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Foreword!

We are living through a historic transformation, one in which artificial intelligence
is no longer a distant possibility but an active force reshaping the way we live, work,
and relate to one another. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the world of coach-
ing, where the integration of Al technologies presents both profound opportunities
and critical challenges. Coaching in the Age of Al arrives at exactly the right moment
to help us navigate this evolving landscape.

This volume brings together a diverse group of international scholars and practi-
tioners who explore the dynamic interplay between human coaching and Al. Rather
than offering simplistic answers or advocating for a wholesale replacement of
human coaches, the authors thoughtfully map the terrain of possibility, identifying
where Al can extend human potential—and where it must be approached with
caution.

The book begins by addressing the boldest question: Can Al simulate human
coaching? Through studies of chatbot-based coaching and initiatives like
StudiCoachBot and Ephoria, the authors reveal both the promise and pitfalls of
Al-driven interactions. Al tools can offer accessible, scalable support and even fos-
ter rapport, goal attainment, and self-disclosure. However, they also introduce seri-
ous ethical concerns—especially around bias, transparency, and the dilution of
human presence. These tensions surface repeatedly in chapters on ethics,
relationship-building, and self-regulation.

Yet Al is not simply a substitute—it is, at least potentially, a collaborator. Several
chapters in this book explore how Al can enhance human coaching rather than
replace it. Triadic coaching models, generative Al as a “sparring partner,” and
Al-supported diagnostics exemplify hybrid approaches that enrich the coaching dia-
logue without undermining the coach—client relationship. These models reflect a
growing recognition: the power of Al lies in amplifying the uniquely human capaci-
ties that coaching is built upon—empathy, deep listening, meaning-making, values
discernment, and presence.

'Edited by ChatGPT.



vi Foreword

Equally important is how Al can be used to strengthen coaching education and
supervision. With tools like Ovida and Meaning @ Work, coaches now have access
to performance metrics, video analysis, and feedback systems previously available
only in fields like sports or psychotherapy. Used wisely, these tools can promote
leadership development—contrary to the fear that AI must necessarily dehumanize
or de-emphasize what makes coaching an essentially human enterprise.

The final section of the book does not shy away from hard questions. What does
real intelligence mean in a coaching context? Can standards, ethics, and profes-
sional frameworks keep pace with accelerating innovation? Through thought-
provoking contributions from leaders like Tatiana Bachkirova and David B. Drake,
readers are invited to reflect not just on tools and techniques, but on the philosophi-
cal and ethical foundations of the coaching profession itself.

In short, this is not just a book about coaching with AL It is a call to coach
through Al—using it as a lens to better understand ourselves, our clients, and the
evolving nature of human development in a digital world. As Al continues to
advance, the coaching field must evolve with it—boldly and wisely. This book is an
essential guide for that journey.

Executive Director Jeffrey Hull
Institute of Coaching

Lecturer, Harvard Medical School

McLean Hospital, Mass General Brigham
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Chapter 1 ®
And the Journey of Coaching Continues e

Robert Wegener, Tamara Garcia, Nicky Terblanche, and Till Grossrieder

Abstract This introduction sets the stage for the edited volume Coaching in the
Age of Al by exploring the conceptual foundations and guiding questions that shape
the book. It addresses the growing ambiguity surrounding both “coaching” and
“artificial intelligence” (Al), proposing a framework to understand how these
domains intersect in practice and theory.

The chapter outlines three scenarios for how coaching and Al can be integrated:
(1) AI as a means to enhance human coaching, (2) Al as a potential substitute for
human coaches, and (3) Al as a tool for training and supervising coaches. These
scenarios inform the book’s overall structure and thematic sections.

In addition to mapping these perspectives, the introduction defines coaching as a
professional developmental approach that emphasizes self-regulation, personal con-
gruence, and goal-oriented learning. It highlights the relevance of coaching in an
Al-driven world, where human judgment, ethical reflection, and adaptability are
increasingly vital.

Ultimately, this chapter provides a conceptual and ethical grounding for the
book’s contributions and invites readers to engage critically with the evolving rela-
tionship between coaching and Al.

Keywords Coaching - Artificial intelligence - Al-based coaching - Human-Al
collaboration - Coaching skills - Self-regulation - Generative Al in coaching -
Ethical principles in Al coaching - Digital coach training and supervision -
Working alliance in human-Al interaction

R. Wegener
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In a way, the terms coaching and artificial intelligence have a lot in common. Both have
the potential to raise questions in society about what exactly the phenomena referred to
by these terms actually mean. What exactly does artificial intelligence stand for, and
what exactly artificial intelligence? We want to counter this double ambiguity with this
book. And what's more, with this book we also want to contribute to the discourse on
how coaching and artificial intelligence already go together and will do so even more
in the future. Because one thing is clear: both coaching and artificial intelligence are
spreading rapidly, as are attempts to establish a productive relationship between the two.

With the aim of contributing to the above-mentioned discourse, we have exam-
ined various basic positions and have come to the conclusion that there are basically
three possible scenarios for how coaching and artificial intelligence (hereinafter
referred to as Al) can be conceived and brought together. First: coaching as a human
practice that can be specifically expanded and improved with the help of artificial
intelligence. The fantasy here is perhaps that coaches will one day have a button in
their ear that, as a gently persuasive voice, will help them make the coaching pro-
cess even more effective or efficient for their clients. Second, coaching as a human
practice that will be completely replaced in the future by services based purely on
artificial intelligence. The mental association here is, for example, a humanoid robot
that, like a professional coach, helps people to deal with their concerns effectively
and efficiently, perhaps even more effectively and efficiently than a human coach
can do. Third, coaching as a human practice that must be learned and trained by
humans, and where artificial intelligence can contribute in the future, especially in
the education, training, and further development of coaches. An example of this
would be Al-supported training in dealing with “difficult” clients or coaching super-
vision guided directly by artificial intelligence. Furthermore, there are also a wealth
of important overarching issues in this emerging relationship between coaching and
Al such as the question of the ethical basis for the use of Al in coaching, or funda-
mentally critical arguments that advocate a more cautious use of Al in coaching.

The three scenarios and the level of the aforementioned cross-cutting issues of
Al and coaching form the basis for the structure of this book. Accordingly, this book
contains contributions from renowned experts on all four areas. But before we delve
deeper into the content of this book, it is necessary to clarify the terms used and
define what is meant by coaching as a human practice, on the one hand, and artificial
intelligence, on the other. This is important because only contributions based on a
clear understanding of coaching and artificial intelligence can make a truly substan-
tial contribution to the discourse mentioned above. Contributions based on vague
terms are of no help here.

1.1 Coaching in Transition: A Contemporary Understanding

Coaching has become a widely adopted practice. In almost every area of society,
from leadership development to education, sports, and health to lifestyle and career
planning, coaching is used. However, its growing popularity has also led to



1 And the Journey of Coaching Continues 5

conceptual ambiguity. What do we mean when we talk about coaching? And how
can professional coaching be distinguished from other forms of consulting, training,
or instruction?

In a world of acceleration, increasing complexity, and technical disruption—for
example, through artificial intelligence (AI)~—coaching faces a double challenge:
on the one hand, it must maintain its clarity and effectiveness; on the other hand, it
must respond flexibly and with an eye to the future to the changing conditions of
human development.

1.1.1 Coaching as a Particular Professional Developmental
Approach and not a Method

Coaching is not a defined catalog of methods, but a particular professional develop-
mental approach. The focus is on providing individual support to people with the
aim of successfully promoting their self-regulation and thus enabling both success-
ful action and personal development. Coaching should enable people to learn to
develop and implement solutions themselves (Wegener, 2022). Thus, coaching is a
professional developmental approach that supports individuals in particular in their
organizational roles (see also “the role concept” in Lippmann et al., 2006).

Sir John Whitmore, a pioneer in coaching, described coaching as unleashing
human potential with the aim of maximizing performance (Whitmore, 1992). He
emphasized that coaching should support people in learning, not give them instruc-
tions. German coaching researcher Siegfried Greif (2008) puts it similarly: coach-
ing is aimed at promoting results-oriented problem-solving and self-reflection in
order to better achieve the so-called self-congruent goals. This goal orientation is
therefore not arbitrary: it is always a combination of goal orientation and personal
fit—in other words, a match between goals and the values, interests, and potential
of the client (Wegener, 2022).

1.1.2 Coaching as a Systematic Developmental Process

Professional coaching follows a systematic process that can be divided into phases
(Loebbert & Bruni, 2025): contact, contract, hypothesis formation, intervention,
and evaluation. In the contact phase, a trusting working relationship is established,
and in the contract phase, the framework is defined. The hypothesis phase serves to
reflect on the initial situation and why a person is not (yet) able to successfully
address their concerns despite having the necessary resources. In the intervention
phase, appropriate methods are used—dialogical, exploratory, and individually tai-
lored. Finally, the evaluation phase checks whether the desired progress has been
achieved and to what extent the chosen path can be maintained or needs to be
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adjusted (Schmidt, 2004). These phases do not proceed linearly but in systemic
loops; within any given phase, the whole cycle can reappear in miniature, which
makes process-oriented coaching practice complex.

This structure also allows coaching to integrate specialist advice on a selective
basis—provided that it follows the developed hypothesis framework and is clearly
used as an intervention in the sense of coaching—namely as an offer that the client
can decide whether or not to take advantage of and what to do with it. All without
any risk of losing face. Coaching thus remains flexible and open to learning without
abandoning its basic principles (2022).

1.1.3 Coaching Between Self-realization and Performance

The central dialectic of coaching consists in the connection between individual
development and contextual success. Coaching that is exclusively focused on
achieving goals risks self-exploitation. Coaching that focuses only on self-
congruence can remain ineffective. It is the interplay of both poles—performance
and meaning—that makes coaching such a special and relevant developmental
approach.

This also highlights the difference between purely cognitive learning approaches
or technically oriented consulting: coaching always asks about the “why” of the
goal, about inner consistency, and about long-term benefits. This orientation is all
the more relevant in a world that is becoming increasingly technologized by AI—
because it puts people and their self-efficacy at the center (Wegener, 2022).

1.1.4 Relevance in a World Shaped by Al

At a time when algorithms prepare decisions and automated systems are changing
entire areas of work, coaching is taking on a new meaning: it helps to promote
human judgment, ethical reflection, and creative problem-solving skills. At the
same time, Al is also changing coaching itself: behavioral analysis tools, Al-based
feedback systems, and digital coaching platforms open up new possibilities, but also
place new demands on the profession and ethics.

1.1.5 Conclusion: Coaching as an Attitude and Skill

Coaching is much more than just a trend. It is a professional attitude toward promot-
ing human development and growth. The central question is: How can we support
people in their self-regulation so that they can make effective, coherent, and sustain-
able decisions and successfully achieve their desired goals and performances?
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As a professional developmental approach, coaching thus contributes not only to
individual development, but also to the further development of teams, organizations,
and societies. Especially in the age of Al, formats such as coaching are needed that
do not replace people, but empower them—and thus contribute to the humanization
of technology.

1.2 What Is Artificial Intelligence?

Artificial Intelligence (Al) refers to a broad set of technologies such as computer
vision, natural language processing, robotics, robotic process automation, and vir-
tual agents. Al aims to mimic aspects of human cognition, including perception,
reasoning, and decision-making. From a functional perspective, Al can be seen as
computer programs trained on real-world data to perform specific tasks, improving
performance through iterative interaction and learning from user input. More
broadly, Al is the study and creation of systems that, from an observer’s perspective,
appear to act intelligently (Bughin & Hazan, 2017).

Al is commonly classified into three categories: Artificial Narrow Intelligence
(ANI), which performs highly specialized tasks (e.g., speech recognition, virtual
assistants); Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), which would match human-level
intelligence across multiple domains; and Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI), which
would surpass human intelligence across most dimensions. While AGI and ASI
remain theoretical, ANI is widely deployed and continues to advance rapidly, par-
ticularly with breakthroughs in natural language processing (Siau & Yang, 2017).

Recent advances introduced generative Al through transformer-based large lan-
guage models (LLMs) like ChatGPT and Bard. This step-change has revolutionized
human—computer interaction. These generative Al systems process and produce
human-like language, enabling sophisticated, contextually adaptive conversations.
Generative Al is a game changer for dialogue-heavy fields such as coaching as will
be evident from the content of this book (Terblanche, 2025).

1.3 What Can You Expect from This Book?

This edited volume explores the evolving relationship between coaching and artifi-
cial intelligence through diverse disciplinary perspectives. Organized into four the-
matic sections—AI simulating human coaching, Al enhancing human coaching, Al
used for training and supervision, and fundamental questions about Al in coaching,
the book brings together empirical studies, design-based insights, and critical reflec-
tions. Together, these contributions aim to foster a differentiated understanding of
how Al is reshaping the landscape of professional coaching.

The first section, Al simulating human coaching, focuses on the extent to which
Al can imitate or replace (substitute) human coaching processes. Rebecca
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Rutschmann is critically examining coaching chatbots in terms of trust, bias, and
transparency. She highlights the ethical risks of delegating coaching to Al and calls
for professional standards and regulatory frameworks to guide development.
Vanessa Mai and Anja Richert follow by analyzing how chatbot-based coaching
systems can create perceived connection and rapport. Using the StudiCoachBot as a
case study, they show that empathy, conversational tone, and thoughtful design help
simulate relational quality in digital coaching.

Christina Miihlberger and Eva Jonas are investigating whether Al coaching can
promote self-regulated behavior—a key outcome in coaching. Their findings sug-
gest that the absence of interpersonal judgment in Al contexts can foster emotional
openness and sustained engagement. In their chapter about the Ephoria project, Jan
Juchli and Marcel Schiar-Gmelch present a mental health app using a solution-
focused coaching model. Their chapter illustrates how Al can increase access to
psychological support while maintaining ethical safeguards. Finally, Nicky
Terblanche examines the effectiveness of chatbot coaches and argues that Al should
not replicate human behavior but develop an interaction logic that respects auton-
omy and fosters reflection.

The second section, Al enhancing human coaching, explores how Al can support
rather than substitute the coach. Sam Isaacson highlights the opportunities for Al to
expand coaching capacity, improve feedback, and deepen insight. At the same time,
he warns that ignoring Al development could marginalize the profession. Harald
Geissler introduces a model where Al acts as a third voice in the coaching dialogue,
offering prompts and structure while preserving ethical coaching standards.

Sandra Diller and Wendy Ann Smith build on this idea of Al as a Third Party in
Coaching, exploring how trust and human-centered values can be maintained when
Al enters the relational space. They argue that ethical reflection must guide the inte-
gration of Al into coaching. Marc Schreiber and Gregor Jenny offer a narrative-
based contribution around Social Constructionist Counselling, describing a platform
where generative Al serves as a reflective companion for career identity work. Al in
this setting acts as a sparring partner, not a solution provider—encouraging meaning-
making without undermining autonomy.

In the third section, Al used for training and supervisory purposes, the authors
examine how Al can support professional development in coaching and leadership.
Olivier Malafronte’s chapter provides a multidisciplinary view of how Al supports
leadership supervision. He outlines both its potential and its limits, particularly
regarding psychological safety. Andrea Giraldez-Hayes and James Bridgeman pres-
ent Ovida, a tool combining video feedback with Al-generated analytics to improve
coach reflection. They highlight both the benefits and emotional challenges of
receiving Al-based feedback, stressing the need for ethical use and reflective
practice.

The final section, Fundamental questions about Al in coaching, addresses deeper
philosophical and normative concerns. Tatiana Bachkirova argues that coaching is
grounded in moral reasoning, presence, and human insight—qualities that Al can-
not reproduce. She warns against a technocratic view of coaching that reduces it to
procedures. David Drake contributes by applying the Five Maturities framework,
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proposing a developmental model that supports coaches and organizations in evolv-
ing alongside Al while safeguarding ethical integrity.

Joel Di Girolamo reinforces this call for guidance. He advocates for clear stan-
dards, transparency, and professional responsibility in the use of Al systems. His
contribution stresses that widespread adoption must be accompanied by education
and ethical oversight. Concluding the section, Adina Tarry offers a broader systemic
perspective. She argues that coaches need to engage actively with technological
transformation—not only to stay relevant, but also to shape it in ways that uphold
human agency and learning.

Taken together, these chapters suggest that Al is neither an existential threat nor
aready-made solution for coaching. Rather, it is a complex and evolving set of tools
and systems whose impact depends on how thoughtfully and ethically they are
implemented. This book invites readers—whether practitioners, educators, or
researchers—to develop informed, critical, and creative responses to coaching in
the age of Al

1.4 What Do We Hope to Achieve with This Book?

With this book, we want to contribute to the discussion on how coaching and Al can
be brought into a meaningful relationship. To this end, we provide insight into vari-
ous positions, current research findings, and essayistic perspectives. Overall, our
aim is to provide readers interested in this topic with a basis for developing their
own differentiated positions on the subject of coaching and AI. We wish you every
success in reading this book.
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Chapter 2 ®
Navigating Bias and Ethics in Practical e
Applications

Rebecca Rutschmann

Abstract Al-driven chatbots functioning as coaching tools are no longer hypo-
thetical; they have arrived and are actively reshaping the profession. This raises
important questions not only about what coaching actually means to those applying
Al in coaching or Al coaching companions on a broader scale, but also about their
scope, ethical implications, and potential biases. This chapter critically examines
the role of chatbots in coaching, considering their benefits and limitations with
regard to coaching applications as understood by professional coaching bodies. The
discussion draws on real-world applications and empirical findings to assess
Al-assisted coaching in practice, covering both Al in coaching (Al used to enhance
human coaching) and AI coaching (Al applied to substitute human coaching). Key
considerations include user trust, chatbot adaptability, and the limitations of
Al-generated coaching responses. Additionally, the chapter explores when chatbots
best function as standalone coaching tools and when they are best suited to comple-
ment human-led coaching engagements. A dedicated section examines bias in large
language models (LLMs) and its implications for Al-driven coaching conversations.
Drawing on ethical frameworks such as UNESCO’s Al Ethics Guidelines and the
Global Code of Ethics in Coaching, Mentoring, and Supervision, this chapter
explores strategies for possible mitigation of bias and strategies to align Al conver-
sations to make them safe to use for the client, ensuring Al-driven coaching aligns
with principles of integrity, respect for diversity, transparency, and human oversight.
Ultimately, this chapter argues that while chatbot-based coaching offers significant
opportunities, it must be developed and implemented within strong ethical guard-
rails. Responsible Al coaching and Al in coaching requires continuous oversight,
transparency, and a commitment to create safe environments for both client and
coach. Looking ahead, a robust ethical framework will be essential to maintaining
coaching as a profession that prioritizes a human-centered approach, confidential-
ity, and trust.
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2.1 Introduction

The rapid evolution of Al coaching tools has shifted the boundaries of what coach-
ing can be. Today, AI companions not only support human coaches but also in some
cases function autonomously, guiding clients through structured conversations.
Based on this growing presence in the coaching space challenges traditional assump-
tions about what defines coaching, raising questions about ethics, trust, and profes-
sional standards.

This chapter focuses on the ethical dimensions and potential biases inherent in
Al-driven coaching, with particular attention to large language models. It examines
how these technologies can expand access while also introducing new complexities
that must be navigated with care.

2.2 Al (in) Coaching: Applications, Capabilities,
and Limitations

The integration of Al technologies into coaching has been accelerated by advance-
ments in natural language processing over the last decades and even more through
the broad availability of Large Language Models such as ChatGPT by OpenAl since
their first launch to the public in 2022. While Al-empowered applications have sup-
ported coaches in various capacities for some time, modern autonomous Al
Coaching has now reached a level of remarkable human-like responses that can
engage in extended conversations, mirror human empathy, and even adapt to differ-
ent communication styles.

2.2.1 Applications of Al in Coaching

As outlined in the ICF Al Coaching Framework (2024), coaching applications can
be distinguished between “coach assisting applications” and “coaching service
applications.” Based on experience teaching Al literacy to coaches, mentors, and
learning professionals, we can further categorize these applications into more spe-
cific use cases:
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Al Coaching: The use of Al systems to deliver coaching conversations, either as
a complement to human-led coaching or as a fully autonomous and independent
coaching solution. Al in Coaching: The use of Al systems enhancing the coaching
process between coach and coachee.

2.3 Alin Coaching: Enhancing Human-to-Human Coaching

Al in Coaching refers to the integration of Al tools to assist human coaches, includ-
ing ideation, content creation, session analysis, and learning path design. These
tools mainly enhance human coaching into:

Ideation & Innovation: Using Al for strategic positioning, creating business
strategies, new signature programs, innovating on products and services, and chal-
lenging the status quo. Human coaches can leverage Al to expand their creative
thinking and offer clients fresh perspectives.

Content Creation: Using Al to develop brand voice, brand design, ghostwrite
emails, messages, articles, newsletters, and other text-based content, as well as cre-
ating images, videos and other visual and audio content to support coaching
programs.

Meeting Assistants & Insights: Using Al to analyze data from coaching ses-
sion transcripts, emails, messages, assessments, etc., to generate insights about
clients’ situations and development, helping coaches design personalized learn-
ing paths.

Session Support: Deploying Al as a session assistant for further ideation
around client topics, generating visual representations of client situations, or creat-
ing soothing background sounds and music that reflect certain themes during
sessions.

2.4 Al Coaching: Interactive Conversational Companions
& Agents

These applications function more independently in the coaching role delivering
actual Al-driven coaching conversations, either as a complement to human-led
coaching or as a fully autonomous and independent coaching solution:

AI Coaching Assistants: Al systems that support specific coaching functions
such as onboarding, session preparation, follow-up assistance, and role-play prac-
tice. These tools operate with limited autonomy within clearly defined parameters.

Al Coach: Fully autonomous Al-powered coaching companions that can address
specific topics by integrating different coaching approaches, interventions, and
techniques, mirroring human coaching methodologies.
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2.4.1 Empirical Findings on AI Coaching Effectiveness

Research on Al coaching effectiveness still remains limited but promising and is
growing strongly. Terblanche et al. (2022) found that while human coaches outper-
form Al systems, the margin was smaller than expected. Participants working with
Al coaches reported significant progress toward their goals, suggesting Al systems
can facilitate meaningful development.

The gap appears most pronounced in areas requiring emotional intelligence, cul-
tural nuance, and detection of subtle cues. For goal-setting, accountability, and
structured reflection, Al coaches demonstrated stronger capabilities. Interestingly,
Malafronte and Loufrani-Fedida (2023) found some clients reported being more
candid with Al systems than with human coaches about sensitive topics, echoing
findings from Lucas et al. (2014) about reduced fear of judgment with Al systems.

Kouros and Papa’s study (2024) reveals users often form emotional attachments
to Al companions, viewing them as safe spaces for identity exploration. This raises
important questions about whether such interactions constitute genuine coaching
relationships. They found that “Al companions provide a safe space for self-
expression and identity exploration, often without fear of judgment, offering a back-
stage setting in Goffmanian terms.” This aligns with coaching’s aim to create
psychologically safe environments for personal development. But what does this
mean for the future of human coaching?

2.4.2 Capabilities and Limitations

In the “Communicating Effectively” domain of coaching competencies, Al chatbots
excel at linguistic analysis and can maintain perfect recall of previous conversa-
tions, but struggle with subtle emotional cues and contextual understanding that
aren’t explicitly verbalized. In the “Cultivating Learning” domain, Al can system-
atically track progress and reinforce insights but lacks the creative intuition and
adaptive presence that human coaches bring to transformational learning
(International Coaching Federation, 2024).

Several technical limitations constrain Al coaching effectiveness. The “halluci-
nation problem”—where Al systems generate plausible but incorrect information—
remains a concern in coaching contexts where factual accuracy matters (Sun et al.,
2024). Additionally, AT’s pattern-matching approach to conversation fails to capture
the nuanced understanding of complex human situations, particularly when these
involve cultural contexts, organizational dynamics, or interpersonal relationships
not explicitly stated.

Perhaps most significantly, Al systems lack genuine empathy and moral agency—
qualities central to traditional coaching relationships. While they can simulate
empathetic responses based on pattern recognition, they cannot experience the
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emotional resonance that allows skilled human coaches to connect with clients at a
deeper level.

2.4.3 User Experiences and Expectations

Research shows mixed user experiences with Al coaching. Many appreciate the
accessibility, 24/7 availability, and non-judgmental nature of Al interactions, while
others note limitations in depth and personalization (Laestadius et al., 2022). Users
with realistic expectations about Al capabilities generally report more positive
experiences than those expecting human-equivalent coaching (Malafronte &
Loufrani-Fedida, 2023).

The limitations of Al coaching raise important questions about how these sys-
tems should be positioned, as standalone coaching solutions or as complements to
human coaching. A complementary approach recognizes the unique strengths of
both Al and human coaches, leveraging Al for consistency, unlimited availability,
and freedom from judgment, while human coaches provide genuine empathy, intui-
tive understanding, and creative adaptation to complex situations.

As the EMCC Ethics Guidance (2023) suggests, technology and Al “can provide
solutions which, when implemented well, can enable the wider use of coaching,
mentoring, and supervision,” highlighting a view of Al as expanding coaching prac-
tice rather than simply replacing human coaches.

These mixed experiences highlight the importance of positioning Al coaching
tools thoughtfully within the coaching ecosystem. Understanding where Al excels
and where it falls short sets the stage for a deeper examination of the underlying
biases that shape Al-driven coaching interactions—and the ethical considerations
necessary to address them effectively.

2.4.4 Bias in Large Language Models (LLMs) and Its
Implications for Al-driven Coaching

Bias in large language models (LLMs), like ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, Mistral,
Llama and many others, is not a theoretical problem; it’s an embedded feature of
how these systems are trained and operate. Since LLMs are trained on vast datas-
ets scraped from the internet, including books, social media networks, forums,
and academic content, they inevitably reflect the dominant views, cultural assump-
tions, and exclusions present in that data. But this is not the only bias we need to
look at.

Bias in Al in Coaching can appear in several forms. LLMs powering Al chatbots
face various forms of bias that can impact coaching conversations. Liu (2024)
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categorizes these biases as stemming from training data quality, algorithm design,
and user interaction dynamics:

2.4.4.1 Data Bias

Since LLMs are trained on large-scale, publicly available data—much of which
reflects dominant cultural norms—they absorb and reproduce those perspectives.
This affects the kinds of values, metaphors, and assumptions embedded in coaching
conversations, such as individualistic approaches to success or standardized views
on emotional expression.

2.4.4.2 Algorithm Bias

Beyond the training phase, models are fine-tuned and aligned by developers to
behave in ways deemed “safe,” “helpful,” or “appropriate.” These judgments are
made by human teams who bring their own cultural backgrounds, values, and blind
spots into the process. If the development team is not diverse, or if the alignment
process lacks ethical oversight, these biases can become reinforced at a struc-
tural level.

2.4.4.3 Interaction Bias

LLM:s interpret user input through attention mechanisms that weigh some words or
phrases more heavily than others in shaping responses. This means the structure,
tone, and vocabulary of a user’s message can significantly influence the quality and
depth of the AI’s reply. Users with more aligned linguistic styles, such as fluent,
confident, or culturally dominant language, may receive more coherent or support-
ive coaching input. Conversely, those who use less common phrasing, indirect
speech, or non-standard grammar may experience less relevant or even dismissive
responses. Studies have shown that attention mechanisms can amplify biases already
present in the training data by overemphasizing dominant patterns and underrepre-
senting marginal ones (Bommasani et al., 2021; Vaswani et al., 2017). In a coaching
context, this dynamic can subtly reproduce power imbalances or exclude non-
dominant perspectives.

These biases matter because coaching relies on fairness, inclusion, and the abil-
ity to challenge unhelpful assumptions. If an Al coaching tool subtly reinforces
stereotypes or fails to recognize the coachee’s context, it can do harm while appear-
ing helpful. For example, in a career reflection prompt, an Al might inadvertently
suggest leadership paths that align with gendered expectations present in its train-
ing data.
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2.5 The Black Box Problem

Al-driven coaching chatbots often operate as “black boxes,” meaning their internal
decision-making processes are opaque even to their developers (IBM, 2024; Rudin,
2019). This lack of transparency complicates efforts to identify and mitigate biases,
validate outputs, or explain recommendations to users (Molnar, 2020). For instance,
an Al coach might generate culturally insensitive feedback due to hidden biases in
its training data, but the complexity of neural networks makes tracing the root cause
nearly impossible (Leverege, 2025). The so-called Clever Hans effect—where mod-
els arrive at correct conclusions for flawed or spurious reasons—is particularly risky
in coaching, as chatbots might mimic effective human coaching patterns without
understanding their contextual nuances (IBM, 2024).

2.6 Ethical Frameworks and How to Identify Technologies
“Safe to Use” in Coaching

In the coaching field, bias and intransparency is not just a technical glitch; it strikes
at the heart of the profession’s ethical commitments. Coaching frameworks empha-
size respect for individual uniqueness, non-discrimination, and sensitivity to power
dynamics. Any system that claims to replicate or support coaching must be held to
the same standard.

To address this, developers and deploying organizations must invest in bias miti-
gation strategies: diverse and inclusive training data, regular auditing, clear limita-
tions in user interfaces, and human supervision. Without these safeguards, Al-driven
coaching runs the risk of reinforcing the very barriers that coaching aims to
dismantle.

Several ethical frameworks guide responsible AI coaching development
(Fig. 2.1). UNESCO’s Al Ethics Guidelines (2021) emphasize human rights, fair-
ness, transparency, and oversight.

All these frameworks emphasize transparency, bias mitigation, privacy, and
accountability, which are critical for the responsible development and deployment
of Al-driven coaching tools. The UNESCO recommendation, in particular, provides
a globally endorsed, actionable foundation for ethical Al in sensitive domains such
as coaching.

Meanwhile, we can also draw from industry frameworks already in place such as
the Global Code of Ethics for Coaches, Mentors and Supervisors (EMCC, 2016),
which outlines principles including integrity and respecting diversity. Building on
this, the EMCC Global Ethics Guidance for Technology and Al (2023) specifically
addresses transparency, confidentiality, and prioritization of client interests for
those providing coaching services through technology.

Privacy and confidentiality, at the very heart of every coaching code of ethics,
present unique challenges in AI coaching. Unlike human coaches bound by
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Summary Table: Key Ethical Frameworks for Responsible Al Coaching

Framework/Guideline Key Principles/Features Relevance to Al Coaching
UNESCO Human rights, do no harm, privacy, Globally recognized, holistic,
Recommendation on the transparency, accountability, actionable; ensures Al coaching is
Ethics of Al inclusiveness, sustainability, multi- human-centered, fair, transparent,

stakeholder participation and accountable
IEEE Ethically Human rights, well-being, accountability, Industry standard for ethical Al;
Aligned Design transparency, privacy supports robust, safe, and

explainable Al coaching

EU Trustworthy Al Human agency, robustness, privacy, Widely adopted in policy and
Guidelines fairness, accountability practice; comprehensive checklist

for ethical Al coaching

General Responsible Al Fairness, transparency, accountability, Adaptable to specific coaching
Principles privacy, continuous review contexts; encourages ongoing

improvement and oversight

Fig. 2.1 Summary of ethical frameworks for responsible Al coaching (generated by the author
with Claude.ai)

professional ethics, Al systems typically store and process conversation data—this
is part of their existence.

The ICF AI Coaching Standards (2024) address these concerns by requiring sys-
tems to inform clients about data management practices and obtain explicit consent
for data processing. Thus, most of what they refer to is already well regulated
through Key Ethical Frameworks on Responsible Al and Software Certification
Standards such as ISO. The other part is how it matches their competency frame-
work, which is more a part of the discussion of who actually owns how coaching is
defined.

The most relevant and up-to-date ISO standard to consider when looking for
safe technology to use in Coaching is ISO/IEC 42001:2023IEC certifying software
and especially Al-driven coaching applications against ethical, responsible, and
transparent development practices. This standard specifically mandates risk assess-
ment for bias, privacy, and societal impact, aligning with global ethical frameworks
such as UNESCO, IEEE, and the EU Al guidelines. In the United States, the most
relevant standards for software—especially Al-driven coaching tools that may han-
dle sensitive data—are HIPAA and SOC 2 (not “SOCK?”), but they are nowhere near
as protective with regard to user data handling as ISO.

To comply with the Global Coaching Code of Ethics, we should always aim for
the highest possible standard protecting user data, which are both the client and
coach data. Thus, looking out for certification to ISO/IEC 42001 signals to clients,
regulators, and partners that the Al system you are using, including Al coaching
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chatbots, meets the highest standards for ethical and responsible development and
deployment.

2.7 Conclusion

Al-driven chatbots and AI companions are already influencing coaching practices,
offering scalable support and new tools for reflection. Yet, the promise of accessibil-
ity must not obscure the ethical and relational complexities these tools introduce.
This chapter has argued that coaching chatbots, while useful in structured or low-
risk contexts, cannot replace the human depth, presence, and adaptive intelligence
that define coaching as a profession.

As large language models shape more coaching interactions, the risks of embed-
ded bias, lack of transparency, and erosion of trust grow. The very mechanisms that
make these tools appear “intelligent” can mask normative assumptions and rein-
force exclusion, especially when development lacks diverse perspectives and ethical
guardrails.

The Manifesto for Al in Coaching, released on 30th April 2025 by the Viva la
Coaching Academy (Viva la Coaching, 2025), provides a values and principles-
based foundation for moving forward. Its emphasis on ethical integrity, human dig-
nity, and client empowerment sets the standard for how Al should be integrated into
coaching. Principles like informed consent, bias mitigation, and human oversight
are not optional; they are necessary preconditions for any responsible Al application
in this field.

The path forward requires more than regulation or design fixes. It calls for col-
lective leadership, transparent practices, and a commitment to continuous learning.
As Al becomes more capable, the coaching community must shape its development,
not just react to it, to ensure that human flourishing remains at the center. Therefore,
we need to understand how Al in Coaching works and is applied in order to make
informed decisions for the well-being of Al users.

By addressing this thoughtfully and adhering to strong ethical principles, we can
work toward a future where Al enhances coaching practice while maintaining the
profession’s commitment to human dignity, growth, and ethical integrity.
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Chapter 3 ®
Building Relationships with AI Coaches: e
Insights from Chatbot Coaching Research

Vanessa Mai and Anja Richert

Abstract This chapter explores the potential of chatbot-based coaching to foster
meaningful relationships between coach and coachee. Drawing on an interdisci-
plinary research project at the intersection of human—machine interaction and
coaching effectiveness research, it investigates what conversational strategies
help establish a trustful relationship—defined through rapport, working alliance,
and social presence—between humans and machines. Through a design-based
research approach, key relational elements such as coachbot self-disclosure,
empathic feedback, and generative Al’s paraphrasing capabilities were found to
enhance users’ perception of social presence and strengthen the working alliance.
Practical recommendations address both structural and linguistic dimensions of
coaching chatbot interaction, while also underscoring ethical considerations and
design implications for generative Al. The findings offer guidance for the respon-
sible integration of Al in coaching contexts. The chapter concludes with future-
oriented theses on the role of Al-based chatbots in coaching and highlights
emerging research avenues.

Keywords Chatbots - Chatbot coaching - Al-based coaching - Working alliance -
Rapport - Social presence - Self-disclosure - Empathy - Ethics in Al coaching -
Students

3.1 Introduction: Exploring the Foundations of Relationship
Building in AI Coaching

Professionals frequently face emotionally demanding situations—important pre-
sentations, critical decisions, or evaluations—prompting organizations to seek tools
that foster self-reflection and solution-focused thinking. Al-based technologies like
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coaching chatbots offer low-threshold access to self-coaching in a confidential, non-
judgmental space (Gramann & Schermuly, 2021; Terblanche, 2020). In academic
contexts, they support students in addressing challenges like exam anxiety without
fear of stigma (Lee et al., 2020). When individual coaching isn’t scalable, such tools
complement traditional support systems. Many low-threshold coaching models and
interventions can already be implemented in chatbots, enabling fully digital coach-
ing processes (GraBmann & Schermuly, 2021; Mai & Rutschmann, 2023;
Terblanche, 2020). Coaching chatbots are categorized as digital self-coaching tools
(Kanatouri, 2020).

