR will intervene through HR processes, not via a coaching programme”.  

(Fin.Serve)  

 

 ‘I have facilitated group coaching a couple of times to understand the organisational 

cultural struggles. I am not a qualified coach, I simply used my experience in dealing with 

different people. Should further formal coaching be required, I will request for an external 

coach to intervene and translate these challenges back to the responsible HCP”. (GM) 

 

It is clear from the responses above that the HCPs in this study have not been exposed to 

coaching themselves and have also not been trained in any coaching practices. While the third 

response expresses a view that coaching has indeed occurred, the researcher doubt that the 

HCP has a proper understanding of what formal coaching entails: 
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“I have had the privilege to coach middle managers for the past 2 years.  Specifically 

aimed at organisational needs. i.e. an employee is struggling with substance abuse and 

how the manager will approach such a situation”. (Media)  

 

The HCPs response to a question relating to them conducting follow-ups with the managers or 

executives that are coached externally so as to get feedback from them after the coaching 

intervention to evaluate and assess the long-term impact of coaching on manager performance:  

 

“No, this is handed over to the manager to perform continuous assessment and impact 

on the organisation.” (WM&I) 

 

 “At times yes, often due to time constraints there is no formal follow-up sessions by 

myself, rather a feedback report to the line manager who will handle the long-term 

assessment. This is also often linked to the KPI of the middle manager.” (Fin.Serve) 

 

“No, there is a capacity constraint within the HR space and often group discussions will 

be conducted to determine the impact which a form of coaching had on the outputs of the 

teams.” (GM) 

 

“This is left to the executives for their own review. If they are not happy with the person 

that they are working with, a request is forwarded to HR to arrange a chemistry session 

with another coach” (Media)  

 

Not having HCPs in this feedback loop further disadvantages them in that they are not part of the 

discussions regarding the value proposition of coaching.  

 

To draw a personal view of the HCPs regarding the fitness of external coaching for middle 

managers and whether this should be individual or group sessions, 75% responded “Yes” and 

“group coaching” while 25% responded “Yes” and “individual coaching”. The overall consensus 

is that group coaching is more effective within an organisation setting, both to encourage the 

group synergy as well as manage costs of coaching by external coaching providers.  
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On matters of confidentiality, speed of intervention and change as well as non-prejudice and non-

judgement with the recruiting of an external coach for individual coaching sessions, HCPs 

responded opposite to the above in favour of one-on-one coaching sessions: 

  

”Openness, which is more prevalent during individual coaching.”  (WM&I) 

 

“The response time for change within the middle manager often is quicker. Showing a 

clear intent to want to grow individually and take his/her team along on the journey.” 

(Fin.Serve) 

 

“Greater freedom of speech and the suspension of judgment.” (GM) 

“People respond better when they feel there is s sense of psychological safety as would 

be  the case when they are the only one being coached” (Media) 

 

The aspect of costs as a ROI is always a constant consideration for organisations. It is therefore 

imperative to demonstrate the benefit. HCPs thought these aspects could serve as justification: 

 

“Middle managers need to have clear awareness of self-action which often results in 

improvement of person development and new leadership skills.” (WM&I) 

 

“Quicker reaction time for change starting with “I” and leading from the front and the back.”  

(Fin.Serve) 

 

“Individuals who display vulnerability are open to learning. Middle managers can use this 

as an effective tool to effect change within them which will support improved decision 

making. (GM) 

 

“Realization of their medium to long-term goals are made easier when they embrace the 

accountability process that sees leaders more easily reach the organisational targets set 

for them.” (Media) 

 

It is clear from the above responses that HCPs do see external coaching for middle managers 

as an advantage albeit that this may not yet be policy at their various organsations. To clearly 
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assess the position of these HCPs, they were how would they handle a situation where senior 

leaders or the organisation’s culture may resist the coaching process or its outcomes? 

 

“I will seek the advice of an external coach on how best to navigate the approach and offer 

new sets of engagement rules.” (WM&I) 

 

“I will share previous successes in coaching (use cases) to demonstrate the effectiveness 

of coaching.” (Fin.Serve) 

 

“I am unsure what I will do, but will find away. Each case will be merit based.” (Media) 

 

Three responses (75%) favoured a direct challenge of the status quo while one (25%) said they 

would capitulate and abide by the directive given. 

