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Coaching the Entrepreneur: Features and Success Factors 

 

Abstract 

Purpose – Entrepreneurial coaching appears to be a sufficiently customized way to help novice 

owner-managers develop their managerial skills. However, its usefulness remains to be verified. 

The purpose of this research is thus to examine the effectiveness of coaching as a support 

measure for young entrepreneurs and to identify the factors likely to have an impact on the 

success of coaching initiatives.  

Methodology/approach – Given the exploratory nature of the study, a flexible and open 

approach was chosen in order to explore the concept of coaching in some depth. The strategy 

retained was the case study method, with inter-site comparisons of six (6) coaching initiatives. 

Findings – The findings suggest that the success of a coaching relationship is explained by a set 

of factors or “winning conditions,” some of which are more important than others. The most 

crucial one appears to be the entrepreneur’s open attitude to change.  

Research limitations/implications – The main limitation of this study is the small number of 

cases observed. 

Practical implications – This research provides valuable information on coaching initiatives by 

means of real-life examples. It also highlights several factors likely to improve the delivery of 

coaching services to novice entrepreneurs. It will thus prove useful to those designing coaching 

programs for entrepreneurs.  

Originality/value of paper – Given the lack of documentation on the subject of entrepreneurial 

coaching, this paper has the merit of identifying some of the elements likely to contribute to the 

success of coaching initiatives. In addition, its findings will fuel thinking on how to enhance the 

benefits of coaching for novice entrepreneurs. 

Keywords - Coaching, entrepreneurial support, small business support, incubator, novice 

entrepreneurs 
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Paper type –Research paper 

Coaching the Entrepreneur: Features and Success Factors 

 

Introduction 

Coaching unquestionably has a role to play in the start-up process. Isolated, entrepreneurs risk 

lacking the tools and support (advice, practical aids) needed to build a successful business (Gibb, 

2000). They mostly require help asking the “right” questions, i.e., developing their own 

representations iteratively and not just in an ad hoc fashion. In particular, they must formulate 

and give concrete expression to their vision (Filion, 2004) through their business ventures and 

resulting accomplishments by developing heuristics appropriate thereto. The coach can play the 

role of facilitator and catalyst. It implies a personalized approach to coaching, focusing not on the 

business but on the entrepreneur as an individual. Entrepreneurial coaching thus appears to be a 

sufficiently customized way to help novice owner-managers develop their managerial skills 

(Bisk, 2002; Deakins et al., 1998; Graham and O’Neill, 1997).  

Although the concept of entrepreneurial coaching is an attractive one, it is nevertheless 

relevant to question its effectiveness. Hence the research question: What factors are likely to have 

an impact on the success of coaching initiatives for novice entrepreneurs? This question appears 

to be particularly relevant in that the literature on entrepreneurial coaching is still extremely 

limited, undoubtedly because the phenomenon is so new. To answer the question, an exploratory 

study was carried out, using a coaching program developed in the Province of Quebec, Canada, 

as the empirical framework. The program, launched in March 2002, is financed primarily out of 

public funds and has already helped approximately 20 small businesses in the Mauricie region of 
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Quebec (located halfway between Montreal and Québec City). 

The paper begins with a review of the relevant literature, from which the proposed 

conceptual framework is derived. The chosen research strategy—case studies involving inter-site 

comparisons—is then explained, along with the methodology used. Lastly, the paper presents and 

discusses the findings from the six sample case studies. 

 

Literature Review 

Basically, coaching is a development approach within which one person wishing to improve his 

or her skills elects to be assisted by another person (Bacon, 2003). It has been explored 

extensively in the fields of sport (Miller, Ogilvie and Adams, 2000), education (Strong and 

Baron, 2004), and psychology (Laske, 1999). It is generally defined as a support structure based 

on a close interpersonal relationship leading to learning and the development of potential, often 

within a context of change. 

 The concept of learning by working with someone who knows the business is not new. 

For example, this is how the architects, sculptors, and stonemasons who built the cathedrals of 

the Middle Ages learned their trades. Many trades and professions still use this formula today as 

a means of transferring expertise. It therefore appears logical to think coaching could be used to 

help young entrepreneurs not yet familiar with their craft. For the purposes of this paper, 

entrepreneurial coaching is defined as individual support for at entrepreneurs whose firms are at 

the start-up or early growth stages. Its objective is the acquisition or development of skills 

through learning in one or more management-related fields. The ultimate aim is for the protégé to 

become independent in the field concerned. 
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 Coaching differs from consultancy in both objectives and methods (Kilburg, 1996), even 

though they may intervene in identical fields. Consultancy seeks to provide managers with ready-

made answers to specific problems, without necessarily aiming for learning outcomes. 

