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Coaching Skills & Attributes 

Coaching is an exciting and challenging profession. It is a great honor and privilege to be 

invited into the life of a client, to be a party to their success. To be successful as a coach 

requires a set of complex cognitive, interpersonal and self-awareness skills, and the 

appropriation of certain personal attributes. Many of these skills and attributes may be 

brought to the task of coaching from an individual’s previous life or work, while others are 

specific to coaching and need to be developed through study, reflection and practice as a 

coach. 

  

Coaches are always on a learning journey, refining their own skills “on the job”.  However, 

there are a set of core skills and attributes that coaches should have before they begin work 

as a professional coach; skills and attributes that we hope you will develop through your ICA 

studies, and work to maintain and deepen as you establish your coaching practice, while 

remaining in ongoing relationship with the ICA global community after graduation. 

 

Learned vs Inherent 

There is a lot of debate in the coaching field about whether all of the skills and attributes 

required of a coach can be learned, or whether some need to be an inherent part of a 

person’s make-up.  As is often the case, truth seems to be found somewhere in the balance.  

The fact that you are attracted to being a coach tells you something about you, and about 

what you think a coaching relationship/process is, and what it does.  Chances are good that 

there are skills and attributes you have gained through other experiences that will be 

accessed in your coach training, but they will be fine tuned to serve coaching’s specific 

purposes.  There are also likely skills and attributes that are not as ‘natural’ for you, which 

will require more effort and practice to gain good mastery.  

  

Note these three key attributes: 

(1)  It is probably safe to say that being a “people person” is an attribute that would be 

difficult to learn if you didn’t have a predisposition towards it.  We define this attribute as a 

passion and curiosity about people’s stories.  

(2)  As coaching is about development and change, having a commitment to learning and 
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development as a core value is an important attribute if you are choosing to be a coach.  

(3)  While recent studies indicate that a person’s optimism can actually be increased over 

time through what is called “hope training” (Kaufman, 2006), it is our belief that people 

considering coaching as a life work should come with a generally positive and optimistic 

outlook on life. 

  

And so, having a strong interest in others and their stories, placing a high value on learning 

and development, and having a positive, hope-filled outlook – these can be described as the 

key coaching attributes. 

  

Self Understanding 

One of the first things that a coach will do with a client is to help them to identify their own 

strengths and passions. The client is then encouraged to use these passions as a platform 

from which to build a spectacular life and to use their strengths as the “tools” on which to 

build from the platform. 

  

In order for a coach to be able to support a client to do this, they also need to understand 

their own strengths and passions and be building their life and their practice around these. 

When a coach builds a practice that is an extension of their passions, it feels “authentic” to 

the client.  The coach is able to behave honestly in their dealings with their clients because 

they are living honestly with themselves. 

 

There are any number of practices, resources and assessments coaches might use to 

deepen their self understanding:  journaling, being coached themselves, doing DISC or 

strengthsfinder assessments, exploring through art and creativity, attending a workshop or 

retreat, meditation, prayer, reading, small group discovery or sharing sessions.  What is 

important is that coaches be serious about making this a priority not only for themselves, but 

for the sake of the work they do with their clients.  And making it a priority means that it 

needs to make it to our calendars regularly! 

  

Living a Coaching Lifestyle 

Coaches lead by example. One of the most powerful ways that a coach can assist a client to 

develop interpersonal and self-awareness skills is by modeling these skills. Coaches need to 

“walk the talk”. By diligently walking their own path, they give permission to the client to walk 

theirs too. While the coaching session revolves around the needs of the client, clients can 

learn from the way coaches practice skills like listening, being organized and professional in 
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their administration, being focused in the moment and so on.  

  

Imagine that a client wants to develop her ability to manage competing demands. A coach 

can model this behavior for the client by professionally managing their coaching sessions. 

This will include always being on time, prearranging any changes to the schedule to take into 

account holidays, communicating and making up for unavoidable cancellations due to illness 

or emergency, and so on. A coach can model integrity by always following through on their 

commitments. A coach can model honesty and self-management by admitting their own 

mistakes. The coach who doesn’t display these skills is wasting valuable coaching 

opportunities that serve the client’s stated needs. 

  

Providing an example through living a coaching lifestyle should also include more than direct 

modeling.  Though the client does not know the details of the coach’s life or work path or 

have opportunity to observe the coach in many settings, clients can sense if what is offered 

in sessions, and throughout a coaching relationship, comes from a place of integrity.   The 

inspiration and motivation this provides to a client is hard to measure, but should not be 

minimized. 

 

Letting go of the Agenda 

It is often said of coaching that the client determines the content, while the coach determines 

the process. Unlike other fields such as consultancy or training, coaching assumes that the 

client is the source of the knowledge required to answer the challenges of their own lives. A 

coach does not set the agenda or give unsolicited advice. 

  

The coach listens to the client and supports them in coming up with their own solutions. This 

sounds easy in theory but is quite hard in practice. It is hard work listening attentively to 

another human being and acknowledging their story. It is much easier to tell your own story, 

provide information, share anecdotes or give advice. 

