
Acta Biomed 2023; Vol. 94, N. 5: e2023209	 DOI: 10.23750/abm.v94i5.14526	 © Mattioli 1885

H e a l t h  p r o f e s s i o n s

Health coaching for undergraduate nursing students:  
a pilot study for an action research
Rita Romano1, Federica Begarani1, Elena Giovanna Bignami2, Cristina Casubolo1, 
Romina Corbara3, Rachele La Sala1, Pasquale La Torre1, Giuseppe Marletta 1, 
Sandrino Marra1, Michele Martelli1, Michele Minari1, Giulia Pelosi1, Alfonso Sollami1, 
Chiara Taffurelli1, Antonio Pipio2

1University Teaching Hospital of Parma, Parma, Italy; 2Department of Medicine and Surgery, University of Parma, Parma, 
Italy; 3Department of Legal and Social Sciences, D’Annunzio University of Chieti/Pescara, Italy 

Abstract. Background and aim: The Nursing undergraduate degree educational program represents an intensive 
and complex course, and includes a number of professionalizing practical internships, and for these reasons it 
requires an action to support and improve. Coaching is based on the premise that people have personal strengths 
and abilities which, through a interview, can be directed to solving their problems. Several studies demonstrate the 
efficacy of Health Coaching in different University, but never have been measured benefits regard skills improving. 
The objective of the study is to assess the impact of a health coaching program on the nursing students. Method: 
A pre-post quasi-experimental study was conducted, involving the activation of a Health Coaching Program for 
25 nursing students selected through convenience sampling, based on their fulfillment of the inclusion criteria. 
The Health Coaching Program was administered by the Health Coaching Academy. Result: This study also 
evaluated parameters such as: level of concentration in study, motivation, problem solving and reorganization 
skills, study organization skills, psycho-physical-emotional state comprehension, decision-making skills and self-
esteem, noting a statistically significant increase post-HC program. A statistically significant improvement was 
also found in the students’ perception of their own stress management skills after the course. Conclusion: This study 
strengthens the hypothesis that HC programs contribute to improving performance of nursing students. Those 
conclusions need to be corroborated by future studies on the topic to further support the hypothesis that programs 
of HC within the learning nursing contexts can lead to a tangible benefit for students of the health professions. 
(www.actabiomedica.it)
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Introduction

The Nursing undergraduate degree educational 
program represents an intensive and complex course, 
as in addition to the frontal teaching and exams it also 
includes a number of professionalizing practical in-
ternships, and for these reasons it requires an action 
to support and improve the path. The achievement of 

excellent performances and results in life, work and 
study today is in fact increasingly complex.

The strictness and complexity of nursing educa-
tion can prove challenging, as the nursing student also 
begins clinical experience in a healthcare setting to 
provide patients care, the reasons why their training 
path could sometimes feel overwhelming.

Stress represent a reaction of our body when we are 
faced with external stimuli that becomes unbalanced 
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to the internal available resources. Stress itself is un-
derstood as an experience of tension and irritation, in 
which an organism reacts to physical or psychological 
components when a situation appears that causes fear, 
excitement or confusion, which can trigger manifesta-
tions of depression, tachycardia or digestive disorders 
(1).

Stress also can have multiple effects on profes-
sionals such as empathy decline, professionalism 
decrease, fatigue, illnesses, drug use, psychological dis-
tress, and suicide rates increasing (2). In a recent study 
conducted at the Ciudad Real University in Spain, it 
is highlighted that 47.92% of students enrolled in the 
Nursing Course indicated a moderate level of stress 
with an average score on the perceived stress scale (3).

The stress and critical situations managing skills 
are crucial, especially for a nursing student, who will 
have to work in environments where the rhythms are 
frenetic, the responsibility is great and where there 
may be sudden critical events to deal with. For this rea-
son it’s really important to ensure an adequate train-
ing with useful and effective tools and strategies that 
can help them during and after their University career. 
One of these is the Health Coaching (HC), used as a 
stress management strategy for nursing students.

