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The secret life of goals
The study in brief
Coaching is often depicted as being a simple and linear 
process by which goals are agreed, acted upon and attained. 
The sponsor’s role is to check in at the beginning of an 
assignment to provide input into the goals, and again at the 
end to see if the goals have been achieved. The results of this 
study suggest that whilst, on the face of it, goals may appear 
to remain stable over the course of a coaching assignment, 
the reality is often different. The surface description of a goal 
may remain the same, but underlying meanings, perspectives 
and purpose may change significantly. We found a variety of 
factors that impact on the evolution of goals, such that goals 
may be said to be effectively co-created by not only the coach 
and coachee, but by other stakeholders in the organisation. 
This implies that an ongoing process of engagement and 
evaluation is likely to be most effective in supporting optimal 
coaching outcomes. Building on conclusions we drew from 
our recent consideration of coaching ROI, at the end of this 
paper we offer further detailed suggestions for the purchaser 
of coaching services seeking to enhance the value of coaching 
within their organisations.

Introduction
Perhaps the best known coaching model is the GROW model 
(Grant, 2011). According to Clutterbuck (2010), many coaches 
base their practice on the GROW model, or derivatives of it. The 
GROW model emphasises the primacy of goals in a coaching 
conversation, which is characterised as an essentially linear 
process in which the coachee decides on a goal, considers the 
gap between the current reality and the goal, considers options 
to achieve the goal, before committing to actions. 

Grant (2011) and Clutterbuck (2010) point to the dangers 
of applying the GROW model in such a linear fashion. Grant 
describes coaching as an “oscillating, non-linear process” in 
which the sequence of conversations may be better depicted as, 
for example, “GRGROGROOGROWOGORW”. This implies that 
goals may change over the duration of a coaching assignment. 
However, the practices of some organisations and coaches 
appear best suited for a more linear process. In our own research 
(Research Bulletin 10) we found that only 31% of purchasing 
clients monitored the progress of a coaching assignment on 
an ongoing basis, the majority being satisfied with a process 
whereby goals are contracted upfront, and reviewed at the end. 
In a study on supervision reported in Research Bulletin 11 we 
asked 33 executive coaches how they navigated the potential 
conflict between coachee and client needs. 60% said they 
sought to agree expectations up front, and only 27% said they 
proactively monitored expectations on a regular basis. 

So we can depict an implicit (and sometimes explicit) model of 
coaching as shown in figure 1. Coaching is positioned essentially 
as a conversation between coach and coachee, in which goals 
are decided, action plans agreed, and the outcome of action 
plans reviewed on a regular basis, with changes being made as 
required in order to achieve the initial goals. The organisation is 
engaged at beginning and end of the assignment to check that 
goals are consistent with the organisation’s expectations, and 
that those goals are achieved.

Not everyone thinks this model is helpful in that it places the 
onus on coach and coachee to agree specific goals early in the 
process. Clutterbuck (2008) suggests that, with the exception 
of short-term task-related goals, the narrower the goal at the 
beginning, the less the chance of achieving it. Clutterbuck 
(2010) also suggests that some coaches nevertheless seek 

Figure 1: How coaching works?
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to pin coachees down to specific goals at the beginning of an assignment in order to make life easier for themselves. Under these 
circumstances goal setting may bring little value to the coachee, or the organisation. This may explain why some coaches now 
claim never to use goals in coaching and why goal setting has gained a bad reputation in some academic forums (Grant, 2012). 
Faced with this controversy around what for most of us remains a fundamental building block of coaching, we set out in this study 
to monitor the formation and evolution of goals over the duration of some real live coaching assignments, and seek to better 
understand how goal setting and progression actually work.

The study
We structured the study around a multi-faceted 10 month leadership program that included coaching, mentoring and 360� 
feedback. Fifteen participants met 8 times over the course of the program, which started in August 2012. The researcher 
interviewed the participants 4 times; in September and November 2012, and in February and May 2013. In each interview 
participants were asked to:

 f Describe their goals
 f Describe how their goals had evolved since the last discussion
 f Define factors that facilitated, or made more difficult the attainment of goals
 f Outline the role of their line manager in defining and seeking to attain goals

Of the original 15 participants, 2 didn’t respond to invitations to be interviewed and 2 left the organisation during the program.  
We used data from the 11 participants who participated in all 4 interviews. Three coaches worked with the 11 participants, each  
coach working with 3-5 coachees.

Results
Tracing the origins and development of the 11 participant’s goals, we can identify apparent trends and patterns, four examples  
of which are described here.

