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There are at least five
problems with the way
many industry
associations think about

The trouble with
competent coaches
As a purchaser of coaching services – how do you decide whether
someone is a good coach or not? If I move house and want a good GP, I
make sure my new GP went to medical school. If I want a good lawyer, I
check candidates to make sure they went to a reputable university. If I

coaching competence

want a good architect, again I want to know they are properly qualified.

and apply that thinking

The GP, the lawyer and the architect all belong to professions, and they

in practice.

all start their professional journey by attaining a university qualification.
By contrast, coaching is not a profession and coaches are not required to
go to university. Instead, there have emerged various coaching bodies,
industry associations with their own systems of accreditation. Most
accreditation systems are based on the evaluation of competence, an
approach we will argue has serious limitations. In this paper we will
review some of those limitations before offering up ideas as to what else
we can do to make good hiring decisions.

The trouble with competence
There are at least five problems with the way many industry associations think
about coaching competence and apply that thinking in practice.
1. An attachment to simplicity
Competency frameworks assume simple linear cause and effect. It is
assumed that if a coach demonstrates a certain set of standard generic
behaviours, this will lead to predictable beneficial outcomes. If the coach
chooses to demonstrate different behaviours, then outcomes will be sub-
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optimal. For example, one coaching association suggests that an effective
coach ‘uses humor effectively to create lightness and energy’. This implies
that all coaching clients in all contexts will respond well to the coach being
humorous. If we put aside for a moment the extent to which different
people find different things to be funny, there will always be some people
in some contexts for whom the expression of humour by the coach will be
disconcerting and unwelcome.

Competency
frameworks assume
simple linear cause
and effect.

The same coaching association suggests that the effective coach ‘shows
genuine concern for the client’s welfare and future.’ This reads like a useful
guiding principle, but not a behavioural competency to be applied in all
scenarios. If, for example, I perceive my client to be defensive and wary of
being categorised as ‘lacking’, then I may choose to withhold an overt
demonstration of concern in the moment, believing it may lead to
withdrawal. The same coaching association says that the good coach
‘summarises, paraphrases, reiterates, and mirrors back what the client has
said to ensure clarity and understanding.’ Again, there are undoubtedly
times when these are useful things to do. There may be other occasions
when the coach senses that silence is the best course of action, enabling
the client to make their own sense of what they hear themselves saying.
Similarly, asking ‘open-ended questions’ may well help the client access
new insights, but sometimes asking closed questions usefully helps the
client choose between two options. Asking questions to help the client
‘toward what they desire, not … look backward’ may be useful when the
client is ready to move forward, but asking questions that invite the client
to reflect on the past may be helpful in enabling the client to understand
their predicament and to become more self-aware.
Many coaching competencies are not behavioural and are therefore open
to interpretation. For example a requirement that a coach ‘understands …
the guidelines and specific parameters of the coaching relationship,’ or ‘is
present … during the coaching process’, or ‘is open to not knowing’.
Accordingly, some coaching associations have developed behavioural
markers that supposedly enable an observer to determine what the coach
is thinking, but then we must consider the Rashomon Effect (see below).
2.

Scarce evidence
There is scarce evidence to support the idea that adherence to a coaching
competency framework in itself will make someone an effective coach.
Studies exist supporting the importance of some specific competencies,
but studies also exist challenging the utility of competency frameworks as
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Coaching competencies
constructed in this way are
ultimately defined by
people who have been
coaching a long time,
people who may be locked
into a set of philosophies
and beliefs that are
correspondingly aged.

