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Context and the Evolution 
 
This paper originates from the 2004 International Coach Federation (ICF) Strategic Planning 
Retreat, which requested that a study (white paper) be conducted of what needs to be in place for 
coaching to be recognized as a self-regulating profession by the public and regulators. 
 
As we discussed this project, we shifted the perspective from writing a white paper on coaching 
as a self-regulated profession, to a thought paper focusing on the key issues facing coaching as a 
profession.  We contacted some of the leading and representative thinkers in the coaching field, 
within and outside of ICF, and asked them to share their views on the future of the profession. 
 
The Participants 
 
The participants interviewed are thought leaders from a cross section of recognized coaching 
associations, organizations and academic institutions. Note: The majority of those invited replied; 
there were a smaller number of invitees who either declined participation or did not reply to our 
invitation.  A complete listing of all Thought Paper Participants can be found at the conclusion of 
this document. 
 
We conducted most interviews by telephone; a few participants responded via email.   The 
answers were collected, reviewed, summarized and appear in a bulleted format, detailing 
common themes and divergent thinking.  In order to allow the greatest freedom of thought, all 
interviewees were assured the confidentiality of their individual responses to provide a more 
objective collaboration.  The paper was simultaneously released to the ICF Board of Directors 
and all interviewees.  
 
Questions and Answers 
 
All respondents were asked to hold the context of looking at the next 5 years of the coaching 
profession in answering the following questions: 
 
1. How do we address the challenge of having a universal definition of coaching? 

 
• The majority of those interviewed saw a focus on a singular - universal definition of 

coaching as a futile effort and not the most productive use of time. 
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• Defining coaching is similar to how people define leadership.  There are skill areas, 
schools of thought, and there may not be agreement.  We would not want to become 
immobilized by a process of trying to build a consensus around a universal definition. 

 
• Coaching has evolved significantly over the past ten to fifteen years and it will continue to 

do so.  Research and academic involvement are producing more explicit links to the 
fields of Organizational Development, Psychology, Human Resources and Management 
Theory.  As coaching evolves, new ideas are reflected which may change the definition. 

 
• If we examine the definitions of coaching around the world, we will likely find common 

elements.  These elements could be gathered by a skilled researcher.  The purpose may 
not be to forge a universal definition but rather clarify the common elements to create a 
broad definition of coaching. 

 
• Rather than focus on a universal definition, we need a worldwide concentration on 

defining the different types of coaching such as Executive, Corporate, Life/Personal, 360 
Feedback, Business, etc. and the standards, education and experience required for each. 

 
• We need to distinguish between (a) informally using coaching skills within the practice of 

some other pursuit, i.e., “little ‘c’ coaching”; and (b) the formalized practice of Coaching 
as a profession, i.e., “big ‘C’ Coaching”.  The definition should focus on Coaching with a 
capital “C”. 

 
• In defining coaching, it depends on to what extent we desire a definition that is 

prescriptive vs. descriptive. A prescriptive definition lends to tightening the field and 
limited practice.  This benefits those who are already established in the work and creates 
barriers to entrance.  It also begins the process of clarifying for purchasers what it is they 
are purchasing. A descriptive definition seeks to capture the rich and expansive set of 
practices and services that now co-exist uneasily under the coaching umbrella. 

 
• If we are to create a more prevalent definition of coaching, we need to begin a dialogue 

with the multitude of divergent constituencies and thought leaders within and outside of 
the coaching field to come to a common understanding.    The goal may not be full 
agreement but rather alignment.  This dialogue should include established coaching 
organizations, coach training programs, academics, research, clients and leaders from 
other professions who are not coaches. 

 
 
2. What is the next step in establishing universal standards for professional coaches? 
 

• There are recognized competencies and standards accepted by many in the coaching 
community.  There are also questions that limit acceptance across associations.  If we 
are to build a profession and claim shared knowledge, we need empirical research that 
grounds the competencies and ties them to more than collective wisdom.  We need to 
subject the competencies and standards to serious academic research.  Associations 
might partner together to sponsor research and bring more credibility to the field. 

