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Managerial coaching is a process of feedback provision, behavioral
modeling, and goal setting with subordinates to improve their perfor-
mance and address their personal challenges. Despite the popularity of
coaching as a management practice, the impact of coaching on objec-
tive measures of performance remains unclear. To this end, we tested a
multilevel model linking managerial coaching frequency and skill to the
sales goal attainment of 1,246 sales representatives in 136 teams within
a pharmaceuticals organization over a year. Managers’ coaching skill,
which was evaluated in the context of a training exercise, was directly
related to the annual sales goal attainment of the sales representatives
that they supervised. This effect was partially mediated by team-level
role clarity, as predicted by feedback intervention theory and goal set-
ting theory. In addition, coaching skill had a cross-level moderating
effect on the relationship between coaching frequency and sales goal
attainment; coaching frequency had a negative effect on goal attainment
when coaching skill was low. We discuss the implications of this find-
ing for coaching research and practice. Overall, our results demonstrate
the clear theoretical and practical importance of effective managerial
coaching by drawing on multisource and multilevel measurements with
a predictive design.

The metaphor of a “manager as coach” has gained considerable traction
in both academic and professional writing on business leadership in the
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last 15 years (Ellinger, Ellinger, & Keller, 2003; Gilley & Gilley, 2007;
Ladyshewsky, 2010), as reflected in many best-selling business books
that stress the importance of coaching and developing subordinates (e.g.,
Welch & Welch, 2005). Managerial coaching, which is also referred to as
developmental, employee, or performance coaching (Agarwal, Angst, &
Magni, 2009; Gregory & Levy, 2011), is the largely unstructured process
of giving individualized attention and guidance to subordinates to improve
their performance and address their personal challenges (Heslin, Vande-
Walle, & Latham, 2006; Liu & Batt, 2010). Organizations increasingly
encourage managers to provide this kind of continual, tailored feedback
and direction to their subordinates as a consequence of flatter organi-
zational structures, smaller training budgets, and increased performance
expectations in the workplace.

However, despite the ubiquity of coaching in everyday organizational
life, scholarship on managerial coaching remains critically underdevel-
oped in several key respects (Ellinger & Kim, 2014; Smither, London,
Flautt, Vargas, & Kucine, 2003). First, different definitions of the construct
are rampant; managerial coaching is oftentimes conflated with executive
coaching (Peterson & Little, 2005; Smither & Reilly, 2001), and coach-
ing is measured with a variety of instruments that assess different sets of
managerial behaviors (Agarwal et al., 2009; Ellinger et al., 2003; Gregory
& Levy, 2010; Hagen & Peterson, 2014; McLean, Yang, Kuo, Tolbert,
& Larkin, 2005). Second, the value of managerial coaching to organi-
zations remains surprisingly unclear. Most research linking coaching to
performance and other important criteria features cross-sectional designs
(e.g., Ellinger et al., 2003) and subjective self-report measures of criteria
(e.g., Agarwal et al., 2009) that may obscure the true benefits of coaching.
Third, the theoretical mechanisms through which coaching leads to val-
ued outcomes are underexplored (Liu & Batt, 2010). Most past research
has assumed that coaching will have direct, beneficial effects on employee
performance and attitudes without clearly specifying why these effects are
theoretically expected to occur. Put simply, we have minimal consensus
about what coaching involves, the concrete outcomes it predicts, and the
psychological mechanisms that explain those outcomes.

Our global objective in this article is to address these problems in
the coaching literature by testing a predictive, multilevel, and multisource
model that links managerial coaching to objective indices of annual sales
performance in a pharmaceuticals organization. In the sections that fol-
low, we synthesize existing perspectives on coaching to define the con-
struct in terms of key managerial behaviors identified in a piecemeal
fashion in previous research. We then develop and test a multilevel model
that distinguishes between the effects of managerial coaching skill and
coaching frequency on objective sales performance. This is an important
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advancement, given that past research differs in the extent to which man-
agerial coaching has been operationalized in terms of coaching quality
versus quantity, yet no studies have examined both approaches concur-
rently. Further, we evaluate team-level perceptions of role clarity as a me-
diating psychological state that conveys the effect of managerial coaching
on individual sales performance. We focused on role clarity in light of
feedback intervention theory (FIT; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996) and goal set-
ting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002), which both suggest that effective
managerial coaching should elucidate instrumental, performance-relevant
behaviors in ways that result in an improved understanding of one’s re-
sponsibilities and objectives. Overall, our research shows that managerial
coaching has valuable effects on objective sales criteria through novel
theoretical mechanisms, and it resolves ambiguity in the literature about
how to operationalize managerial coaching to provide clear directions for
future research.

Our study therefore makes several important theoretical and prac-
tical contributions to the literature on coaching. First, developing con-
sensus about a construct is impossible without a clear construct definition
(Organ, 1997), and our work advances the field significantly in this respect
by drawing on multiple perspectives to offer an integrative understand-
ing of what coaching entails. Second, the current literature on coaching
is disjointed because much of it is motivated by variable definitions and
process models rather than generalizable psychological theory (Sutton &
Staw, 1995). In contrast, we explain the effects of coaching in terms of
well-established psychological theories (i.e., FIT, goal setting theory, and
social cognitive theory) to provide a framework for future research. Third,
our findings offer promising directions for practitioners by illustrating
the fiscal value of managerial coaching. We provide the first evidence
that coaching has meaningful effects on sales performance, and we high-
light the importance of developing coaching skill among managers. These
results demonstrate that coaching can be systematically integrated in the
ongoing performance management process to drive greater employee pro-
ductivity in sales organizations (Kinicki, Jacobson, Peterson, & Prussia,
2013; London & Mone, 2015).

Literature Review

We address three issues in the sections that follow. First, we review
diverse perspectives on managerial coaching and offer a multidimensional
conceptual definition of coaching. Second, we summarize existing schol-
arship on managerial coaching, which has focused overwhelmingly on
why managers choose to coach rather than the outcomes associated with
effective coaching. Third, we use our integrative definition and existing
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empirical findings as a guide to identify multiple theoretical perspectives
that best explain why managerial coaching should have beneficial impacts
on subordinates.

Managerial Coaching Defined

Until recently, managerial coaching was discussed only in the pro-
fessional literature with little corresponding interest among researchers
(e.g., Corcoran, Peterson, Baitch, & Barrett, 1995; Graham, Wedman,
& Garvin-Kester, 1994; Hunt & Weintraub, 2002, 2007; London, 2003;
Smither & Reilly, 2001). Coaching emerged as a subject of scholarly
interest due to many contemporary changes in organizations, including
transitions to flatter structures (Anand & Daft, 2007), learning cultures
(Ellinger & Bostrom, 1999), supportive feedback environments (Dahling
& O’Malley, 2011; Steelman, Levy, & Snell, 2004), and collaborative,
follower-centric styles of leadership (Lord & Brown, 2004; Yukl, 2002).
Coaching should be critical to driving employee performance in these
contexts because it provides tailored, on-demand guidance about how to
best respond to individual work challenges, which results in enhanced
learning and development (Daudelin, 1996).