a complete and valid reference point for the practising coachi. Indeed, if
we cast an eye toward the counselling and psychotherapy literature, the
ability to relate would appear to be the most important practitioner
attributei, an attribute too layered and situational to reduce to a generic
set of competencies.
We cannot say that there is no evidence to support these coaching
competency frameworks. Most coaching bodies construct their
frameworks by gathering groups of coaches, usually experienced coaches
holding one of their credentials, and ask those coaches which
competencies are most important. This is evidence of a sort, but it is not
strong evidence. There is no aspect of this process that directly evaluates
the impact of these coach’s work. There is nothing to assure us that what
those coaches think is impactful about their work actually is impactful.
There is evidence to suggest that coaches are often quite unaware the
impact of their work on the client.
At least this is evidence of a kind you may say, and you would be right, but
there exists a major flaw with this approach which is that coaching
competencies constructed in this way are ultimately defined by people
who have been coaching a long time, people who may be locked into a set
of philosophies and beliefs that are correspondingly agedi. Absent from
most processes is a rigorous review process, the kind of process that
often exists in those professions whose standards are managed by an
independent body, often an academic body.
3. The Rashomon effect
Adrian Meyers and Tatiana Bachkirova asked experienced coaches to
witness other coaches in action. Generally speaking, both coaches-inaction and clients were happy with the coaching sessions, but observers
were much more critical. There are various explanations for this
discrepancy, one being that observers were assessing the session through
their own, different, lens as to what constitutes good coaching and were
making untested assumptions as to the impact of the behaviours that
they didn’t like. For example, in one session a coach asked the client to
engage in a particular exercise. Both coach and client reported the coach
asking the client permission to undertake the exercise. An observer, on
the other hand, complained that the coach had forced the client into
undertaking the exercise. The same series of events interpreted quite
differently by those acting out the event and the person watching the
event.
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Industry associations,
assessing coaches by
listening to recordings,
don’t talk to clients to
understand their
experience of a coaching
session. They infer the
impact of the coach’s
behaviour, and are likely to
be inferring that impact
incorrectly.

Observers were, in general, critical of the way the coaches coached, even
though coach and client said that the sessions went well. This implies
observers are making assumptions, based on their own beliefs and
experiences, as to how a particular behaviour is likely to land,
assumptions that seem often to be wrong. Observers are witnessing a
behaviour but are not witnessing the impact of that behaviour. They are
not privy to the meaning making process taking place between coach and
client. Yet industry associations, assessing coaches by listening to
recordings, don’t talk to clients to understand their experience of a
coaching session. They infer the impact of the coach’s behaviour, and are
likely to be inferring that impact incorrectly, based on the results of Myers
& Bachkirova’s study.
4. Compounding the problem
Defining coaching solely in terms of competence may be a useful thing to
do in setting an entry-level gatewayi. We would at least like to know that
coaches are able to show concern, paraphrase, ask open ended questions
etc … if and when appropriate. We can’t be sure that these behaviours
always have the desired impact, but we can be reasonably confident that
they have a positive impact sometimes. But we don’t need to witness
coaches coaching actual clients in order to assess these competencies –
indeed there is little to be gained by witnessing real coaching
conversations unless we have access to the client and are able to ask the
client about their experience of the conversation.
The extent to which a coach can demonstrate key competencies is
important, but it doesn’t tell us the extent to which they are able to apply
those skills appropriately, nor the extent to which the coach is able to
adapt to different context and situations. However, many coaching
associations use coaching competencies not only to define entry-level
ability, but to define multiple levels of ability. If we think about other
professions, this seems odd. When you go to your GP you don’t ask if they
are an ‘AGP’ (Associate GP), ‘PGP’ (Professional GP) or ‘MGP’ (Master GP),
but many coaching associations do distinguish between ACC, PCC and
MCC level coaches. Given the lack of evidence supporting the validity of
the underlying competencies, this practice is highly dubious. There is no
evidence to suggest that MCC coaches are more effective than novice
coaches. There is evidence to suggest that novice coaches are often just
as effectivei. As Clutterbuck & Megginson sayiii, "(individual accreditation
systems largely show) that the coach is good enough, rather than how far
on a personal journey they have travelled."
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Talking about coaching and
coaching ‘mastery’ solely in
terms of competence
trivialises the whole
industry.