 

“I accept if there is resistance and follow the status quo.” (GM) 

 

The analysis found that a greater percentage of HCPs do not fully understand the differences 

between coaching and mentoring and most have not been coached by an external professional 

coach. They confirmed that they saw the entire process of coaching organic in that they did not 

do follow-ups or seek to determine the efficacy of coaching where it was happening within the 

organization amongst senior managers and the executive. They nonetheless saw external 

coaching for middle managers an advantage over line-manager coaching for various reasons and 

the majority felt that they would challenge the status quo if unreasonable resistance for coaching  

middle managers presented itself in the culture or bias of senior leaders. The researcher 

concludes that an great opportunity exists to educate, coach and then partner with HCPs in an 

attempt to further the course for external coaching for middle managers. 

 

5.2.1.3  External professional coaching opportunities 

 

Eight HCPs were invited to participated, only four participated. All four confirmed that top 

management and executives exclusively benefited from the services of external coaches in the 

organisations that they worked at, while middle managers were developed internally by their line 

manager. This supports the findings of previous research work in this topic.   
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 “Coaching is normally offered to senior leadership in our business. I personally believe 

this to be correct as it is this level that makes all the big decisions in the company” – 

Government Municipality (GM)   

 

“Middle managers have senior managers they report to and get their direction from them. 

They work in different departments and cross-training takes place amongst the various 

employees which is managed via a skills matrix in our HR (Human Resources) 

department.” – Financial Services (Fin.Serve) 

 

The majority of the responses confirmed that a zero budget is allocated for external coaching 

services for middle managers. Many referred to the HR department who identifies specific training 

for the different levels and departments. It is safe to say that in this small sample study, zero 

budget costs are allocated for external coaching to work with middle managers.   

 

5.2.1.4 Middle management involvement with strategy  

 

HCPs were evenly divided (50/50) in their views on middle managers' involvement in 

organisational strategy. In contrast, only three of the coached middle managers perceived 

themselves as playing a pivotal role in strategy, while one abstained and another provided 

reasons for their response. 

 

“Our group strategy is very far removed from our level of management. This may be due 

the sheer size of our organization >40 000 employees.” (Fin.Serve) 

 

Notably, only 42.8% of middle managers in this study perceived themselves as having a role or 

significant role in strategy formulation. This finding warrants further investigation to determine 

whether middle managers are unaware of their potential strategic influence or are content with 

the status quo. 

 

All seven line managers answered ‘No’ to middle managers being involved in strategy.  

 

“The role of the middle managers in our plants is to manage the day to day activities of 

the factory/office and do this based upon the standards/targets set by their line manager.” 
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A 100% response rate confirmed that middle managers in this study are perceived by their line 

managers as mere strategy executioners, rather than co-creators of strategy for their 

organisations. Line managers were subsequently asked whether formal coaching for middle 

managers would contribute to organisational growth and success. However, only 40% (2 out of 

5) responded to this question. One respondent noted:  

 

“Any encouragement middle managers can get will help them and the company. The 

only challenge I think they might have is finding time to sit with a coach, unless it is after 

hours or on their off-shift days” (Manufacturing).  

 

The poor response rate to this question suggests that line managers may lack the necessary 

experience to provide informed answers. The researcher attributes this to their earlier 

responses, which indicated a lack of personal experience with external coaching, overstated 

confidence in their business acumen, and an inability to respond without prior exposure to 

partnering with an external coach. The researcher also interprets the participants' decision not 

to complete this section as meaningful data, suggesting that they may not feel qualified to 

respond due to their limited exposure to formal coaching. 