Despite agreeing that coaching is important, researchers define and
operationalize coaching in many different ways, which complicates the
interpretation of past findings (Batson & Yoder, 2012; Hagen & Peter-
son, 2014; Hamlin, Ellinger, & Beattie, 2006; McLean et al., 2005).
For example, Heslin et al. (2006) defined coaching in terms of “pro-
viding one-on-one feedback and insights aimed at guiding and inspiring
improvements in an employee’s work performance” (p. 872). Drawing
on the professional literature, Rich (1998), instead, defined coaching in
terms of three core constructs: supervisory feedback, role modeling, and
trust development. Gregory and Levy (2010, 2011) approached coach-
ing as a relationship, describing it as a “working partnership . . . focused
on addressing the performance and development needs of the employee”
(Gregory & Levy, 2010, p. 111). Other authors have stressed the motivat-
ing potential of coaching through goal setting and role clarification (e.g.,
Onyemah, 2009). In summary, researchers disagree on what behaviors
constitute coaching, which presents a severe impediment to developing
programmatic research on coaching in the workplace.

Despite these discrepancies in how coaching is defined, there are sev-
eral common elements that can be used to create a multidimensional
definition to guide future research (Agarwal et al., 2009; Ellinger et al.,
2003; Heslin et al., 2006; Liu & Batt, 2010; McLean et al., 2005;
Rich, 1998). First, effective coaching is frequently characterized by an
open exchange of feedback between the manager and his or her direct
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reports. Downward feedback provides direct reports with clarity about
their goals and responsibilities, and upward feedback, in return, clarifies
to the manager that the subordinate report understands this information.
This continued reciprocal exchange results in clear expectations and a
trusting relationship between the supervisor and subordinate. Second,
coaching is characterized by behavioral modeling, wherein the manager
models effective performance to show subordinates an example of the
behaviors that they should seek to emulate. Last, managerial coaching
involves setting challenging and engaging goals for subordinates that re-
sult in greater performance motivation. Drawing upon these consistent
elements in previous work, we define managerial coaching in this study
in terms of (a) providing continual constructive, developmental feedback
to subordinates, (b) serving as a behavioral model for good performance,
and (c) working collaboratively with each subordinate to set engaging,
challenging goals that motivate performance. Consequently, managerial
coaching is multidimensional and deeply personalized based on the needs
of each individual subordinate.

Given this multidimensional definition, managerial coaching is con-
ceptually distinct from related constructs such as executive coaching,
training, performance appraisal, and performance feedback. First, ex-
ecutive coaching is directed to higher-level leaders (Hall, Otazo, &
Hollenbeck, 1999; Smither et al., 2003), whereas managerial coaching
is directed to lower-level subordinates. Second, although similar content
may be communicated via training and managerial coaching, training
lacks the individualized focus and open-ended nature associated with
managerial coaching (Hall et al., 1999; Heslin et al., 2006). Third, man-
agerial coaching differs from performance appraisal because performance
appraisal is typically infrequent, formal, and conducted for administrative
purposes, whereas coaching is a continual, informal, and developmental
process (Agarwal et al., 2009; Fletcher, 2008). Last, managerial coaching
involves the provision of feedback but includes additional facets beyond
feedback, such as behavioral role modeling and goal setting. Thus, the
effects of managerial coaching extend beyond those of open feedback
exchanges (Gregory & Levy, 2015; London & Mone, 2015).

Beyond disagreements about the conceptual definition of coaching,
researchers also differ in how they operationalize coaching: some re-
searchers measure coaching quality, impact, or skill, whereas other re-
searchers measure coaching quantity or frequency. For example, Liu and
Batt (2010) operationalized coaching as the objective amount of time
that managers spent working with subordinates, and Heslin et al. (2006)
measured coaching with subordinate reports of the frequency with which
managers exhibited certain coaching behaviors. In contrast, some studies
have operationalized coaching with other-rated measures of the skill or



868 PERSONNEL PSYCHOLOGY

impact of particular coaching behaviors (e.g., Agarwal et al., 2009;
Ellinger et al., 2003). However, no research has measured coaching
skill and frequency concurrently, which raises important questions about
whether the benefits associated with coaching stem from how well it is
performed versus how often it is performed. In the present study, we
address this problem by measuring both coaching skill and coaching fre-
quency from managers. We define coaching skill as the proficiency with
which managers engage in the coaching behaviors of feedback provision,
behavioral modeling, and goal setting. We define coaching frequency as
the number of coaching interactions that a manager holds with his or her
subordinates. Because these are independent measurements, our study is
the first to test if coaching skill and frequency have unique and interactive
impacts on employee performance.

Antecedents and Consequences of Managerial Coaching

Despite considerable variability in how coaching is conceptualized and
operationalized, recent research has started to elaborate on the correlates
and consequences of managerial coaching. However, scholarly research
on coaching to date has focused mainly on antecedents that clarify why
managers choose to coach (Beattie et al., 2014). For example, Heslin et al.
(2006) examined the role of implicit person theories on coaching. Over
three studies, they found that managers who held an incremental theory
of human abilities (i.e., that personal qualities are malleable and can be
improved) were more willing to invest in coaching behaviors. In con-
trast, managers with an entity theory (i.e., that personal qualities are fixed
and static) were disinclined to coach their subordinates. Other theoretical
research has drawn on expectancy theory to propose that intrinsic and ex-
trinsic rewards encourage managers to perform more coaching behaviors
(Pousa & Mathieu, 2010). Last, some qualitative research has attempted
to assess how cross-cultural values influence coaching behaviors, with
some resulting evidence that managerial coaching occurs more frequently
in collectivist and supportive cultures (e.g., Hamlin et al., 2006; Noer,
Leupold, & Valle, 2007).

In contrast, less research has persuasively demonstrated the outcomes
associated with coaching, despite the widespread assertion that coaching
has many beneficial effects in organizations. For example, Agarwal et al.
(2009) showed that coaching intensity was positively related to sales
performance in a cross-sectional study, but subordinates provided the
ratings of both perceived coaching intensity and their own performance. In
a similar cross-sectional study, Ellinger et al. (2003) found that employee
ratings of managerial coaching intensity were positively related to those
managers’ subjective ratings of employee performance. More recently,
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Liu and Batt (2010) used a stronger, predictive design to demonstrate that
coaching frequency was positively related to one measure of objective
performance (i.e., call-handling time) in a call center context. However,
no studies have documented that coaching behavior results in objective
goal attainment and fiscal performance, which is the focus of the present
study.

Theoretical Explanations for the Effects of Managerial Coaching

Given our multidimensional definition and the emerging nomological
network of managerial coaching, we identified several established theories
that likely account for the effects of managerial coaching. Specifically,
we expect that coaching improves performance through psychological
mechanisms described by FIT, social cognitive theory, and goal setting
theory.

First, the feedback component of coaching should improve perfor-
mance, as predicted by FIT (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996, 1998). FIT explains
how feedback contributes to performance and under what conditions feed-
back information is most likely to be successfully utilized. The theory has
several core propositions, the most important that performance behaviors
are regulated by drawing one’s locus of attention to discrepancies between
goals and any received feedback information. Feedback is thought to be
most useful when it directs attention to task motivation and task learn-
ing processes, and it is least useful when it directs attention to metatask
processes (i.e., higher-level, self-relevant processes). Metatask feedback
detracts from performance because it focuses attention on the self instead
of the task, whereas task motivation feedback and task learning feed-
back are beneficial because they clarify the importance of the task and
how to best perform it, respectively. Given that the goal of managerial
coaching is to provide employees with strategic feedback about task per-
formance (Garvin & Margolis, 2015), the feedback conveyed in coaching
interactions could be task motivation or task learning feedback that helps
employees close the discrepancies between their current performance and
their work goals.

