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C H A P T E R  1 

 

Introduction to the Ethical Practice of the 

Profession of Coaching 

Relativity applies to physics, not ethics.  

— Albert Einstein, theoretical physicist (1879-1955) 

Ethics is defined as a set of principles of right conduct based on moral duty and obligation. 

In this chapter, we will consider the ways and means to understand coaching in terms of biblical 

purity and professional quality. Coaching, and particularly Christian coaching, will be defined 

and explained. From this basis, we will examine the three dominant approaches to ethics: 

outcomes-based, code-based, and care-based. 

The central problems Christian coaches have concerning ethics are related to our motives, 

methods, and the results of our behaviors. Ethical behavior is largely determined by why we 

behave the way we do, how we behave, and what consequences surface as a result of our actions 

and often inactions. As they relate to ethics, we will explore the questions: Who are you? Are 

you who you say you are? What are the dangers of not being who you say you are? Your answers 

depend on how you balance your ideals with your actions, your principles with your practices, 

and your values with your virtues. 

As you read this chapter, consider the various means, methods, and ways to get from A to 

B. You can go on foot, by horse or mule, or you could even get there by dogsled. Along this 

journey are many hazards and dangers. The good news is that you are not alone. Many are 

around to help you. 

After reading this chapter you will be able to: 

• find your operative ethical premise; 

• evaluate your ethical perspective; 

• establish your basis for ethical practice; 

• identify your ethical vulnerabilities. 
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Sally’s Story 

Sally has been a lay counselor in her church for many years. She recently attended a 

seminar that explained the benefits of coaching in a non-directive fashion rather than advising 

and prescribing. Consequently, she is interested in exploring coaching as a career. She feels that 

she would be a good ethical coach if she better understood the dangers and hazards that affect a 

life coach. She is determined to be seen as qualified and professional. She has met many 

“imposters” and desires to act only with integrity and honesty. She buys a book on coaching that 

explains many organizations advocate professional standards. This book centers on case studies 

that confuse her and make her feel that there are no real answers. 

Sally looks at several different codes of ethics and finds one or two that agree with her 

worldview. The problem with these codes is that they do not explain to her how to act ethically 

as a coach. She recognizes that she will need to learn the practical applications as she goes 

along. Important for now is that she explores the values and principles upon which she will 

operate. 

Now she is in a good position to move forward. She has recognized her desire to present 

herself as an ethical and professional coach. She must now position herself to discover her ethical 

approach and how to put it into practice. She is excited about formulating a personal ethical 

code that lives up to industry and biblical standards. 

Common Challenges 

Sally asks herself whether coaching is the right way to go. She values integrity and feels 

that she is a good listener. If coaching is the right career path, what are the signs along the way? 

What is the right way? What is the righteous way? How do you know that what you are 

practicing as a coach is indeed correct, honorable, and worthy of praise? These are good 

questions for a coach to ask herself on a regular basis. The ability to reflect on one’s coaching 

practice is the first — and probably most important — step. 

Like Sally, a good coach wants to be acutely aware of what she can and cannot do. When 

we know what we can become in Him, we know what we can become through Him. This 

knowledge leads us down the straight and narrow path to ethical coaching. The best we can be 

is what God has made us to be. 
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Who are You? 

The question — when asked introspectively — points to our values. The answer — when 

viewed honestly — points to our very essence, our core being. At the core of our being is a 

fundamental belief about who we are. Since the days of the Ancient Greeks, we have been 

commissioned with the task to know thyself. 

Now Sally wants to add coaching to her mix. Furthermore she wants to be an ethical 

coach. This obviously involves practicing coaching at the highest standards. As coaches, we are 

commissioned to take the high road. We also do our work with the Holy Spirit beside us as a 

guide and comforter. Around us are a host of Christians who also practice coaching. An array of 

answers awaits the coach who seeks them. 

The Way to Righteousness 

The way to righteous coaching is a well-defined path traveled by many. Proverbs 12:28 

describes such righteousness as the “way to life.” The opposite direction leads to death. So if this 

way will keep us from stumbling and not killing ourselves professionally, why not take it? 

