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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In its role as a leader of the coaching industry, the International Coach Federation (ICF) exists to advance the
art, science and practice of professional coaching. In 2006, the ICF conducted the Global Coaching Study1 to
develop a profile of the industry and to better understand the state of the industry. As useful as this
information is, it represents only one side of the equation. The other side of the equation, and perhaps the
more important part to understand, is the coaching client (the consumer).
Recognizing that significant knowledge voids still exist regarding credible research about the coaching client,
the ICF commissioned the Association Resource Centre Inc. and PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP to jointly conduct
a global study of coaching clients. The study provides comprehensive information about coaching clients, their
decision making process and their opinions about professional coaching. This Executive Summary provides an
overview of the key study findings.
The main purpose of the ICF Global Coaching Client Study is to generate a broad scope of reliable data on
those individuals who have experienced professional coaching and the results they achieved from it. More
specifically, the key questions this study is designed to answer are:
What is the demographic profile of coaching clients?
What are the characteristics of the coaching experience?
Why do clients seek coaching services?
What does the decision making process for choosing a specific coach look like?
What are clients’ perceptions of the industry and the service it provides?
How do clients evaluate their experience?
How are clients benefiting from the coaching experience?
What is the return on investment (ROI) from coaching?

1ICF

Global Coaching Study can be found at: http://www.coachfederation.org
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Research Methodology
The ICF Global Coaching Client Study was designed to gather information from and about coaching clients. It
is important to note that the definition of what a “client” is varies depending on a coach’s area of focus.

For the purpose of this study, a coaching client is defined as the individual being coached.

To fully address the objectives of the study, three distinct phases were undertaken:
Qualitative coach research: To ensure that the information collected through the study was relevant
to practicing coaches, a series of 14 in-depth interviews were conducted with coaches from around
the world to get their input on the types of questions that should be addressed by the research.
Qualitative client research: A series of focus groups with clients from around the globe were
conducted. A total of 41 clients participated in five focus groups. The focus groups served two
purposes. First they were used as a means of exploring in-depth client attitudes and opinions
regarding the various research questions to help with the design of the quantitative survey. Second,
the groups were used to answer some of the research questions that could not be effectively assessed
through a quantitative survey. The focus group setting allowed for in-depth probing for areas that
were more qualitative in nature.
Quantitative client research: The key component of the research was a 20 minute online survey of
coaching clients. A total of 2,165 coaching clients from 64 countries participated in the survey from
September to November 2008.

Who Participated in the Survey?
As mentioned above, the survey was completed by respondents in 64 different countries. For analysis
purposes, the countries were grouped into four regions. As illustrated in Exhibit 1, the largest region in terms
of respondents was North America accounting for over half (54%) of all survey participants. Europe, Middle
East and Africa (EMEA) is next with almost one third (32%) of respondents. Asia Pacific (9%) and Latin
America (5%) had considerably fewer respondents.
Exhibit 1: Survey Respondents by Region
EMEA
32%

North America
54%
Asia Pacific
9%
Latin America
5%
Note: N=2165
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Exhibit 2 illustrates the types of coaching experienced by survey respondents both currently and over the
past five years. Life, Vision & Enhancement coaching is by far the most common among respondents with half
(50%) of all current clients engaged in this type of coaching and more than half (58%) having been engaged
in this type of coaching over the past five years. Business/Organizational coaching (29% of current clients
and 36% over last five years) is next followed closely by Leadership coaching (25% and 33%, respectively),
Executive coaching (22% and 30%, respectively) and Career Transition coaching (16% and 25%,
respectively). At only 9% of current clients and 17% over the past five years, Relationship coaching is the
least common among respondents. For analysis purposes, clients were grouped into two segments: Life, Vision
& Enhancement and Business, Executive & Leadership. Results for each of these two groups are discussed
throughout the main report.
Exhibit 2: Types of Coaching Experienced - Current and Past Five Years
Life, Vision & Enhancement

50%

Business/Organizational

29%

Leadership

22%

Career Transition

16%

Relationship

9%

30%

25%

17%

1%
1%

Other
0%

10%

20%

30%

Past Five Years (including current)
Notes:

36%

33%

25%

Executive

58%

40%

50%

60%

Current

Base for past five years is all respondents (N=2068).
Base for current is only those currently in a coaching relationship (n=1233).
Percentages sum to more than 100% due to multiple responses.