Conversely, coaches provide no direct answers to problems, but create a context of learning that 

equips protégés not only to find immediate answers themselves (Katz and Miller, 1996), but also 

solve on their own any future problems that might arise. Entrepreneur coaches are experts in the 

technical field(s) concerned, but are not to be confused with “classic” consultants. 

 A distinction must also be made between entrepreneurial coaching and mentoring. Even 

though the method of learning is essentially the same (i.e., maieutic), mentoring, as opposed to 

coaching, does not seek to provide managers with specific skills to address specific needs. 

Instead, it seeks to teach them how to be entrepreneurs in a much more general sense: decision 

making, change management, anticipation, networking skills, etc. (Bisk, 2002). Moreover, 

mentoring is not a business relationship: it is voluntary, for the most part, and therefore more 

affective for both parties (empathy, trust, respect) than cognitive (with the expectation of formal 

results). Coaching, on the other hand, entails a business relationship, with coaches financially 

rewarded for their work. Nevertheless, as the learning processes for both support structures are 

similar, we will sometimes use writing on mentoring to support our positions on coaching, 

especially where learning processes are involved. 

 Having examined the object of the study, we will now move on to the problem itself, 

namely the identification of factors likely to influence the success of coaching initiatives with 

novice entrepreneurs. A brief review of the literature reveals that the scientific documentation on 

the subject is still embryonic. The books and papers on the subject of coaching are often 
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normative and have been produced mainly by consultants to promote their own recipes, rather 

than by researchers taking a more objective view. As a result, the review was extended to include 

the academic literature on mentoring and entrepreneurial consulting, due to its similarities with 

the concept under study in terms of processes. For presentation purposes, we will deal separately 

with writing on support structures, the characteristics of coaches and protégés, and the 

relationship between them.  

The outcome of a mentor-protégé relationship will differ depending on whether the 

relationship was initiated formally (i.e., imposed by the structure employing the two parties) or 

spontaneously (i.e., through personal affinity) (Eby and Lockwood, 2005). In the case under 

study here, the organization managing the coaching program is responsible for selecting the 

“right” coach, hence the importance of the selection process. The entrepreneur receiving the 

support has very little time to spend on looking for outside help, and only rarely has the 

knowledge required to select the right person (Alstrup, 2000). The coach must be selected on the 

basis of the entrepreneur’s real needs, and this requires a good preliminary diagnosis of his or her 

problems (Graham and O’Neill, 1997). The importance of the organization’s manager, who often 

initiates and oversees the relationship, is also significant. This person appears to play a vital role 

in overcoming the natural resistance of novice entrepreneurs to the idea of requesting help (Bisk, 

2002). Lastly, some researchers have suggested a link between the frequency of meetings 

between the coach (mentor) and protégé, and the protégé’s perception of the value of the support 

received (Smallbone, Baldock, and Bridge, 1998; Waters et al., 2002).  

Writing about mentoring, Mullen (1994) pointed out that considering the protégé alone 

would not reveal the full scale of the learning achieved, since the characteristics of the mentor 
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were equally important. In the case of entrepreneurial coaching, it would appear to be essential 

for coaches to place themselves on the same level as their protégés. To do this, they need two 

qualities in particular, namely empathy and the ability to listen (Simon and Kumar, 2001; 

Sullivan, 2000). In addition, if they are to be accepted they need to adjust to the specific context 

of the entrepreneur, in terms of culture, communication method, and learning style (Dalley and 

Hamilton, 2000). They must therefore be familiar with the world of small business (Gibb, 2000). 

Beyond culture, however, small business owner-managers appear to favor advisors whose views 

are more compatible with their own beliefs about their firms. To be truly effective, the coach 

must not be considered a “stranger,” but should be able to enter into the entrepreneur’s world, 

becoming an “insider.” This involves speaking the same language as the entrepreneur and finding 

shared representations (Dalley and Hamilton, 2000). A coach must be able to gain the protégé’s 

trust, so that the protégé can open up, and this means establishing credibility. The entrepreneur 

must acknowledge the coach’s expertise and believe that expertise will be useful in solving the 

firm’s problems. But more is also required: the coach must be able to persuade the entrepreneur 

to accept change, acquire new knowledge or skills, and eventually change his or her behavior, 

too. 

Even if the person providing the support exhibits all the characteristics of the “ideal” 

coach, the relationship will only be productive if the person receiving support is receptive to 

coaching. Generally speaking, small business owner-managers have a negative perception of 

professional advisors. There are many reasons for this. They may, for example, believe that the 

advice given by the consultants is not practical enough or not tailored to their situation, that the 

consultants charge too much for the results they achieve, or do not understand small business 
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(Curran, Jarvis, Blackburn, and Black, 1993; Devins, 1999; Zinger, Blanco, Zanibbi, and Mount, 

1996). Many venture creators will refuse all outside help on the basis that they prefer to remain 

absolutely independent (one of the principal motivations for venture creation), and also out of 

fear that the people around them may think they are incompetent (Curran and Blackburn, 2000).  