Why then do coaching associations have these gradated systems of
competence that end up defining ‘mastery’ in terms of competence? It is
hard not to feel sceptical when we take into account how much revenue
these schemes generate for the industry. Three levels of credential means
every coach in an association potentially pays for three credentialling
processes. Three levels of credential means more work for coach training
organisations and ‘mentors’. Three levels of credential also enable
coaches to obtain qualifications that clearly imply a superior level of
ability. No wonder then, when one of the coaching associations proposed
moving from three levels of credential to one level of credential back in
2009, the proposal provoked outcry and the idea was dropped.
5. Lip service
Many coaches, including some credentialed coaches, agree with much of
the above. I have lost count the number of times I have heard
credentialled coaches describe how they successfully navigated
credentialling processes by adopting a foreign coaching style, a style they
would never adopt with real clients. What then does this mean to the
purchaser of coaching services? It implies that many of the coaches they
deploy, they deploy because those coaches have demonstrated the
capacity to coach in a style that they are unlikely to actually use in real
life. That seems absurd.
Coaching competencies are not a ‘bad thing’. Many, if not all, of the
behaviours we see in lists of coaching competencies are the kinds of
behaviours we would expect coaches to able to engage in if called upon. The
problem is that we over-simplify the world around us by suggesting i) that
competence is all we need, and ii) that we can easily differentiate between
coaches on the basis of competence. Those associations that over-privilege
the role of competence are doing us a disservice.
Many organisations don’t have a great understanding of coaching.
Organisations trust industry associations to provide them with quality
assurance criteria. Talking about coaching and coaching ‘mastery’ solely in
terms of competence not only diminishes our capacity to define quality, it
trivialises the whole industry. It implies that all you need to be able to do as a
‘master coach’ is display a pre-determined list of simple generic behaviours.
Such a simplistic narrative can only contribute to the coaching industry
becoming increasingly commodotised.
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We don’t serve our clients
well by clinging to simplistic
philosophies as to what
constitutes effective
coaching. We set a bad
example.

How do coaches think?
We don’t serve our clients well by clinging to simplistic philosophies as to
what constitutes effective coaching. We set a bad example. Simple, linear
thinking predominates in many organisations and we can be most helpful by
challenging that thinking. A good place to start might be to challenge
examples of our own simple, linear thinking. In this section we’ll consider
different ways of thinking systemically. In previous White Papers we have
described five ways of thinking about systems. If you haven’t read those
papers you can find them at https://www.ccorgs.com.au/thought-leadership.
We’ll revisit the five ways of thinking now in the context of thinking about
coaching competency frameworks..

Meta – systemic

Complexity

2nd order

1st order
non-linear

1st order
linear

1. First order – linear thinking
The coach sees the organisation as a real system. A system can be broken
down into its constituent parts and the relationships between parts are
relatively easy to discern. The coach sees themselves external to the
system, able to step into the organisation and work with individuals to
help them become more effective. These coaches are likely to be
credentialled. If they are credentialled they are likely to place great store
by their credential. The more competent they are, the more impactful
they believe they will be with the people they work with. The more
individuals they work with, the greater will be their impact on the
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organisation.
Through a second-order
As a purchaser of coaching services looking at the world through this lens,
lens you can never be 100%
I look not only for credentialled coaches, but for coaches with higher
certain in the validity of a
levels of accreditation. Or perhaps I seek to match coaches with entry
coaching competency
level accreditations with more junior clients and match coaches with
framework, but a
superior qualifications to more senior clients.
framework that represents
the collective view is likely 2. First order – non-linear thinking
The coach still thinks in terms of linear cause and effect but recognises
to be as good as it gets.
how complicated often is that relationship. The coach still privileges
competence, but recognises how tricky it can be to apply the right skill at
the right time. These coaches are quick to talk about their experience as
well as their level of competence, in describing the extent to which
coaching is an art as much it is a science, and how they have learned over
time to be a great artist.
As a purchaser of coaching services looking at the world through this lens,
I still value the credential held by prospective coaches, and I want to hear
stories about how they have successfully applied those skills in practice. I
experience my organisation as complicated, and am assured if the
prospective coach has worked in my organisation – or an organisation like
mine.
3. Second-order thinking
Through a second-order lens, the coach sees the system as complex and
mysterious. The coach recognises the subjectivity of their own perceptions
and takes every opportunity to collaborate with others, sharing
perspectives in a collective endeavour to come up with a joint hypothesis
as to how the organisation-as-system might be operating. This coach is
keen to engage with multiple stakeholders in the organisation and values
supervision.
So long as the process through which coaching competencies were
established was wide-ranging and consultative, then the coach will wear
their credential with pride. You can never be 100% certain in the validity
of a coaching competency framework, but a framework that represents
the collective view is likely to be as good as it gets.
As a purchaser of coaching services looking at the world through this lens,
I will value those who engage regularly with other coaches and expect
coaches to be engaged in supervision. I will appreciate those coaches who
are keen to engage with stakeholders in an assignment and who seek to
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When considering the
competencies of a US-based
organisation, for example,
she is interested in the
desire of many in that
market to differentiate
coaching from counselling