The vast majority of respondents have experienced coaching within the past two years. More specifically,
59% of respondents were currently being coached at the time of the study. Among the 41% not currently
being coached, 80% completed their most recent coaching experience within the 24 months leading up to the
study. While the vast majority of current clients (91%) are presently engaged in a single coaching
relationship, it is not uncommon for clients to have had multiple coaches in the past (45% have had more than
one coach in the past five years).

What Motivates Clients to Seek Coaching Services?
A key differentiator for the industry is that coaching is seen as an “action plan” rather than an exploratory
process. When asked why they selected coaching instead of alternatives such as therapy or counseling, some
focus groups participants indicated that coaching offered them an “action plan” rather than an opportunity to
explore their “issues.” Educating consumers about how coaching is an “action plan” may lead those who
“need a plan” to seek coaching services as oppose seeking an alternative.
Survey respondents were given a list of 15 areas that are often addressed by different types of professional
coaching and were asked to indicate how important each area was in their decision to seek out coaching
services. While the results show that the motivations vary according to the type of coaching received, there
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were a number of areas the surfaced as generally important regardless of the type of coaching. The top two
motivations for seeking coaching services are self-esteem/self-confidence (79% rated as very or somewhat
important) and work/life balance (76%). These are clearly core motivations for seeking coaching. While
they may not be the “top-of-mind” or “ultimate” reasons that drive clients to seek their coach, these two
factors are significant motivators for the vast majority of coaching engagements.
When asked to select the top 3 reasons for seeking a coach for their current/most recent engagement (Exhibit
3), self-esteem/self-confidence (selected by 41%) and work/life balance (36%), which were identified
earlier as core motivators for coaching, are again at the top of the list when considering clients’ “top 3”
selections. However, they rank third and fourth respectively when looking only at the “most important” reason
for seeking coaching services. Instead it is career opportunities (15%) and business management (14%) that
top the list as the “most important.”
Exhibit 3: Top Factors in Seeking Coaching Services

Self-esteem/self-confidence
Work/life balance

36%

10%

Career opportunities

28%

15%

Business management

25%

14%

Relationships

25%

6%

Work performance

24%

8%

Interpersonal skills

5%

Communications skills

5%

Wellness

6%

Team effectiveness

18%
18%
18%
15%

5%

Personal organization

14%

4%

Time management

2%

Corporate culture

2%
4%
2%
3%
1%
1%
0%
4%
2%

Vision/life/personal purpose
Financial organization
Investment planning
Other
0%

5%

10%
7%

10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Top 3
Notes:

41%

13%

35% 40% 45%

Most Important

“Top 3” percentages will sum to more than 100% due to multiple responses.
N=2072
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What Does the Coach Selection Process Look Like?
Once a client has decided to get a professional coach, how do they find and select a specific coach?
Following is a summary of some of the key factors in the decision process:
Who selects the coach? A significant majority (72%) of respondents indicated that they were solely
responsible for selecting their coach. Only 13% indicated that their employer selected a coach for
them while 7% indicated it was a joint decision between client and employer.
Is the coach an employee of the client’s company? Only 7% of clients reported that their coach
was an employee of their organization. However, results vary considerably based on who was
responsible for selecting the coach. Specifically, when the employer chooses the coach (17%) or
helps make the decision (15%), the likelihood of the coach being an “Internal” coach within the client’s
organization is significantly higher than when the client selects the coach on their own (4%).
How many coaches does a client contact and interview before making a selection? Less than one
third (29%) of respondents reported that they contacted and/or interviewed more than one coach
before entering a coaching engagement; while, a further 13% did not participate in the coach
selection process. A very significant 58% of clients engaged the first (and only) coach they
contacted. More often than not, if the first coach meets their criteria, the client’s search is over.
What information sources do clients consult before selecting their coach? By far, the top
information source used by almost half (46%) of clients in general is personal referrals/word of
mouth. The next closest source is the coach’s Web site which was used by only 20% of clients. When
asked to indicate which information source was the most influential, personal referrals/word of
mouth was again the most often cited at 38% of respondents. This is more than four times the
number citing coaching seminars or workshops (9%) and knew before/worked with before (9%); the
second most commonly cited sources.
What do clients look for in a coach? Respondents were asked to rate the importance of 24 coach
attributes they might consider when selecting a coach. These attributes can be divided into five
categories; personal, background, experience, reputation and how the coaching is done. The results,
which are summarized in Exhibit 4 on the next page, show that there is a large variance in the
importance of the different attributes both overall and within the different groupings. The attributes
can be divided into four consideration tier groups based on their importance as follows:
o Critical Considerations (more than 90% rated very or somewhat important): Attributes in this
tier group are most critical to the selection process for the client. Only coaches who meet the
client’s standards in these areas will be considered for the assignment.
o Usually Considered (75% to 89% rated very or somewhat important): These are attributes that
potential clients will definitely consider when looking for their coach. If not satisfied with a
potential coach in these areas, a client will likely keep looking. However, if they do not
quickly find what they are looking for, they may be willing to overlook one or two of these.
o Often Considered (50% to 74% rated very or somewhat important): Items falling in this tier
group have been identified as important and may potentially be a deciding factor. Clients
might be willing to overlook these; but given the choice between two coaches where
everything else is equal, these attributes may become the determining factor. These attributes
are very or somewhat important to more than half of all clients; but the portion in the very
important category is 30% or less.
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o Rarely Considered (less than 50% rated very or somewhat important): The attributes within this
tier group may be sometimes considered in the decision, but are not key factors. For most
clients, these attributes are not likely to impact the decision.
Exhibit 4: Importance of Coach Attributes in Selection Process

