
 

 

 

 

Avoiding problems or approaching solutions? 

Revealing the effects of both problem-/solution-focused questioning, and their 

interplay with approach/avoidance goal-orientations on coaching outcomes 
 

 

Joppe Dubbeld 

31st August, 2021 

 

 

Research Thesis MSc Work and Organizational Psychology 

Track: Sport- and Performance Psychology 

Summer 2021 – University of Amsterdam 

Supervision: Mw. Lara Solms 

Student Number: 12737119 

Word Count: 8,557 

 

 

 

 



Abstract 

Coaching research has focused on uncovering process factors within the coaching conversation 

that actively impact coaching success. Coaches can exert influence on coaching outcomes 

through their coaching questions, and by helping the coachee with setting a coaching goal. 

Coaching questions can either be solution- (SF) or problem-focused (PF), and coaching goals 

can either be approach- (APP) or avoidance-oriented (AVD). Using an experimental 2 

(coaching questions: SF vs. PF) x 2 (goal orientation: APP vs. AVD) manipulation design, we 

investigated the effect of both coaching process factors and their interplay on coaching 

outcomes in an online self-coaching exercise. After testing 117 participants and analysing the 

data using several ANOVA’s, it was found that SF coaching questions as compared to PF 

coaching questions led to decreases in negative affect and increases in positive affect. The type 

of questions asked did not affect outcomes for self-efficacy and goal-attainment. Nevertheless, 

participants showed increases in perceived goal-attainment scores for both SF and PF coaching 

question conditions. Finally, no interaction was found between the type of goal set (APP vs. 

AVD) and the type of coaching questions (SF vs. PF). This study contributes to the existing 

literature by providing evidence for the effect of SF coaching questions on affective states. 

Evidence related to the working elements in coaching, and the process factors within the 

coaching conversation, greatly informs coaching practitioners and helps them to improve the 

quality of coaching.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Coaching done well may be the most effective intervention 
designed for human performance” 

 
Atul Gawande  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Introduction 

We are living in times of unprecedented change. Standing amidst a technological revolution, 

facing a global pandemic, and being exposed to increasingly large quantities of information has 

changed the character of our work (Frese, 2008; Hite & McDonalds, 2020). Such developments 

are not easy, as most of us devote more time and energy to work than to any other waking 

human activity (Landy & Conte, 2016). Having to adapt to all of these new uncertainties and 

changes in our environment puts pressure on daily functioning (Gleicher & Petty, 1992; 

Wheatley et al., 2003). Everyone struggles sometimes to overcome the challenges faced at 

work. How to be most successful? How to devote our energy efficiently? How to ensure our 

own well-being, while managing increasing amounts of pressure and demands at work? For 

many, answers are difficult to find.  

Over the last decade, a new branch within counseling emerged named ‘coaching’ 

(Palmer & Whybrow, 2018). Coaching finds its roots in positive psychology, a stream within 

psychology that focusses on the creation of happiness through meaning positive emotion and 

engagement. Equally to positive psychology, coaching aims to create interventions that enhance 

human functioning and well-being (Seligman & Csikszenthmihalyi, 2000; Linley & 

Harrington, 2005; Grant, 2008). Being coached helps individuals arrange their interpersonal 

and intrapersonal resources in order to create purposeful and positive change in life (Grant, 

2020). Increasingly, coaches are being employed in both the work and private domain by clients 

who hope to foster optimal performance and well-being, and find ways to deal with daily 

challenges (Grant, 2012; Elliot & Friedman, 2007).  

Over the past two decades, studies have focused on unraveling the effectiveness and 

process factors that impact coaching outcomes (Grant, 2016). Coaching has been associated 

with many proximal outcomes such as the experience of positive emotions, increases in self-

insight, and positive perceptions of one’s capability to overcome challenges (Theeboom, 



Beersma, & Van Vianen, 2014). Moreover, it is linked to distal outcomes such as increases in 

performance, goal-attainment, and well-being (Theeboom, Beersma, & Van Vianen, 2014). 

While research initially focused on providing evidence for the effectiveness of coaching, a need 

occurred for studies looking further into what exactly makes coaching work (Theeboom et al., 

2014; Bozer & Jones, 2018; Grant & Atad, 2021). Especially when it comes to the actual 

coaching conversation and the relationship between the coach and client, factors that determine 

positive coaching outcomes are still relatively unknown (Theeboom et al., 2014). Unveiling 

these ‘active ingredients’ and shedding light on the ‘black-box’ that is the coaching relationship 

can be of great value for scientists and practitioners, as it helps to develop effective coaching 

interventions (Bozer & Jones, 2018). 

In order to inform practitioners, researchers started to investigate the role of the coach 

in the coaching relationship (Bozer & Jones, 2018; Grant & Atad, 2021). In essence, the coach’s 

function is to help the client in formulating goals that capture desired outcomes, and facilitate 

them in the process of moving towards that outcome (Grant & Atad, 2021). This is usually done 

through the exploration of possible routes towards goal attainment, while reflecting on the 

process and making adjustments in the course of action where needed (Grant & Atad, 2021). 

Just like there are different ways that lead to Rome, the ways in which people set goals and 

overcome challenge differ per person (Grant, 2020). For coaches, guiding this process well is 

essential for ensuring coaching success (Bozer & Jones, 2018; Grant, 2020). 

To facilitate change, coaches make use of different techniques. One of these is asking 

questions (Fletcher, 2012). Originally, in psychological counseling, this was done by focusing 

on the problem (Wachtel & Messer, 1997; Rooney & Heuvel, 2004). By getting to the core of 

a problem, uncovering its nature, and finding out why it has occurred in the first place, one 

gains insight and can let go of suppressed thoughts and emotions (Grant & Gerrard, 2020). 

Doing so enlightens the client and provides renewed motivation to overcome the problem 



(Rooney & Heuvel, 2004). More recently, inspired by the positive psychology movement, 

solution-focused therapy gained popularity as a means of overcoming problems (Grant, 2012). 

Using a solution-focus, the client is steered into looking at one’s own potential and resources 

to solve a problem by seeing what is working well (De Shazer et al., 1986; Grant & Cavanagh, 

2014). Having a strong focus on resources can help people (re-)gain their sense of agency and 

belief in their capacity to achieve their goals, and make them more inclined to find new ways 

of overcoming their problem (Grant & Gerrard, 2020). For coaches, knowing whether to ask 

problem- or solution-focused questions during the coaching conversation is important 

information. Asking the right questions, helps the client towards goal-attainment (Grant, 2012). 

