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Executive Coaching and the Effect on
Causal Attribution
Frode Moen
This article investigates the impact of a one year executive coaching experiment on intrapersonal causal attribution. The
results showed that executive coaching had significant effects on the executives’ causal attributions. Causal attributions of
successful achievements to strategy, ability and effort increased, whereas causal attributions of unsuccessful achievement
to ability decreased as a result from the experiment. The findings are discussed from the perspective of the principles
characterizing coaching, such as the coachee’s controllability and responsibility in the process and the positive asset search
focusing on strengths and positive assets.

In business, executive performance is typically measured by
tangible, observable outcomes based on expectations and previous
accomplishments. Companies frequently focus on the growth
and development of requisite skills of their employees aimed
at maximizing individual performance and corporate financial
return. An average workday for executives in a competitive market
is often hectic and they are expected to (and expect to) constantly
upgrade their technical and leadership skills (Fillery-Travis &
Lane, 2008). Thus, high effort and good results are expected.
Experiences among business executives should therefore lead
to a complex mixture of thoughts and feelings related to their
performances. How people react to success and failures depends
on their interpretation of their outcomes. Attribution theory seeks
to explain people’s causal interpretations of successes and failures
as well as the emotional and behavioural consequences of these
interpretations. Beliefs about causality determine cognitive,
affective, and behavioural consequences (Weiner, 1995).
Executive coaching is a fairly new discipline related to growth and
development, and the interest for executive coaching has escalated
during the last decade (Grant, 2006; Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck,
1999). Two major responsibilities for a coach are to elicit coachee
generated solutions and strategies, and hold the coachee responsible
and accountable in the learning process. Thus, one effect from
executive coaching should be an increased tendency to attribute
achievement outcomes to internal and controllable factors, such
as effort and strategy.
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In the present study, nineteen CEOs from a business sector leading
high-tech Fortune 500 Company participated voluntarily in an
experiment over a period of one year. The main purpose was
to explore the effects from executive coaching on intrapersonal
causal attributions.
THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS
Coaching
Theorists tend to describe coaching as a new route to growth
and development, which means that at least some people agree
that coaching is different from counseling, consultation, teaching,
mentoring and other helping relationship roles (Downey, 1999;
Whitmore, 2002; Flaherty, 1999). In general, the field can be divided
into two different schools of thought: those who claim that coaching
is everything an executive consultant or coach does to realize the
coachee’s potential (Kinlaw, 1989; Schein, 2006; Hargrove, 2003),
and those who claim that coaching is a specific method to realize that
potential (Downey, 1999; Whitmore, 2002; Flaherty, 1999). The first
group places less emphasis on the importance of active participation
and responsibility by the coachee, and claims that coaching is
everything that is done which results in growth and development.
The second group argues that coaching refers to a particular method
which focuses on empowerment of the coachee through active
participation and responsibility in the coaching process. This group
looks upon coaching as a kind of consulting process.
Both groups agree that the overall goal of coaching is to achieve
growth and development. Today, companies spend millions of
dollars annually developing teams and individuals in order to
drive growth and deliver appropriate results. The marketplace is
still growing; in 2006, spending levels were estimated at $2 billion
per annum globally (Fillery-Travis & Lane, 2006). Successful
organizations in today’s emerging knowledge economy have
to innovate continually to maintain their place in the dynamic
marketplace. Executives are expected to (and expect to) constantly
upgrade their technical and leadership skills (ibid.). In this very
practical sense, the growth and development of executives and
employees should be an important factor for organizational
success. Self-actualization is the process of being true to oneself
and fully committed to developing one’s competence defined as
“the total knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes enabling [one]
to perform particular tasks and functions according to defined
goals” 1 (Lai, 2004, p.48). Based on this, the following definition
is offered in this study: Coaching is a method which aims to achieve selfactualization by facilitating learning and developmental processes to promote
the resource base of another person. The method is characterized by its active
involvement of the coachee through powerful questioning and active listening.

1

Translated from Norwegian by the author.