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1988, 2012) explains how
behavioral modeling, the second component of managerial coaching, can
result in performance improvements. A key proposition of social cog-
nitive theory is that several types of domain-specific learning experi-
ences are important to the development of self-efficacy and performance
attainment in that domain. These learning experiences include social per-
suasion and vicarious learning by observing comparable others (Bandura,
1986). In organizational settings, the theory states that employees can
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develop competencies by vicariously learning through guided mastery
modeling (Bandura, 1988), which involves work with an expert role model
who enacts the appropriate behaviors and helps employees practice and
apply these behaviors to their own work. Through this modeling process,
the employee develops a sense of agency over the behavior and is able to
improve his or her performance. Given that effective coaching involves
behavioral modeling on the part of the manager, employees can learn
vicariously and develop task self-efficacy by observing their managers’
examples.

Last, the goal setting component of managerial coaching contributes
to performance through multiple mechanisms posited by goal setting the-
ory (Locke & Latham, 2002, 2006). Specifically, the theory states that
goals direct attention toward instrumental goal-relevant activities, mo-
bilize energy for these activities, bolster persistence, and activate and
elaborate upon goal-relevant knowledge. Consequently, a large and con-
sistent body of research has demonstrated that difficult and specific goals
result in improved performance and greater satisfaction with performance
outcomes (Latham, 2013). Managerial coaching should result in these
outcomes because coaching involves collaboratively setting and clarify-
ing performance goals (Onyemah, 2009), which results in well-understood
and motivating objectives for subordinates.

Summary

Research on managerial coaching is still in its infancy, but it is in-
creasingly clear that coaching involves a combination of developmental
feedback, behavioral modeling, and goal setting behaviors. Both the skill
and frequency with which these behaviors are performed likely drive em-
ployee performance, but no research to date has compared these compet-
ing ways to operationalize coaching. Moreover, despite growing interest
in documenting the “bottom line” consequences of managerial coaching,
no study has examined the relationship between coaching and objective,
fiscal goal attainment. Theoretically, coaching behaviors should contribute
to performance through a variety of theoretical mechanisms specified by
perspectives such as FIT (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996), social cognitive the-
ory (Bandura, 1986), and goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002).
However, no research to date has examined the impact of coaching on
any mediating psychological processes based on these theories that would
clarify how coaching contributes to performance. Our study responds to
these gaps in the coaching literature by demonstrating that coaching skill
and frequency have valuable effects on objective performance criteria
through a key mediating state, team role clarity.
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 District Manager 
Coaching Skill

(May 2011) 

Sales Team 
Role Clarity

(September 2011)

Sales Representative 
Annual Goal 
Attainment 

(January - December 
2011)

Level 2: District Sales Team

Level 1: Individual Sales 
Representatives 

Annual Frequency of 
Coaching Interactions 
with District Manager
(January - December 

2011)

H1b

H3

H3

H2

H1a

Figure 1: Conceptual Model Linking Coaching to Sales Goal Attainment.

Note. H = Hypothesis. Control variables (representative tenure and representative–manager
gender match) are excluded from the figure for clarity.

Hypothesis Development

As noted above, and summarized in Figure 1, effective manage-
rial coaching should drive performance through multiple mechanisms.
Specifically, we expect that effective coaching will (a) provide devel-
opmental feedback that clarifies instrumental behaviors, consistent with
FIT; (b) result in behavioral modeling that enables vicarious learning
and performance gains, consistent with social cognitive theory; and (c)
provide engaging and challenging goals that improve employee motiva-
tion, consistent with goal setting theory. In line with these expectations,
we first hypothesize that managerial coaching is positively related to em-
ployee performance. We test this hypothesis with respect to both coaching
skill and frequency to compare their relative impact on performance. We
expect that both the frequency of coaching and the skill with which coach-
ing is performed will have independent effects on employee performance.

In this study, the subordinate employees that we studied were all phar-
maceuticals salespeople, so we operationalized performance in terms of
annual sales goal attainment, given that this is the primary, objective met-
ric for evaluating the job performance of employees in this type of role
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(e.g., Agarwal et al., 2009; Corcoran et al., 1995). As we explain in more
detail in the Method section, we operationalize manager coaching skill as
a unit-level variable, given that all salespeople who report to a particular
manager receive a quality of coaching that is constrained by that man-
ager’s skill level (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000). In contrast, we operational-
ize coaching frequency as an individual-level variable because managers
spend different amounts of time coaching each particular salesperson.

Hypothesis 1a: District manager coaching frequency is positively re-
lated to sales goal attainment.

Hypothesis 1b: District manager coaching skill is positively related to
sales goal attainment.

Whereas Hypotheses 1a and 1b posited direct effects of coaching skill
and frequency, we also expect that these variables will interact. Specifi-
cally, the Level-1 relationship between coaching frequency and sales goal
attainment should be strongest when direct reports have high-frequency
coaching with a highly skilled managerial coach. This context should
result in the greatest opportunity for managers to boost performance by
providing regular, high-quality coaching to salespeople.

Hypothesis 2: Coaching skill moderates the relationship between
coaching frequency and the sales goal attainment of
individual direct reports, such that the positive rela-
tionship between managerial coaching frequency and
sales goal attainment will be stronger when coaching
skill is high, as opposed to low.

We focused on team role clarity as a mediating variable that accounts
for the effect of managerial coaching on subordinate performance (Renn
& Fedor, 2001; Sawyer, 1992). Following Sawyer (1992), we define role
clarity as a state of possessing high levels of both goal clarity and pro-
cess clarity. Goal clarity concerns an understanding of work goals and
responsibilities, whereas process clarity concerns an understanding of the
procedures that should be followed to achieve those goals. Thus, employ-
ees with high role clarity understand both their goals and the best means
to achieve them, which enables those employees to perform their jobs
effectively.

We specifically chose role clarity as a mediator because it is impli-
cated by multiple theories that we believe explain the effects of coach-
ing. Specifically, both FIT and goal setting theory imply that managerial
coaching behaviors (developmental feedback, behavioral modeling, and
goal setting) should result in high role clarity. FIT posits that the feedback
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component of coaching should clarify for subordinates why performance-
relevant tasks are important and how best to complete them. Goal setting
theory states that goals operate on performance, in part, because they
clarify the tasks and strategies that are most germane to achieving the
goals. Thus, both theories posit that the psychological state of role clarity
should mediate the relationship between coaching behaviors and subordi-
nate performance. Some initial support for this expectation was reported
by Onyemah (2009), who found that coaching perceptions were negatively
correlated with role ambiguity among individual employees. Moreover,
past research has clearly demonstrated that employees with high role clar-
ity exhibit higher performance levels as a consequence of this enhanced
understanding (e.g., Renn & Fedor, 2001; Whitaker, Dahling, & Levy,
2007).