Once these concerns have been overcome, the entrepreneur must agree to be open with 

the coach and, above all, be willing to change. Clearly, this involves admitting that he or she 

needs help, and trusting the coach’s ability to provide support during the learning process. No 

compromise is possible; the entrepreneur must commit fully and unreservedly to the process 

(Clutterbuck, 1991). This means becoming actively involved in the learning process, since 

ultimately it is the entrepreneur who decides what to learn by making choices between the 

options available and placing value on the learning activities (Orth, Wilkinson, and Benfari, 

1987). In reality, it would seem that entrepreneurs are usually slow to open up to the process, and 

often, when they decide to do so, their problems have grown to such an extent that the person 

providing support is no longer able to help (Dyer and Ross, 2003). 

It seems to be important for coaches to place themselves on the same level as the 

entrepreneurs they are helping, thus promoting the type of learning best suited to them, namely 

learning through action (Deakins, O’Neill, and Mileham, 2000; Gibb, 1997; Gibb, 2000; Dalley 

and Hamilton, 2000). According to Gibb, “to learn from experience, an entrepreneur must 

combine his or her knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes, allowing them to interact throughout 

the learning process” (1997: 16). The role of the person providing support is also to help the 

entrepreneur to develop the ability to step back from a situation and think about the learning 

process (Sullivan, 2000). Spoken communication between the two players is essential, since it is 
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through this that the entrepreneur will develop a new representation of the problem. It is also 

through communication that a relationship will develop in which the coach becomes a fellow 

traveler (an ally and confidant), as well as an evaluator. This is equally true for the mentoring 

relationship: Kalbfleisch and Davies (1993) point out that the key success factor in this type of 

relationship is whether or not the two parties have sufficient communication skills.  

One final aspect of the coaching relationship deserves attention, namely the guidelines on 

which the two parties agree for the support process. It is important that they establish a kind of 

moral contract setting out the goals of the process, the means of achieving them, the respective 

roles of the parties, and a scheduled plan of action (Covin and Fisher, 1991; King and Eaton, 

1999). The contract should allow the parties to manage and structure their relationship, while 

leaving enough flexibility to adjust as required. 

 

The Conceptual Framework for the Research 

The results of the above literature review formed the basis of the following conceptual 

framework. 

“Take in Figure 1” 

In this model, the success of the coaching initiative is judged by the perceptions of the parties, 

rather than by attempting to make a direct link between coaching and economic performance. In 

areas other than entrepreneurship (e.g., sports psychology), some authors have defined coaching 

success in terms of its ability to influence the protégé’s learning, as well as in terms of actual 

performance (Feltz et al., 1999). Accordingly, three variables were retained to evaluate success in 

this research: 
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- The extent of the change in the entrepreneur’s behavior, attitude, or knowledge 

-  The level to which the objectives set by the parties were achieved 

-  The parties’ level of satisfaction with the initiative 

 

Research Methodology 

Given the exploratory nature of the study, it was decided to take a flexible, open approach in 

order to explore the concept of coaching in some depth. The strategy retained was the case study 

method, using inter-site comparisons (Audet and d’Amboise, 2001), a method based largely on 

the work of Yin (1994) and Eisenhardt (1989). 

The coaching initiatives observed for the research took place within the coaching program 

offered by the Mauricie region Virtual Incubator (hereinafter “the Incubator”). The services 

offered to the region’s new firms are mostly subsidized by the government, and the firms are 

required to pay only 15% of the actual cost. The coaching process is structured as follows. The 

firm is referred to the Incubator by a local development agency that has identified a need for 

support. The Incubator’s manager visits the firm to diagnose the problems and decide on the type 

of coach required. A suitable coach is then identified from the manager’s vast network of 

contacts. The coach’s first intervention usually takes place within a week of the initial referral to 

the Incubator. Before the first meeting, the Incubator manager talks to the coach, explaining his 

or her role and emphasizing that the coach is there to provide structure, not do the work in the 

entrepreneur’s place, as a consultant would do. Once the process begins, the coach has full 

latitude to manage the relationship with the entrepreneur. There are only two mandatory 

conditions: first, the coach must spend at least one day per week with the firm; and second, the 
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coach must submit a weekly report to the Incubator manager. The manager oversees the 

relationship through quarterly meetings with both the coach and the entrepreneur. Most coaches 

have a bachelor’s degree or MBA; they tend to be consultants or managers, and are often retired. 

