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[bookmark: _Toc206179866]1. Introduction
Financial services in the UK directly employ 1.1 million people and contribute £208.2 billion to the UK economy (Financial Conduct Authority, 2025). With a mandate from Treasury to boost economic growth in the UK, the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) has set out its 2025-30 strategy, with one of the core pillars focussed on Supporting Growth. This means making changes to the way it regulates to support unlocking investment and growth (Financial Conduct Authority, 2025). Aligned with this is the United Nations (UN) Sustainability Development Goal (SDG) 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), which focusses on promoting sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all (UN, 2025). The key focus in this study is that of target 8.10, ‘Strengthen the capacity of domestic financial institutions to encourage and expand access to banking, insurance and financial services for all’ (UN, 2025).
While the economic impact of the sector is enormous, gender equality remains widespread. According to Deloitte’s ‘Within Reach’ insights series, women in C-suite positions in the financial services sector, in 2012, was a paltry 12.1% (Rogish, A. & Shemluck, N., 2023). Following a recent study, the figures published in 2023 indicated that these numbers had increased to 18.4%. Based on current projections, the forecast for women in these positions is estimated to be 21.8% by 2031. To support this improvement in representation, coaching is being explored in this study to determine what impact it has on gender equality and representation in the financial services sector. De Haan et al (2019) conducted a study to determine how individual and group coaching can support women in senior leadership positions. Their findings indicated that both individual and group coaching was a useful tool in supporting women in leadership, with 40% of the women in the study promoted. 
Staples et al. (2025) identified that societal, systemic and cultural barriers exist which impact women’s ability to participate and advance within the financial services sector. Hence this study looks at the importance of the UN SDG 5 (Gender Equality), which focusses on achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls (UN, 2025). There are several targets within the SDGs, and within SDG 5, the researcher will focus on target 5.5, ‘Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic and public life’ (UN, 2025).
As a potential response to the challenges and SDGs above, coaching could be used as a transformative tool to support progress towards achieving the SDGs. Many definitions of coaching exist, however, for the purposes of this research, since the researcher is an active member of the International Coaching Federation (ICF), this definition for coaching and coaching activities has been used. The ICF’s definition of coaching is “partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximise their personal and professional potential” (ICF, 2022). 
The purpose of this study is to indicate how coaching can be used as a strategic enabler of SDG 5 and 8 within the financial services sector.  The study comprises a literature review, methodology, thematic analysis, discussion and findings. The study will also cover aspects of insider research, since the researcher is an employee of the FCA. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc206179867]Theoretical Framework
The researcher’s positionality (Foote & Bartell 2011) is that of an International Coaching Federation (ICF) accredited coach, working and coaching internally in the FCA. Her interest in this topic stems from her experience as a coach working in the financial services sector.

Many definitions of coaching exist, however, aligned to the researcher’s perspective, the ICF definitions for coaching and coaching activities have been used. The ICF’s definition of coaching is

“partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximise their personal and professional potential. The process of coaching often unlocks previously untapped sources of imagination, productivity and leadership.” (ICF, 2022).


These perspectives have influenced the researcher’s positionality (Foote & Bartell 2011) and how she approaches her research. The researcher’s ontological position depends on the subject matter being discussed. However, for the purposes of this review, she holds the position of largely being subjectivist (Crotty, 1998). Hitchcock and Hughes (1995, p. 21) suggest that ontology leads to making epistemological assumptions. The researcher’s epistemology is largely that of interpretivism, although she sees the value in perspectivism and objectivism in relevant scenarios and recognises when these might be appropriate and useful.  
3. [bookmark: _Toc206179868]Literature Review
The UK financial services sector employs over 1.1million people and contributes £208.2 billion to the national economy (Financial Conduct Authority, 2025). The FCA, as mandated by HM Treasury, has set out its 2025-2030 strategy, focussing on supporting economic growth by changing some of its regulatory practices. Aligning with this is United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 8 (SDG 8): Decent Work and Economic Growth. SDG 8, specifically target 8.10, encourages financial institutions to promote and expand access to banking, insurance, and financial services for all, cementing their role in economic growth and inclusion.