As shown in Figure 1, we expect that only skilled coaching is likely
to result in role clarity. Mere frequency of coaching should not improve
role clarity by itself because unskilled, frequent coaching may leave im-
portant questions raised by subordinates about work goals and processes
unanswered. Consequently, role clarity should only mediate the relation-
ship between managerial coaching skill and sales goal attainment that we
posed in Hypothesis 1b.

Note that we focus specifically on team-level role clarity as a conse-
quence of managerial coaching skill. In a team context, role clarity refers
to the shared perception that team members have a clear understanding
of their goals that must be met and the processes to follow (Sonnentag &
Volmer, 2010). As Seibert, Silver, and Randolph (2004) noted, team mem-
bers who are exposed to the same shared leadership experiences should
develop shared work perceptions that differ from those held by members
of other teams. Consistent with their reasoning, it is likely that all of the
salespeople within a team will develop similar degrees of role clarity be-
cause they all report to the same manager with a given level of coaching
skill. Past research provides support for this idea by demonstrating that
work units and teams can develop shared perceptions of group-level role
clarity that influence individual and group outcomes (Anderson & West,
1998; De Dreu, De Vries, Franssen, & Altnik, 2000; Sonnentag & Volmer,
2010). Similarly, recent theoretical work on collaborative, joint production
motivation in teams proposed that shared perceptions of goals and role
responsibilities should contribute to greater motivation and performance
in work teams (Lindenberg & Foss, 2011). We therefore operationalize
role clarity in this study at the level of the district sales team. We expect
that skilled coaching from the team’s manager will result in greater team
role clarity, which, in turn, contributes to the performance of individual
salespeople.
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Hypothesis 3: Team role clarity partially mediates the positive re-
lationship between managerial coaching skill and the
annual sales goal attainment of individual sales repre-
sentatives.

To summarize our hypotheses, coaching frequency is hypothesized to
have a direct, positive effect on sales goal attainment. Coaching skill is
also hypothesized to have a direct, positive effect on sales goal attainment,
and we further expect that coaching skill will moderate the impact of
coaching frequency, such that frequency will have a stronger, positive
effect on performance when skill is high. Last, we expect that coaching
skill will have an indirect, positive effect on sales goal attainment through
team-level improvements in role clarity. These hypotheses are illustrated
in Figure 1, which also clarifies the two levels of analysis in the model
(i.e., manager and team at Level 2 and individual salespeople at Level 1)
and the timeframe in which data were collected.

Method

Research Context

Our data were collected from the U.S. affiliate of a global pharmaceu-
ticals company over several points between January and December 2011.
Sales representatives in this company are organized into district teams that
are led by district managers; each team consists of between 6 and 12 sales
representatives. Members of each team work within the same geographic
area and can regularly coordinate in person, but the representatives each
have their own set of physicians and other healthcare providers to in-
dependently call upon within the district. Representatives spend most of
their time making these visits to medical offices, typically without their
manager present.

Given that performance for the sales representatives depends on visit-
ing healthcare providers and convincing them to prescribe the company’s
products, the company uses sales goal attainment (i.e., percent of goal) as
the metric for all internal evaluations of sales performance and administra-
tive decisions. Sales goals are systematically set within the organization to
account for local market dynamics in each district, including past product
demand and local market share. As a result, the percentage completion
metric is comparable across sales representatives and districts regardless
of the actual goal given to each representative. Given that representatives
typically stay within the same sales territory year to year, the goal-setting
process indirectly accounts for past performance as well; recent trends in
product demand and market share in a representative’s district are partly
a function of his or her past sales performance.
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To help representatives meet their personal sales goals, the district
managers are responsible for periodically accompanying sales represen-
tatives when they make their rounds to healthcare providers, which the
managers refer to as “field visits” with a representative. During field visits,
the district managers have the opportunity to observe each representative
in action and to provide individualized coaching before and after each
selling interaction. Although all managers are responsible for making
regular field visits, they have full discretion over how many visits they
complete with any particular sales representative. Consequently, they can
choose to dedicate more time for frequent coaching opportunities with un-
derperforming sales representatives. However, the district managers are
responsible for conducting field visits with all of their representatives and
performing other administrative duties, so there is a practical limit to how
many days per year can be dedicated to field visits with any given sub-
ordinate. District managers and sales representatives are responsible for
jointly documenting their field visits for organizational records.

We focused our data collection on calendar year 2011 because of a
unique opportunity to measure coaching skill among the district man-
agers. The organization held a large-scale developmental exercise in May
2011 at a national training meeting for all of the sales representatives. The
exercise consisted of a variety of one-on-one, simulated selling conversa-
tions about new products. During these simulations, the district managers
role-played physicians, and the sales representatives were expected to
appropriately describe the organization’s products, effectively sell them,
and overcome a series of structured questions and objections raised by
the “physicians” during these simulated interactions. At the conclusion of
each round, the district manager who role-played the physician was also
responsible for evaluating and coaching the representative based on his or
her performance. The district manager was expected to exhibit effective
coaching behaviors (providing feedback, using behavioral examples, and
collaboratively setting improvement goals) to help the representative learn
and improve when selling these new products in the field. These coach-
ing conversations were individualized and tailored to the strengths and
weaknesses exhibited by each sales representative during the role-play
exercise.

While this coaching was occurring, the district managers were sur-
reptitiously observed and rated by their own supervisors, the organiza-
tion’s regional directors, with the intent to rate the district managers’
coaching skills for developmental purposes. These ratings made by the
regional directors served as our focal measure of coaching skill. Because
the regional directors supervise the district managers on a regular basis,
they could serve as qualified subject matter experts for the purposes of
evaluating coaching skill. Moreover, the regional directors went through a
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calibration meeting prior to observing and rating the district managers to
ensure that they had a shared understanding of the behaviors that constitute
skilled coaching. Over half of the district managers in the organization
participated in this exercise and received ratings such that they could be
included in this study; the remaining managers either were not in atten-
dance at this meeting, had conflicts that prohibited their participation in
this specific exercise, or were not observed by regional directors due to
logistical problems.

The organization conducted its annual engagement survey in Septem-
ber 2011, which provided an opportunity to measure team role clarity. The
company response rate to this survey routinely exceeds 95%; in 2011, over
98% of employees participated. Thus, team role clarity ratings were avail-
able for every district manager who participated in the role-play coaching
exercise.

Participants

Our data reside at two levels of analysis: the sales team and the district
manager of that team (Level 2), and the individual sales representatives
nested within each team (Level 1). At Level 2, data were collected from
the 136 district managers who participated in the role-play exercise that
provided the rating of coaching skill (approximately 56% of the district
managers in the entire organization). The managers had a mean age of 42.6
years (SD = 6.74) and a mean tenure of 5.39 years in role (SD = 4.27),
and 74.3% of the sample was male. At Level 1, data were collected from
the 1,246 sales representatives organized underneath the participating
district managers. The representatives reported a mean age of 40.25 years
(SD = 7.32) and the sample was 74.4% male. Data on the race and
ethnicity of the managers and their representatives were not available for
analysis.

