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Abstract
Research on video-mediated coaching is sparse, with literature on video-mediated
communication in general and different aspects of technology-assisted coaching existing.
Therefore the qualitative study researches the question "What is the impact of the camera in
Skype coaching on coachees’ experience of being coached?", taking a constructivist
epistemological stance and employing the methodology of Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis as developed by Smith from the late 1990s. It aims to provide a better understanding
of the coachee's lived experience of being coached in a camera mediated encounter.
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Introduction
Since coaching evolved as an industry in the 1990s, the target groups and application fields for
coaching have multiplied (Kanatouri & Geissler, 2017, p.715). At the same time, "technology has
changed the way coaches and clients interact" (Sherpa, 2017). Penetration and usage of the
internet are high, with, for example, 89% of UK households having internet access and 82% using
the internet every day (Office for National Statistics, 2016). Coaching practitioners also increasingly
make use of technological media and the dyadic face-to-face meeting in real time is no longer the
standard mode in which a coaching session takes place. To enhance convenience, location-
independence and cost effectiveness coaching also happens via video, text-messages, email or via
specifically created platforms, either synchronously or asynchronously, using a single way of
delivery or choosing a blended approach (Clutterbuck, 2010; Boyce & Hernez-Broome, 2010; Otte
et al., 2014; Kanatouri & Geissler, 2017).

One seemingly obvious way of re-creating a face-to-face situation for the coaching encounter while
reaping the benefits of technology, is the use of a web-cam or video-conferencing device in order to
connect a physically dispersed coaching pair. The ICF Global Coaching Study (2016) reports that
two thirds of 15.380 coaches from 137 countries use an audio-video platform. The Sherpa (2017)
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report evaluates responses from 900 coaching practitioners from 65 countries. Findings show that
for that year 21% of all coaching services were delivered that way.

While these industry-led reports are based on information provided by coaches, the present study
aims to investigate the issue from the client side, zooming in on the individual experience of clients
engaged in a video-mediated coaching relationship. Evaluating a sample of eleven participants
who chose to engage in career coaching using Skype, it analyses their narratives of the lived
experience, exploring their way of giving meaning and making sense of it within their very own
context of perception by asking the question "What is the impact of the camera in Skype coaching
on coachees’ experience of being coached?"

After analysing the existing literature on video-mediated coaching, the study will set out why IPA
was chosen as the most appropriate methodology to research the subject. Findings will be
structured and discussed around the self-perception of the coachee, his or her perception of the
coach and the space in which the encounter takes place. Finally, recommendations for further
research will be given.

Literature Review
In reviewing the literature pertinent to the subject of the present study, four topical areas were
investigated: First, literature on the use of technology in coaching in general and in career coaching
in particular was researched and analysed. While the distinction between "coaching" and "career
coaching" was not pervasive, a set of publications focusing on technology assisted career coaching
was found and career coaching specific findings will be summarized below. Secondly, research on
the working alliance in a technology-supported coaching relationship was examined. Closely
related to this proved the question of the comparability between virtual and face-to-face coaching
encounters. Thirdly, due to the focus of the research topic on coaching via Skype, academic
literature on the specifics and challenges of communication via video-conferencing tools was
explored.

The use of technology in (career) coaching
The search for research on the technology facilitated delivery of coaching yielded many results
relating to therapy rather than coaching (Cook & Doyle, 2002; Hanley, 2009; Anthony, 2015; Blake
Buffini & Gordon, 2015; Day & Schneider, 2002; Suler, 2004; Weitz, 2014). The key topics
addressed here, namely effectiveness, the functioning of the working alliance and the comparability
to face-to-face interactions are also recurrent concerns in the literature on (career) coaching using
technology.

Two recent relevant literature reviews were found: Ghods and Boyce (2013) examine the existing
literature on virtual coaching against the backdrop of research into online therapy and e-mentoring,
while Kanatouri and Geissler (2017) provide an outline of existing purpose-built technologies to
support the coaching process as well as a compilation and review of empirical research on
technology-assisted coaching. With Web 2.0 technology available only from 2003, the year which
also saw the introduction of Skype, it follows that most studies investigating the use of technology
in coaching so far primarily focus on the use of the telephone (Charbonneau, 2002; Berry, 2005;
Frazee, 2008; Ghods, 2009; McLaughlin, 2012; Geissler et al., 2014).

