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Ethics and Legalities 

 

Anyone can hang up a shingle or create a website and call themselves a coach. That’s why 

ICA emphasises the critical role of ethics in an unregulated profession such as coaching. 

 

The ability to discern right from wrong is the practice of ethics. Every individual has moral 

duties and obligations, which allow them to live in a constructive way with others. Every 

business has professional standards of conduct, which allow them to operate effectively and 

to relate in an ethical way with their clients and other organisations. But ethics is more than 

doing the right thing. It is about determining what the right thing is, in a range of situations, 

and then doing it. 

 

In coaching, ethical questions often concern conflicts of interest, client privacy and honesty 

in sales and marketing. Lack of careful attention to such matters can pose real threats to 

your own professional standing and the success of your business as well as eroding public 

confidence in the overall field of coaching. 

 

As professional coaches we adhere to the ethical code set forth by the International Coach 

Federation (ICF), which includes confidentiality and the utmost concern for the welfare and 

success of the client.  

 

These standards are based on honouring the client as the expert in their personal and 

professional life by supporting them to: 

• Encourage client self-discovery and exploration 

• Elicit client-generated solutions and strategies 

• Hold the client as responsible and accountable 

 

Why should coaches be concerned with ethics? 

This code provides rules for coaches to use in many of the specific situations that a coach 

might encounter and serves as a building block for the ethical and moral standards of 

coaches.  

 

However, there are other reasons for coaches to concern themselves with ethics. First and 

http://www.icoachacademy.com/
http://www.coachfederation.org/
http://www.coachfederation.org/


 

 Page 2 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

© International Coach Academy 2015 www.icacoach.com                           

foremost we are role models for our clients. Coaches encourage clients to become their 

“best self”. A client’s best self is likely to be an ethical self. Operating with integrity in our 

dealings with our clients is one of the best ways to demonstrate ethical behaviour.  

 

Secondly, as coaches, we have an opportunity (some may say responsibility) to present a 

positive image of coaching. Our behaviour doesn’t reflect only on ourselves, it reflects on the 

whole field of coaching. If we want coaching to thrive as a field, we must protect its 

reputation as an ethical practice. Ethical behaviour is the best way to demonstrate the 

positive qualities of coaching. 

 

And finally, ethics builds trust not just with your clients and with the business community at 

large. It is a form of insurance. The more ethical your conduct, the less likely you will be 

subject to client complaints or lawsuits. In coaching, your personal reputation IS your 

business reputation. 

 

Creating an ethical coaching practice 

There are a number of simple measures you can take to ensure you are operating an ethical 

business. These should be developed up front, before you register your business, build your 

website or create a coaching department in your organization. 

 

Create policies and procedures that outline how you run your coaching practice. Make sure 

you share those policies and procedures with clients BEFORE they begin working with you. 

A big part of ethics is making sure that everyone is clear on what they can expect from each 

other and when they can expect it.  

 

Make sure your marketing materials or in-house communications are an accurate reflection 

of what you actually do. Better to under-promise and over-deliver than the other way around. 

Don’t get yourself caught in unethical behavior by thinking that you can deliver something 

that you can’t. Promises such as “coaching will increase your profits by 50%” can get you 

into trouble. 

 

Refer clients to other professionals when necessary. It is an immense privilege to be invited 

into someone’s life to be a partner in his or her success. With this privilege, however, comes 

responsibility. It’s important our desire to be of service doesn’t cloud our judgment about a 

client’s needs.  
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Know your limitations. If a client begins to show signs that they need a more therapeutic 

approach, refer them to a therapist. Don’t blur boundaries. If you happen to be a trained 

therapist, outline the differences between therapy and coaching and make sure that the 

client actively chooses one or the other. If a corporate client is looking for management 

training or advice, and you blend your coaching and consulting in this field than make sure 

they know that. If not, refer them to a management consultant.  

 

Be willing to admit you made a mistake, clean it up, and move on. We can’t inoculate 

ourselves against lapses of judgment. Ethics are an ongoing disciplined practice, not a one 

off decision. If you make a mistake or inadvertently engage in unethical behavior, stop, 

acknowledge, apologize and then move on. 

 

Have a support system in place to help you make ethical decisions. Work with your own 

coach to help you determine the business standards you will adhere to. A problem shared is 

a problem halved. A colleague, coach or friend in the same field can help you to clarify the 

ethical response to a particular problem. 

 

Join a professional body. When you join a professional body like the International Coaching 

Federation, the Worldwide Association of Business Coaches or the European Coaching 

Institute, you sign on to their code of ethics. The ICF code of ethics has been developed 

over a long period of time by a range of experienced coaches. The ethical framework is 

robust, tested and backed up by the industry. As you develop your business you may 

choose to define your own ethics to reflect the specific way you do business. To begin with, 

however, the ICF Code of Ethics is a framework to ensure that you maintain an ethical 

business. 

 

Legal issues in coaching 

The good and bad news about coaching is that there are not many rules. Coaching is still 

new enough that government regulation has not been fully established. Consequently, there 

are certain precautions you want to take when setting up a coaching practice, to make sure 

you are covered. This isn’t being paranoid. It is being proactive. 