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In business, coaching is usually delivered by two different types of
people (Hall, Otazo, & Hollenbeck, 1999): those who are internal
to the organization and those who are external consultants. This
review will focus on external coaching of executives in business.
Executive coaching is recognized as a way for organizations and
individuals to improve executives’ performance (Morgan, Harkins,
& Marshall, 2005).
The conversation between the coach and the coachee is therefore
the heart of the coaching process (Hargrove, 2003; Moen, 2009).
The coach’s most important task in the process is to facilitate
reflections based upon a focused case brought in by the coachee.
This involves reflections related to the coachees’ goal setting and
possible strategies for goal attainment and their efficiency (Moen,
2009). One major responsibility for a coach described by the ICF2 is
therefore to discover, clarify, and align with what the coachee wants
to achieve. Further, the coach’s responsibility is to elicit coachee
generated solutions and strategies through encouraging to coachee
self-discovery, and holds the coachee responsible and accountable
in the learning process (ICF, 2010; Moen & Kvalsund, 2008).
Thus, building awareness and responsibility through empowering
the coachee are two key principles in coaching (Whitmore, 2002;
Gallwey, 1997; Moen, 2009).
Causal attribution
Influenced by the theoretical analyses done by Rotter (1966), and
more importantly, Heider (1958) and Kelley (1967), Weiner developed
his attribution theory (1972) focusing on intrapersonal processes.
Weiner addressed the fact that one has to use and combine various
sources of information to determine causal explanations. Some of
this information will originate from the actual situation, while other
information is stored in the person’s memory as experiences from
past events. Weiner states that in real situations there are a large
number of possible causes for success and failure (Weiner, 1989), and
he hypothesized that attributions would hinge on three dimensions;
locus of causality (internal vs. external), stability (whether the causes
change over time), and controllability (whether the cause can be
changed by the person; Weiner, 1985).
Locus of control was proposed by Heider (1958), and is the most
fundamental dimension in attribution theory (Homsma, Dyck,
Gilder, Koopman, & Elfring, 2007). Weiner and colleagues later
redefined this causal dimension into locus of causality, so that the
dimension locus (of control) was differentiated from perceived
control (Weiner, Frieze, Kukla, Reed, Rest, & Rosenbaum, 1971).
Apart from being internal or external (locus of causality), a cause
can be seen as stable or unstable, i.e., being constant over time or
likely to change. A third causal dimension, which also originated
from Heider, was connected to the model for classification of the
2
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causal dimensions (Rosenbaum, 1972). Rosenbaum originally
called this dimension intentionality, while Weiner chose to call it
controllability. This dimension was a result of the recognition that
causes like effort, mood, and fatigue, which are all internal and
unstable causes, differ as to the degree of control that can be
exerted over them.
Causal attributions are important because of their tendencies
to influence future behaviour through their influence on both
motivation and affect (Anderson, Krull, & Weiner, 1996; Weiner,
1985). The perceived stability of causes influences expectations
of success and all three causal dimensions influence a variety
of emotional experiences (Anderson, Krull, & Weiner, 1996;
Weiner, 1985). Theorists agree that people have a general
tendency to utilize both self-protecting and self-enhancing
patterns of attribution (Miller & Ross, 1975; Skaalvik, 1990,
1994; Zuckerman, 1979; Withley & Frieze, 1985). This implies
that individuals tend to attribute their own successes to internal
factors such as effort and ability, and failures to external factors. In
short, humans tend to take credit for their own achievements by
attributing them to factors for which they are responsible, whereas
failures are more often explained using external factors where the
situation is responsible. Martinko (1995) calls these two types of
attribution dispositional and situational. Dispositional attributions
ascribe a person’s behaviour or achievements to internal factors
such as personality traits or ability, while situational attribution
ascribes a person’s behaviour or achievements to external factors
such as social influence from other people (e.g., leadership).
