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History of Coaching 

When reviewing the History of Coaching, we look at it in two ways  - the history of the 

core concepts and philosophies embedded in coaching and the establishment and 

emergence of coaching as a field, an industry, and a profession. 

 

Historical Influences 

Even as far back as 460 BC we have evidence of what we might call a “coaching 

method” in the Socratic method, which takes its name from the Greek philosopher 

Socrates. The Socratic method is a form of inquiry based on asking and answering 

questions to stimulate critical thinking and to illuminate ideas. At its core, it is 

intended to help a person or group discover their beliefs about some topic: 

“The Socratic method is a way to seek truths by your own lights.” 

              [excerpted from Socrates Café by Christopher Phillips] 

 

20th Century Developments  

Fast forwarding to the 20th Century, and past the influential Enlightenment period 

which helped shaped its context through its focus on the individual, we note from the 

1930s onward the explosion of theories about personality, behavior, the unconscious 

and conscious, child development, motivation and cognition.  Society became 

interested in “what makes people tick,” and in how each person could reach their 

personal best or overcome their personal limitations. A movement towards focus on 

the individual, expressed in being client-centered, appeared across various fields 

including Psychology, Education, Spirituality, & even Industry. 

The Field of Education saw huge advances in adult learning theories, learning styles 

and learning behaviors. The world became interested in how students learn and how 

teachers teach. Furthermore, the concept of lifelong learners meant education was 

http://www.icacoach.com/
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seen as ongoing and continuous throughout life.  (Of course, it always had been!) 

New models of working, recruiting and promoting were explored in business and 

work settings. Both Public and Private Enterprise became increasingly endowed with 

“corporate” and “philanthropic” responsibilities. Workplaces began to care about 

people and society.  They promoted managers and staff to “think out the box”.  

Peter Drucker is an obvious example here. Drucker promoted the philosophies and 

values of coaching long before coaching had a name. Even though he spoke mostly 

about consulting, his approach was very aligned with coaching as we know it today. 

These excerpts from an article on his work, with quotes from his former students,  

demonstrate the alignment: 

“Listen.  Drucker didn’t hold forth when he was on an engagement. 

Instead, he would ask his clients questions and then listen for the 

answers.  A long-time friend, Hermann Simon, Germany’s favorite 

management thinker after Drucker, recalls him as ‘a good and patient 

listener.’ 

 

Don’t offer advice about the client’s second-biggest problem.  Drucker 

believed that a consultant should always tackle the biggest issue, not 

the second biggest...  The tricky part is identifying the issue, because 

the client doesn’t always know.  That’s where the listening comes in. In 

his own practice…he’s realized that the problem clients identify may in 

fact be a secondary issue. ‘Ninety percent of the coaches out there will 

go ahead and start coaching on that problem.  The best ten percent will 

ask themselves, is this really the problem?’”.1 

 

There was also growing interest in Eastern thinking and spiritual practices such as 

meditation, yoga and pilates.  People wanted happier and more content lives. It is 

easy to see how these 20th Century changes encouraged the perspective that 

understands that individuals are responsible for their position in the world and 

encouraged to get ahead. Coaching has become very important in this context of 

personal responsibility and self-determination.  

                                                        
1 Executive Coach:  Peter Drucker,  Bennett Voyles, http://coachingcommons.org/featured/executive-

coach-peter-drucker/ 
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You can read more about the various influences on coaching in the module 
“Coaching Influences” 
 

The Emergence of the Profession of Coaching 

Referred to by many as the grandfather of coaching, Thomas Leonard is widely 

acknowledged as the person who really launched coaching as we know it today.  

With an unlikely background as an accountant, he was the first person to recognize 

that coaching as a method could be applied to the lives of ordinary people wanting to 

achieve amazing results.  

Thomas Leonard set up the first coaching school, Coach University, in 1991 and 

established the first worldwide professional association for coaches, the International 

Coach Federation (ICF), in 1994. ICF is still the leading professional organization and 

certifying body for coaches today. Most importantly, Leonard knew how to “package” 

coaching in a form that people could easily understand and access. Potential 

coaches could see how they too could become a coach, and clients saw how their 

lives could improve. 

Following Thomas’s untimely death in 2009 at the age of 47, his longtime General 

Manager, Andrea Lee, has published many of his works online.2  Since then many 

people have written about coaching. Coaching articles can be found in numerous 

professional journals and books across most industries.  

In recent years the focus has been more on creating a rigorous research culture and 

practice around coaching and efforts are being directed towards producing bodies of 

work that validate coaching as a profession, identify the Return on Investment & 

explore new ways of understanding coaching as a cognitive process. 

