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Executive Summary 

It can seem as though maintaining confidentiality and giving feedback 

are juxtaposed when it comes to executive coaching. This research 

sought to identify how, through ethical coaching practice, the needs 

of relevant stakeholders can be aligned, creating successful results 

for all concerned and value for the sponsoring organisation. 

The investigation included identification of key relationships and how 

coaching fits into organisational strategy. Consideration was taken of 

coach selection and competencies, and contracting between 

stakeholders. Examination of confidentiality and feedback boundaries 

relative to organisational learning fed into communication practices 

which support this. Central to this, the development and maintenance 

of ethical coaching practice was explored.  

Qualitative data were collected using an exploratory inductive style. 

Interviews conducted were semi-structured and conversational. A 

phenomenological paradigm and interpretivist approach meant deep 

meanings could be elicited from the understanding of participants.  

Wide variances in opinion and experiences were apparent in the 

range of responses from coaches and sponsors, with responses from 

coachees often reflecting the consequences. A small number of 

participants were mostly aligned with the processes for successful 

coaching defined in the literature, and on the other end of the scale, 

a small number of participants were mostly unaligned. The majority 

of participants fell somewhere in between.  

The research revealed that many coaches narrowly focused their 

attention on the coachee, consistent with the psychotherapeutical 

approach. This is appropriate in some contexts for executive 

coaching, but does not yield flexibility to work systemically. In 



 

effectively consulting with their clients, executive coaches can assist 

them to identify and achieve the best solutions for all concerned. 

The research further revealed that often coaches paid insufficient 

attention to their ongoing ethical development, which could impact 

their ability to provide effective services to their clients.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The topic of the research is: 

Contracting for value: Contributing factors for ethical 

alignment of confidentiality and stakeholder needs in 

executive coaching 

The study investigates how confidentiality and disclosure are aligned 

through effective contracting, communication and ethical coaching 

practice; the value various stakeholders can expect to receive from 

executive coaching engagements; and the direct and systemic factors 

which influence the results. 

The contents of this section refer to the Management Challenge 

Proposal (Walsh, unpublished) submitted when commencing this 

research. 

1.1. Background and Significance  

Ethical coaching (Glossary: Appendix 1) practice requires 

confidentiality to be preserved for coachees (Appendix 1) to 

experience the best results. However sponsors (Appendix 1) of 

coaching may require feedback to measure the effect of the coaching 

process, and the organisation may require records to be kept. This 

research investigates how coaches (Appendix 1) can manage the 

interests of all stakeholders (including their own), and maintain 

ethical coaching practice, even when faced with conflicting interests. 

The subject was chosen for its practical relevance. In my work as an 

executive coach, I have faced ethical dilemmas, for which there was 

no easy or clear answer. Early in the research it became apparent 
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that systemically-applied processes would enable the best results, 

rather than any specific activity.  

The research expanded to include investigation of these processes, 

and matters to consider in implementing these. 

1.2. Personal Objectives: 

I wished to increase my proficiency in contracting for coaching. 

Information gained from the literature, combined with perspectives 

gained from interviews, would result in a greater understanding of 

the processes which facilitate successful results, benefits to be 

gained, and challenges to be considered. This would enable practical 

application of the learning and ongoing development of my expertise 

in this regard. 

The second objective was to develop my understanding of systems 

thinking. The context was selected for its complexity and propensity 

to stretch me in applying and developing the learning in an area in 

which relatively little research has been done. 

Furthermore I wished to acquire and develop skills and practice in 

conducting research, enabling me to contribute further to the fields of 

coaching, behavioural change and leadership in the future. 

1.3. Aims, Objectives and Significance of the Study 

The aim of this work is to highlight the importance and complexity of 

the contracting process, with a particular emphasis on the aspects of 

confidentiality and ethical coaching practice. 

It is proposed that through effective contracting and communication, 

alignment between stakeholders may be achieved. The study 

investigates how this translates into an effective flow of 
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communication between stakeholders, simultaneously minimising risk 

and delivering value to all concerned. 

This study is not intended to advocate any particular solution or 

theory. Rather the intention is to produce a set of guidelines which 

sponsors of coaching and coaches can consider when entering into 

executive coaching relationships. Furthermore the guidelines may 

prompt awareness of areas for personal and organisational 

development. 

The research is important as it gathers information on a topic which is 

not widely considered in the literature, yet a lack of clear and 

effective contracting and communication processes can have severe 

consequences. If the right discussions have taken place, frames are 

set and common expectations documented, risk is reduced for all 

stakeholders. 

Bresser & Wilson (2010) state that as coaching slowly moves towards 

professionalization, both coaches and clients will understand what 

coaching is, find it easier to know how it can help, and when to use it. 

It is hoped that these findings will be a useful contribution to the field 

of executive coaching. 

1.4. Research Scope 

The research was conducted in the context of executive coaching 

only, relative to external coaches working with individuals at senior 

management level. Consideration was not taken of coaching in any 

other context. 

The research was not intended to produce a ‘how-to’ manual, rather 

to feature areas for coaches and sponsors of coaching to consider 

when contracting and implementing executive coaching programmes. 
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The study focuses on contracting issues pertaining to confidentiality, 

disclosure and ethical practice. Standard commercial contracting 

elements are mentioned, but not considered in the study. 

Literature pertaining to industrial psychology and corporate 

counselling was used to inform the research. In interviews the 

opinions of industrial psychologists were elicited as a means of 

triangulation.  

With the exception of one coach, all interview participants were South 

African. This study therefore compares the South African experience 

with literature emanating predominantly from more mature coaching 

markets such as the United Kingdom, the USA and Australia. 

I acknowledge my bias towards consultation and contracting as 

important to professional coaching practice. This may not be 

appropriate in all situations. 

1.5. Structure and Terms of Reference 

The Management Challenge investigation commenced in late 2013, 

and the structure was adapted to ensure completion of the project 

within the timeframe allocated. 

The research phase commenced with a brief review of literature to 

establish initial themes for the research. Interviews, requiring 

qualitative data collection, commenced immediately thereafter. This 

was necessary as interviews had to be completed prior to the South 

African December holidays to ensure availability of participants. 

The remainder of the literature was then sourced and reviewed. Key 

themes included an identification of the primary responsibilities of the 

coach, alignment of coaching with organisational objectives, selection 

of coaches, consulting and contracting, the concept of confidentiality 

and ethical coaching practice. 
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These themes became sections to the Review of Current Thinking 

(Chapter 2). A similar structure was applied to the Research Results 

and Findings (Chapter 4) and Discussion (Chapter 5) sections. The 

Conclusions and Recommendations (Chapter 6) refer to a list of 

guidelines compiled for coaches and sponsors of coaching to consider 

(Appendix 7).  

The study concludes with my Personal Learning (Chapter 7) from the 

Management Challenge. 

The knowledge acquired over the course of the MSc programme was 

applied in the context of my work as an executive coach. The 

investigative process meets the specified Terms of Reference for 

Henley Business School (Henley Business School, 2011). 
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2. REVIEW OF CURRENT THINKING 

2.1. Introduction 

I sought to identify how ethical coaching practice can deliver 

successful results for the stakeholders involved, and consequently the 

organisation as a whole. The review begins with identification of key 

relationships, and reviews how coaching fits into the organisation. It 

considers coach selection and competencies, and the importance of 

effective contracting as a component of consulting. The study 

continues with an examination of how the management of 

confidentiality and feedback contributes to learning for all 

stakeholders, and considers the communication strategies which 

support this. The review concludes by considering what ethical 

coaching practice is, and how it is maintained. 

Relative to associated professions such as industrial psychology and 

consulting, coaching is a new field, and is not yet recognised as a 

profession. There is no legally binding definition as to what it is, and 

there is confusion regarding the roles of the various governing 

bodies, credentialing, and ethical standards (Bresser & Wilson, 2010; 

Hannafey & Vitulano, 2012). 

Unsurprisingly, perceptions of what coaching is and how it is used 

differ widely (Gray, 2006). In some organisations coaching is 

considered a perk of position, in others it is still perceived as a ‘last-

ditch’ remedial intervention, or as ‘therapeutic’ (Rider, 2002; 

Edwards, 2012; Hodgetts, 2002 cited by Gray, 2006). 
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Consequently there is a lack of awareness as to how the benefits of 

coaching can effectively be realised across the wider system. Ideally 

coaching should be ‘a collaborative, solution-focused, results-oriented 

and systemic process’ (Grant, 2010: 94). 

Taking a systemic approach to executive coaching can increase the 

effectiveness of key employees, improve the relationship between 

them and their organisations, and even enable beneficial culture 

change in the organisation (Sherman & Freas, 2004; Kahn, 2011). 

It is generally accepted that coaching will deliver value for the 

coachee. This study of the literature investigates how the effective 

flow of communication between all stakeholders in executive coaching 

engagements can facilitate systemic learning and growth, support 

ethical coaching practice, and deliver value for all concerned. 

2.2. The Stakeholders 

There is some debate as to who the coach is primarily responsible to; 

the coachee, or the organisation which pays the bill. Some feel that 

the nature of coaching requires that the coachee’s interests take 

priority, whereas others prioritise the objectives of the organisation 

sponsoring the coaching (Bresser & Wilson, 2010). 

Comparisons were made with perspectives from established 

professions: 

 Sugarman (1992: 4) proposes that counsellors delivering their 

services in companies could accept that both the organization 

and the employee are their client, then the counselling adage of 

‘starting where the client is’ becomes relevant.  

 Taking a consulting perspective, Block (1981: 325) is clear; 

‘The whole system is your client. All parts of it need to be 

supported, to learn and to be fully informed.’ 
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Kahn (2011: 5) concurs: ‘Business coaching is about business; 

otherwise it is unacceptable, possibly even unethical, for business to 

pay for coaching which is failing to deliver business outcomes and for 

which there is no clear intention for a return on investment.’ 

Agency relation theory (Hannafey & Vitulano, 2012) also provides 

structure and logic to the issue, proposing all stakeholders should be 

considered: At a minimum, the coach is in a tripartite relationship 

with the coachee and the organization sponsoring coaching. The 

organisational sponsor may be represented by a Human Resources 

leader and/or the coachee’s line manager. Additional stakeholders 

may include other management (such as the CEO or Board), direct 

reports of the coachee, peers, and other employees with whom the 

coachee interacts. At the heart of a successful agency relationship is 

clearly defined agreement around confidentiality and high levels of 

trust. 

The ‘client actually is a collection of interested parties (…) The work 

will succeed when all the people involved agree on explicit goals that 

genuinely further their own interests, as well as the common good’ 

(Sherman & Freas, 2004: 2). 

The involvement of these multiple stakeholders in executive coaching 

relationships requires effective processes for communication between 

them. This is discussed in detail in the chapter entitled ‘The Flow of 

Communication’ (Chapter 2.7). Processes for addressing possible 

conflicts of interest are discussed in the section entitled ‘Contracting’ 

(Chapter 2.5). 

Other important considerations to take into account include the 

management of confidentiality, informed consent, power and ethical 

responsibility (Fuqua et al., 2012). These topics are also addressed in 

later sections. 
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2.3. Alignment with Organisational Objectives 

One of the challenges organizations experience is where responsibility 

lies for the implementation, management and analysis of the results 

of coaching engagements. At this stage there is still largely an 

individualistic approach to coaching, and consequently the 

opportunity of leveraging the investment and using it as a driver 

towards the organization’s overall performance agenda is missed. Not 

many organisations have engaged their key stakeholders in defining 

their own strategic coaching approach. Most do not know the extent 

to which coaching takes place, how it is being used, the costs, and 

whether it is being aligned with the business.  

A defined coaching strategy (standalone or part of a corporate 

leadership model or Human Resources strategy), which is readily 

available to all stakeholders (including coaches) will encourage 

delivery to organisational requirements (Tulpa, 2010; Walker-Fraser, 

2011). Executives should support coaching and provide a strategic 

structure for it; HR (Appendix 1) should own it, providing the 

practical structure, making it business-like and normative; and line 

managers should be responsible for ensuring it is done right 

(Catlette, undated cited by Human Capital Institute, 2012). Engaging 

key stakeholders in the process of shaping the strategy and 

determining measures for Return on Investment will ensure it is 

realistic, relevant and manageable, and that spending will be targeted 

where the return to the organisation will be high (Tulpa, 2010; 

Walker-Fraser, 2011). 

Chidiac, Natale and Diamante and Frisch add that to ensure the best 

outcomes coaching should be aligned with overall Human Resources 

leadership development and performance management processes. It 

should take into account the culture, values and processes of the 

organisation, and be managed to ensure consistency and quality. 
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Practical steps include (Chidiac, 2006; Natale and Diamante, 2005; 

Frisch, 2001)::  

 Qualified and experienced coaches, selected for their fit with 

the values and culture of the organisation, and oriented to the 

business;  

 Coachees who have been prepared in advance and are willing 

to engage in the process;  

 Flexibility for the coaching relationship to develop in its own 

way; 

 Strong support from immediate management, who will provide 

feedback and encouragement to the coachee; and 

 Performance measurement criteria for coachee and coach 

These steps are covered in more detail in following sections entitled 

‘Coach Selection’ (Section 2.4) and ‘The Coach as Consultant’ 

(Section 2.5). 

2.4. Coach Selection 

In an environment where anything can be called coaching and 

anybody can call themselves a coach, the quality, professionalism 

and standard of the coach is crucial to the results of the coaching.  

A list of attributes organisations with successful coaching 

programmes look for when selecting coaches to work with their top 

leaders is included in Appendix 2.  
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Sponsors of coaching are becoming more knowledgeable and 

demanding. As the market develops further and HR professionals 

become more confident in managing coaching contracts, 

competencies and qualifications of coaches are being scrutinised 

(Ridler & Co., 2013; Duffy & Passmore, 2010). The table below 

depicts qualities expected of coaches once they are working in an 

organisation:  

Adapted from Ridler & Co. (2013; 4)  

Figure 1: Importance of senior level coach qualities and 

abilities, once coach is working in an organisation 

2.4.1. Independent Coaches or Coaching Companies?  

Globally organisations spend in excess of 2 billion US dollars a year 

on external executive coaching services (Ridler & Co., 2013). 

Although at this stage large organisations source most of their 

coaching from independent coaches, specialist providers of coaching 

services are becoming more popular for the following reasons 

(Appendix 3): 
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 In-depth understanding of the sponsor organisation through 

multiple relationships and coaching assignments; 

 A single-point-of-contact relationship manager who provides 

advice and selects suitable coaches; 

 Project management and administrative resources, enabling 

efficient and quick response to clients’ needs; 

 Co-ordinated feedback on organisational themes which emerge 

from multiple coaching assignments, without compromising 

confidentiality; 

 Coaches are in group supervision (Appendix 1) through the 

provider.  

 

 

(Homan & Miller, 2002: 43)  

Figure 2: Flow of communication when using a specialist 

provider of coaching services  

The least popular option is sourcing coaches through non-specialist 

intermediaries such as HR consultancies or training providers. It has 

was observed that more experienced coaches often prefer to work 
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independently or for specialist coaching providers (Ridler & Co., 

2013).  

Interview participants related experiences where lack of 

understanding of coaching and inconsistent communication processes 

had negative impacts (see Section 4.2.4). 