Personal

29%
Age 5%
24%
10%
Gender
9%
3%
Ethnicity
Physical appearance 3% 19%
38%
14%
The coach's voice
74%
Coach's confidence
83%
Personal rapport
80%
Personal compatibility
45%
Sense of humor

22%
13%
16%
42%

Background
41%

30%

Level of formal education/schooling
Level of coach-specific training
Coaching credential or certification
Curriculum vitae or resume

56%
41%
24%

33%
36%
36%

Experience
Number of clients served
Years as a coach
Experience with your industry or job
Other relevant experience/background

9%
19%
26%
31%

40%
50%
32%
45%

Reputation
33%

46%
28%

Personal referrals
Client references

35%

How Coaching is Done
36%
39%

42%
44%

18%

78%
50%

30%
0%

Very Important
Note:

33%

17%

Physical location of the coach
Delivery method used
Explanation of coaching process
Effectiveness of coaching process
Cost of coaching

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Somewhat Important

N=2023

What are the Characteristics of the Coaching Experience?
The following provides a basic profile of the coaching experiences on a global basis. It is important to note
that there are some significant differences in the profile among segments such as region, client type and type
of coaching. These are discussed in detail in the main report.
Are written agreements used for coaching engagements? Almost two thirds (64%) of all
respondents reported that they do have a written agreement or contract for their coaching services.
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How long do coaching engagements last? While the average length of a coaching engagement is
12.8 months, a significant majority (73%) last one year or less.
How often are coaching sessions held? Clients reported an average of between two and three
(2.5) coaching sessions per month throughout the course of their engagement.
What is the most common primary method of conducting coaching sessions? Globally, there is a
fairly even split between in-person coaching (50%) and telephone coaching (47%). However, this
varies greatly by region.
What method of coaching do clients prefer? While the majority of clients (60%) prefer in-person
coaching, there is a significant portion that prefers telephone coaching (35%). The vast majority of
clients reported that they receive(d) their coaching sessions in their preferred format.
How long do coaching sessions last? Clients reported an average length of 70.6 minutes for inperson sessions and 48.2 minutes for telephone sessions.
How much are clients paying for coaching services? On average, clients reported paying an
hourly rate of $171 USD and a total for the engagement of $4,353 USD. However, results very
considerably by region and type of coaching.

Are Clients Satisfied With Their Experience?
Following is a brief summary of how clients felt about their coaching experience:
Were clients satisfied with their coach? Respondents were asked to rate their coach based on 13
criteria which were deemed extremely important to the coaching process. With 95% or more of
respondents providing ratings of “good” or “excellent” for these criteria, coaches rated well in all
areas tested.
How satisfied are clients with their coaching experience? Virtually all (99%) of clients indicated
that they were very or somewhat satisfied with the overall experience.
Would clients choose to be coached again? Given the same circumstances that previously lead
them to seek coaching, almost all (96%) clients indicated that they would indeed repeat the process.