 
• There is a problem with the idea of “universal standards” given the variety of practices 

that are called coaching at the present time.  Establishing universal standards implies a 
regulatory framework such as in law or medicine.  Even in these established professions, 
training and standards can vary.  If we are able to define an appropriate and useful 
classification of different types of coaching, the standards, education and experience 
requirements will follow. 

 
• We need to move past the perception that everyone can be a coach.   
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• If coaching is to become a profession, there needs to be broad global research and 

involvement with the academic community. 
 

• Focus on why coaching is different and how to recognize someone who is committed to  
becoming or being a professional coach. 

 
• Collaborate with each other across the field, not just within an organization.  Move past 

the bias that one is better than the other.  Be open to divergent opinions and engage in 
dialogue to create collaborative relationships that advance coaching to a profession. 

 
• There are several organizations with defined standards.  Bring key leaders of these 

groups together to find common ground and create consensus. 
 
3. What is the greatest danger to the coaching profession right now? 
 

• Coaching is not a profession as long as anyone who wants to can call their work with 
individuals or organizations “coaching”, and no one is in a position to contradict them.  
The distinction between the activity of coaching and the profession is not clear either. 

 
• Incorrect labeling, promotion and marketing about what coaching is for the public.  

Coaching is a hot commodity.  Everyone is calling themselves a coach and there are no 
quality controls.  Reality TV adds to confusion and creates anxiety around coaching in the 
business/corporate world. 

 
• “Coaches” who are not very good, or who are incompetent are diluting coaching’s 

effectiveness and creating a bad experience and backlash for the profession. 
 

• Coaching clichés, fads, hype and commercialism rather than substance about coaching; 
Book titles that promote coaching as the answer to everything.  While the self-help 
market is here today, a long-term profession cannot be built on this kind of thinking. 

 
• Failure to enroll adequate coach buy-in and support for standards, practices, training and 

credentialing for the purpose of a self-regulated profession. 
 

• People promoting themselves or their brand as a coach and not really doing coaching; 
especially of concern are those who border on therapy. 

 
• Coaches defining and setting standards before there is adequate research to ground the 

standards. 
 

• Confusion within and outside of the coaching community regarding the distinction 
between coaching and therapy.   

 
• Not building alliances with other organizations and professions such as psychologists, 

therapists, and HR professionals. 
 

• A coaching community that does not have a sufficient understanding of what it really 
takes to be a coach which results in annoying the public and other professions.  This 
could prevent a self-regulated coaching profession.  

 
• Proliferation of unaccredited training programs that confuse potential coaches and 

coaching clients. 
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• Over promising and over promoting in coaching and coach training, with coaches thinking 
they will make a lot of money. 

 
• The word about coaching grew as coaches started the industry and promoted coaching 

to potential coaches.  The industry is like a child at adolescence, running around making 
lots of noise.  Coaches cannot continue to feed off each other.  It’s time to mature into a 
young adult and move toward a profession. 

 
• Intervention by government if bad coaching proliferates and we don’t come to consensus 

as a professional body. 
 
4. How do we create greater clarity for the public about what constitutes a qualified 

professional coach? 
 
Most of the answers we received to this question addressed two common themes.   
 
Primary Theme:  Marketing, Public Relations and Education 
 

• A marketing/public relations campaign needs to be established in such a manner so that 
businesses and corporations describe how coaching is being used in the organizational 
setting while providing specific examples of its positive effects and impact 

 
• Recognized and respected business print and television media that publicize high profile 

clients and organizations who endorse coaching 
 

• Mass education to Fortune 1000 companies 
 

• Educating corporations is a lot easier than educating the public 
 

• Educating internally to coaches and externally to the public consumer must be a priority 
 

• Provide coaches and their clients with well positioned stories encompassing 5-7 key 
points for media 

 
• A one-page document for the consumer spelling out guidelines on how to properly select 

the right coach  
 
Secondary Theme:  Professional Certification and Credentialing 
 

• Simplify all of the coaching certifications into one branded credential (for qualification and 
level of competence) and educate the public as to these standards.  This step will require 
that coaches buy into a universally accepted certification standard.  Clarity must reach 
the public. 