Irrespective of whether individual coaches are contracted directly by 

the organisation, or through a specialist coaching provider, due 

attention should be paid to the processes of consulting and 

contracting, to ensure that the interests of all stakeholders are taken 

into account. 

2.5. Coach as Consultant 

‘When consultants talk about their disasters, their conclusion is 

usually that the project was faulty in the initial contracting stage.’ 

(Block, 1981: 6) 

It is essential that coaches working in business environments are 

skilled at consulting, negotiating and contracting (Fielder & Starr, 

2008). The consulting process is key to the effective flow of 

communication between stakeholders. 

Consulting to organisations requires detailed analysis of the different 

responsibilities to be considered and addressed. In providing 

consulting services, the coach must be aware of his areas of 

competence and his ethical responsibility not to operate above his 

level of competency. There is a real danger in organisations engaging 

coaches who are unable to comprehend the size and complexity of 

the client system (Fuqua et al., 2012). 

As a first step, the goals and values of the organization should be 

investigated in order for the coach to evaluate whether she can 

support these - before entering into any negotiations or contracts.  
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Likewise the sponsor/organisation should take steps to ensure 

alignment between the competency and values of the coaches 

engaged, the culture and values of the organisation, and their goals 

for coaching (Robinson & Gross, 1985).  

‘It would be a mistake for consultants to believe they will operate 

value-free and therefore provide the best services possible, 

regardless of the values and goals of the organizational client’ 

(Robinson & Gross, 1985: 454). 

2.5.1. Contracting 

The contract is a crucial component of consulting (Fielder & Starr, 

2008) and a vital part of the flow of communication. An old Chinese 

proverb tells us that ‘the faintest ink is more powerful than the 

strongest memory’ (Anon, undated).  

‘The best practice for a successful coaching relationship is a written 

contract’ (Natale & Diamante, 2005: 362). 

Multiple stakeholder relationships will generate tensions, and effective 

contracting is the means of exploiting these in a positive way. At the 

most basic level, the process of contracting is to come to a meeting 

of the minds. Entering into a contract requires all parties to exchange 

what they have to offer, what they expect from each other and how 

they will work together. Besides documenting the legal and financial 

aspects, goals, roles and accountabilities of the respective parties 

should be defined, ensuring there is equal responsibility factored into 

the relationship (Lindberg & Desmond, 2006; Block, 1981; Sherman 

& Freas, 2004). 

All parties should be transparent and comfortable with what is 

agreed, the view of the coachee being particularly important. The 

types of information to be disclosed, to whom, by whom, and when 
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should be discussed in contracting sessions and documented in a 

coaching agreements and/or contracts (Frisch, 2001; Tulpa, 2010a; 

Garlo, 2006). 

As discussed earlier, experienced executive coaches may have one 

contract with the organisation, which pertains to business-related 

matters such as legal and financial concerns, and can also include 

procedures for conducting three-way meetings and reporting. Besides 

this, they would have a separate tripartite agreement with each 

individual they coach and the sponsor (Ridler & Co., 2013; Fielder & 

Starr, 2008). 

‘Professional contracting processes are seen as an important 

determinant of successful coaching outcomes. Where coach, coachee 

and sponsor organisation agree up-front and continue to observe the 

professional boundaries of the coaching relationship, sponsors see a 

greater chance of a successful outcome to the coaching assignment 

(…) Three-way meetings between coach, coachee and the coachee’s 

line manager are seen as a key mechanism to agree coaching 

objectives’ (Ridler & Co., 2013: 13). 

Successful contracting sets the psychological contract for a rich 

learning experience, where all parties see the results. It openly 

facilitates balance between individual autonomy and privacy in the 

coachee/ coach relationship and the need of the organisation to focus 

on business results and ensure quality, integrity and accountability. 

All concerned are more closely aligned, and ready for the work 

(Tulpa, 2010a; Hall et al., 1999; Sherman & Freas, 2004). A sample 

organisational contract is contained in Appendix 4, and a checklist for 

effective tripartite contracting is contained in Appendix 5. 

As the outcomes for each intervention will be different, there is no 

standard metric for coaching plans. However it is important that each 

contracted area is clearly defined, in order to avoid any possible 
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misunderstanding. Expectations as to what ultimately can be 

accomplished in all areas should be appropriately managed. Explicit 

detail is a best practice. Coaches need to bear in mind that they hold 

unequal power, and clients often depend on their integrity in the 

consulting process (Natale & Diamante, 2005; Sherman & Freas, 

2004; Stevens, 2005; Gallessich, 1982 cited by Robinson & Gross, 

1985). 

2.5.2. Flexibility of Approach 

As coaching is a dynamic process, it may be necessary over time for 

the parties to re-contract certain aspects of the agreement. For 

instance, the role of either of the clients may change, interests or 

expectations may need amending, or further outcomes added. To 

maintain the integrity of the process re-contracting ought to take 

place as soon as the need arises (Kahn, 2011; McComb, 2009; Bond, 

1992; Sherman & Freas, 2004; Fuqua et al., 2012). 

2.5.3. Coaching Policies 

For organisations using (or intending to use) coaching extensively, a 

coaching policy makes it easier for all concerned to understand the 

company’s approach. It should be a working document, developed 

and modified as the need arises. 

A framework of points gathered from the literature to consider for 

coaching policies is included as Appendix 6. Having these guidelines 

in place will promote consistency and consolidate coaching as an 

integral part of strategic leadership and employee development.  

The articulated and open support of the coaching policy by the senior 

executive team is a significant factor in the acceptance and 

integration of coaching as part of organisational culture and 
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leadership development frameworks (Salt et al., 1992; Sugarman, 

1992; Hawkins, 2012). 

Not surprisingly, the issue of confidentiality is a key factor in coaching 

relationships. This is introduced conceptually in the next section, and 

addressed contextually in the ‘The Flow of Communication’ (Section 

2.7). 

2.6. The Concept of Confidentiality 

Confidentiality is a cornerstone of ethical coaching practice (Fuqua et 

al., 2012) and addressed in the ethical codes of the four coaching 

bodies researched for this project (Appendix 8). Ethical practice is 

addressed in more detail later in this section. 

In the context of psychological consulting, Salt et al. (1992: 2) state: 

‘Confidentiality as a concept is an all-or-nothing phenomenon. 

Something is either confidential or it is not. There is no room for 

‘shades of confidentiality.’ 

Complete confidentiality is generally not possible in executive 

coaching though, because sponsors always know that an employee is 

in coaching and the objectives for it (Frisch, 2001). A fine line exists 

between preserving confidence on one hand, and contributing to 

organisational knowledge on the other. ‘Limited confidentiality’ is 

therefore a more realistic concept than ‘complete confidentiality’ as is 

often promised by coaches (Glaser, 1981 cited by Robinson & Gross, 

1985; Hrop, 2007). 

The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (2011: 9) 

survey contemplates whether confidentiality perspectives have 

impacted on transparency and perspectives of coaching, and 

recommends that ’confidentiality should be a backstop towards 



28 

inappropriate disclosure of damaging information, not a systematic 

response.’  

The concept of ‘limited confidentiality’ is gaining popularity, 

particularly in organizations in which the value of coaching is 

established, and where coaching forms part of the leadership 

development strategy. The codes of ethics of the four industry bodies 

considered in this project, ICF, COMENSA, APECS and EMCC 

(Appendix 8) accommodate this shift, making reference to the fact 

that expectations should be clearly defined and understood, and that 

information may only be shared with the express permission of the 

coachee.  

It is important that the coachee be able to disclose important but 

sensitive information to the coach, which is not inappropriately 

shared outside of this bipartite relationship. Safety is crucial to the 

effectiveness of coaching (Tulpa, 2010a; Garlo, 2006; Fuqua et al., 

2012). 

The level of confidentiality expected is higher at senior executive level 

- 60% of CEOs in a Stanford study (Larker et al., 2013) responded 

that coaching is entirely confidential between their coaches and 

themselves, only one third said that their progress is shared with the 

board. However the comment is made that as the secrecy around 

being in coaching is declining, CEO-Board relations can improve 

through keeping the board informed of progress. 

It greatly complicates confidentiality issues when multiple participants 

have various levels of participation and require access to information 

(Fuqua et al., 2012; Robinson & Gross, 1985). Implicit 

understandings can result in ambiguity and perceived breaches, and 

so expectations as to what will remain confidential and what will be 

shared should be clarified prior to the onset of coaching (Salt et al., 

1992; Frisch, 2001; Fielder & Starr, 2008). 
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In the next section the information flow between respective 

stakeholders in coaching engagements is examined. The objective is 

to establish what will make the intervention as successful as possible 

for each party. Primarily the focus is on the tripartite interactions 

between coach, coachee and sponsor (HR or line manager), and to a 

lesser degree addresses other stakeholders.  

2.7. The Flow of Communication 

In order to deliver good results (and avoid doing harm), executive 

coaches have to be familiar with complex organizational systems, and 

understand the business environment of which their coachee is a part 

(Levinson, 1996 cited by Gray, 2006; Peltier, 2010 cited by Hannafey 

& Vitulano, 2012). ‘Business coaching is to deliver business results 

and improved state of relationship. This is the starting point, not the 

psychotherapeutic approach’ (Marc Kahn, personal communication). 

In higher-trust environments, where open and transparent 

communication between colleagues at all levels is part of the culture, 

coachees are more likely to enlist the support of colleagues in their 

process. In lower-trust environments coachees may be reluctant to 

inform colleagues other than the line manager or HR sponsor 

(McComb, 2009). 

2.7.1. Coach - Coachee  

A Human Resources executive in a company which uses coaching 

extensively comments: 

‘As executives get promoted into the most senior leadership positions 

(…) they find it more and more difficult to find opportunities to reflect 

on their leadership. Sources of honest feedback also become fewer 

and fewer’ (Ridler & Co., 2013: 14). 
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Trust, transparency and mutual respect are essential to forging 

successful coaching relationships. The executive needs to be prepared 

to be influenced by coaching, the coach respectful and ethical in her 

use of this power.  Both parties need to be personally committed to 

the process. The coach is not the ‘expert’ or ‘authority’, rather 

someone who partners and collaborates with the coachee (Hannafey 

& Vitulano, 2012; Stevens, 2005; Gray, 2006). 

It is important that the coach operates within the mandate of the 

confidentiality agreement, and is viewed by the coachee as a trusted 

confidante. Even if asked to share information that would benefit the 

coachee, breaking confidentiality would undermine the process and 

would not justify the gain (Thach & Heinselman, 1999; Homan & 

Miller, 2002; Woodruffe, 2006; Uyen, 2006).  

The coach is also not an agent for communication between parties. 

‘Confidentiality means that the executive coach should not be 

carrying messages for anyone up or down the organization… not from 

the CEO and not to the CEO. The coach is not a communication link’ 

(Stevens, 2005: 280). 

In certain circumstances the coach may ask permission from the 

coachee to bring something not specified in the agreement to the 

attention of the sponsor, and should do this only with full consent 

(Woodruffe, 2006). 

Senior leaders generally prefer to work with an external coach, 

feeling safer discussing sensitive matters with them. They also 

perceive external coaches bring different perspectives gained from 

coaching at a similar level in a variety of organisations (Ridler & Co., 

2013). External coaches also tend to be immune from company 

dynamics and politics - although they should be aware of these 

(Woodruffe, 2006). 
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Confidentiality should never be imposed on a coachee, or taken for 

granted. With this in mind, the limits of confidentiality and disclosure 

should always be the subject of negotiation rather than imposition 

(Bond, 1992; Anon 2010). 

2.7.2. The Tripartite Relationship 

Whilst there is often a written contract with the organisation covering 

the terms of the coaching engagement, it is important for the 

sponsor, coachee and coach to define and document an agreement 

for the intervention. This contains themes for the coaching and the 

roles and responsibilities of each party. The boundaries of 

confidentiality and the nature and extent of feedback to the 

organisation is clarified with reporting lines and timeframes 

(Hannafey & Vitulano, 2012; Homan & Miller, 2002; Stevens, 2005; 

Elder & Skinner, 2002).  

At a minimum, outcomes for coaching should be recorded up front, 

together with the role the line manager and/or other sponsors will 

play. Progress should be tracked at agreed intervals during the 

process (observing confidentiality boundaries), and key success 

measures evaluated based on practical observations of change as a 

result of the coaching intervention (Tulpa, 2010b; Edwards, 2012). 

The Human Capital Institute (2012: 23) points out that critical to the 

success of the process is defined accountability and feedback from 

the organisation: ‘Without this, positive behaviour is not reinforced, 

problems are not accurately identified and leaders do not know if 

their performance is meeting the goals of the organization.’  

  



32 

At a practical level, the organisation needs to be able to assess the 

quality and efficacy of the service provided by the coach. Evaluation 

should ideally be incorporated into the programme from the 

beginning - how this is handled depends on the size of the 

organisation and/or the degree to which coaching is implemented 

(see Section 2.5). One simple approach is that only information that 

has been explicitly agreed between the coach and coachee will be 

released to specified sponsors as appropriate (the line manager, an 

executive or HR). All feedback is given either by the coachee 

independently or jointly by the coach and coachee (Chidiac, 2006; 

Sugarman, 1992). 

An open channel between the sponsor/s and the coach facilitates 

communication of other information which could affect coaching, such 

as environmental influences. This systemic information is necessary 

for coaches to perform at their best, lacking it will have an impact on 

the results. Furthermore, if relevant information comes to hand 

during the course of the coaching process, this should also be 

communicated to the coach. This includes matters such as changes in 

business strategy, retrenchments, change management initiatives, 

and management promotions which could have an impact on the 

coachee. This information enables coaches to work contextually with 

their coachees. Maintaining sponsor confidentiality, where appropriate 

on the part of the coach, is expected (Kahn, 2011; Rider, 2002; 

Thach & Heinselman, 1999; Tulpa, 2010b). A recent UK survey 

reveals that most respondents use stories and testimony to evaluate 

coaching, or key performance indicators and business metrics: 

‘It is heartening to see that 28% are developing a set of evaluation 

criteria at the outset in the contracting phase (…) A worrying quarter 

still carry out no evaluation of coaching’ (Chartered Institute of 

Personnel and Development, 2011: 7). 



33 

Coaches obtain deep insight into the organisation through their one-

to-one sessions, and must balance confidentiality with professional 

responsibility when disclosing information. Emerging patterns of 

concerns or problems reported to the sponsor/HR can usefully alert 

the organisation to defects in its structure or practice. This knowledge 

enables a detailed diagnostic to be formed, which can assist in 

building the organization’s strategic capability (Feldman, 2001; Rider, 

2002; Ridler & Co., 2013; Robinson & Gross, 1985; Sugarman, 

1992). 

2.7.3. Sponsor - Coachee 

Coaching may be perceived as punishment, especially if used as a 

non-strategic reactive tool without the coachee being adequately 

prepared. The phenomenon of ‘psychological contract’ cannot be 

underestimated: ‘when expectations held by one party result in a 

perception of adverse consequences for the other party, it may lead 

to a contract withdrawal or a failure to solicit the co-operation of a 

leader targeted for coaching. This has the potential to de-rail the 

coaching process even before it has begun, and in a broader context 

explains coaching’s effectiveness’ (McComb, 2009: 51-52). 