Besides of asking questions, coaches also assist their client in setting a coaching goal 

(Grant, 2020). The process of formulating a goal to work towards, is an important part of 

coaching (Grant, 2020). When it comes to goal setting, people take different routes (Elliot & 

Harackiewicz, 1996; Anderman, Austin, & Johnson, 2002). While some people might be 

looking to gain positive outcomes (e.g. “I would like to get the most out of my next project at 

work!”) others are focused on avoiding negative outcomes (e.g. “I don’t want to fail this project 

and get fired.”). Accordingly, the type of goal one has mind can be approach- or avoidance-

oriented (Elliot & Harackiewicz, 1996). For coaches, knowing which goal (approach or 

avoidance) works best for their client, can impact coaching success (Grant, 2020).  

While both type of coaching goal and type of coaching questions likely have an impact 

coaching success, it is unclear whether these factors exert influence on each other too 

(Braunstein & Grant, 2016). This study aims to find out how questioning style, in the form of 

problem- (PF) and solution-focused (SF) questioning, and goal-orientation, in the form of 

approach (APP) and avoidance (AVD) goal-orientation interact to determine coaching 

outcomes. Using an experimental 2 (coaching questions: SF vs. PF) x 2 (goal-orientation: APP 

vs. AVD) design, we investigate the effect of both coaching process factors and their interplay 



on coaching outcomes. This study informs theory and practice by helping to better understand 

the working elements behind the coaching process (Theeboom et al., 2014).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Theoretical Framework 

Coaching definition and background 

Research on coaching has evolved over the past decades (Passmore & Theeboom, 2016). 

Whereas initially research focused mostly on testing whether coaching worked (e.g. Theeboom 

et al., 2014; Jones, Woods, & Guillaume, 2014), a large share of research today is aimed at 

uncovering the working mechanisms behind coaching (e.g. Bozer, & Jones, 2018). Alongside 

these developments, more consensus has been reached surrounding coaching’s definition 

(Passmore, Stopforth, & Lai, 2018).  

The most encapsulating definition is provided by Grant (2003), who defined coaching 

as “a result-oriented, systematic process in which the coach facilitates the enhancement of life 

experience and goal-attainment in the personal and/or professional life of normal, non-clinical 

clients” (p. 254). From this definition, it appears that coaching is systematic, consisting of a 

result-oriented process (Leonard-Cross, 2010); self-directed, meaning that the coach facilitates 

the coachee by asking questions rather than telling them what to do (Whitmore, 2009); focused 

on a non-clinical population, rather than being therapeutic in nature (Grant, 2003; Theeboom et 

al., 2014); and applicable to multiple domains, such as personal- and working-life (Theeboom 

et al., 2014).  

Coaching effectiveness studies were conducted in a range of different settings, such as 

health-, educational-, and organizational settings (Spence, Cavanagh, & Grant, 2008; Green, 

Grant, & Rynsaardt, 2007; Grant, Green, & Rynsaardt, 2010; Grant, Curtayne, & Burton, 2009; 

Yu et al., 2008). Coaching was found to relate to a range of positive outcomes, such as increased 

goal-accomplishment, productivity, resilience, improved professional relationships, and 

workplace well-being (Jones et al., 2016; Fischer & Beimers, 2009; McGuffin & Obonyo, 2010; 

Kombarakaran et al., 2008; Olivero, Bane, & Kopelman, 1997; Grant, Curtayne, & Burton, 

2009; Grant et al., 2010; Theeboom et al., 2014; Jones, Woods, & Guillaume, 2016).  



Recently, more research set out to study the process factors that lay behind these 

beneficial coaching outcomes (Bozer, & Jones, 2018; Grant, 2016). A lot of factors related to 

the coachee and the coach-coachee relationship (Lambert & Barley, 2001; McKenna & Davis, 

2009). Coachee’s levels of self-efficacy (i.e., the belief in one’s own ability to master a task or 

achieve a certain outcome; Bandura, 1982) function both as antecedent and outcome of 

coaching effectiveness, as they predict motivation, engagement, and performance (Bozer & 

Jones, 2018). Coaching motivation, or “the direction, effort, intensity, and persistence that 

people apply to their learning-oriented activities before, during, and after training” (Salas & 

Canon-Bowers, 2001; p.497), also plays an important role in the coaching process (Bozer & 

Jones, 2018). Finally, the coachee’s goal-orientation seems a relevant determinant for coaching 

success, as it predicts how people will approach challenges and go about increasing their 

competency and skills (Bozer & Jones, 2018).  

With regards to the coach-coachee relationship, it becomes clear that coaches can exert 

influence on the success of the coaching process through the kind of coaching techniques used. 

Research emphasized the importance of having a goal-focus in the coaching process and a 

mutual agreement about action plans (Smith & Brummel, 2013; Grant, 2014; Gessnitzer & 

Kauffeld, 2015; De Haan et al., 2016). As such, the coach could best facilitate the reflection on 

goals and outcomes of prior actions, and the development and implementation of new pathways 

towards goal attainment (Grant & Atad, 2021). Two important tasks for coaches are asking 

questions, and facilitating the goal-setting process.  

   

A coaching process factor: asking problem- or solution-focused questions 

One of the essential roles of the coach in the coaching relationship is to facilitate change and 

guide the coachee towards attaining their goal (Grant & O’Connor, 2010). An effective 

coaching method that can help bring about change is asking questions. Questioning is a central 



technique in coaching, and can be done in different ways (Fletcher, 2012). Coaching questions 

can be problem- or solution-focused. 

 

Problem-focused approach to coaching. 

Originally, psychological counseling has taken a problem-focused approach: trying to 

uncover all aspects of the problem, and move towards solutions after a level of understanding 

has been reached (Freud, 1955; Grant & Cavanagh, 2014). In coaching, asking problem-focused 

coaching questions is a popular and long-used method, that stems from counseling techniques 

like ‘root cause analysis’ (Wilson, Dell, & Anderson, 1993; Rooney & Heuvel, 2004), 

psychodynamic approaches (Buckley et al., 1984; Killburg, 2004), or cognitive-behavioral 

therapy (CBT; Beck, 1995; Grant & O’Connor, 2010).  

Problematic emotions and behaviors primarily result from cognitive processes, and can be 

countered by understanding their origins and changing thinking patterns. Talking about one’s 

problem and reflecting on its causes can lead to cognitive and emotional catharsis (relief from 

strong inhibiting thoughts or emotions), which can result in enhanced insight (Bushman, 

Baumeister, & Phillips, 2001; Grant & Gerrard, 2020). Through the use of problem-focused 

questions, coaches can help their coachee gain insight and proceed towards goal-attainment 

(Grant & O’Connor, 2010; Froggat, 2006; Proudfoot et al., 2009).  