 
• One representative body (professional association) for coaching to which everyone 

subscribes; one organization worldwide that governs coaching  
 

• Getting the governmental backing of standards  
 

• Greater emphasis on scientifically-based research and tying that to coaching 
competence, as well as demonstrating what kinds of coaching practices can reliably 
result in agreed upon improvement 
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5.  Who should be paying for professional review and oversight in the following areas: an 
ethical conduct review process, individual coach credentialing and coaching school 
accreditation? 
 
There was a clear consensus as to who should be funding professional review and oversight.  In 
coach certification, coach credentialing, and school accreditation, it was universally agreed that 
the applicant should be the bearer of the cost.   
 
In the area of ethical conduct review, it was agreed that the professional association or 
organization that does the review should bear the cost, which would be funded by member dues.  
There were a few interviewees who suggested that part of the ethical conduct review costs could 
be covered by a fee assessment to coaches who were officially found in breach of the 
professional code of ethics. 
 
There was less consensus at to who should be the lead organizational body to oversee 
professional review.   Some felt that coach certification, coach credentialing, school accreditation 
and professional ethics oversight should be handled by an independent body that was either 
separate from, or an umbrella organization of, the lead professional coaching association. 
 
6. What other questions should we be asking? 
 

• How do we define and improve professional excellence? 
 

• When will the coaching profession adopt a more professional tone versus an 
enthusiastic tone? 

 
• How about calling a coaching summit that includes business schools, graduate 

schools of psychology, major firms involved in coaching, significant organizational 
purchasers of coaching, current schools of coaching, and the research community? 

 
• Are professional coaching associations responsible for making coaches successful? 

 
• How does coaching go from a formally accepted body of knowledge to a widely 

accepted philosophy and style of communication in our society? 
 

• How do we expand the funding for research? 
 

• How do we differentiate between different kinds of coaching? 
 

• How can professional bodies and key players work together to do something that 
none of them can do individually? 

 
Summary Points 
 

• A singular - universal definition of coaching may be the wrong focus. It may be more 
beneficial to agree upon coaching definitions for the specific type of coaching (e.g., 
executive, life, etc.) offered to the client. 

 
• Current standards of coaching competence and skill sets need to be tied to serious 

academic research. 
 

• The greatest danger to the coaching profession seems to be a lack of quality control and 
sufficient barriers to entry. 
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• A concentrated and strategic marketing/public relations campaign that reaches the 
business world would improve the professional acceptance and recognition of coaching 
in the marketplace. 

 
• Coaches need to unite behind one professional designation that will allow the public to be 

clear about the industry standard designation for a professional coach. 
 

• There was agreement that there needs to be a unifying body to provide professional 
review and oversight in the areas of certification, credentialing and ethical conduct 
review.  There was not agreement as to who that lead body should be. 

 
Authors’ Discovery 
 
As we began the interview process and listened to the participants, we realized our questions 
were just a beginning for conversation and discussion. We stayed firm in adhering to our original 
questions in order to complete the project with consistency and timeliness.  We were surprised at 
the commonality of answers and themes that emerged from the interviews given the diverse 
experience and background of the participants.  We personally acknowledge all of the 
participants for joining us in this endeavor as they willingly shared their insight and expertise.  The 
Future of Coaching as a Profession is calling for the continuance of a collaborative conversation. 
 