Despite rapid advancements in text-based generative Al, large language models
(LLMs), and chatbot interfaces like ChatGPT, research on relationship building in
Al coaching remains limited (GraBmann & Schermuly, 2021). While existing stud-
ies show user acceptance depends on perceived clarity and benefit (Terblanche &
Cilliers, 2020), and chatbot therapy has shown promise (e.g., Fitzpatrick et al.,
2017), further exploration is needed. This article draws on Mai’s (2024) disserta-
tion, which examined coaching interactions between chatbots and students, with a
focus on relationship-building factors in the coaching process.

3.1.1 Key Factors in Chatbot Coaching: Relationship Building

A trusting working alliance is considered essential for coaching success. Drawing
from Bordin’s (1979) model, this therapeutic alliance is defined by three compo-
nents: agreement on goals, clarity of tasks, and a bond characterized by trust and
appreciation. Numerous studies confirm the link between a strong working alliance
and coaching effectiveness (e.g., GraBmann et al., 2020). However, whether such an
alliance can also form in chatbot coaching is still under active investigation. The
bond component of the alliance aligns with the concept of rapport (Sharpley, 1997).
Originally from psychology, rapport refers to a sense of trust and connection. Leach
(2005) suggests that rapport, therapeutic alliance, and therapeutic relationship can
be used interchangeably to describe this connection.

Rapport in human—machine contexts, often termed “virtual rapport,” refers to
feelings of harmony, synchronicity, and ease during interaction. Current research
investigates how dialog systems must be designed to foster such rapport (e.g.,
Gratch et al., 2007; Huang et al., 2011). Additionally, other concepts for studying
relationship building in human—machine interactions focus on low-threshold aspects
of interaction, such as social presence—the extent to which a conversation with a
machine feels natural and responsive (Harms & Biocca, 2004).



3 Building Relationships with AI Coaches: Insights from Chatbot Coaching Research 27

3.1.2 Key Factors in Chatbot Coaching:
Relationship-Building Strategies

Research on relationship-building factors in chatbot coaching is still limited.
Therefore, insights from human-to-human coaching and human-machine interac-
tion are valuable: What conversational strategies help establish a trustful relation-
ship/rapport between humans and machines—conceptualized through the
interrelated constructs of working alliance and social presence?

A key verbal factor is self-disclosure. It describes “verbal behaviour, through
which individuals truthfully, sincerely and intentionally communicate novel,
ordinarily private information about themselves to one or more addressees”
(Fisher, 1984, p. 278). In psychotherapy, self-disclosure supports deeper under-
standing and trust. It can take various forms, including facts, feelings, strategies,
or immediacy (Knox & Hill, 2003) and does not always require revealing private
details—authenticity alone can suffice. In human-machine interaction, studies
show that a machine’s self-disclosure can enhance rapport-related outcomes like
copresence, trust, and relationship quality (e.g., Kang & Gratch, 2011; Lee
et al., 2020).

Empathy is another key factor. While understudied in chatbot coaching, findings
suggest that empathetic responses improve user experience. E.g., empathetic chat-
bots in health contexts are preferred over emotionally neutral ones (Liu & Sundar,
2018), and emotional intelligence—such as empathy—positively impacts
relationship-building (Chaves & Gerosa, 2021).

3.1.3 Supporting Exam Anxiety: Development
of the StudiCoachBot

To investigate the research question: what conversational strategies help establish a
trustful relationship between humans and machines, a text-based coaching chatbot
was designed. The StudiCoachBot @TH Koln is grounded in systemic coaching—a
resource- and solution-oriented approach—and supports students’ self-reflection on
learning and work strategies, using exam anxiety as a use case (www.th-koeln.de/
studicoachbot). The coachbot and coachee collaboratively define concerns and
goals, forming the basis for structured interventions with open-ended, reflective
prompts to encourage self-reflection. The system is based on the Conversational Al
Rasa and has been integrating generative Al and LLMs since 2023 to enable more
natural interactions.

At the time of development, few systematic guidelines for effective conversation
design were available (e.g., Diederich et al., 2022). However, key design principles
include transparent onboarding—clarifying goals, tasks, and limitations—and a
consistent, credible chatbot personality (Diederich et al., 2022). Additionally,
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natural and intuitive dialog flow, including user guidance and handling of unex-
pected inputs, is critical for user engagement.

3.1.4 Experimental Investigation
of Relationship-Building Factors

A design-based research approach was adopted to explore relationship building
in chatbot coaching, combining application- and knowledge-oriented inquiry. In
Phase 1, literature from coaching and human—machine interaction was analyzed
to identify relevant relational factors. In Phase 2, these were operationalized
into guidelines and tested in iterative experimental cycles using a mixed-
methods approach—including qualitative, quantitative, and psychophysiologi-
cal measures.

Iteration 1 focused on concept development and validation of the StudiCoachBot
through a Wizard-of-Oz study (Mai et al., 2021). An experimental study with 201
participants examined the impact of coachbot self-disclosure on working alliance
using standardized measures (Mai et al., 2022). Iteration 2 involved a 10-week field
study (N = 242) with a second coachbot prototype (Mai et al., 2023), followed by an
experiment (N = 284) testing additional factors—such as the coachbot’s empathic
responses—on rapport (measured via working alliance and social presence. Iteration
3 advanced evaluation methods and coachbot capabilities: In Iteration 3.1, the
impact of a coachbot’s self-disclosure on the working alliance was examined using
psychophysiological metrics (electrodermal activity, EDA, and heart rate variabil-
ity, HRV) in an explorative study with 20 participants (Mai et al., 2024). Iteration
3.2 focused on advancing the coaching chatbot by integrating generative Al. A
hybrid chatbot was developed to implement paraphrasing as a coaching technique
and its effect on rapport (measured via working alliance and social presence) was
examined in a comparative study with 83 participants (Bauer et al., 2026). As part
of this proof of concept, the study also tested the integration of two large language
models (LLaMA?2 and GPT-4) to assess their influence on relationship quality—
conducted during the early public adoption phase of generative Al.

A final phase synthesized findings on effective relationship-building strategies
and evaluated their transferability to future research and practice. Across all studies,
self-disclosure and empathy were systematically varied. For example, in the self-
disclosure condition, the coachbot shared relatable exam-anxiety experiences from
its own “perspective” (e.g., delays during updates), while empathetic responses
acknowledged user input (e.g., “Thank you for your openness”). An example reads:
“Did you know that sometimes you can tell that I’'m nervous, even though I'm a
machine? My developers notice this before updates, as I sometimes take a little
longer to respond. What do you think? Do others sometimes notice when you are
nervous before exams?”
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3.2 Results: Relationship Building in Chatbot Coaching
Is Possible

The results show that rapport building (measured via working alliance and social
presence inventories) is possible in chatbot coaching (Mai, 2024): (1) Iteration 2.2
showed with statistical significance that—at least in terms of social presence—self-
disclosure of a coaching chatbot leads to stronger rapport than when a coachbot
does not disclose any information. Significant differences were found in the
Perceived Affective Understanding (PAU) subscale (F(2.278) =21.98; p = 1.35E-9;
p <0.001). With a mean value of M = 3.43 (SD =.79), the self-disclosure chatbot
has a significantly higher PAU than the no-disclosure chatbot with M = 2.74
(SD =.73).

(2) In iteration 2.2, it was furthermore shown with statistical significance that
empathic reactions of a coachbot lead to more social presence than no empathic
reactions. Significant differences were found in the Perceived Message
Understanding (PMU) subscale (W = 12,004; p = 0.0049; p < 0.005). With a mean
value of M = 4.1 (SD = .62), the empathy chatbot showed significantly higher PMU
than the chatbot that did not show empathy (M = 3.86, SD = .76). Iteration 2.2 also
showed a relationship-building effect of a self-disclosure coachbot that shows
empathy, in terms of the perception of social presence. Significant differences were
found in the PMU subscale of social presence (X2(5) = 18.349; p = 0.0025;
p < 0.005). The self-disclosure chatbot, which showed empathy, had a significantly
higher mean (M = 4.15, SD = .62) than the self-disclosure chatbot, which did not
show empathy (M = 3.7, SD =.78).

Finally, (3) in iteration 3.2, statistically significant differences in relationship
building between different LLMs (GPT-4 and Llama2) were measured. The imple-
mentation of the LLM GPT-4 compared to the LLM Llama2 leads to a higher per-
ception of social presence (Bauer et al., 2026). Here, both subscales showed
significant differences in PMU (X2(2) =20.213; p = 4.08E-05; p < 0.001) and PAU
(X2(2) =8.2592; p = 0.01609; p < 0.05). The direction of this significance could be
determined based on the mean values of the two subscales. On the PMU subscale,
the experimental group with GPT-4 (M = 4.19, SD = 0.87) achieved a higher value
than the experimental group with Llama2 (M = 3.08, SD = 0.94). Similarly, GPT-4
(M = 3.13, SD = 0.53) achieved a higher mean value on the PAU subscale than
Llama2 (M = 2.62, SD = 0.77). The results from the psychophysiological measure-
ments were not significant (Iteration 3.1), but showed potential for future studies
(Mai et al., 2023).

A comparison of the results of the experimental studies across all three itera-
tions revealed differences in the strength of the working alliance: Compared to
iteration 1, the values of the working alliance increased significantly in iterations 2
and 3. In iterations 2 and 3, the StudiCoachBot showed mean values in the bonding
subscale of M = 3.63 (SD = .57) compared to M = 2.73 (SD = 1.21) in iteration 1
(on a five-point Likert-scale). Thus, cautious positive statements can be made
about the effectiveness of chatbot coaching for students and can be integrated into
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the existing literature on the effectiveness of chatbots in other domains such as
therapy and health care (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017) and social chatbots (Skjuve
et al., 2022).

3.3 Contribution to the Ethical and Responsible Use
of AI-Based Coaching: Four Concrete Conclusions
for Practical Application

Coaching chatbots are still at the beginning of their potential applications. The digi-
tal coaching market is evolving rapidly, and blended or hybrid coaching will con-
tinue to grow (Clutterbuck, 2022; Terblanche, 2024). Al-based coaching will
support and complement human-to-human coaching in various ways and at differ-
ent levels. Therefore, ongoing scientific research on these developments is crucial.
The research presented here by Mai (2024) contributes to this by exploring the
opportunities and limitations of Al-based systems in emotionally sensitive areas
such as coaching. It examines where human coaches and coaching chatbots can col-
laborate as hybrid teams, where a coaching chatbot may be more helpful than a
human may, and where human coaches remain indispensable. It also explores how
generative Al can be used responsibly, incorporating the ethical dimension of chat-
bot coaching. The results provide recommendations for research and practice. These
are aimed at chatbot designers, developers, researchers, and experts in coaching and
counseling. This contribution concludes with four concrete recommendations for
the development and use of Al-based coaching chatbots.

3.3.1 Hybrid Chatbots to Manage Hallucinations

The lack of consistency and reliability in LLM-generated responses (so-called “hal-
lucinations”) remains a significant challenge, even with advancing technology. In
the research project, it was demonstrated through a proof of concept that developing
a hybrid chatbot appears to be a promising approach to addressing these challenges.
Such hybrid chatbots consist of rule-based/scripted, and Al-based elements. This
allows better control over the conversation flow and ensures the quality and reli-
ability of responses. E.g., user messages are handed off to a Dialog Management
that acts as initial gatekeeper, ensuring incoming messages are filtered and anony-
mized before reaching the generative part of the architecture. In addition, in this
rule-based stage, the conversation flow can be altered. E.g., a limit for follow-up
questions for a conversation can be set. Hybrid chatbots also offer better data pro-
tection than purely generative Al (Bauer et al., 2026).
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3.3.2 Effective Conversation Design and Prompting

The research presented here by Mai (2024) has shown that chatbot design should
include clear expectation management and a consistent chatbot concept for users
to perceive coaching chatbots as helpful. During onboarding, the chatbot should
clearly communicate its goals, tasks, limitations, as well as safety and privacy
considerations. Concrete recommendations for conversation design can be derived
from the studies on both structural and linguistic levels: varying between click-
and text-based interactions, text and images, as well as information and self-
reflection, can make chatbot coaching more engaging (Mai et al., 2022a). On the
linguistic level, self-disclosure statements should be integrated, and empathetic
chatbot responses should be incorporated (Mai et al., 2022b).

Furthermore, Mai (2024) highlights the importance of proper prompting.
Defining role, context, task, and conversation strategies has significant intersections
with the “classic” conversation design. This means that the conversation design
must be expanded to include elements of prompting. It also underscores that conver-
sation design and prompting are crucial aspects of chatbot development.

3.3.3 Shared Responsibility and Al Literacy

The increased use of generative Al across various societal domains raises questions
about responsibility for content and expectation management. By examining initial
use cases of chatbot coaching in universities, we provide recommendations for dif-
ferent stakeholders on the responsible integration of Al in coaching.

For human coaches and coachees, this requires something like Al Literacy,
meaning the willingness to engage with new technologies as well as the competence
to explore potentials and limits and weigh their own usage possibilities. In this pro-
cess, researchers and experts can support with knowledge and discourse offerings.
Universities and coaching associations are called upon to responsibly and openly
accompany and moderate these discourses and to provide guidance. This can be
done through the organization of conferences and symposia or the discussion and
development of standards. Providers and companies are called upon to address ethi-
cal and legal aspects. Their task is to develop something like Al Leadership, mean-
ing the ability to use Al as a strategic tool to transform an organization. This requires
both technological understanding and consideration of strategic and ethical aspects.
In the field of education, the relationship between learners and teachers will con-
tinue to change, particularly for schools and universities. Lecturers are expected to
take on a role as informed experts regarding the use of Al in general and (coaching)
chatbots in particular.
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3.3.4 Understanding Social Impact and Coaching Redefinition

As part of the research on relationship building in chatbot coaching, statements can
also be made about typical processes and interaction patterns in Al-based coaching:
Which topics are addressed? Where are there similarities or differences to human-
to-human coaching? This contributes to the refinement of the coaching concept (in
human-to-human coaching) in relation to the concept of Al-based coaching and the
question of how societal communication is changing as a result of the increasing
presence of Al in our everyday and work lives. As one of the first researchers,
Bachkirova offers a decidedly critical perspective on the use of Al in coaching
(Bachkirova & Kemp, 2024).

3.4 Conclusion: Toward Responsible and Relational Al
in Coaching

The research presented here contributes to the responsible integration of generative
Al in education and counseling contexts. The iterative development of a coaching
chatbot demonstrates that well-thought-out conversation design can enhance the
effectiveness of Al-based coaching. This work convincingly addresses key scientific
and societal discussions on the responsible use of generative Al It highlights both
the potential and the risks and offers detailed solutions: Al-based coaching chatbots
can establish low-threshold contact and show their great strength in pattern recogni-
tion. In this area, they are certainly superior to human coaches—as we know from
the use of Al as an assistance system in medical diagnosis. However, today’s
Al-based coaching chatbots cannot (yet) demonstrate anything like empathy and
emotional intelligence. They lack the ability to empathize with the coachee’s emo-
tional state and to create a space. Therefore, Al-based coaching chatbots are cur-
rently not being designed as a human replacement, but rather as a supplement and
support. Blended or hybrid coaching (Kanatouri, 2020) will therefore be the future,
in which Al-based coaching will support and complement human-to-human coach-
ing at various levels and in various ways.
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Chapter 4 )
Exploring Self-Regulation and Self-Access <o
in AI-Based Coaching: The Impact

of the Coaching Relationship

and Self-Disclosure

Christina Miihlberger and Eva Jonas

Abstract While Al-based coaching matches human coaching in goal attainment,
its impact on clients’ self-regulation and self-access—core capacities for self-
development—remains unclear. These abilities have so far only been studied in the
context of human coaching. Thereby, the coach plays a vital role, supporting the
coachee’s self through a strong relationship. This raises an important question: Can
Al-based coaching, which lacks a traditional coaching relationship, still support the
coachee’s self-development effectively? On the one hand, studies suggest that cli-
ents of Al-based coaching mention the absence of personal interaction and report a
lower working alliance compared to clients of human coaching. On the other hand,
research indicates that coachees can form meaningful relationships with AI agents,
benefiting from reduced inhibition and increased self-disclosure due to the non-
judgmental nature of Al This chapter explores the role of Al-based coaching in
fostering proximal outcomes such as goal attainment and, more importantly, in
influencing distal outcomes, including self-regulation and self-access. We address
underlying mechanisms such as the coaching relationship, self-disclosure, and inhi-
bition and present findings from our own studies investigating Al-based coaching.
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4.1 Introduction

The growing influence of artificial intelligence (AI) in the coaching world is
reflected in headlines such as “Al is Changing the Coaching Landscape” (Gopalan,
2022), “The New Era of Coaching with ChatGPT!” (Rutschmann, 2023), or “When
Everyone Gets a Coach: The Al-Powered Revolution in Learning” (Tavis, 2024).
Tools like iThrive and Wysa have made significant progress in enhancing coaching
practices (Kanatouri, 2021). Although skepticism regarding the use of Al in coach-
ing persists, research suggests that coachees are open to engaging with a variety of
Al-driven methodologies—including voice-, text-, script-, and conversation-based
approaches (Passmore et al., 2025). Nonetheless, a central question remains: What
impact can Al-based coaching generate and how does it work? The current chapter
examines the outcomes of Al-based coaching, focusing on the key outcome of self-
regulation and the mechanisms that drive it.

4.1.1 Human- and AI-Based Coaching

Coaching is recognized as a method for supporting individuals in achieving goals
across professional, organizational, and personal contexts (e.g., Sonesh et al., 2015).
When entering a coaching relationship, the coach consistently supports clients in
clarifying and working toward self-congruent goals, i.e., goals aligned with the indi-
vidual’s self (Greif, 2022). This focus on the self is often emphasized in coaching
definitions. For instance, coaching is described as a process of self-reflection that
enhances the achievement of self-congruent goals, self-change, and self-development
(Greif, 2022). Some mention that coaching stimulates self-awareness (Passmore &
Fillery-Travis, 2011) and others speak of coaching, developing self-regulatory skills
to support continuous self-directed learning and personal growth (Grant, 2012).
Even if the terms used differ, all of these coaching definitions convey the same core
idea: In coaching, coachees become aware of their self and discover it. They set and
pursue self-congruent goals to support their personal development. Therefore, they
are deeply engaged with their sense of self throughout the coaching process.

Meta-analyses on coaching have shown that coaching with human coaches is
effective (Burt & Talati, 2017; De Haan & Nilsson, 2023; De Meuse et al., 2009;
Jones et al., 2016; Nicolau et al., 2023; Sonesh et al., 2015; Theeboom et al., 2014;
Wang et al., 2022). Goal attainment and satisfaction often emerge alongside self-
efficacy as key proximal indicators of coaching success. Distal outcomes that have
been investigated in human coaching include career satisfaction, stress management
and well-being, work-life balance, life satisfaction, self-development, and self-reg-
ulation (Greif & Jonas, 2021).

Al coaching refers to coaching delivered by a computer instead of a human coach.
An Al coachbot generates responses either by following a predetermined script or via
large language models (Passmore & Diller, 2024). In this chapter, Al-based coaching
includes both spoken and text-based interactions with such systems. As empirical
research on Al-based coaching is still in its infancy, only a limited number of studies
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have examined its effectiveness. One such study by Terblanche et al. (2022) used a
chatbot designed to support goal achievement and found that, over ten months, indi-
viduals coached by Al achieved goal levels comparable to those coached by humans.
Despite these promising results, evidence on other outcomes—especially those with
benefits beyond immediate satisfaction or goal attainment—is scarce. There is one
study where banking employees reported increased self-resilience after they engaged
with a coaching chatbot for eight weeks. This was evidenced by increased expressions
of hope, positivity, and motivation (Ellis-Brush, 2021). In this study, Al-based coach-
ing appeared to affect the self in some way. An interview study with nine graduate
employees who used a goal-attainment Al chatbot coach over a four-week period to
help with their career goals revealed that the chatbot encouraged reflection on their
personal development, thereby strengthening their self-awareness (Terblanche & Tau,
2025). Nevertheless, further research is needed to examine such distal outcomes.

Previous research has suggested that self-regulation, an ego-powering compe-
tence enabling individuals to set and pursue self-congruent goals with flexibility and
prudence (Baumann & Kuhl, 2021), is a particularly important distal outcome in
human coaching (Miihlberger et al., 2024a).

4.1.2 Self-Regulation and Self-Access

According to the Theory of Personality Systems Interactions (PSI; Kuhl, 2001), the
self is “a complex knowledge structure comprising personal traits, needs, emotions,
and values, integrating positive and negative self-representations” (Quirin & Kuhl,
2018, p. 1). It is rooted in the Extension Memory (EM), an unconscious system that
stores personal experiences, needs, values, and strengths, and fosters serenity by
making these resources accessible. The EM, along with three other affect-regulated
functional systems, shapes how a person perceives the world, guides their behavior,
and influences their emotional state (Fig. 4.1). The Object Recognition System
(ORS) processes discrepancies and anxiety; the Intuitive Behavioral Control (IBC)
supports spontaneous action under positive affect; and the Intention Memory (IM)
enables planned action in a low-emotion, focused state.

Self-regulation draws its impulses from the EM and interacts with the other three
systems. When individuals act in a self-regulated manner, they strive toward goals
that align with their core self, a self that considers and integrates both their own and
others’ needs, emotions, and values (Baumann & Kuhl, 2021). Self-regulated indi-
viduals plan and act in accordance with their motives and values, identify with their
goals, and perceive them as self-chosen (self-determination). To pursue these goals
effectively, they require motivation fueled by positive affect, which provides the
energy necessary for action (self-motivation). When perception shifts to worries and
anxiety, behavior can become impulsive and disorganized. Then, the ability to self-
soothe is crucial for balanced, goal-directed action. In coaching, all three are key:
identifying with goals, staying motivated, and regulating anxiety.

Under stress, individuals may become trapped in negative thought spirals and
lose connection to their inner self. Coping with this requires self-access, i.e., the
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Fig. 4.1 The four cognitive systems of PSI theory and the positioning of self-regulation and self-
access within them

ability to access one’s emotions, needs, goals, and values. This enables individuals
to perceive what they want and feel even under threat (self-awareness), to reconcile
perceived contradictions within themselves and integrate them (integrating contra-
dictions), and to overcome failure (letting go rather than ruminating). Self-access
thus forms a core foundation for effective self-regulation (Kuhl, 2001; Quirin &
Kuhl, 2018).

Empirical studies show that self-regulation and self-access are fundamental vari-
ables in coaching. In a study on caregivers working as managers, a five-month
coaching program increased both their self-regulation and self-access, with self-
regulation predicting goal attainment (Miihlberger et al., 2024a). Another study
involving 298 coaching sessions found that the self-regulation and self-awareness
(an important component of self-access) achieved through coaching were positively
associated with goal attainment, coaching satisfaction, and need fulfillment.
(Miihlberger et al., 2024b). Even a single 90-min coaching session improved both
abilities (Diller et al., 2021). Thus, human coaching can indeed foster self-regula-
tion and self-access. But what exactly drives this self-development?

4.1.3 Fostering Self-Development Through
the Coaching Relationship

Coaches play a crucial role in supporting coachees’ self-development. Central to
this is a strong coaching relationship, which fosters openness and the sharing of
personal thoughts, concerns, and emotions (Wasylyshyn, 2019), thereby enabling
access to underlying motives and values. In 298 coaching sessions, coaches’ self-
rated relational factors—particularly the bond they established and their
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perspective-taking—contributed to coachees’ self-regulation and self-awareness
(Miihlberger et al., 2024b). Another key relational factor is the coach’s activation of
the coachee’s personal resources. Empathy also plays a central role in this process:
When coaches conveyed genuine understanding, clients reported higher levels of
self-regulation. This effect was mediated by the clients’ perception of the coach’s
empathy (Diller et al., 2021; Schiemann et al., 2019). These findings underscore
that a strong coach—coachee relationship is pivotal for fostering self-development in
human coaching.

This raises the question of whether a relationship can also emerge in Al-based
coaching, where the traditional interpersonal connection is absent. And if such a
relationship can indeed be established, can it promote the client’s self-development
in a similar way?

4.1.4 Building a Relationship with an AI Coach?

While it is often assumed that a relationship cannot be formed in Al coaching, find-
ings are mixed. Quantitative and qualitative analyses found that most users of a
coaching chatbot developed no working alliance (Ellis-Brush, 2021). However,
other studies report moderate to moderately high working alliance levels with Al
coaches (Mai et al., 2022), though still lower than the consistently high alliance rat-
ings reported in human coaching (e.g., Gessnitzer & Kauffeld, 2015). In interviews,
coachees criticized chatbot interactions as impersonal and robotic, lacking facial
expressions and physical presence (Terblanche et al., 2024; Terblanche & Tau,
2025). Likewise, experienced coaches noted the absence of meaningful connection
when using chatbots and emphasized the importance of personal sharing in strength-
ening the human coaching relationship (Bruning & Boak, 2025).

At the same time, some clients value the anonymity and non-judgmental nature
of Al-based coaching, which reduces inhibition and helps them open up more easily
(Terblanche et al., 2024). Coaches also see potential in chatbots outperforming
humans in tasks like analyzing body language or physiological data (Bruning &
Boak, 2025). While machines lack emotions, they can still deliver emotionally
responsive interactions, suggesting that a data-driven cognitive empathy may be
possible (Passmore et al., 2025). This is relevant, as cognitive empathy—especially
perspective-taking—has been shown to enhance coachees’ self-regulation in human
coaching (Diller et al., 2021; Miihlberger et al., 2024a).

Research from clinical and health psychology supports the idea that clients can
form meaningful relationships with Al agents. More human-like systems tend to be
rated more positively. For instance, participants engaging with an animated virtual
human that used relational behaviors, such as empathetic feedback, humor, name
usage, and gestures, reported stronger bonds and greater willingness to continue
using the system compared to those interacting with a non-relational version
(Bickmore et al., 2005). Furthermore, chatbots that shared emotional experiences
prompted users to disclose more and report stronger relationships than those that



42 C. Miihlberger and E. Jonas

shared few emotional experiences (Kang & Gratch, 2011; Lee et al., 2020). However,
another study did not find such a difference (Mai et al., 2022). Studies also show
that Al interactions are sometimes rated more positively than human ones. In health-
screenings, participants showed lower resistance to self-disclosure and lower
impression management when they believed a virtual human was automated rather
than human-controlled (Gratch et al., 2014). Similarly, participants who thought
they were alone with a virtual human communicated more openly, while those who
believed they were being observed feared negative evaluation and expressed a pref-
erence for more privacy (Lucas et al., 2014).

In summary, research on relationship building with AI shows mixed results.
While such relationships are often perceived as weak and insufficiently human,
Al-based coaching offers an anonymous, non-judgmental space and can exhibit
cognitive empathy. Relationship strength and self-disclosure increase when Al dis-
plays human-like traits such as empathy or self-disclosure. Clients also show less
inhibition in sharing personal information and report lower fear of negative evalua-
tion when they feel alone with the AL In this way, Al-based coaching may still sup-
port self-development. But how?

4.1.5 Self-Development Within AI-Based Coaching

In coaching, coachees often face discrepancies between their needs, goals, or inten-
tions and reality. Such discrepancies can trigger uncertainty and anxiety (Jonas
et al., 2014), highlighting the need for coping with such threat. This coping process
can be supported when the coach offers timely and empathetic reassurance (Engel
& Kuhl, 2022). Relationship behaviors such as empathy, trust, and a strong working
alliance enable coachees to disengage from ORS and reconnect with their inner self
(EM), thereby promoting self-access. This was shown in a study in which the
coaches’ relationship behavior positively affected the coachees’ self-regulation and
self-awareness (Miihlberger et al., 2024a).

As discrepancies often cause discomfort, especially when coping resources are
limited (Jonas et al., 2014), many individuals seek to avoid them. Confronting such
discrepancies can offer valuable opportunities for personal development. In coach-
ing, addressing discrepancies is key. This requires self-confrontation—the ability to
tolerate negative affect (Kuhl, 2001). Self-confrontation involves leaving the calm
state of EM, engaging with negative affect via ORS, and ultimately achieving self-
access, where the discrepancy can be integrated into the self. Yet, realizing that one
can tolerate negative affect through self-confrontation and consequently regaining
self-access shows individuals that they can deal with stress in a self-growing way
that is not defensive such as euphemism, denial, or impulsive action (Engel & Kuhl,
2022). In summary, self-development also requires confronting discomfort.

Human coaches support self-confrontation and self-access through a strong rela-
tionship. Here, Al-based coaching may fall short of what human coaching can offer.
While Al-based coaching may foster self-regulation by giving clients the
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opportunity to plan in accordance with their self (self-determination) and use this to
realize their intentions (self-motivation), we suggest that Al coaches may fail to
fully activate the ORS or do so only superficially, limiting opportunities for self-
confrontation and thus, self-access. While Al coaches may be able to address dis-
crepancies, they lack the relational depth of human coaches, particularly warmth,
empathy, and situational flexibility. However, these qualities are crucial for helping
coachees tolerate discrepancies, manage distress, access the self, and thereby regain
inner balance. Without them, coachees may remain stuck in familiar patterns, avoid-
ing deeper exploration of obstacles.

In summary, Al-based coaching may be capable of supporting proximal out-
comes such as goal attainment. It may also foster distal outcomes such as self-
regulation by promoting self-determination and self-motivation. However, it may be
less effective in facilitating self-access. In the following, we present two studies
investigating these hypotheses.

4.2 Empirical Studies on AI-Based Coaching

In a pilot study, participants engaged in a 30-min goal-setting conversation based on
the SMART principle—either with a real person (n = 28) or with a chatbot
(ChatGPT-4; n = 32). Human conversation partners were psychology students fol-
lowing a step-by-step guide with example questions; chatbot prompts mirrored the
same structure. Although neither condition increased goal attainment, participants
in the human conversation reported greater satisfaction and perceived the conversa-
tion as more empathetic. Both formats, however, led to short-term gains in
self-efficacy.

In a follow-up randomized controlled trial (RCT) study in collaboration with
Delphi Artificial Agents GmbH (Oliver Wiintsch), we examined the effects and
mechanisms of a coaching chatbot. The chatbot combines various psychological
approaches (including person-centered communication, solution-focused brief ther-
apy, and Appreciative Inquiry) into a structured, resource-oriented coaching pro-
cess. Over the course of three weeks, it guided 60 participants through weekly
sessions, while a control group (n = 51) worked with a self-coaching online booklet
during the same period. Participants completed questionnaires assessing changes in
goal attainment, self-efficacy, well-being, intrinsic motivation to work on their goal,
self-regulation, and self-access. As potential working mechanisms, we assessed
self-disclosure and inhibition. For the chatbot condition, we also examined empathy
and working alliance.

Findings show that both formats improved coachees’ goal attainment and well-
being. However, only the chatbot users reported a significant increase in self-efficacy
and intrinsic motivation to work on their goals. The chatbot as well as the self-
coaching booklet was able to increase coachees’ self-regulation, with the chatbot
achieving a higher increase. There was no increase in self-access in the chatbot
group but a slight increase was observed in the self-coaching group. Regarding our
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assessed working mechanisms, chatbot users felt less inhibited although both groups
reported similarly high levels of self-disclosure. The relationship with the chatbot
was also rated surprisingly positive, especially in terms of empathy and the working
alliance (means above 5 on a 1-7 scale). Moreover, in the chatbot group, working
alliance task was positively correlated with increased goal attainment, self-efficacy,
and well-being. This suggests that the more participants perceived a collaborative
alliance with the chatbot, the more they benefited. These results support earlier evi-
dence in human coaching, where task and goal agreement predicted outcomes.
The hypothesis that Al-based coaching appears capable of fostering clients’ self-
regulation, but not their self-access, should be examined in more detail. Further
research is needed to identify possible mechanisms that could explain this
assumption.

4.3 Conclusion

Empirical research on Al-based coaching is still in its early stages. A recent review
identified 16 peer-reviewed studies, with only three using RCT—the gold standard
for evaluating coaching effects (Passmore et al., 2025). While findings on Al-based
coaching are mixed, studies suggest that coachees benefit from low inhibition and a
willingness to share personal thoughts. Al-based coaching can support goal attain-
ment and self-regulation, but may lack the emotional depth needed to foster self-
access, which is key for deeper growth. Understanding coaching through the
theoretical framework of PSI theory helps explain how and why certain coaching
processes—particularly those involving self-regulation and self-access—are effec-
tive. In summary, we need more and strong empirical research using RCT to test the
effectiveness of Al-based coaching as well as the mechanisms underlying its effects.
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Chapter 5 ®
Digital Mental Health Coaching: e

Developing an LLM-Based Chatbot
Application

Jan Juchli and Marcel Schir-Gmelch

Abstract This chapter presents the development, theoretical background, and
application of “ephoria,” a chatbot-based mental health coaching app using a
solution-focused approach. Initial research results on the effect of the app will also
be presented. The app’s main objectives are to provide easy access to psychological
support, reduce the risk of developing mental health issues and lower future health-
care costs, and explore the potential of Al in counseling and coaching from a scien-
tific perspective. Powered by large language models and adaptive systems, the
chatbot blends scripted and dynamic interactions. Users access tools like breathing
exercises, gratitude journals, and mood tracking through an automatic needs detec-
tion system. While ephoria promotes well-being and self-reflection, it is not a
replacement for psychotherapy and does not diagnose or treat mental illnesses.
Instead, it follows a coaching-based approach aimed at fostering well-being, self-
reflection, and problem-solving, but it does not diagnose or treat mental health con-
ditions. This distinction ensures that users receive the right kind of guidance and are
aware of the limitations of Al-driven interventions.

Keywords Coaching - Al-based coaching - Solution-focused digital mental health
coaching - Large language model coaching chatbot - Psychological wellbeing -
Ethics in Al coaching - Solution-focused chatbot - Solution-focused large
language model

5.1 Introduction

The prevalence of mental health disorders is rising (Bundesamt fiir Gesundheit
[BAG], 2024; World Health Organization [WHO], 2022). At the same time, there
are very few low-threshold, preventive support services available. As a result,
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existing issues tend to worsen and become chronic, ultimately resulting in more
mental health disorders, work-related problems and absences, and increased soci-
etal costs over time (BAG, 2025; WHO, 2022). Yet many psychological and occu-
pational stressors could be mitigated—or even prevented—through early,
low-threshold interventions. These might help individuals identify the stressors
affecting them and develop functional coping strategies. This type of intervention
has been described in the literature under the term “health coaching” (Todorova,
2022; Wolever et al., 2013). However, access to such support remains limited.
Barriers include a lack of financial resources, fear of social stigma, or the general
unavailability of appropriate services.

Against this backdrop, the idea emerged to develop a digital, low-threshold
application using a Large Language Model (LLM) that could offer supportive guid-
ance to individuals: the app “ephoria.” The goal was to bridge existing gaps in care
and provide an additional access point to mental health resources. At the same time,
the development and evaluation of the app created an opportunity to explore the
potential and limitations of Al-supported guidance—and to gain a deeper under-
standing of the differences between digital and human support.

This chapter begins with a brief theoretical background to the topic (Sect. 5.2),
which serves as the foundation for presenting the app’s content design (Sect. 5.3).
This is followed by a discussion of the ethical and practical considerations sur-
rounding the app (Sect. 5.4). Subsequently, initial empirical findings are explored
(Sect. 5.5). The chapter concludes with a summary of key insights, a critical reflec-
tion, and an outlook on future developments (Sect. 5.6).

