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Abstract 

This paper aims to understand how coachability is defined by coaches, what methods 

are used to make the determination, and if differences exist based on coaches’ 

backgrounds. We use surveys from 80 coaches and found that coaches’ definition taps 

into five areas: openness, growth orientation, security, external resources, and 

vulnerability. We further found that this definition does not differ by coaches’ 

backgrounds and remarkably few coaches rely on formal assessments to make this 

determination. Given the rise of coaching, a better understanding of what coachability 

is and how it is assessed can serve organizations well in deploying this resource.  

Originality/Value 

No previous works have investigated how practitioners define coachability and what 

methods they use to determine coachability; the present work provides both coaches 

and researchers with a shared mental model to frame coachability in organizations. 

Keywords 

Defining coachability, practitioners, assessing coachability. 

 

  



 The International Journal of  
 Mentoring and Coaching 
 Volume XIII Article 1 
 July 2021 
 
  

 2 

How do we allocate our limited financial resources for talent development initiatives to 

ensure we get the largest and most impactful return on our investment?  This is a 

common dilemma and persistent challenge for talent professionals. It is a challenge 

that has intensified as employees’ expectations for personal development have grown 

(Colletta, 2021). To address these expectations, talent professionals have increasingly 

turned to leadership coaching as a personalized developmental intervention. Whether 

the intent is to redress poor performance, prepare people for new opportunities, or help 

people adapt to changing organizational realities, coaching has become a prominent, 

if not preferred, tool for development. The International Coaching Federation’s 2020 

Global Coaching Study indicates that “the global total revenue from coaching in 2019 

was 2.849 billion U.S. dollars, representing a 21% increase over the 2015 estimate.” 

However, variability in coaching success is a chronic concern. Although research 

supports the efficacy of coaching interventions to support behavioral change (Jones, 

Woods, & Guillaume, 2016; Peterson, 1993), success is not guaranteed, leading talent 

professionals to investigate the many potential factors contributing to the variability in 

coaching outcomes. One such factor, participant coachability, has received limited 

attention in the coaching literature (Weiss & Merrigan, 2021).    

A valid evaluation of a potential candidate’s readiness for coaching would provide a 

useful assessment tool to determine the appropriateness of allocating limited coaching 

resources, and the earlier coachability is determined, the higher the returns can be for 

the candidate’s organization. As a necessary first step in the development of a 

coachability assessment, coachability must be defined and its construct validity 

established. Although a variety of related concepts have appeared in the coaching and 

training literature (e.g., developmental readiness, training readiness, incremental 

implicit theory or growth mindset), the literature is fragmented, and a dearth of 

evidence examines how coachability is defined and observed by practitioners. The 

present study examines the definition of coachability from a practitioner’s perspective, 

taking a critical first step to bridge theory and practice in this area. Before describing 

our study, we consider two questions: 1) How do theorists define coachability? and 2) 

What do we know about how practitioners define coachability? Understanding how 

coaches construe a prospective candidate’s coachability is sorely needed to advance 

the practice of coaching and to bridge the gap that often appears between theory and 

practice in applied domains. 
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A Theoretical Lens on Coachability 

The theoretical literature on coachability is rather limited at present (see Figure 1 for a 

sampling of the literature). Considered as either a predictor or moderator of coaching 

efficacy, little attention has been paid to the role coachability plays in achieving 

developmental outcomes or behavioral change. As a point of departure, we need to 

establish the meaning of coachability and its relationship to related constructs and 

determine its utility in predicting coaching efficacy. Prior work on domain-specific 

coachability has operationalized it within the context of athletics (Giacobbi, 2000), 

sales (Shannahan, Bush, & Shannahan, 2013) and entrepreneurship (Ciuchta, Letwin, 

Stevenson, McMahan, & Huvaj, 2018). For instance, Giacobbi (2002) developed and 

validated a measure of athletic coachability as a multidimensional sport-specific 

construct that describes an individual's “motivation to improve sport skill, 

inquisitiveness, openness to learning, and trust in and respect for the coach and his or 

her training process” (p. 42). Favor (2011a) sought to identify specific behaviors and 

personality traits that differentiated between more and less coachable college athletes. 

Results from this work suggest three traits (anger, immoderation, and cooperation) 

predict a person’s coachability. 