Would it not make sense for us to follow a set of guidelines with well-mapped-out directions, 

tips, and hints? Just like the Bible, coaching codes for ethical behavior set boundaries, but they 

are not always prescriptive. Nevertheless, neither the Bible nor codes can force you to you 

behave ethically. This is a decision you must make daily. 

When Sally wakes up in the morning, she must make an ethical decision. She can stay in 

bed or get out of bed. Yes, this is indeed an ethical decision. Comfort calls her to roll over and 

forget the world — at least for a little while. Duty calls her to feed the cat, brush her teeth, and . . 

. and . . . and.  This is a tough ethical dilemma at 6 o’clock in the morning when only a fraction of 

her brain feels activated. The ethical person will make the right decision. Yes, she will make a 

cup of coffee. 

At the Heart of the Matter 

Sally’s research into ethical standards reveals two ethics codes that go along with the type 

of non-directive coaching she has in mind. Both the International Coach Federation (ICF) and the 

Christian Coaches Network International (CCNI) clearly define non-directive coaching and offer 

standards and tips for respecting the client’s space and doing what is best for the client. Sally 
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also learns that there are three basic approaches to interpreting ethics: outcome-based, code-

based, and care-based. 

Coaching 

The ICF defines coaching as “partnering with clients in a thought-provoking and creative 

process that inspires them to maximize their personal and professional potential” (“Code of 

ethics,” n.d. para. 1). The coaching process is often referred to as a dance in which clients use 

coaching to help them navigate through their lives. They need a forward-thinking partner who 

will help them flow into new perspectives on who they are and what they do. 

The ICF also defines coaching as a professional-services business. Coaching forms a trust 

relationship in which the client can learn, grow, and make decisions. From these decisions, clients 

act to develop, change, and create new experiences. Coaching, and especially life coaching, 

centers around values.  At the heart of coaching is discovery. To make an analogy: Coaching is 

the wake-up call. Coaching can provide that mental cup of coffee the client needs to start a new 

day in his life. 

Business philosopher Peter F. Drucker writes, “Ethics requires that you ask yourself, 

‘What kind of person do I want to see in the mirror in the morning?’” (Drucker, 2005, p. 105). 

Coaching calls us to reflect on the answer to Drucker’s question. As you assist clients in finding 

the answer to that age-old question, “Who am I?”, you help them discover new realizations of 

what to do and how to do it.  Here is the formula: 

Who = what + how 

Who the client is becomes reflected in what the client does and how he does this. The 

coach’s moral imperative, as well as professional task, is to help people discover the details of 

this equation. 

Christian Coaching 

Regardless of how Sally ultimately practices coaching, she is a “Christian coach,” simply 

because she calls herself a Christian. At the moment, she prefers to coach clients who also 

regard themselves as Christians. Some Christian coaches, like me, have a clientele built around 

coaching non-Christians. Either way, it becomes incumbent on the Christian coach to wear the 

Christian label. The Christian is branded. The word CHRISTIAN means Christ-like. This label we 

wear declares to the world that we will love each other as Christ has loved us (John 13:35). We 
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are truly followers of Christ. We do not bear the label of “Christian” just because it is socially or 

politically expedient. 

 

As we do not want to hide the light of God (Matthew 5:14-16), we look for opportunities to 

advertise the goodness of God. This might mean mentioning your Christian worldview in the 

initial conversations you have with potential clients. Or, your promotional materials might state 

that your practice is God-owned, Holy Spirit-controlled, and Jesus Christ-centered. God- powered 

coaching is effective coaching. In the words of Gary R. Collins, author of Christian Coaching: “The 

coaching that is most effective is coaching done by a person with coach training who seeks the 

power and guidance of the Spirit of God. That’s Christian coaching” (Collins,  2002, p. 350). 