understand the organisation more broadly. I am curious about the various
coaching associations and curious as to how they came up with their
competency frameworks. The greater the degree to which the association
went out of its way to collect multiple perspectives, the better. I value the
association that has consulted beyond its membership, with clients for
example, and other coaching associations – academia too perhaps. I have
less interest in associations that appear to be competing with their
counterparts.
4. Complexity thinking
Complexity theories tell us to focus on local interaction and their relation
to wider patterns of behaviour. Interactions at a local level play out
unpredictably, and interactions between different sub-systems result in
what we see happening at a macro level. The coach looking through this
lens is curious as to how different coaching associations come up with
their different frameworks. She is interested in who took part in what
conversations. When considering the competencies of a US-based
organisation, for example, she is interested in the desire of many in that
market to differentiate coaching from counselling. She believes she can
see the outcomes of those conversations in a competency that
encourages coaches to help their clients look forwards, not backwards.
She knows that another coaching association has strong relationships with
a leading writer/academic in the coaching world and believes she can see
some of his philosophies showing up in their listed competencies.
This coach doesn’t believe in being able to translate effective coaching
into simple formulae. She respects the various competency frameworks
for what they are – the emergence of a point of view from conversations
between people in a particular sub-system. She recognises she has
connections to that sub-system, indeed she may be an active participant
in that system and may have knowingly or unknowingly contributed in
some small way to those frameworks.
She recognises that she makes meaning of these frameworks through her
own beliefs as to what constitites a good coach and that those beliefs
have emerged through practical experience and her reflections on that
experience. She recognises that who she is as a coach cannot be defined
solely in terms of competence but must also reference her beliefs and
experiences and the self that has emerged from those experiences. She is
more interested in defining herself in terms of who she is as a coach than
she is in defining herself solely in terms of what she does.
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As a purchaser of coaching
services I have my own view
on coaching, or else have
appointed someone to the
organisation who I believe
has that perspective and
exertiose.

As a purchaser of coaching services looking at the world through this lens,
I have my own view on coaching, or else have appointed someone to the
organisation who I believe has that interest and expertise. I expect that
person to engage in conversation with others in the coaching industry. I
am interested in my organisation and how various sub-groups (or subsystems) currently define coaching. What definition of coaching might
best serve the organisation right now? And who might I want to engage in
conversation in service of enabling that definition to emerge? Based on
that perspective, how might coaching be best deployed in my organisation
right now and what kinds of coaches might be best deployed right now? I
value those coaches who think about change and systems the way I do,
because I think they are more likely to understand the role they play in
helping my organisation evolve and change.
5. Meta-systemic thinking
This is the school of thought that says organisations are not systems. To
talk about an organisation as a system is an imperfect metaphor,
sometimes useful, sometimes not. The coach thinking through this lens
also thinks about coaching competencies as emergent, but is less likely to
think in terms of systems and sub-systems. Members of a particular
coaching association, for example, don’t talk only with each other. They
talk with people from different associations, different walks of life,
including friends and family. This coach is less likely to label people in
terms of their apparent affiliations with specific organisations. She doesn’t
fall into the ‘systemic trap’ of assuming everyone in a particular
organisation thinks the same way. This coach is super-cognisant of her
own meaning making and how others contribute to her perspective as to
what constitutes great coaching. This coach is super-attentive to the
perspectives of the people with whom she interacts, and how those
perspectives seem to be being shaped.
As a purchaser of coaching services looking at the world through this lens,
I am still interested in how people in my own organisation think about
coaching and how to best engage with significant others in my
organisation. I tend not to think in terms of walls and boundaries, systems
and sub-systems. I reflect also how those outside my organisation are
shaping perspectives inside my organisation. I am looking for coaches who
are as curious and well-connected as I am, whose thinking about change
makes sense to me, who are most likely going to challenge the way my
leaders think.
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Both knowledge and
practice are important. I
want to undertand not only
what the coach does but
why they do it, the quality
of their thinking.

