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What is coaching supervision and is it important?
The study in brief
The ‘Standards Australia Guidelines for Coaching in 
Organizations’ states categorically: “All coaches should 
be engaged in professional supervision.” However, the 
industry doesn’t yet agree what coaching supervision 
is, its primary purpose, nor who is qualified to act as a 
supervisor. 

Our study revealed that although some purchasers 
of coaching services (clients) are aware of the push 
for supervision, most are unsure how supervision 
relates to coaching outcomes. For clients wondering 
how to incorporate supervision into coach screening 
processes, we recommend that they ask prospective 
coaches five questions. The asking of these questions 
will provide deeper insight than simply asking a coach 
if they undergo supervision. The five questions are:

1.  What are your learning goals for this year, and what 
steps are you taking to achieve them?

2.  How do you get ‘unstuck’ when confronted by a 
particularly challenging assignment?

3.  How do you look after your own wellbeing, for the 
sakes of your coachees as well as yourself? 

4.  What coaching ethics do you ascribe to, and how 
do you monitor your practice with reference to 
those ethics?

5.  How do you make sure that coaching goals are 
aligned with organisational purpose, and remain 
so for the duration of an assignment?

Supervision can play a useful role in each of these 
domains. For each domain however, there exist 
other activities that may serve the same purpose. 
Furthermore, asking these questions will help the 
client develop a deeper understanding of the coach’s 
approach.

Introduction
Therapy has a longer tradition than executive coaching, and 
the core skills have much in common. However, Starling & 
Baker (2000) say 

“...it is puzzling to find so little debate about whether it 
is appropriate simply to extend a process designed for 
counsellors and psychotherapists to coaches.”

This is not to say that models of supervision from other fields 
may not be useful. Lane (2006) sees coaching as ‘borrowing’ 
ideas from a range of disciplines, which coaches then adapt 
to suit the needs of their clients, but he argues this should 
be done with care. Coaching then would appear to be at 
a stage where it is continues to ‘try on’ existing models of 
supervision, still in search of a universally agreed approach 
to coaching supervision per se. 

So what do coaches do? Grant (2011) found that 83% of 174 
coaches undertook some form of ‘supervision’, though only 
26% had a ‘formal supervisor’. He defined formal supervision 
as taking place 

“...within the boundaries of a clearly designated and 
defined supervision with another individual whose 
primary relationship in that relationship was to provide 
supervision.” 

In other words he may be excluding from his definition 
group supervision, and peer supervision with a fellow 
coach. 

The number of coaches who say they should be undergoing 
continuous supervision may be higher than those actually 
going through supervision (Hawkins & Schenk, 2006). 
Passmore & McGoldrick (2009) suggest that this may be 
because although coaches are being told they should go 
through supervision, they don’t really understand why. Grant 
(2011) suggests the key barriers are cost, and the absence 
of suitably qualified supervisors.
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Moyes (2009) identified four different perspectives on 
purpose, three of which represent the needs of the coach, 
one of which represents the need of the client:

1.  Development. Hawkins (2006) found that 88% of coaches 
used supervision to develop their coaching capability. 
Grant (2011) reported similar findings in his study of 
Australian coaches. 

2.   Addressing specific challenges. Both Hawkins (2006) 
and Grant (2011) report the extent to which coaches 
value supervision in helping them become ‘unstuck’ in 
addressing difficult coaching assignments. 

3.  Support. De Haan and Blass (2007) found that coaches 
used supervision mainly for reassurance, confidence 
building and benchmarking executive coaching 
practice. Armstrong & Geddes (2009) talk about how 
coaches working in isolation may regard supervision 
groups as supportive ‘communities of practice.’ Moyes 
(2009) however, suggests that the supportive aspect of 
supervision may be more important in therapy, in which 
therapists are typically working with the deprived or 
disturbed clients, than it is in coaching. 

4.  Managerial. Moyes (2009) suggests that purchasers 
of coaching services want supervision to protect them 
from the risk of unethical or unprofessional practice, to 
provide them with assurance that coaching is focused on 
organisational objectives, and to ensure that coaches are 
working within their capability (Hawkins, 2006b). 

This taxonomy suggests multiple purposes for coaching 
supervision. Gray (2010) wonders if it is worth considering 
a networked approach to supervision, where different 
supervisors provide support for different purposes. This is 
consistent with Grant’s (2011) finding that many Australian 
coaches use different types of supervision depending on 
their needs at any particular time. 