Although very few have prior experience of coaching, they all have extensive experience of 

business, and generally have experience in the field in which the entrepreneur works. All coaches 

are hired on a contractual basis; the Incubator’s only employee is its manager. 

Six coaching initiatives were selected out of the 24 sponsored so far by the Incubator. The 

selection was made on the basis of two criteria, namely the stage reached and the success 

achieved. In the first place, it was important for the initiatives to be virtually complete, so that 

their outcome could be assessed. Second, given that the study involved a comparison, we needed 

both successful and unsuccessful cases. The Incubator director was asked for his help in 

identifying six cases that met these criteria. He had the advantage of knowing the parties that took 

part in the coaching program because it was he who put them in touch with each other. He was 

also aware of how things had gone because coaches had updated him on the relationship each 

week and he had also kept in touch with the entrepreneurs throughout the coaching process. 

 The sample firms have been assigned fictional names: Software Inc., Kitchens Inc., Jellies 

Inc., Alarms Inc., Radio Inc., and Optics Inc. The general characteristics of the firms, their 

owner-managers, the coaches, and the coaching relationships are set out in Table I below. In the 

case of Software Inc., the coach was changed during the process at the request of the 

entrepreneur, and the results presented here are those achieved by the second relationship. 

 

“Take in Table I” 
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Before developing the data collection instruments, indicators were chosen to measure 

each observed variable. As the data collected was not intended to undergo statistical analysis, the 

goal was simply to draw the researcher’s attention to the phenomenon under investigation and to 

make the qualitative data easier to interpret. Two interview grids were then drawn up for the data 

collection process, one for entrepreneurs and one for coaches. The questions contained in the 

grids were closed when the goal was to collect specific factual information, and both closed and 

open in other cases—in other words, an initial closed question was asked, followed by a second 

open question requiring the respondent to explain and justify the first response. Respondents 

were also encouraged to go beyond the questions in the guide to talk in detail about their 

coaching relationship; this was done to ensure that we did not miss any important aspects that 

were not immediately obvious. Data collection took the form of individual semi-structured 

interviews lasting approximately 90 minutes. Secondary data were also collected from the 

Incubator, including documentation and correspondence relating to the requests for assistance, 

the minutes of Incubator board meetings, and the Incubator’s activity reports. Lastly, numerous 

informal meetings were held with the Incubator manager, among other things to select cases and 

check the findings. 

Data analysis began with the writing of a case study for each case observed. The case 

studies included general information on the firm, the owner-manager, and the coach. The 

information collected was then grouped by variable and conceptual framework dimension, to 

facilitate inter-site comparisons. Each dimension was then examined using the available 

indicators and the qualitative data collected, and the cases were compared, one dimension at a 

time. For comparative purposes, subgroups were created based on the level of success of the 
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initiative, according to whether they were successful, unsuccessful, or partly successful. After 

case analysis, it was deemed necessary to add the “partly successful” category in order to better 

represent the reality of the experiences. We then attempted to identify all the unique 

characteristics of the successful cases, since they were probably factors in the success of the 

intervention. 

 

Findings 

Findings are presented in the same order as in the literature review; we will thus begin with the 

results pertaining to the support structure, to move on to those related to the coach and the 

protégé, to finally discuss those associated with the coaching initiative. These results are 

summarized in Table II below. 

 

“Take in Table II” 

 

The principal element in the support structure is the preponderant role played by the 

manager, due to the fact that the coach selection process depends entirely on his judgment and 

business network. This type of operation is usually effective; in the six cases in our sample, all 

the owner-managers said they were satisfied with the manager’s choice. In only one case was it 

necessary to change the coach, and the second choice led to one of the most successful coaching 

relationships in the sample. Everyone was unanimous in mentioning the importance of the 

“chemistry” between the two parties in the relationship. However, it is difficult to explain 

rationally how that “chemistry” develops and how it can be anticipated. One thing is certain: the 
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Incubator manager appears to have a certain facility for matching entrepreneurs with suitable 

coaches. On the other hand, the weakness of the process lies in the fact that it is based on the 

intuition, skill, and contact network of a single person.  