If not competence – what then?
Competence as a basic attribute
We don’t say competence is unimportant. It seems intuitively right that good
coaches ought be curious and ask good questions. They ought be able to
check-in with a client and agree what to talk about and how to talk about it.
They ought be able to co-create a reflective space in which new insights
emerge. A coaching credential from a reputable coaching association might
usefully be regarded as a right-to-play. But a coaching credential isn’t the only
means by which to test a coach’s competence in these domains. Bear in mind
what the coaching associations do - essentially - is formulate largely common
sensical competencies and listen to coaches to see if they demonstrate those
competencies - without asking clients how they experienced being coached.
Why not replicate this process yourself and improve upon it? Tell the
prospective coach what behaviours you value and then ask them to coach
you. That way you don’t only get to observe their skills, you also get to
personally experience their application of those skills.
Mastery and capability
If you’re looking for someone who has progressed on their journey beyond
basic competence then Professor Tatiana Bachkirova and colleagues offer two
simple frameworks that may be useful.
1. Capability Model
The model below is a simplified version of Bachkirova and Lawton Smith’s
Capability Modeli. We start in the top right quadrant with competence,
not only the ability to demonstrate key skills, but the ability to apply those
skills effectively in practice. To assess competence properly therefore,
requires direct experience of the coach in action.
Moving to the top left we come to knowledge. Direct observation helps
me understand how someone coaches in that particular context or a
similar context. But what about other contexts? Enquiring into a coach’s
knowledge helps me understand how the coach will approach different
contexts and enquiring into their experience helps me understand what
this looks like in practice. Notice coaches who tell you that coaching is all
about practice and that knowledge is academic and irrelevant. Notice
coaches who tell you coaching is all about knowledge. Both knowledge
and practice are important. I want to undertand not only what the coach
does but why they do it, the quality of their thinking.

11

Moving to the lower right quadrant we are thinking again about practice,
but practice in the sense of the coach’s ability to navigate human
relationships - psychology. How self-aware is the coach? To what extent
does the coach understand themself in relation to others? Coaching, at
the end of day, is a relationship and many of the issues clients bring to
coaching are about their relationships with others.
Finally, how committed does the coach appear to be to their own growth.
I took part in an industry association workshop a couple of years ago, a
gathering of experienced coaches brought together as part of a broader
exercise to reshape that association’s coaching competencies. One of the
coaches happily declared a lack of interest in self development, saying that
he was competent, and that was all that was required to be a great coach.
Coaches work with people and we still know relatively little about how we
operate as people. A coach who is not demonstrably committed to their
own growth is unlikely to be as effective as their more enlightened
colleagues – no matter how ‘competent’ they are.
External to coach

Knowledge

Competence

• Theory

• Skills

• Capacity to
translate theory
into practice

• Capacity to apply
skills appropriately

• Quality of thinking

Growth

Psychology

• Commitment to
ongoing
development

• Self-awareness

• Engagement in
supervision

• Understanding of
relational dynamics

Practice

Foundations

The 4Ps invite you to define
for yourself, as a purchaser
of coaching, what is your
practice model? How clear
are you as to what
coaching is and what
constitutes excellence?

• Quality of selfreflection

Internal

2. 4Ps
The 4Ps is a different version of the capability model. The model
presented here is again is an amended version of a model published
elsewhereiv. The 4Ps invite you to define for yourself, as a purchaser of
coaching, what is your practice model? How clear are you as to what
constitutes coaching excellence? The 4Ps is also a great reference point
for seeking to understand how potential coaches for your organisation
operate.
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Don’t be fobbed off by the
coach telling you they are
‘eclectic’. However many
models they are familiar
with, the way a coach
works is inevitably driven by
a few preferred theories
and frameworks.