Kanatouri and Geissler come to the conclusion that "Overall, the coaching literature has mainly
provided positive findings with regard to the efficacy of telephone and online tools for coaching
delivery" (2017, p.725). Further research will have to show whether the continuous spread of video-
conferencing technology in coaching will go along with an ever more favourable response to this
form of delivery.
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The working alliance in technology-assisted coaching
The quality of the relationship between coach and client is generally recognized as the single most
important factor determining the effectiveness of coaching (Berry et al., 2011; McLeod, 2013; Ianiro
& Kauffeld; 2014). Bordin’s (1979) definition of the working alliance in therapy as comprising of a
mutual agreement on tasks and goals as well as the establishment of a bond formed by trust,
acceptance and confidence "is generally considered to be transtheoretical" (Berry et al., 2011,
p.244).

Gessnitzer and Kauffeld (2015) show how the coach/client relationship has been analysed for
different fields of coaching, namely "executive coaching, career coaching … or performance and
life coaching" (p.179), yet none of the studies reviewed discuss the particularities of virtual
coaching.

Across all coaching fields, "the central role of the coaching working alliance for coaching success"
(p.232) is recognized, widely accepting McKenna and Davis’ (2009) claim that 30% of the success
of therapy - and by inference coaching - is accounted for by the working alliance. "So, it is
important to think about how to build and sustain the alliance with a remote client. How much of the
work can be done remotely without eroding this active ingredient of relationship?" (McKenna &
Davis (2009), p.258).

With the growing use of technology-supported coaching, the definition of what constitutes a "face-
to-face" interaction has broadened. Thus, Drake (2015) subsumes physical and video mediated
encounters under "face-to-face coaching" and opposes it to "technology-based mediated
communication" where "coach and client are engaged using e-mail, instant messaging (IM),
mobile/smartphone telephone, tablet, or texting" (p.26). Similarly, Simeonsdotter et al. (2014) state:
"Skype allows face-to-face communication at a distance." (p.1018) A critical debate whether video-
mediated and face-to-face can be used synonymously is as of yet missing in the literature. It could
yield a helpful clarification of terms and researchers’ and clients’ frames of reference.

Eye-contact and self-perception in video-mediated
communication
Two aspects of video-mediated communication are relevant to the purpose of the current study: the
role of eye contact and the effect of seeing one’s own image while being engaged in the interaction.
Bohannon (2013), Grayson and Monk (2013) and Jaklic (2017) affirm the importance of mutual
gaze for interpersonal communication and investigate the challenges of making eye contact in
video-conferencing, where the camera is usually mounted above the screen, so that the person
looking into the camera cannot look directly at the picture of the communication partner on the
screen and offer solutions to this problem, be they of a technical nature or suggestions for users of
video-conferencing tools to be trained for establishing eye contact. In her review of studies focusing
on eye-contact in video-communication Bohannon (2013) summarizes that "research indicates that
video-conferencing has an impact on verbal and non-verbal communication, also affecting social
constructs such as trust and impression formation" (p.184). Also, self-image concerns were found
to be prevalent amongst users of video-conferencing tools (de Vasconselos, 2009, Brubacker,
2012, Hassell & Cotton, 2017), especially in tools like Skype, where one’s own video-feed cannot
be hidden.

Methodology and Research Design
The study takes a qualitative approach, aiming to "understand phenomena within their own context-
specific settings" (Gray, 2014, p.160).
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The epistemological stance taken is a constructivist one, assuming that "truth and meaning do not
exist in some external world but are created by the subject’s interactions with the world" (Gray,
2014, p.20). Consequently, an interpretative theoretical stance is adopted and a methodology
chosen that is firmly rooted in the principle of phenomenology, namely Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as developed by Smith from the late 1990s (Smith, 1995; Smith
et al., 1999; Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 2009).

Three fundamentals of IPA are particularly relevant to the purpose of this study: 
it adheres to the phenomenological position originally developed by Husserl, insofar as "it is
concerned with an individual’s personal perception or account of an object or event as opposed to
an attempt to produce an objective statement of the object or event itself". (Smith et al., 1999,
p.218).

Secondly, "IPA … recognises the central role for the analyst in making sense of that personal
experience", capturing this aspect by coining the term of "double hermeneutic" (Pietkiewicz &
Smith, 2016, p.8): the participant creates his/her interpretation of his/her personal experience while
at the same time the researcher interprets this account. This open admittance and constant
reflection (Smith et al., 1999) of the researcher’s active involvement in the creation of the
participant’s narrative has been critiqued as possibly devaluing the validity and generalizability of
the research outcome (Brocki & Wearden, 2006; Pringle et al., 2011), yet in the context of the
present study is seen as an enabling and enriching proposition: With the researcher being a coach
employing Skype coaching herself, the acknowledgment and constructive self-reflection of her role
in the account of the experience under investigation was found to be essential.