The Incubator manager also plays a significant information provision role. It is up to 

him to give the right instructions to the coaches, who usually have no prior experience of 

coaching. The Incubator’s coaching program must also be explained to the entrepreneurs. The 

concept of coaching does not appear to be a familiar one, and this can cause entrepreneurs to 

develop unrealistic expectations of their coach. This happened in the two sample cases classified 

as unsuccessful; the entrepreneurs expected and actually wanted the coaches to behave as 

consultants and solve the problems for them. Not only does the Incubator manager set rules for 

the parties, but he also lays the groundwork for the coaching initiative. He played this role 

admirably in three of the cases observed, overcoming the entrepreneurs’ natural resistance to 

outside help. The support the manager gives to the coaches is also extremely important. He 

advises them, makes them feel secure, and confirms any difficult decisions they may have to 

make. He was described by one of the coaches as “the coach’s coach.” The same person also said 

the manager helped him step back from the situation, since there was always a danger, in the heat 

of the moment, of losing sight of long-term goals. The weekly reporting requirement seems to 

help the coaches to review their interventions regularly, and to step back for a more objective 

look. 

The Incubator’s program requires the parties to meet at least once a week. This instruction 

was followed throughout the intervention in three of the cases, including the two successful ones. 

It therefore appears to be important not to reduce the frequency of meetings. For example, the 
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number of meetings between the Alarms Inc. owner-manager and his coach gradually declined 

due to financial reasons. Meetings were replaced by telephone conversations and e-mails. 

However, the substitution had a negative impact on the coaching relationship. The coach felt it 

opened up a distance between himself and the entrepreneur, causing him to become detached 

from the firm. The Kitchens Inc. owner-manager supported this view, saying the weekly 

meetings, although often difficult to organize, kept him committed to the process. In the two 

unsuccessful cases, the meetings became sporadic after a certain time, partly because the 

entrepreneurs kept canceling them, and eventually died out altogether. Our observations suggest 

that declining frequency may be a symptom of discomfort in the relationship. Thus, when an 

entrepreneur begins spacing out meetings with the coach, this should be seen as an alarm signal. 

Contact by e-mail or telephone does not appear to be an adequate replacement for personal 

contact, as illustrated by the situation at Alarms Inc.  

Another interesting aspect of the support structure is the speed of intervention. The 

entrepreneurs interviewed for the research said they were used to long delays when dealing with 

government services. The fact that the coaching initiative was set up within a week of their initial 

contact with the Incubator suggests a level of efficiency in stark contrast to the heavy 

bureaucracy associated with the government apparatus. This created a favorable image of the 

Incubator among an audience that tends to be mistrustful and cynical of government services in 

general.  

According to the data collected from the sample entrepreneurs, the coaches all had good 

listening skills, and with one exception (Alarms Inc.) they all demonstrated empathy towards 

their protégés. Interestingly, the owner-manager of Software Inc. felt his first coach lacked 
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empathy and the ability to listen, and said there was no chemistry between them. He immediately 

felt differently about the second coach, who listened carefully and asked a lot of questions, and 

this second coaching relationship turned out to be extremely productive. In the case of Alarms 

Inc., the relationship went into serious decline when the owner-manager began to feel the coach 

did not understand him. It is interesting to note that when the parties started to disagree, the first 

argument put forward by the entrepreneur was that the coach did not understand his viewpoint 

because he was not familiar with the small business context. On the other hand, as long as the 

coach and entrepreneur were on the same wavelength, this was never an issue. Lastly, the 

coaches observed all enjoyed great credibility in the eyes of the entrepreneurs. Interestingly, in 

the two relationships that failed, the coaches did not feel they had this credibility, even though the 

entrepreneurs said they had full confidence in the coach’s ability to help.  

 All the entrepreneurs in our sample said they were generally satisfied with their coaches 

in this respect. It would thus appear that even when coaches possess all the desired attributes, the 

relationship can still end in failure, as was the case on two occasions. This suggests that these 

qualities are necessary for success to be achieved, but not the main reason for it. 

Being receptive to coaching and especially being open to change seem to be the main 

conditions for coaching success. In our case studies, these conditions were not met by the two 

owner-managers of the firms whose coaching initiatives were unsuccessful. At Radio Inc., the 

entrepreneur was unreceptive from the outset; he was looking more for a consultant, who would 

solve his problems quickly, than for a coach. The same applied to Optics Inc., where the coaching 

was directed more at the employees. In terms of openness to change, there was a certain level of 

inconsistency in the discourse and behavior of the sample entrepreneurs. Almost all expressed a 
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willingness to learn (except for the Radio Inc. owner-manager), and most said they were open to 

change. However, when their learning began to cast doubt on their methods and self-awareness, 

the entrepreneurs became extremely resistant, especially the older ones. In fact, only two of the 

entrepreneurs managed to change their behavior and methods significantly after the coaching 

initiative—these were the two “successful” cases. Once again, it was only when a relationship of 

trust was established between the coach and the entrepreneur that it became possible to neutralize 

the resistance to change. 