 

Figure 1. Sampling of Academic Literature 

 

Likewise, within applied organizational research, coachability is considered an 

important characteristic to consider for employee selection, arguably more so than 

technical abilities (Laabs, 2000; Larson & Comstock, 1994, Murphy, 2012). Shannahan 

and colleagues (Shannahan, Bush, & Shannahan, 2013) were first to explore 

coachability within the organizational context by examining the link between a 
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salesperson’s coachability and sales performance. They described coachability in 

sales as “the degree to which salespeople are open to seeking, receiving, and using 

external resources to increase their sales performance in a personal selling context” 

(Shannahan, Shannahan, & Bush, 2013, p. 2013). Their results revealed positive 

associations between coachability and sales performance. Similarly, research has 

explored entrepreneur coachability to understand how investors might make more 

informed investment decisions (Bryan, Tilsic, Zhu, 2017). Ciuchta, Letwin, Stevenson, 

McMahan, and Huvaj (2018), for instance, developed a measure of entrepreneurial 

coachability, which they defined as “the degree to which an entrepreneur seeks, 

carefully considers, and integrates feedback to improve his or her venture’s 

performance” (p. 861). Their findings suggest that mentoring programs for 

entrepreneurs are more likely to be successful when entrepreneurs are coachable, a 

conclusion also reached by other researchers (Kuratko, Nuebert, Marvel, 2020). 

From this domain-specific perspective, coachability is thought to be a contextualized 

individual difference centered on personal openness that manifests through 

observable behaviors (Weiss & Merrigan, 2021). Other researchers have taken a more 

domain-general approach to the construct of coachability. For instance, Weiss & 

Merrigan (2021) sought to re-conceptualize coachability to be more generalizable 

across organizational contexts. The authors reviewed the existing literature and 

proposed a model that defined coachability as “a second-order factor, an individual 

difference influencing the degree to which employees seek, receive (i.e., demonstrate 

receptivity to), and implement constructive feedback to drive individual development 

and improve performance.” (p. 124). In other words, an individual’s coachability 

motivates feedback seeking, receptivity, and implementation behaviors that facilitate 

individual development (see also Weiss, 2020). Their findings suggest that employee 

coachability drives individual job performance, adaptability, and promotability more 

than do managerial coaching behaviors (Weiss & Merrigan, 2021). To identify factors 

that enable managers to take advantage of coachable moments, Turner and McCarthy 

(2015) discovered an underlying theme from managers that suggests not all 

employees are seen as being equally coachable. Employees who were deemed 

coachable were those who actively sought out and were receptive to feedback. On the 

other hand, uncoachable employees were those who often seemed aggressive or 

difficult to relate to, were reluctant to learn, or who desired direct feedback rather than 

the more open-ended, questioning approach of a coach. 

The field of leadership development might shed additional light on the construct of 

coachability in a domain-general sense, particularly through the related concepts of 

developmental readiness and receptivity to training. Avolio and Hannah (2009) argued 

that developmental readiness improves an individual’s ability to make meaning out of 

events, challenges, and opportunities to promote positive development. Hannah and 

Lester (2009) defined developmental readiness as “both the ability and motivation to 
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attend to, make meaning of, and appropriate new knowledge into one’s long-term 

memory structures” (p. 37). More specifically, developmental readiness is a 

multidimensional construct comprising (a) motivation to develop as a leader, which 

includes having a learning goal orientation and confidence in one’s ability to develop 

(developmental efficacy), and (b) ability to develop, which involves self-awareness, 

leader complexity, and meta-cognitive ability (Avolio and Hannah, 2008, 2009; Hannah 

2006; Reichard & Walker, 2016).   

Similarly, within the training effectiveness literature, both motivational and situational 

factors, alongside individual differences in trainee characteristics, are thought to 

indicate trainability through various mechanisms (Noe, 1986). Results of a meta-

analysis of these components found that characteristics including locus of control, 

conscientious, anxiety, self-efficacy, and situational characteristic predict training 

outcomes (Colquitt, LePine, and Noe, 2000). Supporting evidence has further 

demonstrated the five-factor-model characteristics of emotional stability and openness 

to experience to be positively related to acquiring new skills at a faster rate (Herold, 

Davis, Fedor, and Parsons, 2002). 