 

You can avoid legal problems by creating a success team for your coaching practice. On this 

team you may want to have an attorney, an HR colleague, an accountant, a coach, a 

business advisor, a financial planner, and perhaps a trusted confidant. (This is only a 

suggestion and there may be others you may want to include.) 
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There are two reasons why you need an attorney. First, the attorney will be able to advise 

you on how to set up your business. There are business structures that provide more legal 

protection than others. Your attorney will be able to advise you on which structure is best for 

you to legally create that structure.  

 

The other reason to have an attorney is for advice on what to say and not to say in your 

marketing and business materials. Some coaches have their attorney review their policies 

and procedures, coaching agreement forms and anything they are handing to clients, or 

even telling them. You can also research standard coaching contract and policies online and 

create your own from these. Many coaches feel a simple agreement that includes language 

about what you do and don’t do, as a coach is sufficient enough to be both ethical and 

protective of the coach. 

 

If you are establishing a coaching department in your organization, consult the organization’s 

attorney. They can inform you of workplace acts and legislation that you need to consider. 

 

You will want an accountant or tax preparer even if you are going to do your own booking. 

As a business, there are many regulations and changes to tax laws that you may not be 

aware of. An accountant can advise you on the best way to set up your accounting system: 

How to create a structure around paying your taxes and set you up on a schedule to do so.  

 

Having a client bring about legal action is not the only way you can get into legal trouble as a 

business owner. Not paying taxes or paying the incorrect amount can cause legal trouble 

with the government you neither want nor need. 

 

A financial planner can support you with setting up a system for creating your own savings 

plan within the company and support you in working within the tax system in the most 

efficient and effective way. 

 

A business adviser can advise on ethical business practices, be a sounding board and refer 

other professionals that can support you in your business. Your own coach can also be a 

great resource when you have questions about how to handle a client situation. Having 

someone to turn to and get advice from can be a great way to avoid making costly mistakes 

with your clients. 

 

Information is one of the best ways to avoid trouble. By being informed you prevent 
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unwanted occurrences from happening. Surround yourself with people who can support you 

in running your business in the most ethical and intelligent way possible. 

 

If you are an internal coach ensure that you have the right people from the organization 

supporting you. 

 

Things to avoid saying and doing as a coach 

 

As a coach you do not want to promise anyone an outcome. Nor do you want to 

promise that you will do anything. Remember it is up to the client to make the shifts 

necessary to create change in their life. They make the decisions and choose whether or not 

to take action. Ultimately, it is up to the client, not the coach, to succeed. 

 

You cannot guarantee anything. What happens in the coaching relationship is up to the 

client and it is out of your control? To tell the client that you can guarantee them something 

is to set yourself up for trouble. Make sure all clients receive a copy of your policy and 

procedures and go over the documents with the client in the first session. You might also 

consider having them sign, scan and email a copy back to you so you have a record that 

they have at least seen them. 

 

Never, ever, ever gossip about your clients. Gossip is not just unethical but also makes 

you vulnerable to legal action. One of the things clients are paying for is your confidentiality. 

By failing to uphold this you are in breach of your agreement with them. If you want to use 

your experience of coaching with a client in any way, get their permission. Don’t tell people 

who your clients are either unless you have permission from them. Let your clients know that 

you can keep what they tell you as confidential. 

 

When it’s over, it’s over. Let it go. You will know by how the energy flows on the call. If the 

client is simply calling you to chat, or using you more as a “dial-a-friend” to tell you 

something, then it is time to end the coaching relationship. Ending the coaching relationship 

when it is over is the best way to stay with integrity and out of trouble. 

 

Be honest. Tell the client how you feel and why you think it is time to end the relationship. 

For the most part, the client already knows it is over. As a coach you can get stuck in trying 

to discern if it is time to let go or not. Be sure to set up a structure to help you and your client 

to evaluate the relationship to be clear on when to let go, and why. Make extra time to talk to 
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the client about ending the relationship. It is best to do it at a different time than your regular 

coaching session. 

 

Ethical Dilemmas in Corporate, Business and Executive Coaching 

As business, executive or corporate coaches, you have an additional set of ethical 

challenges to meet. These are often due to the fact that the company pays for the coaching 

while the employee receives the coaching. 

 

Example Ethical Dilemma: 

The CEO of a big telecommunications company, Ms. X has plans for her company to expand 

overseas, mainly to China and she wants to begin this expansion by cutting her 

predominantly US workforce in half and replacing the sacked workers with Chinese workers. 

It is a typical offshore outsourcing scenario. You are brought in as the coach to assist the 

two key senior executives responsible for this area to deal with change over a period of 6 

months while the staff is retrenched and new staff employed. You are coaching Ms. Y and 

Mr. Z. In the course of coaching Mr. Z, you (and he) discover that the reason he is having so 

much trouble adjusting is that he fundamentally disagrees with outsourcing at a deep ethical 

level. 

 

What do you do? 