Despite its economic clout, the financial services sector struggles with entrenched gender inequality, especially in senior leadership positions. According to Deloitte’s ‘Within Reach’ series, women held just 12.1% of C-suite roles in financial services in 2012; this figure rose to 18.4% by 2023, yet projections suggest only 21.8% representation by 2031 if trends continue (Rogish, A. et al., 2023). This underrepresentation indicates the need for more effective interventions, notably coaching, to support women’s access to senior leadership positions and promote workplace gender equality.
[bookmark: _Toc206179869]Gender Barriers and Representation in Financial Services
Structured literature reviews consistently highlight persistent barriers to women's entry and advancement within financial services. These barriers include:
· Traditional gender norms, which cast men as breadwinners and position women as caregivers, perpetuating inequities 
· Lack of transparency in promotion and remuneration models
· Continuing gender bias and discriminatory attitudes in organisational culture
· Limited leadership development opportunities for women
Staples et al. (2023) go further in identifying five explicit barriers, emphasising how societal constructs, evident in policy and everyday workplace interactions, impact women's ability to develop into senior leadership roles in the sector. The scarcity of women in senior positions is not just an issue of representation but reflects deeper structural barriers to equity and inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc206179870]Coaching for Women’s Leadership Development
Within this context, coaching has emerged as a promising tool for supporting women’s progression within financial services. De Haan et al. (2019) demonstrate that both individual and group coaching can empower women in leadership, with significant career impact: 40% of participants in their study were promoted after participating in coaching programmes.
Wilkinson, F et al. (2022) find that low self-confidence is a persistent challenge for women leaders, often arising in individual coaching conversations, which masks deeper issues. Their qualitative study, based on interviews with workplace coaches, highlights the importance of trust in coaching relationships and reflective practice. A coaching process involving trial, reflection, and adaptation helps build confidence and directly challenges leadership stereotypes, supporting women to exhibit new behaviours and navigate workspace cultures designed around masculine archetypes. (Shemluck, N. et al, 2021)
Further evidence from Gray et al. (2019) reinforces the impact of coaching interventions: both group and individual coaching enabled greater self-reflection, self-confidence, and career progression. In a corporate programme, 40-49% of coached women were promoted, a significant improvement over the typical promotion rates for women (31%) and men (29%) in the same period. Importantly, group coaching created a collective sense of shared experience, reducing isolation and increasing the sense of belonging amongst female leaders. 
[bookmark: _Toc206179871]Organisational Structures and Leadership Development Practices
Beyond coaching, the literature highlights the significance of organisational-level programmes in advancing gender equity. A systematic review by Athanasopoulou et al. (2025) found that both formal and informal development practices contribute to the success of women’s leadership programmes. However, informal practices are often missing from formal processes, limiting their reach and effectiveness. Their review exposes a tendency in the sector to treat women as a homogeneous group, neglecting diverse backgrounds and career paths. The authors call for the integration of informal and formal interventions and a more nuanced approach to supporting women leader development. (Talbott, S., 2021)
Murray, P.A. et al. (2019) note that existing workplace structures—such as equal status opportunities, access to high-status roles, mentoring, and unstructured group tasks—effectively disrupt gender biases. However, they caution that their sample focused solely on women leaders and recommend longitudinal studies to understand how new policies (e.g., equal pay, maternity/paternity leave, and board diversity initiatives) impact both women and men at different organisational levels. (SDG, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc206179872]Board Gender Diversity and Impacts on Performance and SDG Engagement
There is increasing evidence that board gender diversity is positively linked to sustainability performance and SDG engagement within financial and non-financial firms. Mehadi, M. et al. (2024) show that the presence of at least three female board members is associated with higher levels of SDG disclosure in Bangladeshi banks. This effect is not limited to disclosure: Khatri, I. (2022) finds that at least 30% female representation on Nordic boards is the “critical mass” needed for gender diversity to translate into noticeable improvements in sustainability performance. (Chin et al., 2018)
Theoretical frameworks, including agency theory, stakeholder theory, resource dependence, and upper echelons theory, consistently underpin these findings. Board gender diversity enhances strategic decision-making by introducing diverse perspectives, improving stakeholder engagement, and boosting organisational legitimacy. (PPF, 2025) 
However, there is a notable lack of qualitative exploration and field-based study to complement statistical findings. Future research should focus on the quality and substance of SDG reporting, exploring deeper motivations, challenges, and the impact of board gender diversity on organisational culture and non-financial sectors. The literature also highlights a gap with respect to smaller firms and sector-specific nuances. (Chin et al., 2018) 
[bookmark: _Toc206179873]Coaching as a Bridge to Inclusive Leadership 
When coaching is combined with other leadership development practices, it becomes an effective bridge to inclusive leadership and responsible organisational growth. It supports both individual-level progression (confidence, strategic awareness, career development) and organisational-level benefits (challenging stereotypes, improving diversity practices, supporting SDG goals) (Talbott, S. 2021). 