One may go further and ask why coaches need supervision 
at all – are there not other activities that serve the same 

purpose? Passmore & McGoldrick (2009) list other avenues 
for professional development including journaling, 
training and mentoring. They suggest that different 
forms of development may suit different coaches and 
may be of particular value at different stages of a coach’s 
development. They argue, for example, that new coaches 
may benefit most from group supervision, and experienced 
coaches may find journaling and peer mentoring more 
useful.

The study
We spoke to 29 purchasers of coaching services from 27 
different organisations. We asked them whether or not 
they required prospective coaches to be undergoing 
supervision, and if so why. If they didn’t require prospective 
coaches to be undergoing supervision, we asked them why 
not.

We spoke to 33 executive coaches (table 1). Rather than 
start by asking them about supervision per se, we began 
with Moyes (2009) four purposes:

1.  Do you have a learning plan/objectives of some sort 
specific to coaching? 

2.  If you find yourself stuck in a coaching assignment, how 
do you go about becoming unstuck?

3.  Who do you look to for support if you experience strong 
unwelcome emotional experiences in a session or 
assignment?

4. What coaching ethics do you ascribe to?

5.   How do you monitor the extent to which you are 
acting in service of your coachee’s goals, versus client/
organisational goals?

Only after asking these questions did we specifically ask 
about supervision. In selecting coaches to survey we didn’t 
include coaches from our own ‘guilds’, since they undergo 
regular peer supervision as part of their membership. 

Table 1: Coaches surveyed – profile

Sole practitioner (SP) or 
member of a collective?

No. SP Collective
Experience  

(yrs coaching)
Member  

of the ICF
Registered 

Psychologist
Member  

APS/NZPS*

NSW 15 8 7 7.7 11 1 4

VIC 10 8 2 10.0 5 4 3

NZ 8 7 1 6.9 4 3 6

Total 33 23 11 8.2 20 8 13

* Australian Psychological Society/New Zealand Psychological Society
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Few respondents said they had a ‘formal’ 
learning plan, though the majority 
named learning activities and/or learning 
objectives that they intended to focus on 
over the next 12 months. The prevalence 
of supervision may be understated here, 
given that supervision is sometimes a 
mandatory component of formal study 
programs. 

Learning objectives were broad ranging 
and diverse including coaching skills 
(e.g. challenging the coachee effectively, 
establishing measurable outcomes, and 
team coaching) and personal qualities 
(e.g. presence and authenticity). 12% 
specifically talked about managing 
complexity or systemic aspects of 
coaching assignments.

21% of coaches said they never, or rarely, 
got stuck or felt the need for support. 
Although supervision was mentioned 
most often, most coaches used it in 
this context as a last resort, only if other 
activities didn’t yield a satisfactory solution. 

Supervision was mentioned less often 
with respect to monitoring adherence 
to coaching ethics. 39% of coaches 
talked about their sense of ethics being 
ingrained. These coaches had an average 
of 8.75 years of coaching experience, 
not markedly different to the overall 
average of 8.2 years, reflecting the fact 
that some coaches come into coaching 
with an existing ethical code formed while 
working in another profession (e.g. legal, 
social work). When asked which coaching 
ethics they subscribed to, 54% referred 
to ICF ethics and 30% to professional 
psychology ethics. 

Only 6% of coaches talked about using 
supervision to navigate the potentially 
conflicting needs of client and coachee, 
despite the challenges this can present. 85% 
of respondents said their primary strategy 
was to establish expectations up front with 
all parties, often seeking a 3-way meeting 
between coach, coachee, and client. 

Coaches reported other activities that served to fulfil each of these needs (table 2):

Table 2: Strategies deployed to fulfill Moyes’ five purposes

Learning Getting Unstuck Support & Self Awareness Maintaining Ethics Navigating Client/Coachee Needs

1 Supervision (36%) Supervision (79%) Supervision (76%) Ingrained (39%) Clarify expectations upfront (60%)

2 Studying for a coaching 
qualification (30%) Self-reflection (24%) Self-reflection (24%) Self-reflection (39%) Monitor regularly (27%)

3 University study (24%) Read/research (21%) Talk to coachee (9%) Supervision (27%) Review at the end (19%)

4 Conferences/seminars 
(21%)

Talk to client/coachee 
(12%) Read/research (9%) Clarify coaching agreement 

(15%) Coach the client (15%)

5 Psychometric tool 
accreditation (9%)

Has never happened 
(6%)

Has never happened/talk to 
client/talk to therapist (6%) Talk to coachee (9%) Principal commitment to  

coachee (12%)

Coaches 

Satisfying different purposes
With reference to Moyes’ (2009) four purposes, almost 80% of coaches said they 
considered supervision if they got stuck in an assignment or if they needed support 
(chart 2). 36% mentioned supervision as a component of their ongoing learning 
plan, 27% said they used supervision to ensure they were practicing ethically 
and just 6% mentioned supervision as part of their strategy for ensuring they 
successfully navigated the needs of both client and coachee. These last two factors 
are both aspects of Moyes fourth purpose – ‘managerial’.