In one organisation leaders selected for coaching were apprehensive, 

even though the GM had told these leaders that coaching was only 

being provided for ‘solid and high performing leaders’. The 

apprehension only eased once specific goals for coaching and the 

processes involved were explained, highlighting the importance of 

this step (McComb, 2009). 

This explains the need for a clear line of communication between 

sponsor and coachee before coaching begins, to ensure clarity and 

understanding as to what coaching means, how and where it is to be 

used, and the expectations for results.  
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By taking this proactive approach, coachee perceptions are more 

likely to be positive: ‘Gone is the stigma of needing a coach… to be 

replaced by the opposite - the status of being important enough to 

the enterprise to deserve the investment of individual attention’ 

(Frisch, 2001: 240).  

Individuals identified for coaching can be proactive too, and ask 

questions about any areas of concern. These could include the reason 

for working with a coach, expectations, timescales involved and 

confidentiality boundaries. The answers will indicate why coaching 

has been proposed (Lublin, 2003). 

2.7.4. Coach – Other Stakeholders 

Coaches are also in relationship to selected colleagues of their 

coachees, and even sometimes clients (Hannafey & Vitulano, 2012). 

This can be directly (such as personally collecting data from 

individuals the coachee regularly comes into contact with (such as 

senior managers, peers and subordinates) or indirectly through online 

assessments such as 360-degree surveys. This information enables 

the coach to find areas of alignment and misalignment between the 

environmental and individual components, and relay these to the 

coachee and others, in accordance with agreed confidentiality 

expectations (Feldman, 2001; Kahn, 2011). 

2.7.5. Summary of ‘The Flow of Communication’ 

Ensuring that communication flows as effectively as possible between 

relevant stakeholders in executive coaching is a complex issue for 

coaches. The impact of the engagement spreads far - as the coachee 

makes changes in line with her objectives, her team and colleagues 

will be affected, possibly even the whole organisation. The potential 

for conflicts of interest, or even harm, exists, and it is important that 

professional boundaries are always maintained in an ethical and 
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moral way (Fielder & Starr, 2008; Hannafey & Vitulano, 2012; Ridler 

& Co., 2013). 

Although a great deal can be managed by upfront agreements 

between stakeholders, what happens when coaches are faced with 

unforeseen ethical dilemmas – the kind which cannot be foreseen or 

pre-empted, and for which there are no single or simple answers?  

These present some of the most complex challenges for the coach, 

especially where ‘The phrase “damned if I do, damned if I don’t” 

characterizes the drama of ethical dilemmas, which are problems with 

ethical dimensions whose options for resolution feel uncomfortable 

and complex’ (Anderson et al., 2006: 42). 

2.8. Ethical Coaching Practice 

A convincing argument for the professionalisation of coaching relates 

to ethical coaching practice. Other professions such as psychology, 

accounting and law are legally bound by the strict ethical conditions 

applicable to their type of practice, with severe consequences for 

non-adherence.  

Coaches on the other hand subscribe to a code of ethics as defined by 

the respective governing bodies to which they belong. There is not as 

yet one clear ethical code, and although strongly encouraged, 

adherence is not mandatory or legally binding (Fielder & Starr, 2008; 

Garlo, 2006). 

Sponsors can request a copy of the codes of ethics by which their 

executive coaches are governed. Knowing their coaches are 

accountable for upholding these codes gives them some reassurance 

that if the coach does not work in an ethical way, they have recourse 

to the professional body (Ridler & Co., 2013). 
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Whilst codes of ethics are useful as basic guidelines for ethical 

coaching practice, they do not provide answers as to how coaches 

should respond to the difficult dilemmas with which they are faced 

from time to time. Neither do they instil in coaches the power of 

judgement necessary to develop a sense of professional ethical 

responsibility (de Jong, 2010; Weiner, 2006). Coaches should build 

their own awareness of ethical dimensions and responsibilities in 

preparation for difficult situations (Anderson et al., 2006). 

Two steps need to be taken into account in this regard; firstly making 

the ethical distinction; and secondly taking action. People have the 

capacity, knowledge and tools to be ethical and distinguish between 

right and wrong. However whether or not a person will act in a moral 

way depends on their individual principles, values and experience (de 

Jong, 2010; Passmore, 2009; Weiner, 2006). 

‘It is rare that there are clear answers about what to do or not to do… 

while we often know what we should and shouldn’t do in certain 

situations, we don’t always do what we should’ (Carroll, 2011: 13). 

Carroll (2011) suggests that ethical behaviour should be continually 

refined, to achieve ‘ethical maturity’. (Hawkins & Smith, 2006: 250) 

define ethical maturity as: ‘the increasing capacity to embrace ethical 

complexity and deal with appropriate respect and fairness to all 

parties involved in a situation.’ 

Ethical maturity is apparent in coaches who (Carroll, 2011): 

1. Have the reflective, rational and emotional capacity to 

determine whether actions are right or wrong (or good and 

better); 

2. Have the resilience and courage to implement their decision; 

3. Are accountable for their decision; 

4. Learn from the experience; and  
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5. Are able to live with the outcome 

This five-procedure model for ethical maturity is useful for coaches 

and sponsors of coaching to consider. It is contained in Appendix 9. 

2.8.1. Ethical Dilemmas 

Ethical dilemmas for coaches can manifest in a variety of contexts. 

Examples of such situations are included at Appendix 10.  

Coaches also need to maintain ethical conduct in secondary 

stakeholder relationships. The request by an individual to share 

information privately should be carefully considered. If the coach 

chooses to receive the information and commits to upholding 

confidentiality, even if the information is relevant to the coaching 

process, he will not be able to use it with his coachee. This may 

undermine the effectiveness of the intervention. Alternatively the 

coach may decline the information, and lose material that may be 

essential to the outcome. In being prepared for these situations, 

coaches can develop their own policy.  

Having frank and open upfront discussions with stakeholders about 

ethical best practice means everyone knows how confidentiality and 

disclosure will be handled in situations such as those described 

above. Ongoing conversations are necessary as situations change or 

require flexibility (Fuqua et al., 2012). 

‘The competent and ethical coach remembers that he is first and 

foremost serving the client in a coaching relationship (…) Ethics 

without competence and competence without ethics simply leave the 

coach open to either failure with the client, legal liability or both’ 

(Krigbaum, 2006: 80). 

A self-assessment test on ethical competency for coaches is 

contained in Appendix 11.  
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2.8.2. Supervision as an enabler for ethical coaching 

practice 

There is widespread agreement that professional coaches should be 

in supervision, for their continuing professional development, to 

maintain quality and competence, and for personal support (Arney, 

2006). 

‘Whatever the dilemma or issue, a confidential supervision session 

provides the essential breathing space to think through the options 

and decide what to do’ (De Haan & Birch, 2010: 73). 

The role of the supervisor is to support coaches with the complexities 

of managing multi-client relationships. Supervision assists coaches 

with maintaining professional boundaries, and upholds awareness of 

the needs and responsibilities of all concerned. In this private and 

disciplined space, coaches can reflect on client situations and 

relationships, and how these invoke reactions and patterns for them. 

The resulting benefit to the client in the quality of choices made and 

actions taken by the coach should not be underestimated (Carroll, 

2006; Paisley, 2006 cited by Gray, 2011; Hawkins & Smith, 2006; 

Passmore, 2009). 

It is for this reason that participation in regular coaching supervision 

is recommended as an important checklist item earlier in ‘Coach 

Selection’ (Section 2.4). 
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2.9. Conclusion 

Because coaching is still an emerging field, the literature tends to 

build on themes and practices rather than have various perspectives 

which argue them. As a result, in reviewing the literature, similar 

themes were collated to consolidate and expand the viewpoints 

raised. 

The literature has revealed how executive coaching has developed in 

organisations in which coaching is well established and systemically 

aligned. The benefits of maintaining an effective communication 

strategy are clear. However it is also apparent that this maturity is 

evident only in a minority of organisations. Most organisations 

(particularly in South Africa) do not realise the system-wide benefits 

coaching can deliver. This research will be significant for these 

organisations, and particularly those which intend to develop 

coaching as a leadership strategy.  

A recent survey shows that progress is being made: ‘Since we first 

started collecting data, both the perceived value and credibility of 

executive coaching have risen constantly (…) The credibility of 

executive coaching in South Africa is on the rise but lags the US and 

Europe. Expect a major breakthrough in our 2015 report.’ (Sherpa 

Coaching, 2013: 19) 

The research has also highlighted how important it is that executive 

coaches have the necessary skills to deliver this value in large 

organisations. Coaching skills alone are not enough, systemic 

awareness and consulting skills are crucial if they are to operate 

competently in delivering value to all stakeholders. The research may 

suggest areas for further development for coaches wishing to excel in 

the executive field. 
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Finally, the research delivers a platform for the next part of the 

investigation. Experiences of organisational sponsors of coaching, 

coachees and coaches will be analysed and compared with 

recommendations elicited from the research. Views from related 

professionals (industrial psychologists and consultants) are also 

considered for comparison purposes. 
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1. The Research Question 

Contracting for Value: Contributing factors for ethical alignment of 

confidentiality and stakeholder needs in executive coaching 

The original intention for the research was to establish how both 

confidentiality and disclosure could be supported through ethical 

coaching practice. As a result of the findings from the literature, the 

question evolved to consider the factors which contribute to all 

stakeholders receiving value within the context of ethical coaching 

practice as a result of the findings from the literature.  

The literature (Chapter 2) revealed that effective contracting is a key 

factor in achieving alignment between stakeholders (coach, coachee, 

sponsor/s and the organisation). The other key factor is open 

channels of communication between stakeholders, with clearly 

defined boundaries, which allow each stakeholder to achieve their 

objectives in an ethical and mutually supportive way. Some other 

important factors to be considered include the selection of competent 

coaches and preparation of coachees for coaching.  

The research aims to discover whether opinions and experiences of 

stakeholders from each group support the findings from the 

literature. 
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3.2. Context of the Research 

To facilitate consistency of comparison, opinions and experiences 

were sought in line with the key themes from the literature, 

including: primary stakeholder/s; alignment of coaching with 

organisational objectives; coach selection; contracting practices; 

confidentiality and feedback; other important communication 

considerations; and ethical coaching practice.  

Free-flow conversation, in semi-structured interviews, allowed for the 

introduction of other related matters. 

3.3. Research Methodology 

Although extensive literature research was conducted (112 articles 

read, 48 of which were eventually used), limited information was 

found in the coaching literature that directly addresses all aspects of 

the research problem. Literature on related professions, including 

psychology and consulting was therefore referenced (Chapter 2). It 

appears that from a coaching perspective, general understanding is 

building iteratively through experience and research, as coaching 

advances towards becoming a professionalised industry. 

Because little is known, an exploratory, inductive approach was 

taken, rather than a deductive research approach. Deep meanings 

would be elicited through participants’ understanding of their own 

experiences; consequently a phenomenological paradigm and 

interpretivist approach were followed. The collection of qualitative 

data allowed flexibility to address issues as they arose, and access 

deep meanings.  
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The qualitative paradigm is preferable when little is known about the 

research topic, and previous research does not fully explain the 

research problem (Hair et al., 2007). Collecting quantitative data 

would not have allowed such depth of exploration and would have 

been too reductionist. 

Interviews were considered the most effective data collection method 

for this type of data. These were semi-structured and conversational 

to allow for flexibility. 

Data emerging from the interviews were assimilated for comparison 

with the literature. Key themes were coded according to the context 

of the conversation, and my subjective interpretation.  

3.4. Research Participants 

Primary data were collected from 22 comprehensive interviews of 

approximately 60 minutes in duration. I met with participants on a 

one-to-one basis, and used a Socratic style of questioning in which a 

cross-section of executive coaches, organisational sponsors of 

coaching and coachees were interviewed to enable data triangulation 

between participants at the analysis stage. Participants included: 

 External executive coaches, with a minimum of 5 years’ 

experience, working predominantly with larger organisations 

(coaches) 

 Organisational sponsors of coaching, both from Human 

Resources and Line Management perspectives (sponsors) 

 Individuals who have participated in one-on-one executive 

coaching programmes sponsored by organisations (coachees) 

In order to obtain a second degree of triangulation, industrial and 

counselling psychologists consulting to corporates were also 

interviewed. 
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There was some crossover between roles of some respondents, for 

example, a sponsor of coaching may also have been a coachee. In 

instances where this was the case, clarity was frequently sought 

through the questioning as to which perspective was being addressed 

by the participant when answering. 

The participant groups are depicted below:  

Table 1: Participant Groups 

Codes were assigned to group participants, according to the main 

perspective of the respondent, as follows: 

Executive coaches:  E + number 

Sponsored coachee:  C + number 

Sponsor (HR or line):  S + number 

Industrial psychologist: P + number 

Because some respondents were clients of my company, clients of 

other coaches, and clients engaging multiple coaches (including 

myself) also participated. This may reduce possible influence resulting 

from my own approach to stakeholder engagement, which at the time 
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at which the interviews were conducted, followed many (but not all) 

of the processes recommended in recent literature. To accommodate 

any unintended gender-related bias, there were equal numbers of 

male and female respondents.  

3.5. Research Strategy 

As this was inductive, exploratory research, there was no intention to 

support or arrive at any particular solution or theory. The objective 

was rather to discover how experiences reveal critical issues, where 

divergence and commonality exists between perspectives; and as far 

as possible, whether this is influenced by stakeholder segmentation 

(coach, sponsor or coachee).  

Once an interview appointment was confirmed, participants were sent 

the following by email: 

 Letter introducing the research, procedures and ethical 

considerations  

 List of structured questions for participants to consider in 

advance of the interview, with a request for participants to 

consider what the questions meant in their context. It was 

observed that where participants had read the questions in 

advance and prepared for the interview, examples of personal 

experiences relative to structured questions were frequently 

provided, which led to further unstructured conversation. In two 

cases participants had not had time to read the questions 

ahead of time, and less information resulted from both 

interviews (Appendix 12). 

 Consent form for completion (Appendix 13).  

The structured questions were consistent across all respondents, in 

order to obtain a comparable representation of views. Non-structured 

flexibility allowed for additional questions to be asked when the 
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conversation revealed matters of relevance, which had not previously 

been considered or addressed. 

Participants were given case studies to consider, in order to gather 

perspectives on aspects of confidentiality that may not have 

immediately come to mind when the initial questions were proposed. 

Secondary data obtained from recent surveys conducted by various 

coaching and Human Resources bodies were also considered in the 

analysis (these were also considered in the Review of Current 

Thinking (Chapter 2)). 

The ‘Concept of Confidentiality’ was the first of the semi-structured 

aspects participants were asked to consider in each interview, and 

consequently much of the data centres around this issue. As can be 

expected from inductive research, it became apparent that other key 

themes emerging were similar to the key themes of the literature. To 

allow for effective comparison of experience to literature, and 

integrate the findings from both sections, it was decided that these 

results of the research would be presented in the same structure as 

those of the Review of Current Thinking (Chapter 2). This leads into a 

set of Guidelines for Sponsors and Coaches (Appendix 7) from the 

Conclusion and Recommendations (Chapter 6), which also follows this 

structure. The intention was that the consistency of approach would 

provide a logical sequence for readers, through all aspects of the 

research. 
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3.6. Data Analysis 

The interviews were digitally recorded using a Livescribe™ Smartpen, 

to ensure full capturing of responses. A university student was 

engaged to assist with transcription of interviews, maintaining due 

ethical protocol with regards to confidentiality. All transcriptions were 

checked for accuracy, and unnecessary elements (particularly the 

term ‘ja’ which habitually breaks sentences in South African dialogue) 

were removed at the coding stage to connect disjointed parts of 

sentences and enhance clarity of responses.  