 

5.2.1.5 Internal line manager coaches versus external professional coaches 

 

This question posed to coached middle managers yielded the following responses: 

 

“A professional and independent coach provides a sound board that doesn’t cross over 

into performance evaluations and perceptions of an individual. Senior managers typically 

prefer the job to get done whereas a professional coach is unlikely to judge you as you 

work through a problem.” (P4) 

 

“Yes, the difference is that with a formal coach the engagement will be more focused and 

engaging. Any internal interventions can easily fall by the wayside due to ‘more important’ 

issues that pops into our day to day” (P2) 

 

“External coaches are better qualified and have dedicated time to coach managers than 

their line manager has.” (P1) 
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“Being coached by an external person would allow for more honesty, especially if my goals 

are not aligned with the business (e.g. finding a new job), and on the flip side it would be 

more objective as the external coach would not have emotional attachments, good or bad, 

that may arise from an internal set up.” (P5) 

 

“The difference is that with a formal coach the engagement will be more focused and 

engaging. Any internal interventions can easily fall by the wayside due to ‘more important’ 

issues that pops into our day to day.”  (P6) 

 

“There is greater freedom of speech and suspension of judgment with an external coach 

than there is with a line manager.”  (P7) 

 

This question posed to the HCPs yielded the following responses: 

 

“The interaction with a formal coach is more focused on the individual as a whole and is 

never impacted with work related distractions. Formal coaches are also better equipped 

through their lived experiences of being fully immersed within the coaching discipline.” – 

Wealth Management & Investments (WM&I) 

 

“Our employees would feel that it is a psychological safe place for them to tell their stories 

about their work and personal lives. There is always the matter with confidentiality when 

it comes to internal coaches, not saying that this is always the case, but it does happen 

and then all measures of integrity is lost.”  – Media & Advertising (Media) 

 

“The external coach is a professional and does what she or he does for a living. They 

understand people, relationships, trust, non-prejudice and judgement, confidentiality etc. 

I can’t say the same for our line managers because they have not be trained to be 

coaches” – Financial Services (Fin.Serve) 

 

The responses clearly indicate that trust, confidentiality, and qualifications are significant 

concerns for both middle managers and HCPs. Furthermore, the power dynamics inherent in the 

line manager's superior position can create an unequal coaching environment. 
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5.2.1.6 Benefits derived from the coaching intervention  

 

All seven participants who had been coached confirmed that they had a positive learning at a 

personal and professional level. They were asked to list three things that they’ve changed since 

having been coached. They were also invited to respond ‘nothing has changed’ if this was 

applicable. 

Table: 5.2.1.6 Benefits derived from the coaching intervention 

Participant                                 Responses  

P1 1. Continual self-reflection 

2. Taking charge of my personal & professional vision and future planning 

3. Suspension of self-doubt 

P2 1.  I try to engage more often;  

2. I attempt to get my voice into the conversation more frequently 

3. I avoided conversations that negatively impacted me, or if I am the venting 

board. Now, I try not to take any of that on myself, it belongs to another! 

P3 1. Active listening without interrupting 

2. More Awakened and conscious leader 

3. Self-Care and setting boundaries 

4. Way I conduct meetings and my agenda(leading questions)   

P4 1. I am more focused on delivering my product, if not as a means to have 

tangible experience for future roles 

2. I have developed patience and maintain a more long term outlook and 

minimize my immediate frustrations with the organization  

3. I am more at ease with myself - what will be, will be, but as long as I have a 

clear direction, i.e. to follow for myself 

P5 1. I seek and accept feedback in a more constructive way would be the major 

benefit that I have retained from coaching 

2. Ask more questions, engage and help someone on their journey of discovery. 

I may not have the answers, however I could encourage others to find the 

alternatives that they may not have considered 

3. Other benefits are not the freshest in my memory given the coaching was 

more than a year ago 

P6 1. I now conduct closing rounds at all meetings, even online ones 
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5.3 Performance Evaluation Metrics 
 

The metrics that was applied to evaluate improved performance of participants after the series of 

coaching sessions were 360-degree feedback and self-reflection using Likert scales. The Likert 

scales was chosen so as to assess the degree to which participants have internalized and applied that 

which they have been taught during the coaching sessions. The table below provides average scores 

for the seven participants.  

 

Table  5.3:  Performance Evaluation Metrics 

 

Skills interpreted 

Average 

scores 

Intrapersonal skills:  

Self-awareness, emotional intelligence, adaptability and resilience 

Statement:  

"I am more self-aware of my emotions and reactions since the coaching sessions." 

