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Abstract
In this article, we present a theoretically well-founded coaching concept, which can be assigned to the cognitive-behavioral
area and which aims to optimally deal with stress. The coaching concept is based on Lazarus’ transactional theory of
stress and coping. The three coaching sessions based on this theory are described in as much detail as possible. We explain
which exercises can be used and how – both during and between the coaching sessions – in order to provide the best
possible support for stress management and goal attainment. The specific procedure is illustrated with the case study “Mr.
Smith” and reflected from the coach’s perspective. The description of the cognitive-behavioral stress management coaching
(abbreviated to CBSM coaching) and the case study therefore offer both suggestions for experienced coaches and a good
guide for newcomers to the field. The effectiveness of the CBSM coaching has already been empirically proven. The
results of this already published evaluation study will be presented in the overview. With the theory-based development
and the practical presentation of the CBSM coaching concept, a contribution should be made to further close the gap that
sometimes arises between coaching research and practice.
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Ein kognitiv-behaviorales Stressmanagement-Coaching

Zusammenfassung
In diesem Bericht wird ein theoretisch fundiertes Coaching-Konzept, welches dem kognitiv-behaviorale Bereich zuzu-
ordnen ist und den optimalen Umgang mit Stress zum Ziel hat, beschrieben. Das Coaching-Konzept basiert auf der
etablierten Transaktionstheorie zur Entstehung und dem Umgang mit Stress von Lazarus. Die darauf aufbauenden drei
Coaching-Sitzungen werden möglichst detailliert beschrieben. Es wird erläutert, welche Übungen wie verwendet werden
können – sowohl während als auch zwischen den Coaching-Sitzungen –, um das Stressmanagement sowie die Zielerrei-
chung bestmöglich zu unterstützen. Das konkrete Vorgehen wird anhand der Fallstudie „Mr. Smith“ illustriert und aus
Perspektive des Coaches reflektiert. Die Beschreibungen des kognitiv-behavioralen Stressmanagement-Coachings (abge-
kürzt CBSM-Coaching) und der Fallstudie bieten daher sowohl Anregungen für erfahrene Coaches als auch einen guten
Leitfaden für Newcomer in diesem Bereich an. Die Wirksamkeit des CBSM-Coachings wurde bereits empirisch belegt. Die
Ergebnisse der publizierten Studie werden im Überblick dargestellt. Mit der theoriebasierten Entwicklung sowie der pra-
xisnahen Darstellung des CBSM-Coaching-Konzepts soll ein Beitrag geleistet werden, um die manches Mal auftretenden
Lücke zwischen Coaching-Forschung und -Praxis weiter zu schließen.

Schlüsselwörter Intervention · Behandlung · Stressabbau · Stressmanagement
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1 Introduction

Coaching as an intervention showed good results in prac-
tice and research (e.g., Greif 2016; Grant 2014; Jones et al.
2014; Losch et al. 2016; Theeboom et al. 2014; Zanchetta
et al. 2020). Coaching is no longer used exclusively in an
organizational but also in a private context and can be help-
ful in increasing performance, in stress management and
in achieving work-related and personal goals (Palmer et al.
2003). However, theory-driven developed coachings have
not been dealt with in many papers yet. Hence, the goal of
the present report was to show the development of a theory-
driven cognitive-behavioral coaching to manage stress.

Empirical research demonstrated that employees’ chronic
exposure to work-related stressors was at the expense of
mental (Michie and Williams 2003; Milner et al. 2018) and
physical (Nixon et al. 2011) health, cognitive functioning
(Linden et al. 2005), productivity (Halkos and Bousinakis
2010) and performance (Gilboa et al. 2008). Increased
job stress was further shown to be associated with lower
work satisfaction, higher intentions to quit (Shader et al.
2001) and actual turnover (Griffeth et al. 2000). Ulti-
mately, chronic occupational stress imposes a considerable
financial burden on individuals, organizations and soci-
eties (EU-OSHA 2014). A systematic review examining
the economic impact of work-related stress across Europe,
Australia, Canada and the United States suggested that the
total estimated costs, including those related to productivity
losses and healthcare and medical needs, ranged from U.S.
$221.13 million to $187 billion annually (Hassard et al.
2017). Accordingly, the impact of various stress manage-
ment programs has been studied. A meta-analytic review
of primary resilience-building interventions designed to
prevent stress-related problems, among other things, found
a positive impact on prevention efforts (Vanhove et al.
2016). In particular, dyadic interventions such as coaching
were found to be superior to classroom-based group, train-
the-trainer and computer-based delivery formats. Further
meta-analyses (Richardson and Rothstein 2008; van der
Klink et al. 2001) were able to show that cognitive-behav-
ioral interventions were consistently more effective than
other stress management strategies (e.g. relaxation and
meditation techniques, organizational level interventions).
Considering these findings, a cognitive-behavioral stress
management coaching should be helpful to improve stress
management (Junker et al. 2020).