Background

Health Coaching (HC) is defined in the litera-
ture as “The art of encouraging a person’s active partic-
ipation in the management of their health. Coaching is 
based on the premise that people are resourceful with in-
ner strengths and capabilities and involves conducting 
non-judgmental, solution-oriented, person-centered con-
versations to support people in identifying and working 
towards their goals”(4).

It should be emphasized that the HC is a 
person-centered collaborative relationship between 
the health coach (adequately trained professional who 
has the task of developing people’s potential in order 
to improve their psycho-physical-emotional well-
being) and the coachee (client cared by the coach) 
involving the process of health promotion and educa-
tion, aims to motivate the client to achieve personally 
identified health-related goals set during the coach-
ing sessions, helps the client to analyze the options, to 

make choices, to plan and identify challenges and to 
facilitate the changing process of their health behav-
iors leading to disease proper management (5).

Several studies demonstrate the efficacy of HC in 
different University settings, from Saudi Arabia (6), to 
the United States of America (7-9). Some studies in 
the literature have examined this aspect and emerged 
that the HC courses included in an Academic curricula 
could give overall benefits to the students, but never 
have been measured benefits regard skills improving or 
its contribution in order to pass the exams.

For example, in the study conducted by Cameron 
et al. (9) it was highlighted how the HC program, 
during the 1st year of course, second semester of the 
Georgetown University School of Medicine Class, 
leds to a significant reduction in stress levels and 
greater awareness on its managing (9), although not 
emerged significant improvements in time manage-
ment (p  =  0.10) and in energy for relationships and 
school (p = 0.089). The global resilience was not dif-
ferent (p =  0.186), but significant changes were ob-
served in control (p = 0.029) and spiritual influence 
(p = 0.005)(9).

In another experimental study by Aboashmat  
et al. (6) it was shown that the use of life coaching, with 
the acronym GROW (Goal, Reality, Options, Will) 
method appeared to be effective in reducing the psy-
chological burden and mental health problems among 
dentistry students. In particular, coaching was shown 
to be effective in aspects of depression, stress and self-
acceptance, anxiety, resilience, autonomy, environmen-
tal mastery, personal growth, positive relationships with 
others and life purpose. The authors recommended its 
use as an institutional teaching method to help dentistry 
students to cope with their psychological problems and 
to shape their educational aims. The study found that 
in the experimental group (compared to the control 
group) there were significant reductions in students’ 
depression and stress levels and significant increases in 
self-acceptance levels and approach to the goal (6).

Aim

On the basis of the analysis of the literature and 
above all on some gaps founded in the field of quan-
titative research on the topic, a quasi-experimental 
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study was conducted in the Nursing course degree 
of the University of Parma aimed to assess whether a 
specific HC program could bring improvements to the 
students’ learning process, through the use of tools that 
make the HC impact measurable.

Methods

Research questions

Does the HC intervention contribute to the positive 
overcoming of the nursing students’ exams? Does the HC 
intervention improves students’ perception of the follow-
ing variables: motivation, organizational skills, level of 
concentration, problem solving skills, psycho-physical-
emotional state comprehension, decision-making skills, 
level of self-esteem, stress management skills?

Hypothesis

H1: significant increase in the variables means: 
motivation, organizational skills, level of concen-
tration, problem solving skills, psycho-physical-
emotional state comprehention, decision-making 
skills, self-esteem level, stress management skills.

H2: significant increase in the number of success-
fully passed exams between the pre HC intervention 
and post HC intervention.

Design

It has been conducted a pre-post quasi-
experimental study on a convenience sample of nurs-
ing students who followed a structured HC program.

Sample

Nursing students enrolled during their 1st aca-
demic year who have not yet passed the 4 exams of 
the 1st semester of the Nursing course and Nursing 
students enrolled during their 2nd academic year who 
have not passed the 3 preparatory exams for the 3rd 
year internships.