5.2 Theoretical Background

5.2.1 Mental Health Coaching

“Health coaching supports people’s efforts to change health-related behaviors, pre-
vent illness, and deal with symptoms and challenges of illness” (Todorova, 2022).
Mental health coaching can thus be understood as a professional form of support
aimed at strengthening psychological well-being and personal resilience. In contrast
to psychotherapy, which focuses on the diagnosis and treatment of mental disorders,
mental health coaching helps individuals manage stress, activate resources, and
navigate personal or professional challenges. It emphasizes solution-oriented strate-
gies, self-reflection, and behavior change to promote overall well-being.
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5.2.2 Solution-Focused Approach and Its Principles

One approach that aligns well with the goals of coaching is the solution-focused
approach. There are several reasons for this: first, it is a widely used method; sec-
ond, it lends itself well to operationalization; third, it is consistently resource-
oriented; and fourth, it is designed as a general problem-solving model—making it
applicable across a wide range of content areas. Finally, the approach has a solid
empirical foundation (Jerome et al., 2023). The solution-focused approach was
developed in the 1980s by Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg (e.g., De Shazer,
1988). Inspired by systemic and constructivist traditions, they focused on what
facilitates change in conversations and from this, developed a pragmatic form of
intervention. The focus lies not on the problem, but on the solution. The method
employs concrete, future-oriented questions to support the creation of a compelling
and achievable goal. Scaling questions help make progress visible, and small, real-
istic action steps strengthen the sense of control and changeability.

Solution-focused approaches are successfully used in a wide variety of con-
texts—from outpatient psychotherapy to psychosocial counseling, coaching, educa-
tion, leadership, and organizational development (O’Connell et al., 2013). It is ideal
for those seeking quick, concrete change in limited time settings. Due to its struc-
tured and goal-oriented nature, the solution-focused approach offers an ideal theo-
retical foundation for the development of a coaching app supported by artificial
intelligence.

5.2.3 The Role of Al in Mental Health Coaching

The foundation of today’s Al systems lies in Large Language Models (LLMs). They
are neural networks with attention mechanisms and are trained on extensive text
corpora to recognize linguistic patterns and generate meaningful responses. These
models have made tremendous progress in recent years, opening new possibilities
for the implementation of coaching approaches. LLMs can not only respond reac-
tively to user input but can also conduct structured, topic-driven conversations and
steer targeted interventions in mental health coaching adaptively. We have leveraged
these recent capabilities to combine the advantages of LLMs with evidence-based
coaching strategies in our app.

5.3 The ephoria App: Features and Architecture

The following section presents the core features and structural design of the app
“ephoria” (Ephoria, 2025), to illustrate how the conceptual considerations have
been translated into practical implementation. The app’s user interface is designed
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to support both guided, structured interventions and flexible, self-directed use. The
platform offers three main modes of interaction:

* adynamic chat and interaction interface (see Sect. 5.3.1),

* amenu-based content library for direct access to exercises (see Sect. 5.3.2), and

* a cockpit that functions as the home screen and central notification hub, where
users receive suggestions for current tasks or reminders of important steps (see
Sect. 5.3.3).

A seamless and dynamic transition between all elements of the app—notifica-
tions, exercises, and both structured and open chat—is possible. The following sec-
tions will present each feature in detail.

5.3.1 The Interactive Chatbot Interface

In the chat, you can engage with a digital mentor of your choice—through text or
voice—for personalized guidance and conversation in multiple languages, includ-
ing English, German, French, Italian, and simplified language.' The mentors differ
in their communication styles (Fig. 5.1).

The app offers two types of interactive conversations: an open, unstructured
Al-guided chat and structured guidance through the Quest program, based on the
phases of the solution-focused approach. Both formats are interconnected.

5.3.1.1 The Quest: A Structured Solution-Focused Dialog

A “Quest” is a clearly defined, goal-oriented process that supports users in working
step by step on a specific concern or desired change. Based on the principles of the
solution-focused approach, this feature is designed to enable a resource-oriented
form of guidance. The conversation structure helps clarify goals, explore possible
solutions, and support users in building small, achievable steps toward their desired
goal. A Quest is either initiated by the user or suggested by the chatbot when rele-
vant cues emerge during a conversation. The course of a Quest follows a clear,
sequential structure consisting of 12 phases:

Problem description
Goal clarification
Scaling

Resources

Past solutions
Exceptions
Fictional solutions

Nk wb =

'Real-time conversations with a live-appearing digital figure are currently in development.
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a

Hi Sandra, last time we talked about
how you often feel drained and have
trouble falling asleep. How has that
been for you lately? Have there been
any changes or moments where it
felt a bit easier?

Thanks, I'm feeling better today. The
falling-asleep exercise really helped

me to unwind.

I'm so glad to hear the falling-asleep
exercise helped you unwind, Sandra!
It sounds like you're finding tools
that work for you. What do you think
made it particularly effective—was it
the timing, the technique itself, or
something else?
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Fig. 5.1 Screenshots of the chatbot interface (a) and parts of the cockpit (b, in dark mode)

8. Universal solutions
9. First steps

10. Obstacles

11. Start

12. Evaluation

At appropriate points, the chatbot suggests pauses to allow time for real-life
implementation of tasks. Completed responses—such as scaling values, formulated
goals, or identified resources—are saved and referenced again in later phases.



54 J. Juchli and M. Schiar-Gmelch

Wednesday, July 23

(O Feedback

Help us improve ephoria.

() Welcome

Get to know your coach and the chat.

O Quest

Start your first quest.

@ Muscle Relaxation

You have completed muscle relaxation.

Progress ®

You need 15 more points for a
streak.

Hit your third streak this week!

=] D) [N

Fig. 5.1 (continued)
5.3.1.2 Dynamic Interaction of All Functions

As previously described, the open chat is primarily controlled by the LLM, while
the Quest mode follows clearly defined and hardcoded procedures based on the
solution-focused approach. These fixed steps within the Quest play a crucial role in
ensuring the content-related and methodological integrity of the coaching process.
They guarantee that the core principles of the solution-focused method are reliably
applied and that the dialogue follows a clear, professionally grounded structure.
Essential to the app’s functionality is the dynamic linkage between the structured
and open chat modes of the “ephoria” app. This enables a context-sensitive,
Al-driven transition between both forms of interaction. This is implemented through
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the so-called prompt chains, which include both fixed sequences and adaptive,
situation-specific elements. Some key functions are illustrated below:

* In open use, the chatbot primarily engages in a free-flowing dialogue. However,
it remains attentive to users’ specific concerns and can determine whether an
intervention, a to-do item, or entry into a structured Quest program would be
beneficial.

* During structured conversations, the interaction may be temporarily handed over
to a specialized language model—for example, to assist in formulating an
approach goal or identifying exceptions. Once these tasks are completed, control
automatically returns to the structured dialogue flow.

* The chatbot can also detect signs of specific symptoms or emotional states and
respond by suggesting appropriate exercises from the app’s repertoire and
launching them immediately.

5.3.2 Integrated Content Library: Exercises and Tools

The content library contains established exercises and tools that have been proven
in practice and are scientifically validated (De Shazer et al., 2021). These are tradi-
tionally integrated in the background of the app. However, the language model can
call them up when appropriate during the conversation. The connection between the
LLM and these functions is facilitated through predefined interfaces, activated by
the so-called “Function Calling.” Below are some examples of the functions that
have been integrated:

* Cognitive support and positive self-regulation
* Emotional self-awareness and regulation

* Relaxation and calming

* Motivation and progress tracking

The digital library of the app is modularly designed and can be continuously
expanded, making it easy to integrate additional content.

5.3.3 Cockpit: Reminders and To-Do Integration

Another element is the cockpit, which serves as part of the home screen and is used
to integrate to-dos and other reminder functions. Additionally, users can track their
progress in the quests, see a graphical representation of their emotional changes
over time, and receive a summary of their recent conversations.
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5.3.4 Continuous Tracking

A fourth function of the app is the regular, voluntary assessment of the user’s health
status. The data is used exclusively to personalize the Al-assisted support. An initial
assessment is aimed at defining the goals and focus of the support and influences the
prioritization of recommended content on the homepage. If a person reports high
levels of stress or sleep problems, the app will prioritize relevant exercises, such as
breathing techniques or emotion tracking, as “daily goals.” These suggestions
appear both on the cockpit and contextually within the chat, such as when the bot
detects stress indicators in the user’s statements. The combination of self-reported
symptoms and Al-driven dialogue analysis allows for finely-tuned support that
remains committed to the principle of autonomy and self-determination.

5.4 Ethical and Practical Considerations of AI-Driven
Coaching and Other Challenges

The integration and connection of artificial intelligence and mental health coaching
bring a range of ethical and practical challenges that need to be considered both in
the design and in the application (Diller, 2024). Unlike human coaches, an Al sys-
tem cannot build emotional reciprocity and (yet) cannot interpret non-verbal cues.
Above all, it cannot take responsibility for the consequences of its interventions.
These limitations have far-reaching implications for the trust of users, their safety,
and the responsibility we, as developers of the app, bear.

5.4.1 Transparency and User Autonomy

Transparency and autonomy are core ethical principles in the development of epho-
ria. Users are clearly informed that they are interacting with an Al system and that
the app is not a substitute for professional mental health care—reinforced by a man-
datory confirmation at first use. The app promotes self-reflection and personal
responsibility, from setting goals to taking action. Unlike some Al platforms that
can lead users into endless advisory loops, ephoria encourages regular breaks.
Sessions are intentionally brief—about 10 min in open use and 30 min in the struc-
tured Quest program—after which users are prompted to act in the real world and
reflect on the results. In line with the solution-focused approach: “Do something. If
it works, do more of it. If not, try something else.”

The chatbot follows a clearly defined, hardcoded coaching protocol based on the
solution-focused method. This ensures it stays within its supportive, non-diagnostic
role—using tools like scaling questions, goal setting, and resource activation.
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5.4.2 Data Security and Privacy Considerations

The processing and storage of all user data is done in a way that would not allow
inferences about the identity of the users and takes place exclusively on certified
servers located in Switzerland. The app consciously avoids the collection of sensi-
tive data such as addresses, or insurance numbers, except for a freely chosen name
for personalized address in the chat. When using the integrated LLM, certain con-
tent generated during communication may leave Switzerland. However, this only
concerns anonymized text inputs that cannot be traced back to a specific person or
device. According to the contractual terms with the API provider, this data is not
used for training or further development purposes of the model. Additionally, all
communication between the end device, the server, and the LLM is secured through
modern encryption methods. This ensures that, even in the event of an attack on
external systems, no tracking or re-identification is possible. The data protection
concept adheres to the applicable provisions of the Swiss Data Protection Act
(FADP/DSG) and the European standards of the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR).

5.4.3 Addressing Suicidal Ideation: Ethical
and Technical Safeguards

The use of an LLM in the mental health field requires special caution when dealing
with potentially acute crisis situations. Suicidal statements or suggestions pose an
ethically sensitive challenge, which the system addresses with clearly defined safety
mechanisms. If a potentially suicidal statement is recognized during a dialogue, an
emergency protocol is triggered: the ongoing exercise or current dialogue flow is
immediately interrupted, and the user receives a clearly structured overview with
professional support services. This includes emergency numbers for crisis interven-
tion services or telephone counseling offers. A button allows for a direct call to the
relevant service. It relies on an advanced filtering mechanism that also captures
implicit hints of suicidal thoughts (e.g. “sleeping forever sounds nice right now”).
At the same time, no content evaluation or diagnostic classification is made by the
language model—instead, responsibility is consistently delegated to human profes-
sionals. This addresses both the ethical obligation to protect vulnerable individuals
and the technical limitations of an Al-supported system.

5.4.4 Challenges in Development

In addition to the classic challenges in app development, managing dynamic content
and the limited predictability of the language model proved to be a central difficulty.
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Unlike hardcoded functions, LLMs do not behave deterministically: their out-
puts vary even with identical prompts depending on the context, internal adjust-
ments of the model, and the specific time of the query (Ouyang et al., 2025). While
this inherent flexibility is advantageous for many applications, it posed a particular
challenge in the context of structured coaching, as consistency, traceability, and
methodological integrity are key quality criteria. Consequently, additional control
mechanisms, stable prompt structures, and hybrid approaches had to be developed,
where critical content is either controlled through well-defined processes or the lan-
guage model is used only in a supporting role. This balance between flexibility and
control was a central focus in the technical and content development of the
application.

5.5 User Feedback and Outcomes

A central element in the evaluation and development of digital applications is the
feedback from users as well as the systematic collection of their experiences and
outcomes.

5.5.1 Study 1

During an earlier development phase of the app, the health questionnaires (PHQ-9)
of 18 users were analyzed. They had an average score of M = 11.72, which indicates
moderate symptom severity. After an average of 19 days, there was a significant
reduction in depressive symptoms to M = 9.33 (p = 0.016). The decrease of 2.39
points is statistically significant and, according to Cohen’s d = 0.633 and Hedges’
g = 0.604, indicates a medium effect. Relative to other mental health apps assessed
in meta-analyses, these effect sizes are notably strong (Linardon et al., 2024).

5.5.2 Study 2

In a larger study, the effect of the app on mental health (GHQ-12) was investigated.
Data from 159 individuals could be analyzed in a pre-post design (without a control
group) over 3 months. A significant improvement in mental health from the first to
the second measurement point was observed (—1.23 points; #(159) =3.41, p < 0.001).
This corresponds to a standardized effect size (Cohen’s d) of 0.27 and is comparable
to other studies (Linardon et al., 2024).

Detailed analyses revealed two noteworthy findings: First, individuals experienc-
ing psychological distress (with an initial GHQ score of 12 or higher; see also
Comotti et al., 2023) benefited significantly more from the app (—2.13 points;
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1(132) = =5.04, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.45). Second, the effect of the app corre-
lated with usage intensity. Users who completed more than 10 Quest chapters
improved their GHQ score by an average of 3.08 points in the pre-post assessment.
In contrast, users who did not complete any Quests (but only used the chat or other
features) showed no relevant change (—0.23 points). This is an important finding, as
it demonstrates that the app offers more than just a typical, unspecific chatbot
experience.

User retention reflects how many users remain active after 30 days. For the epho-
ria app, this rate is 20.74%. Such a 30-day retention rate is considered exceptional.
The median 30-day user retention for other mental health apps is 3.3% (Baumel
etal., 2019).

5.6 Conclusion

5.6.1 Summary of Key Findings

This chapter demonstrates how current developments in artificial intelligence—par-
ticularly using LLMs—can be integrated into digital mental health coaching.
Studies have shown that customers achieve their goals more easily with the support
of a chatbot (Terblanche et al., 2022). The ephoria app was developed to help users
transform challenges into achievable goals. Our study results show that the app
improves overall well-being by providing personalized support that breaks goals
down into smaller steps. This helps boost confidence, maintain motivation, and pro-
mote the long-term implementation of change.

The development of the system was shaped by challenges in controlling the LLM
and the dynamics of its output but was overcome through a mix of hardcoded con-
tent and adaptive processing.

5.6.2 Limitations and Differences Compared to Live Coaching

There are some important limitations of a chatbot. Unlike a human coach, a chatbot
can’t easily recognize or respond to resistance. When users feel misunderstood or
reject a task, they may skip it—or stop using the app entirely—making it easier to
avoid challenging but important reflection and change. A key function of coaching
and counseling is providing a safe space, even in extraordinary situations where
central goals and values of the client may be radically questioned. In such cases, the
focus cannot be on quick solutions; rather, it requires a space where slower thinking
and emotional processes can be encouraged. These processes are characterized by
the inability to clearly define goals and desired outcomes, and the client is accom-
panied in their helplessness and hopelessness without attempts to immediately
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resolve or dismiss these feelings. Creating and holding this open, non-goal-oriented
space and guiding clients through deep (emotional) developments is something
even the best Al systems cannot achieve. A chatbot, for instance, is unable to experi-
ence genuine empathy or personal concern. It also lacks the wisdom and sensitivity
required to handle unclear, contradictory, or painful situations.

Of course, the app also has advantages that a real coach cannot offer. Real
coaches are never available 24/7, while the app is always accessible. Further advan-
tages are of course the much lower costs and consistency over time. Additionally,
the app offers a form of low-threshold support by allowing users to reflect on and
engage in short process steps that do not require the full scope of a live coaching
session. It is particularly suited for clearly defined problem areas where relatively
simple solution steps are possible.

5.6.3 Final Thoughts and Outlook

The integration of artificial intelligence, particularly LLMs, into mental health
coaching opens new possibilities for psychological support, particularly in terms of
accessibility, personalization, and scalability (Ong et al., 2024). At the same time,
the use of LLMs also raises new questions—such as those concerning ethical guide-
lines. This chapter demonstrates that a responsible and methodologically sound use
of LLM-based systems is possible when technical innovations are combined with
psychological expertise, careful system architecture, and clear protective mecha-
nisms. The approach of making traditional interventions, such as solution-focused
coaching, accessible through a dialogical, adaptive system represents a concrete
step toward future-proof care—without claiming to fully replace human support.

Future developments should focus on scientifically verifying the effectiveness of
such systems, developing interfaces for regular healthcare provision, and defining
regulatory standards for Al-powered coaching offerings in the healthcare sector. In
this perspective, there is great potential—both for individual users and for a health-
care system that will increasingly rely on prevention, early detection, and digital
support.

Acknowledgment Thanks to Gregor Waller and Simon Ducombe for their great work on the app.
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Chapter 6 )
AI Coaching Chatbots: What We Know e
About How to Create Them, How Well

They Work and What Coaches Think

of Them

Nicky Terblanche

Abstract In our ongoing and inevitable quest to incorporate the rapidly evolving
world of Al into coaching in a responsible manner, an important aspect is to under-
stand how to create Al chatbot coaches that people want to use and that work. This
new frontier in coaching begs many questions: can we simply replicate what human
coaches do via AI? Or do Al chatbot coaches have hidden secrets that make it sig-
nificantly different from human coaching? To answer this important question, it is
necessary to do high-quality research to obtain empirical evidence, instead of rely-
ing on anecdotes. In this chapter, I will share insights from current research into the
factors that influence users’ adoption of Al chatbot coaching, as well as its influence
on their efficacy. The answer is not as straightforward as we thought.

Keywords Al coaching - Artificial intelligence coaching - Artificial intelligence -
Chatbots - Coaching - Working alliance - Goal attainment - Technology adoption -
Human-Al interaction

6.1 Introduction

In many respects Al-based coaching is currently where human coaching found itself
20 years ago—in the Wild West. Back then, according to Sherman and Freas (2004),
it was a free-for-all in terms of who called themselves executive coaches and how
they went about their business with clients (executives), with none the wiser. The
research guru at the time, the late Anthony Grant, determined that in 2003, there
were only 131 peer-reviewed studies on coaching from 1937 to 2003. Only 57 of
these were empirical, and of those, very few could be considered methodologically
sound. Fast forward to 2025 and a Google Scholar search for executive/leadership/
organisational coaching reveals thousands of peer-reviewed papers published in
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decent journals. There are, in fact, numerous meta-studies and systematic reviews
that provide convincing proof that human coaching “works.”

Where are we with Al-based coaching? Very much in the midst of a new Wild
West. As of the time of this writing, there are fewer than five systemic reviews on
Al-based coaching, each containing fewer than 20 papers, most of them written by
the same few authors (see Plotkina & Sri Ramalu, 2024; Passmore et al., 2025).
What then is known about Al-based coaching at this stage, not anecdotally or from
commercial vendors, but from what we know through empirical research? Scanning
through the published papers I derive three main themes that provide some insight
into the current thinking and understanding around Al-based coaching: (i) Al coach
design considerations; (ii) Al coach efficacy; (iii) Coach and client attitudes toward
Al coaches.

In this chapter, when I refer to Al-based coaching (referred to as “Al Coaching”
from here on in this text), it means the use of chatbots to simulate human coaching.
There are of course other applications of Al in coaching as illustrated in Fig. 6.1.

The first application (Emulate human coaches) is what this chapter is about. This
is the use of Al to fully or partially replace human coaches via Al entities such as
chatbots. The second application refers to the use of Al to assist a human coach
before, during, and after human-led coaching. This assistance could take many
forms such as automated on-boarding, check-ins in between human coaching ses-
sions by an Al coaching chatbot, or the use of reminders and chatbots to continue
the learning after the coaching ends. Coaches can also use Al to provide summaries
of their sessions to clients. The third application is using Al to educate coaches. This
can be done via Al coach simulators and supervisors that help coaches practice their
coaching skills and provide feedback by analysing coaching transcripts. The last

2. Support human coaching process
(before, during, after)

3. Coach education 1. Emulate human coaches

(training, supervision)

4. Coaching data analysis

AL
N v‘(],,

Coach Client

Fig. 6.1 Main applications of artificial intelligence (Al) in organisational coaching
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application is using Al to analyse and search for patterns in human coaching
sessions.

The purpose of this chapter is to disseminate the current research on Al coaching
(the first application in Fig. 6.1) to lay a foundation for understanding what we cur-
rently know and to point to future areas of research.

6.2 Al Coach Design Considerations

One of the first attempts to put a stake in the ground on how to create Al coaches is
my Designing Al Coach (DAIC) framework (Terblanche, 2020). This framework
proposes a design philosophy that combines what we know is necessary for success-
ful human coaching (strong relationships), with what is known to be good chatbot
design principles. The result was a framework that contains eight human coaching
attributes mapped to chatbot principles as shown in Fig. 6.2. This framework has
been used by a number of Al coach creators and seems to be fairly robust, even
though it was created before the arrival of generative.

In terms of design considerations, the notion of interaction modalities has
received some interest in research. Researchers have investigated Al coaching chat-
bot aspects like talking or texting (Terblanche et al., 2023a); clicking or writing
(Mai et al., 2022); scripted or generative Al (Terblanche, 2024); images and text or
text only (Terblanche & Prywes, 2025). Some of the highlights and surprises of

Organisational Context

Ethical Conduct

Embedded Coach-Coachee Relationship Aspects

Transparency
Predictability
Reliability
Benevolence
Integrity

Fig. 6.2 The designing Al coach (DAIC) framework
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these studies include the finding that introverts prefer to talk to an Al coach rather
than typing (extroverts had no preference). People found click-based coaching chat-
bots to be easier to use; however, writing-based bots had a higher working alliance
bond with the user. Generative Al-based bots outperformed old-school scripted bots
in terms of how eager users were to use these bots, and the strengths of the working
alliance between bot and user. However, interestingly, for goal attainment there was
no difference between the scripted and generative Al-based coaching chatbots,
which points to the fact that for highly structured coaching conversations like goal
setting and tracking, using scripts instead of generative Al should be considered.
This lowers the risks associated with generative Al such as hallucinations and data
concerns. Finally, in terms of using images interspersed with text in coaching chat-
bots, it was found that it comes down to personal preferences. People who are
pedantic about grammar find text-only bots less fun to use, while people with lower
levels of imagination who find images interfere with their chatbot experience and
prefer the text-only chatbot.

The conclusion I draw from these studies is that there are many aspects to con-
sider when designing Al chatbot coaches and that people’s personal preferences
differ. This introduces the interesting concept of human and Al coach matching.
Much has been written about human client and human-coach matching with some
contradicting findings. For Al coaching we have a serious advantage—the Al coach
can adapt itself and “shape-shift” to comply with what the client requires. For exam-
ple, if the Al coach determines that a user is more introverted, it could change its
interaction modality from text to voice. In fact, it could simply ask the user what it
prefers and change into that mode. This is, of course, far more difficult for human
coaches to do and points to the unique promise and potential of Al coaching.

6.3 AI Coaching Efficacy

Having reviewed some examples of Al coach design considerations, the next impor-
tant question is, how well do these Al coaches work? There are unfortunately very
few efficacy studies at this stage.

The most important one so far is a replication, randomised-controlled trial we
conducted over a period of about 2 years that involved human coaching, Al chatbot
coaching and two control groups (see Terblanche et al., 2022a, 2022b). The first part
of this research involved a 10-month intervention where 94 people received six
coaching sessions 1 month apart, with a 4-month waiting period at the end. The
control group of 85 people received no coaching. The study measured goal attain-
ment, resilience, psychological well-being, and perceived stress and the results
revealed that the human coaching group showed improvements on all four measures
compared to the control group. This study was repeated a year later with 75 people
using a scripted Al coaching chatbot that was specifically programmed to do goal
attainment, and a control group of 73 people who did not receive any coaching. The
chatbot users had unlimited access to the Al coaching. The results showed that the
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chatbot group only improved their goal attainment, not the other three measures.
This is not a surprise since the chatbot was specifically programmed for goal attain-
ment. What was a surprise is when we compared the chatbot group’s goal attain-
ment to the human coaching group and found that they were comparable. This set
the “cat lose among the pigeons” as it was the first-ever study to show the potential
of Al coaching to rival human coaching in specific contexts.

There are other qualitative efficacy studies that found people responding posi-
tively to using a goal-attainment Al coaching chatbot. For example, Terblanche and
Tau (2024) found that first-time graduate employees who used the chatbot for 4
weeks found that it was easy to use and that it helped to promote their autonomy and
competence. In the Terblanche et al. (2023b) study, 11 final-year undergraduate
students used the same chatbot for 12 weeks and reported that positive attitude and
performance expectations played an important role in their chatbot engagement.
Students perceived the Al coach as accessible, easy to use, intelligent and quick to
respond. They also found the Al coach to pose minimal threat and would use it more
if their friends did. In both cases, however, participants reported the need for more
advanced conversation abilities of the chatbot to avoid a robotic interaction after
several interactions. It must be pointed out that these studies were conducted before
the availability of generative Al, which now adds a far more convincing conversa-
tional dimension.

More studies are underway to compare Al coaching to human coaching and Al
coaching to control groups to try to understand for which people and in which cir-
cumstances Al coaching works best. Examples of these studies are investigating the
ability of Cognitive-Behavioural Al coaches to promote resilience in middle man-
agers and emotional intelligence in Generation Z employees. My hunch is that Al
coaching will not work equally well for all people and in all situations. Our chal-
lenge is to understand where the Al coaching niche lies. Expect to be surprised as
these studies are published.

6.4 Coach and Client Attitudes Towards AI Coaches

How do coaches and clients feel about Al coaching? The arrival of Al in the world of
coaching has caused a major stir. Anecdotally from the conference and webinar talks
I have done all over the world I get the sense that most coaches are cautiously opti-
mistic (that could be sampling bias), but there are a significant number of coaches
who have a strong negative reaction against Al coaching. One such example from the
academic world is the opinion piece by Bachkirova and Kemp (2025) who state that
“Al coaching” cannot be labelled coaching in the first place. A large-scale study
involving 436 coaches from 50 different countries by Diller et al. (2024) investigated
coaches’ threat response when confronted with the notion of Al coaching. They
found that coaches responded negatively to the idea of Al coaching showing a higher
behavioural inhibition and lower behavioural activation. This leads to lower curiosity
in and a more negative opinion of Al in coaching. The authors make a set of
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recommendations on how to remedy the situation, one being the increased knowl-
edge and education about what Al is, how it works, and what its potential and limita-
tions are. I wholeheartedly agree with this sentiment and I have seen profound shifts
in coaches attending my talks after I explain some of these details. This is an area
where the coaching bodies like ICF, EMCC, and others need to play a leading role.

In a qualitative study I was involved in, we investigated the influence of an arti-
ficial intelligence chatbot coach assistant on the human coach-client working alli-
ance (Terblanche et al., 2024). Seven coaches and nine clients were exposed to an
Al coaching chatbot assistant—a chatbot that checked in with clients between
human coaching sessions. The findings show that coaches expressed concerns that
the chatbot might negatively affect the coach—client relationship. In contrast, clients
reported a more collaborative and psychologically safe experience—particularly
when the chatbot was endorsed by their human coach. Both coaches and clients
acknowledged the chatbot’s value for tracking goals, enhancing accountability, and
offering convenience. However, they emphasised that for the chatbot to be effective,
it must be flexible, dependable, and display human-like qualities. The conclusion
we drew from this study is the critical influence of the coach’s attitude towards Al.

Based on these two studies, it becomes clear that clients value the potential of AI
coaching and would engage with it more readily if human coaches endorse it; how-
ever, coaches are sceptical about Al This is a slightly concerning situation that will
hopefully change as human coaches come to terms with what is realistically possi-
ble with AI coaching.

Other studies have looked at the factors that influence user’s decision to use Al
coaches. One example is my study on technology adoption (Terblanche & Kidd,
2022). We asked 226 people to have a conversation with an Al coaching chatbot,
after which they completed a technology adoption survey. The most important fac-
tors that contribute to their continued use of the Al coach were performance, social
influence, and access to convenient technology platforms. We concluded that users
place high value on the outcomes that the Al coach helps them achieve; it is impor-
tant that people close to them also use it, and they consider convenience an impor-
tant benefit. In contrast, they do not view the effort required or the potential risks of
using the chatbot as significant concerns. This has important implications for the
rollout of AI coaching in organisations. Making sure the Al coaching “works,”
appointing influencers or early adopters to promote the Al coach, and making sure
you select the most appropriate user interaction platform (e.g. WhatsApp rather
than a custom App) should be kept in mind.

6.5 What We Still Don’t Know

We are making slow but steady progress in understanding what Al coaching is, how
we should create it and where it would be most useful. There are many areas that
need further investigation and this is a treasure trove for researchers in the field.
Below I share a few suggestions on research areas.
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In terms of Al coach design, an under-researched area is the optimal level of
anthropomorphism (human likeness) of Al coaches. Do people prefer embodied Al
coaching like avatars and robots rather than disembodied ones such as pure chat-
bots? And what qualities should these embodied Al coaches have? What role does
Al coach gender, age, level of empathy and directiveness play in user adoption and
coaching efficacy? The notion of directive versus non-directiveness in Al coaching
is of particular interest. In “pure” human coaching we are taught that the coach
should not provide answers but rather create a space through open questions for the
client to find their own answers. Is this true for AI coaching? My suspicion based on
anecdotal evidence is that users of Al coaches become impatient if they are asked an
endless string of questions. This is perhaps because generative Al chatbots like
ChatGPT have been designed to provide answers from the start and people have
become used to this type of Al chatbot behaviour. I am currently busy with a research
study where we are investigating people’s preferences relative to directive versus
non-directive Al coaching.

In terms of Al coach efficacy, we need more longitudinal studies that compare Al
coaches to control groups and Al coaches to human coaches. These studies should
focus on different settings and different audiences. My suspicion is that Al coaching
is not for everyone, but that it could be highly effective for specific people.
Unpublished data from a study we conducted recently show, for example, that the
people who identify as females are far more likely to engage with Al coaches and
consider them far more effective than males. In terms of age, younger people are
less likely initially to engage with Al coaches than older people, but with more fre-
quent use the gap disappears. Insights like these could help us design and deploy Al
coaches more successfully.

Finally, one of the largest obstacles to wide-scale Al coach usage is initial adop-
tion and continued use. How do we get people to keep engaging with their Al coach?
Studies in this regard could look at ways to reward users, or the types of feedback
they would value to continue engaging. Al is very powerful in providing summaries
and extracting patterns in conversation data. The effect of these should be tested
empirically.

6.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I provided a brief overview of some of the research themes that have
been studied in Al coaching. We are making progress in understanding what Al
coaching is, how to design it, how well it works and what our attitudes are towards
it. My hope is that more researchers will enter this field so that we can speed up the
creation of empirical evidence that should drive our decisions around Al Let’s try
to spend less time in the Wild West of Al coaching than we did in human coaching.
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Chapter 7 )
Leaning into the Digital World: Embracing <o
Intelligent Opportunities

in a Human-Centred Profession

Sam Isaacson

Abstract This chapter is designed to act as a catalyst to encourage coaches to
increase in curiosity and experimentation with regard to what is possible using arti-
ficial intelligence (AI). By acknowledging that certain characteristics of a coaching
interaction and relationship can be performed to a satisfactory—and in some cases
enhanced—extent, we reflect on the perspectives a coach should hold towards Al,
and identify opportunities in which Al could add value within a coaching engage-
ment. We begin at a conceptual level by establishing that Al can expand our capacity
as coaches by doing some of what we do but “better”, enhance our competence by
improving what we can already do, and extend our capability by making new oppor-
tunities possible. We conclude that there are opportunities for coaches who educate
themselves and use Al in intelligent ways, and that we are exposing ourselves to
risks by ignoring it. We consider what sort of attitudes towards Al is valid and help-
ful. We look at how our personal preferences towards the adoption of Al are informed
by nature and nurture, and recognise that becoming more informed about what’s
possible is a positive step for all coaches. We investigate how attitudes towards Al
gravitate towards the extremes, and notice how both risks and benefits have a ten-
dency to be overstated or over-interpreted. We also explore some practical ideas
around how coaches could embrace Al in their practice. This includes an overview
of which aspects of a coach’s practice Al could contribute towards, and deep dives
into some practical uses. The chapter concludes with an encouragement to coaches
to continue in being curious—intellectually and practically—to protect our profes-
sional future and serve clients better.
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7.1 Introduction

The coaching profession is a practice designed around humans interacting at its
core, so spending time thinking about technology systems can feel unfamiliar for
coaches, but it’s critically important. Our clients are using, and thinking about, tech-
nology all the time, so being aware of it allows us to demonstrate the relevance of
coaching in the way we speak and act. It also offers opportunities to bring clear
benefits to our clients and wider systems, so the more we know and understand it the
greater an impact we might be able to have.

Perhaps most importantly, however, we have an ethics-driven imperative to think
about the topic of artificial intelligence (AI) as a coach. With so much attention on
the commercial benefits presented by Al, it’s no surprise that technologists and ven-
ture capitalists around the world are leaping on the bandwagon. The early 2000s
saw many new entrants to the ill-defined world of coaching staking a claim on the
practice without the right grounding (Sherman & Freas, 2004), and we are seeing an
evolution of this as the commercial opportunities presented by Al make themselves
clear. In fact, the potential scale offered by Al exacerbates this risk by making “Al
coaching” (a term that is even more poorly defined than “coaching” was at the turn
of the millennium) the most influential factor in a new Wild West of coaching
(Terblanche, 2024) that some argue ought to not even bear the name (Bachkirova &
Kemp, 2025).

The objective of this chapter is to increase our curiosity to experiment with Al in
our own coaching practice, to become familiar with it. The benefits afforded by Al
are much more tangible than other technologies that have made grand claims that
turn out to be a thin veneer, but Al is not a panacea by any stretch of the imagination.
Its dystopian ability to work semi-autonomously, at scale, and at an affordable price
means that its downsides are amplified. First-hand experience of Al grounds our
understanding of it in reality, rather than in overly evangelistic or catastrophised
media narratives.

7.2 The Theory: How AI Can Help

At its heart, coaching could be argued as one of the most purely human professions
in existence. It’s possible to deliver coaching without technology being present at
all. In fact, some of the most deeply powerful coaching moments come when all of
the noise we’re otherwise surrounded by is recognised as no more than exactly that.

In one coaching session, Martin (not his real name), a coaching client, started
exploring his thoughts about how to delegate more fully. He continued speaking in
uninterrupted silence for 40 min, embracing the opportunity to simply complete his
thought process. Afterwards, he said that it was the most impactful coaching session
he’s ever had.
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The “generative attention” (Kline, 2002) provided by coaching presence can
sometimes be precisely what’s needed, cutting through the incessant interference of
the all-important context and unlocking latent breakthroughs that simply cannot be
achieved any other way. There are reasons why ancient spiritual practices estab-
lished patterns of community and silent meditation long before mobile phone noti-
fications became ubiquitous.

When thinking about the topic of AI's impact on coaching it’s important to begin
by recognising that oftentimes adding technology into a coaching conversation
would be an unhelpful and immature distraction, reducing its impact. Why might
we ever want to even contemplate the idea?