1. Simple goal evolution
Table 1 charts the formation and evolution of goals for one of the participants, who we will call Ian. 

Table 1: Example of goal evolution – ‘Ian’ 

Before After 1st session Nov 12 Feb 13 May 13

1. Managing conflict 1. Managing conflict 1.  Leadership, including 
managing conflict

1.  Leadership, including 
managing conflict

1.  Leadership, including 
managing conflict

2.  Discipline around 
reporting

2.  Discipline around 
reporting

2.  Communication and 
discipline around 
reporting

2.  Communicating a visionxx 2.  Communication and 
influence

3. Influencing others 3. Influencing others 3. Influencing others 3. Influencing others 3. -------

4. Work/life balance 4. ------- 4. ------- 4. -------

5. Career development 5. Career development 5. Career development 5. Career development

6. Delegation 6. Delegation 6. Changing the mindset

On first glance table 1 may appear to tell a reasonably simple story; new goals emerge (e.g. ‘work/life balance’, ‘career 
development’ and ‘delegation’), and old goals disappear presumably because they are achieved (e.g. ‘work/life balance’ and 
‘influencing others’). However, beneath the surface, the story is not so straightforward, except perhaps with the goal ‘managing 
conflict’. Ian came to coaching with ‘managing conflict’ as a pre-existing goal. By November ‘managing conflict’ became ‘leadership’, 
but the subject of discussion remained conflict management. The change in the way the goal was described reflected Ian’s desire 
to distinguish between ‘managing conflict’, which he came to see as a leadership skill, and ‘delegation’, which he saw as more of a 
management skill. The substance of the goal remained intact throughout the assignment, and while Ian didn’t feel able to say he had 
mastered this goal by the end of the assignment, he was pleased with his progress.

2. More complex goal evolution
The goal ‘discipline around reporting’ originally meant adopting a more disciplined approach to reporting, to members of Ian’s 
team and to senior executives. By November the goal broadened, and came to represent communication more generally to 
these same stakeholders. By February the goal morphed again, this time into ‘communicating a vision’:

“How to build a vision for my section and how to communicate it to direct reports and to decision makers at the executive level.”

Aspects of the original goal were accomplished through more effective time management, but the goal didn’t disappear. Instead 
it evolved first into the broader subject of communication, then into setting a vision, and finally ‘communicating with influence’. 
This latter goal subsumed ‘influencing others’ and at one stage seemed that it might also subsume the goal that started out as 
‘delegation’. ‘Communicating with influence’ was a general goal, including all aspects of communicating and influencing senior 
executives, peers and direct reports.
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Delegation emerged as a new goal in November. By February Ian felt he had made good progress with delegation and 
wondered if the goal was about to be subsumed under ‘communicating a vision’ in the same way as did ‘influencing others’. In 
May though the goal remained intact, albeit transformed:

“The goal was originally about me moving from a technical role into a line management role, and trying to delegate work as it 
comes in so I don’t have to do it myself. This is complete – I’ve handed over all the old projects effectively. I’ve now moved on to 
the bigger goal of changing the mindset of my people. Rather than pushing someone to a solution, aiming for someone to come 
with the solution so I can coach from there.”

On the one hand Ian talked about the emergence of a new goal and the achievement of an old goal. On the other hand it is clear 
that work on the old goal generated the insights that led to the emergence of the new goal.

3. Changes in perspective
As his goals evolved, so did Ian’s perspective. His original goals appeared to be quite task-oriented, focussed on specific challenges 
in his immediate environment. By the end of the assignment he appears to have adopted a broader perspective, which is reflected in 
the way he described his goals. Rebecca (also not a real name) also appeared to undergo a form of transformation. 

Table 2: Example of goal evolution – ‘Rebecca’ 

Before After 1st session Nov 12 Feb 13 May 13

No goals 1. Be a great coach 1. Be a great coach 1. Be a great coach 1. Be a great coach

2. EI & self awareness 2. EI & self awareness 2. EI & self awareness 2. EI & self awareness

3.  Industry & political awareness 3.  Market analysis 3.  ------- 3.  -------

4. Empowering others 4. Empowering others 4. Empowering others 4. Empowering others

5. Networking & influence 5. Networking & influence 5. Networking & influence 5. Networking & influence

6.  Communicating with 
influence

6.  Communicating with 
influence

6.  Communicating with influence

7.  Showing up as my authentic self

Rebecca started with five goals quite similar to Ian’s, including coaching, empowering others, networking and influence, and 
emotional intelligence/developing self awareness (table 2). As with Ian, these goals shifted and evolved, but by May something 
else happened:

“These are still all goals, but it’s time to set something bigger and better. At the start of the process I identified skills I felt  
I needed to step up. Now though it’s not about have I got better emotional intelligence than someone else. Now it’s about 
showing up as me, more. Both personally and professionally I want to continue being more authentic.”

