
W H A T  I S  

C O A C H I N G ?

We as coaches are biased, our

attitude towards coaching is

subjective. We are convinced of the

potential of introspection and

reflection. At MagnoliaTree, coaching

is THE central 

instrument of what we do. Highest

quality standards, ongoing

evaluations and trainings and a long-

term cooperation are our focus

However, because coaching as a field

is confusing and diffuse, we decided

to write an article

on the definition and delimitation of

coaching. We wanted to create a

guide to help those 

seeking coaching navigate their way

through the field

by Elke PichlerA Professional Discussion
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The demand for coaching is increasing, especially among those facing challenges in their 
role as a leader. Thus, the number of coaches is also on the rise. People looking for a coach
often turn first to the internet. 

What is Coaching? A Professional Discussion 

That's how often the terms "Coaching" and "Coach" are searched for on Google. 

"COACHING" "COACH"

Although demand is increasing, the quality standards of coaching remain a sensitive subject. There is still
too little evidence of the professionalization in the industry. In many ways coaching is something of the
Wild West. “Coach” is not a protected term, not a qualifying profession, and largely unstandardized. There
are countless training institutes and options for training coaches with a wide margin of quality. This makes
the field of providers nearly as infinite as it is opaque. 

So where to start? Isn’t the definition of coaching not already clear?
Is it still coaching if more than two people are involved? Is there any difference between trainers and
coaches? Wouldn't supervision make more sense? And what do people who call themselves coaches
actually do? Or rather, what should they at least be able to do? And how can I recognize the quality of a
coach?

THE ORIGIN OF COACHING

The term coaching was coined in sports: athletes are
supported and accompanied by coaches, either individually
or in teams. This support is both technical and
psychological, helping athletes to perform at their best in
moments of intense pressure. The coaches are experts in
their field and are usually active (or were active) in the
respective discipline.

In the 1980s, coaching outside of elite sports began to take
root. But it was not until about 20 years later that it became
a real trend and a significant increase in empirical research
on the subject emerged.2 For example, between 2003 and
2008 there were no less than five new journals in the
English-speaking world on the subject of coaching.
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WHAT DOES SCIENCE SAY ABOUT COACHING?

Science approaches the topic via different dimensions. Siegfried Greif describes coaching as a particular
form or a "method of person-oriented consulting.” The task of a coach, according to Greif, is to provide

support and personal advice in finding solutions or coping with various issues. Not to offer solutions, but
rather to encourage individuals to find their own solutions. The goals of coaching are therefore rooted in
problem solving or the further development of competencies or attitudes. Coaching is also multifaceted
from a scientific perspective and exhibits a high degree of heterogeneity. It is an individual and tailored
form of consulting, which is adapted by coaches to the changing needs of the counterpart. For this reason,

coaching should always happen on a voluntary basis. Those unreceptive to feedback, will gain nothing from
the process of coaching.

For many researchers, coaching is a subset of positive psychology. Positive

psychology being the brainchild of Martin Seligman, thought up during his role

as president of the American Psychological Association. The popularity of positive
psychology was driven to prominence by a special issue of the journal "American
Psychologist" in 2000.

The central goal of positive psychology was and is to explore how people live
satisfied and successful lives, and what actions enable them do so.11 Utilizing this
definition of positive psychology, coaching can be viewed as one of these actions.
Employed to both strengthen satisfaction and increase motivation.

In addition to the authors mentioned above, there are numerous other researchers who have published
descriptions and definitions of coaching. Betinna Schiessler offers one contrarian voice, criticizing the
diffuse and overused term “coach” which she believed cyclically reinforced an unnecessary "trend towards
coaching." But Schiessler’s opinion was largely ignored. Starting in the 2000s to today, coaching became a
colorful term, used so often and incorrectly that its value has been largely inflated. Training, consulting, and
leadership are often jumbled together as simply “coaching.” For this reason, a clear definition of coaching 

becomes even more important.

WHAT IS THE MINIMUM REQUIREMENT TO BE A COACH?

The requirements for coaches in German-speaking countries have hardly changed over the last few years.

COACHES SHOULD ...

... BE ABLE TO CONDUCT CONVERSATIONS IN A PROFESSIONAL MANNER

... BE DISCREET

...  WORK SITUATIONALLY, EMPATHICALLY, AND FLEXIBLY

...  AND HAVE A LOT OF EXPERIENCE
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OUR PERSONAL CHECKLIST FOR SUCCESSFUL COACHING

Walter Schwertl sees coaches as having several roles. To Schwertl, a coach is an initiator,
amotivator, and a pacemaker for a communicative process. Their task it is to help clients
achieve success in their respective field. This "success” is to be achieved through
intrapersonal processes accompanied by coaches.

Especially in the area of executive coaching, coaches are in great demand as "impulse givers.” They are
valued in their ability to act neutrally and always maintain a relationship of equals with their coachees.
Whereas in middle management, coaches function more as navigators, providing orientation and guidance
for self-help. At all levels, a coach-coachee relationship built on authenticity, partnership, trust, and
responsibility is crucial for successfulcoaching.

The Coach …

… is ready for a free initial meeting

 …is transparent about the trainings and training directions ideally 

a coach is trained in different directions) 

 … has several tools of the trade

 … offers coaching that is more than mere pedicure and not a subscription, 

but individual and effective. Therefore, package pricing should not be offered. It is difficult toestimate 

in advance how long the process will take. Sometimes one coaching session is enough

... should offer coaching that can be terminated at any time, because a deep coaching process needs 
trust, freedom, and security. If the relationship with the coach is disturbed, there should be no 

obligation to continue the process. 

... provides information on how he/she prepares for the coaching (ex. how does he/she follow up?)

... provides a written confidentiality statement.