One valid reason without any sort of satisfactory counter is the fact that almost
everybody in the world doesn’t have the privilege of access to a coach. If Al can
offer even the tiniest fraction of the experience of high-quality, non-directive coach-
ing (and it unarguably can), we have a moral responsibility to support this vision for
those who will benefit the most from it, and at the very least not try to stand in its
way (see Terblanche et al., 2022).

But using Al as a coach can also be attractive in offering efficiency, opportunities
for scale and more. Marketers’ wont is to inflate expectations and state best-case
scenarios as if they’re commonplace, but anyone who’s used even the free versions
of the most basic generative AI models knows that it offers some benefits, and when
we as coaches use Al in an informed way we give ourselves the chance to capitalise
on those. If Al offers us the chance to coach more people and do it better, the ques-
tion as to whether we should be open to adopting it answers itself.

We can apply this to our coaching practice in the form of three lenses through
which we might view Al as supporting us: Al expands our capacity, enhances our
competence, and extends our capability (Isaacson, 2022).

7.2.1 Al Expands Our Capacity

Some opportunities that Al offers are transparent in their application, because they
do something we’re already able to do, taking it off our plate and opening up greater
possibilities. Ignoring the important ethical considerations associated with sharing
the so-called confidential data for a moment (see below), the time one might take to
write up a transcript of a coaching session can be dramatically shortened through
widely available AI products.

The benefits of this are so obvious that their impact can feel self-evident, when
that is actually not at all the case. While the time we save could be consciously used
to do something more impactful, it’s at least as likely we’ll unconsciously find our-
selves passively pulled into simply doing something different. The choice to invest
our newfound resources for business development, personal development, servicing
clients, or doomscrolling is down to us.
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7.2.2 Al Enhances Our Competence

The second contribution Al can make is to improve and augment the things we’re
already able to do. There are more mature examples of this, of course, but perhaps
a good foundational example is in forming “good enough” next questions to ask, in
the midst of a coaching session. A well-formed prompt, tailored for the client sitting
in a video call with us, could generate half a dozen suggested lines of questioning,
reducing the risk of our own blind spots limiting the direction of the conversation
(Bozkurt, 2024).

When thinking about applying Al to our coaching practice, this should be our
target. We're already effective enough to deliver coaching that is at least passable to
a certain extent, so we should capitalise on that starting position. What Al offers us
in our practice is to make the coaching experience and outcomes even better for all
the stakeholders involved.

7.2.3 Al Extends Our Capability

The final category of benefit that Al can offer is the ability to do things that are
impossible without it. While this is perhaps overstated by press outlets driven to
maximise engagement more than accurately communicate nuance, it’s this category
that presents the most paradigm-shifting opportunities, and therefore presents the
greatest threats to traditional coaching practices.

The obvious example is in the introduction of Al-enabled coaching conversa-
tions, like those offered by Coach Vici, which research suggests is as effective as a
human coach (Terblanche et al., 2022), and Alcoach.chat, which has seen measur-
able increases in goal attainment and self-efficacy within a single month of use
(Isaacson et al., 2024). Suffice it to say that this aspect of Al is the most disruptive
of the three.

7.2.4 The Risk of Inaction

The deployment of Al and its associated benefits can no doubt be impactful, and
therefore its very presence demands a response. One of the big problems with the
topic of Al is that it doesn’t exist in many people’s minds as anything more than
science fiction, and as a result the stories we tell ourselves are similarly not grounded
in reality. We anthropomorphise the machines (Ibrahim et al., 2025), and find our-
selves becoming polarised behind clickbait stories designed to communicate that Al
is either the panacea we’ve been waiting for, or an existential threat (e.g., see Diller
et al., 2024).
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Any informed person can confidently bat these extreme positions away. Al has
inherent limitations, like any technology. As an emergent piece of innovation, it
offers significant possibilities for impact, but the future most likely will look like
neither an age of leisure ushered in by infinitely helpful robots, nor a dystopian
cyberpunk apocalypse in which we return to a pre-industrial era. The disappoint-
ingly predictable outcome is probably going to be that life will feel extremely simi-
lar to the way it has always been, but Al will be present in it (Capraro et al., 2024;
Ferretti, 2024; Park, 2023; Valenzuela et al., 2024).

An appropriate response therefore would be to think, research, experiment and
either actively resist or adopt particular applications of Al. Our choosing not to
introduce an Al coaching supervisor into our practice prevents us from accessing its
benefits, and also avoids the risks. But one response that surely is not open to us is
to ignore Al and do nothing at all.

By acting as if Al is not present in the environment we operate within, we put our-
selves at personal risk. The world that our clients inhabit is being shaken by Al inno-
vations, and while we may have a professional identity rooted in tradition to an extent,
there is never much appetite to engage with a coach who is intentionally out of touch.
With Al increasingly a topic that boards are aware of (Abrash & Probst, 2024), it is
naturally much more attractive to work with a coach who understands the opportuni-
ties and threats it presents than one who may as well have difficulty spelling “GPT”.

More than this, however, is the fact that the wider coaching market is evolving,
and client expectations along with it. During the initial COVID-19 lockdowns, some
coaches put coaching engagements on hold until life “returned to normal”, and it
was those coaches who were already using video conferencing as a medium for
delivery that pivoted most smoothly. The biggest winners from the (accelerated)
change in client behaviours weren’t those that were the best at the delivery of coach-
ing, but those that were best able to capitalise on the technology, many of whom
weren’t coaches at all.

If coaches do not engage with the concept of AI—not necessarily in adopting it,
but in establishing clear thinking around it that is not clouded by bias either for or
against it—we position the profession such that a well-placed technologist or ven-
ture capitalist will shape what coaching clients of 5 years’ time mean when they
hear the term “Al coaching”. For the benefit of every stakeholder engaged in coach-
ing to whatever extent, coaches must take it upon themselves to grapple with Al

7.3 Practical Applications: Al in a Coaching Practice

7.3.1 The Coach’s Landscape

The reason that Al is so newsworthy is its wide applicability. While Al as a replace-
ment for the human coach might feel like the single most significant Al-related topic
for discussion in the coaching profession, our roles tend to be much wider than
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simply the delivery of individual coaching sessions, and Al has the potential to play
a part across the entire lifecycle.

At a surface level, Al is accessible in the form of prompts sent to an AI model,
such as in the way that ChatGPT accesses the OpenAl models. In this way, it’s pos-
sible to rapidly interact with Al to produce something of worth, whether that’s a
piece of content (such as a structure for a coaching programme) or simply an
approach to a conversation (such as questions framed using clean language). But Al
models are significantly more straightforward to access in advanced ways than pre-
vious technologies.

“No-code” automation platforms allow coaches to activate highly customised Al
interactions with a level of sophistication historically hidden from all but the most
technically-minded of technologists. The sorts of tasks that are repeatable but which
have needed a level of nuance in the past can now be given to a machine without that
much effort, increasing scale and therefore impact.

We might therefore categorise the opportunities for making the most of Al by
considering the following.

7.3.2 Pre-Session Preparation

Depending on one’s coaching approach, a coach might like to prepare for a coach-
ing session with something more content-full than a mindfulness exercise. Where
that’s the case, Al can be of use in shaping one’s thinking and providing a level of
curated direction.

Let’s say, for example, I take notes throughout a coaching session. The notes are
barely more than half-sentences, in no particular order, capturing the key moments
in the conversation but nothing more than that. Copy-pasting those notes into a
simple prompt could give me pointers to ensure an enriching discussion in the next
session.

For example, here’s a prompt I just sent to ChatGPT:

I am a professional coach. I am preparing for a second coaching session with a client.
Analyse the notes from my first session and provide five lines of enquiry that will increase
the likelihood of blind spots being identified and make the session as impactful as possible.
Keep your answer brief. The notes follow: Problems with line manager??? “Project Paris”
under-resourced, aggressive timelines. Recent restructuring, not affected his team. TWO
CHILDREN, son rebelling at school. “I don’t know what I'm afraid of” Not giving freedom
to own team, John should be responding on a Saturday afternoon? Will ask wife about
working patterns and speak to boss. Next time focus on personal brand.

And here’s the response I received back, within 2 s (ChatGPT, personal commu-
nication, 25 April 2025):

Here are five powerful lines of enquiry to surface blind spots and deepen the impact of your
next session:

“What assumptions are you making about what your team should be doing—especially
outside work hours?”
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“What do you fear might happen if you gave your team more freedom?”

“How are your personal values aligning (or clashing) with your leadership style
right now?”

“What patterns do you notice in how you’re responding to both your son’s behavior and
your team’s performance?”

“What would need to change for you to feel more comfortable owning your per-
sonal brand?”

This provides a level of direction that might help shape a coach’s thinking as they
approach a coaching session.

And pre-session preparation isn’t only helpful for the coach. A well-formulated
onboarding process might add significant value to an opening session and accelerate
insights. A simple form asking for some relatively generic information could be
analysed almost immediately using an automation platform and a generative Al
model to, for example, articulate a coaching goal according to the coach’s own intel-
lectual property, identify potential limiting assumptions and blind spots, suggest a
structure for a coaching engagement and, in truth, anything the prompt engineer can
imagine. This analysis could be parsed and presented graphically within a report for
the client’s reflection, without the coach having invested any time at all.

7.3.3 Coaching Augmentation

In spite of the deep humanity of coaching, the very practice of which in many ways
should not change regardless of the presence of technology, Al offers opportunities
to augment our conversations from time to time.

The go-to use case for many coaches as far as this is concerned is the use of Al
transcribers and notetakers, which remove the need for us to be manually taking
notes in a session. This is a good example of Al doing something we otherwise
would find ourselves doing, giving us the chance to focus our attention on some-
thing more impactful. In this case, that would simply be the client. The outsourcing
of notetaking to the Al removes the need for those coaches who use notes in advance
of coaching sessions from taking them, putting them at ease to simply be present in
the moment. One ought to expect that the quality of the coaching would increase,
thanks to the presence of Al. Where notetaking is being used as a practice to increase
focus on what the client is saying, however, the inverse would be true, so maturity
is required!

Another opportunity Al affords us is to lean into its creative capabilities. In the
past, many coaches have enjoyed, for example, bringing a deck of picture cards into
a coaching conversation. They sometimes seem to run the session by themselves.
When a client is over-rationalising or simply getting stuck, a picture inviting them
to explore a metaphor seems to accelerate insightful lines of questioning that can
end up carrying deep meaning for them and unlocking new ways of thinking. The
rise of Al-generated artwork offers us the opportunity to create entirely new images
from a simple text-based prompt (Isaacson, 2022).
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For example, I just used the Al artwork generator within ChatGPT with the
prompt “I'm feeling frustrated because I was overlooked for a promotion at work,
and I want to feel more fulfilment in my role.”

The client cannot claim that the image (Fig. 7.1) has nothing to do with their
topic, because their topic was the prompt. Instead, they need to explain how what
they are looking at describes their topic, perhaps through drawing on the concept of
the client’s internal metaphor landscape (Lawley & Tompkins, 2000). In this exam-
ple, they might see the spark in the centre of the image as a flame of passion that
they want to rekindle, and the swirling brushstrokes representative of a tempestuous
ocean. In exploring it with them, however, they might become aware of the fact that
the colour of the flame appears among the swirls, indicating that the passion that
they are searching for is already present somehow, just not as they were expecting
it. Even if it doesn’t resonate with their own perspective, the opportunity to explore
how it doesn’t ought to present the chance to increase awareness around
interpretations.

Al could also be used in supporting the client between sessions. A well-
engineered prompt could make for some “homework™ that’s more than reading an
article or watching a video. It might be helpful, for example, for the client to put
some time in a conversational format into clearly articulating an outcome for the
next coaching session or the engagement as a whole. That time would otherwise be
spent with the coach, opening up opportunities to focus the coaching conversations
on something arguably more impactful, and perhaps even reducing the number of
sessions needed, saving money for the sponsor.

Fig. 7.1 Al-generated
image
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7.3.4 Post-Engagement Learning

The challenge of evaluating coaching is very present, and Al can be used for adding
value to clients and sponsors upon the conclusion of a coaching relationship.
Generative Al is brilliant at extracting structured insights from unstructured data, so
with a good prompt even the most unadulterated of streams of consciousness could
be analysed for whatever insights a coach is looking to discover; a transcribed cou-
ple of off-the-cuff minutes describing what difference the coaching has made is
likely to demonstrate more value than many of the evaluation forms typically in
circulation.

And Al can be used to extend the learning opportunities beyond the coaching
sessions themselves. A custom report designed for a client based on a coach’s
framework, perhaps playing back themes that have emerged and summarising
insights, could provide a useful takeaway to facilitate future reflections. When intro-
duced alongside a 360 process, there could be significant new moments of insight
made possible, through automatically extracting themes that are present across mul-
tiple perspectives.

7.4 The Ethical Impacts of Al on the Coaching Relationship

One of the most important words when defining coaching is confidentiality. In a
private physical meeting space, understanding this word was straightforward. My
client is going to share information with me, the coach, and I am never going to
disclose it unless I’'m legally (or morally) required to do so. Al presents a challenge
to this key concept because the provision of the Al inherently requires that same
information to be transmitted across the Internet to a third party for processing, and
potentially for indefinite storage, presenting a raft of new risks.

The ethical dilemma of this new lack of confidentiality is real, and presents an
even more significant issue. A huge proportion of coaching is delivered remotely,
relying on technology for the processing and storage of video, audio, and text-based
communications. It is true that using Al impedes on traditional professional com-
mitments to confidentiality, but this barrier was crossed long ago. Coaching conver-
sations conducted via video conference already provide the full session to a
third-party provider of video conferencing services, so any concerns about Al need
to apply to technology already in use.

Associated, but distinct, considerations of information security controls and data
privacy compliance are absolutely valid (Fouracres, 2024). Data privacy regulations
differ from one jurisdiction to another, so coaches using Al products governed else-
where should gain assurance that their own legal responsibilities are being properly
fulfilled and not compromised. They should also ensure that they are holding them-
selves—and, by extension, the technology they use—to a higher standard (Isaacson,
2021). If coaching conversations are reasonably assumed to be more confidential
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than other conversations similarly described using that same word, coaches ought
not to settle for Al products that are not more secure than others simply because they
provide a level of convenience.

Aside from confidentiality, there are other ethical concerns raised by the use of
Al both within and outside of a coaching conversation. There are valid ethical rea-
sons to not want to use Al, such as the risk of bias in datasets and the amount of
carbon emissions produced by large language models, but it’s a one-dimensional
argument to suggest that these single issues outweigh every individual and systemic
benefit. Instead, in line with the most fundamental of coaching principles, it’s the
responsibility of coaches to transparently empower their clients to make informed
decisions about when and how to deploy Al in their own coaching engagement, co-
creating an Al landscape that will best support and challenge them.

7.5 Critical Reflection

While the case for Al integration in coaching practice is unarguably compelling, it
reveals a fundamental tension. The assumption that more efficiency, more data, and
more options inherently lead to better coaching outcomes isn’t self-evident. At
times, coaching insights arise from a thought process that’s free from interference
rather than one that’s full of content. The fundamental building blocks of good-
quality coaching—psychological safety, undivided attention, the courage to press
into the unknown, and the flexibility to work with what’s emerging—are deeply
human and risk being hampered by introducing Al into the picture.

While Al is capable of injecting creativity into a coaching session with skilful
prompting, the nature of the technology is such that it is only capable of surface-
level listening, laden with assumptions based on its original training data. Anyone
who’s experienced great coaching before will attest to the fact that some of the most
transformative questions emerge from an approach to deep listening that notices—
sometimes unconsciously—subtle shifts in energy. This is more than simply “read-
ing in-between the lines”; it’s an indefinable intuitive sense that leads a coach to
voice something that they don’t—can’t—know, not from algorithmic pattern
matching.

Some applications of Al for some coaches are clearly helpful because they speed
things up that don’t become more valuable through doing slowly, or because they
introduce a level of consistency that wouldn’t be present otherwise. Others posi-
tively contribute to the profession, through making coaching more accessible than
ever before, providing a moral imperative for us to support in their adoption.

Others might feel like red herrings, threatening harm to an extent that the benefits
are undermined. Introducing Al into a coaching session, for example, risks frag-
menting our attention and reducing a sense of presence. Indeed, the fact that coach-
ing ought to increase the quality of our thinking ought to mean that findings around
Al leading to cognitive decline (Kosmyna et al., 2025) should be ringing alarm bells
if we try outsourcing creative activities to it.
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In the end, rather than wholesale adoption or rejection of Al, the coaching pro-
fession needs more nuanced thinking. The question isn’t, “Can Al contribute to
coaching?” because it’s undeniable that it can. For some coaches and for some cli-
ents, Al will turn a transactional interaction into something fun and innovative, and
for others Al will undo everything. Whether or not it’s possible to incorporate Al
without compromising the human elements that make coaching what it is is a much
more valuable idea to reflect on. What remains true is that the vast majority of
people in the world don’t have access to a human coach, and the possibilities offered
by Al are too great to overlook.

The future of coaching depends in part on coaches’ attitudes and abilities in inte-
grating Al in a seamless way, and also on our wisdom to know when and how to
resist marketeers’ promises. The most profound coaching moments will continue to
come about not because of technological augmentation but because of the ancient
human practice of creating space. Perhaps our responsibility is not to endlessly
optimise this, but to protect and nurture it instead.

7.6 Conclusion

As the coaching profession navigates an emerging era defined by rapid technologi-
cal change, the thoughtful integration of AI might offer opportunities for growing in
maturity and maximising the impact of the practice. Coaches must continually learn
to balance the deeply human essence of our practice with the strategic use of Al to
enhance their impact and challenge habits we’ve fallen into. Al provides many tan-
gible benefits that demand conscious ethical leadership, protecting the foundations
on which the coaching profession was built on. Coaches who engage with Al
thoughtfully and maturely will safeguard their relevance, provide increasing value
to their clients, and help to shape a future where coaching remains a transformative,
human-centred force.
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Chapter 8 )
Triadic and Quasi-Triadic AI Coaching: AI <o
Agents and Their Professional Use

in Coaching Through External Prompt

Scripts

Harald GeiBller

Abstract The ways in which artificial intelligence (AI) can be utilized in and for
coaching are determined by two key factors: the internal properties of the Al sys-
tems used and the external tasks assigned to them by coachees and/or coaches. For
the professional application of Al in coaching, this implies two core requirements:
first, the development of Al agents equipped with coaching-relevant capabilities,
and second, the professional optimization of their usage through external prompt
scripts—that is, sequences of preformulated prompts grounded in established
coaching methodologies. In this sense, the following contribution focuses, on the
one hand, on Al agents equipped with coaching-diagnostic problem-solving knowl-
edge, and on the other hand, on the necessity that this knowledge can only be acti-
vated through systematically structured task sequences (prompt scripts) based on
coaching methodology.

Keywords Artificial intelligence - Coaching - Chatbots - Human—AlI collaboration
- Diagnostic reasoning in coaching - Structured prompt scripts - Triadic and
quasi-triadic Al coaching - Single-loop and double-loop learning - Problem-
solving orientations - Methodology of Al-supported coaching

8.1 AI Usage in Dyadic and Triadic Coaching Formats

Artificial intelligence (Al) can be utilized in or for coaching both in dyadic and
triadic formats (Geiller, 2025). Dyadic usage occurs when only two parties are
involved: a user and a specific Al system. This Al can either be a general-purpose
system, such as ChatGPT or Perplexity, or a coaching-specific AI developed explic-
itly for professional coaching purposes (Bachkirova & Kemp, 2024; Gralmann &
Schermuly, 2020; Passmore et al., 2025; Terblanche, 2024). Depending on their
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level of complexity, these systems are referred to as bots, Al assistants, or Al agents.
For the sake of simplicity, the term Al agents will be used consistently throughout
this text. The specific opportunities associated with these systems will be elaborated
upon in the next section. However, it is crucial to highlight already at this point a
fundamental question: namely, who leads—and must take responsibility for—the
conversation: the Al (and by extension its developers) or the user, meaning either
the client seeking support or the coach preparing or reviewing a coaching session.

In contrast to dyadic Al usage, triadic Al usage is characterized by the human
coach and coachee jointly engaging with either a general-purpose Al or coaching-
specific Al agents within their coaching dialogue, with the coach assuming primary
responsibility for leading and managing the conversation (GeiB3ler, 2025). For this
reason, it is not advisable to employ Al agents with built-in conversational leader-
ship capabilities in triadic Al coaching.

In addition to dyadic and triadic Al coaching formats, two hybrid forms can also
be identified. The first is semi-triadic Al coaching, characterized by coachees engag-
ing dyadically with AI agents that possess built-in conversational leadership capa-
bilities. Coachees use these Al agents for self-coaching purposes and subsequently
discuss their experiences and insights with their human coach—without the Al agent
participating directly in the coach—coachee dialogue itself (Mai & Rutschmann, 2023).

Conceptually, semi-triadic Al coaching is thus more closely aligned with dyadic
than with triadic Al coaching. This distinction marks the critical difference from the
second hybrid form, quasi-triadic Al coaching, which will be introduced in Sect. 8.3.

On this basis, several ideal-typical modes of Al usage can be identified, and the
specific positioning of the subsequent discussion within the broader context of this
volume’s contributions can be clarified (Fig. 8.1):

* The usage model that has thus far dominated the discourse in coaching research
refers to coachees utilizing coaching-specific Al agents with autonomous con-
versational leadership, either dyadically or in a semi-triadic format.

» Since this model is the focus of the contributions by Rutschmann, Mai, and
Terblanche in this volume, it will not be further elaborated here.

* Diametrically opposed to this model, and much more widespread in practice, is
the usage pattern where coachees seeking support—or coaches preparing or
reviewing coaching sessions—engage with general-purpose Al systems such as
ChatGPT in a dyadic format, issuing specific task instructions to the Al and
thereby maintaining leadership of the conversation themselves (Edenhausen,
2024). Since the formulation of such task instructions (prompts) has been
scarcely examined in coaching science—and because prompt design is funda-
mental for triadic and quasi-triadic Al coaching—this aspect will be addressed in
detail in Sect. 8.3.

» Positioned between these two usage models is the triadic Al coaching approach,
which forms the central focus of this contribution. It is characterized by coachees
communicating with Al agents under the leadership of their coaches, with the Al
agents acting in a supportive co-coaching role (GeiBller, 2025). As already indi-
cated, the design and deployment of prompts play a critical role in this process.
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Fig. 8.1 Models of Al-based coaching use

* Finally, a newly developed usage model, quasi-triadic Al coaching (Geiller
et al., 2025), will also be introduced. Although conceptually closely related to
triadic Al coaching, it differs by enabling coachees to interact with Al agents
without the immediate presence of a human coach. Instead, coachees are guided
by a prompt script, which serves as a coaching medium—functioning as the
“voice” of a virtual coach operating behind it.

8.2 Coaching AI Agents

To better understand the Al agents that can be utilized in or for coaching, this sec-
tion first outlines the fechnical foundations and design possibilities underlying their
development, followed by an exploration of the conceptual frameworks and practi-
cal applications enabled by their technical and conceptual configurations.
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At the technical level, the most critical component of any Al agent is the underly-
ing large language model (LLM), which defines the scope and nature of the knowl-
edge accessible to both the AI and its users. While this knowledge base is
impressively vast, it is not without limitations. It is shaped not only by the wealth of
information embedded by developers during the AI’s initial training phase but also
by various biases and ethically problematic distortions that have—often uninten-
tionally—been introduced (Baum, 2024).

The root cause of these shortcomings is, fundamentally, human fallibility.
Addressing them requires the human-in-the-loop approach advocated by Harari
(2024), which suggests two complementary strategies. First, users should be enabled
to create customized Al agents. Second, users must actively shape Al outputs by
crafting targeted task instructions (prompts) (see Sect. 8.3).

The technical foundation for the first strategy has been available since November
2023, with ChatGPT’s introduction of customizable GPTs, here referred to as Al
agents. These agents can be individually designed through detailed instructions that
define their roles and communication styles, and through the uploading of docu-
ments that expand or refine the knowledge base of the underlying LLM
(Edenhausen, 2024).

These technical capabilities can be combined with different coaching-conceptual
frameworks, leading to the following typology of Al agents:

» Al agents equipped with built-in conversational leadership capabilities
* Al agents simulating personal character profiles

* Al agents embodying special expert knowledge and

* Al agents possessing coaching-diagnostic problem-solving knowledge

When developing Al agents that simulate specific personality profiles—intended
to demonstrate to coachees how others might perceive their issues—the selection of
a suitable character typology is necessary. Similarly, for Al agents with special
expert knowledge, it must be decided which knowledge will underpin their interpre-
tive approaches.

The most complex design and justification challenges arise with Al agents pos-
sessing coaching-diagnostic problem-solving knowledge—knowledge concerning
the potential underlying causes of coaching issues and appropriate solution strate-
gies. The provision and application of coaching-diagnostic knowledge is indispens-
able for effective coaching—yet it constitutes one of its greatest challenges. The
aim is to achieve a profound understanding of the coachees, both in terms of their
current state and their potential development. This often requires understanding the
coachees more deeply than they are presently able to understand themselves.

To meet these challenges, it is advisable to focus not on static personal traits as
causes of problems, but rather on the problem-solving orientations that individu-
als—often driven by affect—activate in specific situations, which may unintention-
ally stabilize or exacerbate their difficulties (Schmidt, 2004). Furthermore, it is
conceptually valuable to integrate situational diagnostics with corresponding solu-
tion knowledge.
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This approach is well illustrated by Schulz von Thun (1989, p. 42) using the
example of a coachee who suffers from excessive, naive trust toward certain indi-
viduals in specific situations. Resolving this issue requires recognizing the positive
core of this orientation—the impulse toward interpersonal trust—which, through
overextension, transforms into a problem of naive credulity. To address this overex-
tension, Schulz von Thun proposes identifying the conceptual antipode: caution,
which, if exaggerated, can itself become problematic, manifesting as paranoid
mistrust.

This example highlights that the central goal of the proposed solution strategy is
the situational balancing of polar yet dialectically interconnected problem-solving
orientations (GeiBller, 2025). In order to understand a given coaching issue and the
implicit solution options it entails, it is therefore useful to examine the problem-
solving orientations currently preferred by the coachees. It is important to assess
how well these orientations are balanced with regard to the specific characteristics
of the situation at hand, and to consider how they might need to be rebalanced in
order to enable the resolution of the issue.

8.3 External Prompts and Prompt Scripts

To utilize artificial intelligence effectively in or for coaching, it is necessary to issue
task instructions to the AI—and to design these instructions in a manner consistent
with professional coaching standards. As previously mentioned, two complemen-
tary approaches are available. The first involves prescribing communication behav-
ior internally within the Al system through embedded prompts. The second concerns
external prompts: instructions delivered by coaches or coachees from outside the Al
system, which they can adapt flexibly to their needs.

Having examined internal Al prompts in the previous section, we now turn to
external prompts. Their primary function is to assist or guide coaches and coachees
in managing their dialogue with either general-purpose Al systems or coaching-
specific Al agents—provided that these agents do not possess built-in conversa-
tional leadership capabilities.

A fundamental characteristic of all prompts is their twofold structure: they must
combine factual information with a specific task instruction.

Regarding the types of task instructions that coachees or coaches might issue
through prompts, two paradigmatic forms can be distinguished, drawing on the
organizational psychology theory of single-loop and double-loop learning (Argyris
& Schon, 1978): Single-loop prompts aim directly at achieving specific coaching
goals, and double-loop prompts encourage reflection on these goals at a deeper level.

Typical single-loop prompts might instruct the Al to:

* Assess the completeness of information provided and identify any gaps
» Edit supplied texts in particular ways, such as summarizing them or transforming
them into first-person experiential narratives
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 Identify potential underlying causes of a described problem
* Generate solution proposals for particular problems or challenges
* Develop conceptual frameworks based on defined criteria for specific tasks

In contrast, double-loop prompts task the Al with self-reflection—that is, with
analyzing the outputs generated in response to single-loop prompts by asking:

* What empirically verifiable assumptions underlie the output?
* What implicit values and norms are embedded within it?

Several options are available for the professional application of these prompt
types in coaching contexts. The most demanding—and simultaneously the riski-
est—option is intuitive prompting, that is, the situational creation of tasks in interac-
tion with the Al that requires highly advanced coaching competencies.

The second option is the use of a prompt repository, a comprehensive collection
of preformulated prompts that users can adopt—either directly or with modifica-
tions—in any order. This approach can significantly support coaches in triadic Al
coaching by enhancing both the efficiency and effectiveness of Al usage.

The third option is the use of prompt scripts: structured sequences of prompts
designed to be followed in a specific order, with or without modifications. The
methodological design of prompt scripts concerns both the formulation of individ-
ual prompts and their sequencing. A further important dimension is that prompt
scripts may not only contain instructions addressed to the Al but also include direc-
tives aimed at the coaches and coachees themselves.

Accordingly, five types of prompts can be distinguished:

* A-Prompts, addressed to coaches, providing guidance on:
— How to manage the coaching situation methodologically, particularly con-
cerning the specific characteristics of the coachees
— Which content areas are of strategic importance for the ongoing coach-
ing process
— And the intentional focus to be maintained during coaching

* B-Prompts, addressed to coachees, guiding them in creating a report that will
subsequently be sent to the Al, specifying which content elements should be
included.

* C-Prompts, directed at the Al agent, specifying the goals or intentional perspec-
tives it should apply in processing the submitted report.

* D-Prompts, addressed to coachees, offering methodological guidance on how to
engage with and reflect upon the AI’s response.

* E-Prompts, instructing coachees on how to provide feedback to the Al and indi-
cating which aspects of the interaction should be emphasized in that feedback.

In concrete terms, this may involve, for example, the following:

* A-Prompt instructs the coach to ask the coachee how they are doing.
* B-Prompt guides the coachee, with the support of the coach, to describe their
issue in writing to the Al agent.
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* C-Prompt provides the Al agent with a precisely formulated task specifying how
to process the coachee’s problem description.

* D-Prompt invites the coachee to quietly reflect on the Al agent’s response.

* E-Prompt prompts the coachee, with the coach’s support, to provide feedback to
the Al agent regarding its response.

These five types of prompts are methodologically interconnected and together
form mega-prompts, typically starting with an A-Prompt and proceeding through
B-, C-, and D-Prompts, culminating in an E-Prompt. Frequently, a renewed
C-Prompt follows after the E-Prompt to facilitate continued dialogue.

The professional quality of these prompts can be evaluated and optimized using
the framework of coaching success factors, i.e. the observable behaviors exhibited
by coaches that increase the likelihood of successful coaching outcomes (Behrendt
& Greif, 2022) (see also GeiBler et al., 2025).

Building on this conceptual foundation, it is also possible to design A-Prompts that
are addressed exclusively to coachees. These prompts can inform coachees about the
intended target group, the coaching contexts and challenges the prompt script is
designed to address, and the role of the subsequent B- and C-Prompts. In this way,
prompt scripts can function as structured guides for Al-supported self-coaching.

Such an A-Prompt could be formulated as follows:

Dear Coachee, in order to make optimal use of the Al agent you have just activated, you
need to provide it with well-formulated tasks. This prompt script is designed to assist you in
doing so. It consists of various instructions. One of these, the A-Prompt, addresses you
directly and provides orientation as to where you currently stand in the coaching process
and what the next step is. In this sense, 1 would like to inform you that the next coaching step
is for you to describe your issue in detail to the Al agent. The aspects you should consider
in doing so are explained in detail in the following B-Prompt. You will then send this prob-
lem description to the Al agent along with the C-Prompt, which contains precise instruc-
tions on how the Al agent should process your problem description.

This usage model may be termed quasi-triadic Al coaching, because the coach—
constitutive in traditional triadic coaching—appears here in virtualized form through
the medium of the written prompt script, guiding coachees on how to manage the
dialogue with the AI agent autonomously. This model thus differs fundamentally
from semi-triadic Al coaching, discussed in Sect. 8.1, where the Al independently
leads the self-coaching conversation without structured human guidance.

8.4 Data-Secure Communication Spaces Using Delta Chat

One of the major challenges in Al-supported coaching is ensuring data security.
Communication with Al agents developed via platforms such as ChatGPT typically
occurs in environments that are not fully secure—at least when using OpenAl’s
standard front-end interface.

The situation is different, however, when Al agents are created in OpenAl’s
Playground and communication is conducted through Delta Chat. Delta Chat is an
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open-source messaging service that enables decentralized, end-to-end encrypted
communication via anonymized email addresses.

An additional important advantage of Delta Chat is the ability to create dedicated
communication spaces where coaches and coachees can interact—both synchro-
nously and asynchronously—with each other and with multiple AI agents. Within
these spaces, prompt scripts can be stored to guide the coaching processes, specifi-
cally in rooms designed for this purpose.

Moreover, group spaces for teams and project groups can also be established, facili-
tating both synchronous and asynchronous team and organizational coaching activities.

In this sense, my message is: If data security is important to you, you should by
no means use the ChatGPT front end. Instead, you should work with suitable Al
agents either in the Playground or integrate them into a DeltaChat room in order to
interact with them there.

8.5 Conclusion

To utilize the potential of artificial intelligence (AI) within and for coaching in a
professional and ethically sophisticated manner, it is necessary to develop Al agents
equipped with coaching-relevant capabilities and to deploy these capabilities based
on the human-in-the-loop principle, using coaching-methodologically grounded
and sequenced task instructions (prompt scripts) within data-secure environments.

In contrast to Al agents with built-in conversational leadership capabilities—
designed to be used dyadically by coachees as substitutes for human coaches—
these standards can be met primarily by integrating AI agents with
coaching-diagnostic problem-solving knowledge into the coaching dialogue. In
doing so, a triadic Al coaching format emerges.

In this format, it is important that coachees and coaches are guided in shaping
their relationships—with one another and with the Al agent—through coaching-
methodologically structured prompt scripts. These scripts must be designed to
include and interconnect different types of prompts: those directed at the Al agent
and those providing orientation for coachees and coaches.

On this conceptual basis, prompt scripts can also be developed for quasi-triadic
Al coaching. The distinctive feature of such scripts is that they are directed solely at
coachees and their interaction with the Al agent, recommending contact with a
human coach only in exceptional cases.
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Chapter 9 ®
Al as a Third Party in Coaching: e
Balancing Trust, Ethics, and Innovation

Sandra J. Diller and Wendy-Ann Smith

Abstract The integration of artificial intelligence (AI) into a human-to-human
coaching relationship presents both fascinating opportunities and significant chal-
lenges. This chapter explores AI’s evolving role within the coaching relationship,
balancing its potential to support both coach and client in their self-development
with concerns related to trust, ethics, and process integrity. Much like involving a
human third party, Al raises issues of confidentiality, data ownership, informed con-
sent, and potential conflicts of interest. Additionally, a third party such as Al can
influence the process—intentionally or unintentionally—by imposing goals, expec-
tations, or assessments that may not align with the client’s self-valued goals and
needs. Furthermore, Al could shift the dynamic from a 1:1 to a 2:1 setting, out-
balancing the relationship and creating pressure on the client’s, affecting their open-
ness and engagement. Its involvement further risks introducing bias from training
data or becoming overly mechanical, diminishing the human connection central to
coaching. The chapter critically examines how Al can be responsibly integrated to
complement rather than disrupt the coaching dynamic, ensuring that technological
innovation aligns with the core values of coaching.