First, I want to understand a prospective coach’s philosophy. This is a
similar concept to knowledge, the theoretical frameworks that most
inform the coach’s practice. Don’t be fobbed off by the coach telling you
they are ‘eclectic’. However many models they are familiar with, the way a
coach works is inevitably driven by a few preferred theories and
frameworks. To what extent is the coach aware as to what those theories
and frameworks are? And to what extent is the coach aware - why those
theories and frameworks? Has the coach reflected as to how their values,
beliefs and experiences have shaped and continue to shape the
philosophical foundations of their practice?
Philosophy

Progress

Practice

Purpose

I want to know why this person coaches – what is their purpose? Again,
don’t be fobbed off with responses like ‘to make a difference’. What
difference? To what extent does the coach understand why they came to
be a coach in the first place? What is their mission in life? What
implications does this have in terms of understanding what kind of work
they are likely to be best at? Ask the coach – what assignments do you
most look forward to, what assignments are you less interested in? If the
coach starts telling you how adaptable they are and how a good coach can
coach anybody, be alert. Such a response may indicate a coach whio
hasn’t yet worked out why they do the work they do, and what they are
best at.
Then ask them about their practice. What is it like to be coached by this
coach? What would you observe as a fly on the wall?
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We are interested not only to their responses to each question but the
extent to which their answers to all three questions are compatible. A
coach who says he believes in the capacity of the coach to know what they
need (philosophy) then goes on to describe a highly structured and
inflexible coaching methodology (practice) – ask yourself – to what extent
does this seem clear, coherent and well considered?
Finally enquire as to the coach’s development plans. To what extent does
his plan to progress his capability appear to be thoughtful and consistent
with the other 3Ps?
Watch out for the ‘competent coach’. The competent coach will speak at
length about their practice. But where does this enthusiasm come from? If
it comes only from being told by a coaching association that this is how
you should coach, then ask yourself – how nimble, agile and effective is
this coach likely to be when working through complexity with the leaders
in your organisation?
Think (meta-) systemically
Neither of the two frameworks described above directly invite us to consider
how coaches think. They invite us to consider the coach’s knowledge and
their philosophy, but we think it useful to specifically differentiate between
what someone thinks and how they think. We said before that “We don’t
serve our clients well by clinging to simplistic philosophies as to what
constitutes effective coaching. We set a bad example.” If we cling to simplistic
philosophies as to what constitutes effective coaching, that is probably
because that is how we think. If we think simplistically about coaching, then
we likely think simplistically about the world in general, including what it
means to be an effective leader. In a complex world, I would argue, we want
our coaches to be challenging the way our leaders think. To challenge the way
our leaders think is about asking challenging questions, questions that are
only likely to emerge from our mouths if we are constantly challenging our
own thinking.
The section on thinking in this paper (pages 6 – 9) offers a framework through
which you can get a sense of how the prospective coach thinks. Ask the coach
questions to get a sense of how they think and how that thinking is likely to
translate into the way that they operate. Then consider your organisation.
What does your organisation need right now in terms of being challenged as
to how it thinks?
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Conclusions
We want our coaches to be competent, but we need our coaches to be more
than competent if they are to be of most value to us in our efforts to enhance
the effectiveness of our organisations. Industry associations do us a service by
helping us define what we mean by coaching competence. They do us a
disservice if they attempt to define excellence soley in terms of competence.
The work that many coaches do is complex and difficult. What the excellent
coach does is too complex, nuanced and subtle to understand by simple
observation. It cannot be distilled to a list of generic skills or behavioural
markers. Consequently I cannot outsource my selection of coaches to an
outside body to assess prospective coaches for me. First, I need coaching
expertise in my organisation, at least someone who is curious and
enthusiastic about what coaching has to offer. Second, I need to have a
perspective on my organisation – where it’s at, where I’d like it to be – and
how coaching might play a useful role in facilitating that journey. Third, I must
have a picture in my mind as to what kind of coaches I need right now and be
able to characterise those coaches not only in terms of competence, but in
terms of overall capability, including the way I need them to think.
If this paper reads to you as being overly critical of industry coaching
associations, that’s not really how I see it. If some industry associations have
overreached themselves in over-engineering their competency frameworks,
then that is likely what they are being asked for. If purchasers of coaching
services make different demands of industry associations then the way
industry associations operate is more likely to change. We all need to be
curious about the roles we each play in determining the future of coaching.
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