A Practitioner Lens on Coachability 

Concepts related to coachability have also arisen in the practitioner-focused literature 

(see Figure 2 for a summary of the practitioner literature). Indeed, there is no shortage 

of practitioners attempting to define the substrates of coachability by identifying critical 

markers in prospective clients. Some have highlighted a tolerance for discomfort, an 

openness to experimentation, willingness to take responsibility, self-discipline, and 

ability to ask for support (Maignan Wilkins, 2009; Steinberg, 2020), whereas others 

have pointed to curiosity, purpose, humility, action orientation, reflection, and 

vulnerability as key elements of coachability (Turak, 2011; Inam, 2017). Goldsmith 

(2011) likewise identified a variety of considerations to determine someone’s 

coachability (or lack thereof), such as not admitting to having a problem, being in the 

wrong job, or thinking everyone else is the problem. 
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Figure 2. Sampling of Practitioner Literature 

 

What is clear from reviewing practitioners’ definitions is that there are both distinct 

features and commonalities among their perspectives. However, when we consider 

the construct of coachability strictly from the practitioner perspective, there does not 

seem to be either a fully consistent set of defining dimensions or a reliable, systematic 

approach to measuring these dimensions. Indeed, most of what we know from the 

practitioner perspective amounts to little more than personal anecdotes from individual 

coaches. The purpose of the present study is to address this shortcoming in the 

coachability literature from the coaching practitioner side and explore what the concept 

of coachability means to practitioners operating within the sphere of leadership (or 

executive) coaching. To do so, we explored the following primary research questions 

through a survey of leadership coaches: 

1.1 How is coachability defined by leadership coaching practitioners? 

1.2 What are the methods used by leadership coaching practitioners to identify 

coachability? 

1.3 Are there any differences in how leadership coaches define coachability as a 

function of their background, training, and experience or other demographic 

variables? 
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Method 

Survey development 

A working group of six subject matter experts (SMEs) in the field of coaching developed 

topics for inclusion in the survey. These topics were: 1) what makes people coachable, 

2) what makes people uncoachable, 3) whether a coach had declined to coach a 

potential client due to uncoachability, and 4) how coaches determine whether a client 

is coachable or uncoachable, as well as background information about the coaches 

that might be associated with their answers to these questions.  Because the data 

related to uncoachability so often mirrored the data for coachability, we focus on the 

coachability data for this study to keep our presentation as clear as possible. An expert 

in survey development (one of the six SMEs) designed an initial set of multiple-choice 

and open-ended questions to measure the topics described above. This initial list of 

questions was sent to the rest of the working group for edits and was refined into a 

final set of 30 questions. 

Survey deployment 

Using a snowball sampling technique, internal and external coaching professionals 

associated with two academic institutions in the southern United States were emailed, 

inviting them to participate in the online survey and to forward the invitation to their 

coaching colleagues. 

Participants 

A total of 115 participants responded to the survey invitation, of whom 35 were 

removed due to incomplete survey responses (incomplete responses were defined as 

having none of the central items for analyses complete), for a final total of 80 

participants. The majority of participants self-reported their gender as female (n = 55, 

69% female; n = 25, 31% male) and were an average age of 53.30 years old (SD = 

9.50 years). Self-reported ethnicities included White (59; 74%), Black (8; 10%), 

Hispanic/Latino (8; 10%), Asian (2; 2.5%), and Other (1; 1%), and an additional 2 

(2.5%) preferred not to answer. Table 1 includes other relevant coaching-related 

participant characteristics. 
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Table 1. Additional Participant Characteristics  

Educational Field Psychology (33%), Other Field (67%)  

Educational Level  Doctorate (32%), Masters (54%), Bachelors (10%), Associates (1%), 

None (1%) 

Years of Experience  0-5 years (29%), 6-10 years (31%), 11+ years (40%) 

Coaching is Primary Job  Yes (48%), No (52%)  

Certified as Coach Yes (75%), No (25%) 

Certification Type  ICF/ICC (49%), Assessment Center (1%), Other (25%), Not Specified 

(25%) 

Internal/External Coach Internal (15%), External (56%), Both (22%), Not Specified (6%) 

 

Thematic Analyses 

1.1 Defining Coachability. 

Survey participants were asked to respond to the open-text question, “What qualities 

do you look for that you think make someone coachable?” The same question was 

repeated for uncoachability. Three SMEs trained in qualitative coding individually 

reviewed the 79 responses (1 participant did not answer these items) regarding what 

makes an individual coachable and what makes an individual uncoachable. 