For coaching to be most effective, it must be embedded within wider organisational programme and supported by a culture of sponsorship, mentoring, and active disruption of traditional gender assumptions. The integration of trusted relationships, reflective practice, and adaptive processes are key for women leaders to navigate complex organisational environments, especially in sectors still dominated by masculine cultures and structures (Shemluck, N. et al., 2021) 
[bookmark: _Toc206179874]Implications for Policy and Future Research
While the UK financial services sector has taken steps to support gender diversity and economic growth in harmony with SDG 8, significant research gaps remain:
· There is a limited qualitative exploration of the impact of new institutional policies on both women and men.
· Coaching interventions are under-researched across different career stages and industry settings, especially for younger women (Rogish, A. et al., 2022) 
· There is limited international research, particularly on informal and non-traditional career development pathways. (Talbott, S. 2021)
· Little is known about the challenges women from diverse backgrounds experience and how this impacts their progression into senior roles (Talbott, S. 2021)
· Addressing these gaps will require longitudinal studies and relevant research across sectors. The multiplier effect that Rogish, A. et al. (2022) identified, suggests that increasing the number of women at C-suite level has wide-reaching positive impacts on organisational diversity and should be a strategic priority for financial services institutions seeking sustainable growth and alignment with SDG 8. 
[bookmark: _Toc206179875]Conclusion
Enhancing women in senior leader positions within UK financial services is essential not just for achieving economic growth and fulfilling regulatory mandates but for achieving the societal and organisational benefits of sustainable development. Coaching, particularly when combined with organisational reforms and commitment to gender-diverse boards, emerges as a vital tool in supporting women into leadership, challenging stereotypes, and driving sectoral change. The sector must now move towards a holistic, evidence-informed approach that supports progression, inclusion, and responsible leadership—in line with both national economic objectives and global SDGs.
4. [bookmark: _Toc206179876]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc163394646]Research data was sourced via the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) library, also using the new Artificial Intelligence (AI) tool, Primo Research Assistant. Search terms initially included coaching, financial services and sustainability development goals (SDG), including the Boolean operator ‘and’. Several sources for coaching were returned, with limited reference to financial services and the SDGs. Following multiple attempts changing the order of the search terms, the number of search terms, replacing ‘SDG’ with ‘gender’ or ‘economy’ the researcher found a paper that met some of the criteria. This paper was uploaded to ResearchRabbit to look for similar papers, or other work by the authors. The researcher also used the AI tool, Semantic Scholar, to search for suitable papers. Once again, this resulted in finding one or two suitable papers. Once again, these papers were uploaded to ResearchRabbit to find other suitable works. The researcher found that ResearchRabbit provided the greatest variety of suitable papers. She also used UWTSDs BrowZine functionality to search for journals. 
Once a suitable number of sources were found, the researcher conducted a thematic analysis (Braun, V. et al., 2006). The process covers 6 key steps: 
1. Familiarising yourself with your data 
2. Generating initial codes  
3. Searching for themes  
4. Reviewing themes  
5. Defining and naming themes
6. Producing the report
The themes identified in this process are: 
1. Enabling Women’s Leadership Pathways (Supporting SDG 5)
Theme: Overcoming Gendered Barriers through Reflection and Self-Efficacy
· Coaching provides a safe and reflective space to explore aspects of a client’s self-confidence, self-worth and suitability for leadership positions, which is shown to address gender biases in the workplace. 