Measures

Coaching skill (Level 2). We operationalized coaching skill as the rat-
ings made in May 2011 by regional directors in the context of the devel-
opmental role-play exercise described in the Research Context section.
We instructed the regional directors to make their ratings on a structured
instrument and to observe a minimum of two coaching interactions with
different sales representatives prior to making their ratings for each district
manager. The structured instrument was an eight-item proprietary mea-
sure that assesses the district manager’s coaching skill in terms of feed-
back delivery, behavioral modeling, and goal setting behaviors (α = .75).
Sample items from the measure include: “Identified an area of opportunity
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for improvement,” “Gave an example of what good performance looks like
in this area,” and “Offered and accepted recommendations.” Responses
were made on a seven-point scale where 1 = coaching made no impact
and 7 = coaching made maximum impact on the sales representative who
was being coached. Thus, the response scale captured the extent to which
the coaching behaviors were tailored to the representative and positively
impacted the representative, based on the role-play performance.

Team role clarity (Level 2). All sales representatives were surveyed
concerning their perceptions of role clarity with a nine-item measure de-
livered in the context of the organization’s proprietary, annual engagement
survey in September 2011. Items concerned both goal and process clarity;
sample items read: “Roles and responsibilities in my unit are clear” and
“In my unit, we set ambitious goals and strive for excellence”. Following
past practices (e.g., Whitaker et al., 2007), we combined items pertaining
to goal and process clarity to derive an overall role clarity score. Responses
were made on a five-point scale where 1 = does not correspond at all and
5 = corresponds to a very great extent. This survey is anonymous and
the data are unidentified at the representative level (Saari & Scherbaum,
2011), so individual-level data on role clarity could not be used in the anal-
ysis (Chau & Dwight, 2011). Instead, the results are reported at the district
team level and reflect an average of the individual sales representatives’
role clarity perceptions within a team.

Several pieces of evidence suggest that this aggregation is justifiable.
First, most of the items are written with reference to the group/unit,
making aggregation to the unit level conceptually appropriate (van Mierlo,
Vermunt, & Rutte, 2009). Second, we could evaluate interrater agreement
(IRA) within each district team based on the frequency distribution of
scores received by each manager. We evaluated IRA by calculating the
average deviation of the mean (ADm; Burke & Dunlap, 2002; Burke,
Finkelstein, & Dusig, 1999; LeBreton & Senter, 2008) for each team on
each question. This index estimates agreement among multiple judges
rating a single target using the metric of the item’s original response scale,
which aids in interpretation of the result (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). We
found that the mean ADm values for the nine items ranged from .42 to .73
(SD = .13–.25), which are all beneath the cutoff of .80 that Burke and
Dunlap (2002) suggested for ratings made on a five-point response scale.
Last, team members’ average responses to the nine items that make up the
scale showed high internal consistency (α = .91).

Coaching frequency (Level 1). We operationalized coaching frequency
as the number of field visits that the district manager completed with
each sales representative during the 12-month period from January to
December 2011. Every representative had been accompanied by his or
manager on between 1 and 20 visits throughout 2011. These data were
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collected from archival organizational records filed jointly by the district
manager and sales representative after each field visit.

Sales goal attainment (Level 1). End-of-year sales performance data
for all of 2011 were collected from archival organizational records in
early January 2012. The sales performance criterion was measured at the
individual level in terms of the sales representatives’ average quarterly
goal attainment for the year. Performance among the representatives was
highly variable, ranging from attaining 31% to 150% of the assigned sales
goal. We converted the percentage to a decimal value to simplify the
interpretation of our results.

Control Variables

We included two Level-1 control variables, sales representative tenure
and representative–manager gender match, in all of the analyses that fol-
low after identifying theoretical reasons why they might exhibit mean-
ingful effects that should be taken into account (Bernerth & Aguinis,
2015; Spector & Brannick, 2011). We included representative tenure as a
control variable, given that experienced representatives may be stronger
performers who have less need for coaching and feedback due to their
acquired skill set, an idea reflected in research that shows a negative asso-
ciation between tenure and feedback-seeking behavior (Ashford, 1986).
Gender match with the manager (coded as 0 = different gender, 1 = same
gender) may be relevant because some mentoring research suggests that
same-gender developmental relationships are characterized by better out-
comes due to the greater interpersonal trust and comfort that emerges in
same-gender relationships (Allen, Day, & Lentz, 2005).

Results

Because our hypotheses involve multilevel data with representatives
nested within teams under the same district manager, we used a com-
bination of hierarchical multiple regression and hierarchical linear mod-
eling (HLM; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) to analyze the data. Complete
data were available for the sample of managers who participated in the
coaching skill role-play exercise because all other measurements were
drawn from complete, objective organizational records or from the annual
engagement survey with a nearly comprehensive response rate. Thus,
missing data were not a concern in this study. We began by running
an unconditional, intercept-only model to evaluate the variability in the
Level-1 goal attainment criterion with an intraclass correlation. Results
indicated that 45.55% of the variability in sales representatives’ goal at-
tainment was within groups (i.e., within district sales teams), whereas the
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TABLE 1
Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
Level 1

1. Representative tenure 24.75 4.61 – −.06 .10∗∗∗ −.01
2. Gender match – – – .01 .05
3. Coaching frequency 6.85 2.13 – −.04
4. Goal attainment .90 .17 –

Level 2
5. Coaching skill 5.39 .64 −.10 .04 −.05 .42∗∗∗ –
6. Team role clarity 4.35 .29 −.09 .10 −.04 .28∗∗∗ .31∗∗∗ –

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are person-level correlations (N = 1,246). Correla-
tions below the diagonal are team-level correlations, for which person-level variables were
aggregated to the team level (N = 136). Tenure is reported in terms of months. Gender match
is coded such that 0 = no match and 1 = match between the subordinate and supervisor.
Coaching frequency reflects the number of field visits made with each representative.
∗∗∗p < .001.

remaining 54.45% of variability was between groups (i.e., between differ-
ent district sales teams). Thus, there is a substantial amount of variability
in performance both between and within teams that justifies the use of
a multilevel analysis strategy. Table 1 reports descriptive statistics and
correlations for the study variables.

Direct and Interactive Effects of Level 1 and Level 2 Variables on Sales Goal
Attainment

Our model in Figure 1 specifies that sales goal attainment will be
directly and positively related to coaching skill (Level 2), team role clar-
ity (Level 2), and coaching frequency (Level 1), while controlling for
representative tenure (Level 1) and representative–manager gender match
(Level 1). We proceeded through a series of analyses in HLM to test
these effects. First, we built on the unconditional model to test a random-
coefficient regression model in which the Level-1 predictor (coaching
frequency) and control variables (representative tenure and manager–
subordinate gender match) were set as antecedents of sales goal attain-
ment. Random coefficient models estimate the unconditional variability
in the random intercepts and slopes without the inclusion of any Level-
2 predictors of the Level-1 slopes or intercepts (Raudenbush & Bryk,
2002). For this analysis, we group-mean centered coaching frequency and
tenure, but did not center the dummy-coded gender match variable (0
= no match, 1 = match; Enders & Tofighi, 2007). Table 2 reports the
results of this model, which indicates that tenure and gender match had
significant, positive fixed effects on goal attainment. However, coaching