 

Solution-focused approach in coaching. 

On the flipside of the coin are the solution-focused approaches in coaching. Similar to 

Solution-Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT; De Shazer et al., 1986), solution-focused coaching 

aims to elicit thoughts in the coachee about how to best attain their goal based on their own 

personal resources (Grant & O’Connor, 2010). Asking solution-focused coaching questions 

triggers goal-orientated ways of thinking that enhance the motivation to pursue goals, boosts 



one’s belief in one’s capacity to achieve those goals, and foster the development of routes 

towards goal-attainment (Grant, & Gerrard, 2020; p.3). One popular and often used solution-

focused coaching method is ‘the miracle question’, a type of questioning in which the coachee 

is pushed to think about situations in which the problem has magically disappeared (De Shazer 

et al., 1986). In this way, hidden solutions and resources for present problems can be found 

(Yu, 2019). Moreover, asking ‘miracle questions’ has been shown to lead to an increased sense 

of agency and more pathway thinking (explained later), while decreasing rumination (Martin 

& Tesser, 1996; Grant & Gerrard, 2020). 

 

A coaching process factor: approach and avoidance goals in coaching 

Besides of asking questions, another important role for the coach is to assist in the goal-setting 

process (Grant & Atad, 2021). Goals, or “internal representations of desired states or outcomes” 

(Austin & Vancouver, 1996; p.388), are cognitive images of envisioned ideal states, and 

function as a source of motivation and incentive (Cochran & Tesser, 1996). Over twenty 

different types of goals have been specified in the literature, making it important to be specific 

when talking about the value of goals for coaching (Grant, 2020). 

 An idea that is by no means new, is that self-regulatory (goal-pursuing) behavior can be 

divided into two elementary different tendencies: approach- and avoidance-oriented behavior 

(Carver, 2006; Elliot, 2013). When pursuing a goal, one identifies a discrepancy (gap) between 

an existing state and an envisioned state, and is motivated to change this discrepancy by either 

enlarging it (avoidance) or making it smaller (approach; Carver, 2006). Whether people set an 

approach or avoidance goal, decides the course of action, and the type of behavior people 

engage in.  

Meaningful differences have been found in the effects of approach and avoidance goals 

in psychological counseling (Wollburg & Braukhaus, 2010). Generally, more positive 



outcomes are associated with setting approach goals. Firstly, avoidance goals are argued to be 

less capable of fostering self-efficacy (Pajares, Britner, & Valiante, 2000; Ryan & Shim, 2005). 

Avoidance goals, however, have been linked to more negative thoughts, less subjective well-

being, and higher chances of depression (Coats et al., 1996; Wollburg & Braukhaus, 2010). 

Additionally, setting an avoidance goal can impede the goal progress (Elliot et al., 1997). 

Related to the goal-process, Wollburg and Braukhaus (2010) reported less symptomatic 

improvement for those who set an avoidance goal (in a group that received psychotherapy), 

however did not find any differences in perceived goal-attainment between the two different 

goals.  

Even though (approach and avoidance) goal setting is a widely used and investigated 

topic, barely any studies have investigated their role in the coaching process (Grant, 2020). 

Braunstein and Grant (2016) asked participants in a coaching experiment to set either approach 

or avoidance goals, and investigated the role of goal-type on several outcome measures (i.e. 

positive/negative affect, self-efficacy, goal-progress). No effect was found on any of the 

outcome measures. Nonetheless, according to Braunstein and Grant (2016), the use of 

avoidance goals is discouraged in ‘coaching folklore’ despite the lacking evidence, because of 

the negative effects associated with avoidance goals in other types of counseling. 

 

Comparing techniques: solution-focused vs. problem-focused coaching questions 

As previously mentioned, coaching questions can be problem- or solution-focused. For 

coaches, it is important to know what questioning method is most effective at ensuring coaching 

success. Coaching success is a relatively vague concept, but good indicators are the affective 

states of the coachee, their levels of self-efficacy, and perceived goal-attainment (Jones et al., 

2016). 

 



Impact of coaching questions on affective states. 

Emotions are important coaching outcomes. Experiencing positive emotions can 

increase learning ability, development of new skills, and openness to experience (Fredrickson 

& Cohn, 2008). They broaden our awareness as they build resources, they help us cope 

effectively with challenge, buffer against depression, foster resiliency, and improve memory  

(Fredrickson, 1998; Dolphin, Steinhart, & Cance, 2015; Cohn et al., 2009). Moreover, they 

foster health and emotional well-being (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). Negative emotions have 

undesirable effects such as increases in stress, depression, or feelings of helplessness (Kiefer, 

2005). The type of questions asked during coaching can decide the course of the emotions 

experienced by the coachee. 

Firstly, when trying to find out about the roots of a problem, coachees are asked to think 

about their problem (Grant, 2012). For some, this approach may lead to rumination, an 

unhelpful mode of thinking in which one keeps thinking about the problem over and over again 

without engaging in a more constructive goal-focused reflective process (Grant & Gerrard, 

2020). Ruminative thoughts put positive problem-solving to a hold (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2000). 

Even though expressing negative thoughts might be cathartic, rumination is associated with 

depression and dysphoria (Spasojevic & Alloy, 2001). On the contrary, making people think 

about desired states is often associated with reduced negative affect, mainly because it 

diminishes the demoralization experienced by coachees that stems from thinking about their 

problem (Frank & Frank, 1993; Neipp et al., 2021). Finally, focusing on a desired situation 

through solution-focused questioning can elicit positive activating states such as feeling 

vigorous and activated, whereas thinking about negative and undesirable experiences/events is 

likely to elicit negative states (Theeboom et al., 2016).   

Several studies have tested for the effect of problem- and solution-focused coaching 

questions on coachees’ affective states. They found that participants who were coached with 



solution-focused questions scored higher for positive affect, and scored lower for negative 

affect than participants in problem-focused coaching question conditions (Grant, & O’Connor, 

2018; Theeboom et al., 2016; Grant, 2012; Neipp et al., 2015; Neipp et al., 2021). Based on the 

aforementioned arguments, it is hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 1: SF as opposed to PF coaching questions are associated with more positive affect 

(H1a) and less negative affect (H1b).  

 

Impact of coaching questions on self-efficacy. 

Self-efficacy too, is seen as an important coaching outcome (Bandura, 1995; Grant, 

2012). Self-efficacious beliefs are a central aspect of personal agency, the capacity to exert 

control over one’s own outcomes and make decisions (Bandura, 1990; Grant, 2012). 