2 From Theory to Practice

To develop a theory-driven coaching for managing stress,
we made use of one of the most popular explanation mod-
els regarding stress development, namely the transactional

theory of stress and coping (Lazarus and Folkman 1984).
According to this theory, a central aspect for experienc-
ing stress is the judgement of a situation as challenging
(Ladegård 2011; Lazarus and Folkman 1984). It is postu-
lated that stress is a result of an interplay between a person
who has specific motives (e.g., goals and values) and beliefs
(e.g., self-esteem, mastery, sense of control) and the imme-
diate environment that is characterized by certain demands
(e.g., pressure at work), resources (e.g., social support of
colleagues) and constraints (e.g., company policies). A per-
son’s subjective cognitive appraisal (primary appraisal) of
the situation as dangerous, harmful, threatening, or chal-
lenging in relation to their personal goals and well-being
leads to the regarding stress response. A secondary ap-
praisal follows as a person relates it to resources regard-
ing the situation and possible coping options. When the
person evaluates the situation as straining and exceeding
their coping capacity, it results in the occurrence of stress
(Lazarus 1990; Lazarus and Folkman 1984). For example,
if a person – let us call her Ms. Jones – has the goal to
organize an excellent international conference with many
participants (stressor). Normally, this would be no problem
for her (primary appraisal: positive or irrelevant). However,
in this case, the allocated time for its organization is lim-
ited and the colleagues who helped her organize previous
conferences are busy working on other projects (secondary
appraisal: insufficient resources). Hence, Ms. Jones is aware
of the onset of stress (the whole model is displayed in Fig. 1,
left side; taken unchanged from File:Transactional Model
of Stress and Coping – Richard Lazarus.svg 2016, Octo-
ber 16).

Coaching has already been theorized as well as em-
pirically shown to be able to address all aspects of the
transaction process of stress and coping, beginning with
the appraisal of the stressors and coping resources cul-
minating in the rearrangement of behavior related strate-
gies (Green et al. 2007; Ladegård 2011; Lauterbach 2008).
Through coaching clients could gain the ability for self-
and problem-reflection, thereby improving their viewpoint
towards the stressors (primary appraisal). In addition, they
could activate resources (secondary appraisal) and the de-
velopment of transformation strategies to contribute to the
resolution-process (coping response). The coaching should
contain a precise goal-definition in combination with a res-
olution-oriented phase of self- and problem-reflection, as
well as the improvement of coping-strategies through cog-
nitive reappraisal and observational learning (Lauterbach
2008). Building on this background, as well as on an es-
tablished coaching concept concerning career development
(Braumandl et al. 2013), we created our cognitive-behav-
ioral stress management (CBSM) coaching.
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Fig. 1 The process of the trans-
actional model of stress is illus-
trated on the left. This part of
the Figure was taken unchanged
from File:Transactional Model
of Stress and Coping – Richard
Lazarus.svg (2016, October 16).
The CBSM coaching approach
on the right was added and con-
nected to the transactional model
of stress process by the authors

3 Structure and Setting of the CBSM
Coaching

Bearing in mind the high costs of coachings, we decided to
create a short-time intervention consisting of three coaching
sessions, each with a duration of 1.5h at intervals of one
or two weeks. At the beginning of the CBSM coaching,
we focus on working on the primary appraisal according
to the transactional stress model. Therefore, clients should
be motivated to develop an awareness for their individual
stressful situations in the first session. In the second and
third sessions the clients will be supported in the selection
and application of individual resources and coping strate-
gies through self-reflection inducing exercises. Finally, the
reappraisal of prospective situations and goal attainment
should be provided through stress processing plans. As the
CBSM coaching should be goal-focused, each coaching
session should start with a goal attainment scale to deter-
mine the current goal status. Such a scale should include
the numbers from 1 to 10, whereby 1 indicates being far
away from attaining the goal to 10 – goal attainment is
completed. Additionally, as the CBSM coaching should be
sustainable and transformable, after each session, clients
should be given exercises which can be incorporated into
their daily routine. To ensure success, the experiences made

between the CBSM coaching sessions should be reviewed
with the coach in the following session.

3.1 First Session of the CBSM Coaching

In the first phase of the CBSM coaching process the coach
should work out the primary motivation of the client to
make use of the CBSM coaching. In this regard, the coach
should discuss past experiences and activities regarding
stressful situations with the client. Moreover, the client’s ex-
pectations regarding the CBSM coaching process as well as
regarding the coach as a person should be determined. The
coach should clearly state coaching standards, the coaching
framework and the working methods in the CBSM coach-
ing.