· Coaching builds trusted relationships where women feel comfortable to discuss deeper issues such as barriers based on identity, which often occur in the financial sector. 
Theme: Addressing systemic barriers and workplace culture
· Addressing systemic barriers and workplace culture means removing entrenched biases in policies, practices, and attitudes while fostering fairness, inclusion, and respect. Coaching supports this by empowering individuals to challenge assumptions, build inclusive mindsets, and take ownership of positive cultural change.
Theme: Reframing Organisational Norms and ‘Fit’
· There is significant research indicating that coaching not only impacts individuals, but organisations too. By developing more self-confident and reflective women, coaching can support the development of more inclusive cultures. 
2. Improving Decent Work and Economic Growth (Supporting SDG 8)
Theme: Enhancing Performance Management and Organisational Sustainability
· The research suggests that coaching likely improves performance management systems and with that, improved organisational sustainability. 
By defining clear coaching goals, coaching supports personal growth and improved individual performance, which in turn, supports improved productivity at an organisational level, and therefore helps to support sustained economic growth. 
Theme: Supporting Diversity as an Asset for Economic Growth
· Further research indicates that coaching cultures support development of diverse teams, which help organisations sustain during times of economic challenges. By creating opportunities for the inclusion and progression of women, coaching directly contributes to economic growth. 
3. Intersections and Mechanisms
· Synergistic Impact: coaching programmes that combined individual and group coaching indicated that based on the benefits of improving self-confidence, performance and increasing visibility for women, were able to support progress towards achieving both SDGs.  
· Structural Considerations: when coaching programmes were embedded within equitable system frameworks, the benefits of the programmes were enhanced. 
· Policy Relevance: the research indicates that regulators and professional bodies are driving organisations to operate in more integrated ways, which makes coaching a strategic lever for driving regulatory and cultural change. 
[bookmark: _Toc163394647][bookmark: _Toc206179877]Limitations 
With a specific focus on research papers within the last 10 years, there is the potential to miss the historical insights which may have added further context. Along with that, the majority of the studies focussed on Westernised organisational contexts with limited representation from developing countries, where factors like gender equality and economic growth carry more importance. Perhaps, most importantly, this study has relied on only using secondary data, which presents with an element of researcher bias already. 
Mitigation strategies for future research include utilising studies older than 10 years and conducting research exercises to gather primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc163394648][bookmark: _Toc206179878]Insider researcher
For the context of this study, within the context of the FCA, the researcher is considered an insider researcher. Insider research has been described as research which is undertaken within an organisation, group or community where the researcher is also a member (Brannick, T. et al., 2007).  
As an employee of the FCA, this position provides the researcher with a unique perspective on the challenges that exist within the organisation and the role it plays as the financial services regulator for the United Kingdom (UK).
The contrast to the ‘insider’ is that of the ‘outsider’. A researcher is considered an ‘outsider’ when he or she does not belong to the group to which the participants belong (Gair, S., 2012). As an employee of the FCA and a South African national, living in the UK and working in a UK organisation, the researcher’s South African perspective influenced the way in which she conducted this research.  
[bookmark: _Toc163394649][bookmark: _Toc206179879]Ethical considerations
The researcher fulfils multiple roles and therefore subscribed to various standards when conducting the research. These roles include:
· an FCA employee
· a UWTSD university student
· a professional coach accredited by the ICF
Each of these roles has various standards that the researcher has complied with, namely the FCA employee handbook, the UWTSD Academic Quality handbook and the ICF code of ethics. 
An important note to include here is that the ICF membership influenced the researcher’s research paradigm, particularly in the methods area, since the definition of coaching used was that determined by the ICF.   
All documents created for this study are stored in the password protected cloud storage on the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) Office 365 system. This system is only accessible by using a one-time password code generated by the Authenticator app.  
This study is considered low risk to the researcher, FCA, ICF, university and the environment, since only secondary data was used in developing it.
5. [bookmark: _Toc206179880]Thematic Findings
The findings have been organised into two main sections covering SDG 5 and 8.