Accordingly, self-efficacious people are more prone to devote effort to achieving change, and 

persevere longer in the face of adversity (Grant & Cavanagh, 2014). Building self-efficacy 

through coaching questions has great value, as personal agency is key to goal attainment and 

psychological well-being (Grant & Atad, 2021). 

The concept of self-efficacy has gained popularity in positive-psychological literature 

partially because it can be developed (Bandura & Wessels, 1994). Building self-efficacy can be 

done in different ways (Grant & Cavanagh, 2014). Firstly, through ‘vicarious experiences’, 

observing someone with similar skills be successful in executing a task (Bandura & Wessels, 

1994). Secondly, through ‘imaginal experiences’, imagining oneself behave effectively in a 

hypothetical situation (Bandura & Wessels, 1994). Focusing on personal strengths, and 

imagining desirable situations using the ‘miracle’ question therefore contribute to the 

development of self-efficacy (Grant, 2012). On the contrary, negative mental and physical 

states that are the result of negative experiences and stress can negatively affect perceived self-



efficacy, as they shape our sense of the self (Bandura, 1995). Using problem-focused coaching 

questions can lead to the experience of stress, as coachees think about situations in the past 

where their problem was present (Grant, 2012). Problem-focused questions might be less 

beneficial for self-efficacy enhancement, as they focus on weaknesses rather than strengths 

when encountering the problem. 

Grant (2012) found that solution-focused coaching questions were associated with 

significantly higher raises in self-efficacy compared to problem-focused questions. Neipp et al. 

(2015) found increases in self-efficacy for both problem- and solution-focused questions, but 

reported higher increases for the solution-focus question condition. Similarly, Braunstein and 

Grant (2016) also found increases for both questioning conditions, with a larger effect of 

solution-focused coaching questions on self-efficacy scores. Neipp et al. (2021) however, did 

not find any significant effects of coaching question type on self-efficacy. Based on the 

aforementioned rationale and findings, we hypothesize that: 

 

Hypothesis 2: SF as opposed to PF coaching questions are associated with higher levels of self-

efficacy. 

 

Impact of coaching questions on goal attainment. 

Central to coaching is the goal-striving process (Grant, 2020). Hence, goal-attainment 

forms the ultimate measure for coaching effectiveness. In order to get closer to attaining their 

goal, coachees have to find routes and create action plans towards goal-attainment; they need 

to engage in pathway thinking (Grant, 2012). The action planning and expression of 

implementation intentions that is part of pathway thinking (‘if-then plans’) often leads to goal-

attainment (Gollwitzer, 1999; Oettingen, Hönig, & Gollwitzer, 2000). In order to assist the 

coachee in pathway thinking, coaches can aim to enhance coachees’ cognitive flexibility 



(Neenan, 2009). Cognitive flexibility, or the ability to adapt our thinking and behavior in 

response to the environment, helps us to think divergently (creatively) and can empower 

coachees to generate a wider variety of strategies when confronted with a challenge or problem 

(Theeboom et al., 2016). Cognitive flexibility can be trained in coaching by asking solution-

focused questions (Theeboom et al., 2016). Clapham (2003) showed that wishful thinking as is 

done using the ‘miracle question’, can stimulate divergent thinking and creative problem-

solving. De Bono (1995) too, argued that thinking about solutions fosters the process of 

developing creative solutions that are not immediately obvious. 

Moreover, goal-attainment might feel closer for those who focus on developing 

solutions in coaching as opposed to those who focus on the problem. Many problems are multi-

faceted and not easily solved in a couple of coaching sessions. In the time one is busy bringing 

to light the root causes of a problem, no concrete solutions are formed (yet), thereby 

contributing to perceived goal-attainment to a lesser extent (Theeboom et al., 2016).  

 Several studies have tested the effect of solution- and problem-focused coaching 

questions goal-attainment. Many studies found increases in perceived goal-attainment after 

both problem- and solution-focused interventions. However, they also found that solution-focus 

questions related to larger increases in perceived goal-attainment (Grant, 2012; Theeboom et 

al., 2016; Neipp et al., 2016; Braunstein & Grant, 2016). Neipp et al. (2021) also found that 

both styles made people feel closer to attaining their goal, but did not find that one type of 

questioning outperformed the other. Generally, however, solution-focused questioning leads to 

bigger increases in goal-attainment than problem-focused questioning. Therefore, we expect 

the following: 

 

Hypothesis 3: SF as opposed to PF coaching questions are associated with higher levels of 

goal-attainment.  

 



Coaching questions and coaching goals: a possible interaction? 

Changing and overcoming difficulties is not easy. It requires being aware of one’s own 

behavior, being able to judge whether it is in line with what we want, and react to it (Bandura, 

1991). This process of continuous monitoring and adapting our behavior in order to pursue our 

goals and interests is called self-regulation, and requires both cognitive resources and willpower 

(Grant & Atad, 2021). Undeniably, self-regulatory skills are essential when it comes to behavior 

change (Bandura, 1991). If self-regulation is done successfully, it helps people attain their goals 

and develop self-efficacy in a positively spiraled manner (Bandura, Freeman, & Lightsey, 1999; 

Gaskill, & Hoy, 2002).  

Coaching in essence, is about facilitating the process of self-regulation (Grant & Atad, 

2021). After initial goal setting, it is the role of the coach to guide the coachee by providing 

support, assisting in the development of action plans, and helping them to monitor and evaluate 

the progress (Grant & Atad, 2021; Neipp et al., 2016). Having their goal in mind, coachees 

‘measure’ their behavior and compare it to a set of (usually self-created) standards. This on-

going self-regulatory process is based on feedback loops that provide either positive or negative 

feedback (Bandura, Freeman, & Lightsey, 1999; Gaskill, & Hoy, 2002). Based on this feedback, 

behavior is modified.  

Since goals are central to the self-regulation process in coaching, an interplay between 

goals and coaching-questions is likely. Specifically, the effectiveness of solution-focused and 

problem-focused coaching questions might depend on the type of goal set (Braunstein & Grant, 

2016). Previous findings have shown that solution-focused questions led to more positive 

outcomes than problem-focused coaching questions. Furthermore, avoidance goals are 

associated with less positive outcomes than approach goals (see previous section on “goal 

setting in coaching”). What would happen to coachees’ levels of self-efficacy and goal-



attainment when a coach adopted a solution-focused questioning style, in order to pursue an 

avoidance goal?  