 

 

 

Agree  

Leadership skills:  

Strategic thinking, problem-solving, team leadership and decision-making 

Statement:  

"I have improved my strategic thinking and problem-solving abilities after the 

coaching sessions." 

 

 

 

Agree  

Managerial skills:  

Planning, decision making, organising and delegating 

Statement:  

"I am better at planning and organizing my tasks as a result of the coaching 

sessions." 

 

 

Disagree 

 

2. Reminding myself before each meeting/high-profile engagement about what 

message I would want to put out there about myself 

3. Being clearer about my goals helps me achieve it 

P7 1. I would refer to relationship building which has shown improvement 

2. Overall I have experienced a shift in my EQ capabilities 

3. A clear improvement, particularly with a visible sense of “pause” during 

conversations. I reflect more and pause before responding 
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Cognitive skills:  

Introspection, logical, analytical and critical thinking, creativity 

Statement: "I have enhanced my critical thinking and creativity since participating 

in the coaching sessions." 

 

Agree  

Interpersonal skills:  

Emotional intelligence, ability to listen and communicate well, conflict resolution 

and the ability to interact and engage well with people 

Statement: "I am more effective in resolving conflicts and communicating with my 

team after the coaching sessions." 

 

 

 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

Further analysis of the responses revealed that the majority of middle managers marked, 

‘disagree’ as their response to the statement regarding 'Managerial Skills'. They believed that this 

was an area they were already familiar with, and the researcher, as coach, also did not emphasize 

it heavily. This result can be interpreted positively, as it suggests that middle managers are not 

solely focused on 'managing', but are open to embracing various leadership attributes. The 

findings indicate that participants had an overall positive experience and have begun applying the 

skills and knowledge gained during the coaching intervention. 

   

5.4 Findings from the interview with the CEO of a Coaching & Mentoring Company  

 

The interview with Dr Paddy Pampallis gave the researcher much needed insights to the origins 

of the formal coaching industry in South Africa. It confirmed that the strategic intent of TCC and 

the rest of the market players was not to offer coaching only to executives of organisations: 

 

“…budget spend on the senior leaders within an organisations was the main spend for the 

business.” 

 

“Sadly, while TCC has always focussed on management and leadership at all levels of the 

organisation, including supervisory skills and team leaders, the focus for the organisation 

has moved significantly to senior and executive leadership and seems to be stuck there.” 

 

She concludes the interview with broad challenge to us all that by its definition includes middle 

management coaching: 
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“Learning and development needs to be equally viable across all levels of an 

organisation and of a society at a larger level.”  

 

5.5 Overall impact of study 

 

The study offered the researcher deep insights to the origins of coaching globally and within 

South Africa. It has also shed light on the factors that have shaped it as an industry and the 

people and institutions that have played an integral part in its development. The study has some 

surprising revelations and has placed the researcher in an advantageous position on how best 

to pursue growth within this market. A high degree of awareness of formal coaching was able to 

be communicated to the persons who accepted the invitation to participate in this study, 

including those by-standers who gained valuable knowledge pertaining to the two concepts, viz. 

coaching and mentoring. All who participated gained some benefit from the project.    

 

5.5.1 Coaching impact on Participants and their colleagues 

 

From the shared experience with having coached seven of the middle management participants 

over a series of four to six 60-90 minute coaching sessions, the researcher can report that a high 

level of optimism was ignited within the participants for their own personal journey of inner 

development and growth. The study also reveals that these middle managers spoke of their 

experience to their colleagues which further extended the awareness of the holistic value formal 

coaching could to the lives of middle managers.  

While the sample group could be seen as relative small by comparison, a high degree of positive 

impact was noted in all who had participated. This was revealed through the post coaching 

questionnaire responses where coached participants responded to the question 8 and 12 as 

follows: 

  

5.5.2 Coaching impact on HCPs, interviewees and the researcher 

 

It is clear from the closing remarks of the HCPs that they appreciate the conversations to ignite 

opportunities: 

 

“Thank you for including me in this discussion, I am left with a lot to think about” (WM&I) 
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“We are all about good governance, compliance and I guess being a part of this study 

made me realise that the systems are making me conform and think less for myself. Ouch!”  

