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Abstract

In a changing world of work with high youth unemployment rates, an ageing society and flexible
work force, practitioners in Public Employment Services need to cope with continually growing
demands. In this paper we present the EmployID project which introduced a blended learning
approach for Public Employment Services in Croatia, designed to support professional identity
transformation through peer facilitation and learning. The evaluation shows that learners benefited
from higher knowledge and skills development related to peer coaching, along with an increase in
activities related to collaborative, reflective learning.
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Introduction: Learning and identity development in
European Public Employment Services

A globalised and digitalised world is not only well-connected and offers many opportunities to
employers and employees, but it also leads to increasingly complex challenges that need to be
dealt with. It is not only individuals who struggle to find solutions for their individual problems; some
challenges are overarching, affecting larger groups of people, whole organisations and groups of
organisations and therefore need common solutions. Public Employment Service (PES)
practitioners in Europe face challenges that are in most cases very contextualised and specific to
each country, but some of their issues can be seen as global topics relevant across different
countries. According to a national study by Mueller (2013) on coaching and supervision in German
job centres, some of the challenges that supervisors and coaches of PES practitioners identify as
affecting practitioners include: work pressure, low job satisfaction, large number of cases (clients),
uncertainties in decision-making, lack of health protection and pressure in private life created by
work-related challenges. In addition European PESs struggle with a mismatch between skill
demand and supply, with the emphasis on an individualised client approach and working with hard-
to-reach clients (PES, 2012). There is a change from classical counselling to a more coaching-like
approach which focuses on asking questions rather than giving advice (ibid.). Modern guidance
counselling concepts and individualised approaches for each client are required, as well as new
skills on how to address the rising tensions between daily routine and political expectations.

To respond to these challenges, practitioners, but also PES management, need to continuously

improve on their already existing knowledge and adopt new methods, tools and approaches in
dealing with clients and changing work procedures. Changes are fundamental and concern how
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PES practitioners perceive and fulfil their professional role, as well as how they are perceived by
others. It is about transforming professional identities, where socialisation, interaction and learning
are key elements and individuals take on aspects of existing identities and roles, whilst actively
reshaping other aspects in a dynamic way, according to changes in their professional environment.

According to Brown & Bimrose (2014) learning and identity development takes place across four
domains: (i) “relational development” learning takes place through interactions at work and learning
from and with others (ii) “technical skill development” involves learning through mastery of an
appropriate knowledge base and technical up-skilling (iii) “practical development” learning occurs
on the job, through critical inquiry of ones work and through challenging work and (iv) “emotional
development” learning takes place through greater reflexivity that leads to greater self-
understanding and empathy. Learning and identity development may involve development in one
or more, or in all four domains.

Thus learning is an essential part of PES practitioners’ work, and new forms of collaborative
learning with peers, as well as across hierarchies, promise to support the demand. More effective
forms of learning tend to increasingly move away from traditional training models that build on
asymmetry between the learner and the “guider” or “coach” (Boud & Middleton, 2003).

Peer coaching skills, methods and processes are one of the ways of developing across the four
domains of identity transformation by fostering a structured form of facilitation amongst colleagues,
building resilience of staff and their acceptance of new circumstances in the labour market.

This article explains the blended learning approach (a combination of face-to-face and online
training) for peer coaching at the PES in Croatia, hereafter referred to as the CES (Croatia
Employment Services). The approach was developed by the EmploylD Consortium (2017) as part
of the EmployID project. In particular this article explores how the CES programme supports the
learning and identity development of practitioners, how the peer coach training increased technical
knowledge of the peer coaching process, and how it enhanced skill development. In addition it
shows how the activities fostered collaborative and reflective learning activities of the practitioners
in their professional identity transformation processes (relational, practical and emotional
development).

Motivation for peer coaching in the Croatian Employment Service

The Croatian Employment Service (CES) invests a lot of effort and resources into the creation and
improvement of an internal training system for its employees to continually up-skill them. Training
is designed according to the identified needs of the employees and introduces new methods,
measures and ways of working in the regional offices. These trainings are delivered face-to-face
and via an e-learning portal — thus widening the use of the blended learning approach among CES
employees. When the project EmployID started to investigate the current facilitation requirements
for professional identity transformation in CES, practitioners emphasised the need for peer
coaching that could help them in finding constructive ways of addressing their daily work
challenges and continually improving on their practice. Initial discussions with PES practitioners
and their managers revealed that continuous learning, networking, teamwork, improved
communication and usage of e-communication/interactive platforms are key challenges for their
roles anticipated up to 2020, and that counselling and reflection skills are among others reported
as being essential.