Rebecca seemed to be looking at the world differently by the end of the assignment, from quite an externally-focussed world 
in which she needed to develop new skills in order to get things done, to a more internally/externally-focussed world in which 
she saw her self as the primary agent for change. Her description of this change sounds a lot like the kind of shift in mental 
complexity described by Kegan (e.g. Garvey-Berger & Atkins, 2009).

4. Unconscious vs conscious goals
Ken came to coaching unsure what to focus on, and it took a little while for him to eventually craft goals around ‘influencing 
others’ and ‘identifying strengths & development areas’ (table 3). These goals appeared to emerge from an earlier stated goal 
around ‘planning my career’.

Table 3: Example of goal evolution – ‘Ken’ 

Before After 1st session Nov 12 Feb 13 May 13

No goals 1. Planning my career 1. ------- 1. ------- 1. -------

2. Influencing others 2. ------- 2. Influencing others

3.  Identifying my strengths & 
development areas

3. ------- 3. Appreciating my strengths

4.  Work goals unclear (personal issues) 4. (personal issues)

5. Confidence
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In February though, Ken had little to say about his work goals, 
and was using coaching to address some personal issues that 
were impacting on his ability to function in the workplace. 
By May Ken had made sufficient progress on those issues to 
able to focus again on his workplace goals, and spoke about 
feeling significantly more confident in the workplace, which 
was linked to having spent time in coaching focussing on 
his strengths, albeit in the context of ‘personal issues’. Thus 
it appears that Ken may have gravitated to working on a 
subconscious goal (at least a goal that was not initially made 
wholly explicit) in preference to espoused goals, and that it 
was this less conscious goal that he declared to be his biggest 
breakthrough at the end of the assignment.

Factors impacting on goal evolution
Table 4 lists factors named by the 11 participants. 
Not surprisingly the coach always played a role in goal 
evolution; by providing the space in which to reflect, making 
suggestions, providing feedback, helping the coachee achieve 
clarity, and through facilitating a gradual shift in perspective 
taking. But the coach certainly wasn’t the only active agent 
in the goal evolution process. Line managers and mentors 
played a role by providing assurance that formative goals 
were relevant, by offering feedback and other insights, and 
indirectly by providing opportunities to enact new intentions. 
Team members also played a role in the evolution of goals, 
either through engaging in discussion around the coachee’s 

goals, or by offering feedback. The senior executive played 
a significant role, with several coaches reflecting on the 
behaviour they were seeing in senior executives at a period 
of great change, those observations providing input into the 
formation of new intentions.

The impact of these factors wasn’t always straightforward. 
Meeting with program alumni, for example, proved to be a 
significant milestone for Ian. Unexpectedly, Ian found that this 
new network enabled him to solve, informally, a number of 
“intractable” issues that he had previously been attempting to 
address formally. This experience appears to have contributed 
to the broadening of Ian’s general perspective on work, as 
he came to view the organisational context, and his role in it, 
more systemically.

Organisational factors were also important. The organisation 
we studied was going through a significant restructure over 
the duration of the development program. Different people 
in different parts of the organisation were most acutely 
affected at different times, which impacted on their goals. In 
May, for example, Ian focussed almost exclusively on ‘career 
development’ and ‘communicating a vision’, such that the 
other goals took a back seat. A number of the participants 
changed roles during the program, moving into new acting 
or permanent roles, and from month to month different goals 
assumed greater or lesser importance, depending on what 
was happening in their local environment at the time. 

Table 4: Factors playing a role in the evolution of goals

Interactions with self Interactions with others Organisational factors Factors outside work

Making time to reflect Coach Opportunities to put new 
intentions into practice

Competing commitments  
(e.g. study, family)

Considering data (e.g. 360 
surveys)

Line manager New roles becoming available Taking an extended period of 
leave

Reading and research Mentor Moving into new roles Identifying the links between 
goals and events outside work

Team members Recognition

Peers Ambiguity and uncertainty

Colleagues elsewhere in the 
organisation

Constant change

Senior managers

The same factors might facilitate the evolution of a goal, or 
impede it. Some people, for example, regarded change as an 
obstacle, and yearned for a more stable environment in which 
they could seek to test their goals. 