 It is expected that setting an avoidance goal will weaken the positive effect of solution-

focused questions on self-efficacy. Inherently, avoidance goals are less enjoyable, more 

ambiguous, and more difficult to measure (Elliot, 2013). In comparison to approach goals, it is 

harder to define an end state with avoidance goals (Bandura & Locke, 2003). This ambiguity 

partially stems from the fact that many external factors can form a threat or danger to the 

avoidance goal (Maner & Schmidt, 2006). Being reliant on external factors reduces the sense 

of agency over one’s own outcomes (Bandura & Locke, 2013). Moreover, even when attaining 

the goal, those with avoidance goals are not done yet in their process of self-regulatory behavior 

as new threats to their goal might come up. Being constantly on the lookout for potential 

impeding factors is a cognitively demanding process, and leads to negative feedback every time 

the goal process is disturbed (Bandura & Locke, 2003). This continuous process of looking over 

one’s shoulder in order to maintain a gap is demotivating, and makes solutions less worthwhile 

(thereby slowly deteriorating self-efficacy and self-satisfaction; Bandura & Locke, 2003). Even 

when the focus of the coaching conversation is on finding solutions, which is argued to be self-

efficacy promoting (see previous section), having an avoidance goal might weaken this effect. 

 The effect of solution-focused coaching questions on goal-attainment might also be 

negatively impacted by avoidance goals. Applying knowledge from regulatory fit theory, one 

could expect a ‘misfit’ to occur between the goal set and the approach used to achieve that goal 

(Higgins, 2008). The regulatory fit theory explains that “the relation between the motivational 

orientation of the actor and the manner in which the actor pursues the goal (e.g., the strategic 

means used by that actor)” impact how one feels about their actions and whether they invest 

effort (Cesario, Higgins, & Scholer, 2007; p.444-445). Whereas with solution-focused 

questioning, the aim is to find pathways to overcome a problem (approach), the aim of 



avoidance goals is to avoid negative outcomes. This ‘misfit’ can distract from the type of 

solutions formed during coaching and reduces engagement in the regulatory process (Higgins, 

2008). Therefore, it is hypothesized that: 

 

Hypothesis 4: Avoidance goals will weaken the positive effects of solution-focused coaching 

questions on self-efficacy (H4a) and goal attainment (H4b). 

 

Similarly, it could be expected that the (as opposed to solution-focused questions) less 

desirable effects of problem-focused questions on self-efficacy and goal-attainment might be 

buffered by approach goals. When focusing on problems during coaching, coachees are more 

likely to experience negative emotions (Grant & Gerrard, 2020). Deeply thinking about a 

problem can result in a negative feedback loop, triggered by ruminative thoughts (Nolen-

Hoeksema, 2000; Grant & Gerrard, 2020). Having an approach goal however, coachees are 

more prone to recognize opportunities to overcome their problem and achieve a positive 

outcome (Bandura & Locke, 2003). Accordingly, they will shield themselves against potential 

negative feedback arising from ruminative thoughts. As self-efficacy is built by attaining 

positive feedback during the goal progress, thereby buffering the effect of problem-focused 

questions (Bandura & Locke, 2003; Grant, 2012). Based on the motivation to pursue a positive 

outcome, coachees are more resilient when facing adversity and pertain their effort in the 

regulatory process (Bandura & Locke, 2003).  

Such pertained effort and resilience provide the necessary motivation to keep engaged 

in the process of attaining one’s goal (Li, Eschenauer, & Persaud, 2018). Having an approach 

goal then leads to more positive emotions than having an avoidance goal, which can counter 

negative emotionality and make coachees more focused on opportunities (Bandura & Locke, 

2003; Fredrickson, 2001; Garland et al., 2010). Especially, focusing on an approach goal in the 



regulatory process is associated with increased positive effort (in comparison to avoidance 

goals; Shah & Higgins, 1997). Based on the expected value of the goal, and the perceived 

likelihood of attaining it, those with an approach goal will attempt to accomplish the highest 

attainable (Wigfield, 1994; Shah & Higgins, 1997). Doing so, might compensate for the lack of 

solution-focus and make coachees motivated to find possible pathways towards goal-

attainment. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

 

Hypothesis 5: Approach goals will buffer against the negative effects of problem-focused 

coaching on self-efficacy (H5a) and goal attainment (H5b). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Method 

Design and participants 

Participants in this experimental study took part in an online self-coaching exercise. To 

investigate the impact of solution- and problem-focused coaching questions in combination 

with approach and avoidance goal orientations, a 2(SF-questions/PF-questions) x 

2(approach/avoidance goal-orientation) research design was used. The effects of the 

manipulations were tested on participant’s levels of positive/negative affect, self-efficacy, and 

perceived goal-attainment. Approval was granted by the ethics-review board of the University 

of Amsterdam. 

Initially, 274 participants took part in the study. In order to assess the participants for 

eligibility, a couple of checks were performed. Firstly, it was checked whether participants were 

part of the target group (i.e., employed, between 18-65 years old). Second, participants with 

incomplete survey responses and/or didn’t complete the survey in one go were excluded (n = 

116). Additionally, participants were screened using the emotional exhaustion subscale of the 

burnout inventory (UBOS; Evers et al., 2002). Those that scored in the range of the clinical 

population (UBOS sub-scale score > 5.20; n = 2) and therefore did not fit Grant’s (2003) 

definition of coaching were allocated to the solution-focused questioning condition as to reduce 

the chance of adverse effects for participants. Later on, they were excluded from our study 

(Schaufeli et al., 1996; Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck, 2000).  

After applying an exclusion procedure (see Appendix 1 for a CONSORT flowchart), 

our final sample comprised n = 117 participants. Within this sample, there were almost as many 

women (n = 58, 50%) as men (n = 59, 50%), with a mean age of 29.64 (SD = 11.07). The 

participants were randomly divided over the four conditions (see Appendix 1). 

 

 



Procedure and manipulations. 

Participants were recruited through word of mouth, and through online social media 

announcements. The study took place online using Qualtrics (https://www.qualtrics.com). 

Participation was voluntary and all data was processed anonymously. Before starting, 

participants completed an informed consent form. Subsequently, they provided  demographic 

information (i.e., gender, age, profession, and years of working experience). Participants were 

then screened for emotional exhaustion and burnout (Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck, 2000).  

To kick-off the experiment, participants were asked to think about and describe a work-

related problem they were currently facing. Subsequently, they were asked to indicate on a scale 

from 1 (“totally not bothered”) - 10 (“very bothered”) to what extent they felt like the problem 

bothered them and how it negatively affected them at work or at life in general. Finally, 

respondents indicated on a scale from 1 (“solution not at all reached”) - 10 (“solution reached”) 

how close they felt to reaching a solution to their previously described problem (goal-attainment 

1st time). 