History of Coaching Research 

In the fall of 2005, several leaders in the coaching profession came together to form 

The Foundation of Coaching. Over the next few years various people would join this 

group (including the CEO of International Coach Academy, Robyn Logan,) to 

explore ways of promoting coaching as a profession. Ruth Ann Harnisch was one of 

these people, and it was through her tireless promotion of coaching research that 

eventually the Institute of Coaching was established in early 2009. 

                                                        
2 Thomas Leonard:  The Father of Modern Professional Coaching, www.bestofthomas.com/blog 

http://www.icacoach.com/
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Read more about The Harnisch Foundation and the Institute of Coaching3 
 

Another great thinker to emerge from this group was Vikki Brock. Vikki went on to do 

her PHD on the History of Coaching, a monumental and ambitious project which is 

still today the most definitive text on the subject.  Among other gifts of this original 

work, Brock traces the influence of pioneers in related fields of psychology, human 

development and motivation combined with business and leadership, from which 

professional coaching as we know it today draws. Her dissertation and latest release 

in this area can be found in the References and Resources section at the end of 

this module. 

Insight from Sources  

The coaching industry grows and evolves daily so we recommend you follow a few 

online sources to stay up to date. The International Coach Federation is a great 

resource for current and ongoing studies and research. 

New resources are also available such as the The Library of Professional Coaching, 

an Internet-based center that provides access to a carefully selected set of resources 

associated with the field and discipline of professional coaching. Their library 

includes a growing collection of articles, research briefs, and white papers which will 

serve as the ultimate free Internet-based source of information about professional 

coaching. 

We have selected a number of excerpts from sources that provide additional 

information about the History of Coaching and the industry in current state.  

1. Coaching: Who, What, Where, When and How 

Gale, Liljenstrand, Pardieu and Nebeker (2002) 

 

“Coaching is currently the fastest growing consulting profession, boasting tens 

of thousands of coaches. Existing research has provided incomplete, 

contradictory and under-supported descriptions of coaching practices and its 

effectiveness. 

                                                        
3 www.instituteofcoaching.org 
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The purpose of the research was to help clarify the misconceptions and 

uncertainties regarding the actual practices of coaches, and to answer the call 

for more research in the field. No hypotheses were set forth in this study due to 

its exploratory nature, and the term coach was used to encompass personal 

coaches, mentors, executive coaches, etc. 

 

Participants were most likely to report having a Masters degree (43%) and least 

likely to have a Doctoral degree (10%). Annual earnings as a coach are 

between $25,000 and $50,000 (34%), and $10,000 or less (26%). Only 4% of 

coaches reported earning over $175,000. However, the median annual income 

as a coach was $37,500. 

 

Fifty-eight percent of coaches stated their clients do not reside within a 50-mile 

radius of them. Thus, coaching appears to be a profession that does not 

necessitate close proximity. 

 

In terms of preparation to become a coach, coaches rated prior career 

experience, coach-training programs, and being mentored by others as most 

useful. Other, open-ended, responses indicated life experience as useful in 

becoming a coach.”4 

 

 

2. The Evolution of Coaching: A Cottage Industry Grows Up  

By Carol Kauffman and Tatiana Bachkirova 

 

“First there was a time when people saw an opportunity and rushed into 

coaching, some for the wrong reasons. Coaches of poor quality soon fell 

away because they were not successful. It is a kind of self-selection process.  

Coaches need to say that we are a young industry but we need to stand 

shoulder to shoulder with other consultancies and not see ourselves as being 

small. We are here and what we are offering is more valuable and more in 

                                                        
4 Coaching: Who, What, Where, When and How, Gale, Liljenstrand, Pardieu and Nebeker, 

http://www.coachfederation.org/ 
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demand than that which consultancies offer.”5 

 

3. What Coaching Can and Cannot do for Your Organization 
By Mike McDermott, Alex Levenson, Suzanne Newton 

 

“Interest in executive coaching is on the rise, and many organizations have 

made coaching an integral part of their leadership development programs. 

Although much has been written about how coaching can benefit individuals, 

coaching as a corporate endeavor remains remarkably unexamined, with 

scant analysis of the value derived at the organizational level. 

 

To bridge this knowledge gap, the authors conducted a research study to 

identify enterprise-wide best practices in coaching. We defined coaching as 

one-on-one interventions with an individual who is not the executive’s 

supervisor, where the focus is on job related issues…. 

 

Companies report that coaching has the biggest positive impact on micro-

level outcomes such as developing future leaders and improving leadership 

behaviors and individual employees’ performance. 