880 PERSONNEL PSYCHOLOGY

TABLE 2
Random Coefficient Regression Model of Level-1 Predictors on Sales Goal

Attainment

Fixed effects Coefficient SE T

Overall mean sales goal attainment, γ 00 .895∗∗ .012 76.82
Mean representative tenure-goal

attainment slope, γ 10

.004∗∗ .001 3.86

Mean gender match-goal attainment
slope, γ 20

.014∗ .007 2.02

Mean field visits-goal attainment
slope, γ 30

−.004 .002 −1.87

Random effects Variance component df χ 2

Goal attainment mean, u0 j .01395 72 231.72∗∗

Representative tenure-goal attainment
slope, u1 j

.00003 72 93.39∗

Gender match-goal attainment slope, u2 j .00002 72 46.61
Field visits-goal attainment slope, u3 j .00006 72 89.83
Level-1 effect, rij .016

Note. Fixed effects are reported with robust standard errors.
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01

frequency did not, contrary to Hypothesis 1a. Thus, the results of this
model suggest that, on average, coaching frequency is not related to sales
goal attainment within districts; overall, the Level-1 predictors only ex-
plained approximately 2.86% of the variance in Level-1 goal attainment
(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). However, given that we posited a cross-
level interaction of coaching skill with coaching frequency in Hypothesis
2, we retained coaching frequency in the model to further probe this
relationship.

Our next step was to conduct a slopes-and-intercepts-as-outcomes
model, which adds the Level-2 variables (i.e., district manager coach-
ing skill and team role clarity) as predictors of the Level-1 intercept
and the slope of the relationship between coaching frequency and sales
goal attainment. All Level-2 predictors were grand-mean centered, and all
Level-1 predictors were group-mean centered (except for the dichotomous
gender-match control variable) as recommended by Enders and Tofighi
(2007) for tests of cross-level interactions. This model tests the di-
rect effect of coaching skill on sales goal attainment (Hypothesis 1b),
the cross-level moderating effect of coaching skill on the coaching
frequency-goal attainment relationship (Hypothesis 2), and the direct ef-
fect of team role clarity on sales goal attainment (required for the mediation
posited in Hypothesis 3). The results of this analysis are shown in Table
3. As reported in this table, ratings of managerial coaching skill had a
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TABLE 3
Effects of Level 2 Predictors on Level 1 Slopes and Intercepts (Hypotheses 1, 2,

and 3)

Predictor variable b SE T

For Intercept 1, β0

Intercept 2, γ 00 .895∗∗ .01 84.45
Coaching skill, γ 01 .072∗∗ .01 5.06
Team role clarity, γ 02 .072∗ .04 2.05

For representative tenure, β1

Intercept 2, γ 10 .003∗∗ .001 3.57
For manager–representative gender match, β2

Intercept 2, γ 20 .013 .007 1.92
For field visit frequency, β3

Intercept 2, γ 30 −.004 .002 −2.07∗

Coaching skill, γ 31 .007 .004 1.97∗

Note. Robust standard errors reported.
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01.

significant, positive direct effect on representatives’ sales goal attainment
in support of Hypothesis 1b (γ 01 = .072, p < .01). Team role clarity also
had a significant effect, as expected (γ 02 = .072, p < .05); this relationship
is a prerequisite for the indirect effect that we predicted in Hypothesis 3.
Coaching skill and team role clarity had noteworthy effect sizes, explain-
ing approximately 19% and 2% of the variability in the intercept of sales
goal attainment, β0, respectively (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).

The results in Table 3 also indicate that coaching skill has a cross-
level moderating effect on the slope of the relationship between coaching
frequency and sales goal attainment (γ 31 = .007, p < .05; R2 for slope
β3 = 12.5%). We used a web-based program developed by Preacher,
Curran, and Bauer (2006) that draws on data from the variance–covariance
matrix to probe this interaction, which is shown in Figure 2. Contrary to our
initial expectations, the results show that the effect of coaching frequency
on sales goal attainment is nonsignificant when coaching skill is high
(simple slope z = −.02, p = ns); very high levels of goal attainment
occur with both low- and high-frequency coaching, provided that the
coach is highly skilled. In contrast, the effect of coaching frequency on
sales goal attainment is significant and negative when coaching skill is
low (simple slope z = −2.70, p < .01). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was partially
supported, given that a significant cross-level interaction emerged, but the
form of the interaction differed somewhat from our hypothesis. Coaching
frequency had no bearing on goal attainment when the manager was a
highly skilled coach, but high-frequency coaching was associated with
lower performance among low-skill managerial coaches.
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Figure 2: Cross-Level Interaction of Managerial Coaching Skill (Level 2)
With Coaching Frequency (Level 1) on Annual Sales Goal Attainment.

Indirect Effect of Coaching Skill on Sales Goal Attainment via Team Clarity

Hypothesis 3 stated that team role clarity would partially mediate the
cross-level relationship between managerial coaching skill and sales rep-
resentative goal attainment. Although grand mean centering can distort
the results of some tests of mediation in HLM, the particular pattern of
mediation that we hypothesized (i.e., a Level-2 variable mediating the re-
lationship between a Level-2 variable and a Level-1 variable, also known
as a “2-2-1” or “upper level” model) is not susceptible to this prob-
lem (Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006; Krull & MacKinnon, 2001; Zhang,
Zyphur, & Preacher, 2009). We followed procedures described by Krull
and MacKinnon (2001) to test the hypothesis, which follows the multiple-
step process for testing mediation originally described by Baron and
Kenny (1986). Using Baron and Kenny’s nomenclature, the direct ef-
fect of the predictor (coaching skill) to the criterion (goal attainment) is
referred to as path C. The effect of the predictor to the mediator (team role
clarity) is referred to as path A. The effect of the mediator to the criterion
is path B, and the weakened direct effect of the predictor to the criterion
when the mediator is included in the analysis is path C′.

Following Krull and MacKinnon (2001), we first ran a means-as-
outcomes model (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) to test path C, the cross-level
relationship between coaching skill and sales goal attainment when team
role clarity was not included in the model. This effect was statistically
significant, as expected (γ 01 = .082, p < .01). We then tested path A,
the relationship between managerial coaching skill and team role clarity.
Because the coaching skill rating and the aggregated team role clarity
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perceptions were both Level-2 variables, we tested this hypothesis by
simply regressing role clarity perceptions on managerial coaching skill
(Krull & MacKinnon, 2001). Managerial coaching skill had a significant,
positive effect on team clarity perceptions, consistent with our expecta-
tions (b = .14, SE = .04, β = .31, p < .01). The results of our earlier
slopes-and-intercepts-as-outcomes model reported in Table 3 provided a
test of paths B (γ 02 = .072, p < .05) and C′ (γ 01 = .072, p < .01).
In total, this set of significant effects indicates that all of the conditions
required for partial mediation, as described by Baron and Kenny (1986),
were met.

Managerial coaching had a significant, positive effect on sales goal
attainment (γ 01 = .082, p < .01) that was reduced but still significant
(γ 01 = .072, p < .01) after adding the team role clarity mediator to the
HLM equation. We used Selig and Preacher’s (2008) Monte Carlo method
(N = 20,000 repetitions) to calculate a 95% asymmetrical confidence
interval around the indirect effect to test its statistical significance. Results
indicated that the asymmetrical confidence interval did not include zero
and that the indirect effect via team role clarity was significant, but weak,
in support of Hypothesis 3 (M = .01; lower limit of 95% confidence
interval = .001, upper limit = .024). Thus, managerial coaching skill
had a moderate, positive direct effect on sales goal attainment and a
weak, positive indirect effect on sales goal attainment through team role
clarity.