Peer coaching concept and training

The term “peer coaching” is often used ambiguously. Sometimes it is a form of mutual observation
or the act of giving and receiving feedback between two equally ranked partners as implemented
by teachers in schools (Sparks & Bruder, 1987), for example the observation of teaching and
learning programme in the UK (Manahl & Tschank, 2016). However in the EmployID project and
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this article, peer coaching is understood as a special type of group coaching “carried out among
colleagues. The members of the group take turns in adopting the role of the coach and thus
provide coaching to each other” (Ajdukovic et al.., 2015, p. 37).

Peer coaching is used by business enterprises and supplements coaching with an external
professional coach, because it is efficient, time-saving and easy to learn (Pabst, 2016). In addition
Ladyshewsky (2016, p.6) argues that peer coaching “can enhance the professional development
and performance of individuals”.

Peer coaching in EmployID implies three roles: (i) the “client” who presents a specific work
challenge (ii) the “peer coaching facilitator” who moderates the process and asks the client
“powerful questions” and (iii) the “advisors” who bring in their experiences and opinions in two
steps of the peer coaching process. The three roles help to support the client in finding a solution
that fits their individual circumstances. The peer coaching group members are colleagues with a
common professional focus and are of equal rank. All members of the group are trained in peer
coaching and agree upon a code of ethics and rules that the whole group develops together in
advance. Figure 1 sets out the stages of the EmployID peer coaching process and is explained in
more detail below.

Figure 1: EmponID peer coaching process

‘I‘,‘,‘,

| client & peer client & peer dlent & mr
| coaching coaching
F' facilitator facilitator fadﬂurrur

| © EmploylD, 2017

Based on Berg and Berninger-Schaefer (2010), Berninger-Schaefer (2011) and Lippmann (2013) (see also Schmidt
and Kunzmann, 2016). Adapted with the kind permission of EmployID.

In the first phase of the peer coaching process, “start, problem selection”, participants decide who
will present their challenge (the client) and who of the team will take on the other roles (peer
coaching facilitator and advisors). Following the initial division of roles, in phase two, “problem &
situation”, the client describes their challenge and is supported by questions from the peer
coaching facilitator. Since the approach is solution-focused (Cavanagh & Grant, 2014), the peer
coaching facilitator invites the client to a solution-supporting vision in the “vision, resource” step.
This can be done by focusing on resources, e.g. moments of great strength, which can be
expanded by the advisors in the subsequent phase, “collecting further resources”. The client is
asked to set a goal for the session to support them in dealing with the challenge phase, “setting
goals”, and all participants of the peer coaching session are invited to brainstorm on possible
solutions to reach this goal in the “solution & next step” phase. After considering the solutions
presented, the peer coaching facilitator supports the client in setting up actions to implement the
selected solution(s). The last step of the peer coaching process, “feedback”, is started after the
actual peer coaching session is closed and is reserved for group feedback about learning
outcomes and benefits for the individual participants (Wolf & Gidion 2016; Schmidt & Kunzmann,
2016; Wolf & Gidion 2017). As highlighted at Figure 1 the concept of EmployID peer coaching is
influenced by the concepts of Berg and Berninger-Schaefer (2010), Berninger-Schaefer (2011) and
the processes described in Lippmann (2013). All have in common that the peer coaching setting is
a group setting with more than two participants. For the EmploylD peer coaching process a group
of eight participants is ideal in order to receive a good number of resources and solutions.
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Those learning the peer coaching process not only need to understand the steps and roles before
practicing it (Hooker, 2014), they also need to apply some practical core skills that support the
process: active listening, emotional awareness, powerful questioning and growth mind-set
awareness. Therefore when developing the peer coaching training in EmploylD the objective was
to provide a concrete concept of peer coaching with a opportunities to put the newly gained
theoretical knowledge into practice.

This procedure of introducing peer coaching is shown also by Huston and Weaver (2008) who
offered training of peer coaching process and skills for reciprocal peer coaching (two-person) of
mid-career and senior faculty members in Higher Education. Ladyshewsky (2014) highlights
limitations in peer coaching, these are related to the skills base of the coach as they both
preparation and the support of their organisation. Lippmann (2013) gives examples of the
implementation of peer coaching in organizations where training of the process is essential and
Berg and Berninger-Schaefer (2010) underline the need of training for process control and
communication techniques.