Participants  
 
Laura B. Atwood, ACPC, President of Adler School of Professional Coaching – SouthWest, 
Phoenix campus, Co-Chair ICF Regulatory Committee, email: LAtwood@adlercoach.com  
web: www.adlercoachsw.com  
 
Jeffrey E. Auerbach, PhD, PCC, President, College of Executive Coaching,  
email: ja@executivecoachcollege.com web: www.executivecoachcollege.com  
 
Rey A. Carr, PhD, Certified Level III Senior Peer Coach, CEO, Peer Resources, 
email: rcarr@peer.ca  web: www.peer.ca   
 
James Flaherty, MCC, Founder New Ventures West,   
email: james@newventureswest.com web: www.newventureswest.com  
 
Dolly Garlo, RN, JD, PCC, Former ICF Ethics & Standards Committee Chair, ICF Regulatory 
Committee Member, email: dmgarlo@allthrive.com web: www.allthrive.com 
 
Anthony M. Grant, PhD, Director: Coaching Psychology Unit, School of Psychology, Sydney 
University, Australia, email: anthonyg@psych.usyd.edu.au  
web: www.psych.usyd.edu.au/coach  
 
Howard Greenstein, MS, Senior Director of Non Degree Management Programs, School of 
Continuing Professional Studies, New York University (NYU). email: howard.greenstein@nyu.edu 
web: www.scps.nyu.edu 
 
Robert Hicks, PhD, Director of the Executive and Professional Coaching Program, University of 
Texas at Dallas, School of Management, email: robert.hicks@utdallas.edu  
web: http://som.utdallas.edu/coaching 
 
Bob Hughes, ACC, CPCC, Leadership Coach, UK.  
email: bob.hughes@fortonbank.org.uk  web: www.fortonbank.org.uk 
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Margaret Krigbaum, MCC, JD, formerly ICF Vice President, Board Member, Chair of the 
Credentialing and Continuing Education Committee, Chair of the Application Review Committee, 
email: makcoach@earthlink.net 
 
Bill Lindberg, J.D., PCC, Executive Director, ACTO, The Association of Coach Training Programs 
www.acto1.com , President, The Ash Grove Group, email: wh_lindberg@msn.com  
web: www.ashgrovegroup.com  
 
Barbara Mark, PhD, President, International Association of Coaches (IAC), Board Member of 
IAC, email: Barbara@barbaramark.com  web: www.barbaramark.com 
 
Monica McGrath, PhD, Adjunct Faculty, Wharton School at University of Pennsylvania,  
email: mmcgrath@resourcesforleadership.com web: www.resourcesforleadership.com 
 
Catherine Ng, Senior Coach, Top Human, Beijing, China, email: cath5ng@yahoo.com.hk 
web: www.tophuman.com 
 
David B. Peterson, PhD, Senior Vice President, Personnel Decisions International, 
   
email: david.peterson@personneldecisions.com  web: www.personneldecisions.com  
 
Doug Riddle, PhD, Global Director of Coaching and Feedback Services, The Center for Creative 
Leadership, email: riddled@leaders.ccl.org web: www.ccl.org 
 
Renee Robertson, PCC, Director and Founder of MCI’s Sales & Leadership Coaching & 
Development Programs, ICF Chairperson of the Advisory Council on Internal Coaching 
Programs, email: Renee.Robertson@mci.com  
 
Gil Schwenk, Chairman of the Standards Committee, European Mentoring & Coaching Council 
(EMCC), email: gil@schwenk.me.uk web: www.emccouncil.org 
 
Karen Tweedie, ACC, President ICF Australasia, email: kt@knewtechnologies.com  
web: www.knewtechnologies.com  
 
Pat Willams, EdD, MCC, At Large Director, ICF Board of Directors; Co-Chair ICF Regulatory 
Committee, email: pat@lifecoachtraining.com  web: www.lifecoachtraining.com    
 
Richard Zackon, ACC, JD, First Chair of the ICF Research & Development Committee, 
email: rzackon@pcncoaching.com web: www.pcncoaching.com  
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