  

To allow a client the space to set the agenda requires a set of very specific skills that are 

unique to coaching. One of these is being able to accept feedback from the client about how 

effectively you are coaching them and, rather than becoming defensive, positively taking on 

this feedback to learn from it.  Each client will be a new gift box to learn how to open, a new 

story to learn how to best assist in the telling, a new construction to learn how to provide a 

context for the building.  Clients can help coaches learn how to specifically support them. 
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Another skill is to understand how your own view of the world might differ from that of the 

client, and how these differences might be reflected in your interactions with the client.  To 

do this, the coach needs to constantly be looking for the good in their clients and finding 

points of engagement. The coach also needs to recognize, and clear away, any assumptions 

he or she brings, and be with the client. When working with a particularly challenging client 

another important skill is understanding and managing your own emotions so that the client 

can be free to truly “own” the coaching sessions without coming up against any negativity or 

judgments. 

  

In order to genuinely put the client’s interests first, a good coach is not afraid to question 

their own motivations and to honestly assess whether any of these are interfering with the 

client’s progress. 

  

We all operate from a set of motivations that impact the decisions we make.  Some 

examples of motivations are a desire to make money, a desire to be liked or a desire to be of 

service to others. All of these are legitimate motivations; however, skilled coaches must be 

aware of the potential for their own motivations to impact the client. They need to constantly 

ask themselves, “Is this practice on my part motivated by my clients’ best interest or is there 

another motivation at work?” 

  

An example might be a “desire to be liked”. If a client is at a point in the coaching process 

where they need some direct and honest feedback, a coach’s desire to be liked might 

prevent them from giving this feedback for fear that the client won’t like them as much. Or 

perhaps the coach is finding it hard to build a rapport with a client or to support the client’s 

agenda.  The best thing for the client may be to find another coach, but the current coach’s 

desire to make money or to be of service could interfere with supporting the client in doing 

that. A skilled coach questions their own motivations and strives to always put the client’s 

interests first. 

  

Finally, part of accepting that the client has the answers to the challenges of their own life, is 

accepting that you don’t have those answers!! This can be hard when you have come from a 

field where your opinion is held in high regard.  Have you ever been in a class where the 

teacher asks a question for which they already have one fixed answer in their head? They 

then disregard good answer after good answer until they get the exact answer that they were 

looking for. Apart from being dispiriting for the learners whose contributions are disregarded, 

all the students really learn is how to guess what the teacher is thinking! 
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Coaching is more than just listening until the client comes up with a solution you agree with. 

The coach has to genuinely allow the client to determine their own “North Star”, set their own 

course and pace their own journey.  We call this “being comfortable in the not-knowing”, an 

acceptance that your role is to support the client to find their own answers, not to have the 

answers sitting in your head waiting for the client to stumble upon them. 

  

  

Hold the Vision 

Coaches gather and utilize data about the client in order to monitor the client’s growth. This 

data might be gathered using learning style evaluation instruments, values identification 

instruments or other tools; or the data might be gathered through listening attentively as the 

client outlines their “story”.  However this information is gathered, coaches need to be highly 

attentive to what has surfaced so that they can help the client make connections and remind 

them of their broader aims. 

  

Part of the coach’s role is to “hold the vision” for the client. A coach helps clients keep their 

actions in alignment with their overall values. When any of us are caught up in the details of 

day-to-day decisions, it’s hard to also focus on the long term, particularly when challenging 

times take up all of our emotional energy. The coach is an invaluable resource in reminding 

clients of their greater purpose/s, especially when times get tough. 

  

Often a client’s growth can be in areas that are not obvious to others but are of vital 

importance to the client. Coaches need to be perceptive enough to read subtle nuances in 

behavior and attitudes in order to help the client to acknowledge and celebrate them. 

  

Supporting a client in the details of life while also holding the broader vision requires mental 

agility from the coach. In addition to exhibiting sensitivity to the client’s needs and empathy 

for the client, keeping an ongoing attentiveness to the data coaches receive from the client is 

essential. A coach has to know which of the tools in their toolkit to apply at any given 

moment, including knowing when and how to acknowledge the client to help keep them on 

track. 

  

Where coaches use humor to encourage the client, they have to ensure that this is always 

constructively used and that the client responds positively to it.  Coaches have to have 

strong problem solving skills so that they can support clients through problem solving 
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processes when they come up against a barrier. These cognitive processes are all operating 

simultaneously in the coaching sessions, and also in the times when the coach prepares for 

and reflects on the sessions. 

  

Effective Feedback 

Feedback can open up whole new opportunities for individuals.  Effective feedback creates a 

kind of awareness that makes a difference in how one sees things. It provides insight, opens 

thought and expands vision.  Feedback is always neutral and objective. It does not contain 

judgment or opinion.  

  

Providing good feedback challenges the coach to be generous to the client - giving up any 

judgments, opinions, and even beliefs, about something or someone.  We are providing the 

client with information that we have noticed, discerned, or are picking up from what they are 

saying.  What we see as coaches comes from our perspective, which comes from “the 

outside” of someone’s life. It gives us an advantage because we can often see what our 

clients are not able to see. This is so, because they are often too close to the subject matter. 