As stated above, the CBSM coaching should be goal-
focused. Therefore, each coaching session should start with
the goal attainment scale to determine the current goal sta-
tus. According to the transactional stress model, the inter-
pretation of stimuli is crucial in the development of stress.
Therefore, working on motives and precise goal-definition
is useful for adequate interpretations of stimuli. If the clients
are most aware of their goals, it is easier for them to primary
appraise stimuli as positive, irrelevant or dangerous. With
regard to the selection of goals, the client is free to choose
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them with the following restriction – they should be related
to private or professional stress issues. The clients’ selected
goals should be defined in detail in the first session. Quan-
tifiable goals and sub-goals for the CBSM coaching process
should be formulated according to the SMART way to write
goals (Doran 1981). Hence, the goals should be specific (S),
measureable (M), assignable (A), realistic (R) and time-re-
lated (T). The coaches should ask the clients which specific
area of improvement the goal will have (S). They should
evaluate how the goal will be quantified or at which indica-
tors the clients see progress (M). The clients should specify
who will do it (A) and state what results can realistically be
achieved, given the available resources (R). Lastly, clients
should specify when the goal(s) will be achieved (T). When
they have finished the SMART goal definition, they should
write them on moderation cards for recurrent use in the fol-
lowing coaching sessions. The clients should be given the
opportunity to write down up to three formulated goals with
the support of the coach. Afterward, the clients will be able
to discuss their conclusion of the first CBSM coaching ses-
sion to consolidate the SMART goal finding process. Thus,
the goals are content-oriented based on the clients’ stress-
related issues. Methodically, the selected goals are formu-
lated using the SMART principle in order to make them
quantifiable and to stimulate problem- and self-related re-
flection processes within the first session.

According to the transactional model, further to pro-
cessing stressors, analyzing resources is the crucial part
during the secondary appraisal. Therefore, the clients will
be assigned the task energy card (Braumandl et al. 2013;
Weisweiler et al. 2012) as a work at home exercise at the end
of the first coaching session. During this task, clients will be
encouraged to start a self-reflection process regarding the
stressors (which draw energy) and facilitators of wellbeing
(which give energy) in their various areas of life (i.e., fam-
ily, self, study or work situation). The clients will receive
a worksheet where seven boxes with the headings friends
and social contacts, partnership, self, free time, family and
study/work and one without any heading are displayed.
Each box contains a section for draws energy and gives en-
ergy. If a topic is not suitable, the client may replace it with
another more personally important one (a template can be
found in Weisweiler et al. 2012). The coach should inform
the client that filling in the energy card will take around
40min. Additionally, the clients should receive the ques-
tionnaire “Stressverarbeitungsfragebogen” (SVF-78; Janke
et al. 1985), regarding the processing of stress, to fill in at
home (processing time 10–15min). The stress processing
questionnaire will be evaluated and analyzed by the coach
before the second CBSM coaching session to highlight var-
ious positive (i.e., stress relaxation, need for social support)
and negative (i.e., escape, rumination) stress coping strate-
gies.

3.2 Second CBSM Coaching Session

The main content of the second CBSM coaching session
should be the review of the coaching goal status, the filled
in energy card (Braumandl et al. 2013; Weisweiler et al.
2012) and the stress processing questionnaire (SVF-78;
Janke et al. 1985). In general, the coach should use goal-
and result-oriented questions to stimulate self-reflection and
to connect the findings obtained by the materials to the pos-
tulated goals of the clients defined in a SMART way within
the first session. With the use of the energy card the relevant
areas of life, including all positive and negative influences,
can be clarified. This helps the clients and makes them
more aware of the current influences on their stress level
and wellbeing, thereby affecting their secondary appraisal
positively. These insights could support the clients in the
deliberate facilitation of the positive aspects of different
areas of life and regarding their coaching goals.

Again, according to the transactional model, the clients
should learn how to overcome stress by identifying stress
processing mechanisms and develop useful coping strate-
gies. Therefore, the profile sheet of the evaluated stress
processing questionnaire (SVF-78; Janke et al. 1985) should
be discussed with the clients to determine all positive and
negative strategies regarding the processing of stress, after-
wards. The profile sheet includes the amount of (1) down-
playing, (2) defense against guilt, (3) distraction, (4) sub-
stitute satisfaction, (5) situation control, (6) reaction con-
trol, (7) positive self-instruction, (8) need for social sup-
port, (9) avoidance, (10) flight, (11) mental continuation,
(12) resignation, and (13) self-blame. Resulting from this
dialog, the clients choose goal-relevant strategies and look
at all possibilities on how to use these strategies or a poten-
tial modification of them regarding goal attainment. For in-
stance, the clients could identify a possible distraction from
stress inducing situations as an important stress processing
strategy and therefore create an action plan for preventive
or future in-case use. At the end of this session, the clients
should be able to summarize their findings and write them
down as a support for goal attainment and future usage of
their worked out personally fitting coping strategies.

As a work at home exercise for the next session the
clients should be motivated to create an individual stress
processing plan, which has been adapted from the action
plan of the carrier-coaching concept by Braumandl et al.
(2013). The clients have to list three concrete measures for
improving their stress management and which they want
to attain in the near future. They then have to write down
precise next steps in order to achieve these measures. More-
over, they have to write down situative surrounding factors
that are associated with the goal attainment. In addition,
the clients describe the stress management coping strate-
gies they want to apply. In a next step, the clients identify
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people that will support them and check their progress. The
last aspect enables the clients to review what has already
been successful and which parts of the goal attainment need
further steps.