Commitment to the relationship also appears to be a major success factor. In three of 

the firms where the coaching initiative was successful or partly successful (Jellies Inc., Kitchens 

Inc., and Software Inc.), the level of commitment on the part of the entrepreneur was high, in 

stark contrast to the situation at Radio Inc. and Optics Inc., where the initiative was somewhat 

less successful. When interviewed, the Radio Inc. owner-manager admitted he had not devoted 

enough time and energy to the relationship to ensure its success. He regularly canceled or 

postponed meetings with the coach, clearly illustrating the low value he placed on the coaching 

initiative.  

In five of the six sample cases, the coach favored learning through action. The learning 

method that appeared best suited to the sample entrepreneurs was the trial-and-error approach 

under the coach’s supervision. Learning by applying the coach’s stories to the entrepreneur’s own 

business experience or that of other entrepreneurs or managers was also successful. Finally, in 

two cases the coach was able to generate awareness and learning by questioning the owner-

manager about the firm and about himself as a person. 



 
17 

Oral communication was preponderant in most of the sample cases, either in person or 

on the telephone. As mentioned earlier, however, telephone communication did not appear to be 

as effective as a face-to-face meeting. This seems consistent with the findings of Campbell Quick 

and Macick-Frey (2004), who focused their coaching success approach on direct, in-depth 

communication.  

The third and final dimension, namely the moral contract, appears to be a discriminating 

success factor. Indeed, it was at Radio Inc., where the coaching initiative was the least successful, 

that the moral contract was the least defined. Worse, the owner managers did not respect the few 

elements that had been agreed upon by the parties (e.g., frequency of meetings). Not only may 

the lack of a moral contract hinder the smooth operation of the initiative, but failure to comply 

may actually be harmful. For example, the coaching relationship at Alarms Inc. turned sour when 

the coach realized that the entrepreneur had not persevered with sales as he had promised to do 

and the entrepreneur realized that the initiative was not producing the anticipated results. It also 

seems important to shore up the moral contract by establishing short-term goals with the 

entrepreneurs. For example, the entrepreneurs at Software Inc. and Kitchens Inc., where the 

coaching initiatives were the most successful, said it was important to have “weekly goals” and 

“to work together to set short-term goals.” One of the coaches felt it was important to emphasize 

the short term “so as not to frighten the protégé with the amount of work still to be done.” Short-

term goals also enable the parties to measure their progress weekly and make adjustments where 

necessary. 

 

 



 
18 

Summary and Discussion of Findings 

As shown earlier, there are a number of winning conditions that must be met if a coaching 

initiative is to be successful. In most cases the conditions are necessary but insufficient. In other 

words, they were observed in both successful and unsuccessful initiatives, meaning that they did 

not make a difference to the level of success achieved. The protégé’s commitment to the 

relationship and readiness to change attitudes and behavior would seem, however, to have a 

considerable impact on the outcome of the relationship. Entrepreneurs therefore hold the key to 

success themselves, as far as this support structure is concerned. 

Some of the variables studied for the research deserve further attention. For example, we 

found that the Incubator manager played a crucial role in the coach selection process. However, 

the manager’s responsibilities extend well beyond selection. The coaching services offered by 

incubators appear to have variable impacts on the entrepreneurial process, depending on each 

individual case, and the incubator managers appear to be major stakeholders in that process 

(Peters, Rice, and Sundararajan, 2004). In this case, because the Incubator manager is the first to 

come into contact with entrepreneurs in difficulty, the impression he gives may well have 

repercussions for the coaching relationship. Those repercussions may be positive if the manager 

is able to address the concerns and initial reticence of the entrepreneurs towards outside help. In 

some coaching relationships, the manager played this role admirably, while in others he was less 

visible. Given his credibility and excellent reputation in the business community, he could 

perhaps play the role of “resistance breaker” more systematically.  

At the initial meeting, the Incubator manager informs the entrepreneurs of the nature and 

conditions of the Incubator’s coaching program. Although he said he does this for all the 
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entrepreneurs coming into the program, half our sample respondents said they had not really 

understood the nature of the initiative at first. Coaching therefore seems to be a form of support 

with which the entrepreneurial community is not familiar. In the two “unsuccessful” cases in our 

sample, the entrepreneurs really wanted a consultant, not a coach. Perhaps if they had been asked 

to pay full price for the coaching service, they might have paid more attention when the Incubator 

manager explained what was involved. The manager’s role as an information provider is 

therefore extremely important. He must not only give information to participants, but also ensure 

they have understood the rules of the game.  