Procedure

The quantitative study can be divided into the fol-
lowing 5 phases:

	- Start-up phase: presentation of the HC project 
to the nursing students sample enrolled.

	- Phase 1: questionnaire administration to frame 
their situation with respect to the exams taken and 
whether they intend to join the project and sub-
sequently to subscribe the consent to participate.

	- Phase 2: introductory via web HC session last-
ing 45 minutes/1 hour to determine the start-
ing point; during this session the “Wheel of 
Life” will be administered in the specific con-
text of study.

	- Phase 3: two via web HC sessions lasting  
45 minutes/1 hour, adapting HC protocols 
based on the student’s characteristics (designed 
by the HC Academy) and NLP (Neuro Linguis-
tic Programming) techniques, such as anchoring 
(neuro stimulus-response association, learned. 
Anchors serve to link a functional response to a 
stimulus; they serve to help ourselves, or the oth-
ers, to improve the mood, the time-line (the rep-
resentation of the time that we make). It is a tool 
that deals with the organization of memories 
and the unconscious perception of “what will 
happen to us”, of our expectations) (10).

Data collection

The study involves the use of the following evalu-
ation tools:

	- Wheel of Life on specific areas of the student’s 
life: The wheel of life is a tool used in coach-
ing that allows you to get to the heart of a per-
son’s life in just a few minutes. A pie chart is 
employed to visually depict the student’s life 
segmented into wedges, representing the ar-
eas deemed most significant within the field of 
study. The construction of this pie chart is tai-
lored ad-hoc for this study and draws upon the 
expertise of the researchers involved (11).
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data distribution should be regarded as non-normal. 
Two types of tests therefore were used:

	- Non-parametric Wilkoxon test for correlated 
samples, for variables whose distribution wasn’t 
normal;

	- Parametric t-test for related samples for vari-
ables in which the distribution was normal.

Results with p<0.05 were deemed statistically 
significant. In both tests the effect size was calcu-
lated, specifically through the Hedges’ g indicator 
for normally distributions, whose magnitudes rates 
were: 0.01=very small; 0.20 small; 0.50=medium; 
0.80=large; 1.20=very wide; 2.0=huge (13). About 
not normally distributions, the effect size was calcu-
lated using Kerby’s r whose magnitudes rates were: 
0.01=very small; 0.20 small; 0.50=medium; 0.80=large 
(14). Among some continuous variables, an analysis of 
the correlations according to the Spearman’s R model 
was carried out, and only the significant correlations  
(r >.30) were considered (15).

Ethical consideration

It was not necessary to obtain the local Ethics 
Committee consent as the HC course was included 
as a pilot project within the study plan of the course, 
subject to authorization by the Study Course Council; 
the data collected were made anonymous and no data 
attributable to the student’s name was found. For join-
ing the project and collecting data, the students were 
asked for consent after providing adequate informa-
tion about the study purpose; they voluntarily replying 
to the questionnaire therefore represented their con-
sent to participate.

Results

25 students took part in the project on a voluntary 
basis, of which 20 (80%) were female and only 5 (20%) 
male, with an average age of 25 years old (minimum 
19 years and maximum 53 years).

The student wheel, created and designed ad-hoc 
for nursing students, will take into consideration the 
student’s perception of the following 8 areas:

1.	 Level of concentration in study.
2.	 Motivation.
3.	 Problem solving and reorganization skills 

(according to the difficulties they may encounter).
4.	 Study organization skills.
5.	 Psycho-physical-emotional state 

comprehension.
6.	 Decision making skills.
7.	 Self-esteem.
8.	 Stress management skills.
9.	 Passed exams

For each of these areas, students will have to iden-
tify their level of perception on a scale from 0 to 100.

At the end of the HC sessions, the students 
were asked for their overall assessment of the coach-
ing process through a single item: “How do you over-
all evaluate the HC program received?” where 1 one 
represented the minimum score and 5 the maximum 
score. The number of exams passed at the end of the 
course was also asked.