3.3 Third CBSM Coaching Session

In the third CBSM coaching session, the introduction and
the self-reflection should be carried out in a similar manner
as in the second session. The focus of this session should
be on the completed individual stress processing plan. The
possible solution- and emotion-focused coping mechanism,
which were found to be relevant in past sessions, should
be intensively discussed once again. In this session, it is
of utmost importance to discuss and find precise action
steps and adequate stress processing strategies as well as to
adapt possible situational factors in a promotive way. The
clients should be able to detect specific social support re-
garding the sub-goals. Moreover, all relevant and possible
hindrances to goal attainment should be discussed and the
clients are given support to identify personal counteractive
strategies from their repertoire. When these steps are done,
the coaching process should be then reviewed as a whole.
The clients should be motivated to scale their goal attain-
ment at the moment and to look forward to completing
it. Moreover, they should draw their own conclusions or
lessons learned over the course of the coaching process.
According to the transactional stress model, this procedure
supports coping as well as pacing and learning in accor-
dance with reappraisal.

An overview of the three CBSM coaching sessions in
regard to the transactional stress model is displayed in Fig. 1
(right side).

4 Case Study “Mr. Smith”

To illustrate the coaching concept, the concrete procedure
is described using the following case: Mr. Smith is 36 years
old and is working as a freelance technician in the IT sec-
tor and studying computer science part-time. He has been
living with his wife for 4 years and is planning to reno-
vate the house in the coming years. As part of his freelance
job, Mr. Smith supports several customers, although if un-
foreseen problems arise he attends to them immediately,
even though he may be busy with other work-related tasks
or out of the office for work-related tasks. Meanwhile, he
also sometimes receives additional telephone and email in-
quiries from new customers. He often forgets important
details of the telephone inquiries or he is not able to find
crucial notes afterward if he took them on the go. These
circumstances create an additional workload concomitant
with high subjective stress as he has to ask customers for

specific information once again. This matter, among other
things, has a negative effect on his leisure time and the
relationship with his wife.

4.1 First Session of the Case Study

At the beginning of the first session of CBSM coaching,
Mr. Smith describes his increased workload and decrease
in his free time caused by interruptions at short notice by
customer inquiries. These often lead to conflicts with his
wife. In the past, Mr. Smith has read several time man-
agement books and tried to implement methods. However,
these only resulted in short term success in particular ar-
eas – i.e. he designated specific days of the week for his
work on customer projects, though after several weeks he
stopped following this schedule and relapsed into his former
pattern. To date the client has no experience with stress-
related coaching or training. Following the coach’s ques-
tion, as to what tangible benefit the client expects from the
CBSM coaching, Mr. Smith describes his expectations to
find a realizable concept for his daily routine at work, which
he is able to adhere to over the long term and to be moti-
vated by the coach. Mr. Smith wishes to be able to work
more effectively and therefore reduce the perceived stress
level. Regarding the above mentioned, the coach describes
his/her general role in the coaching process and states that
he/she will ask questions with the aim of improving the
client’s viewpoint towards the stressors. With regard to the
coach’s question, which aspects at work are already work-
ing in a positive way, the client states that he feels very
competent in his area of expertise and is therefore able to
find solutions to customer problems efficiently, which partly
compensates for his problems in planning activities at work
accurately. In addition, tasks and learning content for his
studies are easily implemented, if he is able to find time to
study.

His primary coaching goals correlate with the described
coaching motives and were quoted on the application form
for coaching participation and sorted by priority, as follows:

1. scheduling – don’t get overwhelmed by everyday life and
don’t get caught in a rat race

2. reduce stress

In the following goal-definition process the client’s goals
are discussed, formulated in the SMART way, and visual-
ized. For this purpose, the coach introduces the intervention
“miracle question” (deShazer 1988) and describes that this
question may seem unusual at first but could be beneficial.
The coach encourages Mr. Smith to imagine the following:
“After we finish here, you go home tonight, watch TV, do
your usual chores, etc. and then go to bed and to sleep.
While you are sleeping, a miracle happens. The problems
that you presented here have been solved, just like that.
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However, this happens while you are sleeping, so you can-
not know that it has happened. As soon as you wake up in
the morning, how will you go about discovering that this
miracle has happened to you or how will your wife know
that this miracle has happened to you? Please describe this
fictitious day in as much detail as possible”.

Mr. Smith describes that he stays in bed for a short time
before contemplating about the day ahead and finally gets
up. At the same time he feels confident, reassured and joy-
ous as he is looking forward to breakfast with his wife
and he also knows that he has university courses in the
morning. At work in the afternoon he has customer ap-
pointments and he even has additional time for potential
customer inquiries. During breakfast his wife also acts joy-
ous, as she perceives Mr. Smith as relaxed. Lacking of neg-
ative thoughts the client is able to show interest in his wife’s
well-being and daily plan. At university his fellow students
notice that Mr. Smith is more open and communicative,
he shows involvement in group tasks in a very productive
way. At the university he is also able to finish several other
study-related tasks, which he is very proud of. Afterward
he is able to eat dinner with friends and keep customer ap-
pointments, which run smoothly. His customers feel they
are being treated in a professional manner and think he is
well prepared. After that, he drives home and still has time
left to work on customer inquiries or to prepare for his next
appointments. He is happy and relieved since he thinks his
day has been very productive. As a result his breathing is
much calmer and smoother; he is happy that he can spend
the rest of the evening with his wife. His wife smiles as he
greets her.