[bookmark: _Toc206179881]A. Coaching and SDG 5: Gender Equality
Theme 1: Overcoming Gendered Barriers through Reflection and Self-Efficacy
It is well documented that the individual outcomes of coaching include developing self-reflection (De Haan, E. et al., 2019; Gray et al, 2019) and improved self-confidence (De Haan, E. et al., 2019; Gray et al, 2019; Leimon et al, 2011), self-reliance, assertiveness (Leimon et al, 2011) and focus (De Haan, E. et al., 2019). Coaching provides the opportunity and space for a client to reflect and grow. Reflective practice is “the ability to engage in a process of continuous learning” (Schon,1983). 
The nature of the coaching relationship allows for the development of trusted relationships, where clients feel safe enough to explore deeper challenges they may be experiencing. As De Haan, E. et al. (2019) found, clients were often using the individual coaching sessions to prepare for expected challenging experiences in the workplace. 
There are several benefits of individual coaching, development of self-awareness, building one’s reflective capacity and improved self-confidence to name a few. Building the ability to reflect is perhaps one of the most significant benefits of coaching and it is developed through the process of the coach providing insights and feedback on patterns of behaviour, blind spots and noticing nuances in the client’s responses. Building the self-reflective capacity helps clients to complete the learning cycle, since coaching is considered a learning journey. Reflective practice is “the ability to engage in a process of continuous learning” (Schon, D.A.,1983). This capability also helps clients to understand others’ impact on them and their impact on others. The literature used in this study all confirmed that particularly individual coaching created the space for growth, self-reflection and an opportunity to focus on the self. As Paula noted, ‘self-awareness, I know myself better than when I started’. 
Women leaders found that the individual coaching sessions created a safe space for them to explore the challenges they were experiencing and provided opportunities to address them. They also noted that how the coaching environment created the space for them to feel vulnerable. The coaching process supports clients to develop their own solutions to the challenges they may be experiencing. The power in this is that clients become accountable for their actions, since they created their own solutions. This process is particularly powerful in developing self-confidence and efficacy – clients start to recognise the value they bring, and they show up in a different way. this new way of being causes a ripple effect in their environments, since others start to respond to them differently. When women start to acknowledge the value they bring, they can start to challenge the environments they work in and help to create fewer gender barriers for themselves and other women in the organisation.  
Theme 2: Addressing systemic barriers and workplace culture
Staples, T. et al. (2025) in their research on women in the financial planning industry identified several barriers to advancement for senior women leaders, namely:
- Conscious and Unconscious Gender Bias and Discrimination
- Absence of Targeted Leadership Development Programs for Women
- Organisational Supports Do Not Reflect Women's Needs and Experiences
- Out-of-date Compensation Models and Policies Contribute to a Gender Pay Gap
- Lack of information, misunderstanding, and myths about the profession
Another consistent barrier found for women in senior leadership positions was that of family responsibilities and how women were expected to prioritise work (Gray, D.E et al, 2019; Cha, Y., 2013). Gray, D.E. et al (2019) also noted that for many women leaders it was the lack of sponsorship and support internally that presented a significant barrier. Baeckstrom, Y. et al. (2025) refer to gender roles as another barrier, in particular, ‘woman’ and ‘mother’, and describe how the financial services industry is male, in terms of its leadership, language and even down to the equipment it uses. Having reviewed the media coverage during the financial crisis, Elliot, C. et al. (2018) noted that women leaders were portrayed as more risk averse and feminised versions of male leaders, while women who had adopted the more male traits accepted within the financial services sector were portrayed as ‘superwomen’. 
Although similar numbers of women join financial services institutions as men, the numbers dwindle the further up the chain they go. Several studies highlighted the challenges and barriers women face in male dominated environments and typically in the financial services sector. In these environments, many women experienced challenges with gender roles, in particular, ‘woman’ and ‘mother’. Mothers in particular, found they struggled with juggling work demands with prioritising family and many felt it was impossible to maintain a balance without additional support, for example a nanny or child minder. As Maureen mentioned, “it is easier without having children”. 
Another barrier women experienced was the lack of formal networks, mentoring and sponsorship opportunities. This was often based on outdated gender expectations within the workplace. Due to the time commitments of balancing family and work, women lacked access to the formal networking opportunities that existed within certain environments. This is exacerbated for women of colour. This lack of access has a domino effect, in that there are fewer women in senior leadership positions who are able to mentor more junior colleagues. However, informal mentoring opportunities are often deemed to be more successful for women leaders than formal ones.