All participants were asked to set a goal in order to address their previously described 

problem. Those in the approach condition were instructed to set a goal focused on moving 

towards a certain outcome, event, or action which is positive, desirable, or beneficial to helping 

them solving their problem (Braunstein & Grant, 2016). In order to help them set the right type 

of goal, participants were told that they could start with: “I want to increase…”, or “I would 

like to be more…”. Participants allocated to the avoidance condition were instructed to set a 

goal that was focused on moving away from an outcome, event or action, which was negative, 

undesirable or detrimental to helping them solve their problem (Braunstein & Grant, 2016). In 

order to help them set the right type of goal, participants in this condition were told that they 

could start with: “It is important for me to avoid…”, “I would like to do less of…”, or “I would 

like to not … anymore”.   



After participants set their goal, they were randomly allocated to either the solution-

focused or the problem-focused coaching question condition. In the solution-focused condition, 

participants answered a series of questions designed to make them think about a situation in 

which the solution to their problem has magically come about and made the problem disappear  

(i.e., the miracle question; de Shazer, 1988). These questions were for example “What is the 

first thing you notice when you wake up?” or “How do you feel in this situation in which the 

solution has magically come about?” Participants allocated to the problem-focus condition were 

asked to think about a situation in which the problem was very present, after which they 

answered a short series of questions such as “How did you behave in the situation when the 

problem was very present?”, and “How did other people notice that the problem was very 

present during this sitation in the past?” The exact wording of the manipulation questions was 

based on previous studies (Theeboom et al., 2016; Wehr, 2010; Grant & O’Connor, 2010; 

Braunstein & Grant, 2016). Finally, participants were asked to fill out the measures for 

positive/negative affect, self-efficacy, and goal-attainment (2nd time). After filling out several 

manipulation-check questions, participants were thanked for their participation. Table 1 

provides an overview of the whole experimental procedure (see Table 1). 

 



Measures 

The Emotional Exhaustion subscale of the Maslach burnout inventory (UBOS; Schaufeli et al., 

1996) was used to measure emotional exhaustion. The eight items (e.g. ‘I feel mentally 

exhausted because of my work”) were answered on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 

(never) - 7 (always). Cronbach alpha was α = 0.82. 

Positive and negative affect were measured with three subscales of the UWIST Mood 

Adjective Checklist (Matthews, Jones, & Chamberlain, 1990). Positive affect was measured 

using eight items of the energetic arousal scale (α = 0.88; e.g. ‘active’) and eight items of the 

hedonic arousal scale (α = 0.88; e.g. ‘cheerful’). Negative affect was measured with eight items 

from the tense arousal scale (α = 0.80; e.g. ‘anxious’).  

Self-efficacy was measured with the following four items based on the Core Self-

Evaluations Scale (α = 0.84) that were adapted to fit the context of the study (CSES; Judge et 

al., 2004): (1) “I am confident that I can solve my problem”; (2) “If I try my best, I will be able 

to solve my problem”; (3) “I am full of doubts about my abilities to master my problem”; (4) 

“I am able to handle my problem well.”  

Goal-attainment was measured by asking participants the question: “Please rate how 

close you feel right now to reaching the goal you set based on your problem”. Participants 

answered on a 1 (“solution not at all reached”) -10 (“solution reached”). Several previous 

studies successfully incorporated a similar measure of goal-attainment (e.g. Linley et al., 2010). 

The manipulation check consisted of six questions that were designed to check whether 

participants were manipulated correctly into the different conditions. Rating on a Likert scale 

from 1 (“not at all applicable”) - 7 (“completely applicable”), participants indicated whether 

they were asked problem- or solution-focused questions, and whether they set a goal aimed at 

avoiding or approaching a certain outcome.  

 
 



Results 

Analytical approach and test of assumptions 

Factorial ANOVA’s were used in order to analyze the data for hypotheses 1, 2, 4a, 5a. For 

hypothesis 3, 4b, and 5b, repeated measures ANOVA’s were used as to best analyze the effect 

of the goal-attainment measure that was measured twice.  

 In order to comply with the ANOVA assumptions for analysis of variance we conducted 

a number of initial tests. First, we checked whether our data was normally distributed. 

Following Kozak and Piepho (2018), we depicted the distribution of the standardized residuals 

of our study variables in histograms in order to check for normality (see Appendix 2). Visually 

all histograms approached a normal distribution (Das & Imon, 2016). Regardless, to control for 

potential violations of the normality assumption, we applied bootstrapping in all models using 

1000 iterations. 

Second, in order to test for the homogeneity of the variance within our sample, Levene’s 

tests were performed. After checking the p-values, homogeneity of variance was assumed. Only 

for the hedonic arousal scale a significant p-value was found (F(3,113) = 2.826, p = .042), 

indicating that homogeneity was violated. However, it was concluded that no adjustments 

needed to be made (Zimmerman, 2004). This decision was based on the fact that this 

assumption matters most for very unequal group sizes, and because Levene’s test for 

homogeneity of variance tends to work best for large samples and not really for smaller samples 

(Schmider et al, 2010; Field, 2013). Additionally, ANOVA is a very robust statistical method 

that does a great job at ruling out for potential biases (Zimmerman, 2004).  

 

Preliminary analysis 

See table 2 for the descriptive statistics of the key study variables. Correlations among the study 

variables (see table 3) showed a significant relationship between self-efficacy and the first goal-



attainment measure in the problem-focus condition (r = 0.33). Also, significant negative 

correlations were found between the positive affect scores and measure of negative affect for 

both conditions (r = -0.27, r = -0.57; r = -0.74, r = -0.54). Moreover, levels of self-efficacy were 

found to correlate positively with the positive affect scores (energetic arousal, r = 0.35, and 

hedonic arousal, r = 0.45) and negatively with negative (tense arousal) affect scores (r = -0.34) 

for the solution-focused condition. In the problem condition, only a negative correlation 

between self-efficacy and negative affect was found (r = -0.28). Finally, self-efficacy correlated 

with goal-attainment in both conditions (PF: r = 0.33 (pre), r = 0.61 (post); SF: r = 0.31 (post)). 

 

 

 

Manipulation check 

The results of the manipulation check showed that the manipulations were successful. 