The coach asks about a moment in the client’s past,
which was similar to this fictitious day. Mr. Smith states
that he had a similar feeling about a year ago when he tried
to formulate a weekly schedule after he read a book about
time management. He tried to stick to this schedule for
a certain time but relapsed into his old habits. The coach
begins to talk about the answers to the miracle question
in detail and he connects them to the goals defined by the
client in his application form. The coach then supports the
client in setting his goals using the SMART method with
goal specific questions. At first the coach addresses the feel-
ing of confidence mentioned after the client gets up out of
bed and asks how he perceives himself when he feels con-
fident and secure and how this aspect could connect with
the goal “scheduling”. The client describes that he is more
flexible when he feels confident and therefore knows that
he is able to manage his tasks at work more efficiently. It
would be very important for him that he has easy access to
the schedule for the upcoming day after he gets up out of
bed in the morning. Following the question from the coach,
what this schedule should contain in detail, in order for
him to be able to fulfill his work obligations and obliga-

tions at home adopting his described feeling of confidence,
the client states that he would need a daily checklist and
list of daily appointments regarding his studies and work.
Furthermore, it would be important for him to have enough
free time between appointments, so he is not constantly
running from one appointment to the next, or – formulated
in a positive way – he would be able to calm down and
regain energy.

The client observes that his two goals overlap and con-
siders them to be consistent – scheduling would result in
reduction of perceived stress. He would like to subsume
these aspects of his goal under “better time management
and scheduling”. The coach poses further questions so that
the client is able to substantiate his scheduling plans (i.e.,
the included tasks, time frame). Mr. Smith describes that
he would need a detailed weekly schedule, which he would
draw up every weekend from a general monthly or annual
schedule and also refer to new upcoming appointments. He
likes to have his schedule at hand all the time.

In a further step, the coach supports the client to find
key elements of goal-achievement whereupon Mr. Smith
states that he would recognize it when he gets up in the
morning and feels confident – with a feeling of calmness –
when regarding his upcoming tasks and is happy to start the
day. Moreover, he would have his weekly schedule at hand
which he believes is absolutely necessary for a successful
and sustainable time management. The client likes to work
and study and is happy in his marriage as he has time to
spend with his wife without thinking about work-related
topics too much. Mr. Smith considers his goal “better time
management and scheduling” to be realistic as he was able
to implement a schedule to some extent in the past and
wants to make an effort to achieve a sustained benefit. The
client would like a draft of the schedule in no later than
two weeks after the coaching session and based on this he
would like to have improved his time management skills
within six months.

Subsequently, the coach clarifies with the client in the
context of a goal process evaluation where he perceives
himself on a scale from 1 to 10 at the moment and what
his goal status should be. Regarding his current status Mr.
Smith rates himself currently on level 3 and defines his
goal level as 9. As an answer to the question what needs to
change in order to reach level 4, the client answers that he
needs to prioritize his weekly tasks and appointments. The
coach further asks what would change on the next levels
reached from 5 to the goal level 9. In the end, Mr. Smith
formulated the following goals for himself:

� S (specific):
I would like to enhance my time management skills
so that I am able to plan my appointments at work as
efficiently as possible, so that I am able to complete
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them successfully and still have time and energy for
unforeseen short-term tasks as well as for private life
(wife, friends, hobbies, house renovation). Sub-goals are
(a) prioritize job and studies duties and responsibilities
as well as periods for stress reduction and prevention,
(b) draw up weekly schedule of prioritized tasks, (c) es-
tablish more efficient workflow, and (d) take care of
myself (health).

� M (measurable):
I will have my weekly schedule at hand all the time. Fur-
thermore, I will have time for private life at the weekends
and on at least two evenings per week.

� A (assignable):
I will reach my goals of getting up out of bed in the morn-
ing feeling confident, of having a balanced mindset as
well as enjoying a happy marriage and maintaining exist-
ing friendships.

� R (realistic):
My goal is realistic because for the first step I have suf-
ficient time (two weeks) and will be able to optimize my
schedule and time management capabilities to fully inte-
grate it in my everyday life.

� T (time-related):
First draft of my weekly schedule within two weeks at
the latest as well as implemented optimized time man-
agement skills within six months.

In conclusion of the first session, Mr. Smith states that
he has only reacted to the job-related requirements up to
date and did not take time finding ways of being proactive.
After the review of the coaching process and unanswered
questions, the coach presented the task energy card (Brau-
mandl et al. 2013; Weisweiler et al. 2012) as well as the
stress processing questionnaire (SVF-78; Janke et al. 1985)
to work on at home for the second session.

4.1.1 Reflection from the Coach’s Point of View

The client carries out several tasks at any one time in his
everyday life, which he considers a positive aspect in order
to be reachable by customers anytime. However, as a neg-
ative consequence he feels he is caught up in a rat race.
He does not take time to reflect on his thoughts, feelings
and alternative approaches for a better work-life balance be-
tween his freelance job, studies, marriage and friendships.
The client’s summarized goal topic “better time manage-
ment and scheduling” and the associated reduction of the
perceived subjective stress level suits the process of the
CBSM coaching because the aspects in this regard are be-
ing discussed in the third session (i.a., clarification of the
term better time management, assessment of stressors and
supportive factors, concrete action plan for goal attainment).