Women experienced pressure to conform to male stereotypes and norms and needed to overachieve to gain recognition. Typically male leaders exhibit leadership qualities such as ambition, assertiveness and self-confidence, whereas women leaders typically exhibit qualities of good communication and effective focus on developing others. These leadership qualities tend to be less respected in the more traditional white, male dominated financial services sector. 
Theme 3: Reframing Organisational Norms and ‘Fit’
There is significant evidence suggesting that coaching has a dual impact, benefiting both individuals and wider organisational cultures. For women in particular, coaching builds increased self-confidence and supports reflective practice—a combination that can be transformative within traditional workplace environments. Qualitative studies indicate that low self-confidence is a recurring theme in coaching relationships with women leaders and is often a surface-level issue masking deeper psychological barriers. Effective coaching relationships, built on trust, enable women to experiment with new behaviours, reflect on their experiences, and adapt, which leads to sustainable confidence-building and challenges traditional leadership stereotypes. This increased confidence in women leaders does not only support individual progression; it also spurs cultural change within the organisation by modelling inclusive behaviours and providing visible alternatives to dominant leadership archetypes (Wilkinson, F. et al. 2022).
In addition, group coaching has been shown to develop a sense of shared experience among women leaders, reinforcing cohesion and collective effectiveness. Evidence from global corporations demonstrates that coaching programmes are linked to increased promotions for women and a stronger emphasis on collaborative leadership (Gray, D.E. et al, 2019). 
By implementing leadership programmes that include a combination of individual and group coaching, organisations will start benefitting from more self-confident and reflective women, which ultimately creates more inclusive cultures. 
[bookmark: _Toc206179882]B. Coaching and SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth
Theme 4: Enhancing Performance Management and Organisational Sustainability
There is clear evidence that coaching supports increased productivity and reduces staff turnover (Szabo, S. et al. 2019) and therefore helps to sustain economic growth. Coaching has proven to produce individual benefits such as personal growth and goal achievement, which leads to improvements in professional development and improved work behaviours. Coaching encourages regular conversations and feedback which supports improved performance management frameworks. When integrated with performance management systems, coaching can contribute to organisational sustainability goals and long-term success (Susanto, P.C et al., 2023)
Sipondo, A., et al. (2024) demonstrated that tailored coaching not only improves workplace resilience but also enhances an employee’s ability to contribute constructively during periods of organisational change and uncertainty. 
Coaching fosters the integration of sustainability principles and values into employees’ daily practices, supporting broader strategic objectives. Research by Hamann, K.R.S., et al. (2021) found sustainability-focused peer coaching programmes improve awareness, behaviour, and commitment, thus accelerating transitions to sustainable organisational models. Moreover, mentoring and coaching facilitate knowledge transfer and skills development needed for long-term sustainability, enabling staff to identify opportunities and innovate responsibly.
Theme 5: Supporting Diversity as an Asset for Economic Growth
The ICF (2024) indicates that the most reported benefits of a coaching culture are:
· Enhanced team and employee performance
· Higher overall retention rates of valued staff
· Increased productivity and profitability
These benefits are applicable to all organisations and would certainly support the development of women senior leaders. Babafemi, O.E. (2024) noted that women finance directors often adopt more masculine leadership behaviours to help them succeed, which can negatively impact their personal and work experiences. To add to this complexity, Baeckstrom, Y. et al. (2025) discovered that women leaders’ authenticity is measured against their expected feminine traits, but that to be deemed capable, they are measured against the male leadership characteristics. However, organisations thrive when they are made up of diverse teams. 
Coaching serves as a key learning and development activity which supports building individual and team capability within organisations, therefore directly supporting economic growth. 
Grant Thornton (2024) showed that globally, women hold only 33,5% of the top jobs and Elting, L. (2023) indicated that only 53 of Fortune 500 CEOs are women. 