This is what Weiner calls a self-protecting attribution pattern (Weiner,
1986). However, self-protection in the ego defensive sense might
not be an adaptive pattern when subsequent progress, learning,
and performance are the main goal. The reason for this is the
importance of perceived controllability for subsequent effort
and choices. People cannot optimally improve their achievement
if they perceive themselves to have little control over the causal
factor which leads to the specific achievement. Responsibility and
controllability are therefore generally desirable causal attributions
(Arkin & Maruyama, 1979).
In general, internal, unstable, and controllable attributions after a
failure (effort and strategy) lead to more functionally determined
behaviour and emotions than other types of attributions (Abramson,
Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; Bandura, 1997; Weiner, 1985).
Functional task behaviour is defined here as high persistence and
accuracy (Chapin & Dyck, 1976; Fowler & Peterson, 1981; Schunk,
1981). The expectation of performing these tasks successfully in the
future may be maintained if the individual believes that they can
control the cause of the behaviour (Bandura, 1997). Attribution
to internal, stable, and uncontrollable causes after failure, such as
lack of ability, but also attribution to external causes, may over
time lead to irresolution and learned helplessness because the
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individuals perceives that they have little control over the cause
of their own behaviour (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978;
Maier & Seligman, 1976; Dweck, 1975).
Humans often use information on the basis of the outcome of
specific situations to decide how much energy or effort to spend in
the situation (Weiner & Kukla, 1970; Kukla, 1972). The reason for
this is that effort and outcome are seen as related variables. Because
of this, if one experiences great performance, one concludes that
effort was high, while failure is attributed to a lack of effort. A review
of attributional training confirms that increasing the individuals’
attributions of failure to a lack of effort is a strategy which has been
consistently successful in increasing persistence and performance
(Fösterling, 1985). This makes sense if the person didn’t put much
effort into the situation and subsequently failed. One may question,
however, if attribution to lack of effort is adaptive or even possible
after maximum effort? A number of careers in today’s society, such
as the participants in this study, are demanding and expect high
levels of effort from people. In such a case, one may question if it
is possible to conclude and believe that failure to produce expected
results is due to lack of effort. To answer this question we need to
investigate theories related to causal attributions and performance.
Strategy - the plan of action. Research has shown that reflection
upon the accomplishment of one’s actions after the event has been
a very effective tool for improving performance (Baird, Holland, &
Deacon, 1999; Busby, 1999; Dwyer, Oser, Salas, & Fowlkes, 1999;
Ellis & Davidi, 2005; Ellis, Mendel, & Nir, 2006). This implies that
reviewing the successful or unsuccessful strategies used during an
event changes the individual’s mental models and improves their
actions in similar future events. This post-event review elicits more
internal (as opposed to external) and specific attributions (as opposed
to general).
Ron, Lipshitz, and Popper (2001), who studied “post-flightreviews” in the Israeli Air Force, quoted pilots as saying that the
most important element of the self-debriefing is proving that they
made the error and that it was their responsibility (locus). This
implies causal attribution to internal causes. Once they had done
that, performance improvement was seen as the next natural step,
as taking responsibility for errors was essential to doing better
the next time around. However, this might not always hold true
because of the importance of controllability. If they perform better
the next time around, their actions should differ somewhat from
the previous unsuccessful situation. This implies that their strategy
in the situation has changed because of their review of previous
actions in similar situations. The causal attribution dimension in
this case can therefore be defined as strategy.
Strategy is both unstable and controllable since the individual
has an opportunity to influence and change it (controllability).
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This shows that taking responsibility might not be enough;
controllability over the causal factor explaining behaviour also
may be essential. Nakanishi (2004) found a significant increase in
self-efficacy among high school students after a period of focusing
on strategy attribution after a successful behaviour. Learning
strategies are presumed to have a greater influence on self-efficacy
than attributing failure to effort (Ito, 1996). These results show
that attribution to strategy, for both successful and unsuccessful
experiences, might improve subsequent performance. It’s obvious
that a general cause of an outcome, e.g., the lack of effort, is less
informative than a specific cause, e.g., an aspect of the strategy
during accomplishment. As supported by Abrahamson, Seligman,
and Teasdale (1978), knowledge of the specific factors leading
to a specific performance is more useful for guiding subsequent
behaviour and performance.