The EmploylD programme utilised a blended learning approach, using face-to-face training and
online training. This provided the learners with some autonomy around their learning, so that they
could choose for themselves how deep, how often and how quick they explored the learning
content provided. Berninger-Schaefer (2012) introduces a similar way of developing peer coaches
where the participants gain knowledge on peer coaching in addition to a one-day workshop for
practice.

Methodology

Research questions

This paper introduces the blended learning approach for used for developing peer coaching in the
CES and shows the pivotal role training already plays for peer support and facilitation of
colleagues. The research aimed to provide insights into the effects of the collaborative peer
coaching learning experience on the involved individuals with regard to the participants’ identity
development, as well as identifying their motivation and confidence to apply the new practice in
their daily work context.

Participants

Participation in the peer coaching training was on a voluntary basis, but the Croatian Psychological
Chamber agreed on giving credits to the participants upon successful completion of the course.
Thus 29 experienced, professional practitioners and managers from local, regional and central
offices of CES (n= 26: 98.7% female) participated in the face-to-face one-day launch workshop. A
group of 89 participants (n= 81: 91% female) partook in the online course, of which 78 (n= 72:
92.3% female) completed the course. Of those who completed the course 18 had already
participated in the launch workshop (n= 17: 94.4% female).

Sixty three of the 78 completed both the pre- and the post-test questionnaires; 12 of these had
taken part in both the launch workshop and the online course. These 63 responses allowed for a
comparison prior to the training and after completing the course.

Course design and involvement process

The peer coaching training was introduced by CES management and a one-day face-to-face
launch workshop took place in May 2016 followed by a three-week online course which
commenced at the end of May 2016. To ensure that all of the participants were able to complete
the course’s obligatory tasks, two additional weeks were granted to finish the course.
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EmploylD face-to-face launch workshop

The face-to-face launch workshop was aimed at management and practitioners and was designed
to inform them about the EmployID project, introduce the concept of peer coaching, the benefits,
and the relevance for practice. The process of EmploylD peer coaching was explained and the
core peer coaching skills were developed by involving the learners in brief practical exercises.
Learners also practiced the whole peer coaching process once, shared their experiences and
discussed the relevance of peer coaching for their work. The launch meeting provided an
opportunity for learners to collect initial theoretical and practical insights into the peer coaching
process, along with the required core skills. It was also a place for the learners to build
relationships and rapport with each other. From earlier project activities it became clear that people
with limited experience in online learning asked for some initial personal contact with tutors and the
other learners in order to help them to feel more comfortable in engaging with the same learners in
the online environment.

EmploylD online course

The online course is available on the open EmploylD Academy (http://mooc.employid.eu/) which is
an online platform based on WordPress. The online course is structured in a similar manner to a
classic Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) with content divided into weeks. Although much of
the content is publically available, the courses for the PESs are closed and private to allow and
foster frank and open discussion amongst participants. Two five-week pilots of the peer coaching
online course took place before being condensed to a more manageable three-week online course
specifically designed for the CES. The online course includes: written text, videos, graphs,
personal tests, comics and the opportunity to discuss the content with colleagues via a forum or
comments section. Experts in EmployID peer coaching, PES and technical staff tutored the
discussions.

In the first week the CES participants were introduced to business coaching, peer coaching in
general, the EmploylID peer coaching process and the code of ethics for coaching and peer
coaching. In week two, the focus lied on the five core peer coaching skills identified through
several expert evaluations within the project: knowledge of the peer coaching process, active
listening, emotional awareness, powerful questioning and growth mind-set awareness. All of these
skills required practice for mastery and, as a result, they were a precondition as well as a planned
outcome of the course. In the third week, the participants were required to demonstrate their
knowledge through an online test and by working on a case study. In addition, they were
introduced to possible ways of forming a peer coaching group themselves. Participants had to
complete mandatory tasks every week. The completion of the weekly tasks resulted in digital
badges, visible signs for successful achievement and motivation to continue. At the end, the
participants received a peer coaching course completion badge and an official certificate.

The online course provided the same content as the launch workshop and built on this by providing
more time to learn and exchange thoughts with colleagues, as well as including additional
exercises. Due to the wide range of learning material and information provided, both at the face-
to-face workshop and the online course, participants were equipped to create their own peer
coaching groups with colleagues. Completing the course meant that learners could potentially
practice peer coaching in their daily work as part of their regular training, and/or they could utilise
the approach to enhance regular meetings or case analysis.