Overlapping themes were retained, and the larger group of 6 SMEs met to review and 

refine the thematic factors. Combining factors with conceptual overlap resulted in a 

final list of five coachability factors: Growth Orientation, Openness, Security, 

Vulnerability, and External Resources (see Table 2). Three SMEs then independently 

coded each response to code whether each individual participant response contained 

any of the thematic factors from the previous step. Three different SMEs resolved any 

discrepancies by separately rating the responses, and any response coding that had 

at least two-thirds agreement across all SMEs was retained. 

1.2 Determining Coachability.  

After determining the coachability themes, we then analyzed the 78 responses (2 

participants did not answer these items) for how coaches determine that people 

possess those coachable characteristics. Through a similar process, 3 SMEs reviewed 

and refined themes for determining coachability, resulting in 4 thematic methods, and 

discrepancies were discussed by the larger group of 6 SMEs until consensus 

(complete agreement of SMEs) was achieved.  
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Results 

Qualitative Analysis 

Objective 1.1.  

How do you define coachability? 

For every participant response, a thematic factor was coded “1” if it was present and 

“0” if it was not present. The percentage of participants identifying each factor in their 

responses is given in Table 2. The SMEs were able to identify the presence of at least 

one factor for each of the 79 participant responses. However, despite being able to 

provide definitions for what makes someone coachable, 22% of participants indicated 

they have never declined a client for appearing to be uncoachable.  

Table 2. The Five Factors Defining Coachability  

Factor Definition Representative examples % of participants 

identifying the 

factor 

Growth Orientation  Growth orientation 

includes drive to grow, a 

desire to learn, and 

being goal-oriented and 

actively engaged in the 

coaching process. 

Motivation for change, 

curiosity, having clear goals, 

ownership for behavior, goal 

focused 

84% 

Openness Openness includes 

being receptive to 

feedback and diverse 

perspectives, as well as 

listening. 

Willing to hear performance 

feedback, willingness to try 

new behaviors, active 

listening 

43% 

Security Security includes a 

sense of self-

awareness, other 

awareness, and 

emotional regulation. 

Willingness to take 

assessments and to explore 

results constructively, 

emotional stability during 

sessions 

34% 

 

Vulnerability  Vulnerability includes a 

willingness to 

acknowledge areas for 

improvement, 

transparency around 

current challenges, and 

a sense of humility.  

Willingness to acknowledge 

gaps, willingness to say "I 

don't know" or "I'm stuck" 

19% 

External Resources External resources 

include components that 

are truly external to the 

person or purely 

circumstantial in nature. 

Sponsor funding, manager 

support  

6% 

*Note: Participant responses often identified more than one factor in what makes 

someone coachable. 
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Objective 1.2.  

What are the methods used to identify coachability? 

The SMEs were able to identify at least one method for identifying coachability for each 

of the 78 participant responses in the following categories: Client Interview, Client 

Actions/Behaviors, Feedback from Others, and Assessments (see Table 3). Although 

only 12% of participants indicated using formal assessments to determine coachability, 

97% indicated that they use or are certified to use one or more coaching-related 

assessments in their work as coaches. Most coaches listed between 1 and 12 

assessments they use, most often the EQ-i, Hogan, MBTI, and DISC. 

Table 3. Methods for Identifying Coachability 

Method Definition Representative 

example 

% of participants 

identifying each 

method 

Client Interview Asking client direct 

questions and listening 

to their responses 

I ask powerful 

questions and employ 

active listening 

87% 

Client 

Actions/Behaviors 

Observe client’s 

current behaviors or 

review evidence of 

previous development, 

behaviors, and 

achievements 

Accountability for 

commitments they 

make between 

sessions 

44% 

Feedback from Others Request information 

from others or observe 

interactions between 

client and other 

Interview the 

sponsor/person who 

requested the coaching 

14% 

Assessments Review results of 

assessments (e.g., 

personality survey, 360 

degree feedback) 

Carefully read their 360 

feedback results; 

identify themes. 

12% 

*Note: Participant responses often identified more than one method. 

Objective 1.3. 

Are there any differences in how leadership coaches define coachability as a function 

of their background, training, and experience or other demographic variables? 