A common mistake coaches make is to offer opinions rather than feedback.  When this 

occurs, the client is disempowered and the coach-client relationship may suffer negative 

effects. 

  

To give feedback, ask permission from the client first. Try these: “May I share what I’m 

hearing?” “Would you like a different perspective?” “Can I share with you what I am getting 

from that?” Then simply mirror back to the client the way you see or hear something. For 

example, a coach may say to a client, “I hear you are really angry about that, do you want to 

talk more about it?” There is no judgment here about the emotion being conveyed by the 

client. It is simply being noted for the client, who can then evaluate the feeling, respond and 

move forward.  An opinion sounds more like this: “Well let me tell you what I think about 

that!” or “I think it might be best if…”  Feedback serves the client’s awareness, and does not 

impose the coach’s thoughts or beliefs. 

  

The following is an example of effective feedback: 

 

Coach: “I have noticed that you are not returning your coaching forms.  Furthermore, you are 

calling in late and you lack commitment to taking action. It is my observation that this is not a 

good time for you to be coached.”  Very simply, the coach states what they notice and then 

listens to the client’s response to follow up even further. 
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Active listening is a skill, which helps coaches, listen to the client’s wishes, desires and 

possibilities. By carefully listening to the client, a coach is able to mirror back what is really 

being said. The client may say something, but really mean something else. This is what the 

ear of the coach is tuning in for, to listen to the client’s real desires and wants. Such listening 

requires the willingness to understand what is being said along with feeling the emotion that 

is being expressed by the client. When this takes place, listening is complete and real. 

  

For example: 

Coach: “I don’t hear a high level of commitment in your voice. Is there something missing 

here for you?” 

Coach: “You sound really excited about that, tell me more.” 

  

Be aware that when we share feedback with a client, even clearly without judgment, we may 

find that we are totally off in our remark. If this happens, it is fine. Sometimes this helps get 

the client back on track. They may say something like: “Well, I don’t really see it that way. 

Instead, I think it is more like this...” This urges them to give words to what’s most true for 

them. Do not hold back on providing feedback for fear of being wrong. Sometimes we need 

to share what we notice, so the client can think about it, and take action. You may also find a 

client ignores your feedback. This too is fine. It may still be important to share it with them. 

Often we are planting seeds that may sprout later. It takes courage to give feedback, and be 

willing to patiently wait and see how your observation can have a positive effect on the 

client’s thinking and life. 

  

Remember, clients really want feedback from coaches. They entered into a coaching 

relationship to get something and to get somewhere! They expect feedback to help move 

them into action, so give it freely and generously. Of course, timing is important. So be sure 

to listen and know when to ask for permission. 

  

Giving great feedback takes practice and this is how you will learn it most effectively: with 

lots of practice.  Like any new skill, especially a verbal one, it may feel or sound awkward at 

first.  Keep at it, and you will find it develops into natural phrasings that fit for you. 

  

Coaches who want to provide effective feedback to their clients would do well to find 

avenues to access such feedback themselves through mentors, classmates, coaches, group 

learning settings. Seek it! Affirm it when you hear it, so you get more of it! In experiencing 
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how valuable a contribution feedback can make to your own development and growth – in 

life and as a coach – you will be even more motivated to provide it to your clients.  

 

 

Growing as You Go 

As you move through your ICA learning, you will find many opportunities to grow and 

develop as a coach.  Reviewing the Coach Training Syllabus, you will find that through the  

Key Learning Areas (KLA) you will focus on Coaching Skills and Knowledge, Coaching 

Development, and Practice and Supervision.  The courses and modules within each area will 

assist you in understanding and developing these and other Coaching Skills and Attributes.  

ICA provides a comprehensive approach with multiple levels of reinforcement tailored to 

assist you to grow in awareness and practice.  

  

As this module closes then, we remind you to be attentive to what you need in order to grow 

and to get what you need through your ICA studies.  The more self aware you are about 

these needs, the more you can take the steps to reinforce, hone, or develop the Coaching 

Skills and Attributes that will most enhance your coaching practice.  Use all the resources at 

your disposal – the Forum, the Learning Leaders, other students, your own coach, the 

modules and references, resources and referrals, research and practicums – all to be the 

best coach you can be and to best serve those clients you will be privileged to serve. 

  

Reflection 

1. What Skills and Attributes do you bring from your life, education or work experience 

that you believe will be important and useful to access and hone for coaching? 

2. Which of the Coaching Skills & Attributes named in this module are your strengths? 

3. Which of these will require the most effort for you to develop, and why? 

4. Which of the Coaching Skills & Attributes do you think are specific to coaching?  

5. Do you agree that all of the areas can be developed further over time?  Choose one 

or two areas you want to give special focus to over the next month, and a strategy or 

two you wish to employ. 

6. How do you feel about receiving feedback?  What kind of feedback has made a 

difference for you?  What kind of feedback has left you disempowered? 

7. Thinking of your own coach, which of the areas are their strengths? 

8. Are there any other skills and attributes of a coach that you would like to add? 

9. How can you tailor your ICA learning experience to reinforce, hone, & develop the 

skills and knowledge you need? 
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