Others saw change as an opportunity for them to apply 
new skills and behaviours, and some saw different aspects 
of change as either facilitating or getting in the way of goal 
attainment. 
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Discussion
The organisation we worked with on this study asked 
coachees to update their summary goals every month and 
send those definitions to HR. On the face of it people’s goals 
didn’t seem to change very much. Since initial goals may not 
appear to change very much, organisations may feel there 
is little downside in encouraging coachees to identify their 
goals early on in an assignment. The move to nail goals down 
quickly and to ensure they are expressed in specific terms 
makes sense; Locke (1996), suggests that highly specific goals 
lead to high performance. So we see the value of SMART 
goals, for example, constantly espoused; goals that are 
specific, measurable and expressed in terms of milestones. 

Why then do we hear some people express dissatisfaction 
with the idea of goals, especially SMART goals? Though in 
this study people’s goals didn’t appear to change very much, 
digging a little deeper revealed significant change. We 
saw goals that remained ‘fuzzy’ for months at a time only to 
morph into new, equally fuzzy goals. Does this mean that the 
coaches on this program didn’t do their jobs properly, failing 
to make sure espoused goals are ‘SMART’? Not necessarily. 
Grant (2012) describes how the use of the SMART can be 
counterproductive. Whilst the SMART model may prove to 
be useful when the coachee is ready to crystallise an aspect 
of their goal into a detailed series of actions, encouraging 
someone to SMART-en a ‘fuzzy vision’ (Grant & Greene, 
2004) may result in the coach inappropriately holding the 
coachee to account to an action that holds little meaning to 
the coachee. Locke (1996) also points out that whilst specific 
goals are most effective, they are only likely to be effective 
when the coachee is fully committed to achieve those goals. 

In other words, expressed simply, there is likely to be a trade-
off between agreeing specific goals early on in the process 
and the degree of commitment the coachee feels toward 
achieving that goal.

Effective goals are likely to be self-concordant, congruent and 
fully owned by the coachee (Kristof-Brown & Kay Stevens, 
2001; Wesson & Boniwell, 2007; Judge et al., 2005; Burke & 
Linley, 2007; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Bandura & 
Locke, 2003).

So goal theory may indeed be useful in coaching so 
long as it isn’t misused. Grant (2012) commends Austin 
& Vancouver’s (1996) broad definition of a goal as being 
“internal representations of desired states or outcomes”, and 
on that basis suggests “... all coaching conversations are 
either explicitly or implicitly goal-focused...”  
He suggests that disagreement around the value of goal 
theory may reflect a general lack of understanding amongst 
coaches of goal theory and a belief that all goals should 
be SMART. He points to there being more than 20 types 
of goal, including conscious and unconscious goals, distal 
and proximal goals (Latham & Locke, 2007; Manderlink 
& Harackiewicz, 1984), performance and learning goals 
(Midgeley et al., 2001) and approach and avoidance goals 
(Midgely et al., 2001; Sue-Chan et al., 2011). 

A systemic perspective 
Most goal theories appear individualistic, with an emphasis 
on self-regulation facilitated by the coach (Grant, 2006, 2012; 
Gregory et al., 2011). How well does this represent goal 
evolution in practice? In this study we saw a wide range of 
factors impact upon the evolution of goals, such that a paradigm 
of co-creation and co-regulation may be closer to the mark than 
self-regulation. As Stacey (2012) puts it:

“Each individual is simultaneously evoking and provoking 
responses from others so that the particular personal 
organizing themes emerging for any one of them will 
depend as much on the others as on the individual 
concerned. Put like this, it becomes clear that no one 
individual can be organizing his or her experience in 
isolation because they are all simultaneously evoking and 
provoking responses in each other.”

Revisiting figure 1, such a model of goal evolution doesn’t 
appear to adequately reflect the kind of process described 
by Stacey (2012). Grant (2012) outlined a goals model that 
does explicitly make reference to the impact of contextual/
organisational factors on selecting goals, but not obviously on 
other stages of a coaching process that still looks quite linear. 
In addition, the model implies that the overarching purpose 
of coaching is the attainment of goals, as if there exists a clear 
lineation between one goal and another. Few participants 
in this study declared having achieved all their goals at the 
end of their assignment; all appeared to hold new goals and 
perspectives. Clutterbuck (2010) goes so far as to suggest that 
“In many cases, defining a clear goal may be the outcome of 
coaching – at which point the client has no further need of help, 
knowing in their own mind what they need to do and how they 
will do it.” That they need no further help doesn’t mean that 
their intentions don’t continue to be shaped by their ongoing 
interactions with others. In his paper Grant invites us to adapt 
and extend his model in order to create our own frameworks. 
In our framework (figure 2), we attempt to represent a more 
dynamic process by which goals are formed and evolve.