Keywords Artificial intelligence - Coaching - Ethics - Trust - Autonomy -
Al-based coaching - Human—Al-human interaction - Psychological safety and
confidentiality - Bias and fairness in Al systems - Third-party interference in
coaching processes
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9.1 Introduction

Al is rapidly transforming many domains, especially social interactions and com-
munication. While people aim to maintain agency in Al-supported exchanges, they
often see Al as a separate social actor rather than an extension of themselves, lead-
ing to greater reliance on it when they lack experience, suggesting that Al systems
not only facilitate but also reshape one-to-one interactions as a third player
(Mieczkowski & Hancock, 2022). This additional player can influence people’s
interactions in prosocial and antisocial ways, therefore not only connecting but also
disconnecting human interaction (Hohenstein et al., 2023; Weidinger et al., 2022).
Within the human-to-human interaction of coaching, the inclusion of Al could
therefore alter the interaction to a human—Al-human interaction—with three parties
interacting together (Diller & Passmore, 2023). Yet, with third-party interferences,
the complexity of the coaching interaction is heightened and poses several social
and ethical risks (Ratlabala & Terblanche, 2022). Drawing on the Model of Ethical
Interdependence in Coaching by Diller et al. (2026), the Al as a third party could,
for instance, positively or negatively interfere with the set goals between coach and
client, their relationship, their coaching progress, or their confidentiality (Diller,
2024). Alongside this is Smith’s (2025) concept of intentional ethicality—a devel-
opmental stance that positions ethics as an embodied, relational process grounded
in presence, discernment, and responsibility. While Diller et al. (2026) focus on the
structural dynamics of ethical interdependence and potential third-party interfer-
ence, intentional ethicality offers a psychological and developmental scaffolding for
engaging with these tensions in practice. The present chapter explores these social
dynamics of interdependence, their possibilities and risks, and provides implica-
tions for the human—AI-human interaction.

9.1.1 Framing the Coaching Relationship

Coaching can be defined as a relational and reflective process—grounded in trust,
confidentiality, and presence—that empowers clients to work toward and attain their
self-valued and value-congruent goals (Diller et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2021). Thus,
one of the core values of coaching is an autonomy-supportive coach—client relation-
ship in terms of trust, empathy, and the support of self- and value-congruence (Diller
et al., 2020; Miihlberger et al., 2024; Schiemann et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2021).
Framing the coaching relationship around these values ensures a secure and empow-
ering space for client growth. However, the Model of Ethical Interdependence in
Coaching (Diller et al., 2026; Fig. 9.1) highlights that this relational dynamic is not
sealed off from external influences. According to the model, third-party actors can
either support or disrupt the coaching process by affecting the agreed-upon goals,
the coach—client relationship, the progression of coaching sessions, or the confiden-
tiality of shared content.
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Fig. 9.1 Model of ethical interdependence in coaching (Diller et al., 2026)

When Al enters the coaching space, it functions implicitly or explicitly as a third
party—even when Al is not interacting directly with the client, its presence as a
listener, analyzer, or recommender carries interactional weight. This could, simi-
larly to a human third party, challenge the co-created social interaction dynamic
between coach and client. Hereby, Al could positively interfere, such as by reinforc-
ing the client’s goal attainment, or negatively interfere, such as by breaching privacy
or redirecting the coaching trajectory away from the client’s goals. For a better
understanding of positive and negative effects, we will explore them in the follow-
ing two subchapters.

9.1.2 The Innovativeness of Al as a Third Party
in Human-to-Human Coaching

In terms of positive interference, Al has the potential to enhance coaching relation-
ships by supporting clients in achieving their personal and professional goals. For
instance, Al-based coaching applications can effectively support clients engaged in
human-to-human processes by providing personalized support between sessions,
offering reminders, and tracking goal progress (e.g., Kettunen et al., 2022). Thus,
rather than replacing the coach, Al can enhance the developmental journey. For
instance, some coaching platforms leverage natural language processing to generate
session summaries or reflect back key themes from coaching conversations, enabling
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clients to revisit and deepen their insights, or guide reflective journaling with struc-
tured prompts, helping clients sustain momentum and cultivate self-awareness.
Adjacent research in mental health interventions has begun to validate the efficacy
of these Al features, particularly journaling prompts, in supporting reflection and
well-being (e.g., Nepal et al., 2024). In sum, when thoughtfully integrated, Al has
the potential to serve as an innovative third party in a human-to-human coaching
process.

9.1.3 Challenges and Risks of Al as a Third Party
in Human-to-Human Coaching

Despite its potential, integrating Al as a third party in coaching also introduces chal-
lenges and ethical risks that need to be carefully considered. For instance, AI’s pres-
ence in coaching could heighten coaches’ anxiety and inhibition, reducing their
openness and increasing their resistance and biases toward Al (Diller et al., 2024).
Such reactions can potentially undermine the effectiveness of the human-AlI-human
coaching process. Furthermore, leveraging Al in coaching requires both ethically
sound design and responsible application. Core concerns include confidentiality,
data ethics, psychological safety, and the impact on trust, empathy, and agency
(Diller, 2024). Without thoughtful integration, Al could disrupt rather than enhance
the coaching relationship. To explore these challenges, the following sections exam-
ine four key risk areas linked to AI’s role as a third party, including vignettes to
illustrate their relevance and complexity: (a) Trust, Psychological Safety, and
Confidentiality, (b) Client Autonomy and Agency, (c) Bias and Fairness, and (d)
Relationship Imbalance and the Emergence of 2:1 Dynamics.

(a) Trust, Psychological Safety, and Confidentiality

Development in coaching relies on a co-created relationship grounded in
mutual presence, trust, and psychological safety (Smith & Arnold, 2023). This
trust is co-constructed by coach and client, grounded in benevolence, competence,
and integrity (Schiemann et al., 2019) and needs to be intentionally built in digital
environments (Schilling & Kauffeld, 2024). Introducing Al into this delicate rela-
tional field presents unique risks, as even seemingly neutral tools, such as tran-
scriptions, could change the coaching dynamic. Vignette 9.1 illustrates how
clients may become more guarded when Al is monitoring the conversation, show-
ing that even minimal Al involvement can influence the dynamic with regard to
psychological safety and trust. However, emotional depth needed in coaching
relies on a space of safety and trust, which can be compromised without transpar-
ent consent, comfort, and clear boundaries around Al use by the coach (Hawley
et al., 2024).
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Vignette 9.1: Notes in the Room

It was their second session. The coach had noticed the client becoming more
open and exploratory in language and relaxed in tone. After greeting, the
coach said: “I'd like to activate an Al note-taker to create a transcript so I can
stay focused and review later. It’s only for me, and I’ll delete it after writing
my reflections. Is that okay?” The client nodded, and the coach activated the
tool. A small banner appeared: “This meeting is being recorded and tran-
scribed.” As the session progressed, the coach noticed a subtle shift: The cli-
ent’s responses were more measured; their reflections less fluid. The usual
rhythm of openness felt disrupted. Something had changed.

Reflective Questions:

* How might the note-taking role have influenced the coachee’s psychologi-
cal safety and/or willingness to express vulnerability (trust)?

* What responsibilities does a coach have (and when) in checking for con-
sent and comfort?

However, there is little to no attention to when the client brings Al to the relation-
ship. Trust and safety require confidentiality and data protection, upheld by ethical
guidelines and legal standards, with both coaches and clients responsible for safe-
guarding sensitive information in all forms—verbal, written, and digital. The rise of
digital and Al tools raises critical data security questions around ownership, storage,
and access, which extends confidentiality concerns into the digital world (Iordanou
et al., 2023). For instance, platforms vary in how long coaching data is stored and
whether it can truly be deleted. The opaque nature of such systems further compli-
cates informed consent for both parties, making it symbolic rather than substantive
as both coaches and clients may not fully understand how their data is collected,
processed, or stored. Furthermore, data can be intercepted, altered, or misused, as
even the most secure systems can have data breaches (Fouracres, 2024). Due to their
responsibility for the coaching process, coaches must therefore be transparent about
data practices with their risks, set clear agreements with clients, and adopt robust
cybersecurity measures, such as encryption, access controls, and explicit data own-
ership policies. These are not just ethical imperatives but legal ones: Under regula-
tions like the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), coaches using
digital tools must adhere to principles such as storage limitation, data minimization,
and integrity and confidentiality (Rogers, 2023).

(b) Client Autonomy and Agency

The need for autonomy and its support are at the heart of coaching. It’s what sets
coaching apart as a process that empowers clients to lead their self-valued and
value-congruent goal attainment and self-development (Diller et al., 2020;
Schiemann et al., 2018). Thus, autonomy-supportive coach behavior, such as
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empathic listening, can enhance autonomy and self-development (Schiemann et al.,
2018), while autonomy-restrictive coach behavior, such as advice, can erode agency
and trigger resistance (Klonek et al., 2014). When introducing Al as a generative
tool, i.e., generating ideas and therefore advice, it may even with questions steer
clients in directions that conflict with their own ideas, values, or goals, possibly
shifting the dynamic from client-led growth to externally guided direction, under-
mining the very self-determination that drives meaningful change (see Vignette 9.2).

Vignette 9.2: Misaligned Goals

The organization used a human-Al-human coaching model supported by an
Al-powered platform that suggests key conversation elements after each ses-
sion, drawing from sentiment analysis, behavioral keywords, and historical
coaching data. After one session, the coach reviewed the Al-generated sum-
mary and noticed an auto-suggested goal for the client: “Improve assertive-
ness in team meetings.” The coach paused. The client had not raised this
concern; in fact, their focus was on how much the client liked to not pushing
back” in these situations but stepping back and creating space for others. The
Al likely flagged this as a goal instead of a strength. Knowing the client would
see the suggestions, the coach debated whether to address them directly and
wondered how the client would interpret them. Would this misaligned prompt
steer the client away from their values and growth path?

Reflective Questions:

* When Al-generated suggestions contradict the client’s stated values or
intentions, how should the coach respond and where does account-
ability lie?

* How might goal-setting algorithms shape the coaching process in ways
that subtly undermine co-created meaning or client agency?

(c) Bias and Fairness

An additional risk of Al is its source of exclusion and bias, particularly as Al
systems are often built by and with assumptions about a white, male, neurotypical,
and digitally privileged (Gengler et al., 2024). Al systems have shown discrimina-
tory outcomes across gender, race, sexual identity, age, class, and religion. In a
human—Al-human interaction, Al can therefore not only replicate but even amplify
societal biases, such as racial disparities in healthcare or recruitment (e.g., Kdchling
etal., 2021). In coaching, where fairness and inclusivity are paramount, these issues
are especially concerning. As Pasha (2024) argues, Al systems often lack the cul-
tural nuance and inclusive language needed to reflect human diversity, risking
impersonal or exclusionary coaching experiences. This raises ethical concerns, as
inclusion is not just technical but relational (see Vignette 9.3).
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Vignette 9.3: The Pattern in the Summaries

The coaching sessions were conducted via a platform that included built-in
Al-generated summaries, which are promoted as helpful for continuity and
progress tracking. After each session, a polished paragraph appeared auto-
matically in the shared workspace. At first, the summaries seemed tidy, effi-
cient, and accurate. However, over time, the coach began to notice a pattern:
The summaries often emphasized agentic language, such as “determined,”
confident,” “independent,” or “driven” even though these words were not used
by the client. One afternoon, after reading a summary focused on “self-
advocacy in high-stakes decision-making,” the coach asked the client: “Does
this summary reflect what felt important to you today?” The client laughed
gently, seemingly relieved that the coach addressed it: “Not really —the con-
tent is right but I would never use these words.” The coach wondered: If Al
filtered out language and nuance, whose voice was it amplifying—and whose
was it quietly erasing?

Reflective Questions:

* How might Al tools reinforce dominant norms, and what is the coach’s
responsibility in noticing and addressing this?

*  What might it look like to collaboratively renegotiate the role of Al in the
coaching relationship when its output does not reflect the client’s
experience?

(d) Relationship Imbalance and 2:1 Dynamics

As perceived in the previous vignettes, integrating Al into coaching subtly alters
the relational dynamic. Depending on who introduced and manages the Al tool, this
can create a perceived 2:1 interaction, where the one partner is additionally sup-
ported by Al. This shift can disrupt co-creation, introduce power imbalances, and
compromise the human integrity of the coaching space. In other words, Al may
influence what the coach notices, what the client explores, and which topics gain
emphasis, possibly making the process less relational and more machine-guided.
What if their own experiences, insights, or intuitions are influenced by Al-generated
information? Even when silent, Al mediates the process by highlighting certain
themes or generating summaries, subtly steering attention and shaping the narrative
(Blease et al., 2019). The complexity deepens when Al tools are provided by a spon-
soring organization. In such cases, clients may be embedded in a multi-party system
with unclear agendas and data flows (Lai & Turner, 2023). Coaches, too, may be
unconsciously influenced by platform language or metrics, further shifting the
dynamic. Unlike human participants, Al tools are not relationally accountable.
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Vignette 9.4: Quiet Shifts

At the outset of the coaching process, the coach and client agreed to integrate
an Al tool to support self-reflection and track progress between sessions.
After setting initial coaching goals during their first meeting, the coach
designed the second session to focus on a resource-oriented approach.
However, as the session began, the client opened with an unexpected com-
ment: “Before we start, there is something I need to share. I have reflected
with the Al tool on my goals and want to change them.” While shifting goals
is not unusual in coaching, the coach was struck by the quiet nature of this
change. Typically, such developments emerge within the coaching conversa-
tion itself or through self-reflection in between sessions—not with the help of
Al. The coach, now sensing a gap in understanding what had transpired
between sessions with the Al, decided to explore the revised goals together,
unpacking the client’s reflections and reasoning. After further reflection, the
client decided to revert to their original goals, seemingly confused why he
questioned his goals in the first place and a bit unhappy about this additional
loop. This has the coach reflecting on the use of Al and whether this loop was
a natural part of Al-enhanced reflection, a signal that the goals needed more
attention, or an interference in the coaching process.

Reflective Questions:

* When using Al tools, how can a coach stay attuned to shifts and who is
responsible for these shifts?

* What strategies might help coaches to have meaningful instead of interfer-
ing coach-Al-client processes and how can meaningful loops versus inter-
fering loops be differentiated?

9.1.4 A.C.TLVE.: A Framework for Ethical AI Integration

How Al is integrated into coaching processes is of critical importance, as it can
significantly influence the quality of the working alliance between coach and client
(Mai et al., 2022). A thoughtful integration enhances collaboration and trust, while
poorly implemented Al risks undermining the relational foundation essential to
effective coaching. Recognizing both the potential and the risks, the European
Union has taken proactive steps through the Artificial Intelligence Act (European
Parliament, 2023), which aims to establish comprehensive, trustworthy regulations
around Al technologies. These rules help ensure that Al systems act as supportive
third-party tools—enhancing, rather than disrupting, human-led processes—by pro-
moting transparency, accountability, and user safety. Complementing these regula-
tory advances, Diller et al. (2026) identified key practices that foster a more ethical
coaching approach. Their findings emphasize the value of legal safeguards, ongoing
supervision, structured methods for self-awareness, guidance by ethical codes
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(whether institutional or personal), role and expectation clarity, transparency, and
collaboratively set ethical frameworks.

While such structural practices offer valuable scaffolding for ethical coaching,
they benefit from being held within a deeper relational and developmental ground-
ing. Smith (2025) advances this conversation through the lens of intentional ethical-
ity—a developmental stance that moves beyond procedural compliance toward an
embodied way of being in practice. This approach is grounded in a three-part
reflective stance: intentional presence, relational responsibility, and attunement to
ethical tensions. It invites coaches to inhabit ethics as a lived process, not a check-
list—to navigate uncertainty through conscious discernment and to stay reflexively
engaged with the evolving needs of the relationship. Rather than treating ethics as a
static framework, intentional ethicality positions it as relationally enacted and
dynamically co-constructed. In this view, ethical maturity is not measured by rule
adherence but by a coach’s capacity to stay present, value-conscious, and develop-
mentally responsive, even in complexity. This inner orientation becomes all the
more essential when Al enters the coaching space, amplifying the need for con-
scious ethical discernment in real time. It is within this more refined ethical ground-
ing that we situate the A.C.T.I.V.E. tool—a practice-oriented framework designed to
support relationally aware, ethically intentional use of Al across all stages of the
coaching journey.

A.C.T.LLV.E.
Before Al Use
A—Alignment of Purpose
Clarify the purpose of Al in the coaching process:

o Isit aligned with the client’s growth and goals?
*  Who benefits from its use (client, coach, organization, platform)?
*  Would coaching be similarly effective without it?

C—Clear Consent
Ensure a transparent and pressure-free consent process:

* Be transparent about what the Al does, how it works, and what data it
handles—in plain language

* Make sure consent is actively and freely given, with room to withdraw or
revise it at any point

During Al Use
T—Trust & Transformation in Process
Stay attuned to how Al influences the coaching space:

* Does it affect openness, emotional tone, or client engagement?
* Are trust or the relationship enhanced or disrupted by its presence?
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I—Inner Reflection (Coach Awareness)
Stay reflective on AI’s impact:

* Are any ethical tensions arising?
* Are you seeing personal biases or discomforts around Al use?
* Do you use supervision or peer dialogue to support this reflection?

V—Value-Centered Boundaries
Ensure Al supports—not replaces—core coaching principles:

 Is the client’s autonomy still uphold?

* Are the relational depth and co-created direction or other aspects of the
human-to-human essence of coaching still protected?

e Is data privacy still ensured (not a one-time checkbox but an ongo-
ing check)?

After AI Use
E—Evaluation and Ethics Review
Reflect on outcomes and process integrity:

* Was the client’s autonomy preserved?
* Were data securely managed and appropriately deleted?
» What learnings or policy adjustments emerged?

9.2 Conclusion

This chapter has explored the opportunities and challenges of integrating Al as a
third party within the one-to-one coaching relationship, highlighting how its pres-
ence can both support and disrupt the coaching process. Beyond immediate interac-
tions, Al also introduces deeper ethical considerations that may extend beyond what
is typically anticipated. To navigate these complexities, the A.C.T.I.V.E. tool offers
a practical framework for fostering thoughtful, ethically engaged, relationally
aware, and intentionally grounded use of Al in coaching—ensuring that technology
serves the coaching relationship rather than undermining it.
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Chapter 10 )
Social Constructionist Counselling e
and Coaching: Paradigms, Digitisation
Potentials, and the Role of Artificial
Intelligence

Marc Schreiber and Gregor J. Jenny

Abstract In this chapter, we present the development of a digital, social construc-
tionist counselling intervention: the platform ‘Meaning@Work’. To situate this
innovation within the broader landscape of digital counselling and coaching, we
propose a framework that distinguishes three paradigms: matching, managing/
coaching, and meaning-making. These paradigms differ in their epistemological
assumptions and in the role assigned to the counsellor, ranging from expert, to
process-oriented, to identity-construction counsellor. We outline how digital solu-
tions—such as self-management interventions—and Generative Artificial
Intelligence (GenAl) are being integrated within each paradigm and how we our-
selves intend to build our platform within the third paradigm of meaning-making
and enhance it with AL

Keywords Coaching - Counselling - Chatbots - Digitization - Artificial
intelligence - Social constructionist counselling - Digital coaching interventions -
Meaning-making - Generative Al in counselling - Narrative identity

10.1 Introduction

Social Constructionist Counselling and Coaching (SCC) is rooted in postmodern
critiques of modern psychology. It encompasses a broad range of methods applied
across various counselling and coaching settings. In this chapter, we position SCC
within the evolution of counselling paradigms over the last century. We parallel this
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evolution with developments in digitisation and present a research project grounded
in SCC and integrating Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAl). First, we outline
three distinct counselling paradigms and corresponding methods: the matching par-
adigm, the managing/coaching paradigm, and the meaning-making paradigm.
Second, we elaborate on digitisation potentials and the role of Al within these three
paradigms and their methods. And third, we present a research project, which devel-
ops a comprehensive counselling process grounded in social constructionist princi-
ples and oriented towards co-constructing a person’s life portrait. The project
digitises the counselling process and integrates GenAl into it.

10.2 Counselling Paradigms and Corresponding Methods

With reference to career counselling, Savickas (2012, 2015, 2020; see also Schreiber
2022) identifies three counselling paradigms: (1) matching (also referred to as voca-
tional guidance), (2) managing/coaching (also referred to as career education), and
(3) meaning-making (also referred to as life design). Each paradigm is associated
with particular professional attitudes, concrete methods, and roles adopted by coun-
sellors (Table 10.1). These paradigms, deriving from career counselling, reflect the
changing nature of work and the demands placed on employees.

(1) During the period of industrialisation and urbanisation (around 1900), match-
ing emerged as a dominant counselling paradigm. This approach is grounded in a
positivist worldview and emphasises the counsellor’s role in applying objective sci-
entific knowledge to clients’ challenges—such as choosing between career options.
Clients are conceptualised as social actors who engage with the guidance offered by
the counsellor, who functions as an expert counsellor. Such guidance is based on
meta-narratives that evolved from quantitative-oriented scientific practices, which

Table 10.1 Counselling paradigms and corresponding methods
Counselling paradigms Corresponding methods

Matching (vocational guidance; expert counsellor)

Social actors engage in performing vocational | Questionnaires, ability tests
tasks Matching approaches
Work environment characterised by stability

Managing/coaching (career education; process-oriented counsellor)

Motivated agents aim to achieve successful Process-oriented counselling (e.g. cognitive-
occupational transitions behavioural, solution-focused, systemic)
Work environment characterised by a high Lifelong learning (e.g. psychoeducation,
degree of predictability competencies development)

Meaning-making (life design; identity construction counsellor/co-constructor)
Autobiographical authors interpret and find Self and identity development
meaning in work-related challenges Narrative methods

Work environment characterised by

unforeseeable transformation
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assume a stable world. Common counselling methods in this paradigm include
questionnaires, cognitive ability tests, and techniques derived from quantitative
empirical traditions, such as various matching approaches (e.g. partner or job
matching).

(2) As specialisation increased and hierarchical, multinational organisations
expanded after World War II, managing/coaching emerged as a complementary
counselling paradigm. Instead of aligning scientific facts with clients’ challenges,
this paradigm focuses on guiding clients—viewed as motivated agents striving for
successful solutions to their challenges—through processes of self-management
and self-actualisation, as rooted in humanistic and existential perspectives. The pri-
mary objective is to assist clients in identifying their personal motives and goals,
and in translating these into actionable steps aimed at goal attainment and the navi-
gation of potential obstacles. Personal development is frequently framed within an
economic world that prioritises continuous growth and predictability. Given the
ever-evolving nature of the world, counsellors act as process-oriented counsellors,
emphasising lifelong learning and the cultivation of competencies relevant to goal
achievement (e.g. solution-focused coaching, systemic coaching, psychoeducation,
reframing, etc.).

(3) In response to the evolving challenges of the postmodern world of work—
characterised by continuous and unpredictable transformation—meaning-making
has emerged as a vital counselling paradigm for the twenty-first century. Whereas
the matching paradigm is grounded in the assumption of a stable world of work, and
the managing/coaching paradigm relies on predictability, the meaning-making par-
adigm centres on navigating constant change. Rooted in postmodern psychology
(e.g. Gergen, 1985; Kvale, 1992), the meaning-making paradigm shifts the focus
from isolated individual agency to the socially and linguistically constructed nature
of reality. Gergen (1985) posits that truth claims are contingent upon social consen-
sus and are inherently situated within relational and cultural narratives. Consequently,
language is seen as constitutive of reality, shaping it through individual expression.
Counselling methods informed by this approach are person-centred, emphasising
the co-construction of narratives within specific sociocultural contexts. Grounded in
the assumption of the complex and dynamic nature of human experience and behav-
iour, these methods aim to support self and identity development through coherent
identity narratives (Savickas, 2012, 2015). Identity construction counsellors assist
clients—seen as autobiographical authors—in identifying a central narrative thread
and making meaning of personal challenges and dissonances through the use of nar-
rative methods. Depending on the counsellor’s orientation, they may also contribute
new perspectives within the narrative process or function as idea-generators.
Importantly, a comprehensive understanding of individuals in a complex world
must incorporate all three perspectives, that is, matching, managing/coaching, and
meaning-making.
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10.3 Digitisation Potentials and the Role
of Artificial Intelligence

The digitisation of work processes has advanced in parallel with increasing speciali-
sation and globalisation. In recent years, its potential has been thoroughly explored
in the fields of counselling and coaching (Allemand & Fliickiger, 2022; Klein et al.,
2025; Passmore et al., 2024). Klein et al. (2025) distinguish between video counsel-
ling and Internet-based self-management interventions (SMIs). SMIs, whether
applied in counselling, coaching, or psychotherapy, draw on a variety of psycho-
logical or therapeutic approaches, including cognitive-behavioural, solution-
focused, and systemic. These interventions are typically low-threshold and highly
scalable, making them a valuable complement to traditional face-to-face services.
Most SMIs follow standardised, predefined protocols. When user interaction is
included, the responses are generally scripted by professionals and embedded into
the system, activated through rule-based algorithms. The effectiveness of such inter-
ventions is significantly influenced by users’ expectations and beliefs regarding
their efficacy, as well as by the perceived quality of the working alliance with the
counsellor. This alliance may be fostered through initial contact or asynchronous
communication (Klein et al., 2025; Probst et al., 2022). However, these findings
should be interpreted with caution, as they are based on self-selected individuals
who voluntarily engaged with SMIs (Klein et al., 2025).

In theory, GenAl tools such as ChatGPT could be used to deliver personalised
counselling and coaching interventions via chat-based interfaces (see also
Terblanche, 2024). However, GenAl remains inherently opaque, as it simulates
human interaction based on Large Language Models (LLMs) trained on extensive
text data (e.g. Internet-based datasets). Rather than relying on explicitly human-
encoded content—as is typical of current SMIs—LLMs generate language by prob-
abilistically predicting the next word based on statistical patterns of word
co-occurrence. As Klein et al. (2025) note, it is likely to take a significant amount of
time before Al—particularly GenAl—is fully integrated into counselling and
coaching SMIs.

In light of this, we align recent technological developments with the three coun-
selling paradigms (Table 10.2). The matching paradigm has historically driven digi-
tisation efforts, particularly through online questionnaires and ability tests
administered via digital platforms, sometimes with matching included (e.g. person—
environment matching in career counselling using tools such as the Explorix (Joerin
Fux et al., 2013)). Sentiment analysis and personality computing (i.e. the extraction
of personality characteristics through Al) also align with the matching paradigm.
For example, in the context of sentiment analysis, Steppan et al. (2024) explored the
use of Machine Learning (ML) to track facial emotional expressions. The applica-
tion of ML consists of a variable of interest (e.g. expert classifications of emotional
expressions such as neutral, happy, or sad) that is predicted by predictor variables
(e.g. facial emotion recognition based on video recordings during therapy sessions).
Their findings showed that both ML-detected neutral expressions and reduced
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Table 10.2 Counselling paradigms, digitisation potentials, and the role of Al

Counselling
paradigm Digitisation potential Role of Al
Matching Online testing platforms ML algorithms providing expert information
Person—Environment matching | (e.g. for sentiment analysis, personality
tools: e.g. Explorix computing, or matching)
Managing/ Rule-based, scripted by GenAl chatbot (e.g. ChatGPT) as process-
coaching professionals: e.g. SMIs oriented facilitator (future scenario?)
[potentially including ML analyses of speech
and emotion patterns, referring to the
matching paradigm]
Meaning- Rule-based, scripted by GenAl chatbot (e.g. ChatGPT) as process-
making professionals: e.g. My Career | oriented facilitator for narrative methods

Story (MCS) (future scenario?)
GenAl chatbot as a co-constructor (future
scenario?)

social smiling were linked to a higher likelihood of psychotherapy dropout. Earlier
work by IBM (Biondi et al., 2017) had already introduced algorithms designed to
detect emotions from facial expressions. Similarly, as an example of personality
computing, the myPersonality application (Kern et al., 2014; Stillwell & Kosinski,
2012) analysed written texts by extracting semantic and syntactic language features
to predict self-reported Big Five personality traits. Although such tools often yield
statistically significant results, their practical utility in counselling and coaching
contexts remains insufficiently demonstrated (see Schreiber et al., 2025). Excessive
integration of additional data sources into counselling or coaching sessions risks
distracting both counsellors and clients, potentially undermining the counselling
process.

Most SMIs, as described above, fall within the managing/coaching paradigm, as
they support clients in specifying their goals and transforming them into concrete,
actionable steps within a predictable work environment. The coaching sector has
already begun integrating Al in various forms (Passmore et al., 2024; Terblanche,
2024). For example, platforms such as BetterUp (www.betterup.com), CoachHub
(www.coachhub.com), or Woebot (https://woebothealth.com; Prochaska et al.,
2021; Qi, 2025) utilise Al to deliver real-time feedback during coaching sessions,
analyse speech patterns and emotional tone, and recommend personalised develop-
ment activities. These Al-supported tools assist coaches by generating session sum-
maries, identifying emotional cues, and proposing follow-up actions aligned with
the client’s goals. They are grounded in the matching paradigm, where ML algo-
rithms (or GenAl chatbots) analyse audio and/or video data to capture ostensibly
objective information. This ‘objectivity’ typically relies on the so-called ground
truth—standardised data sets often derived from human assessments, such as the
labelling of emotional expressions in images or videos. However, these ground
truths are inherently limited by subjective interpretations and considerable variabil-
ity across individuals and cultures in emotional display. Within the managing/
coaching paradigm, we could also think of a future scenario in which a GenAl
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chatbot (e.g. ChatGPT, ...) serves as a process-oriented facilitator, systematically
supporting process-guidance, psychoeducation, reframing, and competency devel-
opment to help clients achieve their goals.

Within the meaning-making paradigm, where the work environment is character-
ised by unpredictable transformation, digitisation—and particularly the application
of Al—has not yet been widely adopted. However, co-construction processes may
also be supported through SMIs designed to foster self and identity development
through coherent identity narratives. For example, the platform Laufbahndiagnostik
(www.laufbahndiagnostik.zhaw.ch) delivers a digital version of the My Career
Story (MCS) (Savickas & Hartung, 2021). A central question is whether co-
construction processes between counsellor and client can be effectively supported
through a digital system. The following section introduces a research project
focused on the development of a digital counselling and coaching platform,
Meaning @Work, which integrates social constructionist principles and GenAl to
support self and identity development in the job context.

10.4 Digital Counselling Platform ‘Meaning @ Work’

The platform ‘Meaning@Work’ is grounded in theories of personality and identity
construction (Schreiber, 2022) and organisational health development (Jenny &
Bauer, 2013), aiming to deliver digital SCC. Users are guided to narratively recon-
struct their self and identity narratives through a structured three-phase process
(Fig. 10.1): (I) rise of tension, (II) supported meaning-making, and (IIT) dual craft-
ing. This process aligns with the meaning-making paradigm described earlier,
emphasising self-reflection, meaning-making, and adaptability in navigating work
and life transitions. According to Savickas (2020), SCC follows a four-step proce-
dure integrated into Phases II and III: construction, where individuals create ‘micro-
narratives’ based on personal experiences; deconstruction, where they critically
examine these ‘micro-narratives’ to identify recurring themes, dispositions, and
motives; reconstruction, where these insights are synthesised into a coherent new
identity narrative (‘macro-narrative’); and co-construction, where identity narra-
tives are translated into everyday life through self- and system-oriented crafting
(e.g. attempting to modify personal behavioural patterns and/or adapting the work
environment to better align with one’s identity narrative). The platform supports
users in developing a Meaning @ Work Card (MWC) (Schreiber et al., 2020), which
brings together self-relevant themes, dispositions, motives, and self-advice. The
MWC acts as a reflective tool for exploring potential career directions and planning
next steps towards a more meaningful and fulfilling life.

A key innovation of this intervention is the integration of GenAl not only as a
process-oriented facilitator for narrative methods but also as a co-constructor, pro-
viding non-directive inspirations based on participant-generated data (texts, images,
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Fig. 10.1 Basic logic model (straight lines = actions within the digital platform ‘Meaning@
Work’; dotted lines = experiences and behaviours at work; MWC = Meaning @ Work Card)
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Fig. 10.2 Components of the generative Al-enhanced procedure

and dispositional information). Rather than offering prescriptive advice, the Al gen-
erates reflective prompts to enrich self-exploration, supporting users in deconstruct-
ing and reconstructing their identity narratives. This Al facilitates the application of
narrative methods, thereby preserving the participants’ authorship of their identity
narratives, while also making the process more engaging and effective in fostering
self and identity development (Fig. 10.2).
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10.5 Research Design

The platform will be tested through a three-phase research design: (1) conceptual
development of the Meaning@Work procedure, (2) application of Al-enhanced
techniques, and (3) process and outcome evaluation. In balancing technological
innovation with an ethical, client-centred approach, the platform Meaning@ Work
aims to contribute to the evolving field of digital counselling and coaching practice
and research. Thus, our evaluation of the counselling process will focus on mea-
sures that assess both client satisfaction (i.e. clients’ perceptions of the counselling
experience) and changes in narrative identity (i.e. content-related shifts in clients’
personal narratives). To this end, we will employ a pre-post measurement design
incorporating both quantitative and qualitative methods. In doing so, we aim to
highlight the potential of digital tools to support self and identity development,
while reaffirming the importance of narrative co-construction as a fundamentally
human endeavour.

10.6 Conclusion

While GenAl chatbots potentially offer promising opportunities for enhancing
reflective depth, self-exploration, and making the process more engaging by serving
as process-oriented facilitators and co-constructors for narrative methods, their inte-
gration into self and identity development according to the meaning-making para-
digm also raises significant limitations and risks.

GenAl operates on an epistemology rooted in positivism, generating responses
through statistical predictions based on LLMs. In contrast, the meaning-making
paradigm is grounded in social constructionism, which emphasises the contextual
and co-constructed nature of knowledge. Within this framework, a counsellor’s
unique experience, emotions, and intuition are essential. Unlike human counsellors,
who draw on implicit knowledge and embodied experience, GenAl is limited to
processing explicit datasets (e.g. text, video). While this reliance on explicit data
can offer certain advantages such as complex pattern recognition, it also introduces
interpretative constraints due to a lack of contextual and interpersonal sensitivity.
These limitations become particularly significant given the potential risk of clients
over-relying on Al-generated insights—a concern that, admittedly, is not exclusive
to Al but also applies to human counselling.

We conclude that GenAl should be held to standards comparable to those of
human counsellors. Crucially, the underlying counselling paradigm must be taken
into account. In expertise-driven counselling (aligned with the matching paradigm),
the focus lies in providing guidance based on scientifically validated, ‘objective’
facts. In this context, ML algorithms—despite the difficulty in establishing defini-
tive ground truths for training and the risk that overloading sessions with additional
data sources could divert attention from the core counselling process—can offer
valuable contributions to counselling and coaching.
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In contrast, process-oriented counselling (aligned with the managing/coaching
paradigm) prioritises the client’s subjective reality, including facilitating progress
towards personal goals and navigating one’s life trajectory. Effective process facili-
tation in this context depends not only on following established procedures but also
on the counsellor’s capacity to engage intuitively, draw upon lived experience, and
commit to ongoing reflection and professional supervision. The same applies to co-
construction within the meaning-making paradigm, which explicitly aims to sup-
port self and identity development within a work environment that is unforeseeable.
As written above, we believe that this is a deeply human undertaking.
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AI Used for Training and Supervisory
Purposes



Chapter 11 )
Artificial Intelligence Coaching for Leader <o
Development and Supervision

Olivier Malafronte

Abstract This chapter explores Artificial Intelligence Coaching (AIC) as a tool for
training and supervising leaders within organizations. Drawing on empirical
research comparing human-based and Al-based coaching conversations, and studies
investigating leaders’ schema changes in AIC conversations, the chapter synthesizes
findings related to reflectivity, schema regulation, and competencies augmentation.
It proposes a framework illustrating how AIC facilitates reflective practice, leading
to cognitive and affective schema changes, thereby augmenting essential leadership
competencies and enabling leaders to self-supervise in the flow of work. The chap-
ter discusses theoretical and practical implications, highlighting opportunities for
scaling development initiatives while considering current limitations and outlining
a future research agenda.