WHICH TOPICS ARE MOST FREQUENTLY ADDRESSED IN COACHING?

In the last Marburg Coaching Study in 2016/17, the following 5 topics were mentioned most frequently by
clients to coaches

1. Self-reflection on leadership behavior
2. Critical reflection on problem solving behavior  
3. Help with decision making 
4. Goal determination and clarification of goals
5. Conflict management, conflict resolution, and harassment

THE TOP 5 COACHING TOPICS 
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MAGNOLIATREE‘S GUIDE TO THE APPROPRIATE METHOD

All interventions must touch the heart for us to utilize them. They must be an experienced. They
must enhance the quality of life. Immediately and in the future

We at MagnoliaTree see it as our task to find, together with our coachees,
the most effectivea method for their given problem. In doing so, we always
keep the desired goal in mind. If our client’s goal is to increase their
quality of life, we often choose coaching. When it comes to increasing the

quality of work, we rely on supervision. And when it comes to pure
knowledge transfer, we use training as our method.

Workshops designed and conducted by MagnoliaTree are never just mere
training or knowledge transfer. There is no ready-made seminar or lesson
that we pull out of the drawer and reuse countless times. Rather, we are
concerned with collaborating with clients to share existing knowledge
through social learning, taking into account group dynamics. From our
experience it is more successful in the long term to learn from and with
each other instead of being overloaded with a wealth of theoretical
knowledge in a short time. We see ourselves as impulse-givers and
framework-creators for dignified change processes. Through our methods,
one realizes knowledge is not only transcript, but a felt and lived
experience. 

COACHING, TRAINING OR THERAPY?

The demarcation of the topics dealt with in coaching, as well as the separation from other disciplines, is not 
always clear and often proves difficult to define.. 

Some coaching adjacent fields include:

MANAGEMENT
CONSULTING

PSYCHO-
THERAPY

SUPERVISIONTRAINING

MENTORING

MENTORING
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PSYCHOTHERAPY

The demarcation of these disciplines is relevant for clients as well as for customers to
determine whether coaching is the right solution for the respective problem or issue. Legally,

the delimitations are country-specific, but coaching is rarely a protected term. This means in 

most countries; an individual does not require any specific training to claim to be a coach.

Let’s look at these fields, what they entail, and how they differ from coaching.

Psychotherapy is often stigmatized in our society. For many, it is easier to take the step to coaching than to
psychotherapy. 

But what seperates the two? 

The Psychotherapy Act in Austria describes the practice of therapy as
a comprehensive, conscious and planned treatment. This treatment is
defined as when scientific psychotherapeutic methods are applied to
treat personality disorders, behavioral disorders, or states of suffering.

The interactions between (one or more) client(s) and (one or more)

therapist(s) are intended to alleviate or eliminate symptoms or states
of suffering and to promote the development and health of the
treated

Psychotherapy - compared to coaching - is far more clearly regulated in the law. The existence of a
pathological background or condition is the most important criterion for differentiation from coaching.

Only psychotherapists are allowed to treat these pathologies.Other professions cannot, by law, claim to treat
such patients. However, many coaches also have training in the fields of psychology or psychotherapy.

Therefore, models from these fields are also occasionally used in coaching.

SUPERVISION

Supervision is an approach to reflection in a professional
context. Supervision can be distinguished from coaching
by the role of the coachees. Supervision is mainly used
by people who work in a psycho-social environment, for
example as social workers or psychotherapists.
Methodology wise, supervision is based on the domains
of psychology and psychotherapy. In contrast to
coaching, supervision is independent of hierarchical level
within an organization and is intended to promote the
relationship between clients and their counterparts in a
professional context. 

The term originates from the United States and has its
roots in social work. Today, the word supervision is also
often used to refer to controllers or administrative roles
within an organization that review or manage.

"Supervisor" is the appropriate term for the person who
performs this control or management function. "Clinical
Supervision," on the other hand, indicates supervision in
the sense of providing an opportunity for reflection in a
psycho-social context. Coaching and supervision can be
used in parallel. 
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TRAINING

MANAGEMENT CONSULTING

Examples of this are managerial functions in the psychosocial context, for example in
hospitals or health care facilities. Managers can be supported in their leadership role
through coaching and be guided through reflections in dealing with clients through
supervision.

In the training, predefined and often prescribed behavior
patterns are taught, practiced and integrated into the behavior of
the training participants. The trainers present or convey these
and accompany them during exercises. In coaching, on the other
hand, the development of an individual is self-driven through
personal reflections. The systems or solutions generated by
coaching are not standardized, but rather unique to the given
situation of the coachee. Coaches provide support, but unlike
trainers, they do not provide input on content. To summarize,

training can be assigned to topic-related learning, coaching to
person-related learning. Training is a way to increase the
productivity of individuals and can be used as a tool to provide
new employees with organizational orientation and an overview
of a company’s goals.

Management consulting is a form of expert activity that
requires a high level of qualification. Similar to the development
of coaching, demand for management consulting has risen
sharply since the 1980s. As with coaching, quality standards for
management consulting are rarely clearly defined and in many
countries access to management consulting is open to
everyone. Likewise, the field of activity for management
consultants is often not clearly defined. 

For Alfred Harl, the role of management consultants is to
support the facilitation of positive, financial changes,
considering the situation of an entire organization.

Management consulting is carried out with both the present
and future in mind. 

Management consulting services are intended for companies or organizations, not individuals, and can
be rooted in economic, communicative, technical, administrative, or social solutions. For Harl, coaching
also falls within the realm of management consulting.

These various disciplines have numerous parallels and often overlap with the field of coaching.
But there are also major differences between them and the field of coaching. Anunderstanding of
these difference can help an individual to find the best method for their unique issue. 
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