Compared to participants in the PF condition (M = 1.89, SD = 1.29), participants in the SF 

condition scored higher on the degree to which they felt that the experiment prompted them to 

think about positive, solution-oriented situations (M = 5.97, SD = 1.45; F(1, 115) = 258.80, p 



< 0.001). Participants in the SF condition scored lower (M = 2.84, SD = 1.72) than participants 

in the PF condition on the degree to which they felt that the experiment prompted them to think 

about a situation in which the problem was very present (M = 6.10, SD = 1.07; F(1, 115) = 

156.96, p < 0.001). For the goal setting manipulation, those in the approach goal condition 

scored higher on the degree to which they felt that they were asked to set a goal aimed at 

achieving a certain positive outcome (M = 5.55, SD = 1.93) than those in the avoidance goal 

condition (M = 3.46, SD = 2.46; F(1, 115) = 26.55, p < 0.001). Participants in the avoidance 

goal condition scored higher on the degree to which they felt they were asked to set a goal 

aimed at avoiding a negative outcome (M = 4.98, SD = 2.29) compared to those in the approach 

goal condition (M = 2.70, SD = 1.96; F(1, 115) = 33.45, p < 0.001). 

 

Hypothesis testing 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that SF coaching questions would elicit higher positive affect (H1a), 

and lower negative affect as opposed to PF coaching questions (H1b).  

In support of H1a, SF coaching questions resulted in higher positive affect scores for 

energetic arousal (M = 4.97, SD = 1.14) as opposed to PF questions (M = 4.20, SD = 0.98; F(1, 

113) = 15.123, p <.001). Moreover, those in the SF coaching question condition scored 

significantly higher on hedonic arousal (M = 5.17, SD = 1.20) as opposed to those in the PF 

condition (M = 3.80, SD = 0.91; F(1, 113) = 49.317, p <.001).  

In support of H1b, it was shown that those in the SF coaching question condition scored 

significantly lower for negative affect (M = 2.90, SD = 1.17) than those in the PF coaching 

question condition (M = 3.80, SD = 1.21; F(1, 113) = 15.175, p <.001 (see Figure 2.).  

 

 



 

Figure 2. Effect of SF and PF coaching on measures of affect 

 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that respondents in the SF coaching question condition would 

report higher levels of perceived self-efficacy after the coaching intervention as compared to 

those put in the PF coaching question condition. The hypothesis was not supported, as no 

significant differences were found for perceived levels of self-efficacy between participants in 

the SF coaching question condition (M = 3.66, SD = 0.76) and those in the PF coaching question 

condition (M = 3.52, SD = 0.75; F(1, 113) = 0.823, p = .366). 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that participants in the SF condition would report stronger 

increases of goal-attainment after the self-coaching exercise as compared to participants in the 

PF condition. The results of this study do not support this hypothesis, as no interaction effect 

was found between time and questioning condition on goal-attainment (F(1, 113) = 2.27, p = 

.135). Nevertheless, there was a statistically significant main effect of time on goal-attainment 

(F(1,113) = 28.17, p <.001). This indicates that the online coaching experiment significantly 

increased perceptions of goal-attainment.  



Our hypothesis 4 and 5 predicted an interaction between coaching question condition 

and goal condition. Specifically, it was expected that avoidance goals would weaken the 

positive effects of solution-focused coaching questions on self-efficacy (H4a) and goal 

attainment (H4b), and that approach goals would buffer against the negative effects of PF 

coaching questions on self-efficacy (H5a) and goal-attainment (H5b). For self-efficacy, no 

interaction effect of goal-type and coaching questions was found (F(1, 113) = 0.136, p = .713, 

η2 = 0.00; see Figure 3a). Therefore, hypothesis 4a and 5a are not supported. For goal-

attainment too, no interaction effect between goal type and coaching questions was found 

(F(1,111) = 0.002, p =0.963, η2 = 0.00; see Figure 3b). As such, hypothesis 4b and 5b were 

rejected. 

 

 

Figure 3a. Interaction plot for self-efficacy 

 



 

Figure 3b. Interaction plot for goal-attainment (difference score between T1 and T2). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Discussion  

This study showed that SF coaching questions as compared to PF coaching questions led to 

decreases in negative affect and increases in positive affect. For self-efficacy and goal-

attainment scores, the type of questions asked did not affect outcomes. Nevertheless, goal-

attainment scores significantly increased for both questioning conditions after the intervention. 

Finally, no interaction effect was found for type of goal (approach vs. avoidance) and type of 

coaching questions (SF vs. PF) on self-efficacy and goal-attainment outcomes.  

 Our findings concerning respondents’ affective states are in line with the findings of 

previous studies (Grant, 2012; Braunstein & Grant, 2016; Neipp et al., 2016; Neipp et al., 2021). 

Neipp and colleagues (2021) too, found that asking the ‘miracle’ question led to a reduction in 

negative affect in an online self-coaching exercise. Grant and O’Connor (2018) found that SF 

questions had a positive impact on affective states, and that experiencing positive emotions 

contributed to participant’s levels of self-efficacy. With our findings, a stronger case is built for 

the desirable effects of SF coaching questions on affective states. 

 Contrary to our expectations, SF questions did not increase levels of self-efficacy. An 

alternative explanation can be found by looking at mindset theory (Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999). 

Mindset theory describes two different mindsets: a deliberative mindset (“the careful exploring 

of pros and cons of potential goals and actions”) and an implementational mindset (“identifying 

means of change”; Grant & Cavanagh, 2014; p.61). Asking the ‘miracle’ question when 

someone is still exploring the problem in a deliberative mindset, can lead to confusion, a lack 

of engagement, or even negative affect such as anger or resentment (Bayer & Gollwitzer, 2005; 

Grant & Cavanagh, 2014). Some participants might not have been ready to think about practical 

solutions to their problem yet and needed to explore their problem more thoroughly. This could 

have led to confusion and lower reports of self-efficacy when asked how capable they felt of 

solving their problem (Grant & Cavanagh, 2014). For coaches, it is important to recognize the 



state of their coachee and adjust their method to that. Several studies have argued for an 

integrative approach to coaching, in which coaches adopt both problem- and solution-focused 

coaching styles (Passmore, 2007; Theeboom et al., 2016; Neipp et al., 2016). This alternative 

explanation stresses the importance of a tailored approach to coaching, in which empathizing 

with the client can lead to a sensible decision of what approach to adopt in the moment.   

 For goal-attainment too, no significant difference was found between the SF and PF 

condition. In line with our findings, Neipp et al. (2021) recently also did not find a stronger 

effect for SF questions on perceived goal-attainment when comparing it to PF questions. 

Theeboom et al. (2016) found that cognitive flexibility resulted from SF questioning and argued 

that this was likely to underlie positive coaching outcomes such as creative problem-solving. 

The more cognitive flexible, the more action plans generated that lead to goal-attainment (Neipp 

et al., 2016; Theeboom et al., 2016). An alternative explanation to our findings is that asking 

the miracle question solely is not enough for building cognitive flexibility and developing 

action plans (Neipp et al., 2021). Neipp and colleagues (2021) describe how different types of 

SF questions have different effects. Where the miracle question is useful for spotting 

opportunities of overcoming a problem, another type of SF question (i.e. scaling questions) is 

more effective at helping to define action steps towards goal-attainment (Neipp et al., 2021). 

