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A Learning and Development Director recently 
asked me a very simple question – ‘’what should I 
look for in an executive coach?” An interesting 
question and as coaching is an unregulated 
industry, worthy of an answer.  
 
 
What makes for a good executive 
coach?  
 
Using the acronym HAPPY is a good place to start 
when selecting a good Executive Coach. That is, the 
coach will have a successful History, proven Ability, 
Presence, the right Personality and it’s all about 
You.  
 
HISTORY  
 
A history of success is the first thing someone seeking an executive coach is likely to look for. 
Although previous success is not essential to be an Executive Coach, within the executive 
world, respect is attributed to a demonstrable successful history.  
 
Questions to ask: what is it about your history that makes you the ideal executive coach? How 
does your history make you a good coach for our organisation? Which recent coaching client 
can I speak to? 
  

ABILITY 
 
Without significant personal development and training those 
who have 'been there, done that and bought the tee-shirt' do 
not make the grade as an executive coach.  
 
Sir Roger Whitmore, a key figure in the coaching world, argues 
that having a particular expertise in a sector can actually hinder 
coaching effectiveness. Tim Gallwey, in his book The Inner 
Game, states good coaches focus on the mental side of 
performance rather than specific skills.  
 
Coaching is not telling someone how to do something better. 
Rather, a good coach facilitates a transformational process 
whereby self-awareness is increased, new perspectives are 
gained and powerful new ways of being are implemented, 
transforming leadership effectiveness.  
 

Return on Investment 
 

It has been 
demonstrated in a wide 

range of studies that 
working with the right 
Executive Coach has 
generated significant 
return on investment. 

Typical ROI figures 
range between 3:1 and 

11:1 return within 
organisational settings. 

 
 

The Market 
 

Coaching is big business. In a 
2012 global study the ICF 

estimated professional coaches 
billed $2bn. When adding in 
management development 

training and consulting (excluded 
by ICF) IBISWorld estimates the 
business coaching market to be 
worth $11bn in 2016 in America 
alone. Adding Western Europe 

would double this number. 
 



What to look for in an executive coach  

 © Welcome Insight 2015. Welcomeinsight.com    Page 2/3 

Unless an executive coach has invested heavily in 
personal and professional development they won’t 
have the skill, ethics or empirically based research-
backed approach required. It is this element that the 
coaching bodies such as the ICF, EMCC and AoC 
are seeking to address.  
 
Executive Coaches, when working at a deep 
transformational level with executives, need to ensure 
that in their desire to help are not causing harm. 
Postgraduate learning including both theory and 
practice should be the norm. 
 
Questions to ask: what coaching qualifications do you 
have? What personal development have you 
completed to make you a better coach? What is your 
underlying philosophy as an executive coach? 
 
 
PERSONALITY 
 
We have all met that person who helped us along our journey. They asked the right questions, 
engaged us without judgement, helped us understand ourselves better, challenged our thinking, 
resulting in a profound positive effect in our lives. 
 

These traits are typical of a good Executive Coach, 
and are largely based on a person’s personality and 
character. Whether through nature or nurture, they 
facilitate the development of others. 
 
Executive Coaches do not have tightly defined 
personality types (that would be too constraining and 
we as humans don’t fit into neat boxes) – but a 
person’s natural inclination towards others is key. 
They are driven by an overriding desire to improve 
and develop, to help people, teams or organisations 
actualise.  
 
They see what others can’t due to their typically 
highly developed intuition. They are able to quickly 
pick up on hidden issues and in the process bring 
powerful new perspectives, challenging and 
encouraging new ways of being.  
 
Questions to ask: Tell me about your personality? Is 
this coach interested in me? Would I share my 
secrets with this coach? Would I want to work with 
this coach? Do I believe they will help me achieve my 
goals? 

Coaching Roots 
 

Coaching is built on robust 
psychotherapy foundations and 

much of coaching’s outcome 
evidence can be directly 

attributed to psychotherapy 
studies. 

 
Words like contamination, ethics, 

projection, being present, 
mindful, transference, ego, 

motives, self esteem, self worth 
and rescuing mean a great deal 

to the trained professional 
executive coach. Such coaches 

seek to be clean and 
‘boundaried’ in their practice.  

 

Self Actualisation 
 

Self Actualisation is the process 
whereby we become the best 

version of ourselves. The same 
applies to teams and 

organisations. 
 

To operate at our highest 
performance levels Rogers 

(1954) states we need the right 
environment to facilitate our  full 

development.  
 

An Executive Coach skilfully 
creates this environment – 

generating increased 
performance, effectiveness and 

growth as a result. 
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PRESENCE 
 

Executives are time poor and when contemplating a particular coach, will typically make an 
instant decision as to whether the person in front of them is worthy of their time.  
 
Without presence or gravitas to create the opening required to quickly engage at a meaningful 
level, the first coaching session is likely over before it starts. 
 
Questions to ask: Would I like to spend longer with this coach? Are they making me think? 
Would those who are being coached respect this person? 
  

YOU 
 

Coaching is about the executive, and the context within 
he/she works, not the coach.  
 
A good executive coach will ensure sessions move the 
client towards agreed goals. Coaches challenge whilst 
steering clear of judgements or the ‘right way’ to do 
something. They skilfully apply organisational research 
and proven models, recognise when interpersonal 
dynamics derail performance, understand how 
psychological factors drive improved effectiveness and 
skilfully bring latest organisational theories to bear.  
 
In addition to high levels of emotional intelligence and 
self-awareness, good coaches are committed to 
lifelong personal coaching mastery through supervision and continuous self-development. The 
result?  Powerful, transformational coaching, dedicated to the client’s agenda, resulting in 
significantly improved leadership/organisational development, performance and effectiveness.  
 
Question to ask: Did this coach show a genuine interest in me? How self-aware are they? How 
committed to continued self-development are they? Did I feel I was competing with this coach? 
 

Summary 
 

Use the HAPPY acronym when looking to engage with an Executive Coach;  
• History –experience and background  
• Ability – robust qualifications, expertise, ethics 
• Personality – who they are, personality, character and drive to help others actualise 
• Presence – the extent to which they inspire and invite further exploration 
• You – about you and not them.  

 

A proven executive coach and entrepreneur Mark Bateman has not only sold his own national 
professional consulting firm, he has since worked with over 50 companies focussing on barriers to 
growth, performance and generating results. He has a Master's in Leadership Coaching and Mentoring, 
postgraduate qualifications in psychology and business coaching. Contact him at 
markb@welcomeinsight.com, or via +44 1332 422121.  

Transformational Coaching 
 

Executive coaches play an 
integral part in an executive’s 

life.  Working with the right 
coach has the potential to be 

truly transformational.  Get the 
right coach and the end results 

are not just evident in the 
executive’s performance, but 
also within their team and the 

organisations they run.  
 