Summary

Managerial coaching skill had (a) a significant, direct effect on sales
goal attainment in support of Hypothesis 1b; (b) a cross-level moder-
ating effect on the relationship between coaching frequency and sales
goal attainment in partial support of Hypothesis 2; and (c) a signifi-
cant but weak indirect effect on sales goal attainment through higher
team role clarity in support of Hypothesis 3. The relationship between
coaching frequency and sales goal attainment trended in a negative direc-
tion, contrary to Hypothesis 1a. The shape of the cross-level interaction
shown in Figure 2 clarifies this negative trend by illustrating that the
lowest performance was associated with unskilled managerial coaches
who engage in frequent coaching interactions. In contrast, highly skilled
coaches elicit strong goal attainment in representatives regardless of their
level of coaching frequency. Coaching skill and team role clarity together
explained approximately 21% of the variability in the intercept of sales
goal attainment between districts, which clearly demonstrates that sales
representatives who work for managers with strong coaching skills exhibit
better performance with meaningful financial value.
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Discussion

Previous research has repeatedly asserted that effective managerial
coaching is important to the success of organizations (London, 2003;
Welch & Welch, 2005), but little compelling empirical evidence has been
reported to date that supports this assertion. The results of this study
demonstrate that coaching skill accounts for practically meaningful dif-
ferences in goal attainment between sales districts. Moreover, we showed
that some of these effects occur via gains in team role clarity that happen
when managers resolve ambiguity with skillful coaching behaviors, con-
sistent with FIT (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996) and goal setting theory (Locke &
Latham, 2002, 2006). This is an important theoretical contribution, given
that no previous research has examined the mediating psychological states
that transmit the effects of coaching to enhanced performance. Last, we
clarified previous literature on coaching that has confounded frequency
with quality of coaching by demonstrating that the effects of coaching fre-
quency on sales goal performance are moderated by managerial coaching
skill. Globally, these findings contribute to coaching research and practice
by clarifying the nature of the managerial coaching construct, demonstrat-
ing that coaching has tangible value for sales organizations and identifying
the mediating psychological states that clarify why coaching works.

Although Hypotheses 1b and 3 were fully supported, the shape of the
coaching frequency and skill interaction differed from our initial expec-
tations posed in Hypothesis 2. As shown in Figure 2, our results indicate
that coaching frequency is unrelated to performance when coaching skill
is high, implying that managers who are highly skilled coaches are able
to have a strong impact on performance, even with infrequent individ-
ual interactions. Interestingly, the lowest sales goal attainment was ob-
served when low-skill managerial coaches engaged in frequent coaching
with subordinates. We see two plausible interpretations of this finding.
The first interpretation assumes that poor performance shapes coaching;
perhaps underperforming sales representatives receive more frequent at-
tention from their managers, but those managers who are low-skill coaches
are unable to generate any performance improvements. The second in-
terpretation assumes that poor coaching shapes performance; perhaps
frequent attention from a poor coach results in reduced performance as a
consequence of being distracted, experiencing process losses, or receiving
low-utility feedback. We suspect that the first interpretation is most likely
to be true, but follow-up, longitudinal research is necessary to expand on
these results.

A clear implication of the interaction between coaching frequency and
skill is that future research needs to focus primarily on the quality rather
than the quantity of coaching. Coaching skill had a statistically significant
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and practically meaningful effect on goal attainment in this study, whereas
coaching frequency did not have an interpretable, direct effect. Moreover,
coaching frequency proved irrelevant, provided that the manager was a
highly skilled coach. Organizations that are interested in improving the
managerial coaching of employees should accordingly invest in manager
development to promote coaching skills rather than in systems to track
the absolute amount of coaching that occurs.

An interesting and unexpected aspect of our results is the null rela-
tionship between coaching frequency and sales goal attainment. In our
rationale for Hypothesis 1a, we predicted a positive relationship under the
assumption that more coaching opportunities would be beneficial to em-
ployees. However, we recognize, after the fact, that the effect may be neg-
ative in some circumstances, either because unskilled coaching is harmful
or because unskilled coaches cannot generate performance improvements
in struggling subordinates. The overall null relationship that we observed
between coaching frequency and sales goal attainment may reflect a nat-
ural distribution of these outcomes: it may be that frequent coaching
is sometimes beneficial, sometimes ineffectual, and, perhaps, sometimes
harmful. As our interaction demonstrates, the precise outcome that any
representative experiences depends heavily on the skill level of the coach.

In the aggregate, our study has several strengths that distinguish it
from previous work on managerial coaching. First, our data were col-
lected from multiple sources, including objective organizational records
for the coaching frequency predictor and sales performance criterion, and
the measures were collected over the space of a year to allow for us to
hypothesize predictive effects. We did not rely on cross-sectional, self-
reported data to test our relationships, which is unfortunately common
in the coaching literature. Further, we accounted for the nested nature
of performance of sales representatives by modeling both team and indi-
vidual level effects in HLM. Last, we observed moderate effect sizes for
coaching that are nevertheless of considerable financial value, demon-
strating that coaching skill improves both employee attitudes and drives
sales performance in ways that have tangible value to frontline managers
and other organizational stakeholders.

Future Directions for Research and Practice

As noted previously, coaching research and practice is underdeveloped
in many ways. We see important directions for future inquiry in several
key areas, particularly concerning (a) the timing and focus of coaching in-
teractions, (b) other person-level mediators that account for the effects
of coaching on performance, (c) the nature of performance feedback
delivered in the context of coaching, and (d) the relationships between
coaching and other leadership-related constructs.
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Timing and content of coaching interactions. Our focus in this study was
limited to a sales context in which effective coaching was a function of
helping representatives learn to sell products throughout the performance
cycle. However, the outcomes associated with coaching likely depend on
the type of information conveyed and the precise timing of the coaching
interaction in the broader performance management cycle. For example,
the nature of the coaching evaluated in this study is consistent with con-
sultative coaching, which is the coaching that focuses on the strategic
execution of performance tasks (Hackman & Wageman, 2005). Hackman
and Wageman contrasted consultative coaching with motivational coach-
ing, which builds shared commitment and momentum, and educational
coaching, which focuses on learning and the development of knowledge.
It is quite likely that different types of coaching have different effects
on employee performance, and there are likely important interactions be-
tween the developmental needs of particular employees and the type of
coaching that would best resolve those needs.

Hackman and Wageman’s (2005) theoretical model of team coaching
also specifies that different types of coaching should be most effective at
different points of time in the performance of a long-term task. Specif-
ically, they proposed that motivational coaching is most important early
in the process, consultative coaching is most important at the midpoint,
and educational coaching is most important after the task is completed.
Given that we evaluated managerial coaching skill in terms of consulta-
tive coaching and at the approximate midpoint of the annual performance
management cycle (i.e., in May), the effects we observed may have been
strengthened by assessing consultative coaching impact at an optimal
point in the performance period. Future research on coaching could ex-
plore experimental and quasi-experimental designs that manipulate the
content and timing of coaching information to determine their effects on
performance criteria.