Keywords Atrtificial intelligence - Coaching - Leadership development -
Reflective practice - Schema regulation - Competencies - Human augmentation -
Coaching conversations - Human—AlI interaction

11.1 Introduction

The rapidly evolving organizational landscape requires managers and leaders to act
as facilitators and coaches (Ellinger et al., 2018; Ibarra & Scoular, 2019). While
online coaching is disrupting leadership development (Bersin, 2022; Gramann &
Schermuly, 2020) and recent research indicates that AI Coaching (AIC) can develop
leadership competencies (Malafronte, 2024), the integration of Al into coaching
practice presents both opportunities and challenges, as well as questions remain
about its effectiveness compared to human coaching challenges (Bachkirova &
Kemp, 2024; Passmore & Tee, 2024).
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Additionally, the literature on training and supervising leaders’ coaching skills
represents an emerging but understudied area. Traditional approaches to coaching
supervision (de Haan, 2025; Laske, 2006) rarely address the challenges leaders face
when serving dual roles as both coach and authority figure. This leads to our central
research question: How can Al coaching train and supervise leaders to develop good
leadership in organizations?

11.2 An Overview of Four Different Studies

This chapter draws from four studies by Malafronte (2025, PhD thesis under publi-
cation) employing qualitative, exploratory, and comparative methodologies to
investigate AIC in leadership development.

Study 1 used a comparative design to explore user feedback from two AIC tools:
PocketConfidant (an early AIC chatbot) and Al Coach (based on ChatGPT4 and an
avatar interface). Data was collected from company leaders, managers, a freelance
agent, and Master’s level business students using the tools between 2018 and 2023.

Study 2 used multiple cases of AIC conversations with mid-level leaders. Data
collection occurred in two stages (2020-2024), utilizing two different Al coaches,
one including a scripted-Al approach and one including ChatGPT-4. The Al coaches
were designed with a common general coaching process guiding leaders through
steps like reflecting on feelings, situation, desired change, resources, strengths,
goals, action plans, awareness, and satisfaction, so that the coaching process was
maintained under control and similar with both Al coaches.

Study 3 followed the same approach to Study 2 but focused only on exploring the
types of reflectivity emerging in AIC conversations.

Study 4 compared Al-Based Coaching Conversations (AIBCC) and Human-
Based Coaching Conversations (HBCC) using 20 executive coaching conversations
from four countries and ten organizations. Participants volunteered and engaged
with the AI Coach over a maximum of 2 months or enrolled in a human coaching
program.

11.3 What Can We Learn?

11.3.1 Competencies Augmentation (Study 1)

The concept of competencies augmentation illustrates the potential contributions of
coaching and Al to managerial competencies. This concept highlights the ability of
AIC tools to engage users in reflective experiences that lead to taking a step back
and adjusting cognitive and affective representations. The augmentation of human
capabilities through the automation and adaptation features of machines adds value
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in work and learning activities. This value appears contingent on users having a
prior goal for using the innovative tool.

11.3.2 The Role of Reflectivity and Schema Change (Studies
2 and 3)

AIC is capable of engaging leaders in reflection on their situations, helping them
mobilize and regulate their capacities for reasoning, learning, adapting to change,
and managing relationships by reproducing human behaviors like questioning and
reasoning. The coaching reflective conversation process favors changes in leaders’
cognitive and affective schemas. It helps users engage in reflective experiences that
allow for taking a step back, adjusting cognitive and affective representations in
complex situations, and mobilizing resources using reflective questioning. For
instance, a leader starts an Al Coaching conversation feeling “anxious” about “shar-
ing a decision that could shake up the team.” Through open and reflective question-
ing, the leader navigates desired states, resources and ends the conversation with the
goal of “meeting as a team to find solutions” and feeling “more reassured,” perceiv-
ing that “it is possible.”

AIC can facilitate leadership competency development, particularly reflectivity,
through the analysis of schemas in conversations. Reframing issues through conver-
sation with an Al Coach can lead to the “socialization” of these issues, fostering the
development of important leadership competencies like communication and col-
laboration. AI Coaching can encourage trust, help in taking a step back, managing
stress, goal development, work organization, priority management, and activating
empathic mechanisms, fostering relational competencies important for leaders.

Finally, leaders’ expectations, particularly for receiving advice, can mediate
schema regulation and influence affective schema change. While automated open
questioning may facilitate reflective mediation, Al coaching users must have a clear
purpose and understanding of AIC tools to generate positive outcomes.

11.3.3 Similarities and Differences with Human Coaching
(Study 4)

A comparison between Al and Human coaching conversations reveals that AIBCC
can achieve similar surface outcomes (shifting negative affect to positive affect and
supporting positive reflection to clarify and frame a goal) as HBCC, often in a
shorter time (15 vs. 60 min on average). Both types of coaching utilized open reflec-
tive questioning as a main active ingredient. Differences between AIBCC and
HBCC include AIBCC not talking over coachees, hence giving more space to
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coachees; however, HBCC offer human warmth, deeper emotional connection, and
identity exploration.

11.4 Proposed Framework: The AIC Augmentation Loop

for Leadership Development and Supervision

The synthesis of empirical findings across multiple studies revealed consistent pat-
terns in how AIC influences leader development, conceptualized as the “AIC
Augmentation Loop.” This framework is theoretically grounded in three intercon-
nected dimensions:

1.

2.

Reflective practice theory (Schon, 1983), emphasizing the importance of cogni-
tive processing of experience.

Schema regulation (Gottfredson & Reina, 2020), explaining how mental struc-
tures are adjusted through new information.

. Competency development theory (Coulet, 2014), addressing how new capabili-

ties are formed and sustained.

Unlike previous models that treat coaching as a linear intervention, this frame-

work captures the cyclical and iterative nature of leadership development through
Al-facilitated reflection. The seven components represent distinct but intercon-
nected processes:

1.

2.

3.

4.

Initiation and Goal Setting: The leader initiates a conversation with the Al
Coach, bringing a specific work situation, problem, or development goal. The
Al Coach guides the leader in defining their present situation, desired outcome,
and setting clear objectives. Example: I'm feeling anxious about sharing a deci-
sion that can shake up the team. We need to transform the team’s organization
to externalize developments.

Reflective Dialogue: The Al Coach employs open, reflective questioning as its
primary function. This emulates a core human coaching behavior. The ques-
tioning sequence guides the leader to analyze the situation, identify resources,
reflect on past experiences, and explore potential solutions. Example: The
leader remembers] the delivery of a project that is beneficial for the company,
both in terms of revenue and internal efficiency.

Schema Activation and Regulation: The reflective questioning prompts the
leader’s cognitive and affective schemas related to the situation. The dialogue
facilitates taking a step back and adjusting these representations. Example: I'm
a little more reassured; I think that all of this is possible.

Insight Generation and Awareness: Through reflection and schema regulation,
the leader gains new insights and increases self-awareness at different levels.
This includes identifying strengths and potential actions. Example: Putting my
strengths into perspective, to reassure myself and to know that we are capable
of rising to the challenge.
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5. Action Planning and Commitment: The AI Coach supports the leader in for-
mulating solutions, defining specific actions, and planning for follow-through.
This step emphasizes commitment to change. Example: Meeting as a team to
design a technological solution.

6. Competency Augmentation: The repeated engagement in this reflective pro-
cess and the resulting schema changes augment specific leadership competen-
cies. These include:

— Reflexivity: The ability to analyze situations and one's role

— Self-Regulation: Managing thoughts, feelings, and actions

— Problem-Solving: Generating and evaluating solutions

— Goal Setting and Organization: Defining objectives and planning tasks

— Communication and Collaboration: Potentially fostered by practicing articu-

lating issues and engaging empathic mechanisms

7. Application in Practice (Training and Supervision): The augmented compe-
tencies are applied in real-world leadership situations.

What distinguishes this framework is its focus on the augmentation relationship
between human and Al, rather than replacement or competition. The data consis-
tently revealed that AIC’s primary contribution is in amplifying leaders’ inherent
capabilities through structured reflection, rather than providing external expertise.

11.5 Leadership Competencies Augmented Through AIC

Competency
category
Cognitive
competencies

Self-management
competencies

Relational
competencies

Specific skills

* Reflexivity

* Critical thinking
Problem-solving
* Analytical
reasoning

« Self-regulation
* Stress
management

* Goal setting

* Work
organization

* Communication
* Empathy

* Collaboration

* Trust-building

AIC mechanism

Structured reflective
questioning prompts
cognitive schema
activation

Regular reflective
practice develops
metacognitive abilities

“Socialization” of issues
through dialogue
activates empathic
mechanisms

Evidence from research

Leaders reported enhanced
ability to “take a step back”
and reframe complex
situations

AIC users demonstrated
improved organization and
priority management

Practicing articulation of
challenges in AIC
conversations transferred to
human interactions
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Competency
category Specific skills AIC mechanism Evidence from research
Leadership- . Iterative reflection on Leaders reported applying
specific Decision-making | leadership challenges insights from AIC
competencies * Change builds capacity conversations to their own
management coaching of team members
*Vision
development
* Coaching others
Developmental * Learning agility | AIC as a self-supervision | Studies showed evidence of
meta-  Adaptability tool empowers leaders initiating their own
competencies *Self-directed continuous learning development activities

development following AIC

11.6 Theoretical Contribution

The introduction of “competencies augmentation” as a theoretical construct bridges
human resource management and Al literature by explaining how technological
tools can enhance rather than replace human capabilities. By demonstrating how
AIC tools engage leaders in reflective experiences that facilitate cognitive distanc-
ing and schema adjustment, we provide a mechanism-based explanation for how
leadership competencies develop through Al-mediated interactions.

11.7 Practical Contributions

Our findings offer several actionable insights for HR professionals, leadership
developers, and organizational leaders. First, managing expectations is crucial for
AIC implementation success. Organizations must clearly communicate how Al
Coaching works and the nature of content it provides, as user expectations signifi-
cantly influence perceived quality and outcomes. Particularly important is clarifying
that AIC primarily facilitates reflection rather than providing directive advice,
despite many leaders’ initial expectations.

Second, our research demonstrates that Al-automated coaching can effectively
develop several critical leadership competencies, including reflexivity, self-
regulation, problem-solving, and interpersonal skills. Organizations can strategi-
cally deploy AIC to help leaders build confidence, manage stress, develop goals,
organize work, manage priorities, and activate empathic mechanisms.

Third, our findings support a complementary rather than replacement approach
to coaching implementation. AIC can serve as an accessible entry point to coaching
culture, a supplement to human coaching programs, or a follow-up mechanism to
extend coaching impact. The AIC augmentation loop framework provides organiza-
tions with a model for integrating Al tools into comprehensive leadership
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development strategies that leverage both technological and human coaching
approaches according to specific development needs.

Fourth, the concept of competencies augmentation can serve as a pedagogical
element to facilitate understanding and adoption of Al tools among leaders and
learners. By framing Al as an augmentation tool rather than a replacement technol-
ogy, organizations can reduce resistance and foster productive engagement with
these emerging coaching approaches.

11.8 Limitations and Future Research Agenda

Several avenues for future research emerge from our research. Comparative studies
of different AIC tools and algorithms could identify the specific design features that
maximize effectiveness for different development goals. Longitudinal studies track-
ing specific competency development would provide more definitive evidence of
AIC’s developmental impact. The integration of AIC into formal training programs
merits investigation to assess its pedagogical effectiveness alongside traditional
content.

Future research should also address the intersection of human and artificial
coaching by examining blended approaches that leverage the strengths of each
modality. Studies exploring potential risks—such as algorithmic bias, privacy con-
cerns, and perceived dehumanization—are essential, though our findings suggest
that well-designed AIC might actually strengthen human capacities like empathy
rather than diminish them.

11.9 Conclusion

AIC represents an emerging practice with significant potential to transform how
organizations train and supervise leaders. Drawing on empirical evidence from mul-
tiple studies, this chapter has illustrated how Al coaching, primarily through facili-
tated reflective dialogue and the AIC augmentation loop framework, can drive
changes in leaders’ cognitive and affective schemas, thereby augmenting key lead-
ership competencies. Our research demonstrates that AIC offers scalable and effi-
cient developmental opportunities, particularly for foundational reflective practice,
while also clarifying its limitations for deeper emotional and identity work where
human coaching maintains distinct advantages.

The concept of competencies augmentation provides both a theoretical frame-
work for understanding AI’s role in leadership development and a practical approach
for implementation that emphasizes enhancement rather than replacement of human
capabilities. As organizations navigate the integration of Al into leadership develop-
ment initiatives, this research offers evidence-based guidance for leveraging these
technologies to foster effective leadership while maintaining the essential human
dimensions of development and growth.
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Chapter 12 )
When Al Video, and Coach Development <z
Collide

James Bridgeman and Andrea Giraldez-Hayes

Abstract This chapter examines the intersection of artificial intelligence, video
feedback (VF), and coach development, inquiring whether Al can assist coaches in
becoming more human-centred in their practice. While VF and performance data
are well-established in sports and other helping professions, their integration into
coaching education has lagged. Post-pandemic shifts to virtual coaching and
advances in Al now make it feasible for coaches to record, analyse, and reflect on
their sessions in powerful new ways. Here we refer to a study that examines the use
of Ovida, an Al-driven video analysis tool, by novice coaches over a period of sev-
eral weeks. Through a thematic analysis of interviews, the findings reveal how
Al-enhanced VF supports deeper reflection, raises self-awareness, and helps fine-
tune core coaching competencies, such as questioning, listening, and presence.
Coaches valued the objectivity of the data and reported measurable skill develop-
ment, greater confidence, and a stronger sense of accountability. However, chal-
lenges included initial discomfort with self-observation, data misinterpretation
without human context, and technology-related anxieties. The study concludes that
Al-enhanced VF, when paired with expert supervision and a growth mindset, can
accelerate coach development by highlighting ‘moments that matter’ and support-
ing intentional skill refinement. Future research should explore its long-term impact
and applications across experience levels and cultural contexts.

Keywords Artificial intelligence - Video feedback - Ethics in coach training -
Coaching supervision - Reflective practice - Self-awareness development -
Coaching competencies - Al-supported video analysis - Digital coach development
- Human—Al interaction
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12.1 Setting the Scene

Given the widespread use of video feedback (VF) and data analysis across sports
coaching and in training professionals across many disciplines, it is surprising that
the coaching profession has generally been slow to adopt this tool for raising self-
awareness and developing core skills such as generating rapport, active/empathic
listening, using certain questioning techniques. Post-Covid, with the majority of
coaching sessions now taking place virtually, there is a clear opportunity for coaches
to record and review regularly their coaching sessions to determine how they might
develop their skills further. Pairing video recordings with Al-crunched data enables
not just transcription and a summary of core themes, but also detailed data analysis
highlighting areas of specific interest in the coach—client conversation. Coaches can
now understand through data how many open questions they are using (open ques-
tions will produce broader thinking, and give the client agency) (Clutterbuck, 2020);
see when they are ‘stacking’ questions (‘stacked’ questions can confuse the client);
and analyse how much they are talking in a session compared to their client (more
experienced coaches will generally talk much less than their client, relying on a
well-placed question to prompt further thinking) (Stanier, 2016). Given these are
fundamental skills in forging human connection, this chapter investigates a question
that we asked in scoping our research (Bridgeman & Giraldez-Hayes, 2024): Could
we use Al to enable us to become even more human?

12.2 Video, Data, Sports, and Coaching: Developments
over Time

From a spectacular running forehand down the line from Carlos Alcaraz to a stun-
ning curled free kick into the top corner from Lionel Messi, twenty-first century
sports fans are familiar with the slow-motion replay, overlaid with visual data that
tracks the trajectory of the ball, its spin speed and bounce. Video replays enhance
the viewing experience in all sports, often now complemented by ever-more com-
plex data to observe the subtle nuances of the highly skilled professional. We can
see just how the pros manage to pull off incredible feats of physical skill.

Of course, it’s not just the viewers and fans who benefit from this technology.
Sports coaches have long used VF to enhance skills and reflective capability
(Wilson, 2008), raising awareness levels in athletes from rock-climbers (Walker
et al., 2020) to badminton players (Mekruksavanich et al., 2022), enabling a golf
swing’s trajectory to be tweaked by a degree or two, or helping rowing crews ensure
their rhythm and stroke timing is optimised. It raises self-awareness in athletes as
well as amateurs, and enables sports coaches to fine-tune an athlete’s technique,
developing motor skills—with the athlete observing their own performance, after
the fact. It enables highly specific and evidenced reflection-on-action, as coined by
Donald Schon (1983). Studies indicate that video feedback in physical education



12 When Al Video, and Coach Development Collide 133

classes ‘allows learners to monitor, evaluate and adjust their performance’ (Souissi
et al., 2022, p. 1408). Beyond raising athletes’ self-awareness, VF has been shown
to be effective in doing so for the sports coach too, reminding them of lost moments—
‘reducing incorrect analysis caused by poor recall’ (Carson, 2008, p. 386) and
enabling a more objective view of verbal and non-verbal signals they send to their
coachees (Meade et al., 2014; Partington et al., 2015).

Termed the ‘gold standard of communication teaching’ (Kurtz et al., 2005, cited
in Hammoud et al., 2012, p. 20), VF has long been used in the helping professions
as a tool for reflective practice in the training of, e.g., psychotherapists, doctors
(Freytag et al., 2022), and teachers. Fukkink et al. (2011) in their meta-analysis of
VF studies argue that reflective practice using video helps reinforce and encourage
positive behaviours while also enabling the ‘weeding out’ of less desirable actions.
As with many helping professions (Tarrant, 2013), coaches are encouraged to use
regular reflective practice to develop their own self-awareness (Carden et al., 2021),
which is a key component of the competency frameworks of the major coaching
bodies (Association for Coaching, 2021; European Mentoring and Coaching
Council, 2015; International Coaching Federation (ICF), 2019).

From Gallwey’s Inner Game (Gallwey, 1974) to Sir John Whitmore (Whitmore,
2009), the profession of executive coaching has borrowed techniques and principles
from the world of sport. Furthermore, incorporating artificial intelligence and video
feedback into the training of sports coaches draws upon a well-established tradition
in psychotherapy, where recorded sessions have long been used to enhance profes-
sional development. A systematic review by Aafjes-van Doorn et al. (2022) pro-
vides compelling empirical support for the practice, analysing 27 studies that
examine the impact of video-recorded counselling sessions on practitioner growth.
Despite initial anxiety reported by both counsellors and clients, the findings suggest
that video recordings are not only non-harmful but also offer significant benefits.
These include improved self-assessment, skill acquisition, and greater insight into
in-session dynamics. Counselling supervisors, too, benefit from enhanced diagnos-
tic accuracy (i.e. how well a therapist’s assessment aligns with a client’s actual
condition, which is crucial for effective treatment) and a clearer view of trainee
competency. Crucially, recordings provide an unfiltered, objective account of the
session, countering the limitations of memory and subjective reporting. This model
can and should be extended to coaching, where Al-enhanced video analysis offers
the potential for real-time, granular feedback and the opportunity to systematically
identify subtle behavioural patterns, blind spots, and relational dynamics. Like in
psychotherapy, the thoughtful integration of video feedback can deepen reflective
practice and accelerate skill development in coaching professionals.

This begs the question: Why is the use of VF not widespread throughout coach
training and continuous professional development? Historically, a crucial limiting fac-
tor in the use of VF is that reviewing sessions takes time, for the coach and a supervi-
sor. Vital to speeding up this process is the addition of data (Tuyls et al., 2021): now,
computers can generate cues within videos that enable learners to jump to relevant
moments, which coupled with expert discussion (e.g. a supervisor) can speed up the
reflective process and lead to deeper discussions (Arakawa & Yakura, 2020).
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12.3 What is Ovida? Combining VF with AI Data

Ovida (2024) is a web-based software employing Al for data analysis of recorded
online coaching conversations. This helps coaches analyse, reflect on, and
improve their skills. Ovida is likely the first software tailored specifically for
coaches, based on the skills frameworks from the major coaching bodies. Both
the researchers and participants had free access to Ovida for the purpose of
the study.

In addition to an accurate transcript of the conversation, Ovida’s Al provided
data insights around core coaching competencies, such as share of voice percentage,
coach question rate, the ratio of open-to-closed questions, percentage comparing
number of questions to statements, and the number of times the coach interrupted
their client. Coaches were able to track their progress over time via a stats dash-
board. A ‘key moments’ feature, similar to features trialled by Arakawa and Yakura
(2020), highlighted significant sections of conversations.

12.4 Using Ovida in Coach Development:
A Qualitative Study

Our 2023 study (Bridgeman & Giraldez-Hayes, 2024) sought to understand the
experience of coaches using VF coupled with Al-generated data to review and
reflect on past coaching sessions with their clients. We spoke to 15 coaches, most
with fewer than 200 h of coaching experience, who were students at the MSc in
Applied Positive Psychology and Coaching Psychology at the University of East
London. Each used Ovida to record a minimum of four coaching sessions with cli-
ents and review and reflect on those sessions over a period of several weeks.

Following semi-structured interviews and a reflexive thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2021) of the transcripts, three clear themes, each with three sub-themes,
emerged. We’ll summarise them here, and more detail can be found in our journal
article (Bridgeman & Giraldez-Hayes, 2024).

12.4.1 Deeper Reflection Through AI-Driven Data Insights
and Video

All coaches said that through viewing the video, they derived insights into their
coaching style and how they build rapport with their clients. Some were enthusiastic
from the start of using the reflective tool, while others took longer to be won over.
Coaches appreciated the chance to play the role of observer in one of their own ses-
sions, enabling them to rediscover what Carson (2008) refers to as ‘lost moments’.
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Coaches found reviewing the videos gave them new knowledge about their coach-
ing style and practice.

12.4.1.1 Raised Self-Awareness

Initial self-consciousness viewing the sessions (‘I can’t bear to look at myself”)
tended to wear off once coaches appreciated the opportunity to review and reflect,
catching things they ‘didn’t necessarily see the first time’.

12.4.1.2 Objective View from Video Evidence

The observer’s viewpoint helped coaches to gain new insights into how they were
coming across as a coach to their clients. The video evidence provided a more pre-
cise form of reflection-on-action. Some focused on themselves, their body language
and facial expressions, while others were interested to note the reactions of their
client, seeing again the effect that specific questions had.

12.4.1.3 Charting Performance with Data

Coaches found value in seeing their performance metrics on coaching skills, dis-
played alongside the video evidence, relating the one to the other. Visualised data
such as pie charts helped deepen their reflection, enabling more evidence-based
decision-making, learning to ‘love data’.

12.4.2 Growth Mindset and Skills Development

Coaches were quick to see how they could use the platform to develop their coach-
ing skills. Participants all reported making specific changes to their coaching skills
in sessions following reflective review. Over just a few weeks using the platform, for
four coaching sessions, participants all reported a rise in their confidence, with
some more emphatic than others. Reports of increased confidence came from sev-
eral areas. Some felt satisfaction at having trialled and learned to use a new technol-
ogy, while many took personal pride in seeing evidenced improvement in their
coaching skills, also noting how this improvement had impacted clients in subse-
quent sessions.
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12.4.2.1 Fine-Tuning Coaching Skills

Coaches appreciated the ability to analyse their data and make decisions based on
what it was telling them: some resolved to be silent for longer, to focus on their
share of voice; others considered how they might use more open questions to aid
discovery and new thinking. Lots of our coaches specifically noticed they were
‘stacking’ questions and made deliberate moves to stop this. Participants all reported
making specific changes to their coaching skills in sessions following reflective
review. From one session to the next, coaches would plan a new strategy and exe-
cute it intentionally the next time. Crucial to encouraging deeper reflective practice
was the tendency for the video and data insights to elicit further questions, as
coaches searched for the ‘so what?” behind what they saw, followed often by a ‘now
what?’ leading to development opportunities.

12.4.2.2 A Tool to Stay On-Track

The theme of accountability and personal development ran throughout many of the
coaches’ attitudes to the data. One coach noticed they needed to focus on doing
more rigorous contracting at the beginning of sessions. As coaches used the soft-
ware over time, they could chart their progress using the data and see how the
changes they were implementing played out in coaching sessions. This data over
time, displayed on a coach dashboard, gave a sense of progression and growth, with
some coaches personifying the software as a guide to their practice. A longer dura-
tion of study (perhaps over several months or more) would be useful to understand
the long-term effects of using this data over time.

12.4.2.3 Feeling more Confident in Coaching

Every coach we spoke to reported a rise in confidence in their practice. They felt
more self-efficacy in that they could see the effects of their coaching through the
observer’s view; decisions to ask certain questions at certain times were validated
by a review of the interaction; others were proud of the evidence of development
provided by the data. Some were emphatic: ‘My coaching has got exponentially
better’.

12.4.3 Drawbacks and Risks from Use

It is of course very common for us all to feel discomfort at seeing ourselves on
video, though that may be shifting with younger generations. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly then, for our participants, one of the strongest sub-themes to come through
was around a sense of judgement.
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12.4.3.1 Judgement, from Machine and Inner Critic

A feeling of being judged arose in several participants, especially at the start of
using the software. Some felt the widely accepted human discomfort at seeing
themselves recorded; others were conscious of being ‘judged’ by the objective
data—their inner-critic voice coming through during reflection, risking a perfec-
tionist mindset: ‘I wanted to ask the best questions in the world’. The inner critic led
to participants focusing on negative aspects of their coaching sessions, in the video
or considering the data, leading to feelings of shame or striving for perfection. The
majority reported this waning over time. Coaches, on reflection, noted that much of
this risk was down to the coach’s own mindset going into the reflection: ‘in the
wrong frame of mind...I could go into being too critical’.

12.4.3.2 Technology Anxiety

It’s no secret that many of us can feel nervous when using a new tool or technology
for the first time. Coaches reported feeling uneasy about the recording of the sessions,
with concerns around confidentiality and data protection despite clear assurances
from Ovida around compliance. Others wondered whether the experience of being
recorded, knowing that the data would be presented afterwards, may have led to their
being less present in the coaching conversations—distracted by these thoughts.

12.4.3.3 Important Nuance and Context Can Be Missed

Some felt that there were occasions where the software didn’t understand or appreci-
ate the deeper context within a conversation moment. One coach pointed out that too
great a focus on asking questions risks lessening another key coaching skill of sum-
marising and paraphrasing back the client’s own words. Many noted the opportunity
the software provides of pairing the analysis with a human supervisor, who through
emotional intelligence would be able to interpret the sessions with an expert eye. In
general, coaches felt that when using a data-driven tool such as Ovida, the responsi-
bility still lies with the human users of coach and supervisor, to reflect on the data and
what it’s telling them, working towards what this means for their development.

12.5 Discussion

The findings from this study give further evidence to the widely accepted efficacy
of using VF in developing skills in learners through raising self-awareness and
enabling action-planning based on objective visual evidence. We found that VF can
be applied to coaching skills just as it can be applied to sports performance and that
the observer’s view of one’s own performance can lead to deeper and more informed
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reflective practice, even over a short time period. A watch-out is the risk of negativ-
ity bias, which could lead to a reduction in confidence; what our participants told us
(Judgement, from machine or inner critic) is that viewing one’s performance with a
growth mindset is key to focusing on what could be improved, and how it can be
improved in future sessions. Over time, reviewing VF led to more confident coaches
who were improving their coaching skills intentionally through reflective practice.

So far, so good, and of course there are already coach training providers that will
require trainees to submit recordings of coaching sessions to assess their perfor-
mance—indeed the (ICF) requires an expert-assessed recording as part of its cre-
dentialling process.

We believe our study shows the value of combining the VF with objective,
Al-processed data on coach performance, to inform reflection and chart progress
over time. This can speed up the reflective process—viewing video recordings of
sessions can be time-consuming—by having ‘key moments’ identified by the soft-
ware which can assist coaches in reflecting on ‘moments that matter’. Empirical
data around share of talk time, use of open questions, and other key performance
indicators, enabled coaches to review their data, seek confirmation and evidence in
the video, and make conscious efforts to refine their approach in future sessions.
Although these initial results were promising, the sample size was small and the
time available was limited. Further diverse, longitudinal, qualitative, and quantita-
tive studies are required to examine the long-term developmental effects of using
Al-enabled video reflection in coaching.

12.6 Conclusion and Moving Forward

This study raises several pertinent questions: Which level of coaches—beginner,
intermediate, or master-level—would benefit the most from this approach? Or will
it provide distinct advantages to each experience level, but in different ways? What
elements of data analytics prove to be most beneficial for coaches? What cultural
considerations underlie the use of video review? Additionally, what perspective
does the client hold? How can the software be integrated with expert human super-
vision, both asynchronously and synchronously?

The field of Al is moving exponentially quickly, such that by the time you read
this chapter, even a few months after publication, the landscape will have shifted
significantly. New tools are being developed constantly, offering further opportuni-
ties for coach development. An increasing number of coaching chatbots offer 24/7
access to coaching conversations through text. Internal leader-coaches seeking
practice coaching conversations (before trying out their skills on a ‘real’ human)
can now do so with an Al-powered avatar coachee, who responds accordingly based
on the coaching approach used, testing your coaching skills in the moment, and
offering data-driven insights into your performance (see, for example, ELECTRIC
Conversations, from The OCM in the UK (https://www.theocm.co.uk/ocm-enable/
services/building-coach-mentoring-skills-in-leaders). This field will continue to


https://www.theocm.co.uk/ocm-enable/services/building-coach-mentoring-skills-in-leaders
https://www.theocm.co.uk/ocm-enable/services/building-coach-mentoring-skills-in-leaders

12 When Al Video, and Coach Development Collide 139

move at pace, disrupting and changing the coaching industry as much as it will any
other industry. The question for us as coaches is: Can we use Al to make us even
better at the skills of human connection?

12.7 So, What Is Next? Implications for Coaching
and Coaches

Coach training programmes could seek to integrate Al-enhanced video reflection
with expert supervision to boost coach development. Tools like ELECTRIC
Conversations allow trainee coaches to role-play coaching conversations, develop-
ing skills through interaction with an Al coachee.

Independent coaches and coaching organisations could make use of
Al-enhanced video reflection for some online sessions and regularly review their
coaching style with a coach supervisor.

Coach supervisors could offer Al-enhanced video reflection to help coaches
build core skills of rapport, increase their self-awareness, and develop towards
mastery.
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Part V
Fundamental Questions about Al in
Coaching



Chapter 13 )
Why Coaching Needs Real Intelligence, e
Not Artificial

Tatiana Bachkirova

Abstract Al movement into the coaching arena continues to be steady and confi-
dent, meeting only rare and timid resistance. The progress of this movement can be
explained by decades of technological advances, the entrepreneurial attitude of Al
developers, and inherent peculiarities of the coaching business. The voices of cau-
tion are too quiet in “the noise of the progress”. However, there are important rea-
sons for coaching communities to be apprehensive about the ways this movement
could change coaching as a service and what this means for all involved. In this
chapter, I address potential problematic issues with the Al revolution in the context
of a multitude of conceptual holes in coaching as a profession. I argue that dehu-
manising coaching under the guise of “enhancement by AI” undermines human
intelligence, which is desperately needed while the discipline of organisational
coaching remains in its early stages of development.

Keywords Organisational coaching - Artificial intelligence - Limitations of LLMs
- Human intelligence - Ethics of coaching - Professionalisation of coaching - Coach
education - Coaching supervision - Human dignity - Purpose of coaching

13.1 Introduction

I have argued elsewhere that the field of organisational coaching is full of concep-
tual holes (Bachkirova, 2024). By “conceptual holes” I mean those important char-
acteristics of our service that should be identified, named, agreed upon, and
committed to. As things stand, this is far from being the case and evidence of this
can be found in many relevant sources in the conceptual literature of coaching (e.g.
Garvey et al., 2010; Cavanagh, 2016; Bachkirova & Kauffman, 2009). Here are the
examples of how these conceptual holes manifest in organisational coaching:
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* We avoid clarity about who the main recipient of organisational coaching is

*  We are not specific about the purpose of our service that is commensurable to the
means available to us

*  We are not sufficiently clear about how our offer is different from other profes-
sional services, e.g. training, consultancy, therapy, Al coaching

*  We do not own the serious ethical implications of our “unique set-up”

*  We cannot provide clear guidance to less experienced coaches in terms of posi-
tioning their service in organisations in ethical ways

e As we are not clear about what we offer, we cannot be clear how to evaluate the
quality of our service

In these conceptual “muddy waters” developers and enthusiasts of digital revolu-
tion are free to claim anything, from small and potentially useful technological
adjustments to as far as pronouncing human coaching fully replaceable by Al chat-
bots. Without the industry’s agreeing what the essential characteristics of organisa-
tional coaching are it is impossible to compare it with “Al coaching” and thus to
explore if these strong claims have any legitimacy. To deal with the task of compar-
ing human and Al coaching, in a recent paper (Bachkirova & Kemp, 2024) we have
initiated a conversation by proposing six essential characteristics of organisational
coaching and have argued that stand-alone Al coaching does not meet any of these
criteria. As a result, we argued that Al intervention cannot be called coaching and
suggested instead something like “digitally assisted self-coaching” as being more
appropriate.

In this chapter, I am not arguing against any further development of Al “in coach-
ing” as such, as Al could be a useful developmental device in the same way as work-
ing with a reflective diary can be useful. My main point is that we should not pretend
that it is coaching as we know it being an interpersonal practice. There is no reason
to think that Al could not be used as a supplement to human coaching, but as things
stand it cannot, in principle, provide a stand-alone coaching service that is equiva-
lent to human coaching. If we continue to do this pretending, we could pay a high
price and undermine the potential of our profession to play an important role in
developing people in organisations.

To build this argument, I would like first to highlight certain issues within the
coaching field that I consider to be the conceptual “muddy waters” of organisational
coaching (Bachkirova, 2024). I previously argued that the absence of conceptual
clarity in the field of organisational coaching goes along with the lack of serious
exploration of coaching’s axiological dimension, which should set out the articu-
lated purpose, values, and significance of coaching as a credible service. Exploration
of this dimension involves answering questions such as:

* What is the purpose of organisational coaching?

* What problems does this service aim to solve?

e What is the balance between value and harm of such service to individuals,
organisations, societies, and the planet?
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Only when we have addressed these questions as fully as possible can we decide
what qualifies as “quality” of this service. Only then the criteria of such quality can
be established, against which we can assess if specific technological improvements
add any value. However, Al developers have already identified coaching as a profit-
able enterprise and are not concerned about such abstract questions and long-term
consequences of their innovations.

Lack of attention to these questions could be explained by the fact that the coach-
ing industry is evidently solvent and seems to be growing. Moreover, it has survived
multiple other popular adjustments, such as the exodus from physical rooms to
online, the incorporation of various “beautiful ideas” (Bachkirova & Borrington,
2020) such as excessive use of mindfulness and knowledge from neuroscience, etc.,
so what further harm could mild “digital tweaking” do? However, it is possible that
in this case the damage could be irreversible, and we need to be aware of what is at
risk for the profession as a whole.

The difference is that these previous “innovations” did not impinge on the main
feature of coaching—its human nature. The main interpersonal characteristics of
coaching, such as “joint inquiry”, appreciation of context, ethical foundation, and con-
tract, remained intact. Most importantly, though, human intelligence has been at the
heart and centre of the entire enterprise and this, I would argue, allows the coaching
industry to thrive. It is human intelligence that enables the careful manoeuvring
between multiple stakeholders; ensures flexibility and, at the same time, the ethical
stance towards complex contextual issues; and helps repair ruptures in relationships.
All of these might appear to be at the fringes of coaching but could easily undermine it
if not intelligently managed. Of course, there is always a variation in terms of the
degrees of intelligence available, even for human coaches, but I will argue that an “Al
pseudo-coach” has no potential to be a person that matters in a coaching relationship.

In structuring this chapter, I will first discuss why human intelligence, however
imperfect, has unique features that are fundamentally important for coaching.
Second, I enlist support from philosophers of technology to demonstrate that Al
does not have the kind of intelligence that matters in coaching. Third, I explore
some implications that arise from putting too much faith into Al in the enterprise of
coaching and the damage this might make for what organisational coaching as a
profession stands. I finish with advocating an attitude to Al that might be more sen-
sible for the various stakeholders of organisational coaching so as not to jeopardise
the future of this service.