Data analysis

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (v. 26.0, 
IBM Corp. Released 2019) program was used to eval-
uate the data. In addition to the descriptive analyses, 
some tests were conducted to evaluate the significance 
of the differences between the pre and post values of 
the measured variables. To assess whether the samples 
were normally distributed, the Shapiro-Wilk test was 
used, because the sample size is less than 100 (12). For 
the following variables concentration, study organiza-
tional skills and stress management skills, the result 
was not significant (p >.05), therefore the distribution 
data is to be considered normal.

Regarding the remaining variables (motivation, 
problem-solving skills, comprehension of psychic-
physical-relational state, decision-making skills, self-
esteem, and passed exams), the Shapiro-Wilk test 
yielded a significant result (p < .05), indicating that the 
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that can be seen with the literature examined is that 
this study investigates not only their stress manage-
ment skills but also the level of concentration in study, 
motivation, problem solving skills and reorganization 
skills, the ability to organize of the study, the psycho-
physical-emotional state comprehension, decision-
making skills and self-esteem.

The hypothesis that the HC intervention produced 
positive outcomes is further confirmed by the size of 
the Hedges’s g and Kerby’s r effects, which are respec-
tively from “large” to almost “enormous” for the vari-
ables with non-normal distribution and to an “average” 
effect for variables that are not normally distributed, 
giving even more value to our initial hypothesis.

Most of the studies examined furthermore, did 
not investigate the effectiveness of coaching, that is its 
impact on the improvement of the academic perfor-
mance. The other novelty of our study was to dem-
onstrate how the use of HC leads to a significant 
improvement in exam passing by nursing students. In 
fact, out of a total of 25 students who participated in 
the study, 72% of them (n = 18) at the end of the course 
had passed all the exams required for the first semester 
of the course with a mean of 3.6 exams passed, com-
pared to 0 at the beginning of the route.

Unlike the study by Cameron et al (9), as already 
described in the data collection paragraph, this study 

Considering the variables included in the “wheel 
of life”, the following tables show the means measured 
before and after the HC sessions, with the relative dif-
ferences and p values and the relative effect sizes “r” 
and Hedge’s g.

At the end of the coaching process, the students 
were asked how many exams they had passed; 18 stu-
dents (72%) had passed the 4 exams of the 1st semes-
ter. At the end of the course, the students were asked 
to evaluate the course using a Likert-type scale from 1 
to 5 (1 = minimum score and 5 = maximum score). The 
mean of the 25 respondents was M = 4.60 (St.Dev. = 
.645).

By computing the correlation between the con-
tinuous variables of the wheel of life and the overall 
evaluation of the course made by the students, the 
correlations between: delta_organization and delta_
understanding: r =.469 (p<.05); delta_decision-
making skills and delta_self-esteem: r =.614 (p<.001); 
delta_stress management skills and overall evaluation 
of the course: r =.415 (p<.001).

Discussion

This study introduces novelties in the national 
and international literary scene. The first difference 

Table 1. Variables “wheels of life” with non-normal distribution.

n m St.Dev.
Delta

(POST – PRE) p* r

Motivation PRE 25 72,60 19,046 16.88 .000 .600

Motivation POST 25 89,48 11,993

Problem solving and reorganization skills PRE 25 61,00 16,833 20.60 .000 .586

Problem solving and reorganization skills POST 25 81,60 13,207

Psycho-physical-emotional state comprehension PRE 25 70,60 24,338 18.92 .001 .459