Evaluation instruments and procedure

The evaluation of the peer coaching training in CES had two foci: on the one hand, it aimed to
investigate the extent to which the peer coaching intervention (launch workshop and online
training) supported the participants’ professional identity transformation. Secondly, it sought to
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uncover the participants’ motivation to get involved in peer coaching, as well as their perception of
the usefulness of the training.

Professional identity transformation is a concept that has so far mainly been investigated via
qualitative methods, which collect narratives about occupational contexts, learning and skill
developments as well as individual characteristics that shape a person’s career transition and
continued positive engagement with work and employment (Kirpal, 2011; Heinz, 2010; Berg,
2006). In EmployID the aim was to understand the influence of specific interventions on
professional identity transformation, both via narratives but also through quantitative approaches.
As a result, the self-assessment questionnaire was developed around four categories, through
which learning for identity development could be represented as occurring (Brown & Bimrose,
2014). The four categories were: (i) technical skill development (ii) practical development (iii)
relational development and (iv) emotional development (e.g. resilience). Indicators for each of
these categories were developed in close cooperation between the involved PES, the experts for
evaluation within the project and experts in identity transformation.

The questions provided respondents with the opportunity to assess the frequency at which they get
involved in activities related to these four categories, as well as the perceived importance of these
activities at two time points: prior to the involvement in the peer coaching training (pre-test) and at
the end of the training (post-test)

The self-assessment questionnaire was subject to a survey pilot prior to its implementation. To
increase the comprehensibility and validity of the questionnaire, cognitive pre-tests also known as
comprehension probing (Pruefer & Rexroth, 2000) were conducted with three participants. This
method of survey pre-testing involves the following techniques, which were also implemented the
EmployID project: thinking aloud, probing, confidence rating and paraphrasing. The final version of
the questionnaire was uploaded onto the online survey tool LimeSurvey whose link was provided
to the participants of the peer coaching intervention for both measurements.

The pre-test was distributed at the beginning of the launch workshop and the link was also
provided at the beginning of the online course for those who had not taken part in the launch
workshop. The link to the post-test, which was identical to the pre-test except for some additional
questions, was provided to the participants at the end of the online course.

The additional items of the post-test related to the usefulness of the training for the participants’
day-to-day work, their confidence and motivation to get involved in peer coaching and their further
training needs. The questionnaires were filled-in anonymously, without demographic data of the
participants. Privacy aspects were key in the given organisational environment and in this small
group of learners certain demographic data could have revealed some participants’ identities. To
facilitate matching each participant’s pre-test to the post-test, respondents generated their own
unigue code. The code system worked well as about 93% (n= 63) of the completed 68 post-
questionnaires could be matched.

The results presented in the section below represent those from the 63 participants whose pre-test
and post-test could be matched, regardless of whether or not they had taken part in the launch
workshop. Although group differences between launch workshop participants and non-participants
were expected and even analysed, they are not presented in this paper due to the low sample size;
27 participants took part in the launch workshop, however only 12 of them had a pre-test and post-
test score.

The answers to the open questions that relate to the usefulness of learning content ,as well as
those relating to further training needs, were analysed based on the inductive way of analysing
content which is proposed by Mayring (2000).
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Although the design of this study in comparison to a one-group post-test-only design increases the
ability of the model to provide counterfactual inference, the lack of a control group implies that it
can only do this to a small extent (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). This is due to the fact that
external factors cannot be completely ruled out as having influenced or even caused the results. At
the same time, the fact that the pre-test and post-test were completed between three and five
weeks of each other, which is considered a short period in duration, increased causal inference
that the EmployID intervention caused the observed effects.

Besides quantitatively evaluating the effectiveness of EmploylD’s peer coaching training through a
one-group pre- and post-test design, the course’s evaluation was enhanced qualitatively through
open questions in the self-assessment questionnaire, metadata (logging-data) and discussions
among the participants in specially created forums, as well as from the comment section of the
online course. The qualitative content analysis of the discussions generated from the course is still
ongoing. This paper presents the results from the self-assessment questionnaires only.

Results

The underlying predictions of the statistical analysis were that participants become more frequently
involved in activities relating to the four categories of professional identity transformation after the
peer coaching intervention than before. As a result of these predictions, which are directional
(increase in frequency of activities after the intervention), a one-tailed probability is used
throughout the analyses below. In order to compare the participants’ responses from the pre-test to
the post-test for statistical differences, the non-parametric test, Wilcoxon signed-rank test, was
used. The difference between post scores and pre scores was not normally distributed, as
confirmed by Kolmogorov—Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests (Field, 2013), and the rating scale for
the questionnaire was ordinal (5-point Likert scale from “not at all” to “very often”). Consequently
the results violated some of the main assumptions of using parametric tests and therefore the
equivalent parametric test for the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, the paired t-test, was ruled out.