Chart 2: Proportion of coaches spontaneously mentioning supervision with reference to 
Moyes four purposes of supervision

Support and self awareness

Maintaining ethics

Navigating client/coaches needs

Getting unstuck

As part of my learning plan Development

Support

Addressing
Specific challenges

Managerial{
100%80%60%40%20%0%

What is supervision?

Assume it’s part of
training/ongoing development

Impractical to enforce

Assume coaching organisation does it

Other criteria more important

100%80%60%40%20%0%

Results
Clients
79% of clients said they didn’t insist on coaches being supervised (chart 1). 41% 
believe other factors are more important (e.g. coaching qualifications, coaching 
experience). 14% assume that the relevant coaching organisation supervise their 
coaches on the clients’ behalf. 10% of respondents said they didn’t know what 
coaching supervision was.

Chart 1: Reasons given by clients who didn’t insist on external coaches being supervised
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Relatively few coaches checked back in with the client during 
the assignment (27%) or at the end of an assignment (15%). 
Several coaches talked about some of the challenges they 
encountered in seeking to engage a third party, how ‘tricky’ it 
could be to manage the ‘coaching triangle’ of coach, coachee 
and client, how it felt like a ‘balancing act’, and of the need 
to stay vigilant throughout the assignment. One participant 
avoided the coaching triangle entirely. Others spoke of doing 
their best to manage the coaching triangle, but siding with the 
coachee if necessary.

Why undertake supervision?
After we asked coaches how they managed Moyes’ (2009) 
four different purposes of supervision, we asked them directly 
why they undertook supervision, and what impact it had had 
on their practice. Coaches responding to this question placed 
most emphasis on self development and/or self awareness. 
As suggested before, though many coaches may turn to 
supervision to address specific issues and to seek support, 
many report rarely experiencing the need for support in these 
areas. The primary purpose for many coaches seems to be 
developmental. This hypothesis appears to be supported by 
answers to the question ‘How has supervision changed your 
practice?’ 58% talked about their development generally, 
and most of the other changes mentioned relate to specific 
aspects of development, including confidence and self 
awareness, and the capacities to reflect and be present.

Different forms of supervision
We categorised the practices we heard described with 
reference to four parameters:

 f  Formal or informal: whether or not the relationship had 
been established explicitly as a supervisor-supervisee, or 
peer supervision process.

 f  Individual or group: one-to-one, or as part of a group.
 f  Regular or ad-hoc: whether or not sessions were held 

on a regular basis. Several participants sought out 
the services of a supervisor when required, often with 
reference to a specific issue, or according to the volume 
of coaching work they were undertaking at any one time.

 f  Paid or unpaid: whether or not the coach paid the 
individual or group supervisor.

These four parameters give us 16 possible forms of 
supervision.

The most popular form of ‘supervision’ was informal 1-to-
1 consultation with colleagues on an ad-hoc basis. Some 
coaches called this supervision, others didn’t. Five of the 
coaches we spoke to undertook only informal supervision. 
When asked why they didn’t undertake formal supervision, 
answers included:

“I could pay, but I don’t have many clients at the moment, 
and I don’t know if other coaches do. If you say you 
don’t have many clients, there’s a fear of being seen as a 
failure.”

“I think it’s a good idea for new coaches. I don’t feel the 
need for it after x years. Who would I get to supervise me? 
Who has more experience than me? I make up my own 
rules thanks! My clients don’t care so why should I?”