What Results do Clients Achieve From Coaching?
The main report presents a detailed analysis of the benefits of coaching including two industry performance
metrics: one to measure return on investment (monetary benefits) and the other to measure return on
expectations (non-monetary benefits). Only the basic benefits and ROI are discussed here.
Benefits of Coaching
Respondents were given a list of 15 areas that are often addressed by different types of professional
coaching and were asked to indicate the degree of improvement they had experienced in each using a “-3”
to “+3” scale (7 point scale). The rated items were identical to those presented earlier as motivations for
seeking a coach. A rating of “-3” indicated that the client was “much worse” in this area than before
coaching; while, a rating of “+3” indicated that they were “much better.” A rating of “0” indicated that there
was “no change” as a result of coaching. The overall positive results for the impact of coaching are presented
in Exhibit 5 on the next page.
Using the portion who experienced a positive change, the items can be broken into four tiers of benefits for
the coaching industry in general. These benefit tiers are:
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Primary Benefits (80% positive change or higher): This is a benefit that results from virtually all
coaching regardless of type or primary objectives.
Core Benefits (65% to 79% positive change): Like primary benefits, these areas may not be the
primary objective of coaching; but a significant majority of clients will experience a benefit.
General Benefits (50% to 64% positive change): These benefits are common to more than half of
clients; but not a significant majority. While not always, these benefit are more likely to be
specifically targeted by certain types of coaching
Niche Benefits (less than 50% positive change): Less than half of clients will experience these benefits.
Generally, only coaching that specifically targets these areas will create a benefit.

Exhibit 5: Overall Positive Impacts of Coaching
AVERAGE
(mean)
1.5

73%

Relationships
Communication skills

72%

1.4

Interpersonal skills

71%

1.4
1.4

70%

Work performance

1.3

67%

Work/life balance
Wellness

63%

1.2

Career opportunities

62%

1.3

Personal organization

61%

1.1

Business management

61%

1.2
1.0

57%

Time management

1.0

51%

Team effectiveness

0.7

38%

Corporate culture

0.4

27%

Financial organization

0.2

15%

Investment planning
0%
Notes:

1.8

80%

Self-esteem/self-confidence

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Percentages represent the portion of respondents awarding a positive rating on a scale of “-3 (much worse)” to “+3 (much better).”
N=2130

Return on Investment
When asked if they or their company had experienced any financial changes (gains or losses) as a result of
coaching, 40% of clients indicated that a financial change had occurred while 19% were unsure. While many
clients were aware that financial gains or losses had been achieved, only 9% (189 respondents) were able to
provide details on both how much was gained (or lost) and how much they spent on coaching. Accordingly,
the results of the ROI should be interpreted with caution due to small sample sizes. An ROI value of
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100% means that the investor earned their money back. The key findings for individual and company ROI
include:
Individual ROI: Just over two thirds (68%) of individuals indicated that they had at least made back
their initial investment. The median suggests that a client who achieves a financial benefit from
coaching can typically expect an ROI in the range of 344% or 3.44 times the amount spent.
Company ROI: The vast majority (86%) of those able to provide figures to calculate company ROI
indicated that their company had at least made their investment back. In fact, almost one fifth (19%)
indicated an ROI of at least 50 (5000%) times the initial investment while a further 28% saw an ROI
of 10 to 49 times the investment. The median company return is 700% indicating that typically a
company can expect a return of 7 times the initial investment.

Conclusions
A number of conclusions and implications for the coaching industry can be drawn from the study findings.
Some of the key conclusions from this study include:
Clients are generally satisfied with the coaching experience. In addition to awarding very high
ratings to all of the coaching criteria tested, the vast majority of clients also indicated that they were
very satisfied with their experience. Further confirming the success coaches are having is the fact that
almost all (96%) clients indicated that they would repeat the coaching experience given the same
circumstances that lead them there in the first place.
When monetary gains are an expected outcome, coaching generates a very good return on
investment (ROI) for clients. By design, not all types of coaching lead to monetary gains for the
client (or their company). Accordingly, only 40% of respondents indicated that they had seen a
financial change (personally or company) as a result of coaching. Almost two thirds of those who
experienced a personal ROI indicated that they had at least made their investment back. The
median personal ROI indicates that those who seek a financial gain can expect a return in the range
of 3.44 times their investment.
The ROI for companies can be significant. The vast majority (86%) of those able to provide
figures to calculate company ROI indicated that their company had at least made their investment
back. The ROI for companies is quite a bit higher with a median return of 7 times the initial
investment. In fact, almost one fifth (19%) indicated an ROI of at least 50 (5000%) times the initial
investment while a further 28% saw an ROI of 10 to 49 times the investment.
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