NVivo10 technology was utilised to assist with coding and comparison 

of data from the interviews. The frequencies with which words were 

used were examined for any emergent trends, however as contexts 

were lost, these results were considered irrelevant and discarded. 

Degrees of expression and emphasis were coded relevant to context. 

Comparisons were drawn and patterns and relationships between 

responses were identified. 

Feedback from coaches, sponsors and coachees was compared to 

determine areas of commonality and divergence. This was further 

compared with the information gathered in the Review of Current 

Thinking (Chapter 2), to find commonality and divergence between 

the experiences of the respondents and the literature.  

From the analysis, Guidelines for Sponsors and Coaches were 

produced (Appendix 7). Coaches, sponsors, and potential coachees 

may consider these, in line with their own contextual requirements, 

to assist with engaging and contracting between the stakeholders. 
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3.7. Credibility and Dependability 

Qualitative research is subjective by nature, and to establish the 

credibility and dependability of the study, data triangulation and 

theory triangulation was utilised. Comparison with the literature and 

secondary data provides further input to the feedback.  

In order to maintain some similarity in size and context, the 

organisations employing the respondents were all multi-national 

operations with corporate offices in South Africa. To offset possible 

industry-related bias, sectors were varied, and these included mining, 

construction, financial services, consulting, hospitality, business 

services and transport. No challenges were encountered in the 

collection of data.  
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4. RESEARCH FINDINGS 

4.1. Introduction 

The findings from the data were collated into emerging themes. The 

interview questions commenced with discussion around confidentiality 

and disclosure. As the interview conversations developed, it became 

clear that, in organisational coaching events, processes of contracting 

and communication strongly influenced the observations and 

experiences of participants. As themes emerged and developed it 

became apparent these were consistent with the themes which those 

of the literature.  

Consequently it was decided to group the themes similarly to those of 

the literature. This allowed for ease of comparison between the 

findings from the literature and the findings from the interviews. The 

themes are: 

1. Identification of primary stakeholder/s 

2. Alignment of coaching with organisational objectives 

3. Coach selection 

4. Contracting as a part of the consulting process 

5. The concept of confidentiality 

6. The flow of communication 

7. Ethical coaching practice 

Opinions and experiences were further attributed as appropriate to 

members of the four participant groups (Section 3.4).  

Two organisations in this study stood out as being more advanced 

than the others with regards to the management and integration of 

coaching. For ease of reference, this type of environment is referred 

to in the following sections as ‘coaching-mature’ (Appendix 1). 



50 

 

4.2. Findings 

4.2.1. Stakeholders  

Most sponsor respondents felt that coaches had an obligation to them 

as well as to the coachee, and that there is a “dual client…both are 

equally important” (S5), although two sponsors felt that the 

relationship was primarily between coach and coachee. 

More coaches on the other hand considered their responsibility was 

primarily towards the coachee: “the financial agreement is not the 

same as the honour agreement” (C3). Only three coaches considered 

the relationship with the sponsor to be equally important. 

Coachees generally believed the primary relationship should be with 

them, yet recognised that the organisation should also receive value: 

“ultimately the benefit’s there for the individual but the companies 

sponsoring the event also would like to gather certain information 

from it” (E3).  

4.2.2. Alignment with Organisational Objectives  

Ten different organisations were represented in the study.  

In two organisations coaching was well integrated as part of the 

people development strategy, the organisations had a panel of 

selected coaches, and results were monitored. 

A third sponsor stated that although coaching was a HR function, 

there was little understanding of it, results were not measured, and 

training was necessary. 

In the remaining seven organisations coaches were engaged on an 

individualistic basis (by HR or a line manager in response to a request 
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for the service, or by the coachee directly). None had measures in 

place to evaluate results. 

Coaches reported that they were usually contracted on an 

individualistic basis, and in some cases, were appointed by 

organisations as part of a panel of coaches. Coaches were also 

sometimes subcontracted by intermediary providers, as and when 

required.  

4.2.3. Coach Selection 

Sponsors and coachees were asked how their organisations selected 

coaches. Most sponsors tended to contract coaches based on personal 

referrals, or from internet searches.  

Three sponsors from more ‘coaching-mature’ environments stated 

that they had contracts with a limited number of coaches with whom 

they had long-standing trusted relationships. These sponsors checked 

qualifications, experience, and alignment with culture and values. 

One such sponsor recommended interviewing coaches as one would a 

potential employee. He reflected that “over the next few years the 

market will become much more educated and learn - that’s the 

nature of evolution” (S5). These sponsors advised that credentialing 

does not guarantee ethical practice and competency.  

No coachees were involved in coach selection at organisational level, 

although most were aware of a wide range in competency, and felt 

that a trusted service provider was important.  

Coaches were asked how they were contracted by organisations. 

Several reflected that many organisations do not understand what to 

look for: “a coach is a coach” (C7). Companies which have dedicated 

coaching departments or managers (with coach training and 

experience) were singled out as being better to work with.   
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Two coaches felt an understanding of the organisation, structures, 

culture and value was irrelevant to the quality of the coaching 

process, and did not form part of contracting. Three other coaches, 

for whom this is important, reflected on how aspects such as 

systemic appreciation, understanding of levels of complexity, values 

alignment, specific experience and competencies, and proof of 

ongoing professional development are rarely considered. One 

reflected on the difference between hiring senior leaders and hiring 

coaches to work with senior leaders: “you’ll spend thousands on a 

selection process… for people to work in your business, and have 

virtually no selection process for coaches who work with them” (C2). 

Two psychologists commented similarly, employee assessment 

services are offered by people with a 6 month HR diploma.  

4.2.4. Directly Contracted vs Sub-Contracted Coaches 

All of the sponsors interviewed contract coaches directly, although I 

am aware that many coaches are sub-contracted by intermediaries, 

which coaches confirmed. All but one of the coachees interviewed had 

worked with coaches who were directly-contracted.  

Coaches preferred contracting directly, especially when the 

intermediary was not a coaching firm. One coach stated that his 

contract with such an intermediary, and the contract between the 

intermediary and sponsor, is not aligned. Being a systemic coach, he 

found this to be “an isolated space… just come in and do your job” 

(C2). As he didn’t know what the intermediary would do with 

information, he was uncomfortable providing this. Another coach felt 

that she was used as a “buffer” (C1), to push the intermediary’s 

objectives. 
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The experience of the coachee who had a sub-contracted coach was 

that the coach was not briefed, his line manager was unaware he was 

in coaching, and no objectives were predefined. He felt his coach’s 

obligation was primarily to the intermediary, and it would be better if 

L&D had a direct agreement with the coach.  

4.2.5. Coach as Consultant 

Most sponsors had little or no experience of coaches providing 

consulting services to them. One sponsor reflected that this lack of 

professionalism put all parties at risk, and the industry needed to 

become more formalised. 

Only two coaches described actively consulting to their clients. One 

researched organisations before meeting sponsors for the first time 

and conducted a needs analysis as a means of understanding the 

organisation. This enabled him to manage transparency and 

confidentiality appropriately, and integrate coaching with talent 

management and people development strategies. In his experience 

“some companies negotiate… they want to know stuff that’s relevant 

to the business, whereas for the ‘coachy-coachy’ ones coaching is a 

journey, about awareness.”(C2) 

The other coach emphasised the difference between a coaching 

conversation and a consulting conversation: “it’s structured, it’s 

rigorous, it’s directive, and coaches are not directive” (C7). She 

considered that coach training does not prepare coaches to consult. 

Other coaches tended to take instructions from the sponsor or 

coachee. They commented on the need to question insightfully and 

take time to be clear. Most had a standard contract which was used if 

the organisation did not have one. One coach did not have any 

contract.  
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4.2.6. Contracting: Organisation Level 

Participants were asked about their experiences regarding contracting 

between the organisation and coaches. Only the two ‘coaching-

mature’ organisations had a documented process for contracting at 

organisational level, which included principles and processes (rather 

than checklists), legal and financial aspects and procurement terms. 

A third organisation uses a standard vendor contract, and the 

remainder did not have contracts at this level with coaches. One 

sponsor thought it would create more administrative work.  

Two coaches considered organisational contracting essential, and 

would instigate a contract if one did not exist; others conformed only 

if this was required by the organisation; and the remainder had never 

contracted at organisational level (and rarely contracted at all). One 

coach indicated that only two of twelve organisations she works with 

have organisational level contracts with her.  

Most participants concurred that contracts (where they exist) should 

be frequently updated, and include specific contact points for ease of 

interaction. Companies which had an experienced coach managing 

coaching for the organisation were identified by coaches as having 

the most effective coaching programmes.  

When asked if their organisation had a coaching policy, only one 

sponsor confirmed this. Two other sponsors expressed concern that it 

might put people off coaching. They reflected that it could be useful 

to have something place, but it would need to be flexible rather than 

standard: “You are not there to try to catch people out” (S4).  

Interestingly, three coachees disagreed. One had experienced 

successful coaching in his previous ‘coaching-mature’ organisation 

and contrasted this experience with a recent experience in his current 

company. He reflected that coaching needs to be “very controlled and 
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works best in a mature organisation which is high-performing and 

self-performing” (E5). Another coachee felt that having a common 

framework sitting at the HR level to which he could have referred 

would have helped his understanding of the process. The third 

coachee remarked how he lacked support, and thought a coaching 

policy would encourage line sponsors to “apply their minds to what 

they want and expect” (E4) before sending people on coaching. 

Participants were then asked to consider whether there could be risks 

involved with either contracting, or not contracting, with coaches at 

organisational level. Responses included: 

 The contract should not just be legal protection, it is an 

extension of the company’s values and coaches need to 

evaluate their own values against it; 

 If coaching is just another procurement process, coaches are 

not properly checked for competency and suitability, or 

contracted appropriate to the level of the work; 

 Organisations are not clear as to how coaching is used, and 

there are little or no feedback mechanisms; 

 Generic confidentiality clauses protect the coachee, potentially 

at a cost to the company; 

 Coaches hear highly confidential company information. Without 

binding contracts sensitive information about the company 

could be leaked with disastrous consequences (insider share 

trading, competitive strategy and market penetration were 

some examples mentioned). One coach reflected on the 

potential reputational and legal consequences to him if 

information of which he was aware was somehow leaked, 

without evidence to suggest it was unlikely to be him.  
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As respondents expressed concern at these last comments, I began 

to ask sponsors whether their organisations required coaches to sign 

non-disclosure agreements or clauses (NDAs) prior to engaging with 

coachees. 

One sponsor thought it might be included somewhere in their lengthy 

standard vendor contract. None of the other five sponsors who were 

asked the question had considered this. Two sponsors reflected that 

they have strict confidentiality agreements for consultants, yet had 

not thought to apply this to coaches who have equal access to 

sensitive information. Another sponsor remarked that besides legal 

reinforce, it would remind coaches of their responsibility.  

Three coaches had been required by certain clients to sign NDAs. One 

coach thought there might have been a clause in a contract she had 

recently signed, but not read. The majority of coaches stated they 

had never signed a NDA. 

Psychologists responded that they usually do have a NDA clause in 

their contracts. Sometimes their registration with their professional 

governing body is considered sufficient assurance that appropriate 

confidentiality at individual and organisational level will be 

maintained.  

A follow-on question regarded personal liability insurance. Only three 

coaches interviewed were insured. The remainder did not feel it 

necessary. All the psychologists were insured, as mandated by their 

professional association.  

4.2.7. Contracting: Tripartite Level 

Contracting between the sponsor/s, coachee and coach at the 

commencement of coaching was considered by most sponsors and 

coachees as important to clarify goals and set confidentiality 
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boundaries. Some coachees added that it was useful for aligning roles 

and responsibilities, and should be conducted in line with career 

development objectives 

Coaches were divided. Almost half of the coaches participated in 

tripartite contracting meetings only when requested to do so by the 

sponsor. These coaches tended to prefer ‘complete’ confidentiality, 

and felt setting measurable goals puts pressure on both coachee and 

organisation. The remainder of the coaches agreed that tripartite 

contracting enables all parties to measure benefits and derive value 

from the process, and most would request it if the sponsor did not.  

Setting boundaries for confidentiality was the most important factor 

for all participants; however opinions as to the extent of 

confidentiality differed. Whilst there were individuals from each group 

who felt ‘complete’ confidentiality was appropriate, most participants 

felt that confidentiality should rather be negotiated: “it is a fit for 

purpose contractual boundary which needs to be applied to each 

situation independently” (S5). 

One sponsor and one coachee stated the importance of also ensuring 

that coaching is being used for the right reasons. Examples given 

were of a line manager using coaching to abdicate responsibility for 

performance management of an employee, and hidden agendas such 

as a line manager using coaching to exit an employee. Coaches need 

to be aware of these, and early role clarification in the contracting 

stage is vital. 

4.3. The Concept of Confidentiality 

This topic was the first of the semi-structured aspects participants 

were asked to consider in their interview, and consequently much 

was contributed around this issue. 
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Most sponsors and coachees had a ‘both-and’ approach to 

confidentiality and feedback, almost considering these as separate 

matters (this also applied to industrial psychologists). 

Coaches were divided as to whether giving feedback compromised 

confidentiality, or was different to maintaining confidentiality. Most 

would provide feedback relating to progress, as long as this was 

specifically contracted upfront, and transparently delivered in person 

with the coachee, or in reports compiled with the coachee.  

Other coaches would not specifically offer feedback, but complied 

with organisational requests for this (requested about 50% of the 

time). Only two coaches strongly felt that giving appropriate feedback 

was essential, and part of a broader contracting process.  

Five coaches said that they frequently coached in organisations where 

they were given little or no brief upfront - that the objectives for 

coaching were left to coachee and coach to define. Either no feedback 

was required at any stage, or if feedback was expected, this should 

come from the coachee. Here coaching has been “ongoing for some 

time and they trust it” (C1). Another coach summarised this as “they 

are kind of saying to their employee ‘we invest in you, you use it in a 

way that you want’” (C3).  

One coach maintained direct contact with the line manager (exclusive 

of the coachee) throughout coaching. When asked how her clients felt 

about this she responded “once or twice I might have had people who 

were initially a bit wary but…then you establish the trust” (C5). 

Another said that in certain circumstances he does share personal 

information with a trusted sponsor without the knowledge of the 

coachee, if he feels this would be in the best interests of the coachee. 
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A HR sponsor from a ‘coaching-mature’ organisation differentiated 

between different types of coaching. For them executive coaching is 

for the benefit of the individual, whereas performance coaching 

requires that organisational objectives be achieved. She considered 

little or no requirement for feedback to be appropriate at executive 

level, but not necessarily at other levels. Another sponsor from a 

‘coaching-mature’ environment’ concurred: “confidentiality is a fit for 

purpose contractual boundary which needs to be applied to each 

situation independently” (S3).  