13.2 What Is It About Human Intelligence That Is
So Important in Coaching

It is not my intention to provide a definition of intelligence. This is an enterprise that
is notoriously fraught with difficulty as there are multiple possible variations that
are context-specific for which different aspects matter to different extents and so can
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become central or marginal. My sole aim is to describe some features/aspects of
human intelligence that demonstrate its relevance in the context of organisational
coaching and at the same time help in distinguishing it from Al. Key amongst these
features are the role of the body, meaning, and dialogue.

The first feature that drastically differentiates human intelligence from artificial
is the way we perceive details important for understanding and action. Referring to
Merleau-Ponty, Dreyfus (1972) argues that the human way to perceive and act is not
through details, concepts, plans, etc. It is our body that grasps the gestalt and then
acts. Humans respond to the world immediately rather than through the analysis of
details. In grasping the complexity of clients’ situations, this is how coaches iden-
tify patterns to reflect back to clients and to facilitate further exploration. Al cannot
do this. Floridi (2023, p. 27), referring to this feature of intelligence, points out how
CAPTCHA (the tool used by many websites to ensure that you are not a robot that
was first developed as far back as 1997) remains an insurmountable task for Al This
gives some indication how little progress has been made in terms of the production
of non-biological intelligence.

Body allows an optimal grip of reality through movement by interacting with
objects of perception. Dreyfus called this ability “skilful coping” (1972). In essence,
human intelligence is based on our physical embeddedness in the world. Because of
this grip of reality, we make predictions and take risks, both being constituents of
skilful coping. Because of the ability to create mental simulations, we can have “as-
if” experiences and are thus able to understand situations we do not participate in.
Our cognition is embodied: it happens not just in the brain. Emotions, for example,
as an aspect of the whole body, are central to our thinking and action (e.g. Claxton,
2005, 2015). All of these allow humans to cope with imprecision, ambiguities, and
metaphors. This is why talking one-to-one is far superior to messaging for under-
standing the intentions and responses of others as the voice, being part of the body,
adds more nuanced information by its prosodic variables, such as intonation, pace,
rhythm, etc. Computers do not have all the above qualities of the body and therefore
cannot be intelligent in the way that humans are.

The controversial physicist David Bohm (1996) highlights further nuances of
human intelligence that show how far Al is from emulating it. He argues that intel-
ligence is what is not algorithmic and mechanical even in human thinking. It is the
immediate perception of that which is false, which can happen through direct
insight, that describes human intelligence. This happens because human intelli-
gence is in our embodied ability to grasp meaning. As argued by Floridi (2023,
p- 24), “...it is less about solving some problems and more about deciding which
problems are worth solving, why, for what purpose, and acceptable cost, trade-offs,
and consequences”.

Intelligence particularly matters for ethical judgements that are constantly
required in coaching situations. We arrive at moral evaluations not through solving
logical puzzles but through consideration of what is irreducible in us: subjectivity,
dignity, desire—all the things that AI doesn’t have. This subjectivity is an important
player when the meaning is co-constructed in the relationship with others, and this
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is why in coaching we deal with meaning tentatively and together as it emerges in
relationship with clients.

Intelligence is also needed for understanding the client (Bakhtin, 1973). I have
argued elsewhere that one of the most important values for coaching clients is a
luxury of being understood in their unique and complex set of circumstances, with
consideration of their personality, values, and attitudes and facing therefore a unique
set of challenges in work and life (Bachkirova, 2024). Recognising such uniqueness
does not foster self-inflation of the client or position them against others and the
organisation. This understanding has no other agenda than being a prerequisite for
productive thinking together (Stacey, 2012), essential for real working relationship.
Al offers only a surrogate of such responsive understanding.

Intelligence allows meaning being shaped and developed in human interaction
through dialogue or joint inquiry. Bakhtin (1973, p. 71) has argued that “human
thought becomes genuine thought, i.e., an idea, only under the condition of living
contact with another foreign thought, embodied in the voice of another person...”.
His even stronger argument is that human “life is dialogical by its very nature. To
live means to engage in dialogue, to question, to listen, to answer, to agree, etc.”
(Bakhtin, 1979, p. 318). This view is echoed by Bohm (1996) writing how dialogue
is a way of life in which one remains open to the Other, to difference, and to the
possibility of new understanding, change, and personal growth. I would say that this
is what is offered by another human in coaching and ensures the value of this service
in the increasing complexity of current conditions of life and work by offering part-
nership in clients’ inquiries. Al, however, cannot be that Other as it is not embodied,
does not understand meaning, and only imitates dialogue.

It is important, of course, not to overstate the actual power of human intelligence
in each particular case and recognise that the quality of intelligence in human
coaches varies. However, they are equipped with the necessary conditions for deliv-
ering good quality coaching by virtue of being human. To create sufficient condi-
tions, they do need, of course, much more than simply being human. It also requires
quality of coach education, continuing development, ethical maturity, with all of
these in the context of the appropriate governing of the coaching industry in organ-
isations. Artificial coaches cannot have access to even the necessary conditions
(Bachkirova & Kemp, 2024), a point further developed in the next section.

13.3 Why Technology and AI Are of Limited Help
in Coaching

It is impossible to undervalue the role of technology in many areas of our life even
if we have limited power to fully understand what is created and often limited con-
trol of every tool that is created. At the same time, we recognise that technologies
are not neutral and therefore their “products” vary in terms of benefits and harms
depending on how they are used. We gradually learn to take into account the cost of
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technological advances in terms of the resources they require and unpredictable
consequences that may arise. However, it seems that this learning is currently weak-
ened when presented with such an exciting innovation as Al, which entices with a
promise of novelty, new powers, and benefits. Many authors address the concerns of
such nature about Al in general (Beetham, 2024; Dennett, 2023; Dreyfus, 1972;
Floridi, 2023). I will highlight only those that demonstrate limitations of Al in com-
parison to human intelligence in addition to those I already mentioned in the previ-
ous section.

Considering that it is in our nature to attribute human features to anything and
everything, Al chatbots are most easily accepted as “humans-like” (Blut et al., 2021;
Einola et al., 2023). They create a great impression of communicating and being
able to think in ways that are easy to be convinced by. But are we being willingly
deceived that we are communicating with a thinking “partner”? As an important
characteristic of the coaching process is the collaborative activity of “thinking
together” (Stacey, 2012), it matters if machines can really think. Interestingly, even
the greatest authority in “machine thinking” Alan Turing (1950) said there was no
way of answering the question of whether the machine can think, because both
terms lack scientific definitions. It would be “meaningless to deserve discussion”.
Dijkstra (1984) was even more categorical about Turing’s famous criteria to settle
the question of whether Machines Can Think. He said that it is “a question of which
we now know that it is about as relevant as the question of whether Submarines Can
Swim”. If the functioning of AI cannot be established as thinking, recognising it as
intelligence is obviously even harder.

At the same time, even without an agreed definition of intelligence in principle,
we can still discuss if Al can do what human intelligence can. Floridi (2023, p. 21),
for example, is quite clear that the project of reproducing human intelligence has
failed: “...as a branch of cognitive science interested in intelligence production, Al
remains science fiction and has been a dismal disappointment. ... Al does not
merely underperform with respect to human intelligence. It has not yet even joined
the competition”. Similar arguments are made by Bender et al. (2021), who some-
what scornfully refers to large language models as “stochastic parrots” (Bender
et al., 2021), a description which convincingly demonstrates that intelligence and
linguistic capabilities do not go together.

This does not, however, mean that Al applications are not successful. They are,
but not by replicating human intelligence. In fact, Floridi (2023) argued that they
became much more successful when the developers stopped trying to simulate
human intelligence. Al is not about reproducing any kind of biological intelligence;
it is about doing without it. It solves problems in ways different to those employed
by humans, bypassing the hard axiological problems of meaning, relevance, under-
standing, truth, intelligence, insight, etc. (Floridi, 2023). It is really up to us, then,
to decide what it is that we need Al for and making sure that we are not beguiled into
accepting them as a poor substitute for the things that really matter in the human
realm. This is existentially relevant, not only to coaching, but to the experience of
being a person in general. I cannot agree more with a humorous call for Al “to do
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my laundry and dishes so I can do art and writing, not for Al to do my art and writ-
ing so that I can do my laundry and dishes”.

Floridi (2023) goes as far as suggesting that Al is an oxymoron. It is a new form
of agency, not of intelligence (p. 6) and should be called AA (Artificial Agency). By
suggesting “agency”, he is utilising a minimalist definition, satisfying only three
criteria (p. 10):

* Being able to receive and use data from the environment
» Taking action based on the input data autonomously to achieve goals
* Improving performance by learning from interactions

Whether this proposition by Floridi (2023, p. 208) is taken on board or not, I
agree with his description of the most effective contribution from AL, which is invit-
ing us “to reflect more seriously and less complacently on who we are, could be, and
would like to become, and thus our responsibilities and self-understanding”.
Coaching is already a place where such things are addressed on a scale of individual
projects, but the Al revolution brings these issues home with more urgency for
coaching as a profession. By discussing meaning that matters, values that need to be
affirmed, and the many assumptions that need to be questioned, we begin to prop-
erly fulfil what it is that coaching has the potential to contribute to the human condi-
tion. This is not a task that artificial intelligence has the capability to achieve.

13.4 What Is at Risk

As part of exercising human intelligence, it is important to recognise that the devel-
opment and use of Al are not as benign as developers and Al advocates make it out
to be. There are consequences, some of which may be damaging in a number of
ways. The first such consequence starts from acknowledging that Al is successful,
but not as the result of Al adapting to us and our world. Floridi (2023) argues that it
is the other way around—we have been transforming the world into an increasingly
Al-friendly environment. Every step that we take in digitising our environment and
expanding the infosphere, we create an ecosystem in which Al systems become
exponentially more useful and successful.

His warning is that the risk we are running is that our technologies and especially
Al might shape our physical and conceptual environments. We already live in the
infosphere (Floridi, 2023), but because of the exponential growth of computational
power and speed of technological advancement, a significant part of our life now
depends on it. So far coaching has been operating in more than infosphere, but the
pressures, both implicit and explicit, to embrace Al into coaching push the disci-
pline into this techno-environment in a persistently enculturating way. This risks
coaching becoming a dry information exchange aimed solely towards mechanisti-
cally defined “goals” when values, meaning, desires, and full-scale subjectivity (the
“axiological dimension”) are being marginalised.
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Without human encounter, even when it includes clashes of values and relational
tensions, technology will continue to downgrade human interaction and human
intelligence. Humans become part of the extended domain of the machines, e.g.
working to improve the functioning of Al machinery, which at the same time leads
to authentic human activity disappear by providing a poor substitute. The ethical
concern here pertains to the moral worth of human dignity that was famously cap-
tured by Kant’s categorical imperative to not treat humans as a means to an end. In
coaching, this imperative is addressed through careful contracting to ensure that the
“mutual use” of parties is fairly negotiated. It is a way to mitigate the unusual and
complex ethical tension at the heart of organisational coaching (Bachkirova, 2024),
where the quality of coaching depends on there being a trusting and confidential
relationship between the client and coach, but coaches are paid by another party
who has an invested interest in the outcome of this intervention. With exclusion, or
at least minimisation, of the human coach, the coaching contract is compromised
“upstream” to being an expression of what matters only to the organisation: a
manoeuvre justified by the constraints of technology.

In this set up, the needs of organisations take considerably greater priority,
thereby increasing the inequality already inherent in neo-liberal economies.
Technologies are typically presented as a means of redistributing the power and
freedom of users, but, as market forces dictate, they disproportionally benefit those
who already have the resources that put them in the position of being able to take
further advantage of these innovations (Schmachtenberger, 2024). This is why I
think promoting Al “coaching” under the umbrella of “democratising coaching” is
a highly disingenuous claim. Those in the position of power will continue using
human coaching, while the rest are provided with a poor-quality substitute.

Another concern of a psychological nature is about what Al is doing not for us
but to us, as argued by Susan Turkle (2015), on the grounds that our engagement
with the world as interfaced through computers makes fundamental changes to who
we are. In many ways we gradually remove ourselves from real events and by sub-
stituting our interactions with digital means we dehumanise the important elements
of our life. For example, people become satisfied with “pretend empathy” and come
to believe that this is what empathy is really like. An example of this kind of inter-
personal category error is that of Al-assisted medical diagnosis which is already
considered as providing more empathy than human doctors (NY Times, 2024).
Turkle (2015) anticipates that people will start expecting from humans what they
get from machines, describing real cases of “artificial intimacy” (e.g. children
develop “friendship” with artificial friend and then expect this kind of empathy
from real people). I believe this phenomenon is not dissimilar to the consequences
of the “relationship” with pornography. In getting used to surrogates which are
“easy”, real human relationships might become too stressful or unpredictable and
the availability of digital surrogates offering the illusion of interpersonal intimacy
may promote degrees of narcissistic internalisation even more than is already trou-
bling in Western society (Cushman, 1996).

Another important consequence of digitalising our life is losing trust in informa-
tion in general because of LLM’s tendency to “hallucinate” (Aladakatti & Senthil
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Kumar, 2023; Athaluri et al., 2023). Daniel Dennett (2024) is very categorical about
this danger:

Because we won’t know what we know, and we won’t know who to trust, and we won’t
know whether we’re informed or misinformed, we may become either paranoid and hyper-
sceptical, or just apathetic and unmoved. Both of those are very dangerous avenues. And
they’re upon us. (Dennett, 2024)

Dennett (2023) is also quite radical in arguing that the creators of technology that
results in such effects should be sued. He believes that this should be taken as seri-
ously as molecular biologists developing the capability for biological warfare or
atomic physicists paving the way for nuclear war. He calls it the “real code red”.

In addition to the issue of losing trust in information because of this “hallucina-
tory tendency” as argued by Dennett (2024), I would question the use of this term in
the first place. Naming chatbot disinformation as “hallucination” is more than a
little misleading because first of all it assumes a human frailty as being naturally
available to digitally organised information processing. Secondly and mainly, it
implies that Al hallucinations are forgivable because in humans they are trouble-
some only to those who hallucinate. This could be seen as a clever strategy to deflect
responsibility for the propagation of false information and camouflage the fact that
consequences of hallucinations matter to all users of chatbots. Considering all of
this, I would argue that according to the criteria set out by Harry Frankfurt (2005)
in defining the phenomenon of “bullshitting”, AI “hallucinations” should be called
as such. Interestingly, Frankfurt argues that bullshitting is far more damaging than
lying because a liar at least makes the conscious effort to lie as they know what the
truth is and intentionally undertake to subvert it. On the other hand, the bullshitter
simply does not care about truth, and this is what Al is.

Unfortunately, a clever misappropriation of Al is already happening. Al coach-
ing is currently promoted as an intervention that is based on a proven method (ques-
tioning) thereby minimising biases the human coach might have. This sounds
laudably like a commitment to objectivity and precision, but in reality, more mun-
dane and cares mainly about reducing cost and improving the organisation’s return
on investment. Coaching, however, is about, and should be seen as being about, a
different level of investment: the development of people, a process in which subjec-
tivity and individualised approaches are essential elements. This development, in
turn, arguably leads to higher productivity and justifies the investment in the longer
term (Mayer, 2021). This discrepancy of intention might explain why some early
reviews (Upwork, 2024) show how different the attitudes and responses are to the
use of Al coaching between employers and employees: employers, being motivated
by short-term cost-effectiveness, responding favourably at 96%, while employees
seem considerably less impressed with 77% saying that AI decreases their
productivity.

This disparity seems usefully supported by coaching clients who work in a “tech
environment”: “They want nothing to do with coachbots! Coaching is a refuge from
the tech and a space where they can decompress with a human and be in
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relationship. Where empathy and thinking together is practised. A ‘postmodern con-
fessional’ as Simon Western says” (Duhigg, personal communication, 2024).

13.5 Conclusion

It is clear that the digital revolution is inevitable and already makes a difference in
our lives. Digital technology helps in solving many problems in a huge number of
contexts, and it will continue to do so and do it well. The argument I have been mak-
ing here, and will continue to make elsewhere, along with other authors (e.g.
Beetham, 2024; Floridi, 2023) is that the use of this technology should be part of a
human project utilised in service of directions in which we collectively wish to go,
because it is only us (as human persons) who can see our world in terms of meaning
and purpose. Just because technological advances demonstrate growing capabilities
does not automatically entail that these should uncritically be put into practice with-
out difficult conversations being had concerning possible consequences. In coach-
ing, instead of being seduced by the fashionable allure of “shiny new things”, it
makes better sense to consider how to respond to questions such as these:

* Is coaching a job that should be kept human?

* Is the aggressive development of Al coaching in organisations worth it consider-
ing the price the rest of the world has to pay for it?

* What do we gain and what do we lose if even basic coaching becomes a prov-
ince of AI?

In answering these questions, it might be useful to remember what Hubert
Dreyfus (1972) wrote in relation to some technological advances: “The first man to
climb a tree could claim tangible progress toward reaching the Moon—yet, actually
reaching the Moon requires qualitatively different methods than tree-climbing.” In
offering people coaching services supplied by people, we already have a good
method. Rather than invest in spoiling it, perhaps we would do better to invest our
efforts in improving it in ways that increase its benefit to a wider clientele.
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Chapter 14 )
Using the Five Maturities to Support e
the Co-Evolution of Al and Humans

in Coaching

David B. Drake

Abstract Al has risen like a thunderstorm in the desert, bringing much-needed rain
yet carrying the risk of flooding. The perspectives offered are based on the author’s
work in this space over the past 8 years, starting with the incorporation of his
Narrative Coaching framework in an early-stage Al application and including his
current work as Head of Ovida Labs (ovida.io). This chapter starts with an introduc-
tion which makes the case for thinking about coaching in new ways in the age of
Al The Five Maturities framework is offered as a guide for developing mature
practitioners who are masterful in each of the five elements in the coaching process.
A second table is offered which illustrates the roles Al can play in supporting the
growth of coaches and clients. Five propositions are offered on the implications of
the integration of Al in the coaching space. Tips for coaches, coach educators, and
coaching bodies on how to ethically and effectively incorporate Al in their practice
are provided. The Conclusion offers reflections and recommendations on what it
will take to successfully address the Al storm and acknowledges the consequences
of not rising to this momentous occasion.

Keywords Al integration - Five maturities - Coaching process - Maturity &
mastery - Ethical responsibility - Conscious improvisation - Structured emergence -
Human—AI partnership - Developmental growth - Social consciousness
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14.1 Introduction

As sociologist Sherry Turkle notes, the very challenges that make relationships difficult or
else that would make them meaningful. It's in moments of discomfort—when we navigate
misunderstandings or repair after conflict—that intimacy grows these experiences, whether
with therapists, friends, or partners, teach us how to trust and connect on a deeper level if
we stop practicing these skills because Al offers a smoother, more convenient alternative we
may erode our capacity to form meaningful relationships (Eyal, 2025).

Any ethical use of Al in the coaching process must bring out the best in and for
humans as well as enhance the common good for humanity. This requires the con-
current development of a new paradigm and pedagogy from which to work. The
Five Maturities framework (Drake, 2026) is offered as a robust resource for this
purpose. Otherwise, we are just using the technology to perpetuate and accelerate
the old paradigm: Consume more. Do more. Be efficient. Keep up. Get ahead. This
keeps us trapped on the same treadmill, which means that we are adding to the very
problems for which people come to coaching.

This is especially important given the urgent collective issues we face in terms of
what defines and connects us as humans. In this sense, the application of Al in
coaching is as much a social issue as it is a technological issue. This can be seen in
recognizing that our well-being was for most of human history mediated through
the community (e.g., through rituals and shamans, then shifted to the professional
sphere (through pastors, therapists, and coaches), and is now shifted to the personal
sphere (through Al-informed applications which can be accessed directly on our
own)—though what is accessed is harvested from the communal and professional
spheres. It prompts (pun intended) the question: What is our role as humans and
practitioners in this new world?

What is already clear is that the world in which we are now coaching is not the
world in which coaching was born. The ethical and effective use of Al will require
coaching practitioners, educators, and associations to adapt themselves, their roles,
and their approaches in significant ways. For example, in a world increasingly orga-
nized around scanning and skimming (superficial attention, horizontal engage-
ment), how can we deepen our steeping and sensing (sustained attention, vertical
engagement)? To make the most of Al, we need to see it as a catalyst for the reinven-
tion of institutions not just a tool to get tasks done.

One of the first steps is to track how Al is making its way into the coaching pro-
cess. It offers a golden opportunity to reimagine how coaching is conceptualized,
delivered, and utilized in support of meaningful outcomes. This chapter draws on
the Five Maturities framework (Drake, 2026) as a guide for leaders, educators, and
practitioners in the coaching space who want to develop informed strategies and
make wise choices in taking up this challenge. In so doing, we need to be aware of
what we are giving up in exchange for what we are gaining, and to keep thinking
about the long-term impacts not just the short-term gains. The conscious integration
of Al in the coaching space requires preserving and enriching our sense of auton-
omy, agency, and accountability to enable all involved to grow.
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14.2 Using the Five Maturities with Al in Coaching

I would argue that the effective use of our cognitive and applied skills (mastery)
depends on our developmental depth and socio-emotional acuity (maturity).
Applying the Five Maturities framework in coaching enables coaches to develop the
maturity to use their skills with discernment and for greater impact. It enables them
to move from performative implementation to conscious improvisation. The use of
Al in coaching is making this increasingly apparent. As such, there is a need for a
more integrative approach to coach development, assessment, and practice. This
will enable coaches to more holistically support their clients’ growth as human
beings so they can do the same for those they lead or serve.

The following chart (Table 14.1) illustrates a more integrative approach for
developing coaches and advancing the practice of coaching (see Drake, 2026). It
encompasses (1) the five key elements in a coaching conversation; (2) the five
maturities; (3) the five masteries, with each one grounded in a corresponding matu-
rity; and (4) the five iBEAM factors, based on Drake’s (2019, 2021) meta-analysis
of what impacts performance. This chart serves as a guide for how the grounded use
of Al can inform the transition to what is next for coaching but also enrich practitio-
ners’ ability to step into these new roles.

14.2.1 What This Looks Like in Practice
14.2.1.1 People

A coach and a client recognize and acknowledge their struggle to handle a difficult
interaction well (Personal Maturity)—and seek to increase their ability to hold
space for the work to be done (Capacity) and increase their openness to what is
present and calling for their attention (Mindset).

14.2.1.2 Relationship

They work together to acknowledge their shared blindspot: the inability to track
their somatic experience (Spiritual Maturity)—and seek to increase their ability to
take on new perspectives (Clarity) and talk more honestly about why this issue is
difficult for them and why that matters (Aspiration).

Table 14.1 Support for each of the five elements in the coaching process

Coaching elements | People Relationship | Skills Process Outcomes
Maturity Personal | Spiritual Professional | Social Contextual
Mastery Capacity | Clarity Competency | Capability Credibility

iBEAM factor Mindset | Aspiration Behavior Environment | Identity
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14.2.1.3 Skills

They focus together on their breathing to give them access to their somatic state
(Professional Maturity)—and seek to increase their ability to self-regulate
(Competency) and practice getting out of their head and into their body as they re-
engage around the difficult interaction (Behavior).

14.2.1.4 Process

They work together to understand what this experience is like for the other person
(Social Maturity)—and seek to increase their ability to speak more authentically
and accountably about their role in the difficulty (Capability) and invest in their
trust of each other (Environment).

14.2.1.5 Outcomes

They work together to reflect on what has changed for them in this process
(Contextual Maturity)—and seek to increase their ability to articulate their inner
states and what has changed (Credibility) and embody what has changed to deepen
their working relationship (identity).

Our ability to enrich the learning and growth from encounters in coaching, for
those involved and for their working alliance, can be augmented through the selec-
tive use of Al as follows (Table 14.2).

For example, in using an Al-driven platform like Ovida (which we use in our
Narrative Coaching program), a coach can:

1. Use Al to observe a recorded session and frame opportunities for their develop-
ment, e.g., occurrences when they interrupted the client—enabling them to
become more aware of their mindset at the time.

Table 14.2 Opportunities for the use of Al to support client’s growth

Maturity | mastery | Al role Al focus Outcome
Personal capacity | Framing Observe the conversation Deepened awareness; shift in
mindset

Spiritual clarity Mirroring | Inquire and reflect on what | Conscious attention; shift in
emerges aspiration

Professional Focusing Name the element to address | Grounded knowledge; shift in

competency behavior

Social capability Feedlooping | Do small intentional Internalized changes; shift in
practices environment

Contextual Anchoring | Determine a suitable new Embodied responses; shift in

credibility habit or nudge identity
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2. Use Al to guide their inquiry into the occurrence as a mirror through which to
more fully see what is going on in this occurrence—enabling them to become
more aware of their aspiration at the time.

3. Use Al to articulate the elements, grounded in expert knowledge, which are
essential for greater mastery in these types of occurrences and choosing one to
Jfocus on—enabling them to take a manageable and meaningful first step.

4. Use Al to engage in small intentional practices (SIPs) as part of what I call a
feedloop (moving between observing themselves and the impact of their experi-
ments)—enabling them to internalize the desired change.

5. Use Al to support repeated practice to increasingly anchor the new behavior in
their natural pattern of response when they would otherwise interrupt—enabling
them to reflect on their progress and their updated identity.

Let us turn now to five key implications for coaching as a whole, each becoming
more urgent and important as the technology evolves quickly. In the end, what mat-
ters most is who clients become and what they can do after they leave the session—
and how the coaching process can best serve this purpose. Al can be a valuable ally
for the coach, the coaching process, and the client to enable them to make the most
of their engagement—regardless of the ratio of human/AI involvement.

14.3 Propositions for the Use of Al in Coaching

Proposition 1: The emergence of Al offers a golden opportunity and a set of
resources to deconstruct coaching and reconstruct it in new forms for
these times.

Implications include (a) decenter the session as the central feature in coaching;
(b) provide more options in terms of how the contracted time is allocated; (c) align
the structure of the coaching journey more closely with the research on outcomes;
and (d) provide more Al-informed coaching-related resources along the way in sync
with what the client needs most right now.

Proposition 2: The emergence of Al challenges us to expand how we think
about knowledge—from a consumerist efficiency frame to a relational ethi-
cal frame.

Implications include (a) think about knowledge in broader terms in coach devel-
opment and assessment; (b) draw on Bent Flyvbjerg’s (2001) distinctions between
episteme: knowledge that, techne: knowledge how, and phronesis: knowledge why
(see Drake, 2011)—with a greater emphasis on the latter in support of “constant
self-awareness as a moral actor” (Frank, 2004, p. 223); and (c) focus more on our
subtle and somatic knowledge as humans.

Proposition 3: The emergence of Al offers valuable resources to enable
coaches and clients to more effectively improve over time.

Implications include (a) move beyond competency models in developing and
assessing practitioners, especially as they progress beyond novice levels; (b) focus
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more on studying masters than on scaling novices; (c) make use of the principle of
structured emergence (Drake, 2021, 2022) rather than industrial era remnants such
as agenda setting; and (d) support fewer, smaller, deeper actions done regularly.

Proposition 4: The emergence of Al invites us to rebalance our development
efforts by deepening our social consciousness and ability to learn from our
environment in real time.

Implications include (a) move beyond the traditional paradigm of learning than
doing by offering practitioners more opportunities to learn in real time; (b) focus
more on higher order skills such as cultural awareness, critical thinking, ethical
decision-making, and emotional intelligence; and (c) pay more attention to how
athletes and musicians learn through ongoing deliberate practice, immediate feed-
back, deeper self-awareness, and a sense of the whole not just the parts (see
Beane, 2024).

Proposition 5: The emergence of Al challenges us to advance our maturity
on pace with what it makes possible in terms of our mastery in service of the
highest good.

Implications include (a) remain alert to the commercial and political realities
around the (mis-)use of Al because naiveté here will not serve coaching or humanity
well; (b) account for what we are giving up not just what we are gaining; and (c) be
wary of outsourcing too much scaffolding for your learning and development or
avoiding too much of the productive struggle necessary for the internalized mastery
of coaching.

14.4 Developing Yourself as a Coach in the Al Era Using
the Five Maturities.

In line with these five propositions, the Five Maturities offers a useful framework
for articulating how coaches can develop themselves to ethically and effectively
incorporate Al in their practice. Here are some tips for coaches:

¢ Personal Maturity | Capacity | Mindset
— Deepen your self-awareness, self-trust, and grounding in an Al-enhanced
landscape.
— Get clear on your values, boundaries, and voice through reflexive and mindful
practice.
— Keep coming back to your own center as an authentic human being.

* Spiritual Maturity | Clarity | Aspiration
— Develop and follow a strong code of ethics and continue to expand what
you notice.
— Sustain an existential, meaningful connection to the sacred, the whole, and the
long view.
— Be a steward of human dignity who stays rooted in meaning and purpose.
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* Professional Maturity | Competency | Behavior
— Make clear choices about how you will relate to Al, and learn what is essential
to do so.
— Become sufficiently skilled and integrate Al without compromising coaching
integrity.
— Advocate development of standards, safeguards, and models for Al-enhanced
practice.

* Social Maturity | Capability | Environment
— Enable clients to bring systemic change to their environment as well as to
themselves.
— Pay close attention to the spaces in which you are coaching for the good of
the whole.
— Stay aware of how Al is affecting your approach; remain alert to biases in Al
resources.

* Contextual Maturity | Credibility | Identity
— Embrace that Al is disrupting assumptions about what coaching is and how
it’s delivered.
— Attune to shifting cultural, technological, and ecological landscape in which
you coach.
— Adapt your identities and roles to serve humans in an Al era and anticipate
future needs.

14.5 Conclusion

This Al ‘moment’ is forcing us to reclaim the tacit, embodied, and relational ways of know-
ing we sidelined. How to live meaningful lives in a world where we are no longer the smart-
est entities in it?

Luis Lozano-Paredes

It is tempting to feel like coaching is a large ship and Al is a tugboat that has
come along to push it in new directions. For me, this gives too much power and
control to the tug, even as I can recognize and appreciate the nudges which Al offers
in the coaching space. We are at risk of exchanging depth and dexterity for speed
and efficiency and of exchanging long-term and collective well-being for immediate
and individual gains. The questions then become, “How can we mindfully, proac-
tively, and productively engage with Al resources to not only improve coaching
practice and coaching outcomes but to also help us reimagine coaching itself?”

This is important because technological innovations often necessitate trade-offs.
As such, we need to attend to the broader impact of technologies such as Al as part
of our ethical considerations. Otherwise, Al will—like all technologies—create new
challenges in the course of addressing current challenges and the net gain will at
best be nil. This dynamic is heightened and accelerated with Al given the speed at
which it is advancing—both in terms of its capabilities and its reach. This is why
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digital, Al, research, and ethical literacies should become mandatory as part of the
development and assessment of coaches in terms of their maturity and mastery.

In the end, I believe coaching will transform into a hybrid model that leverages
the strengths of Al and humans in coaching. This partnership will enable coaches to
blend what AI and humans each do best into a new form of practice. It will enable
coaching to become a more truly client-centered practice—one in which practitio-
ners can operate with greater depth (not just greater speed) to help develop better
humans and a better world. As such, I believe that (1) coaching will move to become
a descriptive adjective not a boxed noun, (2) the word “coach” will return to sports,
and (3) new types of practitioners will emerge who could be seen as “developmental
guides” who use their maturity (wisdom) and mastery (expertise) to guide clients in
gaining what they need to evolve and serve in an increasingly challenged world.

What Kai-Fu Lee (2021) writes about education in the future can be readily
applied to the future of what we once knew as coaching:

There will still be plenty for teachers to do. Teachers will play two important
roles: First, they will be human mentors and connectors for the students. Human
teachers will be the driving force behind stimulating the students critical thinking,
creativity, empathy, and teamwork. The teacher will be a clarifier when a student is
confused, a confronter when the student is complacent, and a comforter when the
student is frustrated. In other words, teachers can focus less on the rote aspects of
imparting knowledge and more on building emotional intelligence, creativity, char-
acter, values, and resilience, in students. The second role that teachers will play is to
direct and program the Al teacher and companion in ways that will best address the
students’ needs. They will do this based on their experience, wisdom, and in-depth
understanding of the students’ potential and dreams (Kai-Fu Lee, 2021, p. 119).

Just as we need to stop sending changed people back into unchanged environ-
ments, we need to stop sending unchanged processes back into changed environ-
ments. In this regard, Al is neither our master nor our slave—an outdated frame we
need to transcend at many levels—but rather as an ally that we can use at all levels.
This calls for diligence in ensuring that AI does not add to the non-sustainable pat-
terns and systems at the core of postmodern society—e.g., by masking larger issues,
such as isolation—but instead is used to challenge us to create healthier forms of
societies. Rather than just giving us yet another reason to stare endlessly at our
phones, what if we consciously and courageously curated how we use Al such that
it freed us to mature as individuals and as a species?
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Chapter 15 )
The Value of Standards and Ethical Use e
of Al in Coaching: Creating Trust

in Technology

Joel A. DiGirolamo

Abstract The application of artificial intelligence (Al) in the coaching profession
is very new. We are currently applying it in a very rudimentary manner and in just a
few of the many possible application areas. Since the concepts in current Al archi-
tectures and the methods of using them are so new, it is helpful to provide education
to stakeholders within a schema or model that the stakeholders already know. This
will facilitate a more rapid understanding of how the technology works and how
each stakeholder can apply it. The presence of standards for Al coaching products
can provide a useful schema and can help to raise awareness of important elements
within the technology, as well as what to look for in a product available for pur-
chase. Since software product developers are usually focused on the technology,
they may not have experts in the human element of the product functionality. These
experts may be coaching professionals, social scientists, or both. The human experts
can put standards to good use by following the framework set out in the standards
and develop appropriate test use cases and evaluating live beta tests within that
framework. Some of the most important considerations for high-quality Al coach-
ing applications are data privacy, data use beyond the overt application uses, trans-
parency of algorithms, and methods to minimize bias. Coaches, clients, and
purchasers of Al technology must educate themselves on standards and how the
technology works, explore Al tools and vendors, and ultimately get experience with
Al systems.

Keywords Artificial intelligence in coaching - Al coaching standards - Ethics of
Al - Data privacy in coaching - Data security in coaching - Bias in Al - Professional
coaching standards - Trust in technology - Hybrid human—AlI coaching - Coach
training
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15.1 Introduction

In order to put our exploration of ethics, standards, and the use of artificial intelli-
gence (Al) in coaching into perspective, let’s go all the way back to our primal roots
of ethical behavior. Consider an example from one of our ancestors, the bonobos:

In 2016, Tokuyama observed the highest-ranking male in the PE group, Snare, repeatedly
harassing a female. Subsequently, three females started to violently attack him, and he fell
from the tree on his own and escaped. Then, he disappeared from the group. After about 20
days, Snare showed up in the group from time to time, but he always stayed at the periphery.
He no longer had the same social status that he did in the past (Furuichi, 2019, p. 80).

In this example, Snare behaved unethically and the females of the group were not
going to accept his behavior. This is an example of how ethical behavior is subcon-
sciously woven into our primal and current social fabric. Ethical behavior is at the
core of human social behavior, likely due to the evolutionary advantage of coopera-
tion and collaboration. As an extension to this, we expect the machines we interact
with to behave in similar ethical ways, especially ones that purport to be “intelligent.”

15.2 Ethics

As ancient philosophers honed their cognitive skills with logic and critical thinking,
ethics became more conscious, detailed, and nuanced. In one sense, standards can
be considered codification of ethical norms or at least desired norms as well as
frameworks for communication within a given knowledge or development domain.