Of the other forms of supervision three were particularly 
popular, all of them formal:

33% 30% 18%

Regular, paid,  
1-to-1

Regular, unpaid, 
group

Ad-hoc, paid,  
1-to-1

average  
$163/session n/a average  

$273/session

Regular, paid, 1-to-1 supervision isn’t necessarily ‘professional 
supervision’ as defined in the Standards Australia Guidelines, 
since few coaches sought out someone specifically trained 
to be a coach supervisor. Many sought out the services 
of a registered psychologist, but not specifically one with 
supervision training. Unpaid group supervision was a popular 
form of supervision amongst the New Zealand coaches we 
spoke to, and psychologists generally. These coaches found 
peer supervisors through psychology networks, ICF networks, 
or both. Some groups included HR professionals and 
consultants. Coaches seeking paid 1-to-1 supervision on an 
ad-hoc basis tended to be more experienced than the group 
as a whole (9.8 years vs. 8.2 years) and paid significantly more 
for the supervision they received than those undergoing 
regular individual supervision. 

Discussion
85% of the coaches we spoke to undertook some form of 
formal supervision, and 33% undertook formal, regular, paid, 
one-to-one supervision. These numbers are consistent with 
those reported by Grant (2011) and Passmore & McGoldrick 
(2009).

We found no evidence to support Passmore & McGoldricks’ 
suggestion that sole practitioners may be less likely 
to undergo supervision than coaches working within 
organisations. Most of the sole practitioners we spoke 
to appeared to value working with other practitioners in 
the field, and were just as likely to pay for formal regular 
supervision on a one-to-one basis.

Consistent with Passmore & McGoldricks’ suggestion that 
new coaches may benefit most from group supervision, we 
did find that coaches undertaking individual supervision 
tended to be more experienced than those undergoing 
group supervision (8.9 years experience vs. 6.3 years). 
This may reflect the specific needs of some of the more 
experienced coaches we spoke to, which they felt they could 
satisfy best by looking for specialists, often based outside 
Australia.

“I undertake supervision when I need it, usually when I get 
stuck, which hasn’t happened for a while. I often talk with 
my business partners about things; particular approaches, 
sharing learnings, the process of coaching.”
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We didn’t find evidence that coaches seek supervision from 
therapists because they are more available and cheaper 
(Farmer, 2012). Those coaches seeking paid 1-to-1 supervision 
appeared to have clear criteria as to who they wanted to work 
with, often seeking the services of a registered psychologist. 
The cost-conscious seem more likely to choose peer 
supervision rather than relatively cheap 1-to-1 supervision.

With reference to Gray (2010) and Grant (2011), who both 
discussed the value of a networked approach to supervision, 
we found plentiful evidence that many coaches do seek the 
services of supervisors with specific qualities to fulfil a specific 
purpose. Moreover we found that some coaches may seek out 
those services at the time they need them, such that effective 
supervision may not always be regular.

Different approaches to coaching supervision
We identified three approaches to coaching supervision:

1. Supervisor as coach
  Most definitions of supervision focus on the importance of 

reflective practice in the service of ongoing learning, be it 
in coaching or supervision. Thomson (2011), for example, 
cites Christian & Kitto (1987) in defining supervision simply 
as “a process whereby one person enables another to 
think better.” Accordingly, the ICF definition of supervision 
implies that supervision is a similar process to coaching, 
such that an experienced coach can effectively play the 
role of supervisor. 

2. Supervisor as systems thinker
  The Standards Australia guidelines, on the other hand, 

state that supervision “... is not simply coaching the coach,” 
and it requires “particular knowledge of the dynamics of 
helping relationships within the helper.” Hawkins & Smith 
(2006) are more explicit in suggesting that a coaching 
supervisor should be able to adopt a systemic approach. 
For them supervision is a process by which the supervisor 
helps the coach to “attend to better understanding both the 
client system and themselves ... and transform their work.” 

3. Supervisor as professionally accredited expert
  The Standards Australia Guidelines for Coaching in 

Organizations says that “All coaches should be engaged 
in professional supervision.” Cavanagh and Lane (2012) 
suggest that markers of traditional professions include “...
practice licensed only to qualified members (and achieved 
through hours served and accreditation) ...” implying that 
supervisors should be formally recognised as being more 
‘expert’. Gray (2010) suggests that “supervision often 
involves an element of assessment and critical judgement,” 
and that “evaluation is the final function of the supervision 
process.” Armstrong & Geddes (2009) disagree. They say 
“... supervision in other contexts ... has a monitoring function 
but, within an as yet unregulated field, there is little place 
for this except in certain situations, for example, for an 
accredited training provider and employer of coaches ...” 

These approaches are not mutually exclusive (figure 1), such 
that we can identify six approaches to coaching & coaching 
supervision. The coach’s attitude to supervision is likely to 
depend on which category of coach they best fit.