Intersections and Mechanisms
Synergistic Impact: 
Newer studies address the value of group coaching, along with executive coaching to support female leadership development. Britton, J.J. (2010) indicates the difference between group coaching and other interventions as:
a facilitated group process led by a skilled professional coach and created with the intention of maximizing the combined energy, experience, and wisdom of individuals who choose to join in order to achieve organizational objectives or individual goals. (Britton, J.J., 2010, p. 6)
Brown, S.W. et al. (2010) highlight some of the benefits of group coaching as understanding and regulation of acceptable group behaviours, the building of trust and support within the group, increased emotional intelligence and preventing silo formation within the organisation (Kets de Vries, M.F.R. 2005). Gray, D.E., et al. (2019) identified that women found the group coaching offered them the support network they were looking for, as a way to share the challenges they experienced and feel less alone. Ellinger, A.D. et al. (2011) and Stelter, R. (2009) found that group coaching supported development of networks across the organisation and led to improvements in performance.
Bonneywell, S. et al. (2022) discuss how the blend of individual and group coaching as a leadership development intervention support the development of relational skills, modelling supportive behaviours and fostering new ways of supporting others to help reduce social inequalities.  
Structural Considerations: 
Structural considerations are critical to improving the effectiveness of coaching programmes, particularly when they are embedded within equitable system frameworks. Evidence from leadership development and gender equality research shows that formalised, organisational frameworks can disrupt bias, increase legitimacy, and create enabling environments for underrepresented groups to succeed (Murray, P.A. et al. 2019). When coaching programmes are positioned in wider organisational policies that promote fairness—such as transparent promotion criteria, equal access to high-status roles, and structured mentoring—the benefits from coaching are increased. These frameworks provide leaders with support and ensure that coaching programmes are reinforced by sound organisational policies that maintain progress over time (Athanasopoulou, A. et al. 2025). Gray, D.E et al. (2019) noted that embedding coaching in equitable systems aligns with the idea that individual capacity-building must be accompanied by organisational change to achieve lasting impact. In these environments, the coaching relationship can focus more effectively on developing growth and self-confidence. Integrating coaching into equality-focused frameworks supports the ability to achieve both individual and organisational outcomes.
Policy Relevance
The Financial Conduct Authority (FCA), the financial services regulator for the UK, has a mandate from Treasury to focus on supporting economic growth and it has laid out its roadmap to doing so in Strategy 25-30 (FCA, 2025). The FCA has committed to support productivity improvements and focus on the competitiveness of the UK’s financial markets (FCA, 2025). It plans to do this by reviewing how it regulates, including making it easier for firms to list in the UK. As the organisation is rebalancing its risk appetite (FCA, 2025) it is undergoing a major shift to its internal policies and ways of working, with a move to achieving quicker outcomes and increasing the pace of change. However, the FCA does not operate independently, so other policy makers like the Bank of England and the Payment Systems Regulator need to consider their responsibility too. 
As an employee of the FCA, working as a Business Change Manager, the pace and volume of change being delivered within the organisation to work towards achieving its strategy is unprecedented. To support this change in ways of working, the organisation needs to reduce its risk appetite and devolve certain of its decision-making capabilities. To ensure these changes are effective, the FCA needs to have a workforce that is empowered to adapt to the new ways of working. Coaching can support in this regard. 
Since the researcher also leads the FCAs Internal Coaching Network, she is in a unique position to see firsthand what challenges colleagues are experiencing in their departments. The majority of colleagues exploring coaching are women, and consistent themes for coaching include developing self-confidence, particularly in pursuit of promotion, and developing leadership skills. 
This experience supports the argument that coaching helps to develop empowered, self-confident, reflective individuals who are better positioned to support the mandate the FCA has to improve economic growth. 
6. [bookmark: _Toc206179883]Discussion
This study highlights the role that individual and group coaching can play in advancing both SDG 5: Gender Equality and SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth within the financial services sector. With a focus on women leaders, the findings show that the benefits of coaching, for example, increased self-awareness and self-confidence, support both individual and organisational outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc206179884]Coaching as a Mechanism for Overcoming Gendered Barriers
SDG 5 focuses on reducing gender-based discrimination and promoting women's access to participate at senior levels within financial services organisations. These findings support several earlier studies indicating that coaching facilitates the development of self-reflection (Gray, D.E. et al. 2019), self-confidence, self-reliance, assertiveness (Leimon, A. et al. 2011), and focus. Coaching, by its nature, provides a safe space for personal growth, allowing women leaders to face and begin to address the workplace challenges they experience.
