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What makes a good coach?
There is currently considerable debate as to whether coaching is emerging as a distinct profession; is a sub-division of other disciplines such as therapy or counselling; or is the practice of a set of skills. There is also the argument that coaching is all three of these, or at least that there are considerable overlaps between each. 
In simplified terms two of the many differing perspectives in this debate may be expressed as follows. 

The “professional” coach?
Coaching is a practice that can do harm as well as good as it may involve the exploration of deeply held personal values, challenges to current life styles, or consideration of actions that might impact on employment.  Given these risks it argued that clients, both organisational and individual, should be reassured that a coach is properly trained and supervised, and is under a sound discipline of continuous professional development. Coaches should therefore be accredited by an appropriate professional body and their competence regularly assessed.  
The “experienced” coach?
Much business related coaching is an extension of good management practice; sometimes provided by a manager, sometimes by an internal coach, and sometimes by an external coach. In itself it is a skill set and one in which the experience and intuition of the coach are as important as their rational understanding. Coaches should therefore be able to show how they have trained and prepared for this discipline but general accreditation may not be the best indication of who is a good coach. 
This is a debate that is likely to continue for some months. There is a risk that such a debate may confuse clients especially if the language used to describe coaching becomes too academic.  It is also reassuring, however, that the business of coaching is being subjected to such scrutiny and users of coaching are being provided with some tools to distinguish between coaches, and make more informed choices about value for money. 
Some relevant dimensions

In “the Management Coach-house” we believe the ongoing discussion is relevant and important. Coaching is still relatively new as a defined management discipline and the development of processes that will better prepare people to be coaches, and better protect clients from poor coaches are to be supported. 

In the meantime, however, we would like to emphasise some dimensions of coaching that do seem to have gained general agreement and which we fully support: these are:

· The ability to articulate coaching skills is pre-requisite. There is no universal definition of what coaching is. There are many different points of focus from developmental through performance improvement to life skills: both general and specific. It is therefore important that coaches are able to articulate where there skills lie, enabling the client to choose appropriately.

· The ability to describe an approach is important. There are many different coaching approaches and models ranging from the therapeutic, through goal related to transpersonal. It is therefore important that coaches are able to describe the model or portfolio of models they are experienced in, enabling clients to both make an initial appointment and access relevant approaches during an assignment.  
· Supervision of coaches by other coaches – trained in coaching supervision – does appear to be a fundamental requirement for all coaches. Coaching is both emotionally and rationally demanding, and periodic reflection and challenge would seem to be essential if coaches are also to continue to improve their skills.
· Formal training would appear to beneficial to most forms of coaching. There are now many providers but key elements would appear to be that: the training has taken some months – probably in modular form – to enable several complete cycles of learning and practice: coaching has been observed in practice, not just read about in books and described in theory: and each coach is able to identify boundaries of topic or behaviour beyond which they are not competent and in such situations how they might advise clients to find appropriate support. 
· Feedback and challenge are important in executive coaching. Coaching is appropriate for many differing situations and each demands a relevant and client centred approach. In executive coaching there is a growing awareness that the coach should be willing to challenge the client when appropriate, and not defer challenge about the values they hear being expressed – even if this may risk the future coaching relationship. 
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