The null hypothesis for the test was:

Null hypothesis (Ho) — There is no statistically significant difference in the frequency of the
participants getting involved in activities supporting professional identity transformation from the
time of the pre-test to the time of the post-test.

Alternative hypothesis (H1) — There is an increase in the frequency of the participants getting
involved in activities supporting professional identity transformation from the pre-test to the post-
test.

Altogether 15 activities supporting professional identity transformation were subjected to the
statistical analyses. Among these, the change in frequency of carrying out eight of the activities
from the pre-test to the post-test, show significance levels below the conventional level of
significance (p< .05) for 1-tailed significance testing and as a result, warrant the rejection of the null
hypothesis. In seven of these items, the frequency of carrying out the relevant activities is
significantly higher at the post-test than at the pre-test and therefore required the acceptance of the
alternative hypothesis.

For one item (Item 6: “| actively listen to colleagues and clients”), the change was in the opposite
direction: participants indicated that their frequency in carrying out this activity was significantly
higher before the intervention than afterwards. The effect size of the changes in these eight items
range from .16 to .36; representing small to medium change based on Cohen’s benchmark of
effect size: r= .1 (small effect), r = .3 (medium) and r = .5 (large) (as cited in Field & Hole, 2003). In
seven of the 15 items of the self-assessment questionnaire, there is no significant change in the
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frequency of carrying out the related activities from the pre-test to the post-test. Figure 2 below lists
the items relating to activities supporting professional identity transformation and the changes in
frequency of activities supporting professional identity transformation are set out in Figure 3.

Figure 2: List of items relating to activities supporting professional identity transformation

How often do you apply this behaviour in your daily work?

Technical skill | Item 1 | gain relevant knowledge and skills through on-the-job trainings to
dev. meet changing requirements.
Relational Item 2 | help colleagues in times of difficulties by asking them questions that
development support them in finding their own solution.

ltem 3 | help clients in times of difficulties by asking them questions that

support them in
Finding their own solution.

ltem 4 | directly ask my colleagues for feedback to my work.

Item 5 | discuss with my colleagues possible solutions to work-related
challenges.

Item 6 | actively listen to colleagues and clients.

ltem 7 | carefully read the comments from colleagues and clients

ltem 8 | organize information, based on exchanges with colleagues and
clients.

Emotional Item 9 I learn from thinking about past activities.

development . . e o
Iltem 10 | I remain positive in difficult situations.

Iltem 11 | | actively deal with my feelings in work situations.

Iltem 12 | | support my colleagues by addressing their feelings regarding work-
related challenges.

Iltem 13 | | effectively coach colleagues in practice.

Of all the seven items of the self-assessment questionnaire, showing a statistically significant
positive change, the item “I directly ask my colleagues for feedback to my work” experienced the
highest change overall. The participants frequency in directly asking their colleagues for feedback
on their work significantly increased from the pre-test (Mdn= 3) to the post-test (Mdn=4), z = -
4.096, p < .001 (1-tailed), r= -.36. An effect size of r = -.36 according to Cohen represents a
medium change.

From the other six items that encountered a significant improvement in the frequency of the
participants conducting the referenced activities, four of them display small to medium sized
changes because their effect sizes fall between Cohen’s criteria of r= .1 and r= .3 for a small and
medium effect, respectively: These items are:

e “l actively seek opportunities to improve my work practices”: pre-test (Mdn= 4), post-test
(Mdn=4), z=-3.132, p = .001 (1-tailed), r = -.28

e ‘| discuss with my colleagues possible solutions to work-related challenges”: pre-test (Mdn=
4), post-test (Mdn= 4), z = -2.640, p = .005 (1-tailed), r = -.24

e “llearn from thinking about past activities”: pre-test (Mdn= 4) to the post-test (Mdn=4), z = -
2.734, p = .003 (1-tailed), r = -.24
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¢ “l adopt changes to work practices when need arises”: pre-test (Mdn= 4), post-test (Mdn=
4), z=-2.745, p = .003 (1-tailed), r = -.24.