Finally, IPA adheres to the principle of ideography, allowing for an "in-depth analysis of single cases
and examining individual perspectives of study participants in their unique contexts" (Pietkiewicz &
Smith, 2016, p.8). This principle fits with the study’s aim to give detailed analyses of a small
number of people’s lived experience of Skype coaching.

Participants and sampling
This study adheres to the Code of Human Research Ethics prescribed by the British Psychological
Society (2010). Informed consent was insured and confidentiality and the right to withdraw at any
time guaranteed.

Participants for this study were found by asking two career coaching providers to make current
and/or former clients aware of the research and asked to participate in it. One of these companies
specializes in supporting Chinese graduate students living and seeking employment in the UK, the
other company offers career coaching and outplacement support to senior executives worldwide.
Through these channels six participants were recruited. An additional five participants were found
through coach networks.

All participants met the defined pre-requisites, being:

adults
with an excellent command of English
having received coaching in a career related context
having conducted their coaching relationship exclusively or predominantly over Skype
prepared to conduct an interview about their experience using Skype.

The sample was not purposive in terms of gender, age, nationality or location. Of the eleven
participants five were female and six male, ranging in age from early twenties to late fifties. They
were of British, Chinese, Venezuelan, South African and Bosnian nationality and resided in the UK,
Singapore, Vietnam, Belgium, Germany and China at the time of the interviews. This demographic
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and geographic variety serves as an indication of the heterogeneity of clients deciding to be
coached via Skype.

Data collection and analysis
An interview schedule was prepared before starting the interviews, with questions based on issues
expected to be addressed from the existing literature and my own experience as a coach working
via Skype. Following Smith’s (2009) recommendations, interviews started with the least sensitive
material to make participants feel at ease, questions were open-ended and designed to flexibly
allow for following any direction the participant might want to take. Questions were reviewed and
slightly amended throughout the interview process, allowing each individual participant to take the
lead in describing his/her experience. The interviews lasted between 50 and 75 minutes, were
audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed consecutively. Striking and repetitive phrases
were underlined and initial notes added in a wide left-hand margin. This process was repeated
several times, before indicators of common themes were noted in the right-hand margin, paying
particular attention to the interpretative process of the researcher. These themes were then
transferred to a table and matching quotes were pasted under these initial headings. In an iterative
process, some of these themes were renamed, and sub- and overarching themes identified.

Findings
The analysis of participants’ accounts of being coached via Skype shows that the camera is felt to
be the defining element of the process: “This is the virtual world and you can only see via this
camera” (Interviewee 4). The effects of the camera are ambiguous: it serves as an enabler of
contact, it is perceived as a means of surveillance or its presence can create an atmosphere of
being on stage or a film set. Overall, the camera makes an impact in three areas to be discussed
here: the self-image of the coachee in the encounter is defined by his/her engagement with the
camera; the perception and the relationship with the coach is influenced by the intermediary of the
camera; and finally the experience of the space the coaching takes place in is affected.

The perspective of the coachee: keeping things under control
Interviewee 4 emphasized: "The virtual environment changes me and how I think of people". This
statement sums up what most participants describe from different angles: When engaging in
coaching using a web-cam, very specific considerations and concerns arise, many of them related
to a strong wish to stay in control of the situation. One example is the urge to check one’s
appearance on screen, a phenomenon studied in users of videoconference systems by De
Vasconcelos Vilho et al., 2009. Their findings correlate with what participants of the current study
related: Their perceived image during the interaction is of high importance to them and makes them
inspect their appearance in their own video-feed, particularly at the beginning of sessions (p.260).
Also, participants cherished the possibility of choosing the location in which to take the coaching
and to be able to decide what elements of their surroundings to present to their coach. Most of
them felt most comfortable doing the sessions at home, on their own territory, so to speak, where
they feel "safe" (Interviewee 4).

In addition to their self-image and their location, the coach is another part of the coaching process
some participants feel needs to be controlled: Some interviewees felt the need for their coach to
move away from the camera, so they could see more of them and gain assurance about what they
were doing with their hands (Interviewee 11) and many voiced their preference for Skype over
telephone coaching, just because it gives them at least some visual clues to assure them of their
coach’s undivided attention. Finally, the option of turning off the video-feed and thus reducing the
coach to voice only was named as another way of exerting control in the coaching situation. One
interviewee reported switching frequently between audio only and video plus audio during
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sessions, with being on audio only having the advantage of "not being watched", which for this
interviewee is equivalent to "not being judged" (Interviewee 8).