Subgroup analyses were conducted for each participant characteristic listed in Table 

1. Specifically, participants were split by demographic characteristics to determine if 

any of these impacted how participants described coachability and uncoachability, and 

chi-square tests of independence were conducted to examine whether any of these 

characteristics were associated with coachability/uncoachability response patterns. No 

subgroup differences were found for any participant category, including educational 

field and level, gender, experience, primary job, certification, certification type, and 

internal/external. Thus, how coaches in our sample defined what it means for someone 
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to be coachable was extraordinarily robust across the demographic variables that we 

examined. 

Discussion 

Given the proliferation of leadership coaching and the variability observed in coaching 

success, the ability to identify candidates poised to take advantage of coaching would 

allow talent professionals to achieve the greatest organizational benefit from a time 

intensive and costly resource.  While there has been some examination of coachability 

in the academic literature, the empirical record remains somewhat sparse. In this 

paper, we add to this literature by examining practitioners’ definitions of coachability 

and investigating the markers they seek when attempting to identify a candidate’s 

coachability.  

Three conclusions can be drawn from the current research. First, there appears to be 

substantial overlap between academic and practitioner perspectives on coachability. 

Consistent with the academic and anecdotal practitioner views, our results indicate 

that in practice, coaches evaluate coachability by looking for indicators of growth 

orientation, openness to feedback, and active engagement in the coaching process, 

as well as a willingness to admit to imperfections. The consistency in views across 

perspectives and literatures suggests these concepts represent a solid foundation 

upon which a definition of coachability can be based.   

Second, we found no meaningful differences in respondents' view of coachability by 

the demographic attributes and backgrounds of coaching practitioners. This suggests 

that coaching practitioners have a similar view or shared mental model of coachability, 

irrespective of factors such as gender and years of experience. Although we are 

presuming, perhaps incorrectly, that this shared mental model has developed based 

on the collective experience of the coaching practitioners and represents valid 

information regarding the factors that improve the success of coaching, the 

consistency of the factors that arose from practitioners with factors referenced in the 

academic literature provides some support for this presumption. This degree of 

robustness offers a strong basis for defining the conceptual space of the coachability 

construct (see Figure 3) and for developing valid and reliable measures to assess this 

conceptual space.  
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Figure 3. Conceptualization of Coachability Construct 

 

Finally, our findings support the conclusion that coachability and uncoachability 

represent the poles of a single construct rather than different constructs, insofar as 

participants responded very similarly to our questions regarding coachability and 

uncoachability. This finding simplifies both our understanding of the practitioner 

perspective and the development of future measures of coachability/uncoachability. It 

is also important to stress that we do not see coachability as a fixed trait but rather as 

malleable (and even partly circumstantial). For example, the External Support factor 

can be changeable depending on people's environment. Likewise, Security (reflecting 

aspects of emotional intelligence) is a characteristic that can be developed (Mattingly 

& Kraiger, 2019). 

Although we believe the current research provides a useful empirical basis for the 

development of the coachability construct, more work needs to be done. Most 

importantly, we need to begin developing standardized and validated measures of 

coachability. It became apparent during the course of this research that practitioners’ 

judgments of coachability were typically subjective and based on limited interactions 

with clients. Indeed, only 9 respondents explicitly mentioned using formal assessment 

instruments to determine whether prospective clients were coachable. Although there 

was some consistency in the underlying characteristics respondents used to define 

coachability, we have no information regarding the accuracy of their judgments or the 

extent to which their judgments are affected by common biases (e.g., confirmation 
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bias, the availability heuristic, cultural stereotypes).  Similarly, we do not know the 

extent to which a coach’s subjective assessment of a client’s coachability might 

fundamentally alter the nature (and, ultimately, the effectiveness) of the coaching 

engagement.  

In this research, we have largely considered coachability an individual difference 

attribute that would allow organizations to make better resource allocation decisions. 

However, an equally useful outcome of efforts to define and measure coachability 

might be to identify initial barriers to coaching that first must be managed prior to 

addressing a specific developmental agenda. With a valid measure of coachability, 

interventions can be designed and evaluated that could potentially enhance a 

candidate’s coachability prior to the allocation of more expensive coaching resources.  

This avenue remains largely unexplored but seems ripe for further research.   
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