 

Although the survey results provide some evidence of the effectiveness of 

coaching, they also reveal that most companies lack a disciplined approach to 

managing the coaching process and measuring outcomes. 

 

Too often, coaching is judged solely by whether the coachees felt good about 

the process rather than whether they were challenged by it.”6 

  

 

                                                        
5 The Evolution of Coaching: A Cottage Industry Grows Up, Carol Kauffman and Tatiana 

Bachkirova, Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice, Vol. 1, No. 1, March 
2008, 10�14, http://www.carolkauffman.com/images/pdfs/whitmore.pdf  
 
6 What Coaching Can and Cannot do for Your Organization, Mike McDermott, Alex Levenson, 

Suzanne Newton, www.coachfederation.org 
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Self Application  

 

Now that you have an understanding of the history of the coaching industry, reflect 

about your own journey in becoming a coach.  

 

1. Look at the figures who have coached you in your own life.  Who were they?  

2. What approach did they take in coaching you?  

3. What changes did they help to effect?  

4. Do they embody any ideals for you in terms of being a coach? 

5. On reflection, can you recognize any beliefs or theories they held about being 

human, about change, about growth, excellence, happiness or fulfillment?   

6. And finally, what motivates you to become a coach?  

 

Coaching Application  

 

Coaches and coaching have not always enjoyed a good reputation. How do you 

account for this? What historical factors shaped this, and what challenges still face 

our industry?  

 

In terms of your own practice, how do you see yourself continuing the positive 

forward movement of the coaching profession? What would you do within each 

coaching session you lead, and throughout a coaching program or series, to express 

this? You may like to consider such things as consent forms, coaching contracts, 

professional affiliations, and what areas of research and development attract you at 

present to which you could contribute over the course of your career. 

 

Resources 

Executive Coach:  Peter Drucker 

Bennett Voyles 

Coaching: Who, What, Where, When and How 

Gale, Liljenstrand, Pardieu and Nebeker, 

http://www.icacoach.com/
http://coachingcommons.org/featured/executive-coach-peter-drucker/
http://learnsite.icacoach.com/wp-admin/www.coachfederation.org/includes/docs/004CoachingPracticesStudyGaleMar02.pdf
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The Evolution of Coaching: A Cottage Industry Grows Up 

Carol Kauffman and Tatiana Bachkirova, 

Coaching: An International Journal of Theory, Research and Practice 

Vol. 1, No. 1, March 2008 

What Coaching Can and Cannot do for Your Organization 

Mike McDermott, Alex Levenson, Suzanne Newton 

What Can Coaches Do for You? 

Diane Coutu and Carol Kauffman 

HBR Research Report 

What Can Coaches Do for You? 

Diane Coutu and Carol Kauffman 

HBR Research Report 

The Wild West Of Executive Coaching 

Stratford Sherman and Alyssa Freas 

HBR Research Report 

Excellence in Coaching: The Industry Guide 

Passmore, J. 2nd Ed. London Kogan Page 

This comprehensive handbook provides brief coverage of the history of coaching as 

well as a summary of the various theoretical models of coaching, and the 

practicalities of setting up a coaching business. 

History of Coaching: Dissertation 

Vicky Brock 

It provides key chapters on coaching in relation to behavioral coaching, philosophical 

assumptions, coaching niche and specialty areas, professional associations and 

more.  Recent publications and presentations can also be found at this website. 

Sourcebook of Coaching History 

Vikki BrockCreateSpace – publisher 

www.coachinghistory.com 

International Coaching Federation 

Founded in 1995, the ICF is the leading global organization dedicated to advancing 

the coaching profession by setting high standards, providing independent 
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http://www.carolkauffman.com/images/pdfs/whitmore.pdf
http://www.coachfederation.org/includes/docs/029WhatCoachingCanandCannotDoHRPJune2007Usethisver.pdf
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http://hbr.org/2009/01/what-can-coaches-do-for-you/ar/1
http://hbr.org/2004/11/the-wild-west-of-executive-coaching/ar/1
http://hbr.org/2004/11/the-wild-west-of-executive-coaching/ar/1
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0749456671/ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=icoachacademy-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0749456671
http://www.vikkibrock.com/coaching-history/
http://www.vikkibrock.com/coaching-history/
http://www.coachinghistory.com/
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certification, and building a worldwide network of credentialed coaches. This website 

provides access to research papers, industry articles and international news. 

Thomas Leonard:  The Father of Modern Professional Coaching 

Blog featuring many of the works of Thomas Leonard 

Institute of Coaching 

 

http://www.icacoach.com/
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http://www.instituteofcoaching.org/