Reflective practice, described by Schön, D.A. (1983) as the ability to engage in continuous learning, was a specific benefit that developed from the coaching journey. The process whereby coaches provide feedback, highlight patterns of behaviour, and help clients to notice blind spots builds a deeper sense of self and therefore, better self-awareness. Women leaders in this study noted how individual coaching sessions offered the space for them to be vulnerable, which is often a challenge in the environments within which they work. Within the bounds of the coaching space, clients could explore personal challenges and broaden their perspective to examine the structural and cultural dynamics that exist within their organisations.
This reflective capacity is critical for completing the learning cycle, enabling clients not only to understand themselves better, but also to appreciate the impact they have on others, and vice versa. Along with De Haan, E. et al. (2019) research, when women use the coaching space to prepare for potentially difficult workplace experiences, they become more equipped and confident to manage these situations. 
One of the most powerful outcomes of coaching, as evidenced by this study, is the development of self-efficacy and personal accountability. By supporting clients in creating their own solutions, the coaching process creates accountability for clients’ actions. This is particularly significant for women leaders, who often work in environments that undermine their confidence or the value they bring. As clients start to recognise the value they add, their presence and behaviour changed, which in turn affected how others responded to them.
This ripple effect is essential to consider within the context of organisational change. Self-confident women leaders begin to challenge the environments they work in and help to dismantle the barriers for colleagues and the wider organisation. This aligns with SDG 5’s emphasis on the empowerment of women and the creation of supportive workplace structures.
[bookmark: _Toc206179885]Coaching’s Role in Advancing Decent Work and Economic Growth (SDG 8)
SDG 8 promotes inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment, and decent work for all. The findings suggest that coaching improves productivity and engagement in the workplace, by developing self-reliance, confidence, and the ability to constructively address challenges. These qualities are essential for decent work environments, which must be psychologically safe and supportive of diversity, vulnerability, and growth.
As women become more confident, accountable, and aware of their impact, they become better leaders, which in turn, benefits organisations through improved decision-making and better management of diverse teams. These ripple effects support the development of more inclusive cultures, where colleagues are more productive and have more equal opportunities.
Coaching therefore strategically supports both SDG 5 and SDG 8. It enables women leaders to participate fully and effectively, improves performance and development of other employees, and supports economic growth, by building more inclusive workplaces. 
These findings reinforce the view that coaching facilitates change beyond the individual level. Improved reflective capabilities and self-confidence allow women to challenge gender norms and influence organisational culture, which contributes to more equitable and productivity environments. Therefore, coaching can be used as a tool for empowering women leaders and as a lever for transformation, by raising women leaders’ voices and modelling behaviours that promote inclusion and decent work.
However, to fully realise the potential impact coaching can have, organisations should consider integrating coaching initiatives with broader policies oriented towards diversity, equity, and inclusion. The individual benefits of coaching are multiplied when organisational systems and cultures are receptive to change.
[bookmark: _Toc206179886]Limitations and Future Research Directions
The key premise of this study was focussed on women leaders and how they would benefit from coaching, in support of addressing SDG 5 and 8. How relevant these benefits would be to women in more junior roles needs to be investigated. Further research could explore integrating individual and group coaching programmes into formal development programmes that address SDG 5 and SDG 8 objectives.
There is also an opportunity to explore how coaching interacts with other factors, like race, age, sexuality, and disability. A consistent theme across coaching studies is the need for longitudinal studies that can assess the return on investment of coaching on career progression and organisational outcomes.
7. [bookmark: _Toc206179887]Conclusion and Recommendations 
Individual and group coaching emerge as a fundamental intervention for promoting gender equality and decent work, as described by SDG 5 and SDG 8. By developing reflective capacity, self-confidence, and accountability, coaching empowers women leaders to challenge and overcome gendered barriers in the workplace. The ripple effect resulting from the benefits of coaching have the potential to shift organisational cultures, promoting sustainable economic growth and shaping inclusive, equitable environments. To increase these benefits and support addressing the sustainable development goals, organisations should integrate coaching into their wider strategic frameworks for diversity and decent work.
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