The perception of the coach: A "talking head"
Several interviewees report the coach to be perceived as objectified and transportable:

"I would have my coach on the screen" (Interviewee 1).
"I can put [the coach] to one side in terms of the voice" (Interviewee 8).
"I find it easier to concentrate when I have her in my ear"(Interviewee 3).

The coach is experienced as reduced to his/her voice as transmitted through the computer and
her/his facial expressions. Being "a face on a screen" (Interviewee 10) reduces the coach’s
presence and possibly also minimizes the authority (s)he might radiate in the physical world. (Suler,
2004).

For a coach working with Skype, being switched on and off at the coachee’s discretion or being
asked to show his/her hands to prove they are not doing anything the coachee might disapprove of,
might be new experiences that possibly come as part and parcel of a new understanding of
coaching, brought about by the integration of technology: "The industry must now embrace this
disruptive paradigm shift, which puts the client in charge. They can have a coach in their pocket via
a smartphone for when they need support and advice" (Jackson et al., 2017).

In Skype coaching, the coach has not dwindled to pocket-, but to screen-size, a fact that had an
impact by all participants of this study. Licoppe and Morel (2012) coin the term "talking heads
arrangement" to describe the default mode for video communication, where "both participants [are]
on screen and facing the camera" (p.426). This reduced perception has implications for the
"communication bandwidth" (Bohannon et al., 2012, 137) accessible for the coaching interaction:
With a non-physical meeting already excluding the sense channels of touch and smell, the rigid
and reductionist set-up of the video encounter also reduces the variability of gaze, gesture and
posture, which all are integral parts of visual behaviour (Whittaker & O’Connaill, 1997, p.25).

The coaching space: So big and yet so small
Many participants reported that Skype coaching gave them a bigger choice of coaches by bridging
geographical distance. Interviewee 3 put it like this: "I’d rather have a professional on Skype than
someone with lesser capabilities in person. It’s the quality first and then the medium". Several
interviewees worked with coaches located in different countries or even continents. In this sense,
Skype certainly makes the coaching space bigger than it ever was before. On the other hand,
Skype coaching, due to the spatial limitation of the computer screen, also brings an aspect of
confinement to the coaching encounter, as experienced by Interviewee 3: "There is nowhere to go.
You can’t look out the window and you can’t just take a break, you are actually paying complete
attention, because it’s a captive audience, 100 per cent captive". Interviewee 10, on the contrary,
experienced "an extra sense of freedom … so there is more kind of freedom around me … I can do
different things, yeah, I can do things that I wouldn’t normally do, you know with someone else in
the room". Revealing a similar width of reactions, the physical disparity of spaces was felt both as a
"sense of intimacy in that [the coach] is inviting you into her space" (Interviewee 1) and as bringing
about irritation and confusion: "I wasn’t sure what physical space I was in" (Interviewee 5).

Apparently, the "appropriate contextualization of users’ interactions [required] in a virtual space"
(Wilbur, 1997, p.353) very much depends on preconceptions on the side of both coach and
coachee as well as on their mutually developed understanding, a process which cannot be
explored further in the context of this study.
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Conclusion
This study investigates coachees’ individual perceptions of receiving career coaching via the video-
conferencing tool Skype. It shows that the presence of a camera in the coaching encounter impacts
the self-image of the coachee as well as his/her perception of the coach and his/her experience of
the space the coaching takes place in.

Distance coaching incorporating video technology will probably gain even broader acceptance with
growing coverage of broadband internet and refinements in HD technology. The insights provided
will enable coaching professionals using video-technology to align their contracting, the set-up of
their sessions and the coaching encounter accordingly. The same applies for mangers leading and
coaching remotely and HR professionals setting up video-supported coaching and mentoring
schemes.

Three aspects of career coaching via Skype that are not covered in this study stand out as needing
investigation: First, an analysis of Skype-mediated coaching from both the coachee and the
coach’s perspective could give insights into the interaction and mutual influence on behaviour and
perception taking place in video-mediated coaching. Secondly, cultural differences in attitudes and
valuations of coaching through a web-cam are worth researching. With the different levels of
comfort with eye contact in different cultures being a well research fact (Bohannon et al., 2012,
p.178), it would be helpful to understand how this impacts the perception of a form of coaching
where constant eye-contact is enforced by the medium. And finally it remains to be analysed
whether there are differences in how people from various age groups relate to and engage with this
type of coaching. This research interest could be geared towards coachees of different age groups,
but with many career practitioners being "digital immigrants" working with "digital natives" (Bimrose
et al., 2010), it might also be worth investigating how coaches and coachees work together across
a possible digital generation gap.
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