During the first session the concrete goal declaration,
prioritization and scaling represent the main interventions.
In this regard sub-goals and behavioral characteristics in
connection with goal attainment are being developed to-
gether with the client. At first he names the areas which he
chooses to work on (i.e., “scheduling – don’t get overrun by
everyday life”) but is not able to specify them initially. The
goal reformulation (i.e., SMART way of defining goals) as
well as setting sub-goals in combination with goal visual-
ization on cards and via goal-attainment scale support the
client concerning this matter.

4.2 Second Session of the Case Study

First, the coach asks Mr. Smith about the current goal sta-
tus. The client tells that after completing the tasks at home
he thought about his goal and has already begun structur-
ing and prioritizing his tasks and therefore estimates the
goal status with 4. After the goal process evaluation the
coach asks the client about the task energy card. The client
states that he has a good overview of stressors and possi-
ble resources and that the stressors currently predominate
his everyday life and drain energy. The coach is interested
what precisely has become clearer for Mr. Smith. Although
Mr. Smith’s studies and job have a lot of positive aspects
(i.e., interesting topics, a lot of positive social contacts).
Since last year, they are draining his energy, especially his
freelance job. He notices his work flow is unstructured but
does not know where to apply countermeasures. The coach
asks Mr. Smith to what extent a working day would dif-
fer, if he had attained his goal. The client describes that he
works focused on the planned tasks and projects and that
there is also time left for dinner and breaks, which is not
the case at the moment. The coach asks Mr. Smith what
he would think about arranging dinner with a friend, after
having attained his goal. The client replies that he would
have planned free time for dinner so he could meet up with
friends in a relaxed setting. Besides, he would know that he
would not have to be afraid of short-term telephone calls.
On request of the coach, Mr. Smith describes this aspect in
more detail and states that he does not take time for dinner
anymore as he may have to respond to customer inquiries
on the telephone or via email, which he partly answers en
route. As a consequence, it often happens that scheduled
appointments have to be postponed. The coach asks Mr.
Smith which findings are to deviate regarding his coaching
goal. Mr. Smith states that this is a very important aspect
and he needs to change this in order to create and follow
a weekly schedule. Therefore, Mr. Smith likes to put his
sub-goal (c) “establish more efficient workflow” in second
place before his goal of putting together a schedule (previ-
ously sub-goal b).
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The coach asks the client which options a (potential)
customer has to contact him. Mr. Smith explains that he
has a homepage with a description of his services and his
contact details for potential customers. Existing customers
prefer to contact him via telephone or email and are used
to his prompt answers.

In addition, the coach and Mr. Smith talk about posi-
tive aspects which he can build on and which give him
energy. He highlights his marriage as he receives uncondi-
tional support from his wife, even if he sometimes seems
to be a bit absent in stressful times. They share many com-
mon interests (i.e., sports) and Mr. Smith considers this to
be a good opportunity for achieving a work-life balance.
Furthermore, his friends and hobbies are positive aspects
and he has neglected these in some cases as of late. He per-
ceives himself as qualified and motivated in work-related
things but he wants to please everybody without caring for
himself.

The next part of the second session consists of the dis-
cussion of the results of the stress processing questionnaire.
For this purpose, the coach presents the profile of the differ-
ent coping strategies to the client. Mr. Smith finds the highly
pronounced coping response “mental continuation” partic-
ularly conspicuous as he perceives himself the same way in
his everyday life. Regarding his coaching goal and previous
thoughts, he identifies a correlation in the fact that he has to
be available around the clock. In addition, he worries about
days with a high workload in advance. He knows that this
would be a starting point. Therefore, he would like to con-
sider his options at home for the next session. Moreover, the
client likes both coping strategies “distraction” and “substi-
tute satisfaction” which will help him to reach his sub-goals
(a) “stress reduction and prevention” and (d) “take care of
myself” more effectively in the future. In the past, he would
pursue his hobbies in order to relieve work-related stress.
The perfect situation would currently be that he would be
able to do sports at least once per working week as well as
at the weekends (i.e., biking with his wife, climbing with
friends). The client makes a note of these findings on his
goal card. In addition, the client chooses “reaction control”
and “positive self-instruction” as coping strategies. In day-
to-day life, he considers himself to be able to control his
reactions and use self-instruction. Accordingly, he is able
to deal with single stressful events positively. As an insight
regarding goal-attainment, he is certain that he shows per-
severance in work-related areas. However, he does not like
to be in stressful situations for long periods anymore – he
wants to be able to enjoy a relaxed working environment
most of the time due to better scheduling. The coach asks
about other useful strategies and the client replies that he
could use “situation control” which reflects aspects of his
coaching goals, hence situational analysis, scheduling and
implementation of problem-solving capabilities. The client

seems to be reassured and states that he feels he is heading
in the right direction.

After today’s findings, Mr. Smith believes he has moved
forward one step and is on level 4.5. At the end of the
session, they talk about an exercise to be carried out at
home – drawing up an individual stress processing plan.
The client is able to formulate up to three concrete measures
for improving his stress management.