It may be appropriate for the Incubator manager to look at how committed the 

entrepreneurs are before accepting them into the program. In the two “unsuccessful” cases, the 

entrepreneurs told us in interview that they were not really open to the idea of changing their 

behavior or methods in response to the coaching. Clearly, with such an attitude the initiative was 

doomed from the start. In the two “partly successful” cases, the situation was more complex. The 

entrepreneurs said they were completely open to change, but in reality this was not so. It would 

therefore have been difficult for the Incubator manager to detect their lack of openness at the 

initial meeting. These two entrepreneurs wanted to learn, but as soon as the learning went beyond 

acquisition of knowledge, tools, or techniques and cast doubt on their own behavior, they began 

to resist. Only two entrepreneurs successfully applied their learning and, even then, they only 

agreed to look inwards and make changes to their behavior when they had developed a strong 

relationship of trust with the coach. These were, of course, the two “successful” cases. This key 

result confirms Peterson and Millier (2005)’s position on entrepreneurial coaching, i.e., that the 

protégé’s position and initial commitment are crucial and must be taken into account when 
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studying any coaching relationship. 

 

Conclusion 

Among the wide range of tools available to entrepreneurs, coaching is increasingly popular as a 

support structure. It addresses the limitations of “classic” support measures predicated on passive 

absorption of knowledge and ready-made formulas in a lecture-type context where entrepreneurs 

are told what they “must” do, without being given the opportunity to really become involved. 

Entrepreneurs are therefore exposed to rather standardized forms of knowledge that are unlikely 

in themselves to enable them to adapt to future changes. Coaching, on the other hand, encourages 

entrepreneurs to put their own strategic vision into action. The result is closer to learning in the 

sense of Piaget (1951), i.e., interaction between the subject (the entrepreneur) and the 

environment (the company, coach, market, etc.) and not just mere assimilation. The entrepreneur 

is invited to think differently rather than simply absorb advice (relevant though it may be) on the 

basis of past cognitive schemes. Entrepreneurial coaching thus has a maieutic role in the 

entrepreneurial process. 

Yet, most small business owner-managers know very little about coaching, probably 

because its effectiveness has not yet been proven. This research has provided additional 

information on the coaching initiative by means of real-life examples. It also identifies some 

promising avenues for future research into the key success factors for entrepreneurial coaching. 

The success of a coaching relationship appears to be explained by a set of factors or “winning 

conditions,” some of which are more important than others, namely the entrepreneur’s open 

attitude to change. It would be interesting to see if this finding is confirmed in other coaching 
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support programs aimed at novice entrepreneurs or other populations.  

It would also be appropriate to look in more depth at the role of the third person 

overseeing the coaching relationship, who is in an ideal position to influence the relationship and 

improve its chances of success. In the case in question, the third person was the Incubator 

manager, but this may not be the case in other contexts.  

Obviously, this research has its limitations, including the small number of cases observed. 

However, given the lack of documentation on the subject of entrepreneurial coaching, it has the 

merit of identifying some of the elements that probably contribute to the success of coaching 

initiatives. In addition, its findings will fuel thinking on how to enhance the benefits of coaching 

for novice entrepreneurs.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 
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Table I. General Characteristics of the Firms, Owner-managers, Coaches, and Coaching 

Relationships 

 
 

Characteristics Software Inc.  Kitchens Inc.  Jellies Inc. Alarms Inc. Radio Inc. Optics Inc.  

Date of Creation 02/21/00 05/12/00 08/18/00 07/09/02 08/25/99 06/05/01 

Activities of the 

firm 
Software services in 
human resources 

Cabinet making  
Manufacturing of 
fruit jellies 

Alarm systems for 
boats and trailers 

GPS identification 
and tracking  

Manufacturing of 
ophthalmic lenses 

Size of the firm 9 employees 4 employees 8 employees 2 employees 4 employees 45 employees 

Age of the protégé 29 yrs 24 yrs 45 yrs 30 yrs  50 yrs 40 yrs 

Level of schooling 

and work 

experience 

M.Sc. Business 

Professional 

degree in cabinet-
making 

No degree but has 

management 
experience in retail 

Electronics 

technician 

University degree in 

science, has been 

manager in a large 
firm and 

entrepreneur  

Lawyer and 
financial planner, 

has previously 
owned a firm 

Age of the coach 40 yrs 44 yrs 35 yrs 55 yrs 35 yrs 60 yrs 

Problems 

identified 

Problems in 

accounting and 
finance 

General 

management 
weaknesses 

Weaknesses in 

management and 
marketing 

Problem with 
identification of 

target market, 
weaknesses in 

selling techniques 

Problems with 

marketing strategy  

New methods to be 
put in place, work 

climate to be 

improved 

Level of success 

of the coaching 

initiative 

Successful  Successful 

Partly successful, 

some changes 
observed but 

entrepreneur not 
self-reliant yet. Both 

parties satisfied with 

the relationship 

Partly successful, 

main objective 

reached, but parties 
less satisfied with 

the relationship 
towards the end 

Unsuccessful, only 
learning in terms of 

technical skills, 

parties not very 
satisfied with the 

relationship, 
objectives not 

reached 

Unsuccessful, no 

learning, parties not 

very satisfied with 
the relationship, 

objectives not 
reached 
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Table II. Summary of Results 

 

 

Dimension Software Inc. Kitchens Inc. Jellies Inc. Alarms Inc. Radio Inc. Optics Inc. 