(Fin.Serve) 

 

“It was good to think a little out of the box, we rigid and very much for red tape in 

government” (GM) 

 

“Media and advertising is going through a massive change and if we do not think about 

how we can be better tomorrow by doing things differently, I am scared that we not be 

around for much longer” (Media)  

 

6. Conclusions 

 

The researcher started out in this study to prove the hypothesis true or false that middle managers 

at supervisory levels working in corporations in South Africa have little to no knowledge of the 

formal coaching process and its efficacy hence the limited representation of this group in formal 

coaching training and to answer the research question:  

 

Does formal coaching, as opposed to on the job training only, offer middle managers greater life 

and leadership skills that can translate into tangible improved performance?  

 

Based on the research done and the evidence presented, the researcher concludes that the 

hypothesis is true. The reason for the lack of knowledge and exposure to formal coaching by 

middle managers is complex and multi-layered. Through its introduction as a tool to assist 

executives exclusively within organisations, the coaching industry has battled to shift this 

perception that coaching was solely for those who were perceived as strategy makers. Middle 

managers, who by definition, play a pivotal role as first line leaders of the largest number of 

employees, also engage in interpreting, implementing, monitoring and reporting on strategy.  It 

was also determined that the current leadership reached their positions without the help of a 

coaching intervention and a certain bias could exist with them regarding their reluctant support of 

coaching for middle managers. There is also the outside chance that a remnant of a post-

Apartheid era mindset still lingers in the minds of some of the senior leadership of organisations 

cannot be ruled out. The impact of this could result in the negative influence in the approval of 
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coaching opportunities for middle managers, the majority being of mixed race. Costs and the ROI 

are also influencing factors.     

  

6.1 Summary of this study 

 

The study has proven valuable and given the researcher much insight into the potential that exist 

for formal coaching for middle managers. The study revealed a high degree of interest by middle 

managers to participate in the pro bona coaching sessions that were offered. This keen interest 

was evident in their presence at every online session as well actively participating in the sessions. 

Their line-managers testify of small to significant shifts in their (middle managers) way of being 

and while less feedback was forthcoming from the middle managers peers or subordinates, they 

reported during the coaching sessions of the positive comments received at home and at work 

for the changes others started to observe in them. It is the opinion of the researcher that studies 

like these, if augmented, could be a driving force in shifting the paradigm that middle managers 

are not ideal candidates for external professional coaching      

 

6.2 Recommendations 

  

Based on the findings of this study, middle managers are at risk of being marginalized from 

participating in formal coaching programmes by external, professional coaches. The current 

representation of middle manager involvement in external coaching interventions is small and to 

avert this, the recommendation is for service providers of coaching to market to the various 

industry sectors, the efficacy of this process for middle managers. 

HCPs also have a greater role to play by the inclusion of coaching services for middle managers 

in their annual training programme budgets. It is further recommended that HCPs also be exposed 

to professional coaching to enable them, first hand, to experience its merits. 

It can also be recommended for coaching service providers to pitch for greater inclusion of middle 

managers into the coaching programmes that they facilitate with executives. It is a formal practice 

of The Coaching Centre, a provider of coaching services and other offerings, to invite the 

involvement of the executives leadership team to form part of the programme. In this way the 

middle managers are exposed to coaching by external coaches.  

What can be inferred from the analysis is that current line managers of middle managers did not 

have the priviledge to participate in external coaching when they were middle managers and as 

a result do not see the significance of offering this service to their middle managers.  
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It is recommended that HCPs, Executives, middle managers who have already experienced 

external coaching and coaching services provider all play a role in educating the various groups 

on the value proposition and ROI of external coaching for middle managers. 

 

6.3. Additional research considerations 

 

Research of this nature on middle management coaching is limited. The results from this study 

also varies depending on the sector that the research is conducted in. Further research can be 

considered in the following fields that could lead to more conclusive findings on this topic: 

 

1. What are the factors supporting interest of participation by middle managers in formal 

coaching programmes versus those that inhibit participation. 

2. Culture survey to address a culture that is in distress rooted in cultural conflict prohibiting 

open dialogue in relation to middle management coaching and development. 
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