Based on this finding, it seems likely that solely using miracle questions is not enough in order 

to find the hypothesized effect, and that coaches should integrate various types of SF questions 

instead. Another speculation is that both PF and SF questions contribute to the creation of action 

plans (de Haan et al., 2016). It would be useful for future studies to include action planning in 

their study design in order to provide more clarity.  

 Finally, our results did not show an interplay between type of coaching goal and type of 

coaching questions. Apparently, and similar to Braunstein and Grant (2016), setting approach 

or avoidance goals does not impact the effects of coaching questions on self-efficacy and goal-



attainment. Firstly, it might be that the type of coaching goal needs to be further specified in 

order to find an interaction effect. Goal-orientation theory states that goals are not only 

characterized by an approach and avoidance orientation but that they can be further 

distinguished by mastery and performance orientations (Ames & Archer, 1988; Elliot & 

McGregor, 2001; Bardach et al., 2020). People with a mastery-approach goal hope to improve 

their knowledge, skills, and learning. A mastery-avoidance orientation represents a focus on 

avoiding misunderstanding or failing to master a task (e.g. falling short on one’s own past 

performance). Performance-approach orientations then are about performing better as 

compared to others, and performance-avoidance orientation refers to not failing, avoiding 

negative judgements, or looking inferior to others. Mastery goals (including mastery-

avoidance) are usually associated with more goal-attainment and feelings of self-efficacy than 

performance goals (e.g. Duda & Nicholls, 1992; Kaplan & Midgley, 1997; Liem, Lau, Nie, 

2008; Diseth, 2011). Recognizing that our study does not distinguish between mastery and 

performance goals, it could be speculated that this has levelled out a potential effect of approach 

and avoidance goals.  

  

Limitations 

Undeniably, this study had some limitations. First and foremost, it should be stated that 

investigating coaching in an experimental setting is not representative for real-life coaching 

(Braunstein & Grant, 2016). The generalizability of this study might be limited due to the 

simplified nature of the experiment. In reality, coaches often adopt a more integrative approach 

using both SF and PF coaching questions. Moreover, goals often consist of multiple dimensions, 

and are not limited to only an approach or avoidance goal (Elliot & Church, 1997). In reality, 

it might be that one type of goal is predominant while other goals are present too. Nevertheless, 

adopting a simplified ‘micro-focus’ within an experimental setting allows for close examination 



of specific coaching constructs, while ruling out other variables that might impact the findings 

(Braunstein & Grant, 2016).  

 Secondly, a limitation relates to the high drop-out rate, which might have affected the 

external validity of the results. Out of the 274 participants that started the experiment, 99 

(36.1%) did not finish the study. The high dropout rate might have been due to the relatively 

high complexity of this study, something that could also be a source of bias for our sampling 

population.  

 Also, a limitation comes with the goal-attainment measure in our study. As our study 

measured goal-attainment before and after the coaching intervention, respondents might have 

speculated about the purpose of the measure. Therefore, the results could have become the 

victim of response bias, in which people report higher levels of goal-attainment after the 

intervention out of the motivation to act in line with what they think is the purpose of the 

experiment; namely, testing whether the ‘online coaching experiment’ makes them feel closer 

to attaining their goal; Furnham, 1986).  

 

Practical implications and suggestions for future research  

The current study adds value in several ways. Firstly, it provided further evidence for the effect 

of SF and PF coaching questions on positive/negative affective states. Secondly, it contributed 

to the debate surrounding the effect of coaching questions on self-efficacy and goal-attainment. 

Whereas SF coaching questions (as compared to PF coaching questions) have been associated 

with an array of positive coaching outcomes, this study stands in line with a stream of recent 

research studies (e.g. Neipp et al., 2021) that question these findings by providing evidence 

suggesting that these relationships are not as clear-cut. In order to provide more clarity about 

the effects of type of coaching questions on self-efficacy and goal-attainment, more replication 

studies are needed. 



 Secondly, this study was the first to examine for a potential interplay between coaching 

questions and goal-type since the pioneering study by Braunstein and Grant (2016). Like 

Braunstein and Grant (2016), no interaction effect of approach and avoidance goals was found, 

suggesting that the type of goal set indeed might not be of great impact on coaching outcomes. 

This study too found that manipulating participants into setting an avoidance goal was fairly 

difficult: 38% of the participants allocated to the avoidance goal manipulation had to be 

excluded for our analysis, as they formulated an approach goal instead (failing to conform to 

the clear instructions). This is an interesting discovery, that was also found by Braunstein and 

Grant (2016). It makes us believe that the majority of people tend to think in approach goals 

when being coached.  

 Thirdly, our study has provided a different angle to existing research examining 

coaching process factors, by using a working population rather than the way more often used 

student sample. Even though coaching can be useful for students, reality is that the largest share 

of people being coached does so based on work-related objectives, making it a better fitting 

population for coaching research.  

Finally, this study adds value by investigating coaching in an online self-coaching 

format. As the nature of work is is shifting towards a predominantly online environment, 

coaching too would benefit from more in-depth investigation of ‘online (self-)coaching’ 

methods. Not only those that undergo coaching, but also coaching itself is subject of continuous 

change and would do good to keep forging ahead.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
 
The type of questions asked during coaching can determine coaching success. As found, 

solution-focused questions do a better job at making coachees experience more positive 

emotions and less negative emotions than problem-focused coaching questions. For coaches it 

is important to observe the coaching process and anticipate on the coachee’s needs and wants. 

Focusing on solutions has the capacity to give coachees the boost they needed when striving 

for overcoming their problem and attaining their goal. In general, knowing the impact of the 

type of questions asked can greatly help to ensure positive coaching outcomes. If coaching 

research keeps focusing on the active process factors within the coaching conversation, this can 

improve the level of coaching worldwide.     
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Appendix 2: Standardized residual plots 
 

- Appendix 2a: Standardized residual plot for positive affect (hedonic arousal) 
 

 

 
 

- Appendix 2b: Standardized residual plot for positive affect (energetic arousal) 
 

 

 



- Appendix 2c: Standardized residual plot for negative affect (tense arousal) 
 

 

 
 
 

- Appendix 2d: Standardized residual plot for self-efficacy 
 

 

 
 
 



Appendix 2e: Standardized residual plot for goal-attainment (difference) * 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
* In order to show the standardized residual plot for the goal-attainment scores, the difference between the 
pre- and post- scores were calculated and standardized.  