Figure 2: A systemic model of coach-facilitated goal attainment
In this, no doubt still, overly simplistic model:

Goal
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1.  The organisational context (including people) has an 
impact on all aspects of goal development and evolution.

2.  The organisational context is in a constant state of flux and 
change.

3.  The process by which goals are formed, converted into 
action plans and regulated is presented as dynamic and 
non-sequential. 

4.  There is less emphasis placed on goal attainment or 
on suggesting that the end of a coaching assignment 
necessarily coincides with the attainment of goals. Goal 
evolution may both precede and continue beyond the 
coaching assignment.

5.  The boundaries around the coaching relationship still exist, 
to represent the importance of contracting what aspects 
of the coaching conversation can or cannot be shared with 
others, but the boundaries are permeable, reflecting the 
coachee’s ongoing interaction with other stakeholders. 

6.  Effective evaluation is ongoing. The process becomes 
an external ‘factor’ which in itself may play a role in 
goal evolution. 

A word on taxonomies of coaching
The Standards Australia Handbook for Coaching in 
Organisations suggests that coaching can be divided into four 
types depending on desired goals. The Handbook says:

“... in establishing coaching engagements it is useful to 
match the type of coaching with the needs of the coachee.”

These four types of coaching are skills coaching, performance 
coaching, transformational coaching and remedial coaching. 
However, if goals evolve, and cannot always be specified 
at the start of an assignment, if coachees often broaden 
their perspectives during coaching, and if the progress 
of a coaching assignment is unpredictable and complex, 
how does the purchaser of coaching know which ‘type’ of 
coaching is required? In this study, for example, we saw the 
focus of some coachees shift from skills and task to something 
more transformational. In other cases the coachee may have 
remained focussed on skills and task. A prescriptive model in 
which the type of coaching is pre-determined may assume 
that transformation is something a coach is able to instigate 
and somehow manage. However, since the coach is just 
one person with whom the coachee interacts, it seems more 
useful to assume that this kind of transformation is complex, 
unpredictable and emergent. The most obvious answer 
to the question of matching is that the client may be best 
advised to select coaches who are capable of working with 
both skills/tasks, and transformation, and capable of working 
with what presents itself in the moment. This may be a better 
solution than trying to predict goal outcomes and match a 
coach accordingly. The notion of remedial coaching appears 

doubly unsystemic, in that it doesn’t take into account that 
different players in the organisational system have different 
perspectives. How meaningful is it to refer to ‘remedial 
coaching’ when remedial coaching may suddenly cease to 
be remedial when the coachee’s line manager is replaced by 
someone with different views of that coachee’s capability?

The word ‘remedial’ reflects the meaning that one person 
attributes to another person’s behaviour. When coaching 
is ‘remedial’ it implies that a group of people have come 
together to form a collective meaning, that may or may not be 
shared by others, and may or may not endure.

Conclusion
To us it appears that the evolution of goals over time is often 
a good example of a complex adaptive process, in which the 
coach’ role is to facilitate the emergence of goals that prove 
meaningful to the person being coached. As tends to be 
the case with complex adaptive change, it isn’t always easy 
to manage people’s expectations in this space, including 
potential coachees looking for ‘magic pill’ solutions, or 
senior management seeking clear and simple evidence as 
to the value of executive coaching services. What then is to 
the purchaser of coaching services to do? Building on the 
conclusions we drew from our consideration of coaching ROI 
(Research Bulletin 10), we offer the following suggestions:

1.  Promote a deeper understanding of coaching within 
the organisation, emphasising the systemic aspects of 
coaching and the opportunity different stakeholders have 
in ensuring such investments prove rewarding to both 
coachee and organisation. 

2.  Encourage stakeholders, especially line managers, to seek 
involvement in the coaching process. Still today many 
managers feel deterred from asking too many questions 
about the coaching of their direct reports for fear of 
intruding on confidential conversations. However, whether 
they discuss goals with their direct report or not, line 
managers and other stakeholders usually play an active 
role in the shaping and development of goals. 

3.  Encourage executives to articulate the overarching 
purpose of coaching within the organisation, and to 
preference the formation of robust goals. Encouraging 
the early development of specific goals may feel like an 
appropriate strategy for driving performance, but may in 
some cases detract from the effectiveness of coaching.

4.  Establish formative ongoing evaluation processes, making 
it easy for all involved to stay connected at the appropriate 
level on the progress of coaching.

5.  Deploy coaches who appear to understand the value of, 
and be comfortable working within, a formative ongoing 
framework and who have a good grasp of goal theory.
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