The following structures will assist you to be prepared for the scenarios like the one above: 

 

• Be clear on who the client is. One way to distinguish this is to view the client as the 

person paying for your services and to be accountable to them for the outcomes you 

identified on being employed. If, for example, you were employed by a company to 

coach 15 senior executives you might like to distinguish the roles, responsibilities and 

accountabilities by using language.  

 

So for example the company (or CEO who employs and pays you) could be called the 

“client” while the 15 senior executives could be referred to as “the participants” [in the 

coaching program]. Alternatively you could refer to the company as the business client 

and the executives as the coaching clients. 

 

• Identify and coach to documented outcomes. Once you have determined whom the client 

is, sit down with them and document the outcomes they want to achieve from the 

coaching. In addition identify up front the type of reporting that will be required and set up 
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a structure for that to occur. Finally, conduct pre-coaching assessment and post coaching 

evaluation. 

 

• Maintain confidentiality at all times. It is essential for the coaching to be effective that the 

client can expect your full confidentiality at all times. If the coaching client is even a little 

concerned that the content of their sessions could find its way to the boss or even to other 

employees you will not be successful. 

 

It is common in company-wide coaching programs for CEO’s to ask for update reports. 

Often they will expect to be informed of issues arising from the coaching, or a report on 

how a particular employee is doing. Some will even go so far as asking you to identify 

employees who are below grade, or not a good fit for the company. You need to have 

worked out how you will deal with these requests before they arise. 

 

Before the coaching begins, clarify the sorts of information you will pass on and the sort of 

information you won’t. So for example, you might be happy to provide information on 

general trends, or even specific concerns but without naming names. As with all issues to 

do with ethics, many decisions come down to personal and professional values. Make 

sure you have explored these before you are confronted with these sorts of ethical 

dilemmas. 

 

Whatever arrangement you arrive at with regard to information sharing within the 

company, make sure all parties are aware of it before you begin. If you have agreed to 

pass on general trend information, then make sure participants know about this before 

they begin the coaching process. 

 

• Know when to terminate coaching relationships. In a company-funded coaching 

programs it is possible that your coaching clients are not 100% committed to the 

coaching. You need to be aware of this possibility and identify it when it arises. You then 

have two choices – either you find a way to get their commitment or you terminate the 

coaching. One possible way to ensure commitment is to have the coaching client pay 

part of the cost of the coaching, even a small percentage like $50.00 a month.  

 

Explain to the “business client” up front why it may be necessary to terminate individual 

participant’s coaching arrangements so that it doesn’t come as a surprise and make sure 

this possibility is written into the your contract. 
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• Be prepared to coach your client out of their job. Corporate, executive and business 

coaching is most successful when the vision and values of the client are aligned with the 

vision and values of the company or business. As coaches it is our job to empower our 

clients, uncover hidden desires and create possibilities where there are none.  

 

Above all, while we are in the coaching session we have the interest of our clients first 

and foremost. Sometimes this means that you need to be prepared to coach your client 

out of their current job and into something else. Not only do you need to be prepared for 

this but you need to make sure the company is prepared for this. 

 

Ethical dilemmas 

Life is messy and, in some situations, it may be difficult to immediately determine the ethical 

way to respond. It is important that coaches practice thinking through their own personal 

ethics and standards before they begin working as a coach, so that they don’t have to 

determine their responses as they go. 

 

Below are some examples of some real life ethical dilemmas potentially faced by coaches: 

• You get the sense that your client is ready to move on and no longer needs 

coaching, but you need the money the client is paying you. 

• Your client shares with you that they are having an affair with their boss. 

• You are employed in an organization to coach a boss and his five direct reports. 

While the boss seeks support to decide which of the 5 to promote, your coaching of 

the direct reports reveals some serious weaknesses on the part of one of them that 

the boss is unaware of. 

• A client shares with you that they are involved in an illegal money making activity in 

their workplace. 

• You coach a senior manager of a company over a long period of time and develop a 

strong rapport with her. Later on you are asked to be part of an interview panel for a 

job and your client is one of the applicants. 

• Your client likes you so much they want you to coach their husband / wife? 

 

In each of the above situations there are a number of potential ways forward, but there are a 

limited number of responses that would be consistent with a Code of Ethics like the ICF 

Code of Ethics for example.  

 

An ethical framework won’t tell you exactly what to say and do in every possible situation, 
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but it will give you a boundary within which to act. It will give you a touchstone against which 

to compare your actions. 

 

As coaches we engage in ethical practices in order to build our business, avoid legal 

problems and build the coaching field as a whole. However, the most important reason we 

engage in ethical practice is because it is the right thing to do. Coaches aim to live in 

alignment with their values and behaving ethically is an important part of this. 

 

Reflection 

1 How do you determine what is ethical? 

2 What could hold someone back from ethical behavior? 

3 How would you go about setting an ethical standard when something doesn’t feel 

right? 

4 What will you use to help you develop your ethical framework? 

5 In your opinion, what is the ethical way to handle each of the situations in the 

reading? 

6 What supports your decision? 

7 Can you think of any other ethical dilemmas that a coach might be faced with? How 

would you resolve these ethical dilemmas? 
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