 

There are many traits that distinguish a Christian coach from a secular coach. These 

distinctions will be discussed throughout this book. For reasons of practicality, and my personal 

bias, I offer here the definition formulated by a team of Christian coaching leaders through the 

auspices of the Christian Coaching Network International (CCNI). They define the Christian 

coach as follows: 

A Christian coach employs the skills of professional coaching to enable clients, create new 

awareness, and move into action, while keeping in mind the bigger picture of humanity as 

taught by a biblical worldview. Since clientele vary in their walks of life or perspectives on faith, 

the coach chooses frameworks that best suit the client’s agenda. The biblical perspective 

remains the lens from which the coach views the client, but the integration of that perspective 

is sensitively adapted to the individuality of the client. (“CCNI Definition of Christian Coaching,” 

n.d., para. 5) 

Stated more simply, Christian coaching is a professional relationship that focuses on 

empowering a client to effect change, find new awareness, and move into action through 

abundant Christian life in business and personal areas (“CCNI Definition of Christian Coaching,” 

n.d., para. 4). In order to be effective in doing so, CCNI recognizes that the Christian coach must 

follow the ethical code as well as practice high moral standards. 

Standards 

Management expert and pastor John Maxwell (2003) writes, “There are really only two 

Question: How do you “advertise” your Christianity? 

Question: What is a Christian coach? 
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important points when it comes to ethics. The first is a standard to follow. The second is the will 

to follow it” (p. 23). Fortunately, we have standards to rely upon. We have codes and laws that 

establish boundaries. Yes, for coaches like Sally, there is a correct way to behave. Organizations 

like ICF and CCNI are there to help. 

Sally sincerely wants to behave ethically, yet realizes that there are many scenarios that 

she has yet to imagine. She wonders if she will do the right thing when the time comes. The 

question, therefore, is whether she is willing to pay the price of denied instant gratification for 

the reward of long-term — or even eternal — reward. Horace Mann once said, “He who never 

sacrificed a present to a future good, or a personal to a general one, can speak of happiness only 

as the blind speak of color” (Mann, 1867, p. 49). 

Respect 

Ultimately, ethics comes down to one central practice: respect. You respect the other 

person’s rights. You respect the other person’s property. You respect the other person’s ability 

to make correct choices. (That last one is a toughie, isn’t it?) Therefore, you respect the client’s 

right to make decisions that you might not make for yourself. You respect the client’s right to 

fail. You honor your agreement to not lead or direct the client. You ask questions that have the 

client’s best interests at heart with every business, marketing, and financial decision you make. 

So here is an operative sentence that I feel dictates the basis for ALL ethical decision-

making related to coaching: 

Do what is best for the client. 

What is best for the client might be using a different coach. What is best for the client might be 

seeing a therapist instead of a coach. What is best for the client might be experiencing inner 

healing with the aid of a trained spiritual counselor or pastor. This bears repeating: you might 

not be the right coach for the client or the potential client sitting in front of you. 

Way of Life Coaching founder Cheryl Scanlan says that she has learned she has to be 

willing to “risk possibly losing the coaching relationship in order for it to have the best chance of 

flourishing” (Scanlan, 2013, p. 196). This conflict will be discussed in more detail in later 

chapters. Suffice it to say that a good match — the right coach for the right client — allows for the 

greatest possibility of long-term client success. If there are problems in the coaching relationship, 

it is often the result of a poorly matched pairing of coach and client. The nitty-gritty of problems 

brought before coaching internal review boards (IRBs) very often come down to the simple 



 

7 MI C H A E L J . MA R X , EdD                                        ET H I CS A N D RI SK M A N A GE M E N T FOR CHRISTIAN COACHES 
 
 

 

conclusion this particular coach and this particular client should not have been in a coaching 

relationship to begin with. 

 

When in Doubt, Refer 

If a client needs a professional service other than coaching, he should not be abandoned. 

Every good coach should have a list of trusted pastors, counselors, therapists, and even other 

coaches on hand for the client. At best, you give the client a list of several names (the more the 

better), and the client then checks them out for himself. Most likely, clients will know for 

themselves who to contact. The dilemma for you as a coach is that you just sent business away. 

Besides the likelihood that the departing client will recognize your goodwill and advertise your 

virtues in the marketplace, you have just lost money. For most of us, money is a precious 

commodity. Sending away business is a tough call when the bills need to be paid. 

Question: Are you the right coach for your potential client? 