Only one sponsor (from a ‘low-trust’ environment) (Appendix 1) 

considered feedback unnecessary. Most sponsors agreed that it was 

important that the organisation receive some level of feedback to be 

able to measure coaching. When asked what this should be, answers 

were vague, however common reflections were that feedback should 

be relative to business outcomes for the coaching, be negotiated 

between all parties in advance, contextual, and that any feedback 

given should be cleared with the coachee first.  

Sponsors all felt that information on general trends and observations 

would be useful to them, particularly where several coaches are 

working with multiple coachees in their organisation. This is 

addressed in Section 5.  

Coachees were universally adamant that high confidentiality is crucial 

for trust and safety to be experienced. Most coachees emphasised 

that personal matters, such as medical conditions and divorce, and 

sensitive matters such as issues with colleagues, should be kept 

confidential “unless I specifically say, because most people haven’t a 

clue what it means” (E5). Two coachees felt that if something 

personal was “impacting their growth, ultimately impacting the 

company’s performance, then it should be shared” (E6). All thought 
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coaches should exercise discretion, and disclosure would still be 

subject to negotiation with the coachee.  

It appeared that coachees generally perceived confidentiality and 

progress-related feedback to be independent of each other. Most 

supported the giving of ‘appropriate’ feedback to sponsors, 

considering this to be useful for building the organisation’s 

knowledge, without compromising their experience of coaching at all: 

“the company is paying for the intervention…to assist you to grow as 

an individual and then to assist the company to grow” (E6).  

Two coachees felt that no feedback should be given to sponsors at all. 

In one case the manager was ‘sent’ for coaching, and felt that he had 

been set up. In the other case the coachee requested coaching and 

selected his own coach. Both shared their mistrust of management: 

“I would hope that everything would be treated in confidence without 

thinking about the sponsors” (S2). 

Whilst conceptually feedback is considered useful, organisations do 

not necessarily enable this. Several participants pointed out that the 

ability to receive and use feedback effectively depended on the 

maturity of management and the organisation in terms of coaching 

utilisation. It was feared that feedback could be used in a damaging 

way, and coaches should pay particular attention to ensuring 

feedback is ‘well understood and clarified (…) the issue will come if all 

of a sudden your line manager misinterprets the feedback, and you’re 

not aware of it, and you’re caught kind of in the middle” (E5).  

Other reservations expressed by participants were that the line 

manager is not interested/does not have time/does not understand 

what coaching is, or wants too much information; and sometimes the 

line manager needs coaching more than the coachee. One coachee 

expressed his regret that he could not have shared more with his 
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manager: “I think that sometimes companies unfortunately interpret 

these things as criticisms of them” (E4). 

A comparison with consulting psychologists revealed that giving 

feedback within strictly pre-defined functional boundaries was 

considered normal in their work. Examples of attempts by sponsors to 

obtain more information than contracted were given. The 

psychologists refused, citing their legally-binding ethical obligations 

as justification. 

4.4. Flow of Communication 

Participants were asked what else would need to be in place from a 

communication perspective for coaching to be as successful as 

possible – and requested to view this from their own viewpoint and to 

think about the viewpoints of others. The aspects most frequently 

mentioned are included below: 

4.4.1. Coach-Coachee 

The biggest factor determining successful interaction between coach 

and coachee is trust. A comment was made that this was often 

missing in organisations and so exploratory or reflective 

conversations rarely took place for fear that what was expressed 

would be taken out of context and misconstrued. Trust in the coach 

took some time to develop sufficiently for coachees to feel 

safe/confident enough to be completely open (two sessions was the 

lowest number mentioned).  

Coachees also mentioned the value of facilitated questioning enabling 

them to consider options and reach their own conclusions, a non-

judgemental approach, and the ability of the coach to listen intently.  
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4.4.2. The Tripartite Relationship 

Confidentiality was mentioned again, specifically regarding the 

importance of establishing clear boundaries with all parties upfront. 

The ethical integrity of the coach was deemed to be important. 

Flexibility to re-contract was considered important.  

One sponsor suggested the coach should focus on the relationship 

between the coachee and the organisation rather than on either 

entity, and warned that the coach should not be the agent for 

communication. A coachee concurred: “That will defeat the purpose 

of communicating because you’re not a permanent fixture in the 

relationship” (E6). 

Some coaches spoke of the benefit of trustful relationships and open 

channels of communication with HR/L&D – this is usually a safer 

space for coaches to voice concerns than a line sponsor would be. 

Coaches can also learn about the environment in which the coachee 

operates and other information relevant to their process. A sponsor 

concurred, “I am not sure how you ensure alignment for a company if 

you don’t understand where the company is going, so to me you 

would be ineffective as a coach if you weren’t asking.” (S3) On the 

other hand, two coaches expressed their reservations, feeling that 

too much information may be “an indictment to that person” (C5), 

lead them to be influenced or biased in certain ways, and therefore 

not be ‘clean’ for their coachees.  

4.4.3. Sponsor-Coachee 

All participants agreed that it makes a difference when the coachee is 

properly prepared by a sponsor prior to meeting the coach: “the 

whole positive aspect of coaching is negated by bad planning up 

front” (S2). A pre-coaching briefing should include what coaching is, 

the reasons for recommending it, and the purpose and/or outcomes 
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to be achieved. “It’s a proper dialogue to set the train on the right 

tracks so to speak” (S5). Coaching should be voluntary – one coachee 

who was not prepared in advance felt that the tripartite meeting left 

him feeling he was being “set up” (E1).  

Several participants emphasised the importance of the supportive and 

interested involvement of the line sponsor to the success of the 

process. An unsupportive or uninvolved line manager was considered 

detrimental to the process: “if you don’t believe in it, why try and get 

other people to do it” (E1).  

4.4.4. Coach-Others 

Most participants felt that information received as a result of 360 

degree surveys or interviews delivered valuable information regarding 

developmental areas. Input from individuals other than the line 

manager provided a more systemic view. 

One coach warned of ‘priming’ - the possibility of coaches may 

become biased if they read too many reports.  

4.5. Ethical Coaching Practice  

Whilst coaching associations belong have codes of ethics, adherence 

to these is not legally mandated as it is in formalised professions. Yet 

the interviews conducted revealed that it seems to be assumed that 

coaches will act ethically. Potential consequences of this assumption 

were considered in the section entitled ‘Contracting’ (Section 4.2.7). 

Participants were asked what ethical coaching practice comprises. 

Responses included: 

 The coach has clearly defined boundaries, and contracts in line 

with personal values; 
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 Having support structures in place (such as supervision) to 

assist with ethical development and application; 

 The ability to differentiate between confidentiality and secrets 

and manage both; 

 The ability to manage possibility of harm (which sits between 

coach and client) and duty of care (to the system); 

 Awareness of legal implications to their practice (e.g. complicity 

in a crime if not disclosed); 

 Motivation for coaching (to facilitate the best outcomes vs get 

paid); 

 Appreciation for power dynamics. 

Participants also spoke of ethics as being subjective, and open to 

wide differences in interpretation. Another observation was that 

‘quality’ ethical thinking is not necessarily intrinsic and needs 

developing.  

A case study was provided, in which a coachee was considering 

taking action which although not illegal, would benefit him and cause 

significant harm to the organisation. Coaches were asked how they 

would approach this; sponsors and coachees were asked what they 

would expect of the coach. 

Coaches’ responses varied. One coach commented that his priority 

lay with the coachee: “my job is not to judge whether the coachee is 

right or wrong… it isn’t my job to be a decision maker for the 

company or a person in a moment of crisis” (C6). Two other coaches 

felt that not disclosing would be tantamount to collusion with the 

coachee, and they would be obliged to inform the company. Further 

opinions included withdrawing from coaching (without specifying a 

reason) and strongly encouraging the coachee to consider all possible 

consequences of his actions. The distinction between the propensity 
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for action and action actually being taken was mentioned as a 

deciding factor. 

Most coaches found it very difficult to decide upon appropriate action. 

The coaching adage of ‘do no harm’ did not apply – one party would 

be harmed. Besides the conflict of concern for their dual clients, most 

also considered the reputational damage which could occur as a 

result of either decision. 

Sponsors deliberated on the degree of harm, and typically felt that if 

serious harm would be caused to the organisation, disclosure should 

take place - failing this coming from the coachee, they expected it to 

come from the coach. One sponsor suggested that the coach should 

not be biased towards either coachee or organisation, but should 

work in service of the quality of relationship between these two 

entities.  

Coachees universally felt that the coach should explore the situation 

in depth with them before taking any action. Two coachees felt that 

the coach should never disclose, whilst three coachees felt it 

appropriate for the coach to disclose if the potential consequences 

would negatively impact a lot of people. The remainder felt that the 

coach should withdraw from the coaching without specifically 

indicating why, and/or encourage the sponsor to talk to the coachee. 

When the same dilemma was put to psychologists, opinion varied 

from no disclosure (as the incident was not illegal or likely to cause 

personal harm) to full disclosure from a duty of care to the 

organisation and impact on other employees. The difference noted 

with psychologists was that they decided upon a course of action 

faster, were able to articulate how and why they reached their 

decisions, and all said they would discuss the case with a supervisor 

or mentor.  
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One psychologist mentioned that to maintain their registration, they 

have to undergo continuous professional development in ethics as 

well as general education. She reflected, “I don’t know how one has a 

conversation about confidentiality unless one has a strong foundation 

of what ethics are and how ethics guide a process and a profession, 

rather than just a contract” (P1).  

4.4.5. Supervision 

Interestingly, of the ten coaches interviewed, only three mentioned 

they would take the dilemma to coaching supervision, which one 

coach referred to as “an insurance for all stakeholders against vested 

interests” (C2). These three coaches were the only ones in regular 

supervision, and two used a supervisor “from time to time” (C5). 

Some coaches reflected that supervision was becoming important and 

something to consider in the future. 

Only two sponsors understood the importance of having coaches in 

supervision. Although most of the sponsors who participated in this 

project utilise multiple coaches, none of them provide coaching 

supervision, or require their coaches to be in supervision.  

None of the coachees were aware of supervision. 

It appears that there is little attention paid to the importance of 

ongoing ethical development for coaches generally in South Africa. 

Certainly there is limited recognition of the importance of coaches 

being in supervision as an enabler to ethical coaching practice. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

5.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, current thinking from the literature is compared with 

findings from the research interviews.  

5.2. The Stakeholders 

Most of the sponsors interviewed felt that coaches should view both 

the coachee and the organisation as their client, and coachees 

accepted this. Coaches were more inclined to view the coachee at 

their primary client. The literature similarly indicated that opinions 

vary, and this discussion is ongoing (Bresser & Wilson, 2010).  

5.3. Alignment with Organisational Objectives 

Sponsors from ‘coaching-mature’ environments, and coaches working 

in this type of organisation emphasised that coaching needs to be 

aligned to business outcomes and that both parties should receive 

measurable value. One possible reason for the difference between the 

viewpoint of the majority of coaches and that of the sponsors could 

be the training coaches receive, which takes a psychological approach 

in being entirely coachee-focused. As organisations become more 

‘coaching-mature’, executive coaches will be required to adopt a 

systemic perspective. Agency Relation Theory (Hannafey & Vitulano, 

2012) provides a structure for this transition. 

Of the organisations represented in this survey, 20% were considered 

to be ‘coaching-mature’. In these organisations coaching was 

integrated at HR level as part of the organisation’s people 

development strategy, with a clear framework for its use.  
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As most of the other sponsors felt it was important to receive 

feedback, it appears that a more holistic approach to coaching is 

beginning to be developed. At this stage the value to be derived from 

using coaching to inform organisational learning has not yet been 

recognised, and coaching is still usually a ‘stand-alone’ process, often 

contracted on an ad-hoc basis. This may be indicative of the relative 

immaturity of coaching itself as an emerging profession. It may also 

speak to lack of development in HR processes generally, particularly 

as HR is itself a newly-recognised profession in South Africa.  

 ‘Organizations need to avoid situations where knowledge is hoarded, 

activities are compartmentalized, silos are the norm, and people are 

competitive and motivated only by self-interest’ (Edwards, 2012: 17). 

A defined coaching strategy which has been created with input from 

key stakeholders, and is readily available to all stakeholders, 

encourages delivery to organisational requirements (Tulpa, 2010b). 

5.4. Coach Selection 

Coaches can assist organisations (as involved stakeholders) in 

developing and integrating a coaching strategy, however it is 

important that coaches are selected with the knowledge to fulfil this 

function. Of the coaches interviewed, only 30% consistently referred 

to the systemic alignment of coaching in the various contexts of the 

interview. This is not a reflection on the coaching expertise of the 

other coaches, rather it highlights that there is a difference between a 

coach who focuses on the individual, and one who focuses on the 

individual within their broader environment, and comfortably holds 

duality of client. In my opinion the latter may be considered as a true 

executive coach.  
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Organisations should ensure they select their coaches as appropriate 

to their intention for the coaching. Yet only one third of sponsors 

interviewed had a process for selecting coaches suited to 

organisational requirements and the levels of their leaders.  

Coach selection remains largely unstructured, through referrals, 

internet searches or standard procurement (tender) processes, 

consequently sponsors face significant risk that coaching will not 

deliver expected results. As few coaches had the required experience 

to inform and consult to organisations, and few organisations 

demanded these skills of coaches, there is a significant gap to be 

filled in order for the South African executive coaching market to 

mature. However I have noticed that more sponsors are attending 

conferences and similar events to improve their knowledge, and it is 

likely that the approach in South Africa will evolve as it has in other 

coaching-mature markets – this view is supported in the Annual 

Executive Coaching Survey (Sherpa Coaching, 2013). 

This means that coaches being contracted independently will have to 

adapt their coaching approach and develop good consulting skills to 

match a growing demand for a systemic approach to coaching. 

Organisations may choose to source coaching more through 

specialised coaching companies, who provide consulting services 

combined with an in depth understanding of the organisation, full 

management of the process and single-point accountability for 

results. 

The Ridler Report (Ridler & Co., 2013) of the UK coaching market 

showed that independent coaches are predominantly still being 

contracted, but specialised coaching companies are gaining 

popularity. Likewise the research suggested a bias towards 

contracting independent coaches in South Africa. Unfortunately no 
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sponsors interviewed mentioned contracting through a specialised 

coaching provider, so comparisons could not be drawn.  

The report also revealed a lack of preference towards coaching 

sourced through non-specialist coaching companies. This can be 

understood when correlated with experiences related by participants, 

where lack of understanding of process created broken lines of 

communication, resulting in problems and conflicts. 

5.5. Coach as Consultant 

Effective consulting requires skill in consulting, negotiating and 

contracting (Fielder & Starr, 2008). There can be severe 

consequences to all stakeholders in engaging coaches who do not 

understand the size and complexity of the (dual) client systems 

(Fuqua et al., 2012). This draws attention to the responsibility of 

coaches to ensure they operate within their levels of competency, and 

of organisations in ensuring they are contracting suitable coaches. It 

is understood that this is a process, and it is hoped the Guidelines 

provided in the Conclusion and Recommendations (Section 0) will 

provide awareness of matters to consider.  

5.5.1. Contracting 

The literature tells us that ‘The best practice for a successful coaching 

relationship is a written contract’ (Natale & Diamante, 2005: 362), 

which ‘brings the parties into closer alignment and readiness for the 

work ahead’ (Sherman & Freas, 2004: 5). Yet little attention was paid 

by the majority of participants to the process of contracting.  