4.2.1 Reflection from the Coach’s Point of View

In the second session, the results of the energy card and the
stress processing questionnaire are discussed. The client is
able to categorize all relevant areas of everyday life as en-
ergy drainer or energy contributor. At the beginning of the
coaching, he mentioned that he feels like he is in a rat race.
During the ongoing coaching process, the client realizes
that being available for customers all the time via tele-
phone and email drains a lot of his energy. He states that
this aspect prevents him from advancing in his goals so he
would like to implement concrete steps as soon as possi-
ble. Through repeating asking and paraphrasing, the coach
tries to give the client the opportunity to be as precise as
possible when describing his situation. As there are energy
draining aspects in the client’s situation, it is of importance
to also demonstrate energizing areas of life. In this regard,
the client considers his wife as a very important support,
which motivates him to achieve his goals.

As the client realizes that freelancing is very stressful, the
results of the stress processing questionnaire are a suitable
tool to observe the professional situation in more detail.
The client sees the stress response “mental continuation”
as the key to his occupational problems he wants to work
on. In the further reflection of the results of the stress pro-
cessing questionnaire, the client is able to identify further
coping strategies (e.g., distraction, substitute satisfaction,
reaction control, positive self-instruction) that will help him
to achieve his goal.

4.3 Third Session of the Case Study

When asked about the current goal status, Mr. Smith joy-
fully replies that he has, among other things, worked on the
implementation of the weekly schedule so he estimates his
goal-attainment at level 5. The coach asks Mr. Smith about
his specific implementations in the last week. The client
reports that he has made some straightforward adjustments,
which he had not considered before. At first, customers re-
ceive an automated email stating that he will answer within
24h, or sooner in an emergency. This relieved some pres-
sure and he did not feel the urge to answer immediately.
Furthermore, he has added hours when he is available for
work-related telephone calls to his website.
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Following the invitation from the coach to present his
elaboration on the individual stress processing plan, Mr.
Smith mentions his first measure, namely the improve-
ment of communication with customers. Concerning this,
he plans to upgrade his website with a system for cus-
tomer inquiries. The coach asks which information would
be important for customers and for himself. Mr. Smith sees
a benefit for the customers, as they would be able to send
him an inquiry anytime in a straightforward way. The au-
tomation of his services will be personally beneficial as
most telephone calls are not necessary. Moreover, the notes
for the inquiries are created automatically and correctly.
The coach asks the client how the inquiries will be prepro-
cessed so that he is able to use them in an efficient way.
Mr. Smith states that he could categorize and prioritize them
automatically in a task list. The coach wonders which as-
pects would be important for customers so that they would
use this system. Mr. Smith observes that many customers
have small inquiries and send emails but they do not re-
ceive an automated completion status. With such a system,
it would be easy to send status updates to the customers.
As the system is very straightforward, it would be easy for
customers to use. Mr. Smith considers the implementation
as very realistic as he is able to program most of it himself
and if he needs support, he could ask a fellow student. Re-
garding the preparation of his weekly schedule, Mr. Smith
has included his lectures at the university, studying periods
as well as time for customer appointments and processing
inquiries from home. He also added sufficient free time,
which will act as a buffer between appointments. When
asked once again about the current goal status, Mr. Smith
evaluates that he is on level 5.5. Afterwards further steps
were discussed which would be necessary for further goal-
attainment. As support, the client mentions his wife who is
proud of him and assures him every day.

Finally, the coach and client summarize the coaching
process. Mr. Smith is surprised that he uses a problem-
oriented approach in computer sciences. However, he has
not paid enough attention to adopting this approach to cope
with problems in everyday life. He is very motivated to
continue working on his goal and finds it very realistic to
implement the weekly schedule in the upcoming week and
that he will notice improvements in work-life balance in the
next months.

4.3.1 Reflection from the Coach’s Point of View

During the third session, the task of creating an individual
stress processing plan is discussed as the client has indeed
formulated all relevant aspects regarding goal attainment
and defined important stress processing strategies and en-
ergy boosters but hasn’t elaborated specific steps fully. As
a specific step, the client names the implementation of a sys-

tem for customer inquiries. As the system will have positive
effects for both customers and the client, the coach found
it important that the client is able to express his own needs
as well as customer needs in detail. To consolidate the up-
coming steps, regarding goal attainment, the client finally
discusses them in as much detail as possible. Furthermore,
the client is able to find potential support in case of expected
setbacks.

5 Coaching Evaluation

The coaching concept described above has already been ap-
plied to enable an assessment of the effectiveness by Junker
et al. (2020). In a randomized controlled field study, un-
dergraduates, who received the CBSM coaching (n= 24)
were compared to a control group (n= 20) receiving no ad-
ditional intervention – they just formulated stress-related
goals based on the written instruction “Please formulate
up to three stress-related goals which you like to achieve
in the future”. By selecting goals in both groups (CBSM
coaching group as well as control group), it was possi-
ble to investigate to what extent the goal achievement in
the CBSM coaching group differed from the control group.
“Coaches were master’s students in psychology who had
successfully completed a professionally supervised 1-year
coaching training” (Junker et al. 2020, p. 7; for educational
concept see Braumandl et al. 2013). In the first part of the
training program, experienced coaches provided students
with theoretical information and practical training on coach-
ing-specific skills, for example, questioning techniques to
facilitate clients’ goal attainment and self-reflection effec-
tively. Training exercises and the following peer-coaching
sessions addressed issues relating to career planning, such
as identification of strengths and potentials, specification of
resources and competences, shaping values and meaning,
and the development of action plans. The second part of
the training program involved the practical application of
coaching skills in client coaching supervised by profession-
ally trained supervisors. To ensure consistency in the study
procedure, Junker et al. (2020) used guidelines to instruct
coaches about the content and structure of each coaching
session.