The other two items display only small changes:

o “l actively deal with my feelings in work situations”: pre-test (Mdn= 4), post-test (Mdn= 4), z
= -1.854, p = .038 (1-tailed), r = -.17

¢ ‘| help colleagues in times of difficulties by asking them questions that support them in
finding their own solution”: pre-test (Mdn= 3), post-test (Mdn=4), z=-1.822, p = .037 (1-
tailed), r=-.16

Figure 3: Changes in frequency of activities supporting professional identity transformation
(n= 63; from 1 “not at all” to 5 “almost daily*“)
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The only item that shows a statistically significant negative change from the pre-test to the post-
test is the item “| actively listen to colleagues and clients”. Nevertheless, this change is only small
according to Cohen’s criteria. The participants indicate that they listened to colleagues and clients
statistically more actively before the intervention (Mdn= 4 and M= 4.44) than afterwards (Mdn= 4
and M= 4.27), z=-1.915, p = .040 (1-tailed), r = -.17.

Motivation and confidence to apply the peer coaching knowledge

The course evaluation contained seven open-ended and four closed questions. The values of the
closed items could be found in the middle range of “neither agree nor disagree” but very slightly
tending towards the direction of “agree” on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 “strongly disagree” to 5
“strongly agree”. The statement “| am motivated to participate in a peer coaching group with my
colleagues” had the highest mean with M= 3.71. This was followed by the statements of “| feel
confident of participating in a peer coaching group with my colleagues” (M= 3.56) and “| feel
confident to apply the knowledge gained from the online course in their daily work” (M= 3.54). The
lowest mean of 3.34 is attributed to the statement “| feel confident of creating a peer coaching
group with my colleagues”. Deeper insights came from the content analysis of responses to the
open questions.
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Most relevant knowledge from the course

Being asked about the most relevant content from the course in the form of a free text entry field,
nearly half of the 68 respondents mentioned the knowledge of powerful questioning as being most
relevant for them (n= 27: 39.7%), often together with the notion of helping others to reach a
solution without offering one (n= 6: 8.8%) and staying constructive and positive (n= 6: 8.8%).
Another highly relevant course content for participants was related to the concept of peer coaching
(n=20: 29.4%), the structure and different steps it takes to lead others into finding solutions. The
practical guidelines on how to implement this theoretical knowledge in practice were mentioned in
this regard. The latter is also confirmed by the results of the quantitative analysis. The item “I know
the procedures of peer coaching” was also part of the pre- and post-test comparison and
experienced a significant increase in approval from the pre-test (Mdn= 2) to the post-test (Mdn= 4),
z=-6.284, p <.001 (1-tailed), r = -.56. An effect size of r = .56 represents a large effect according
to Cohen.

Active listening (n= 8: 11.7%), the concept of emotional awareness (n= 5: 7.4%) and growth
mindset awareness (n= 4: 5.9%) were also mentioned as being relevant course content in the free
text field. In addition to these concrete skills, respondents also stated that the understanding of
how important collaboration (n= 5:7.4%) with others could be, as being a highly relevant learning
from the course.

Additional skill requirements

In the attempt to better understand the further training needs of the participants, all 68 participants
were asked which skills they would need to become more engaged with peer coaching via a free
text field. Looking at the response pattern, it becomes clear that many of the respondents referred
to the same knowledge and skill that was already mentioned as being the most relevant knowledge
from the course. From the 68 respondents, 26 (38.2%) mentioned “powerful questions” and 21
(30.8%) “active listening”. Other aspects mentioned were, “emotional awareness” (n=7: 10.2%),
providing feedback and the transfer of the coaching process into practice or the experience with
peer coaching. Seven respondents (10.2%) referred to “time management” as only a good time
management would allow them to get involved in peer coaching.

Further comments from the participants

The last open question that asked for further comments as free text provided a rich general
feedback from the participants. Participants referred in their final statement to the usefulness and
applicability of the course content (n= 13: 19.1%), expressed the fact that the topic was interesting
(n=8: 11.8%), and that there was good material (n= 5: 7.4%). Participants stated the positive
experience as such (n= 6: 8.8%), three participants said that is was an “excellent course” (4.4%).
Four participants (5.9%) said that other CES employees should participate in this course as well
and three (4.4%) referred to the usefulness of the discussions and shared comments in the online
platform. Eight respondents (11.8%) shared their positive experience with this new form of social
online learning. The fact that it is adaptable to one’s own pace, and allows determining one’s own
work dynamic and participation, depending on other obligations at work place made it a positive
experience.

Six participants (8.8%) said that more face-to-face elements are needed especially for practical
exercises. Furthermore there was also an indication that more practical work, assignments and
examples that show real problem solving are necessary.