Contracting at organisational level (specific to coaching rather than a 

general vendor contract) in addition to tripartite level took place only 

in the two more ‘coaching-mature’ organisations. I perceived these to 

have the most successful coaching programmes. The most successful 
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coaches were contracting effectively at both organisational and 

tripartite levels.  

Most of the other sponsors and coaches appreciated that some form 

of contract should be in place, and stated that this would form part of 

the process for commencing a coaching programme. Contracting 

therefore seems to be more widely conducted only at the tripartite or 

coachee levels. Contracts were generally simple documents covering 

the basics, with attention mainly focused on goal setting and 

confidentiality. The literature on the other hand revealed eight 

distinct areas to effective tripartite contracting (Section 2.5). 

Coaching Policies 

Concern on the part of sponsors that overly structured contracts and 

policies would put people off coaching indicates that coaching is 

generally not considered to be part of organisational design 

processes. The experience of coachees on the other hand suggests 

that having clear frameworks in place would make coaching 

normative and safer in their organisations.  

Another concern arising from this discussion is that few organisations 

appear to have considered corporate governance procedures when 

contracting coaches, as they do with other professional contractors. 

Confidentiality was emphasised as a key aspect of contracting relative 

to the coachee, yet hardly ever considered relative to the 

organisation. There appeared to be almost an assumption that 

coaches are irreproachable, and high ethical standards are taken for 

granted. This concern did not appear in the literature, but became an 

area of significant concern for most participants when asked about 

potential risks pertaining to the absence of non-disclosure 

agreements (and I similarly wondered when the first high profile 

disaster may happen, and at what cost to the local coaching 

industry).  
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5.6. The Concept of Confidentiality 

Confidentiality between coach and coachee is regarded as a 

cornerstone of ethical coaching practice (Fuqua et al., 2012) and 

addressed in the codes of ethics of all coaching bodies. Participants 

universally agreed that confidentiality is essential for coaching to be 

successful, with safety in the relationship between coach and coachee 

being paramount.  

Perspectives from both literature and interviews as to what 

constitutes confidentiality however differed considerably. The more 

widely accepted concept from the literature was that of ‘limited 

confidentiality’ (Glaser, 1981 cited by Robinson & Gross, 1985; Hrop, 

2007). 

Most sponsors and coachees seemed to view confidentiality and 

progress-related feedback as two separate matters, which did not 

affect each other. These participants generally had no issue with 

contracting around both. It was generally expected that sensitive or 

personal issues would remain confidential, and feedback or other 

disclosure should be as a result of discussion and agreement between 

coach and coachee. This matches the perspective of respondents to 

the 2011 Coaching Climate survey conducted by the UK-based 

Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development, which 

recommends ‘confidentiality should be a backstop towards 

inappropriate disclosure of damaging information, not a systematic 

response’ (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2011: 

9).  

Coaches on the other hand were more likely to view any kind of 

feedback as compromising confidentiality. Feedback in the form of 

progress updates was more likely to be provided if requested by the 

sponsor/s, than recommended by them for the benefit of all 
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concerned. A possible reason for this is that coaching has its 

foundations in conventional psychology, where maintaining absolute 

confidentiality is considered sound ethical practice. However 

psychologists are specifically trained according to their area of 

practice. The industrial psychologists interviewed clarified that they 

were not licensed to practice any other form of psychology. Whilst 

they were comfortable with disclosure within clearly defined 

boundaries, a counselling psychologist for instance would not be. 

Coach training is usually not differentiated according to context of 

practice, and coaches are trained to focus on the experience of the 

individual. As Kahn points out ‘Business coaching is to deliver 

business results and improved state of relationship. This is the 

starting point, not the psychotherapeutic approach’ (Marc S. Kahn, 

personal communication). 

5.7. The Flow of Communication 

As coaching advances towards professionalism, differentiation of 

training according to practice may become necessary. To provide a 

valuable coaching service, executive coaches need to understand the 

complexity of multiple stakeholder relationships, and work within this 

context for measurable value to be achieved by all.  

Alongside the coach-coachee relationship, I investigated supporting 

relationships which contribute to the success of effective coaching 

engagements. These are relationships are reflected in the diagram 

below: 
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The Flow of Communication: highlighting the tripartite relationship  

between coach, coachee and sponsor 

Figure 3: Flow of Communication between Stakeholders 

More information was gained from the literature than from interviews, 

which was to be expected given the strong focus on the effectiveness 

of the coach-coachee relationship. Trust was mentioned as being 

essential to all parts of the process – where trust was missing in any 

of these relationships, it had a negative impact on the potential for 

success from coaching.  

Related to this, of particular interest was the need for coachees to be 

prepared for coaching, particularly when coaching was used for 

developmental purposes. In coaching-mature organisations this was 

normal procedure. Some coachees from other organisations spoke of 

their initial apprehension when coaching was suggested, perceiving 

they were deficient in some way. Two stories were particularly 

disturbing, although from their sponsors’ perspectives, coaching was 

provided with good intention. This further highlighted the need for 

coaches to think beyond the immediate task of coaching, ask 

questions up front to understand the broader environment and 

context in which their coachees operate, and consult to sponsors. 
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McComb (2009: 51-52) explains this phenomenon in his definition of 

psychological contract: ‘when expectations held by one party result in 

the perception of adverse consequences for the other party, it may 

lead to a contract withdrawal (…) This has the potential to de-rail the 

coaching process even before it has begun, and in a broader context, 

explains coaching’s effectiveness.’ 

Understanding how communication best flows within coaching 

relationships, and setting appropriate boundaries to ensure this, 

allows all parties to participate effectively, minimises conflicts of 

interest, and contributes towards the success of coaching for all 

concerned.  

5.8. Ethical Coaching Practice 

Not everything can be planned for though, and the final section of 

this research considered the unforeseen events. 

During the interviews ethical practice was mentioned in every 

discussion however this tended to be around confidentiality-related 

issues. At some point coaches will face ethical dilemmas (one such 

dilemma was the reason for the selection of this topic for my 

Management Challenge). Some examples of ethical dilemmas are 

included in the Review of Current Thinking (2.8).  

When participants were presented with an ethical dilemma in the 

interviews, sponsors and coachees were usually able to decide what 

the coach should do (this did not always mean acting in their own 

favour). Industrial psychologists also made their decisions quickly. 

Coaches however deliberated over their choice of action for some 

time, and many had difficulty reaching a decision.  
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All of the psychologists were required to be in supervision, and were 

also required to participate in continuous professional development 

relating to ethical practice (as well as general practice) to maintain 

their registration. Supervision is voluntary for coaches, and little 

emphasis is given to ethical training and development. This seems to 

translate into apathy on the part of many coaches; whilst coaching 

associations in South Africa actively encourage members to attend 

supervision, they report that coaches underestimate the importance 

of this. In this study only 30% of coaches were in regular supervision, 

another 20% in occasional supervision, and 50% were not in 

supervision. This indicates that many coaches in South Africa are not 

paying sufficient attention to ethical aspects of their development. 

Only one sponsor confirmed that coaches to his organisation were 

required to be in supervision. This indicates that sponsors in South 

Africa have also not yet realised the extent to which supervision can 

significantly enhance the quality of service coaches deliver to their 

organisations. Supervision is included as a checklist item in the 

Guidelines for Sponsors and Coaches, as recommended in the 

Conclusion (Appendix 7). 

To put it bluntly: ‘Ethics without competence and competence without 

ethics simply leave the coach open to either failure with the client, 

legal liability or both’ (Krigbaum, 2006: 80). It is hoped that through 

ongoing awareness campaigns, coaches will buy into the importance 

of ongoing ethical development, and sponsors will require evidence of 

this from their coaches. 

5.9. Summary 

The findings from the interviews, when compared with the literature, 

supported a conclusion reached in the recent Sherpa survey (Sherpa 

Coaching, 2013), in that South Africa lags markets where executive 
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coaching is more established. This is particularly noticeable in the 

tendency for coaches to prefer the psychological approach which 

excludes the needs of the business, and a similar lack of awareness 

of many sponsors for the business case for coaching. Negotiated and 

clearly defined boundaries permit all stakeholders to receive value in 

an ethical way. 

Progress is being made, and as the market matures further learning 

will take place and the current gaps will begin to close. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Coaching is still an emerging occupation - it is not yet considered a 

professional field. There is much to be done to establish the standard 

educational, operational and ethical practices which will assist 

towards the recognition of coaching as a profession. As the field of 

coaching progresses, providers and users of coaching services are 

becoming more knowledgeable, and the understanding of what 

constitutes successful coaching practice is building iteratively.  

In the meantime there are wide variances in opinion, standards and 

understanding. This was apparent in the difference in responses from 

coaches and sponsors, with the responses from coachees reflecting 

the consequences. A small number of participants were mostly 

aligned with the processes for successful coaching defined in the 

literature, and on the other end of the scale a small number of 

participants were mostly unaligned. The majority of participants fell 

somewhere in between.  

The coaches interviewed all had a minimum of five years executive 

coaching experience, and all are considered competent coaches. The 

research revealed that many coaches narrowly focus their approach 

on the coachee, which is consistent their training and codes of ethics 

originating in psychotherapy. Many sponsors support this approach, 

and trust the process to take its own course, not requiring any 

feedback from coaches. One sponsor considers this “life coaching in 

business” (S5).  

This approach is appropriate for some contexts of executive coaching, 

but does not yield the flexibility required to work systemically in 

service of the business. The coaches who are successfully doing this 

are effectively consulting to their clients, advising and negotiating to 

achieve the best solutions for all stakeholders.  
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Different skills to those of coaching are required, and as executive 

coaching matures further, coaches will be required to become as 

skilled at consulting as they are at coaching.  

 The first recommendation as a result of this study is that 

training for professional specialisation is provided for coaches, 

as is the norm in other established professions, including 

psychology. This could be in the form of elective modules as 

part of the accreditation process, and through continuous 

professional development courses.  

It also requires organisations to be receptive to coaches consulting to 

them. For some this is not considered necessary, others would 

welcome the service if offered by an experienced professional.  

 The second recommendation emanating from this study is for 

contextually specific training in consulting skills for executive 

coaches. More coaches providing this service would create 

greater awareness on the part of sponsors, which in turn would 

produce greater demand for the service. 

In most organisations, coaching is still largely perceived to be a 

stand-alone process, and in many of these no processes are in place 

for selecting coaches suitable to context – notwithstanding the fact 

that these coaches will be working with their key people. The risks to 

organisations in selecting coaches who are underqualified, 

inexperienced or unsuited to the context, or have conflicting values 

and ethical standards are often underestimated. This risk extends to 

coaches provided by intermediaries whose core business is not 

coaching.  

 A third recommendation is that organisations without the 

requisite knowledge in-house, or the capacity to develop this, 

can mitigate their risk by outsourcing many of the 



80 

administrative processes, including coach selection, to a 

reputable specialised coaching company, which would be 

accountable to them for results. 

Surveys conducted in more established markets suggest that 

integrating coaching with Human Resources or Organisational 

Design’s people development strategies results in system-wide 

learning and measurable benefit for the organisation (Chartered 

Institute of Personnel and Development, 2011; Human Capital 

Institute, 2012). This requires policies or frameworks governing the 

contracting and use of coaching in the organisation (stated as 

desirable by coachees who were impacted by the absence of these). 

These should combine clarity of approach and accountability with 

flexibility for consensual adaptation. Although almost all sponsors 

expressed reluctance to introduce formal frameworks, as coaching 

becomes more normative in South African organisations, and their 

use of coaching matures in line with international trends, this is likely 

to change. As per the previous paragraph, coaches will need to 

ensure their skills continue to be relevant. 

Planning for coaching is central to successful results being realised by 

all stakeholders. This commences with organisational contracting and 

frameworks as described above, includes advance preparation of the 

coachee for coaching, and progresses to tripartite contracting 

between coach, coachee and sponsor. A key factor in tripartite 

contracting is the establishment of boundaries for maintaining 

confidentiality and providing feedback to the sponsor/s. 

Confidentiality typically pertains to personal or sensitive information 

disclosed by the coachee during the coaching process. As trust is a 

key factor for successful coaching outcomes, it was not expected by 

any stakeholders that confidential information would be shared 

outside of the coach-coachee relationship. Divergence in opinion 

arose with regards to progress-related feedback.  
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This feedback is necessary to measure achievement to outcomes, and 

(if coaching is aligned to people development strategies), informs 

organisational learning. Sponsors and coachees tended to view this 

feedback as routine and uncompromising of confidentiality 

boundaries, as long as it was provided jointly by coach and coachee. 

Some coaches however preferred not to divulge any information at 

all. This again speaks to a difference between systemically-oriented 

executive coaches, and coaches doing “life coaching in business” 

(S5). 

Other key factors in tripartite consulting included clarification of 

stakeholder roles and responsibilities, particularly where this related 

to understanding and support of the coaching process by a line 

sponsor. Sponsors in coaching-mature organisations and 

systemically-inclined coaches emphasised the importance of a 

trusting relationship between the coach and HR sponsor/s of 

coaching. 

As confidentiality in coaching is expected in the relationship between 

coachee and coach, coaches do become aware of sensitive company 

information. It is assumed that coaches will conform to the highest 

standards of ethical practice in this regard. Whilst this probably is 

generally the case, it is unlikely that all coaches will always act 

ethically all the time. Yet coaches are usually not required to sign 

non-disclosure agreements as is required of other contracted 

professionals. This became a topic of concern for many participants 

(particularly sponsors) when they considered potential consequences 

of this. Relative to this, personal liability insurance is seldom carried 

by coaches in South Africa.  
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Ethical practice is considered essential to work of a coach. In 

questioning what this comprises, it was usually linked to maintaining 

the confidentiality of the coaching relationship. It was also accurately 

pointed out that ethical standards are subjective. The coaching 

associations all emphasise the importance of ethical practice and 

have codes of ethics, which are useful guidelines. However these do 

not tell coaches what to do when faced with a real-life dilemma – the 

approach taken will be directly influenced by the ethical maturity of 

the coach. Developing ethical maturity takes conscious effort: ‘ethical 

practice is not merely a matter of signing up to an ethical code and 

obeying all its clauses, but of constantly refining one’s ethical 

behaviour to achieve ethical maturity’ (Hawkins & Smith, 2006: 250). 

It was concerning to realise from the research that many coaches 

seem not to pay sufficient attention to this aspect of their 

professional development. Where this is the case, it will reflect on the 

ability of the coach to work in the best interests of their clients.  

Sponsors of coaching are not asking for proof from their coaches of 

ethical development, such as attendance at coaching supervision. 

This can be attributed to the findings mentioned earlier in this section 

– there is insufficient awareness regarding effective coach 

engagement. In the words of one sponsor: “I think these are all new 

areas that a decade ago nobody thought to have a policy about” (S3). 

 The fourth recommendation from this study is for greater 

emphasis to be placed on developing ethical maturity in 

coaches. Ways in which this can be done include greater focus 

on ethical development in coach accreditation with an emphasis 

on the importance of ongoing training through continuous 

professional development. Coaching associations could seek 

assistance from the field of psychology in developing training 

modules for members. A greater focus needs to be placed on 

supervision (particularly in the South African coaching 
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industry). Awareness can be developed through greater focus 

on ethical development at coaching conferences, master-

classes and similar events.  