Aristotle (2009) believed that all individuals are capable of deliberate voluntary
action and therefore that virtuous action is within everyone’s power. Further,
Immanuel Kant felt that each of us has an obligation or duty to behave morally
(Kant, 1785/2012; Kranak, 2022). Virtuous and moral behavior leads to trust in an
individual. As we trust that other people will behave ethically, we desire to translate
that trust to feeling that machines must also behave ethically. It is important to con-
sider ethical human behavior first since we have thousands of years of human expe-
rience and consideration, which provides a rich backdrop against which to contrast
ethics of Al systems.

In the domains of coaching and psychology, many ethical codes exist, including
ones from the American Psychological Association (APA, 2017), the European
Federation of Psychologists’ Associations (Lindsay et al., 2025), the European
Mentoring and Coaching Council (EMCC, 2018), and the International Coaching
Federation (ICF, 2024a). While these codes primarily address human-to-human
behavior, recent versions address machine or technology behavior and interaction as
well, and some, such as the Ethics Guidance for Providers of Coaching, Mentoring
and Supervision Using Technology and Al by the EMCC (2023), focus solely on
practice involving the use of technology. This EMCC guidance includes elements of
data protection and transparency or disclosure on when technology will be used in
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the practice. The most recent version of the ICF code of ethics now includes lan-
guage specifically calling out confidentiality and legal compliance, “through any
technology systems I may utilize (i.e. technology-assisted coaching tools, data-
bases, platforms, software, and artificial intelligence)” (ICF, 2024a, p. 7). These
ethics codes apply to varying degrees in situations such as when using Al coaching
platforms such as chatbots, when a coach augments their work with a client by using
Al or when using Al tools in training and coaching supervision.

No matter what type of Al technology a coach or organization uses, Dignum
(2019) provides an excellent framework for consideration of the Al ethics involved:

» Ethics in design, that is, being mindful of the potential uses and consequences of
the tools being developed

 Ethics by design, that is, the ultimate behaviors of the developed system

» Ethics for designers, that is, standards and certifications built for reference
purposes

Norton et al. (2024) highlight the need for social scientists such as consulting
psychologists to be integrated into Al development teams, bringing awareness of
human risks as well as efficacy considerations into the product design. Further,
these scientists can provide insights into possible downstream effects or behaviors
of specific algorithms such as undesirable bias and low efficacy.

When an Al system has a lapse in ethical behavior such as when an Al chatbot
exhibits bias, our first instinct may be to blame the system rather than considering
more deeply who designed the system and the rigor of the development process.
Dignum feels that Al tools are simply artifacts, and that with, “... tools built for a
given purpose, responsibility can never lie with the Al system because as an arte-
fact, it cannot be seen as a responsible actor” (Dignum, 2019, p. 2). Extending this
paradigm, Dignum compares an algorithm to a cooking recipe and that it is the
creator of the recipe, or algorithm that is responsible, and not the recipe or algorithm
itself (Dignum, 2019). Standards and certifications in a given field signify maturity
in that field, and this has begun in the domain of Al in coaching, which will be dis-
cussed in the next section.

Transparency is linked to ethical leadership and high transparency can promote
trust in a leader or team integrity (Bennis et al., 2008; Norman et al., 2010; Palanski
et al., 2011). Similarly, trust in the AI machine, regardless of whether it is working
interactively or in the background, means that it must be transparent about the why
and what of decisions and actions, where data is stored and who has access to it,
efficacy, biases, where it might be used, and system reliability (Hendrycks, 2025;
ICF, 2019).

An aspect of coaching that is seldom discussed but has significant ethical impli-
cations is what is provided in a coaching session—whether human-to-human or via
an Al coaching platform. The ICF defines coaching as “partnering with clients in a
thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize their per-
sonal and professional potential” (ICF, n.d.). As provided in the ICF Core
Competencies (2019), coaching is a non-directive process where coaches facilitate
client growth by fostering new insights or awareness without providing specific
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direction. However, human coaches and Al coaching platforms such as chatbots and
Al coaching augmentation may combine the coaching skills with domain knowl-
edge to provide a higher level of efficacy for the client. Working in this manner
requires an enhanced level of skill, however, since the human coach or Al coaching
platform must first uncover the client motivations and goals before offering perti-
nent domain knowledge (DiGirolamo et al., 2025; DiGirolamo & Berman, 2025).
Ethically, what is very important is for the human coach, Al chatbot, or Al coaching
augmentation platform to describe specifically what they will be offering so that it
meets the client’s needs and expectations.

15.3 Standards

As noted above, the existence of standards created by a community of domain
experts indicates a significant level of maturity in that domain. Fundamentally, stan-
dards foster consistency (e.g., reliability and predictability) and trust. Looking at
standards from another angle, multiple reasons for them include:

* Interoperability, e.g., language, networking protocols, electrical plugs, and outlets

* Quality and safety, e.g., food safety and housing

e Human rights, e.g., maximum number of working hours per day or week, worker
age limits

* Economies of scale, e.g., in manufacturing

Standards groups may form in a multitude of professions and with a plethora of
technologies, while several global standards organizations have a cross-geography
impact, including the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), the
Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE), and the European Union
(EU). One of the most recent and impactful standards came from the European
Union (EU), the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR; European Parliament,
2016). This standard laid a foundation and paradigm for ethical use and protection
of individual data. The EU Artificial Intelligence Act extends protections to ethical
behavior of Al systems (European Parliament, 2024) and allows for a phased-in
approach culminating in full compliance after August 2, 2027.

In early 2021, the ICF convened a group of four Al coaching developers and two
experienced coaches, the ICF Al Coaching Standards Working Group, to begin
work on Al coaching standards. The goal of that development process was to create
Al coaching standards that could be used in a fashion similar to human-to-human
coaching standards. The standards were intended to provide legitimacy for Al
coaching products and indicate a commitment to excellence in coaching by the Al
coach developer.

The Working Group developed multiple iterations of draft documents and solic-
ited public feedback in order to gather opinions from a diverse audience. The final
ICF Artificial Intelligence Coaching Framework and Standards document was
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publicly released in November 2024 (ICF, 2024b). These standards were developed
with multiple audiences in mind, including:

* Software developers (providers)

* Organizations who purchase Al coaching tools
* Coaches

* Coaching clients

* Coaching education and training organizations
* Coaching supervisors

The standards cover multiple types of applications, including scheduling (time-
related activities), data processing, interactive (over an extended period of time,
such as for habit formation or in training), and conversational (in real time, such as
chatbots, coaching augmentation systems, or coaching supervision). While such a
wide variety of applications leads to a more complicated set of standards, it brings
more value to the profession through a comprehensive approach. The requirements
contained in the standards include content (information for clients, coaches, and
purchasers), functionality or system capabilities, actions the system may need to
take, and validation or quality and performance standards.

The ICF AI Coaching Standards cover many aspects of system transparency,
such as how underlying algorithms work, why specific decisions were made, poten-
tial biases, where data is stored, and who has access to it. The Standards largely
follow the ICF Core Competencies (2019) with additions for Al-powered client
reinforcement such as growth-tracking, coaching reliability measures, assurance
and testing, security, privacy, and system resilience and accessibility.

15.4 [Example Ethical Challenges

Fundamentally, Al can be applied in three ways in the coaching process, as illus-
trated in Fig. 15.1: in strictly human coaching, when Al is integrated as a tool in real
time in the human coaching process (a hybrid approach), and in a standalone Al
coaching scenario. In a hybrid scenario, the Al coaching tool could be handling real-
time administrative tasks such as monitoring and displaying potential client topics
and goals, relieving the coach of these cognitive tasks, and thus allowing them to
follow the client more dynamically into deeper areas of motivations, values, and
beliefs. For the strictly human coaching and hybrid scenarios, an Al client can be
used for human client simulation and potential evaluation.

Consider that in the hybrid and Al coaching scenarios human clients are divulg-
ing potentially very confidential information about themselves, work colleagues,
friends, and their employer to the Al systems. In cases where an employer is paying
for the coaching services, they may request access to the coaching session record-
ings or transcripts. In all cases, a human coach using the Al technology as a comple-
ment to their human coaching may request access to similar client data. Ethically, it
is extremely important that all parties involved, including the AI provider, the
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Fig 15.1 Conceptual
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purchaser, the coach, and the client understand and have written agreements very
clearly defining what data in what format will be accessible to any party, including
employees of the Al provider.

15.5 Conclusion

While human ethical behavior has primal roots, behaviors can be perceived differ-
ently by each individual human, resulting in a complicated tapestry of thoughts and
emotions by the receiver. As we overlay the human ethical framework onto artificial
intelligence machines and set out a desire for similar ethical behavior, the challenge
can seem daunting.

However, we can consider ethical use of Al in all types of systems such as the
necessity to keep user data private and secure and to be transparent about who may
have access to the data. Consider, for example, when an Al platform is used by an
employee of an organization and their superior or an HR professional wants access
to the data. Is access authorization transparently disclosed to all parties with capa-
bility to opt out? How is training and testing data gathered and processed in order to
minimize bias and updated when biases may be uncovered? How is the system
monitored to assess bias at frequent intervals?
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Considering Al chatbots specifically, they may feel very human, and therefore
are they transparent in notifying and reminding users that they are not human? Do
they explain what they are capable of and offer options for the way they will work
with clients?

When a human coach augments their work with an Al system, are they transpar-
ent in disclosing this to the client and other stakeholders? How do the coaches assess
bias and efficacy in the Al system?

In what ways do the providers of Al coach training and supervision tools report
efficacy, system limitations such as coaching model used, and the gamut of capabil-
ity? Considering how large the breadth of concepts arising in coach training and
coach supervision is, the Al tool may easily find itself beyond its range of
understanding.

And so, while Al has dramatically shifted how coaches may work, it is incum-
bent on all parties involved to understand, identify, and communicate all limitations
of the Al tools before they are deployed in production.

15.5.1 Questions for Future Consideration

In what ways should the user of an Al coaching platform such as a chatbot be able
to report unethical or biased behavior of the chatbot?

Given that tools such as Al chatbots learn and adjust how they respond as they
are used, in what ways might the bias of the system change over time?

In what ways would you find it useful for your clients to use an Al coaching
chatbot between your human-to-human coaching sessions?

When considering who might have access to sensitive client data in an Al coach-
ing system, in what ways do you feel system providers may be able to provide assur-
ances of privacy?
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Chapter 16 )
Coaching and Human Development e
in the Context of Science, Technologies,

and Business

Adina Tarry

Abstract This chapter explores how coaching and human development evolve in
the context of science and digital technology, which strongly impact society and
business. The introduction of Al in many organisational activities, to democratise
access to coaching for large numbers of people, is a reality and is to be embraced.
The chapter also introduces the Co-Me-Su-Tra® Model of Models as a framework
that highlights where the limitations of Al vs. human coaching are, to the net advan-
tage of humans, highlighting what human coaching at mastery level has to offer, by
no means threatened by technology in the foreseeable future. Embracing digital
transformation by upgraded skills and higher order capabilities is the adaptive
approach to reality as it is to increase agency and empower the coaching community
to face the future with a unique and human-specific level of competence and hope.

Keywords Cross-disciplinary - Al - Coaching - Mentoring - Supervision -
Dialectic - Digital - Co-Me-Su-Tra® - SOCIETALByDesign® -
SUSTAINABLEByDesign® - Development

16.1 Technology, Business, and Human Development

Change is a natural aspect of evolution and usually occurs either by an accumulation
of events and modifications to the status quo or by revolutions, which pushed an
entire existing order, onto a completely new trajectory. Science and technology are
such factors that by three industrial revolutions of the last 200 years (1765: steam;
1870: electricity; 1969: electronics) have led us to a safer, healthier, and more com-
fortable existence with impacts on the natural social, economic, and political land-
scape and the lives of millions. The difference it makes can be seen in regions where
electricity, transportation, sanitation, infrastructure, mechanisation, health care, and
education are missing with dire results.
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Because of its benefits technology continues to evolve unstoppably and the
Internet has enabled mass access to what it has to offer.

Today, on the cusp of the fourth revolution the electronics of 1969 have been
digitised and evolved into robotics, automation, artificial intelligence (Al), virtual
reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), nanotechnology, quantum computing, bio-
technology, the Internet of Things (IoT) and the industrial Internet of Things (IIoT),
3D printing, and autonomous vehicles.

The recent COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and the release of ChatGPT in 2023,
under tabloid type headlines such as “Al is going to take away your job”, have also
both democratised the powerful and seductive technology of artificial intelligence
(AI) and normalised hybrid working, online social connectivity, and training and
education, including the human resources (HR) function in business, which have
used technology since 2000.

At the same time, the world has become—according to definitions by academics
and governments—volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous, turbulent, novel, brit-
tle, anxious, non-linear, incomprehensible, rapid, unpredictable, paradoxical, and
tangled. A world of contradictions, challenges and opportunities, ethical questions,
and forced rapid adaptation that stresses individuals, society, business, and gover-
nance, faced with finding answers on the run and little time to make sense and find
meaning in how reality unfolds.

But human civilisation is a history of adaptation to change learning and skilling
up, use of tools to human advantage, moving away from monotonous, repetitive, or
risky work and instead utilising human ingenuity for social cohesion, shared pros-
perity, access, and opportunity, and achieving personal and collective fulfilment.

And coaching, mentoring, supervision, and training are all practices that serve
precisely individual and collective learning and development, ideally positioned to
mediate in times of transition and change, contributing to the widest of human aspi-
rations to achieve.

16.2 Coaching and Al in the Digital Age

In this context, the role and appeal of coaching (on the rise since the 1990s with
strong support from business) as a practice that is steeped in human learning
between individuals and within groups and society and a catalyst for realising
human potential and based on positive emotions, role modelling, rapport building,
chemistry, presence, empathy, sympathy, and transfer of wisdom could not be
stronger.

Professionalised at some pace since 2002 and diversified to include executive,
team, personal, career, and wellness types of coaching—to name just a few—coach-
ing remains deeply steeped in the relations between human beings; coaching is
rapidly moving from a place of tech fear to a place of understanding its role and
opportunities, around what its real value is, and what it can do to use technology as
a helpful tool for its own evolution, as it reflects the times (Tarry, 2018).
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With Al being able to deliver speed, precisions, scale, and volume of prescribed
automated process-driven activities, Al can make an excellent administrative assis-
tant: schedule, monitor, correct, find, recall, and summarise content or imitate and
create content if given a model, template, or examples to follow, and instructions on
what it needs to do, very precisely, by using natural language in the shape of prompt-
ing sentences.

Al can be used on both sides of the coaching process for clients and practitioners,
alike. For the benefit of clients, the opportunities for Al and automation in the
coaching process include the following—and not only—aspects.

Al can be used to automate and democratise access to a number of coaching
process-based models such as GROW, ACHIEVE, LASER, ACE, EGAN, STIR and
PIE, ABCDE, and PERMA: all acronyms that stand for the respective steps used in
the model.

Al can be used to perform gap analysis against competencies and capabilities
and suggest personalised learning, training, and development recommendations on
the basis of competencies frameworks, performance monitoring, and psychometric
assessments including MBTI, PF16, and Bar-On EQ.

Overall such applications of Al elicit answers and provide ranking exercises,
goal-setting paths and maps with tracking of milestones, analysis of resources,
objectives setting and action planning, time management, and gamification strate-
gies that all converge to enable clients’ self-directed, independent developmental
work to take place, at their convenience and by direct online use of technology.
They cover a wide range of coaching diversified from business and management to
career, self-development, wellness, and life coaching, which have also added a new
retail market for individuals to enjoy independent technology-enabled access. Such
applications also use the technique of questioning, which—just as in coaching—
enable focus and awareness of self, others, and context and self-reflection with
informative, formative, and potentially transformative outcomes which serve in
enabling talent to overcome obstacles, fulfil potential, achieve objectives, and ulti-
mately contribute to society and business as a whole.

For coaching practitioners, AI’s offerings depend on the type of work coaches
do. For internal coaches and associate coaches, the technology tools will be given to
them by the employers or clients/tech providers. For all coaches who use globally
adopted office and work suites of applications—such as Microsoft, Google, and
Apple—the access to admin and task-focused apps is already provided in the pack-
age, either free or by subscriptions.

But developing people in business contexts goes beyond the individual, to
groups and teams, by design and delivery of programmes for change, transforma-
tion, restructuring, learning, and development on a large scale across the entire
organisation. The magnitude of number of participants and speed of project deliv-
ery become a challenge which automation, Al, gamification, or virtual reality can
overcome.

Technology can deploy online applications to countless individuals, based on
constructs, principles, models, frameworks, methodologies, and standard, from
multidisciplinary sources such as academic disciplines (psychology, sociology,
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philosophy, ethics, neuroscience, anthropology), business schools and management
science, and high-performing business practices developed typically in blue-chip
corporations.

For example, surveys related to:

e Leadership traits and style-based models (charismatic, heroic, competent, ser-
vant, enabler, etc.)

* Types of organisational culture and structure (hierarchical, distributed, solar sys-
tem, etc.)

* Dimensions of national cultures (the models of Hofstede, Trompenaars, the
GLOBE project).

* Analysis of types of followers, etc.

Or practice-based methodologies, industry standards, gold standards, and best
practices that have emerged from learning organisations, such as:

e Standards: ISO 9001, ISO4000-1, Capability Maturity Model—CMM, Investors
in People.

» Waterfall and Agile project management.

e Justin time, Six Sigma, and lean optimisation methods.

» Kai Zen and total quality management (TQM).

* Problem-solving fishbone root cause analysis (Ishikawa diagram), brainstorm-
ing, affinity diagrams.

* Design thinking, etc.

Technology can be effectively used as a first-line scaling up method to profiling,
surveying, data collecting, informing, educating, assessing, evaluating, and making
personalised recommendations for a large number of people on a company-
wide scale.

However both at individual level and collective level, when it comes to integrat-
ing multidisciplinary cross-functional information from different assessment
sources for one individual or aligning individuals in a team and the team to the
organisation as a whole, this becomes a complex task that Al cannot perform.

Integrating complex sets of information, from multiple disconnected sources,
involves the real qualitative jump and value added of human intelligence with its
seamless flexibility, adaptability, transferability, heuristics, filling out information
gaps, integrating feedback, making sense, and finding meaning in real time and
the emergent space of human, ethically informed, reflective, and reflexive
dialogue.

These are not within the current Al capability and remain a distant aspiration for
the future general artificial intelligence (GAI) that is yet to be developed some
decades away, if ever. Therefore, the current best approach seems to be based on
gaining advantages from use in a hybrid model of both technology/Al and the com-
plex capabilities of human practitioners.
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16.3 Using the Unified Co-Me-Su-Tra® “Model of Models™
to Differentiate and Bridge Al and Human Coaching

The Unified Co-Me-Su-Tra® Model and Theory positioned for coaching, mentor-
ing, supervision, and training has been developed to differentiate the respective con-
tributions and limitations of Al and human practitioners at a time of rapid emergence
of Al applications that open both challenges and opportunities to human develop-
ment practices. This is an integrative cross-disciplinary framework that offers a
“Model of Models” with constructs applicable for coaching and other developmen-
tal practices, presented as levels and dimensions for practical applications in dia-
logical interactions. The model’s architecture is scalable, multidimensional,
hierarchical, inter- and transdisciplinary, dynamic, evolving, and dialectic
(Tarry, 2025).

The five levels (L) and seven dimensions (D) constructs of the Unified Co-Me-
Su-Tra® Model (Fig. 16.1) are interconnected and map stages of constructs and
(personal) development over time (biological age).

The five (construct) levels relate to both nature and nurture and are as follows: L
one: personality, L two: values and beliefs, L three: behaviour and communication,
L four: learning and skills, L five: spirituality self-actualisation. The seven (con-
structs) dimensions are as follows: D one: age, D two: feelings, D three: motivation,
D four: awareness, D five: identity, D six: functionality, D seven: creativity, innova-
tion. Together they cover most if not all aspects of human development (emotional,
cognitive, spiritual, behavioural, etc.) and allow related sets of concepts to exist

The Unified Co-Me-Su-Tra® Model and

Theory
(Model=Architecture or Frame)
7 DIMENSIONS (- pole) 5 LEVELS 7 DIMENSIONS (+pole)
Hidden Manifest

DIMENSIONS EVOLVE AND VERTICALLY INTEGRATE ALL LEVELS

Time: TO at birth Dewvelopment/ evolution, Time: growth & development
apirituality, aalf actuallsation Tx (x=biclogical age) D1
Instincts, and emolions LS
Feelings, and senliments D2
Demolivation, Learning/ skllla/ technology
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expectalicns. expectalicns D3
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Fig. 16.1 The Co-Me-Su-Tra® Model
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within. All levels and dimensions naturally evolve as a result of the passing of time
and gained work and life experience. They can be used at any point in time and
repeatedly over time, as a roadmap to guide enquiry, dialogue, and reflection around
specific objectives, facilitated by dialogical practices such as coaching, mentoring,
supervision, and training.

Such developmental interactions may be initiated by the need or desire to focus
on a particular aspect of one’s personal profile and by the objectives set either by
organisations in talent development programmes or by individuals in a private
capacity (retail markets).

In practice, human coaches in conjunction with their clients decide what aspects
of the customised coaching journey may benefit from a deeper exploration aided by
instruments available online. For example, initially focus on L four: skills and D six:
functionality, and explore L one: personality, aptitudes and D three: motivation,
aspirations, with relevant existing online tools, e.g. MBTI, V&B, job performance,
gap analysis, performance reviews, and 360 questionnaires. The first level of infor-
mation can be collected by the client/s independently by use of technology and Al
and can be scaled up to teams and groups, as described in the previous section.

Next, clients and coaches engage in a skilled human coach led qualitative dia-
logue along the seven guiding principles of the Co-Me-Su-Tra® Model and Theory,
namely sense making, meaning-making, adequacy, congruence, alignment, assess-
ment by numbers, and helical iterations. This dialogue helps to leverage existing
and new learning, refine a client-specific action plan, and meet pre-set—but also
new or emerging—objectives or lines of enquiry, achieving a successful way of
delivering a hybrid human and technology-enabled coaching.

This qualitative process cannot be exercised by Al alone and needs human mas-
tery to support clients’ transformation and transcendence to another level of per-
sonal and professional self-actualisation.

Developing complex evolving and adaptive humans and human systems cannot
be done by Al This complex integrative process requires skilled coaches, mentors,
and supervisors delivering learning and development support at high and mastery
level of practice, using evolved human intelligence, knowledge, wisdom, competen-
cies, and capabilities currently not replicated by machines. Adapting, applying, and
adopting complex streams of information requires intelligent human intervention
and practitioners enabled by a cross-disciplinary learning mind-set and a multi-
skilled coaching capability beyond models, with an effective professional flow, in
real time. These complex capabilities are not currently afforded by narrow Al

Apart from helping in the demarcation line between automation and human
intervention, the Unified Co-Me-Su-Tra® Theory and Model of Models is all inclu-
sive; it allows and welcomes complementary use of many existing or developing
models, frameworks, and principles from other disciplines and practices, all seen as
of equal value, particularly when deployed in the best-of-breed approach, custom-
ised to every individual, team, or organisation client.

It is human coaching that brings the qualitative refocusing and leveraging of
individual or team learning through technology to embody the conversion of
technology-informed resources back to human appreciation and deployment in the
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actual real-world settings of the clients’ contexts. And it is humans (coaches and HR
specialists) that provide the final evaluation of the success that arises from such tal-
ent and organisation change and development imperatives.

The role of Al is to assist with data collection, metrics, reports, summaries, and
process steps and provide tangible materials useful for the human to human value
adding conversations which in themselves support individuals or teams—in their
respective roles—to be prepared, motivated, empowered, and resourced to make
their expected contributions in business and civil society by their involvement in
change, decision-making, project implementation, legislation, and governance. As a
result, practitioners’ presence in the developmental co-created space becomes a
richer resource and a stronger role model, in the success of technology-assisted
developmental interactions, for all sides.

Technology is not human in nature but presents a range of tools made of alu-
minium and iron, plastics, and glass, hungry for rare metals, mined at great cost to
nature and surrounding human settlements, and using energy, which currently
remain mostly produced by polluting fossil fuels. And whilst we may be seduced by
our own desire to anthropomorphise animals or objects because of the benefits that
they bring us and may become attached to pets, robots, and AI companions, it is our
dreams and desires to build beneficial and long-lasting relationships with other
humans that energise and feed our aspirations as we first experienced them, when
nurtured by humans in our early years. Expanded with time, growth, and maturity
they scale up into our desire to connect with and protect nature and society, contrib-
ute to shared prosperity, and celebrate life in all its forms (Tarry, 2023).

16.4 Embracing Technology in Coaching as a Solution
and Not a Problem

The proof that technology works with developmental practices since 2015 for deliv-
ering better outcomes—in combination with human intelligence and the human
touch—is already here in models and tools that support empowered self-directed
learning whilst remaining connected to professionalised human practitioners who
provide qualitative emotional and relational touch to motivation, self-actualisation,
and practical personal and professional goals.

By embracing the way the world is now, understanding the wider forces that
impact society and the role of technology is a professional development duty.
Opening up the habitual inward-looking lenses to much wider and more cross-
disciplinary and integrative view of these developmental practices in the context of
science, technology, business, and society will elevate not only the quality of pro-
fessional services delivered to others, but also thinking and cognitive competence,
self-worth, and agency of the practitioners themselves.
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16.5 Concluding with Hope and Optimism

Technology defines human civilisation and rejecting technology is impossible
unless we aspire to return modern society back to life in caves as hunters and gather-
ers. Leveraging the many advantages of this age, and embracing this digital reality,
is the better option than daunting defeat in the face of unavoidable changes of the
twenty-first century.

Digital technologies and Al are the latest expression of science and human inno-
vation and are here to stay, as tools in the service of our higher aspirations and to be
used alongside our human empathy, creativity, ethics, ambition, intentions, and
potential. Rejecting technology due to fear instead of enjoying the significant inter-
disciplinary resources available may in fact defeat the purpose and cause us to miss
out on an exceptional opportunity to prevail, enjoy our times, and thrive. Until and
unless Al evolves to GAI and becomes a proper imitation of the highlights of human
intelligence, devoid of its numerous biases, and evolved into a sustainable version
that is kind to nature, Al will continue to deliver—under the watchful human eye—
its specific benefits, just like all other technologies and evolve and improve by ongo-
ing corrective iterations, not as a replacement but as a complement to what—for
now—only humans can do.
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The exploration of artificial intelligence and coaching across the chapters of this
book reveals a field in transition, one that stands at the intersection of profound
technological innovation and deeply human practice. Coaching, historically rooted
in dialogue, reflection, and relational presence, is now confronted with a set of tools
and systems capable of mimicking certain cognitive functions, offering personal-
ized insights, and scaling interactions in ways previously unimaginable. This book
approached this convergence from multiple angles: conceptual, empirical, ethical,
and developmental and, taken together, it paints a nuanced picture of both promise
and complexity. This concluding chapter draws these threads together and offers
four insights.

The first insight is the vision of coaching as a fundamentally human practice that
can be significantly expanded and improved through the use of artificial intelli-
gence. Several authors have depicted scenarios in which Al operates not as a
replacement for the coach, but as a quiet co-pilot, a presence in the background that
augments human capability without supplanting it (e.g., Diller & Smith, Geiller,
Isaacson in this book). The metaphor of a coach wearing a discreet earpiece, receiv-
ing subtle prompts from an Al system during sessions, encapsulates this idea: an
intelligent companion that helps the coach listen more deeply, frame more incisive
questions, and track subtle patterns in client narratives that might otherwise go
unnoticed. Such augmentation is not merely theoretical. As discussed in chapters by
GeiBler and by Mai and Richert, prototypes already exist in the form of coaching
chatbots, sentiment analysis tools, and Al-driven prompt generators that enhance
reflection and focus. These tools promise to reduce cognitive load, provide real-time
analytics, and even suggest evidence-based interventions aligned with established
coaching frameworks such as GROW or cognitive-behavioral coaching.

What makes this vision compelling is not just efficiency. At its heart lies the pos-
sibility of personalization at scale—AI systems that learn the client’s goals, adapt to
their communication style, and support the coach in crafting interventions that are
uniquely resonant. This aligns with broader trends in other helping professions
where Al is used to tailor therapy protocols or educational plans. In coaching, the
potential is similarly transformative: real-time dashboards that track micro-progress
toward goals, digital “memory” of prior sessions, and predictive insights that help
both coach and client anticipate challenges ahead. However, this augmentation
model also highlights the limits of current Al. Despite advances in natural language
processing and large language models, Al lacks the capacity for true empathy,
embodied presence, and contextual sensitivity, qualities that remain at the heart of
the coaching relationships. The chapters that explored this augmentation theme con-
sistently cautioned against overreliance on technology, noting that the power of
coaching often lies not in providing answers but in co-creating meaning. Al can
provide structure and information, but the relational depth and trust that enable
transformative learning remain profoundly human.

A second, more provocative insight threaded through the book is the prospect of
coaching as a practice that could, at least in theory, be completely replaced by arti-
ficial intelligence. This vision conjures images of humanoid robots or fully autono-
mous digital coaches capable of conducting sessions indistinguishable from those
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of a human practitioner. Such ideas, once the realm of science fiction, have gained
traction with the rise of generative Al systems. As Terblanche and others have
observed, empirical studies already show Al coaching chatbots performing compa-
rably to human coaches on certain outcome measures such as goal attainment, at
least in short-term interventions. If narrow Al can match human coaches in struc-
tured, outcome-focused domains, some argue it is only a matter of time before
broader relational competencies follow.

The chapters exploring this possibility do not shy away from its disruptive impli-
cations. The efficiency and cost-effectiveness of fully automated coaching could
democratize access, bringing developmental support to populations and contexts
where human coaching is currently unaffordable or unavailable. In corporate set-
tings, Al coaches could be deployed at scale, offering personalized development
pathways for thousands of employees simultaneously. However, the notion of total
replacement also raises existential questions for the profession. If coaching can be
reduced to algorithms and data, what remains of the human craft? Does the coach-
ing relationship, long celebrated for its relational alchemy and co-created meaning,
become something qualitatively different when mediated entirely by machines?

Several chapters take a cautious stance, emphasizing that while Al can simulate
aspects of empathy and insight, it does not possess consciousness, moral reasoning,
or the embodied presence that underpins trust in human relationships. Bachkirova’s
reflections are particularly salient here, warning against conflating “artificial” with
“authentic” intelligence. Even as AI grows more sophisticated, there may remain an
irreducible human dimension to coaching such as the felt experience of being deeply
seen and heard by another person that technology cannot replicate. Nonetheless, the
allure of full replacement, particularly in high-volume or low-cost contexts, cannot
be dismissed, and this possibility challenges the profession to articulate more clearly
what makes coaching uniquely human.

A third insight, and one of the most practically promising, is the role of Al in
coach education, training, and supervision. Here, Al is not positioned as the coach
itself, but as a tool for developing coaches. Several chapters, notably by Malafronte
and by Haitoglou and colleagues, describe emerging applications where Al enhances
learning for trainee coaches. These include Al-driven video analysis that provides
objective feedback on coaching micro-skills, natural language processing tools that
analyze session transcripts for patterns of questioning or reflective listening, and
simulation environments where trainees can practice with Al-generated “difficult
clients” in psychologically safe conditions. The value proposition is compelling: Al
can deliver immediate, data-rich feedback at scale, accelerating learning curves and
supplementing human mentorship.

The potential extends beyond initial training into ongoing professional develop-
ment and supervision. Al could assist supervisors by flagging themes across multi-
ple coaching sessions, identifying potential blind spots, or even ensuring ethical
compliance by monitoring language for risk indicators. In contexts where access to
experienced supervisors is limited, Al could provide a baseline level of oversight,
ensuring that new coaches do not practice in isolation. Importantly, this does not
diminish the role of human supervisors but rather augments it, allowing them to
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focus their attention on the nuanced, relational aspects of supervision that Al cannot
address. The chapters in this section underscore the need for careful design to avoid
over-mechanizing coach education, emphasizing that Al should support, not replace
the reflective, dialogic processes through which coaches internalize their profes-
sional identity.

The final insight emerging across the chapters concerns the broader ethical and
societal questions raised by the integration of Al into coaching. Ethical consider-
ations permeate every aspect of this discourse: from data privacy and informed con-
sent to algorithmic bias and the potential commodification of human development.
Authors such as Rutschmann and DiGirolamo highlight the tension between inno-
vation and precaution, calling for robust ethical frameworks that can guide both
practitioners and technology developers. Questions of data ownership loom large:
who controls the sensitive information generated during Al-supported coaching ses-
sions? How can clients be assured that their personal narratives will not be exploited
for commercial gain or inadvertently used to train algorithms without their consent?

Bias is another pressing concern. Al systems are only as fair as the data on which
they are trained, and historical inequities embedded in datasets can perpetuate or
even amplify systemic biases. In coaching, where issues of identity, culture, and
power are often central, such biases could have significant harm if left unaddressed.
The chapters advocate for transparency in algorithm design, continuous auditing for
fairness, and the inclusion of diverse perspectives in the development process.
Beyond technical ethics, there is also a philosophical dimension: as Al takes on
roles traditionally reserved for humans, what does this mean for concepts like
agency, autonomy, and relational authenticity in coaching?

These ethical questions intersect with broader societal issues. The rise of Al
coaching poses challenges for professional identity and accreditation. How should
credentialing bodies like the ICF or EMCC respond to Al-mediated coaching? Will
new competencies be required, such as Al literacy or ethical technology manage-
ment? The democratizing potential of Al its ability to make coaching accessible to
those previously excluded, sits uneasily alongside concerns about a widening digital
divide, where those without technological access or literacy are left further behind.
Several authors call for proactive engagement by the coaching profession in shaping
policy and standards, lest these be dictated solely by technology companies whose
priorities may not align with coaching’s humanistic ethos.

Across these four insights, a unifying thread emerges: the relationship between
Al and coaching is not binary but dialectical. The chapters collectively resist sim-
plistic narratives of utopia or dystopia. Instead, they invite us to inhabit the tensions
between augmentation and replacement, efficiency and empathy, innovation and
ethics. They challenge coaches, researchers, and educators to engage with Al not as
a distant future but as a present reality already reshaping practice. Indeed, the arrival
of generative Al has accelerated this timeline dramatically. Only a few years ago,
the idea of conversational agents capable of nuanced coaching dialogues seemed
remote; today, such tools are publicly accessible and widely used, even if still
imperfect.
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The path forward will require ongoing dialogue between technologists and
coaching practitioners, as well as between researchers, ethicists, and policymakers.
Hybrid intelligence where human intelligence and artificial intelligence comple-
ment rather than compete may offer the most viable and ethically sound approach.
In such a model, Al handles tasks of analysis, pattern recognition, and scalable
feedback, while humans bring relational presence, moral reasoning, and the capac-
ity to co-create meaning. This vision aligns with the broader trajectory of the help-
ing professions, many of which are moving toward blended models that harness the
strengths of both human and machine.

As we conclude this volume, we do so not with definitive answers but with a
richer set of questions. How will coaching evolve as Al systems become more
sophisticated and more deeply embedded in organizational and personal develop-
ment contexts? What new skills will coaches need to remain relevant and effective
in an Al-augmented world? How will ethical frameworks adapt to ensure that the
dignity, privacy, and autonomy of clients are protected amid rapid technological
change? And perhaps most fundamentally, what does it mean to be human and to
engage in human development when machines can increasingly replicate aspects of
our intelligence?

This book offers early, thoughtful responses to these questions, grounded in both
empirical research and reflective practice. As the profession of coaching stands on
the threshold of the remarkable technology disruption, this synthesis affirms that the
future of coaching will not be determined by technology alone. It will be shaped by
the choices of coaches, educators, organizations, and clients about how to integrate
Al in ways that honor the relational, ethical, and transformative essence of coach-
ing. The task ahead is to harness the extraordinary capabilities of artificial intelli-
gence while remaining steadfast in our commitment to human flourishing. In doing
so, we may find that the partnership between human and machine does not diminish
coaching’s humanity, but deepens it, inviting us to become not less human, but more
fully so.
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