This is of great relevance to attribution theory. Controllable,
internal, unstable, and specific attributions are favourable. There
is also evidence that focusing on strategy through self-monitoring
and self-instruction can be a remedy for helplessness among
children (Diener & Dweck, 1978). This raises the question of
whether lack of effort is too general as a causal explanation and
whether specific attributions would be favorable, especially in
situations where high effort is a matter of necessity.
Strategy as a causal dimension. The positive result that arises
from reviewing one’s performance after the event (Baird, Holland,
& Deacon, 1999; Busby, 1999; Dwyer, Oser, Salas, & Fowlkes, 1999;
Ellis & Davidi, 2005; Ellis, Mendel, & Nir, 2006) is a reflection
upon one’s strategy adopted in that specific situation, which
implies that two dimensions in particular are key: (a) awareness of
and insight into the situation and the strategy adopted, and (b) the
self-reflection upon one’s strategy implementation and resultant
performance in the situation. This provides evidence that strategy,
and especially attribution to strategy, is a complex area.
Strategy is the plan of action individuals use to achieve their goals or
accomplish a task (VandenBos, 2006), which means that strategy is
supposed to characterise the working process. Strategy is categorized
as an internal, unstable, and controllable cause of attribution
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2005). While effort provides information about
the intensity of the working process, strategy describes the quality
of the plan of action related to the working process. It’s obvious
that effort is required to apply strategies (Borkowski, Carr, Rellinger,
& Pressley, 1990), and that the amount of effort could be vital for
successful strategy implementation and resultant performance.
However, the above review shows that this may not be sufficient. To
be successful, strategy has to be effective and efficient in any specific
situation and has to be changed when it is not adaptive.
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Since two major responsibilities for a coach are to elicit coachee
generated solutions and strategies, and to hold the coachee
responsible and accountable in the learning process (ICF, 2010),
one effect from coaching should be to increase the tendency
to attribute achievement outcomes to internal, unstable, and
controllable factors. Based on this the following hypothesis was
developed: H1: Executive coaching strengthens executive’s causal attributions
to internal, unstable, and controllable factors, such as effort and strategy.
METHOD
Participants and procedure
Twenty-two executives in a branch leading Norwegian Fortune 500
company were asked to voluntarily participate in an experiment
over a period of one year. The executives in the study were the
company’s CEOs (Chief Executive Officers). Thus, they were the
highest level of leadership in the company. Of the twenty-two
CEOs, twelve were randomly chosen for the experiment group in
the project, and ten were chosen for the control group.
Pretest-posttest control group design
After the assignment of CEOs to experimental and control groups,
a pre-test was administrated. An online questionnaire measured
the CEO’s perceived causality concerning their performances at
work. Then an executive coaching programme was administrated
for a period of one year. Out of the twenty-two executives who
were asked to voluntarily participate in the project, 20 participated
on the pre-test (12 in the experiment group and 8 in the control
group), and 19 participated on the post-test after one year (11 in
the experiment group and 8 in the control group).
The experimental g roup (executive coaching
programme). Three external coaches were involved in the
executive coaching programme which involved both group and
individual coaching. All three coaches used the same approach
in their coaching process. The strategic coaching process was
developed, led, and managed by an experienced coach with a
MCC3 (Master Certified Coach) credential. During group coaching
(May-December), the executives who participated in the coaching
programme were divided into three different groups of four executives
each. Each group completed four group coaching sessions for about
three hours with the external coaches in the project. For individual
external executive coaching (January-March), each executive who
participated in the coaching programme completed seven individual
coaching sessions with external coaches. The coaching sessions
lasted for about 1-1½ hours and were completed both through
face-to-face meetings and by telephone. The specific intent from the
company and the main goal of the coaching programme was to
support the executive’s development and progress as leaders.

3
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The control group. The CEOs who were chosen for the control
group continued their daily routines as CEOs in the company
during the experiment. Thus, they were not invited to participate
in individual or group coaching processes. Since all the CEOs
mainly operated within their different departments where they
had management responsibility on the daily basis, the coaching
programme with the CEOs in the experiment group was completed
with no negative remarks from the CEOs in the control group.