Time was an issue freely mentioned by 5 respondents (7.4%). Critical feedback was expressed

about the structure of the course website, as for some participants there were too many places to
leave comments and too many subpages (n=10, 14.7%).
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Discussion

In this article the main focus of research is on the impact of the peer coaching training on those
factors that support learning for professional identity transformation and facilitation. In addition, the
investigation strives to answer the extent to which the course could increase the participants’ peer
coaching skills, as well as the confidence and motivation to apply these skills in the practical work
context. Thus it tries to fill the gap between transfer of training into practice and what is necessary
to lead participants into practice.

The EmployID peer coaching training was conducted from May till end of June 2016 in the
Croatian Employment Service (CES). It aimed to train CES practitioners in the methods of peer
coaching, as an instrument to strengthen their skills in facilitating solution-finding at the workplace
with their colleagues and to enrich their support of clients by approaches like powerful questioning,
active listening and mind growth. By encouraging discussions and reflection on specific content of
peer coaching within the online course, the research group intended to stimulate mutual exchange
and learning among the participants. Even though some exchange was expected, the extent to
which the participants responded was surprisingly positive with more than 1,000 comments
enriching discussions on the topics of peer coaching within the online course. The outcome of the
evaluation was positive, verifying the appropriateness of the intervention in improving the
practitioners’ skills and knowledge related to peer coaching.

The analysis of the participants’ behaviour after the intervention showed that they were more
frequently involved in all but one activity related to identity transformation at the end of the course
than at the beginning. Changes have been especially sizable and statistically significant for five
items: two of these items are related to activities that support the practical development at the
workplace: “I actively seek opportunities to improve working practices” (p-value=.002) and “I adopt
changes to work practices when the need arises” (p-value= .006); two items covered the relational
development and learning from and with peers: “| directly ask colleagues for feedback to my work”
(p-value= .000) and “I discuss with my colleagues possible solutions to work-related challenges”
(p-value= .008); and one item was related to one’s own reflectiveness as an important personal
characteristic for successful identity transformation processes: “I learn from thinking about past
activities” (p-value= .006).

These results allow for the deduction that the social learning within the peer coaching course has
already had an impact on collaborative learning as well as the reflective adaptation and
improvement of participants’ own work practices.

Interestingly the frequency of the item “I actively listen to clients and colleagues” — a key skill of
peer coaching - is the only item whose frequency decreased from the beginning to the end of the
course. This phenomenon is regularly observed in learning evaluations that compare data between
the start and the end of a training: Through a course, people can better understand specific
concepts and can better reflect on their own practices, in this case that ‘active listening’ implies
more than ‘just listening’. With this new insight, participants rate their behaviour differently than
before and become aware that they do not apply it as often as they thought they did before the
course. Another possible explanation of this result is increased self-reflection. Maybe through the
course the participants were able to better reflect on their practices; as a result, and at a glance,
this looks like a negative result, however it is actually a positive result because their skills in self-
reflection increased. The explanation for the negative result is regression to the mean. In general in
within-group designs with multiple measurements, extreme scores in the first measurement (either
very high or very low) are likely to be followed by lower scores closer to the true mean, on
subsequent measurements; by chance regardless of the treatment (Field & Hole, 2003). This is
confirmed by the scores on the pre-test where 49.2% of the participants had already rated this item
with the maximum value of “very often”. This was only true for 36.5% of the participants at the post-
test. 33 participants had the same score in the pre-test and the post-test, whereas 20 participants

105



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.24384/000471

International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring
2018, 16 (1), DOI: 10.24384/000471

score on the post-test was lower than in the pre-test and 10 participants’ scores improved from the
pre-test to the post-test. This phenomenon was not visible in the other items that showed
statistically significant differences from the pre-test to the post-test. Other than regression to the
mean, there are a number of other conceivable arguments that could, in general, affect the
responses of participants in self-report questionnaires. These include, among others, for example:
common method variance or common method bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Lee,
2003), social desirability (Phillips & Clancy, 1972), familiarity with the testing situation (Kirk, 2013)
and cognitive dissonance (Colosi & Dunifon, 2006).

The pre-post comparison also showed that participants significantly increased their knowledge
about peer coaching processes, and thus improved their technical facilitation skills. The item I
know the procedures of peer coaching” has a significant positive change (p< .001) with a
difference 1.58 points on the Likert scale between the pre-test and the post-test.