I selected this topic to develop my own knowledge and practice, and 

simultaneously add to the body of knowledge regarding coaching. 

Coaching is on a journey towards professionalism and maturity, and 

there is much still to be done. With limited information available to 

executive coaches and sponsors of coaching services to assist them in 

building their knowledge, the intention through this research was to 

develop a set of guidelines that sponsors can refer to for engaging 

executive coaching services, and coaches can refer to in developing 

their own coaching practice. It is acknowledged that there is no ‘one-

size-fits-all’, and each individual or organisation can take what is 

relevant and valuable to their context. 

These Guidelines are attached as Appendix 9. In essence they provide 

a summary of the topic: Contracting for Value: Contributing factors 

for ethical alignment of confidentiality and stakeholder needs in 

executive coaching. 

6.1. Recommendations for further study: 

The research revealed areas for future study, which would 

complement and further findings from this study. These include: 

1. An exploration of the extent to which corporate governance 

procedures are applied to coaching in organisations, with a 

benefit and risk analysis, case studies and recommendations. 

 

2. A comparison of ethical development in coaches relative to 

other professions (psychology, consulting, accounting, law, 

etc.), impact, case studies and recommendations. 

 



84 

3. A study of how coaching is effectively integrated into 

Organisational Design strategy, using case studies (interviews 

of companies where this has been done or an on-the-job case 

study in an organisation where this is being implemented) to 

define processes and policies, enablers and de-railers, 

measurement of impact, and other relevant matters.  
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7. PERSONAL LEARNING 

Whilst “a systemic approach” is almost a ‘buzz-word’ in local coaching 

circles, it has been my experience that there is not much practical 

awareness of what this actually means. As I had particularly enjoyed 

the Systems Thinking module of the MSc, I decided to use the 

Management Challenge (MC) to further develop my knowledge of 

systems thinking and application.  

From this investigation I wanted to understand the extent to which 

the system can influence the individual experience and perceptions of 

the success of coaching. A secondary objective was to learn more 

about the development of, and challenges to, ethical coaching 

practice. I chose the context of contracting for confidentiality and 

disclosure for its propensity to elicit a range of perspectives in both 

respects.  

I consider that that both of the above learning objectives have been 

achieved, far beyond what I originally imagined. I have learnt 

valuable skills in consulting with clients, leading into better 

contracting practices. Being a partner in a coaching business has 

given me good opportunity to apply the learning and begin measuring 

initial results. Our company’s consulting and contracting processes 

have changed significantly to incorporate learning from the literature, 

with awareness gained from the personal experiences expressed in 

the interviews. I have learned to be careful of being too critical of 

existing processes and to balance this with diplomatic reasoning.  

Although it is early stages, feedback from sponsors who have 

experienced such consulting has been positive, and this will be an 

ongoing process of learning and refining our processes.  
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A third objective was to study a topic which had not been extensively 

researched thus far, and which could contribute to the field of 

knowledge, especially as this relates to the future professionalisation 

of coaching.  

I had my first opportunity to realise this when requested to conduct a 

one-hour presentation on my topic at a recent coaching conference. 

Preparing the presentation assisted me in reducing my data to more 

succinct levels, and in presenting it, I felt I really owned the 

knowledge. Delegates provided feedback that they had found the 

presentation interesting and useful, and a suggestion was made that 

this should become a book!  

I have become aware of how relevant the topic is relative to the 

progress towards professionalization of coaching, particularly in South 

Africa. It is my intention to share my learning further with coaches 

and sponsors of coaching, and in so doing, I will continue to learn 

myself. 

If there is something I would have changed in the process, it would 

be the timing of the interviews conducted. Having to complete these 

before the South African year-end summer holidays meant that I had 

not reviewed as much literature as I would have liked to formulate 

themes and questions. In retrospect I would have asked some 

different questions. It was more good luck than good management 

that many of the conversations yielded information relevant to the 

themes that emerged later from the literature – one benefit to having 

conducted double the number of interviews required for the study! 

Collecting data was the easiest part, 24 invitations were sent and 22 

people accepted. All participated openly and honestly, and without 

exception, commented that they had found their interview thought-

provoking and useful. 
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The interviews yielded 22 recorded hours of valuable information. 

Having also done a lot of literary research, I had collected a wealth of 

relevant information, and it was tough deciding what to leave out. 

During his interview one of the first participants remarked that there 

was so much more to the topic than he originally thought, and he was 

right. All respondents found it useful, and I learnt so much more than 

I could possibly have imagined at the outset. 22 interviews was more 

than required, yet I don’t think I would have gained the breadth of 

understanding if I had have done any less. Each interview yielded 

new and interesting information. If I have to select three major areas 

of learning from them they would be: 

1. The potential for harm to the coachee through lack of 

appropriate preparation for coaching - the stories I heard 

disturbed me deeply. Going forward I will do my best to ensure 

that coachees are well prepared by their sponsors before the 

coaching process begins. 

2. The importance of ethical development for coaches and how 

little is understood about this. I think this is the most 

underdeveloped aspect of coach development. Certainly I have 

far more awareness as a result of this project, and will continue 

to expand this through future learning. It then becomes 

incumbent on me to contribute this back into the South African 

coaching industry. 

3. The enormity of risk to both organisations, coaches and the 

coaching industry in overlooking corporate governance 

procedures when contracting. It would be so easy for 

something catastrophic to happen, and this can be avoided by 

paying better attention to contracting processes. Certainly this 

awareness has changed my practice, and this is another point 

for future education in the local coaching environment. 
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This final document feels more like a brief summary of the findings, 

yet I recognise that the real value of the learning lies in all that I 

have absorbed through the process and how I will continue to apply 

and develop this. 

I also understand why we were advised to select a topic which we 

personally find interesting. My interest in the topic grew exponentially 

as the research evolved, and this inspired me to keep going through 

challenging circumstances. At times it almost seemed as if it would be 

impossible to finish, yet this was never an option. I have learned to 

appreciate the clarity of mind that comes with very early mornings, to 

manage my states, organise time super-efficiently, strategize, 

negotiate, and to accept help where it’s offered. This personal 

learning has been valuable too, and it will continue to support my 

professional development going forward. 

I have not been as disciplined as I intended with regards to 

maintaining a log of my journey through the MC. Rather than being 

regular reflection, this has tended to be sporadic recording of 

thoughts and reflections into a dedicated page on Scrivener, as these 

arose. This can be partially attributed to extreme time pressures, and 

is also something that has been a challenge through my MSc journey. 

I reflect aloud intensively in coaching supervision and discussions 

with colleagues, as well as in my own thinking processes (usually 

whilst running and meditating). I do have to work at translating this 

into a more structured and documented process.  

Whilst I look forward to more time to breathe, reflect and integrate in 

the weeks ahead, I deeply appreciate the opportunity of participating 

in this programme. I am excited that my academic journey will 

continue, and anticipate the learning ahead! 

Word Count: 18044  
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Appendix 1: Glossary 

The following terms are used throughout this study, and are provided 

at this point to provide a common understanding between the 

researcher and the reader: 

Coach: The person who carries out professional executive coaching 

of the client [coachee], who is the individual receiving coaching 

(APECS). The term ‘coachee’ is used in this study to describe the 

individual receiving coaching rather than the more common term of 

‘coaching client’ to avoid any possible confusion between 

stakeholders.  

Sponsor: The representative of the organisation who contracts the 

coach to deliver coaching to the client (APECS). The sponsor may be 

from Human Resources (HR) or a Line Manager. In some cases HR 

and the Line Manager are joint sponsors.  

Human Resources (HR): The term may equally apply to sponsors 

from related functions such as Learning and Development (L&D) or 

Organisational Design (OD), and use the term ‘HR’ denotes any of 

these. 

Coaching: Applies to executive coaching throughout, unless 

otherwise specified. 

‘Coaching-mature’: Refers to organisations which have defined 

processes in place for the contracting and implementation of 

coaching, where coaching is integrated into people development 

strategies, supported by executive management and considered 

normative in the organisation, and where feedback is used 

constructively for the development of the individual and the learning 

of the organisation as a whole. For the purposes of this study, 
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‘coaching-mature’ organisations are those in which 75% of these 

criteria are achieved.  

‘Low trust’ environments:  In the context of this research, these 

are typically highly competitive, stressful workplaces, where mistrust 

exists at all levels and job security is a concern.  

Supervision: The relationship between a coach and a qualified 

person who is not in any managerial relationship with the coach, and 

wherein the coaching work with particular clients may be discussed in 

strict confidence with the purpose of enhancing the quality of the 

coach’s work and of ensuring client safety (APECS).  

It should be noted that the terms ‘him’ and ‘her’ are used 

interchangeably in examples throughout the research, and use of one 

denotes the other.  
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Appendix 2: Coach Selection Checklist 

Checklist for organisations to consider when engaging 

executive coaches to work at senior leadership level 

 Proof of practitioner qualification (including a minimum of 125 

hours of face-to-face training) with a respected coaching body 

or institute at a ‘Professional’ level. Increasingly organisations 

are seeking academic degrees in addition; 

 Membership of a professional body with a published code of 

ethics, in case of recourse (this does not constitute a 

qualification); 

 Proof of experience through documented coaching hours and 

client references; 

 A documented process and sound methodology, fostering 

independence of the leader; 

 A process for effectively balancing confidentiality boundaries 

with feedback and progress evaluations and other requested 

information; 

 Accountability for results;  

 The integrity to terminate coaching when it is not working for 

any reason; 

 Participation in regular coaching supervision with a 

professionally qualified supervisor 

 Strong consulting skills in the process of negotiating and 

maintaining contracts and dealing with the client organisation. 

Flexibility in moving between coaching and consulting roles; 

 Values which match with those of the organisation; 
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 Good understanding and insight into the complexity of 

corporate environments, gained from personal experience. 

Demonstrated interest in the client’s organisation. It is not 

deemed necessary for the coach to have industry knowledge or 

experience. 

(The International Coaching Federation, 2008; Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Passmore, 2010; Uyen, 2006; McComb, 2009; Sherman & Freas, 

2004; Gray, 2011) 
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Appendix 3: Sub-Contract Checklist 

Additional checklist for organisations considering specialised 

coaching companies to provide coaching services to the 

organisation 

All steps contained in Appendix 2, plus: 

 Experienced consultant to advise, negotiate, co-create and 

maintain contracts (often the lead coach) 

 A dedicated relationship manager (usually the lead coach), with 

an alternative contact if the primary contact is not available; An 

in-depth understanding of the sponsor organisation, gained 

through induction/training/multiple relationships and coaching 

assignments in the business 

 Match between organisational values 

 Management of a selection of trusted, appropriately qualified 

employed or associate coaches, suited to work at various levels 

of the organisation 

 Qualified supervision of coaches working in the organisation 

 Coordinated reporting and feedback on organisational themes 

which emerge from multiple coaching assignments; 

 Coordinated reporting and feedback on the effectiveness of 

coaching and coaches 

 Project management services 

 Account management and similar administrative functions 
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Appendix 4: Sample Organisational Contract 
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Appendix 5: Tripartite Checklist 

Checklist for effective contracting 

 Objectives for the coaching: Congruent and realistic alignment 

of the coachee’s aims with key drivers of business strategy will 

maximise mutual interests and enable the outcomes from 

coaching to be evaluated against strategic goals. Action plans 

are expressed in terms of specific behaviours. Outcomes are 

clearly defined with benchmarks and measures, and checked for 

common understanding by all parties. (Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Tulpa, 2010; Sherman & Freas, 2004; McComb, 2009) 

 Terms of performance with measurables and evaluation criteria: 

This may include pre- and post-coaching 360-degree 

assessments, interviews with selected colleagues, etc. Multiple 

sources of evidence are preferable to one-off experiences. 

(McComb, 2009; Sherman & Freas, 2004) 

 Terms of confidentiality: Clear boundaries of confidentiality and 

informed consent are central to establishing a relationship of 

trust between coach and coachee. These should specify who 

needs to know what, when, and under what circumstances; 

what should not be shared; and how information will be 

protected. This may be governed by a formal corporate policy 

or agreed by sponsor, coachee and coach. (Salt et al., 1992; 

Fielder & Starr, 2008; Fuqua et al., 2012; Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Sherman & Freas, 2004) The subject is addressed in more 

detail in later sections entitled ‘The Concept of Confidentiality’ 

and ‘The Flow of Information’. 

 Commitment expectations: This includes attendance of 

sessions, cancellation policies and completion of task work. 

(Frisch, 2001)  



106 

 Defined goals, roles and accountabilities for sponsor, coachee 

and coach, ensuring mutual clarity and understanding. Defined 

channels of communication for three-way feedback in this 

context. (Lee & Rosen, 1984; Sherman & Freas, 2004; Tulpa, 

2010)  

 Strategies for working with ‘what-ifs’: ethical issues or conflicts 

of interest which could potentially impact on effectiveness of 

relationships. (Block, 1981; Lee & Rosen, 1984; Tulpa, 2010) 

 As the coach is likely to hear sensitive information relating to 

the organisation, a non-disclosure clause provides the 

organisation with some protection.  

 A ‘no-fault’ termination clause, permitting any party to end the 

coaching relationship if it is not working (Sherman & Freas, 

2004) 

  



107 

Appendix 6: Coaching Policy Checklist 

Framework for coaching policies 

 An introduction outlining the premise or philosophy on which 

the service rests 

 Policy statement which makes the purpose of the service more 

specific 

 The procedures for which the policy will be implemented, such 

as: 

 Definition of what best practice coaching is for the 

organisation, in order to foster understanding and buy in; 

 The strategic use of coaching and where the investment is 

to be focused; 

 Coach selection, terms of engagement, timescales and 

deliverables; 

 Accountabilities of coach, coachee and line manager/ 

sponsor; 

 Protocol regarding confidentiality; 

 Feedback and reporting expectations and mechanisms; 

 Criteria for assessment of effectiveness of the intervention  

 Feedback regarding the effectiveness of the coach; 

 Mechanisms to deal with complaints 

(Kirkpatrick, 1983 cited by Feldman, 2001; The International 

Coaching Federation, 2013; Lee & Rosen, 1984; Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Tulpa, 2010) 
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Appendix 7: Guidelines 

Guidelines for sponsors and coaches to consider, prior to 

engaging in executive coaching engagements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

These guidelines are in the form of checklists 

which have been produced from the literature 

and research. They are intended to provide 

guidance rather than structure, and may not 

include all matters to consider. It should also be 

noted that all items listed may not be relevant in 

all contexts and situations. 
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The Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Check lists for Parts 1 and 2 are contained in the following pages. 
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Part One: Coach / Coaching Company 

Selection 

1A. DIRECTLY CONTRACTED COACHES:  

Checklist of items to consider when directly engaging 

executive coaches to work at senior leadership level 

 Proof of practitioner qualification (including a minimum of 125 

hours of face-to-face training) with a respected coaching body 

or institute at a ‘Professional’ level. Increasingly organisations 

are seeking academic degrees in addition; 

 Membership of a professional body with a published code of 

ethics, in case of recourse (this does not constitute a 

qualification); 

 Proof of experience through documented coaching hours and 

client references; 

 A documented process and sound methodology, fostering 

independence of the leader; 

 A process for effectively balancing confidentiality boundaries 

with feedback and progress evaluations and other requested 

information; 

 Accountability for results;  

 The integrity to terminate coaching when it is not working for 

any reason; 

 Participation in regular coaching supervision with a 

professionally qualified supervisor 

 Strong consulting skills in the process of negotiating and 

maintaining contracts and dealing with the client organisation. 