Instrument
The instrument used in this study was based on previously
developed scales proven to hold both satisfactory levels of validity
and reliability. The instrument was translated into Norwegian
from its original English and slightly adjusted by the author for
the purpose of this study.
Attribution. Attribution was measured by means of the 20- item
Forced Choice Attributional Style Assessment Test (ASAT - I)
developed by Anderson, Jennings, and Arnoult (1988). The scale
was modified and used to measure intrapersonal attributional style
in specific, work-related situations. Items measuring interpersonal
behaviour were not included in the modified version, as well as
the choices relating to personality traits and mood. Attributions
in general situations, such as “You have failed to complete the
crossword puzzle in the daily paper,” are not relevant to specific
work performance, and were thus taken out of the original test.
This resulted in a six item questionnaire for specific work-related
situations (three for positive outcomes and three for negative
outcomes). Four different choices were offered for each item,
relating to strategy, ability, effort and circumstances, which gave us
eight different sub-scales. The participants were asked to consider
the causality of their performance at work on a seven point scale,
ranging from completely untrue (1) to completely true (7), for each
of the four variables (strategy, effort, ability, and circumstances).
The adjusted measurement was not a forced-choice as in the
original, because of the desire to investigate relationships between
the different choices. For example (item 1, positive outcome),
the item “You have just received successful feedback on tasks
performed at work” had these four choices: (a) “I used the correct
strategy to achieve it,” (b) “I’m good at this,” (c) “I worked really
hard to achieve it,” and (d) “Other circumstances (e.g., people,
situation) influenced the result.”
Instrument reliability. The reliability of the instrument was high,
with a Cronbach’s Alpha above .82 for all scales. The Cronbach’s
Alpha of the instrument is shown in Table 1.
RESULTS
Table 1 shows the statistical means and the standard deviations
of the causal attribution pattern among the participants for
both the pre- and the post-test in the investigation. Table 1
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also shows the p-values from the independent samples t-test,
analysing differences in variable values between the experiment
group and the control group, and the Cronbach’s alpha for the
measurements used in the study. The values are separated into
the two major groups, the experiment group and the control
group. Table 1 also shows the relative effect sizes of Cohen’s d
for the experiment group (Cohen, 1992).
Table 1. Means, standard deviations (SD), p-values, and Cohen’s effect size
for experimental and control groups

Copyright © 2010 by Frode Moen. All rights reserved worldwide. Used with permission.

There were significant differences in values only in the experiment
group in this study: causal attribution of success to strategy and
ability were significantly higher, whereas causal attribution of
failure to ability was significantly lower at the post-test. Cohen’s
effect sizes (d), which measures the strengths of the differences
in values between the pre- and the post-test, were very large (>
1.10) for causal attribution of success to strategy and ability, and
large (> .75 and <1.10) for causal attribution of success to effort
(this effect was not significant) and causal attribution of failure to
ability (Cohen, 1992).
DISCUSSION
The main purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of
executive coaching on causal attributions. The prediction, specified
in the hypothesis, was partly confirmed. The hypothesis predicted
an increased tendency to make causal attributions to internal,
unstable, and controllable factors, such as effort and strategy. The
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findings from the paired sample t-test (Table 1) and Cohen’s effect
size (d) support that external executive coaching increases causal
attributions to strategy for successful achievements. Further,
Cohen’s effect size (d) also supports that external executive coaching
increases causal attributions to effort for successful achievements.
Interestingly, the findings from the paired sample t-test (Table
1) and Cohen’s effect size (d) also show that external executive
coaching increases causal attributions of successful achievements
to ability. Additionally, the findings show that causal attribution of
unsuccessful achievements to internal, stable, and uncontrollable
factors, such as ability, decreases. There are however no significant
changes for causal attributions of unsuccessful achievements to
effort or strategy. In comparison, there were no significant changes
in the control group.