The authors found that both CBSM coaching and goal
formulation had led to a significant increase in goal at-
tainment that was maintained at a 4-week follow-up assess-
ment. However, the CBSM coaching was superior in affect-
ing participants’ cognitive stress appraisal positively and in
leading to reduced chronic stress levels four weeks after
the intervention in comparison to the control group. They
could further show that the reduction of chronic stress was
mediated by the change in participants’ cognitive stress ap-
praisal. Thus, the CBSM coaching appears to be effective in
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helping individuals to develop strategies to deal with stress,
while also remaining focused on relevant goals as expected
in advance. These results are in accord with available evi-
dence on the impact of stress management programs, sug-
gesting that dyadic interventions that utilize a cognitive-
behavioral approach have the potential to achieve meaning-
ful change (Richardson and Rothstein 2008; van der Klink
et al. 2001; Vanhove et al. 2016).

However, an important limitation of the described study
is that the observed findings were based on an undergrad-
uate sample (Junker et al. 2020). One could argue that the
study sample may be sufficiently representative as there are
relevant similarities between undergraduate students and
employees in terms of the exposure to specific stressors
(Gadzella 1994; Johnson et al. 2005). Accordingly, there
is some indication that using student-recruited samples in
organizational research does not diminish the practical con-
clusions that can be drawn from the findings (Wheeler et al.
2014). Moreover, there is some empirical support that sug-
gests that various populations in different industries benefit-
ted from cognitive-behavioral coaching. For example, pro-
viding additional coaching sessions with a focus on cop-
ing with psychosocial work stressors for nurses suffering
from physical symptoms (i.e., shoulder, neck, or back pain)
resulted in greater and sustainable improvements in pain
severity and the ability to meet physical work demands
compared to standard physiotherapy alone (Becker et al.
2017). Moreover, coaching was shown to reduce work-re-
lated stress levels of bank managers (David et al. 2016;
Dippenaar and Schaap 2017), leaders from the healthcare
sector (Grant et al. 2009, 2017), teaching professionals (Og-
buanya et al. 2017), rural general practitioners (Gardiner
et al. 2013), physicians (Schneider et al. 2014) and em-
ployees and workers from different sectors (Duijts et al.
2008; Ladegård 2011; Nieuwenhuijsen et al. 2017).

Independent of the question of generalization, further
research is also necessary for the questions of which tar-
get groups particularly benefit from this approach. We ar-
gue that determining personal characteristics and abilities
could yield useful information on who might benefit most
from stress management coaching. This would be in ac-
cord with the fact that the impact of coaching may greatly
depend on the specific individual in a specific context (Pass-
more and Fillery-Travis 2011). For instance, individuals
with positive core self-evaluations, that is, the constructive
view of oneself that is composed of self-efficacy, self-es-
teem, locus of control and emotional stability (Judge et al.
1997), were found to perceive fewer stressors and engage
in less maladaptive coping strategies (Kammeyer-Mueller
et al. 2009). Research findings suggest that developmen-
tal practices such as coaching have the potential to buffer
the detrimental consequences of such destructive self-ap-
praisals (Morris et al. 2013) and thus, future research should

explore if coaching might be an effective approach to en-
hancing the capacity for adaptive response to stressful sit-
uations of employees with low core-self evaluations. Inte-
grating client characteristics in stress management coach-
ing research will surely provide relevant considerations for
efficient intervention development and implementation in
organizational settings, as such studies enhance knowledge
on the specific target group’s needs.

6 Conclusion

The CBSM coaching concept presented in this paper offers
a useful framework for coaches who want to support their
clients in successfully managing stress. The conception of
the coaching is based on an established theory – namely the
transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus and Folk-
man 1984). All the exercises that are given to the clients
are also in line with the theoretical assumptions of the un-
derlying stress theory. This offers the opportunity to adapt
the exercises, if needed guided by theory and not just by
practical considerations. The directly presented exercises
are especially useful for coaching newcomers who are not
as confident as more experienced ones. By newcomers, we
mean coaches who have undergone a coaching training,
as within the evaluation study conducted by Junker et al.
(2020), and have therefore acquired basic coaching knowl-
edge and coaching skills, but who still have little coaching
experience with clients. However, experienced coaches may
also profit from the use of the concept as they can enrich
it with any action that is also in line with the theoretical
assumptions of the grounded theory. Presenting more such
theory-based coaching concepts could therefore help con-
nect research with practice. Such a way of working will be
enriching for both researchers and practitioners and could
thus help in closing the gap which sometimes exists be-
tween their approaches.
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