Flexibility in moving between coaching and consulting roles; 

 Values which match with those of the organisation; 
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 Good understanding and insight into the complexity of 

corporate environments, gained from personal experience. 

Demonstrated interest in the client’s organisation. (It is not 

deemed necessary for the coach to have industry knowledge or 

experience.) 

(The International Coaching Federation, 2008; Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Passmore, 2010; Uyen, 2006; McComb, 2009; Sherman & Freas, 2004; 
Gray, 2011) 

 
 

 

1B. SPECIALIST COACHING COMPANY:  

Checklist of items to consider when contracting with a single 

coaching company to partner with the organisation in the 

provision of senior-level executive coaching and related 

services  

 

All steps contained in Part 1a, plus: 

 In-depth understanding of the sponsor organisation through 

multiple relationships and coaching assignments; 

 A single-point-of-contact relationship manager who provides 

advice and selects suitable coaches; 

 Project management and administrative resources, enabling 

efficient and quick response to clients’ needs; 

 Co-ordinated feedback on organisational themes which emerge 

from multiple coaching assignments, without compromising 

confidentiality; 

 Coaches are in group supervision (Appendix 1) through the 

provider.  
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Part Two: Contracting 

2A. SAMPLE CONTRACT FOR  

ORGANISATION AND COACH 
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 (Metaco Holdings Pty Ltd, 2011) 
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2B. FRAMEWORK FOR CREATING  
CORPORATE COACHING POLICIES 

 An introduction outlining the premise or philosophy on which 

the service rests 

 Policy statement which makes the purpose of the service more 

specific 

 The procedures for which the policy will be implemented, such 

as: 

 Definition of what best practice coaching is for the 

organisation, in order to foster understanding and buy in; 

 The strategic use of coaching and where the investment is 

to be focused; 

 Coach selection, terms of engagement, timescales and 

deliverables; 

 Accountabilities of coach, coachee and line manager/ 

sponsor; 

 Protocol regarding confidentiality; 

 Feedback and reporting expectations and mechanisms; 

 Criteria for assessment of effectiveness of the 

intervention  

 Feedback regarding the effectiveness of the coach; 

 Mechanisms to deal with complaints 

(Kirkpatrick, 1983 cited by Feldman, 2001; The International 
Coaching Federation, 2013; Lee & Rosen, 1984; Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Tulpa, 2010) 
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2C. CHECKLIST FOR CREATING EFFECTIVE 
TRIPARTITE CONTRACTS 

 Objectives for the coaching: Congruent and realistic alignment 

of the coachee’s aims with key drivers of business strategy will 

maximise mutual interests and enable the outcomes from 

coaching to be evaluated against strategic goals. Action plans 

are expressed in terms of specific behaviours. Outcomes are 

clearly defined with benchmarks and measures, and checked for 

common understanding by all parties. (Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Tulpa, 2010; Sherman & Freas, 2004; McComb, 2009) 

 Terms of performance with measurables and evaluation criteria: 

This may include pre- and post-coaching 360-degree 

assessments, interviews with selected colleagues, etc. Multiple 

sources of evidence are preferable to one-off experiences. 

(McComb, 2009; Sherman & Freas, 2004) 

 Terms of confidentiality: Clear boundaries of confidentiality and 

informed consent are central to establishing a relationship of 

trust between coach and coachee. These should specify who 

needs to know what, when, and under what circumstances; 

what should not be shared; and how information will be 

protected. This may be governed by a formal corporate policy 

or agreed by sponsor, coachee and coach. (Salt et al., 1992; 

Fielder & Starr, 2008; Fuqua et al., 2012; Ridler & Co., 2013; 

Sherman & Freas, 2004).  

 Commitment expectations: This includes attendance of 

sessions, cancellation policies and completion of task work. 

(Frisch, 2001)  

 Defined goals, roles and accountabilities for sponsor, coachee 

and coach, ensuring mutual clarity and understanding. Defined 

channels of communication for three-way feedback in this 
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context. (Lee & Rosen, 1984; Sherman & Freas, 2004; Tulpa, 

2010)  

 Strategies for working with ‘what-ifs’: ethical issues or conflicts 

of interest which could potentially impact on effectiveness of 

relationships. (Block, 1981; Lee & Rosen, 1984; Tulpa, 2010) 

 As the coach is likely to hear sensitive information relating to 

the organisation, a non-disclosure clause provides the 

organisation with some protection.  

 A ‘no-fault’ termination clause, permitting any party to end the 

coaching relationship if it is not working (Sherman & Freas, 

2004) 

 

3. Proceed with coaching! 
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Appendix 8: Codes of Ethics 

Comparison of industry codes of ethics relating to confidentiality 

CATEGORY ICF COMENSA 

(Coaches & Mentors) 

APECS 

(Coaches & 

Supervisors) 

EMCC 

 

Coaching 

Agreements/Agendas 

I will construct clear 

agreements with my 

clients, and will honor 

all agreements made in 

the context of 

professional coaching 

relationships. 

The coach/mentor will: 

(b) Honour the 

confidentially 

agreement in the 

coaching/mentoring 

relationship. 

 

The coach/mentor will: 

(a) Maintain profess-

sional integrity 

irrespective of the 

demands of the 

sponsor or client… 

 

Ensure that the 

expectations of the 

client and the sponsor 

are understood and 

that they themselves 

understand how those 

expectations are to be 

met. 

Establish a clear 

contract with the 

Sponsor and the Client 

which covers: 

the process of coaching 

or supervision the aims 

of the specific coaching 

engagement or super-

vision the duration, 

hours provision and 

periodicity of the 

engagement 

specifically who will be 

involved in the process 

and at which stages the 

matters of 

confidentiality and 

boundary management 

(see below) fee and 

cancellation 

arrangements… 

Respond to the client’s 

learning and 

development needs as 

defined by the agenda 

brought to the 

coach/mentoring 

relationship. 

 

Ensure that the 

expectations of the 

client and the sponsor 

are understood and 

that they themselves 

understand how those 

expectations are to be 

met. 
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Nature of 

Confidentiality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature of 

Confidentiality (cont) 

I will ensure that, prior 

to or at the initial 

session, my coaching 

client understands the 

nature of coaching, the 

bounds of 

confidentiality, financial 

arrangements and 

other terms of the 

coaching agreement. 

 The coach or 

supervisor will: 

-take proper steps to 

ensure a sound 

understanding of the 

nature of the sponsor's 

and clients 

expectations of 

coaching or 

supervision; where 

there appears to be 

inappropriate 

expectations of 

understandings of the 

nature of coaching or 

super-vision, the coach 

or supervisor will 

explain its limitations 

and uses appropriately 

and simply; 

-explain this Code of 

Ethics and Conduct to 

the Sponsor and the 

Client including the 

confidentiality 

requirements and the 

rare exceptions to it… 
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Maintaining 

Confidentiality  

 

& 

 

Disclosure of 

Information   

 

 

I will take all 

reasonable steps to 

notify the appropriate 

authorities in the event 

a client discloses an 

intention to endanger 

self or others. 

I will obtain agreement 

from the person being 

coached before 

releasing information to 

another person 

compensating me. 

I will respect the 

confidentiality of my 

client's information, 

except as otherwise 

authorized by my 

client, or as required by 

law. 

 

 

 

(h) Disclose 

information only where 

explicitly agreed with 

the client and sponsor 

(where one exists), 

unless the 

coach/mentor believes 

that there is convincing 

evidence of serious 

danger to the client or 

others if the 

information is withheld. 

(i) Act within applicable 

law and not encourage, 

assist or collude with 

others engaged in 

conduct which is 

dishonest, unlawful, 

unprofessional or 

discriminatory. 

The coach or supervisor 

will:  

-maintain proper 

confidentiality of 

personal information 

gained within the 

coaching/supervision 

context;  

-maintain 

confidentiality of the 

names and roles of 

those who are or have 

been coached or 

supervised; 

-maintain commercial 

confidentiality 

regarding any aspects 

of the Sponsoring 

Organisations business 

and plans; 

-only disclose 

information from the 

coaching or supervision 

context to the Sponsor 

with the specific 

permission of the Client 

and then only if there 

are special reasons why 

this is in the best 

Act within applicable 

law and not encourage, 

assist or collude with 

others engaged in 

conduct which is 

dishonest, unlawful, 

unprofessional or 

discriminatory. 

Maintain throughout 

the level of 

confidentiality which is 

appropriate and is 

agreed at the start of 

the relationship. 

Disclose information 

only where explicitly 

agreed with the client 

and sponsor (where 

one exists), unless the 

coach/mentor believes 

that there is convincing 

evidence of serious 

danger to the client or 

others if the 

information is withheld. 
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interests of the Client; 

-be prepared to 

disclose to the Sponsor 

or the competent 

authorities any matter 

which indicates an 

illegal or illicit action by 

the Client or where 

there is a significant 

risk to another person 

or body should this not 

be disclosed.  

In such rare 

circumstances the 

Client should be given 

the first opportunity to 

disclose unless the 

timing indicates that 

urgent action is needed 

by the Coach/ 

Supervisor. 
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Conflicts of Interest I will seek to avoid 

conflicts between my 

interests and the 

interests of my clients. 

Whenever any actual 

conflict of interest or 

the potential for a 

conflict of interest 

arises, I will openly 

disclose it and fully 

discuss with my client 

how to deal with it in 

whatever way best 

serves my client. 

The coach/mentor will: 

(d) Be aware of the 

potential for conflicts of 

interest of either a 

commercial or 

emotional nature to 

arise through the 

coach/mentoring 

relationship and deal 

with them quickly and 

effectively to ensure 

there is no detriment to 

the client or sponsor. 

 Be aware of the 

potential for conflicts of 

interest of either a 

commercial or 

emotional nature to 

arise through the 

coach/mentoring 

relationship and deal 

with them quickly and 

effectively to ensure 

there is no detriment to 

the client or sponsor. 

Supervision and 

Industry 

 The coach/mentor will 

establish a relationship 

with a suitably qualified 

supervisor, who will 

regularly assess their 

competence and 

support their 

development. The 

supervisor will be 

bound by the 

requirements of 

confidentiality referred 

to in this Code of 

Ethics. 

 

(e) To maintain 

transparency of 

The coach or supervisor 

will: 

…work with an 

approved supervisor 

(see APECS 

Accreditation Criteria 

Guidelines) to ensure 

client safety, review 

their client case work 

and monitor their own 

well-being and 

effectiveness. 

 

Each Executive Coach 

will choose a form of 

supervision and a 

supervisor that best fits 

Maintain a relationship 

with a suitably-qualified 

supervisor, who will 

regularly assess their 

competence and 

support their 

development. The 

supervisor will be 

bound by the 

requirements of 

confidentiality referred 

to in this Code. What 

constitutes a “suitably-

qualified” supervisor is 

defined in the EMCC’s 

standards document. 
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communication with 

other members of the 

coaching and 

mentoring professions 

within the confines of 

existing confidentiality 

agreements. 

their learning needs. In 

ongoing and regular 

supervision they will 

discuss confidentially 

their thoughts, feeling 

and reactions to their 

work at all levels: 

clients, relationships, 

interventions, 

contracts, impasses, 

joys, upsets etc. 

Supervision will be a 

forum for reflection on 

coaching work where 

supervisees will take 

responsibility for their 

own learning. 

 

Supervisors will provide 

APECS with a short 

annual report on 

supervisees assuring 

APECS that they are 

working ethically and to 

an acceptable standard. 
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Handling of 

Information 

I will accurately create, 

maintain, store and 

dispose of any records 

of work done in relation 

to the practice of 

coaching in a way that 

promotes 

confidentiality and 

complies with any 

applicable laws. 

(f) Understand that 

professional 

responsibilities 

continue beyond the 

termination of any 

coach/ mentoring 

relationship. These 

include the following: 

(i) Maintenance of 

agreed confidentiality 

of all information 

relating to clients and 

sponsors… 

(iv) Safe and secure 

maintenance of all 

related records and 

data. 

The Coach or 

Supervisor will ensure 

the safekeeping of all 

related records and 

data connected with 

the coaching contract 

and its delivery. 

Understand that 

professional 

responsibilities 

continue beyond the 

termination of any 

coach/mentoring 

relationship. These 

include the following: 

• Maintenance of 

agreed confidentiality 

of all information 

relating to clients and 

sponsors … 

 • Safe and secure 

maintenance of all 

related records and 

data 

Environment / 

Learning 

Opportunities 

   Seek to create an 

environment in which 

client, coach/mentor 

and sponsor are 

focused on and have 

the opportunity for 

learning. 
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Appendix 9: The 5 Steps to Ethical Maturity 

 

 

(Carroll, 2011) 
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Appendix 10: Ethical Dilemmas 

Examples of situations which may result  

in ethical dilemmas for coaches 

 Maintaining objectivity and balancing demanding stakeholder 

interests, particularly with respect to holding a duty of care for 

the coachee and adhering to organisational disclosure 

requirements 

 Being aware of competency and values limitations, and clear at 

all times about what they can or cannot deliver 

 Choosing between autonomy of the coachee in determining her 

own choices vs overriding her wishes (e.g. when she is bullied 

or harassed at work) 

 Distinguishing between what is harmful or illegal and what is 

borderline (such as a coachee who discloses he drinks heavily 

or uses recreational drugs),and deciding what to do 

 Breaching confidentiality when this would be in the best 

interests of the coachee (such as for a promotion decision) vs 

maintaining confidentiality to protect the relationship 

 Acting on what is best for the client vs what is best for the 

coach (e.g., prolonging activity for personal gain) 

 Imposition by the coach of his own values, misuse of power 

and/or confusion of roles 

 Having the courage to take an ethically correct stand when 

there is a lot at stake and potentially no material gain for doing 

so 

(de Jong, 2010; Fuqua et al., 2012; Gray, 2011; Khar et al., 2011; 

Lee & Rosen, 1984; Passmore, 2010; Szymanska, 2006, 2007 cited 

by Passmore, 2009; Robinson & Gross, 1985) 
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Appendix 11: Self-Assessment Test 

Ethical Coaching Practice: Self-Assessment Test 

 

Consider the following statements and decide whether you consider them to 

be true or false: 

1. As coaches we must allow clients to discover their own rules about 

what is good and bad. 

a. True     b. False 

 

2. Whatever permits our clients to have pleasure in their lives is always 

good. 

a. True     b. False 

 

3. Benefiting others is always a part of what is considered good. 

a. True     b. False 

 

4. People have a natural tendency to be good. 

a. True     b. False 

 

5. Some acts of morality are necessary, regardless of their 

consequences for others. 

a. True     b. False 

 

6. No single moral code can be binding on all people all of the time. 

a. True     b. False 

 

7. The value of any behaviour can always be judged by its 

consequences. 

a. True     b. False 

 

8. Religion is a necessary component to define good and bad. 

a. True     b. False 

 

9. What is moral can always be discerned by rational thought. 

a. True     b. False 

    10. Happiness always corresponds to and includes aspects of goodness. 

  a. True     b. False 

(Weiner, 2006) 
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Appendix 12: Research Interview Questions 
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Appendix 13: Sample Consent Form 

 