As disussed, building awareness and responsibility through
empowering the coachee are two key principles in coaching.
Awareness and responsibility are closely connected, since
responsibility involves the ability to be aware of something to
begin with. People cannot take responsibility for something for
which they are unaware. The coach is a facilitator for the coachee’s
deep reflections upon their own learning experiences related to a
case under discussion. Thus, there is a potential in coaching that
important information related to the case in focus will emerge
during the process, and there will be an increased possibility for
the coachee to draw new, better conclusions. Coaching therefore
has the potential to increase the coachee’s awareness of the factors
that influence performance and to focus on the most relevant and
important information. The results from this study indicate that
the coaching process affects the coachee’s interpretations of their
own causal attributions.
First of all, goal setting is an important and essential part of coaching.
After reviewing the case from several different perspectives with the
coachee, the process then focuses on setting clear goals for future
achievements (Moen, 2009). Second, during the goal setting phase,
the coach invites the coachee to reflect upon and choose efficient and
effective goal attainment strategies. Effective coaching is therefore
supposed to end up with clear goals for future achievements, and
efficient and effective learning and development strategies which
are directed towards the coachee’s goal attainment. Thus, there is
an integrated focus on the cause-and-effect relationship between
the coachee’s strategy and their intended improved performance
and goal achievement. Third, recurrent coachee effort is required
to apply any strategy, and the amount of effort could be vital for
successful strategy implementation and the resultant performance.
The coaching process is supposed to enable strategy articulation
and strategy execution. Therefore, it was expected that the coaching
experiment would affect causal attribution to both strategy and effort.
Interestingly, this effect is just found related to causal attributions
for successful achievement. Causal attributions for unsuccessful
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achievements to strategy and effort have no significant changes as a
result from the coaching experiment.
A possible explanation of these results can be the positive asset
search which characterized the coaching approach. The executives
were encouraged to focus on their successes and positive assets; their
unsuccessful achievements were not focused on to the same extent.
Causal attributions for unsuccessful achievements to strategy and
effort were therefore not affected as a result from the experiment.
In fact, these results strengthen the argument raised in this study:
what is focused on in coaching reflects the coachees’ causal
attributions. Since the coaching process is focused on a positive
asset search and the things the coachee can do (as contrasted to
things that are unsuccessful), the main effects are found for causal
attributions related to successful achievements.
Another interesting and surprising result is that the greatest effect
from the experiment is found related to the executives’ causal
attributions for successful achievement to ability (Table 1, Cohen’s
Effect size). A possible explanation for this result is the same
argument as above: the positive asset search which characterized
the coaching approach affected causal attributions to competency
factors such as ability. The coach stimulated the coachee to reflect
upon their own experiences and what the coachee could do, as
opposed to what they could not do. The coachee’s strengths and
positive assets were in focus. Also, the coachee was empowered and
stimulated by the coach to find solutions to their own problems.
This might result in strengthened beliefs in their own capability,
ability, and competence. When reviewing the results from causal
attributions of unsuccessful achievements to ability, this argument
is strengthened; causal attributions to ability for unsuccessful
achievements decrease. Thus, the beliefs in their own capability
and ability are not reduced as much as before the experiment
when the executives experience unsuccessful achievements. The
results indicate, therefore, that coaching stimulates the executives’
beliefs in their own ability. Interestingly and importantly, building
the coachee’s self-beliefs is the underlying intent of every coaching
interaction (Moen, 2009; Whitmore, 2002).
In conclusion, coaching appears to stimulate the coachee to take
control of their own learning by raising awareness of the factors
that influence their achievements. There is a heightened focus on
the coachee’s controllability and responsibility in the process. Thus,
causal attributions to internal and controllable factors such as
effort and strategy are affected for causal attributions for successful
achievements. Further, the focus on the coachee’s strengths and
positive assets in coaching stimulates the coachee’s beliefs in their
own competence and ability. Therefore, causal attributions to
ability for successful achievements increase and causal attributions
for unsuccessful achievements to ability decrease. Further studies
may enable this set of complex issues to be better and more fully
understood.
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