Figure 1 – six approaches to coaching supervision

Reflective

Systemic
1 2 4 3 5

Professional

6

1.  Reflective practice
  Many coaches value reflective practice, engaging the 

services of a supervisor to help them learn and develop, 
and/or to reflect on difficult assignments. They may equally 
value individual or group coaching, so long as there is an 
emphasis on reflective practice.

2. Reflective/systemic practice
  These coaches adopt a systemic perspective. Their 

supervision requirements are similar to those of reflective 
coaches, although they will expect their supervisor or 
group to help them gain further insights into how they can 
operate more effectively within the organisational system. 
When such support is hard to find, the reflective systemic 
coach may be more likely to seek a personal supervisor. 

3. Reflective/professional practice
  These coaches belong to a professional body with clearly 

defined competencies, enforced entry criteria, and specific 
supervision requirements (e.g. the APS and NZPS). These 
coaches value reflective practice, and are more likely to 
adopt a level-of-competency lens through which they 
regard other coaches. They may equally value individual or 
group coaching, depending on the requirements of their 
professional body. 

4. Reflective/systemic/professional practice
  These coaches value reflective practice, adopt a systemic 

perspective, and belong to a professional body with 
specific supervision requirements. Like reflective/systemic 
coaches, when systemic supervisors are hard to find, these 
coaches may undertake 1-to-1 supervision regardless of 
the requirements of their professional body.

5. Non-reflective professional practice
  These coaches don’t appear to value reflective practice. 

Their philosophy of coaching may be more didactic 
or transactional. They may nevertheless engage in 
supervision, but their primary purpose for attending 
supervision is to satisfy the requirements of their 
professional body.

6. Non-reflective practice
  These coaches don’t particularly value reflective practice, 

nor do they feel obliged to attend supervision. Instead 
they may seek guidance or instruction from subject-
matter-experts relevant to their mode of coaching. Their 
coaching approach is likely to be more didactic, an 
approach which some people might label as ‘mentoring’ 
or ‘consulting’ depending on their own world-view.
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with a qualified supervisor may have 
been imported from the world of 
clinical psychology/psychotherapy & 
counselling, and has yet to be properly 
challenged as to its relevance for 
executive coaching. Not all coaches seek 
1-to-1 supervision, nor do they all seek 
regular supervision. The drive for this 
form of supervision may emanate from 
professional bodies seeking assurance 
that their members are undergoing 
minimum levels of reflective practice 
in the company of ‘experts’.

Some coaches, in particular more 
experienced coaches, did report 
difficulties in finding a supervisor 
with the attributes they were looking 
for, such that several were working 
with supervisors based overseas, 
communicating by telephone. Few 
though mentioned supervisory 
qualifications per se as the attribute they 
were looking for. Often it was someone 
with more coaching experience, or more 
experience in a particular discipline.

Barriers to supervision
Passmore & McGoldrick (2009) suggest 
the main barrier to coaching supervision 
is that coaches are told to undertake 
supervision without knowing why. The 
results of our study support the idea that 
many coaches don’t understand why 
they should be expected to undertake 
‘formal’ supervision, if that implies 
paid, regular, 1-to-1 supervision with 
a qualified supervisor. Many coaches 
seem to be satisfied with other means 
by which to satisfy their various needs as 
defined by Moyes (2009).

Our study doesn’t support the idea that 
cost is a principal barrier to supervision 
(Grant, 2011). Many of the coaches we 
spoke to find their needs met by unpaid 
forms of supervision, in particular unpaid 
group supervision. Many coaches don’t 
aspire to undertake ‘formal’ supervision.

Our findings support the idea that the 
notion that all coaches should undertake 
paid, regular, 1-to-1 supervision 

Conclusions
In conclusion then, we don’t find 
ourselves in agreement with the 
Standards Australia Guidelines for 
Coaching in Organizations when it says: 
“All coaches should be engaged in 
professional supervision.” We see this 
as a valid perspective, but not the only 
perspective. On the other hand we do 
agree with the Standards when they say:

“Coaches should be able to articulate 
to their clients the nature and extent 
of their training and the evidence 
underpinning their practice. Similarly, 
coaches should include regular 
reflective processes to assist in 
the formulation of their ongoing 
professional development ...”

We hope that our five questions, derived 
from the work of Moyes (2009) and 
others, will provide a pragmatic and 
easy-to-use methodology to get to the 
heart of the matter.
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