Psycho-physical-emotional state comprehension POST 25 89,52 11,083

Decision making skills PRE 25 62,40 21,656 16.00 .001 .480

Decision making skills POST 25 78,40 14,770

Self-esteem PRE 25 60,00 18,930 20.60 .000 .571

Self-esteem POST 25 80,60 13,175

Passed exams PRE 25 2,20 ,764 1.4 .000 .609

Passed exams POST 25 3,60 ,707

Note: (*) Non-parametric Wilkoxon test for paired samples (IC 95%); St.Dev. = Standard deviation
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skills and self-esteem (r = .614) and, albeit with a lesser 
strength, between organization and comprehension 
(r = .469) and between stress management skills and 
overall evaluation of the course (r = .415). The data 
would seem to suggest that the HC intervention al-
lowed students to improve decision-making skills and 
therefore self-esteem, improve their study organization 
skills and then about contents’ comprehension. Finally, 
it seems that those who judged the course more fa-
vorably also improved their stress management skills.

Conclusions

Consistent with findings from previous studies, 
our project has also demonstrated a statistically sig-
nificant improvement in stress management ability be-
fore and after coaching sessions, with an approximate 
increase of around 20%. Moreover, it has contributed 
to the literary landscape by considering the number of 
exams passed following the coaching program. Most 
of the studies examined, in fact, did not investigate 
the effectiveness of coaching in terms of its impact 
on academic progress or improvement in academic 
performance. The novelty of our study lies in demon-
strating how the use of a Health Coaching Program 
can lead to a significant improvement in exam suc-
cess rates among nursing students. Out of a total of 
25 participants in the study, 72% of them (n = 18) had 
successfully passed all the exams required in the first 
semester of their course of study, with an average of 
3.6 exams passed, compared to 0% at the beginning 
of the program. Despite the sampling limitation, this 

also evaluated other parameters such as: level of con-
centration in study, motivation, problem solving and 
reorganization skills, study organization skills, psycho-
physical-emotional state comprehension, decision-
making skills and self-esteem. For each item there was 
a statistically significant increase post-HC program 
(Table 1 and table 2). In our study, the students’ per-
ception of their stress management skills was also eval-
uated, and for this variable too there was a statistically 
significant improvement after the course itself with an 
increase of 20.08 as shown in Table 2.

As shown in Table 1 and Table 2, the pre-post HC 
statistical tests on the measured variables show signifi-
cant differences, therefore we can admit the hypothesis 
that the HC intervention can produce positive results, 
confirmed by the Hedges’s g effect size coefficient, 
which ranges from “large” to almost “enormous” as 
highlighted in Table 2 for normally distributed vari-
ables, and by Kerby’s r effect size coefficient which 
stands for an “average” effect, (see Table 1) for the vari-
ables that that are not normally distributed. We are not 
aware of any studies that evaluate the effectiveness of 
HC interventions on passing exams, it was therefore 
not possible to make any comparison with the litera-
ture examined as no study found took these items into 
consideration or the studies carried out were of qualita-
tive type (e.g. with focus groups) which aimed to detect 
only and exclusively the students’ perception without 
properly measuring pre- and post-intervention. (8).

Last but not least it should be highlighted how the 
correlations have highlighted a positive significance 
between some variables. Among these, it is interesting 
to see a strong correlation between decision-making 

Table 2. Variables “wheels of life” with normal distribution.

n m St.Dev.
Delta  

(POST – PRE) p* Hedges’s g

Level of concentration in study PRE 25 60,60 18,446 18,08 t(24)=7,441, p=.000 1.052

Level of concentration in study POST 25 78,68 15,633

Study organization skills PRE 25 51,20 18,612 25.48 t(24)=7,684, p=.000 1.086

Study organization skills POST 25 76,68 15,855

Stress management skills PRE 25 54,72 28,633 20.08 t(24)=4,616, p=.000 .0652

Stress management skills POST 25 74,80 18,901

Note: (*) Parametric t-test for paired samples (IC 95%); St.Dev. = Standard deviation
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study strengthens the hypothesis that HC programs 
contribute to improving the University performance of 
nursing students. Those conclusions need to be corrob-
orated by future studies on the topic to further support 
the hypothesis that programs of HC within the learn-
ing nursing contexts can lead to a tangible benefit for 
students or more generally of the health professions.
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