Mediators of the effects of coaching. Additional research is also needed
to examine other mediating states that transmit the effects of managerial
coaching to employee performance. We focused on team role clarity in
this study because this is the most proximal outcome of skilled coaching
behavior predicted by FIT and goal setting theory, but other mediating
variables should also be evaluated. For example, social cognitive the-
ory posits that vicarious learning experiences from coaching interactions
should result in gains in sales self-efficacy. Self-efficacy, in turn, con-
tributes to performance attainment (Bandura, 1986). However, we did
not measure self-efficacy in this study and cannot determine the extent
to which this sense of agency serves as a mediator between coaching
and performance. Drawing from goal setting theory, other variables that
may play an important role in this process include goal commitment and



JASON J. DAHLING ET AL. 887

employee learning (Locke & Latham, 2002). Thus, our findings can be
elaborated upon in many respects in future studies.

Feedback processes in coaching interactions. The feedback component
of our multidimensional definition of managerial coaching warrants spe-
cific consideration given recent interest in the importance of feedback
to performance management (Gregory & Levy, 2015; London & Mone,
2015). Responses to coaching feedback may depend on many complexities
described by FIT that remain largely untested in the literature. For exam-
ple, Kluger and DeNisi (1998) updated their original, preliminary FIT
(Kluger & DeNisi, 1996) by revisiting the impact of metatask feedback in
more detail. Metatask feedback was originally posited to have detrimental
impacts on performance because it draws people’s attention to aspects of
the self that are threatened by the feedback rather than drawing attention
to the task itself. However, they elaborated on this perspective and noted
that the effects of metatask feedback depend on the self-guide implicated
by the feedback (Kluger & DeNisi, 1998). Specifically, metatask feedback
may be beneficial if it directs attention to the discrepancy between one’s
actual self and one’s ideal self, a mental model of the person that one
hopes to become in the future. Metatask feedback that highlights actual-
ideal discrepancies should generate motivation to engage in activities that
will reduce this discrepancy. Provided that people view improvement at
work as part of their ideal self-image, even metatask feedback given during
coaching exchanges could be beneficial. However, much more research is
needed to understand the conditions that determine when employees are
likely to constructively process and use performance feedback received
from coaching interactions (Dahling, Chau, & O’Malley, 2012; Gregory
& Levy, 2015).

Coaching and leadership behaviors. At a broader level of analysis, we
see a need to better integrate research on managerial coaching with the gen-
eral literature on leadership in organizations. To date, the evidence linking
coaching to other leadership states and behaviors is somewhat indirect.
For example, Sue-Chan, Chen, and Lam (2011) found that leader–member
exchange (LMX; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) perceptions were related to
the attributions that subordinates made for why the supervisor engaged in
coaching (i.e., negatively related to attributing the coaching to the man-
ager’s self-interest, and positively related to attributing the coaching to
a desire to benefit the subordinate). These attributions, in turn, mediated
the relationships between LMX and performance. However, coaching
behaviors were not directly measured in the study. Gregory and Levy
(2011) found that the individual consideration dimension of transforma-
tional leadership (but not overall transformational leadership) predicted
subordinates’ perceptions of the quality of the coaching relationship that
they had with their supervisors. However, actual coaching behavior was
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again not measured in this study. In one of the few studies that directly
measured coaching and established leadership constructs, Heslin et al.
(2006) found that coaching behaviors were strongly and positively as-
sociated with both initiating structure and consideration behaviors. This
finding likely reflects the fact that effective coaching involves a blend of
both individualized consideration of a particular subordinate’s needs and
directive goal-setting behavior to provide greater structure to employees.
However, more research is needed to clarify how daily coaching behaviors
are related to different leadership styles or orientations.

Along similar lines, we believe that LMX is an important moderator
of the relationship between coaching skill and subordinate performance.
Building on the results of Sue-Chan et al. (2011) concerning attribution
theory, coaching may have a greater impact on performance among em-
ployees who have a high-quality LMX relationship with their supervisor.
Employees who are in the leader’s in-group should interpret coaching in a
constructive and supportive light; therefore, they should be more likely to
view coaching as valid and useful information that benefits their perfor-
mance. In contrast, employees with low-quality LMX relationships may
view coaching with skepticism or resentment, which should weaken the
relationship between manager coaching skill and performance.

Limitations

Despite the strengths of this study, we do have several important limi-
tations to note. First, managerial coaching skill and team role clarity were
both measured using proprietary scales developed by the organization. Al-
though this is a fairly common practice in the applied literature, and most
studies of managerial coaching use idiosyncratic measures (e.g., Ellinger
et al., 2003; Heslin et al., 2006), the limited validity evidence for these
scales may compromise our results. Consistency in the conceptual defi-
nition of managerial coaching and careful measurement validation efforts
are critical for future research on this topic.

Second, the role clarity items had to be aggregated to the team level due
to the anonymity given to sales representatives in the engagement survey.
Although we were able to show high IRA and internal consistency among
the items to justify aggregation, our findings may understate the impor-
tance of this mediating state because we operationalized the construct at
the group rather than individual level. Additional research with identified
data is necessary to determine if the indirect effect that we observed is
stronger when the role clarity mediator is measured at the individual level
of analysis.

Relatedly, representative tenure was the only substantive Level-1 pre-
dictor in the analysis, and the Level-1 model only explained 2.86% of the
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variability in sales goal attainment. Given that a substantial amount of
variability in goal attainment resided within district teams (45.55%), ad-
ditional research is needed to identify the other individual differences that
serve as important Level-1 predictors of goal attainment in our model.
Constructs such as employee goal orientation (e.g., VandeWalle, 2003)
and feedback orientation (Dahling et al., 2012) may be particularly im-
portant individual differences that qualify how sales representatives react
to managerial coaching behaviors and apply feedback to the performance
of work tasks.

Last, our design assumes that each manager’s level of coaching skill
remained stable for the duration of the study after the conclusion of the
training exercise where it was measured. It is possible that some managers
internalized the feedback that they received from regional directors and
worked to improve as coaches. Conversely, some managers may have
become lax and exhibited lower skill as time passed due to other role
demands. Future research would benefit from repeated measures that track
changes in coaching skill over time to determine the malleability of this
skill and the antecedents of skill development. Although no research has
focused specifically on the development of coaching skill, there is evidence
that managers’ philosophies about coaching are malleable, particularly
when they are encouraged to adopt an incremental person theory when
considering subordinates’ potential (Heslin et al., 2006).

Conclusion

In conclusion, our findings represent an important contribution to the
literature on managerial coaching despite the limitations of our study. By
employing a robust design and analysis strategy, we have demonstrated
that managers who exhibit highly skilled coaching behavior have em-
ployees with meaningfully greater sales goal attainment. Moreover, we
took a first step toward identifying the psychological states that mediate
this relationship, and we clarified how coaching frequency and coach-
ing skill interact to enhance sales goal attainment. These findings offer
many fruitful directions for future research and clearly demonstrate that
organizations that invest in promoting a culture of managerial coach-
ing are likely to substantially benefit in the form of greater employee
performance.
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