The questions about the learning outcomes from the peer coaching intervention directly after the
course showed that a large majority of participants agreed with statements related to their
confidence in applying the knowledge from the course, their motivation and confidence to get
involved in peer coaching groups as well as creating peer coaching groups. Participants stated that
they intended to use peer coaching with their colleagues and clients and also in personal contexts,
where the skills of “powerful questioning” and “active listening” were perceived as especially
relevant and important.

A group of around 20% of the 68 questionnaire respondents neither agreed nor disagreed with the
statements related to confidence and motivation to use peer coaching. This allows us to deduce
that these participants had not formed their opinion about the personal applicability of peer
coaching in the working context yet.

Qualitative feedback from the questionnaires reflected a positive experience with the peer
coaching course. In their final statements of the questionnaire a large number of participants
referred to the usefulness and applicability of the course content, highlighted the interesting topic
and good material. Participants expressed a positive learning experience and some suggested that
other CES employees should participate in this course as well. The discussions and comments
shared with other learners were perceived as useful and an enrichment to the learning experience.
The respondents also shared their positive experience with this new form of online learning.

The Croatian Public Employment Service organised the peer coaching course with the aim to
equip their employees with new skills, and upgrade the existing ones, to increase resilience and
facilitate problem solving in the workplace. The answers to the open question about the application
of the knowledge shows that learners wanted to use the newly gained knowledge to help others to
reach a solution without offering one themselves, and to stay constructive and positive when
working with others.

The necessity of including more face-to-face elements to the training emerged. Some participants
suggested complementing the online training with a couple of classroom training sessions for the
practical exercises. There were learners who asked for more practical work with other practitioners,
more assignments and more examples from practice. Learners also suggested some actions that
could help the organisation to incorporate peer coaching knowledge into everyday work
procedures. For example, if peer coaching can strengthen peer support, then it needs to be
integrated into existing working processes, seen as a priority by the management and therefore
supported with time and space.

A planned side effect of the peer coaching training was that the skills they developed as part of the
course, for example active listening, emotional awareness and powerful questioning, were not only
useful for the facilitation of colleagues, but also for practitioners’ work with clients; this was
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confirmed by participants of the peer coaching training through an evaluation 4 months after the
course (EmploylD Consortium, 2017).

Evidence from the project suggests that the learning outcome of such training is not just the
knowledge gained on the thematic of peer coaching, but that this process leads to stronger
exchange and facilitation among practitioners from the start of the programme, even before the
peer coaching groups take place. Another main result is that core skills of peer coaching have
been adapted in daily work with clients and colleagues.

Conclusion

In this study it is apparent that the outcome was not just newly acquired knowledge on peer
coaching, but also a stronger exchange and facilitation among practitioners. In addition evidence
shows that the core skills of peer coaching have already been adapted in the participants’ daily
work with their clients as well as in facilitating colleagues. The peer coach training and peer coach
practice provided the opportunity and freedom to exercise skills that are becoming more and more
important in the everyday work of PES practitioners. Improved coaching skills that focus on helping
the clients to find their own solution instead of providing advice are more widely requested for in
European PES; and thus peer coaching training also has the potential to indirectly affect
unemployed people, who are the main clients of PES.

The peer coaching training, as well as peer coaching sessions between colleagues, can be used
as a kind of ‘playground’ in which to experiment and to improve coaching skills that are useful for
the participants and their work. What still needs to be fostered for further uptake of the newly
gained skills is the ability for PES practitioners to have the time, space and continuous training to
enable peer coaching as a way to support professional identity transformation.

A limitation of the research design is that there is no control group in order to establish cause and
effect i.e. to clearly determine that the changes in the participants are as a direct consequence of
the peer coaching training. Furthermore, the research design does not allow measurement of the
appropriate amount of training to yield the intended results. In addition, as the post questionnaire
was only administered immediately after the end of the course, it is not possible to see medium
and long-term impacts of the intervention. More complex quantitative analysis would be difficult in
this case since peer coaching groups are usually made up of about 8 participants, a sample size
quite small, for more complex statistical analyses.

Nevertheless this article goes some way to demonstrate what important role training can play in
peer support and the facilitation of colleagues by providing evidence from the evaluation of the
EmploylD intervention in the CES. The training included a launch workshop and an online course,
and featured a self-assessment questionnaire on identity transformation and facilitation. The
results also show the importance of gaining knowledge on process, as well as on the skills and
practice of peer coaching. Also highlighted are some of the necessary conditions required to
encourage participants to practice peer coaching and how peer coaching can help to fill the gap’
between learning something in theory and then transferring the learning into the workplace.
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