Selection 

process 

New coach 
required but 

process deemed 
flexible and fast  

Very good coach 
selection, speed of 

intervention  valued 

 

Very good coach 
selection, speed of 

intervention valued 

 

Very good coach 
selection, speed of 

intervention 
valued 

 

Good selection, 
but the protégé 

would have liked 
to have more 

options 

Very good coach 
selection 

Frequency of 

meetings 

Very high, right 
until the end  

Very high, even 
more so at the 

beginning of the 

relationship. 

Importance of 

maintaining the same 
frequency. 

Very high, right 
until the end. 

Flexible to 

accommodate 

needs. 

Very high at the 
beginning then, 

only via email, 

then a break of 2 

months 

High at the 
beginning, then 

less frequent to 

finally stop 

(protégé canceled 

meetings) 

Low frequency, 
protégé worked 

only 

occasionally 

with the coach  

Role of the 

manager 

Role important to 

lay the groundwork 
for the coaching 

initiative 

Information 

provision role 
deficient 

Support given to 

coach important, 
also secures the 

protégé 

Support given to 

coach important 
but not so on the 

protégé’s side 

Support given to 

coach important, 
also secures the 

protégé 

Information 

provision role 
deficient 

Listening skills 

and empathy 

Shows empathy, 

questions the 
protégé 

Rather good 

listening skills, 
protégé feels not 

well understood at 

times due to a lack 
of time  

Very good 

listening skills, 
empathic 

 

 

Not very good 

listening skills: 
protégé feels not 

well understood, 

coach puts too 
much pressure on 

him 

Shows empathy 

 

 

Rather good 

listening skills, 
empathic 

 

 

Familiarity 

with the SME 

context 

Very familiar Rather familiar Very familiar Not very familiar Very familiar Rather familiar 

Credibility Very experienced 
person, has a lot of 

credibility  

Experienced person, 
has credibility. 

 

Has a lot of 
credibility, had 

acted as consultant 
for the firm in the 

past 

Has credibility Has a lot of 
credibility, but the 

coach did not feel 
this from his 

protégé  

Has a lot of 
credibility, but 

the coach did not 
feel this from his 

protégé  

Receptivity to 

coaching 

Very open, once 
trust between the 

parties is 

established  

Very open, once 
trust between the 

parties is established 

Very open to 
coaching, but not 

to change, needs to 

repeat the same 
mistake a few 

times before 
considering change 

 

Very open to 
coaching and 

learning, but less 

to change  

Not very open: 
willing to learn but 

not to change 

Not very open: 
not willing to 

invest the time 

required to learn  
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Commitment 

to the 

relationship 

Very committed, 
recognizes his 

coach’s expertise 
and opens up to 

him  

Very committed, 
recognizes his 

coach’s expertise 
and opens up to him 

Very committed, 
but unable to 

implement the 
changes needed 

Became les 
committed when 

the coach put too 
much pressure on 

him, trust 

disappeared  

 

Not very 

committed, 

recognizes his 
coach’s expertise 

but has no time to 

invest in the 
relationship; 

would have 
preferred to have 

an employee 

coached 

Not committed, 
does not open up 

to his coach 

 

Moral contract  Very detailed 

agreement with 

short-term 
objectives 

Rather detailed 

action plan with 

short term 
objectives, but a 

written agreement 
would have been 

preferred by the 

coach  

Very detailed 

agreement, but the 

parties decided to 
change the initial 

objectives as the 
relationship 

evolved  

 

Agreement rather 

well defined 

except for the role 
of the coach and 

the timetable; trust 
disappeared when 

the moral contract 

was broken 

 

Agreement rather 

vague in terms of 
objectives, roles, 

responsibilities 
and timetable.  

 

Not very detailed 

agreement and 

role of the coach 
not well 

specified  

Oral 

communication 

Yes, 

predominantly 

communication in 
person 

Yes, predominantly 

communication in 

person 

Yes, largely over 

the telephone, but 

also in person  

Yes, mostly in 

person at first and 

then over the 
telephone  

Yes, 

predominantly 

communication in 
person, some 

written reports as 
well 

No, 

communication 

largely through 
written reports  

 

 

 


